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    TURNING and turning in the widening gyre,


    The falcon cannot hear the falconer;


    Things fall apart, the centre cannot hold;


    Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world…


    


     W.B. Yeats, The Second Coming
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    Aisha was four when she learned about the shadows in men. On that morning, she walked from her family’s small home and looked out on the sand-swept village, turning up and feeling the warmth.


    Looking back down, strangely, she saw he wasn’t there. He should have been near the side of the house, shuffling in the shade and hay, searching for his mother and her milk.


    “Come back inside,” her mother said, turning away.


    “Mama? Baba?”


    “He’s gone,” she said quietly. “Your father said that we needed the meat. We must learn to forget, Aisha. This is our place.”


    Her mother had a tear in her eye as she leaned back over the sink and began cleaning the clothes again, as she had her entire life.


    Her father did not speak to them like he did to others, sometimes not at all, and Aisha, even so young, had always wondered if it was something about her, or was it just his way. He had always wanted sons.


    “Where…Baba?” she had started to cry.


    It was still eight years away from when her father would first come to her at night, pungent in the heat. It was still ten years from when her father would be found murdered, robbers they would say, a wound to his head and blood running black like a snake across his bed, her mother shuffling her out, taking her hand into the desert, burying something far away.


    Would they ever be pure again?


    It was still fifteen years before Aisha would contribute to the sudden deaths of thousands of people.
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    Washington, D.C. — fifteen years later


    


    


    Robert Monroe Walker, forty-seventh President of the United States, gazed up in silence. A blood moon had turned the colonnades into a soft rose color. Two morning doves huddled on a ledge and cooed down. It was these quiet times that caught him.


    Behind, he could hear the debate continue between his aides, their muffled sounds carrying through the bulletproof glass. The rose garden rustled against the night’s breeze.


    Suddenly, a commotion began inside the Oval Office. From a dozen shadows, Secret Service Agents converged as the doors broke open.


    A man in a perfectly tailored suit approached.


    “Mr. President, my apologies. We have an Erebos incident.”


    The agents coiled around the president and they quickly moved through the Oval Office and into the south hallway. Policy Advisor Martin Tazewell dropped in behind and attempted to match the president’s stride. “Mr. President…”


    “Evening, Marty. What are we looking at?”


    “A Level-5 incursion.”


    “Who we think it is?”


    “Yes.”


    “Numbers?”


    “Too early, but Mac’s people are estimating a significant GNP impact.”


    They entered the elevator.


    “No, Marty, the casualty projections.”


    Asking about the people was Bob Walker – the small town boy from Iowa, his folks still on the farm.


    “Very preliminary. Estimated at well over…”


    The elevator doors slid open.


    Two marines guarding the SID entry pivoted and saluted. President Walker pressed his hand on the scan pad and for only the fifth time in his presidency felt the prick as his DNA was extracted and compared. The titanium and panzerholz doors slid open with a hiss.


    NSA Director Mackenzie “Mac” Osborne approached. He and the president had been roommates at Stanford and through a myriad of political wars had become close friends.


    Osborne handed the president an unmarked folder that bore a coded, electronic seal.


    The president looked over, “That’s it?”


    “Yes, Mr. President. Information is in-transit.”


    As they took their seats, Vice-President Harold Palmer entered, followed by his chief of staff and general counsel, Mikhael Présage.


    Before being elected, President Walker and Palmer had barely known each other, with Palmer brought onto the ticket to gain support from the east coast financial establishment. They were cordial with each other, yet they came from different places, different times.


    A glass shield descended silently from the ceiling and slid between the table and a bank of computer consoles, blocking the NSA and CIA analysts from hearing their discussions.


    The president finished reading.


    “Alright, Mac, go ahead.”


    Osborne stood and loosened his tie, “You all have the briefing documents in front of you. The preliminary facts are that at approximately 7:34 p.m. a coordinated attack occurred on numerous high-concentration public targets. We believe that those assets were controlled by Sheik Haroun Amahdi, the fusion cell operative now based in southern Yemen. As you know, such cells are composed of highly trained experts, each member contributing to the whole, as if a fused organism. They still use Arabs for suicide actions, but many are of non-Arab descent. Last year, we captured a computer forensics expert from Finland. It’s as far away from al-Qaeda as you can imagine. There are six such cells that we know of, all tied together like a web. This particular cell has adopted many names, but presently refers to itself as Al-Badiya-rih, which in Arabic means, The Wind.”


    The vice-president had been scanning the report. “But theaters? Who cares about theaters?”


    “I understand, Mr. Vice-President. It will become apparent.”


    “As Vice-President Palmer has noted, the targets comprise twenty-nine Marcus-Oliver cinemas spread across five states – Minnesota, North and South Dakota, Nebraska and Iowa.”


    As he spoke, a screen slid from the ceiling. It showed a satellite image from orbit, the west coast in late afternoon, the Midwest falling into evening.


    “This next image is enhanced.”


    Suddenly, scattered across the Midwest portion of the screen small orange bursts appeared – one in Minnesota, two in the Dakotas, four in Iowa, each joining the next. They burned together like signal fires.


    The president stared at one of the glowing embers in Iowa, near to his parents’ homestead.


    He recalled his father’s gravel voice from their call earlier that week, “Lots to do, actually. Well, there’s that tractor auction down in Elmira. And, of course, your mom has been itching to see that new George Clunét movie. You know, some spy thing. It’s crazy, even way out here that movie house has been packed. I’d love to put her off ‘til after the weekend, but you know your mom…”


    Had they gone to the film? Like a good field general, he showed no emotion.


    “All locations are secured with Pentagon-sourced HAZMAT teams on-site via helicopter drops in twelve locations, more on the way. No radiation detected, so it appears that a dirty bomb was not the delivery system. Judging by the blast radii from the satellite imagery – and we’re tasking more flyovers as we speak – it appears to be conventional weaponry. Probably a single explosive device at each site, albeit each with a high impact signature. As we have both small and large targets, we’re assuming, for the time being, that the payloads were tailored for each site.”


    “I see the number here, Mac,” the president said, motioning to the report, “but what’s the most recent casualty intel?”


    “Well, we have twenty-nine theaters…” Osborne said quietly, staring at the matrix of numbers. “The crowds varied from two hundred in the small towns to the five thousand seat capacities at the twenty-screen Halo-MAX’s. If we factor in that we had weekend crowds and that three popular films are out…and each target is a high impact detonation with minimal structures remaining…it’s a damn war zone.”


    He paused.


    “From there, if you average the smaller and larger sites, we presently estimate a seven-hundred and fifty person average per site. If that figure holds, we’re looking at approximately 21,000 total dead, collateral fatalities unknown. The company’s computers compile nationwide attendance figures on an hourly basis and we’re gaining access to that information as we speak. We’ll have better numbers by midnight.”


    “I don’t mean to be crass,” the vice-president interjected, “but I must resubmit: why theaters? With so many rich targets, ones that could hurt us so much more, tactically speaking, it simply doesn’t make sense.”


    What the American public had never been told was how deeply the keel of the U.S. economy had been damaged by the 9/11 event. In the aftermath of the attacks, the subsequent urging of the American public to consume had not been a coincidence. If the public had truly known the danger, they would have burrowed up inside their suburban homes, taking their dollars with them and not allowing the economy the time it needed to recover.


    It was only later that the sophisticated spawn from al-Qaeda realized that the U.S. economy, capitalism, was their real target. Al-Qaeda had been extinguished, but, like a virus, its offspring had mutated, and learned.


    Osborne reminded Vice-President Palmer of these highly classified facts.


    “And, Mr. Vice-President, in the theaters, they get everything.”


    The vice-president stared.


    “Specifically,” Osborne continued, “the movie industry is the one sector of our economy that the extremist Muslim world identifies as being dominated by the U.S. Jewish community. In their minds, a strike against the movie industry is a strike at the heart of all Jews. And, thus, it becomes a strike at the heart of Israel itself.”


    “And, importantly, it is also a strike against America. Not merely a physical strike, but a strike against the idea of America.”


    “Ask yourself – historically speaking, what are the three unique cultural inventions of our civilization? Baseball, jazz and, yes, the film industry. The entire world cheers our celebrities and watches our movies. It’s one of our main cultural exports. Three thousand years from now historians will be studying America’s art form: film.”


    “So, be honest with yourself: Tomorrow, how many of you are going out to see a movie? Would you let your children see that animated blockbuster next month, or next year, or even two years from now?”


    “What we need to realize is that this attack may very well lead to the collapse of the entire film industry. The country is just beginning its foundational growth back from the Great Recessions and now this. Even after 9/11, our citizens had the movies. Even after the Aurora killings, they went back. But not this time. I promise you, it will be devastating to the general economy and, just as importantly, to the collective psyche of the American people.”


    The room became still.


    The president turned, “General Hightower, your assessment. What are our capabilities in the Gulf of Aden?”


    A pulsating, blue dot lit up on Osborne’s console, indicating a message from an analyst across the room. The glass shield slid into the ceiling, the memo was delivered and the shield fell back into place.


    Osborne glanced over.


    “Excuse me, general. Mac, do you have something?”


    “Yes, Mr. President. The most recent intel from the Nebraska and Iowa sites indicates a single device at each location, each detonated from directly inside the theaters, as if the bombers were sitting in the audience. It’s not yet known if we are dealing with suicide bombers, or whether the devices were planted and the offenders then left. On-site spectrometers indicate octanitrocubane-4 as the explosive agent. The Yemeni faction would have access to this substance; it’s on the black market.”


    “If I may, Mr. President,” General Hightower said, “octanitrocubane-4 is the most powerful non-nuclear explosive agent known – its brisance factor is very high. Last year, the formulation was stolen from the EU forensic lab computers. It remains a very dangerous situation, one that has been hard for us to put back in the bottle, so to speak.”


    “Brisance?” Commerce Secretary Getz asked.


    “An explosive agent’s shattering capability,” Hightower said. “The intensity and velocity of its wave front. Its…violence.”


    He turned, “Mr. President, we should also be looking out for other agents, such as HBX-3 and the related cyclotols.”


    Hightower looked down the long table, “The labs at Langley will probably tell us more.”


    “We’re on it, Mr. President,” the CIA Director beamed.


    “Alright,” the president said, “back to you, general.”


    “Yes, Mr. President. At present, we have two combat-ready battle groups on maneuvers in the Mediterranean and one carrier outside the Strait of Hormuz. All are moving into combat positions towards the Gulf of Aden. The former carry the newest iteration of the Trident missile. Although, sir, we strongly favor an air strike of F-36’s off the U.S.S. Lincoln. Our Russian and Chinese counterparts have been advised and they remain in stand-down status. De-escalation to DEFCON 3 has been effected and all domestic air routes have returned to normal operation after the initial step-down. We await your order, sir.”


    “So you are aware, Mr. President,” the general added, “we strongly favor the use of the CLEOPs-level strike capability. As you’ll recall from last week’s briefing, the Yemeni compounds are quite deep and have extensive escape tunnels. CLEOPs would ensure a successful mission profile.”


    Everyone at the table held quiet, looking to each other. The CLEOPs devices had never been used.


    The CLEOPs weapon was a “bunker busting” missile and payload that had been developed at the end of the second Obama administration. It was determined at that time that the only means of destroying Iranian nuclear sites buried deep underground was to either use theater-class nuclear warheads, or to invent a new class of conventional weaponry that mimicked the destruction of the low-yield nuclear weapons, yet didn’t leave the radiation signature that was so politically unpalatable.


    Getz, a mother of four, said what needed to be considered.


    “Respectfully, Mr. President, three of those Yemeni sites have medium-sized villages on the grounds above the tunnel complexes. I’m certainly not opposing military action, but perhaps it’s a threshold issue we should address.”


    “You’re right, Pam, thank you...”


    It was a state of mind, of being, that the so-called person-on-the-street could read about, perhaps even consider at length, but a state of mind that could not be truly known – internalized into one’s self – until one actually became the President of the United States: the responsibility for killing masses of innocent people in the service of the country. President Truman had absorbed this truth lying in his bed the night before Hiroshima, the map of Japan seared into his mind. This duty, once exercised, became a dark cinder in your heart, in your mind, that always remained with you. It was why each of our presidents, politics aside, understood each other on some deeper level.


    “Yes,” the president continued, “women and children...”


    He stood, absorbing his place in this moment.


    “Yet we also know, in our hearts, that this is the world we were born into. I cannot cut the baby in half. Truman knew this. Clinton knew this. Our bombs killed scores of children in Gaddafi’s palace when Reagan made his decision. And later, in Kosovo, the same. It’s been the same throughout history. Will I be judged in the hereafter? I am equally sure of that…”


    “But,” he added sternly, “this is the coldest of facts: whether we use the CLEOPs device, or another category of weapon, these innocent people will die.”


    He turned, “General, you have presidential authorization to utilize CLEOPs.”


    The general rose, “Yes sir, if you’ll excuse me.”


    A blue dot appeared on the president’s screen. The message – sent from across the table – read, “Your parents are okay. Picked up their phone.”


    The president showed only a stone face as he lightly tapped on the table towards Osborne, thanking his old friend.


    President Walker stood a final time, signaling a close to the meeting.


    “I’ll be on air in fifteen minutes. Tomorrow, both houses of Congress will be convened. Suggestions?”


    The table held still.


    “Thank you, Mr. President,” Osborne said.


    The leader of the free world, the forty-seventh in a line, exited the SID room, the images of the faces – our children, their children – never far in his mind.


    


    †


    


    Earlier that day, near predawn, twenty-four men and seven women walked from a remote Canadian fishing lodge, entered a tunnel dug for them three years earlier and passed under the Canada-U.S. border. On the ground above, the dense forests and blue-black lakes stood indifferent, serene.


    Even if they’d walked across the border, no one would have noticed.


    They had lived at the lodge for three weeks, having traveled from Iceland on a cod boat, the boat provided by their handlers, their teachers. They then ferried down across Hudson Bay, boarded a near empty train and exited at the small village that was closest to the lodge. The lodge had been fully stocked and there was no need to go into the village.


    They waited.


    The day before Their Blessed Return to Allah, a quote was placed in the local newspaper’s advert section, Please come to the opening of our Synagogue, Beth-El Zion Temple!


    The newspaper’s editor had never heard of a synagogue in the village, but as he continually told his copy assistant of forty years, Ms. Nettles, “The last time I looked, dear, it was a free country!” It was certainly going to cause a stir down at the Free Evangelical Church, that was for damn sure.


    Translated into ancient Aramaic – the tongue of Jesus of Nazareth – the remainder of the ad copy read, The Tears of Our God are Now in Your Eyes. No one at the paper, or down at the church, knew of the ancient language of their own Messiah and the words passed without notice, perhaps only a few grumbles down at the barbershop or between neighbors.


    “Did you see that funny thing in the paper today?” Marjorie Hunter asked as she stood at the end of her driveway, heading out on her daily jog with Bo, her coifed Spaniel.


    Bethany Drue, of Drue’s Hardware, one of the village’s oldest families, stood at the end of her own equally curvy driveway, lightly toweling and about to join Marjorie for their morning run. They nearly matched in their brightly colored outfits.


    “You mean that Jewish thing? You know, I have to be honest, I don’t know many Jewish people.”


    Marjorie smiled, “Me either. Tell me, though, what’s up with that Yiddish, or whatever it is? Hey, as they keep sayin’ on the TV, it’s a free country! Honey, you about ready?”


    And it passed, like it did in all of the conversations that morning. The Aramaic had been a tactical mistake when the Sheik had insisted and he’d known it at the time. He simply couldn’t resist. There were many things the Sheik could not resist.


    The tunnel surfaced inside a barn of an abandoned farm, secluded in the north Minnesota woods. The barn was now only used by deer hunters who might stop to get out of the autumn chill, or pause for a quick coffee. But it was not hunting season yet and the robins were just starting their morning greetings when the thirty martyrs opened the barn doors. The sun was beginning to rise.


    Inside the barn and concealed beneath a dusty tarp rested an old Blue Bird school bus, the type that state and federal prisons once used to transport inmates. It had been purchased two years before at a State of Minnesota government auto auction. The irony had not been lost on the Sheik.


    They filled the bus and Omar al-Azira, their driver for the mission, moved the bus slowly from the barn and across the dried mud ruts and onto the gravel road. An orange sun perched above the fields. Opening the window and hearing the wheat rustle, Aisha Hada thought it was the most sublime sight she’d ever seen. She accepted it as a sign.


    Normally, a bus filled with brown-skinned Arabs rambling through a rural American morning would’ve seemed wholly out of place. But their white faces were now their masks, a further necessity on their path to salvation. Aisha brushed away a blonde wisp as they passed a light blue Cadillac on the Interstate.


    The occupants of the Cadillac, Bob and Cecile Armstrong, were an elderly couple who’d decided to get on the road early. They were on the way to visit their adult children in North Dakota and Bob’s eyes weren’t what they used to be. Cecile never did like driving and so they thought this might be their last road trip together.


    Looking up, Cecile noticed a large decal of an American flag on the back of the bus, peeling from the sun. Next to it another sticker asked, “How am I driving?” Cecile and Bob looked up at the faces and only saw “Americans,” an extension of themselves. Aisha looked down and smiled as Cecile gave a quick wave back.


    A memory tugged at Aisha: the woman’s face, it had smiled up at her like her mother’s. In her mind, Aisha could see her mother taking water from the village well, laughing at dinner. As she’d been trained, she quickly pushed the images away.


    “Doesn’t she look just like little Marie?” Cecile said. “Sure is a pretty thing.”


    Cecile turned, “You see, honey, there’s still some nice, young people around. Maybe we just need to look harder. Did you see her smile?”


    Bob stayed at precisely fifty-eight miles per hour as the bus slowly pulled away, disappearing on a rise at the horizon.


    In the small Minnesota town of Redwood Falls, the bus pulled into a parking lot filled with cars. A sign on the whitewashed building at the far end read, “Ron’s Used Cars. Rentals too!”


    It was early Sunday and the lot was empty of people, the streets quiet. The door to Ron’s office was unlocked and they entered, one by one, each taking a key from the row of hooks on the wall. They knew that the longer they lingered, the greater the probability that a local police officer might drive by. So, without a word or a goodbye, each calmly exited and entered a vehicle. The gas tanks had been filled and the tires checked. When the last car left the lot, Omar drove the bus away in the opposite direction.


    Two blocks away, Ron Jeevers, the owner of Ron’s Used Cars, watched from his parked vehicle as the last of his brothers and sisters drove his treasured collection from the lot. He looked down at his white hand. It still made him feel odd. He rubbed at the top, but the white stayed, as it always did. Even through the itching, he proudly saw his whiteness as a modern day mark of Allah.


    The Sunday before, “Ron” had repeated his Koran prayers in his mind, even as he’d listened to the rolling sermon at the Free Evangelical Church. The choir director, Mary Burns, his girlfriend for the past six months, would miss him when he was gone. He’d grown to care for her and regretted that he’d had to use her as a part of his false mask. Earlier in the week, he’d spoken to the chief of police while bowling, “Almost forgot, chief. Next weekend, when you see my cars off the lot, it’s nothing. I’m just moving them across town, so I can finally get some asphalt on that lot. I’m going on vacation for a while, but will move them back in when I return.”


    He started the car, driving slowly down Main Street – past the hardware store and the Redwood County grain elevator, where he’d shared morning coffees with local farmers, Jud and Jerome. And then past Dottie’s Diner, where he’d laughed with Mary over scrambled eggs and hash browns after each Sunday service.


    He drove out of town and into the flatness of the wheat fields. Turning onto a gravel road, he followed a series of faded signs to Lake Minear. The road became darker as the pines reached up on all sides.


    He turned onto a dirt road that disappeared deeper into the forest. At the end, he exited the car.


    It took him an hour to clear the brush and hardened dirt. He slid the metal cover away from the rectangular hole he’d dug the year before and heaved the aluminum rowboat from the hole. He retrieved the ramps from the bottom and put them into place.


    Slowly, he drove the car down into its grave. He then carefully replaced the metal cover, pounding the dirt down and repositioning the brush. Looking around, he pulled some dying ferns up by their roots and roughly planted them over the car.


    He paused.


    A black-capped chickadee flew by, fee-bee, fee-bee, the pungent loam of the forest floor mixing with the hepatica buttercups that had suddenly bloomed in the Indian summer heat. He took a deep breath and pulled them in. His attention was drawn down and he saw that his pant legs had become wet from the dew off the ferns. As a man of the desert, it surprised him how he’d become so close to the feelings of these woods.


    He’d come to this place many times, always on the premise of fishing in the lake. Sometimes, he brought a pole with him. Once, he even brought a string of fish back to town and gave them to Dottie at the diner. “My heavens, you really are a fisherman!”


    But his true purpose had always been to check on the car’s grave.


    Dragging the boat through the dying foliage, he followed a deer path to the lake, sliding the boat in and beginning to row. Mists arose as the shore disappeared.


    Once in the middle, he affixed the heavy chains around his shoulders and midsection and heard the locks click. They had told him that the locks were important.


    Like a Scottish loch, Lake Minear was deep, having been carved out by glaciers ten thousand years before.


    He lowered himself into the cold water, taking care not to let the chains rattle against the side. He could feel the concrete anchors pull on the chains.


    Releasing his hands from the edge, the concrete grabbed him, yanking him down – ten feet, twenty feet, thirty.


    The water became dark, the sun a blur. He felt his lungs compress and bit down hard on the cyanide capsule.


    His last thoughts were of joining his family. His last image, the laughing faces of his long dead children.


    His mind screamed, Praise Be to Allah!
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    The president stood outside of the Oval Office and reviewed his notes a final time. The network cameras were ready and the world awaited his address. It was 10:00 p.m. eastern standard time. No one in the country had gone to bed.


    Osborne approached. “Mr. President, I have the updates.”


    The usual support staff attending a Special Address was quietly escorted from the room.


    “Go ahead, Mac.”


    “So far, we only have one interior video from a mid-size theater in Nebraska. No individuals of Arab descent coming in or out. We’re not sure why. It’s dusk and the film is grainy, still…the analysts are pouring over it. On CLEOPs, the general says we’re set to go. One last thing. The vice-president made some off-the-cuff statements set to air tomorrow morning. Our friend over at CNN gave us the heads up. Nothing too serious – the typical bluster from Palmer. The problem is that he brought up Tehran and we’re getting media inquiries, asking for clarification. I’ve loaded the highlights into your office monitor in case you want some extra heartburn.”


    “Christ, Mac, we send him out there to console people and he still can’t keep his mouth shut.”


    The White House Chief of Staff, Jordan Swift, approached.


    “Sorry, Mr. President – hi Mac – the networks are ready.”


    “Thanks, Jordan,” Osborne said. “Good luck, Mr. President.”


    The president began down the long corridor, his eyes set straight ahead. He walked past the line of flags, the television lights blinding.


    He stepped to the lectern.


    “Good evening, fellow citizens. Once more, we gather here together on another night of infamy…”


    


    †


    


    Earlier that evening, Aisha had exited her car outside of the vintage Hi-Lo theatre in downtown Des Moines. She wore designer skinny jeans and a silk blouse she’d bought on-line the week before. She wanted to be dressed well.


    Inside the front doors, it was as they had said: no guards, no detectors.


    A teenager with beginning acne took her ticket, “Thank you, ma’am, theater number twelve. Yes, to your left.”


    She bought a soda, casually walked into the restroom and waited.


    One minute, two minutes, three…


    She exited the restroom and headed towards screen number 12.


    As planned, she entered the theater in the dark after the coming attractions had started. She felt the stiffness around her chest as she sat in her seat. The screen momentarily faded while the main show began and, suddenly, an aging but still agile George Clunét was running across a skyscraper girder as a massive explosion rushed up behind him.


    She looked at her watch. Thirty-three minutes…


    As the movie continued, she drifted into memories – of her mother in the village, of the white desert heat, of the evening meals and the laughter and the trust…


    Her mother would never understand. Yet she did this for the children, for the ones she would never have.


    Wasn’t this right?


    She pushed the question from her mind, with the ways she’d been taught.


    Ten minutes…


    George Clunét cupped the woman’s face, staring into her turquoise eyes.


    Aisha had never been in love, not truly, not in the way of that woman’s face, not by such a man. Not by any man…


    She began to breathe deeper, the straps around her chest seeming tighter. Another explosion flashed across the screen, making her flinch.


    Two minutes…


    In twenty-nine other theaters, twenty-nine of her fellow comrades, some of them her friends – Jumanna, the Cairo bookstore owner, Bara’ah, the graduate student from Lebanon – were sitting in a seat identical to hers.


    Did they feel like her?


    1, 2, 3, she pushed the questions from her mind. 1, 2, 3…


    Thirty seconds and another flash flared across the screen. She hid her eyes. It seemed to blind her.


    Her mother’s face…


    She moved her hand slowly across her stomach, where her baby might have been. Another flash. Had she become fire yet?


    Ten seconds…


    Her hand shook at the trigger, hidden at her belt, just below her womb. As if thawing from a thousand years, she stood with her finger at the trigger.


    Her mother, her child…


    The world was trembling.


    “Ma’am, please, could you sit?” an elderly lady politely asked from behind. She turned and looked at the old woman. There was kindness in her eyes.


    Her mother’s face…her mother’s face!


    She pulled away from the trigger and ran from the theater, a chorus of angry flashes cascading across the screen fading behind her. Stumbling across the dimly lit parking lot to her car, she fell into the seat. Mile after mile, she never looked up from the stripes in the road, ticking off like a metronome.


    Fifty-eight miles from Des Moines, she vacantly pulled off onto a gravel road and drove into a field, fallow from the past winter. The Milky Way washed across the sky, a chorus of tree frogs calling endlessly from the forest edge.


    Her mind was numb, unable to think, only to see.


    She removed the strap of explosives from around her chest, ripping the tape from her skin. She disengaged the trigger and activated the backup timer and threw the bundle into the driver’s seat.


    The alfalfa felt wet. Somewhere, she had lost her sandals.


    She stumbled across the dark field, felt the cool beds of alfalfa and then the hard, sharp gravel on her bare feet. She heard the explosion behind her, the ground shaking through the road and into her. The stars disappeared in the flash, the frogs silenced in the shock.


    She never looked back.


    


    †


    


    At precisely 10:28 p.m., fifteen minutes after the president had finished his address, four F-36 stealth fighter jets silently took to the air.


    It was predawn in the village of Amaruk, tucked into the Sarawat Mountains in southern Yemen.


    The fighter jets passed over and released the CLEOPs weapons. When the missiles hit the ground they began their four-stage flight into the Earth.


    CLEOPs was designed like a Saturn lunar rocket, except with its trajectory in reverse. Five hundred feet above the ground, in a massive lightning storm, the first stage emitted an electro-magnetic pulse from its nose cone that disabled all ground-based surveillance assets. As the first stage touched the ground, it instantly detonated, blowing a large hole where the rest of the missile could follow. The second stage drilled through the initial hard rock layers while the third stage blew another hole even deeper. The final stage was the large-yield conventional payload that exploded a quarter mile beneath the Earth’s surface.


    On the ground above, there were no screams, no cries for mothers. In an instant, the sky turned to lightning, the ground disappeared and they simply fell into the bowels of the Earth.


    


    †


    


    The president rolled over, asleep in a dream. He mumbled something, perhaps an order. He could steel himself during the day to others, but at night, like us all, he rode the pitches and waves of subconscious.


    He awoke with a start and stared around the dark room. It was silent. His wife lay asleep next to him.


    He took a couple of deep breaths and rubbed his eyes. The clock read 3:00 a.m.


    He looked over…still beautiful.


    She felt his movements, “Hon, you up? Another dream?”


    He put his hand on her shoulder. “I don’t know. It’s almost as if something, someone…”


    The memory of the dream began to slip away.


    “Something…a bright light, a star. I don’t know.”


    And then it was gone.


    He chuckled, “You know, the older I get, the harder it is to remember my dreams.”


    He kissed her cheek, “Go back to bed.”


    She snuggled up against him, spooning like she had since college, murmuring something and falling back asleep.


    He moved the covers away and slid from the bed. He found his robe on the armchair and walked towards the window. Bands of stars were competing against the moon’s haloed light.


    The weight of the day began to come back to him – the theaters, the briefings, the rush of it all. And always the faces – the endless, unknown faces.


    He thought back on his dream.


    A light?


    A star?


    


    †


    


    Following the crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth in 33 A.D., a blood moon arose, fulfilling the prophecy of Joel, “The Sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the great and awesome day of the Lord.”


    An alternative name for the blood moon is the Hunter’s Moon. Native American Indians hunted and tracked prey under its revealing light.


    Xquis, known as the Blood Moon Maiden, was the daughter of the Mayan god of the underworld.


    A blood moon many times arises after an eclipse, turning from bone-white to a glowing red as it dives toward the night horizon.


    The Blood Moon.


    Pale, shimmering, eternal.


    


    

  


  
    



    4


    


    


    


    Jack O’Neill, lead federal prosecutor for the 18th Judicial District, depressed the buttons on his remote another time. The channels on his vintage plasma flipped from the newscast and back to the ballgame.


    Could you believe it, the Chicago Cubs, finally in the World Series? From the roof of his brownstone, he could sometimes hear the cheers from Wrigley Field.


    But today was not about baseball. All of the pennants and flags at the ballpark were at half-staff.


    The country was on edge. The world was on edge.


    When the first reports on the theater bombings rushed across the screen, and the pictures joined those of 9/11 in our seared collective memory, he did what we all do: he called those closest to him.


    “Hey dad, you see it?”


    “Yeah, it’s awful…”


    The same calls had happened everywhere.


    And yet, in the here and now, there was only the waiting – for our leaders to compose themselves, adopting their real and fake faces; for the cascading reassurances; for the still more gruesome pictures that, somehow, we could not turn away from. And then would come the dead calm, as we waited for a reason for it all, if it ever came.


    A CNN news anchor repeated, “We’re still awaiting further updates. At this point what we know is at approximately 7:34 p.m. last night, central standard time, twenty-five to thirty massive explosions…”


    Nothing new.


    He turned to FOX-X.


    “The president is scheduled to give an address at nine o’clock tonight to the joint houses of Congress. To recap, our reporters on the scenes in Iowa and North Dakota report that the bombing locations are being highly restricted, as one might expect. Still, as part of our Special Alert Coverage, we ask that you stay with us for the most concise and balanced…”


    He turned back to the ball game. Four-to-three, the Cubs were up in the bottom of the seventh.


    They’d considered cancelling the game, but the president was defiant and the nation had followed.


    The phone rang.


    “Hey, Jack.”


    It was Chicago Police Detective John Harnett.


    Harnett and O’Neill had worked together on several gang task force prosecutions and had become good friends over the years.


    “After the game, you want to meet up for a beer?”


    O’Neill looked up at the television: mid-inning. It was Monday and he had a lot of work tomorrow. On the other hand, getting out would probably be a good idea.


    He watched the end of the game, flipped off the set and headed down to the street. On the way to the pub, he stopped at the local newsstand. He noted a subtle nervousness in the people as they reached for the magazines and newspapers.


    There existed two distinct times when people tried harder to be who they wanted to be, the person they thought they were – on Christmas Day and following a threat crisis. Someone passes you that newspaper you were reaching for and says a few kind words. Someone smiles a bit easier. Someone opens a door for a person they’ll never see again.


    Today was different; like a hanging mist, the threat was still among us.


    A woman giggled nervously to her boyfriend on a street corner as O’Neill passed. The people were all biding time, waiting to see what would happen.


    As he pushed open the heavy doors to O’Donoghue’s Pub, he saw Harnett at the far end. Taken apart brick-by-sacred-brick and transported from Dublin to Chicago, the polished wood and burnt peat had always been welcoming friends.


    “Hey, Jack,” Harnett motioned. He already had a pint set up on the bar.


    “Thanks, John. What do we call that?”


    “A little Belgian ale. Pat and Sean say it’s something new, just tapped. Thought I’d try it out on you first.”


    O’Neill laughed and pulled up a stool. “So, how are Bonnie and the kids?”


    “Doin’ good. We’re all road-tripping down to Starved Rock State Park next weekend and then on to the in-laws for a short visit.”


    “The operative word being, short?”


    “Hey, I just keep saying, How about those Cubs? Actually, her dad, Jim, he’s finally letting go of a lot of it.”


    Harnett and his wife had eloped straight out of high school and it had never been entirely forgotten.


    “How’s Rodriguez going?” Harnett asked.


    “You remember the Scarlotti trial, from last year? About the same.”


    “Set to go?”


    “A few things here and there. Sgt. Powell is coming in tomorrow for final witness prep.”


    “How long this time around?”


    “Two weeks, not much more, pretty straight forward. If we can just keep the witnesses lined up.”


    “You mean, alive?”


    “That’s the ongoing problem. Better this time around, though. We finally have the Bureau lending some help. Took a few phone calls.”


    Harnett finished his stout.


    “When did you get here?” O’Neill asked. “Ready for another? By the way, this Belgian is pretty good.”


    “About twenty minutes ago. I’d planned on picking up the little one from softball practice, hear the last innings over the car radio, but Bonnie called and said she had it covered, so I wandered over early. Hey, can you believe them blowing it – again?”


    The bartender ventured over and asked Harnett if he was ready.


    “Sure, that ale he’s got.”


    “On the positive side,” O’Neill said, “they’re still up a game and we’re at home. Hate to say it, though, I’m starting to get that ancient feeling.”


    Harnett had grown up spending his summer afternoons in the Wrigley Field bleachers and was as superstitious as the next Northsider. He rapped on the bar, “Best not to go there. No use taunting the gods.”


    “You said a two week trial?” he continued. “Sounds fast. The judge up to her old games?”


    O’Neill smiled. “Actually, she’s turned out to be a nice lady. Tough, too.”


    Harnett took a sip. “Yeah, Rodriguez, now there’s a nasty piece of work. You know, I was down at the jail the other day processing a perp and out he walks, that same cocky strut. I understand that this country has its share of problems, but if people really knew the terrorists we’ve got right here, domestic terrorists, it would spook them good.”


    A hanging silence came over them.


    Terrorists.


    “So, what do you think?” Harnett finally said.


    O’Neill rotated his glass on the bar. “No way around it, we took a hit. We’ll bounce back.”


    “What does that friend of yours have to say, Osborne?”


    O’Neill and Osborne had been football teammates in high school. They’d lost track of each other through college, but had become close friends when they ran back into each other at the FBI academy. They then rose together as special agents assigned to the counterterrorism task force.


    “Not sure. I generally try to stay clear. I’ll give him a call after it passes a bit.”


    Behind them, the big screen’s volume was turned up by one of the patrons and the bar became silent. The news anchor’s voice rose and faded off. They turned on their stools.


    The picture was grainy, trees whipping in a dark evening breeze. The image becomes centered on a traffic crossing as a boy in a baseball cap navigates the sidewalk, skateboarding out of frame. It is eerie that there is no sound. At the edge of the image on the street corner is a theater. It is one of the older ones, The Riviera Cinema, having held on since the 1940’s. The boy reenters the light of the street lamp.


    In a flash eclipsing the sun, the building ignites.


    The image snaps to black.


    


    †


    


    Upon assuming office, each of our presidents is told of the things they did not know – of the historical events and images that are held secret and apart from the masses, who would not understand.


    These secrets are secured in the so-called “Black Box,” itself hidden in a vaulted room beneath the Oval Office. Among the things inside the box are the secret diaries of each of the preceding presidents, from Truman onward.


    Walker remembered turning to one of these pages. “A president looks out at the world. From the eyes of the cameras, the world stares back. It’s up to you, of course, what you do with it…”


    He looked out and felt a rush of power from the world.


    Like a glass sea spread before him, the members of Congress were standing and vigorously clapping, ready for war. Hoots rang out from the GOP side of the aisle. In the gallery, the mother of Johnny Gibson, a young boy who’d been lost in Omaha, dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief passed by the First Lady.


    Walker turned and shook the hands of Vice-President Palmer and the Speaker of the House and strode confidently from the chamber. Unusually, he walked out without shaking more, his mind set straight ahead.


    He was gripping the mantle as commander-in-chief, the response, thunderous.


    The president’s motorcade quickly returned to the White House and he proceeded down the hallway towards the SID elevator.


    Osborne was waiting for him, “I met with the Fed Chief today, as we discussed.”


    “And what did he want in return this time around?”


    “He’s on board. We explained to him his interests.”


    “His daughter’s drug bust?”


    “Yes, we made it go away. She’s a first-timer. She does inpatient rehab, though.”


    “Well, she used to be a good kid. Maybe she’ll straighten up.”


    “Alright,” the president continued, “raid the coin machines and fire up the printing presses. For Christ’s sake, we were just getting out of the last hole we dug for ourselves.”


    Each of our presidents has an agenda when they first enter office, which usually entails paying off major supporters with an ambassadorship, a friendly phone call, or an ear on pending legislation. And yet, as time passes, the gravity of the office brings on the greater causes. As with his predecessors, the weight of history begins to yawn. How would he be remembered? Had he truly helped those who could not help themselves? When his end-moment finally came, how would God see him?


    The president felt this weight each Sunday as he knelt in the National Cathedral, tracing these words, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on Earth as it is in heaven.”


    All of that would now have to wait.


    He held his hand against the pad and felt the telltale prick. He was beginning to associate the sharp feeling with the knowledge that a world was cupped in his hands.


    At that same moment, Vice-President Palmer, Présage and their in-house pollster and general gopher, Terrence Garb, were walking down the East Wing corridor. Their perfectly shined shoes clicked against the marble floors and then went silent as they met the carpet. Behind them, the clicking of four Secret Service Agents went similarly mute. Security details had been doubled since the theater bombings.


    “So, did you get a hold of that NBC/WSG poll?” Palmer asked Garb, looking down on the smaller man.


    “Not publicly available yet, sir. However, I pulled the wings off one of our editorial contacts and, essentially, the flash-poll shows that 93% highly favored the president’s speech. Drilling down into the numbers, it appears that the public’s confidence in an eventual resolution is high. Of course, nothing has happened yet.”


    The vice-president chuckled. “What, you mean bombing a bunch of Bedouin huts in a remote desert isn’t going to quench the blood lust?”


    Neither answered.


    “Well,” Palmer added, “in my humble opinion, vaporizing Tehran might be a good place to start. We’ll have to see.”


    He looked back at Garb. “Did you get the file?”


    They all knew which file he was talking about.


    “Yes.”


    “And the other?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Présage relieved Garb of the files and they entered the SID elevator, leaving Garb standing in the hallway with his mouth open. They walked down the SID corridor and entered the main room. In the corners, various directors and cabinet secretaries were speaking in whispers, their aides organizing papers on the long table.


    “Good evening, Mr. President,” Palmer said, taking his seat. “Excellent speech, sir.”


    The president moved from a discussion with Osborne and they joined the others at the table.


    “Thank you, Harold.”


    The vice-president went by ‘Hal’ with his friends and he’d never been sure whether the president stuck to Harold for a reason. Palmer scanned the table; in front of each was a similar stack of files, each a wish list. This was an opportunity.


    They were joined at the table by Secretary of State Janet Lewis, who had cut short her pre-G-20 planning meeting in Paris.


    “Good evening, Janet,” the president said. “How’s the jet lag?”


    “Good evening, Mr. President. Not bad. I actually fell asleep on the plane this time.”


     Taking her seat, Lewis offered her good-evenings to the others, ignoring Présage. On the hill, he was known as the Consigliere, for his deadly ability to get things done. He was tall with melting blue eyes and a charming tone. In one moment, his presence could make her feel like the beautiful girl she once was and uncomfortable the next. Between Palmer and Présage, she sometimes wondered who was leading whom.


    The Secretaries of the Air Force and the Navy entered and quickly took their seats. Moira Kilaney, the Secretary of Transportation, scanned her files one more time. Kilaney didn’t normally attend such high-level meetings, but it had been discussed that domestic transportation issues might arise and at the last moment she’d been called.


    “Let’s get started,” the president said. “General Hightower, please introduce our visitor.”


    Sitting beside the general was Joshua Rendel. In his rumpled shirt and undone tie he looked no more than twenty years old.


    “I think most of you know Josh already,” the general said. “For those of you who don’t, he heads up the DARPA research wing at the Pentagon.”


    The general smiled over at the pencil-thin Rendel. “And don’t be mislead by those boyish good looks – he’s a certified genius. Came up with the nano-tube stealth body armor idea all on his own. Practically runs everything down at the lab. A good man to have on your side.”


    Rendel stood, shuffling the papers before him and adjusting his glasses. Hightower – never known for gushing – had caught him by surprise.


    “Thank you, general, that was kind. Good morning, Mr. President, distinguished colleagues.”


    Walker nodded slightly. The previous year, with a novel insertion strategy, Rendel had effectively resolved the Mali hostage fiasco, snuffing out a political firestorm for the administration. It was something the president would not soon forget.


    “Strategically speaking,” Rendel began, “what we need to first see is that since 9/11 and the Yucca Mountain attacks our capabilities, worldwide, have increased dramatically. What began as a military operation has become an intelligence gathering one. Essentially, we learned that we could leverage our technological prowess into an intelligence-gathering, tactical approach. This then led to military field advantages. As such, our focus on newer weapons projects – with an emphasis on stealth operation and strike-from-a-distance capabilities – has increased ten-fold in the past five years. These projects are the stacks you have before you. I am here to brief you on their status of operations and how soon we can have them implemented in the field.”


    “The blue folder before you is a rough-out of Project Invisible Hand. As you will note, this project relates to micro-robotic, aerial field weaponry…”


    Commerce Secretary Getz looked down the table, smiling at Rendel, “In standard English, if you could, Josh.”


    “Of course, Madame Secretary. In short, we are trying to develop miniaturized, flying robots – the size of a dragonfly, or even a fly – that we can remotely insert into enemy space and carry out, well, termination actions.”


    Getz looked quizzically down the table.


    The vice-president interjected, “What he means, Pam, is that we fly one of these mini-robots into the Russian Premier’s bed chamber and sting him in the neck – give him the Ebola virus, or assassinate him right there. And then have the drone self-destruct. As Josh said, actions-from-a-distance.”


    Palmer looked at the president, “Sir, may I?”


    The president nodded, “Of course, Harold.”


    Palmer turned towards Rendel. “Mr. Rendel, as the president and Mr. Osborne are aware, I hold a special interest in this project. Can you give us an update on its progress?”


    Rendel looked sheepish, “Well, as you know from our prior briefings, Mr. Vice-President, we’ve been stuck at a wall for quite a while now, over ten years. We initially thought that replicating the flight capability would be straightforward – design a robot light enough and copy the wing structure. Unfortunately, this was more difficult than we envisioned. You see, we discovered that we’d never understood how a dragonfly, or a butterfly, was actually propelling itself through the air. It was much more complicated than…”


    “How so?” Getz asked.


    “We assumed that the wings simply moved in an up-and-down motion, creating the required lift. But the robots – no matter how light – never flew. Computer modeling later showed us that a butterfly’s wings not only create a downward force, but also create a complex series of spiraling air vortices through the front wings, that the butterfly then flies upon with its rear wings. Here, it’s easier to see.”


    Rendel hit the keys on the screen imbedded in the table and an image flashed up where the satellite map had been.


    The vice-president already knew his own answer, but prompted Rendel for the benefit of the others, “So, why don’t we just replicate the vortices?”


    Rendel paused. “Well, the simple answer is, because it’s chaotic.”


    “You mean, a mess?”


    “No, sir,” Rendel smiled, “it’s chaotic in a mathematical sense. The vortices are non-linear, meaning that the air movements created by the wings are orderly one moment and random the next. The butterfly’s brain is literally balancing between order and chaos in each moment, a near infinite number of calculations that our computers do not, as yet, have the speed to replicate. It’s quite amazing, actually.”


    “God is in the details,” Osborne said quietly from the other end of the table. Several cabinet members looked up. “It’s a quote from Flaubert, or maybe Mies van der Rohe, the academics can’t decide. But I think Mr. Rendel, of all people, understands its meaning.”


    Rendel nodded, “I certainly do, Mac. Evolution has been a hard taskmaster for us down at the lab on this one.”


    “So why continue?” Getz asked. “Ten years, that seems like a long time to keep banging our heads against a wall. Especially considering the investment I see here.”


    Palmer raised an eyebrow, preparing to make another point.


    “Because, it’s the golden goose,” Osborne said. “Imagine the pay off: no more proxy wars, no more mental fencing. If the Russian premier doesn’t do what we want, he simply goes away – no evidence, no investigation, no blood on our hands. We become the invisible hand.”


    The table became still.


    “We have other such robotic kill-projects in the works,” Rendel continued, “and which the vice-president can later comment upon. But next let me bring your attention to the red folder, Project Charybdis.”


    “As background, after the 9/11 event, the former President Bush – well, it was actually pushed by Dick Cheney’s office – initiated the Charybdis project, located in Gakuna, Alaska. At the time, the project was called, HAARP, for High Frequency Active Aural Research Program. It’s a scalar wave interferometry instrument that was sold to the public as a “space shield” device, a la “Star Wars,” but that description was not entirely accurate.”


    “In simpler language, Project Charybdis consists of hundreds of twenty-four meter wide satellite dishes hidden in a remote forest location. These dishes emit high frequency waves that when focused on a single point below the ionosphere can lift that atmospheric layer with heat. When the instrument is deactivated, the layer slams down on the mesosphere and stratosphere, sending shockwaves downwards. The resulting tremors in the air mass create disruptions in our enemy’s communications and destabilizes climate in the target area. And, if properly focused, can even create oscillations in the Earth’s crust and tectonic plates…”


    The Navy Secretary laughed, “You know, I once read some crazy conspiracy thread on a website, claiming that we’d used this HAARP thing to cause an earthquake in China back in 2007 or 2009, or about there, just to put the fear of God into ‘em! And then some other kook claimed that we used it to cause a typhoon. Jesus, people can really go nutty over this stuff.”


    The president and Osborne remained silent. Osborne began leafing through his files.


    Secretary of State Lewis squinted down the table, “Mac, please tell me that we aren’t actually screwing around with the world’s climate and the Earth’s crust just to get a few more yards down the field?”


    Osborne looked to the president.


    “Project Charybdis is inoperative,” the president said emphatically. “I ended it upon my taking office.”


    “Sir, if I may,” Palmer began, “I feel it behooves us to revisit this matter, particularly given the grave threats to the American people from all sides. If nothing else, the theater bombings have shown us this. I mean, what will we do when one of these terrorists hides a suitcase nuke on a cargo barge and floats it into New York harbor? I mean, how many of those nuke suitcases are still floating around from the Soviet collapse? Ask the people of Dubrovnik, they’ll tell you, if you can find any. Sir, we must be ready for each and every contingency.”


    They’d been through this before. The president paused. “It’s a Pandora’s Box, Mr. Vice-President. On Charybdis, my decision remains firm – it’s a closed matter. Mr. Rendel, continue.”


    Rendel and the table noted the rebuke.


    “Yes, sir,” Rendel said, pulling at another file. “I now bring your attention to Project Odin…”


    At the far end of the table, Transportation Secretary Kilaney had stayed silent. Her father had been a history professor at Trinity College in Dublin and, as a child, had held her on his lap and told her tales of Berbers and Ginns, of lost and future empires. He’d died the year before. She drifted away from the others as Rendel’s voice faded to her mind. She recalled her father once saying: all empires rise and all empires fall, all eating themselves from within. They always believe it’s something from the outside, when all the while it was only themselves. “Mencken’s hobgoblins, don’t you know,” he’d smiled. She thought of her mother, still alive, and of the salted air and ancient Irish coast and clean blue skies.


    At the other end of the table, Marine Corps General Joseph Brankowski tensed inside. His father, a Croat immigrant and butcher by trade, had told him that what was theirs needed to be tended, to be protected. Serbs at the gates! “Joey, listen to me, listen close, they’ll take everything if you let them. I’ve lived through it.” Tend to what is ours; keep the spear sharp. HAARP felt like a humming in the general’s mind and it felt warm.


    “Just to be clear, Josh,” Osborne said, “Project Odin is in a permanent, de-commissioned state. No immediate chance of use, correct?”


    “That’s right,” Rendel said. “We’ve had a long series of setbacks. Our only prototype was destroyed earlier this year. Just blew up, we still don’t know why. Technically, the project remains under the auspices of the VP’s office, but it’s essentially deactivated.”


    Osborne looked over at Palmer.


    Ignoring him, Palmer looked to the president, “Yes, basically in mothballs. A great disappointment.” He looked back at Osborne, “We’ll babysit it, or you can transfer it back to DOD, your call.”


    “Just leave it,” Osborne responded. “I think we have enough to do for now.”


    The president stood, pushing the stiffness from his knees. “Well everyone, it’s late and judging by this stack it’s probably a good place to call it a night. Tomorrow at 9:00 a.m. Let Mac know if that becomes a conflict.”


    The president, followed by Osborne and Lewis, exited the room. The rest lined out behind them.


    As Osborne and the president broke from the others and entered the West Wing hallway, Osborne said, “You know, it might be a good idea if we came up with an overarching name for all of this. A name for all of these projects put together. Maybe something innocuous this time around.”


    The president smiled, “How about Project Cerberus?”


    “Cerberus?”


    “In Greek mythology, Cerberus was the giant, three-headed dog that guarded the Gates of Hades. The Hell Hound. What people don’t always know is that while the beast kept unwanted visitors out, it was also there to keep the wickedness in.”


    “Great, “Osborne laughed, “to hell in a hand basket!”


    The president shot back his famous smile, “Not if I can help it.”
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    She walked without knowing where she was.


    Images came into her mind – blurs of green, a red barn, a rusted pickup truck speeding past, its dust plume thrown high into the air.


    She saw faces, past faces.


    Who was she if she was not one of them?


    Aisha had walked through the night and took another step and then another, the gravel wearing her feet raw and down to blood on her heels. Her mother had once told her that the faithful turned their knees to red on their pilgrimages to Mecca. Rising, kneeling, praying and then two steps more, and again.


    Had she lost her faith? Or, had she found something else in this strange land of trees?


    Who was she?


    Heat began rising from the road, causing her sight to waver. It had drizzled before dawn and her hair was just drying in this Indian summer heat. A lock fell over her eye, swaying with her steps. Perspiration beaded on her fake, white forehead.


    She didn’t hear them come up from behind.


    “Who’s that?” Keytesville Police Officer Brad Owens said to his partner, Jed Hanks, who was also his brother-in-law. They’d decided to head over to the Tasty Freeze in Brunswick for a vanilla cone in the sudden heat before the drive-in closed up for the winter. They’d been raised on these fields and this was one of their old shortcuts.


    “There’s something odd here, Brad. Get up behind her.”


    The squad car pulled up ten feet behind, pacing her, the gravel under the tires slowly crunching.


    “You know,” Jed observed, “I gotta say, she don’t look like anyone from around here.”


    Aisha kept walking.


    Jed began to laugh, “Now, what in the hell is that crazy woman doing? Give her a toot, Brad.”


    No reaction.


    “Ah hell!” Jed cursed. “I guess we’re gonna have to go out and get her.”


    They both exited the squad car.


    Owens leaned on the doorframe and took off his hat. He squinted up and wiped the sweat off his forehead.


    He yelled down the road, “Miss, you alright?”


    Aisha kept walking, the images in her mind wavering with the heat from the road.


    “Yo, lady!” Jed yelled.


    She stumbled.


    The village at dawn, fires across the sky, her mother…


    Owens looked down, seeing pale streaks of red on the gravel. He came up five feet behind her. “Miss, are you in trouble?”


    He lunged, barely catching her as she collapsed. He pulled her off of the hot gravel and onto the grass.


    “Jed, get some water!”


    He turned her over, “Miss, wake up now. Come on...”


    He patted at her cheeks, “You can do it. Just try a little bit.”


    Her lips parted before her mind fell down into that dark raft of memories she no longer understood.


    Owens looked closer. She was beautiful, almost an ancient face. There was something to her skin…


    “Who are you?” Owens asked, nearly a whisper.


    Her mind reeled.


    Who am I?


    Who am I?


    


    †


    


    A matte black helicopter sans markings lifted off from the tarmac of a classified U.S. military base. It skipped low across the Iowa countryside, hugging the fields of wheat and dried brush. Halfway, off in the distance, one could see the small town of Macomb and its black scar.


    The helicopter passed one town and then another until it came to its target.


    The citizens of Keytesville, established c. 1856, population 2,618, were just heading to lunch and the small downtown was full with cars. No one was ever in a hurry in Keytesville; all of them, for all of their lives, had waited at stoplights and never honked. At the house across from the police station, where Aisha remained huddled in the corner of her cell, an elderly lady pruned wild roses from around her mailbox.


    The helicopter banked over the tree line and its angry rush flooded the street in front of the station. The elderly lady shielded her eyes as the alien craft set down in the middle of the street. The lady’s dog barked wildly and jumped at the front window.


    Two men in dark suits exited the helicopter, ducked and ran towards the police station. The rotor blades continued unabated, throwing a wash of cinders against the station windows.


    Inside, Jed Hanks recoiled and spilled coffee on his front. “What the hell?”


    Hanks and Owens quickly moved to the front door as the men from the helicopter came up the steps. Chief Myers bolted from his back office.


    Hanks rested his hand on his holstered weapon, “That’s far enough!”


    The chief yelled, “Back off, Jed! Really, just let ‘em in.”


    Hanks and Owens turned, dismayed.


    The two men in suits entered the station, removed their sunglasses and closed the door behind them.


    “Are you Chief Romey Meyers?” one of them asked.


    “That’s right. Someone called me, but do you gentlemen mind the formalities. Identifications, please.”


    The two men held up their badges. The chief removed his glasses and leaned forwards.


    “Never heard of it,” he said, shouting over the helicopter’s continued roar. “Directorate of the GMA? What?”


    “We’re new,” the agent replied evenly, his tone conveying that no further information would be forthcoming.


    A phone rang, barely audible. A secretary from the back ran into the front room. “Chief!”


    “Not now, Maggie!”


    “Chief, you really need to take this one!”


    The chief paused, spun on his heels and headed back to his office. “Everyone stay put!” he yelled back.


    The two men in black suits held still.


    The chief picked up the line. Before he could protest, the governor ordered, “Just do it, Romey. You hear me? You don’t want to fuck around with this one.”


    The chief and the governor had never been friends and the governor had no jurisdiction to tell him what to do. He paused.


    “Alright, governor. No problems here.”


    He returned to the front room and looked over at Owens. “Get her, Brad.”


    “Who?”


    “You know who. Move!”


    Owens found Aisha in the same corner of her cell. She’d refused to eat or drink.


    For some reason, Owens felt protective over her. She looked like a waif, a war child.


    “Come on, honeybee. Looks like your ride’s here.”


    He looked deeply into her blue, too-blue eyes. Who are you?


    He pulled her to her feet and guided her from the jail quarters and into the station’s front room. They hadn’t had time to outfit her in the jail’s orange jumpsuit and she still wore the torn blouse she’d been found in. Across her cheeks were mud smears from the fields.


    The agents quickly placed her in a restraint suit. In a macabre dance, one of the agents applied a chemical cloth to her nose as the other spun her into place. She passed out in mid-spin as they expertly slid her into a silver body bag, a mesh front allowing her to breathe.


    Owens flinched. The chief reached out and held him at his arm.


    One of the agents threw Aisha’s dead weight over his shoulder and sped her to the waiting helicopter.


    The other agent followed, closing the door behind him in an odd courtesy. They entered the helicopter and it rose into the air, banked and swept out of sight.


    The chief unclenched his jaw and stared at the floor. The elderly lady peeked out from her door as her dog whimpered. The petals at the mailbox returned to their stillness.
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    Palmer looked up to the portrait of the former vice-president that, to the consternation of many, he’d been allowed to display. There were many things, ideas, futures that people did not understand.


    The now-deceased vice-president, Richard Chelsey, had understood.


    Chelsey had understood when he, alone, ordered the AIM-7T air-to-air missiles fired upon domestic Flight 188 after the Yucca Mountain attacks; he’d understood the need for renewed renditions and the Moroccan yellow cake ruse towards a further good; and, he’d understood that after the CIA had flinched, a Black Ops “wet works” capability would be required inside the vice-president’s office.


    They both understood that, in making history, there were things that needed to be done.


    The phone buzzed.


    “Sir, Mr. Présage is here.”


    “Thank you, Rita. Send him in.”


    Mikhael Présage, European ex-patriot and Oxford graduate, moved through the door, scanned the familiar surroundings and sat in a leather chair across from Palmer.


    Palmer noticed it again – that certain lithe quality about his aide. It was a cheetah-like manner of movement, difficult to describe – at once, both coiled and calm.


    “Let’s see that chart you mentioned,” Palmer motioned.


    Présage handed him the sheet.


    The vice-president stared at the paper, “Do you really think we can control this?”


    Présage crossed his legs. “I believe so.”


    Palmer looked through his reading glasses again. It looked too simple.


    “I’m not so sure. You know, our old pal Rendel has held on to some of the surveillance ops. Those are required pieces of the puzzle.”


    “It will be fine.”


    “Oh yeah, and how’s that?”


    “I’ll develop a work-around.”


    “Another work-around, huh? You know, Mikhael, if it was anyone else, I’d tell them to go screw themselves.” Palmer chuckled and leaned back, “Sometimes, you crack me up. Alright, I’m not even going to ask.”


    “Okay, next. What’s our resident boy scout, Mr. Osborne, up to today? Do we still have his chirpy intern in our pocket?”


    “I’ll only be using her a while longer. She’s starting to feel the guilt. I haven’t decided whether to show her husband the pictures. Probably not.”


    Palmer looked over his glasses, “Just a fucking saint, eh?”


    Présage looked at his watch, “So I’ve been told…”


    “And Osborne?”


    Présage noted Palmer’s focus on Osborne. Palmer didn’t like people who weren’t afraid of him. It made him feel nervous, threatened. Ultimately, it was a weakness.


    “He’s trying to be the hero again. He wants to interrogate the Arab girl.”


    “That girl is a dead end. Jesus, just take a look at those empty transcripts.” He mulled it over, “Okay, good enough. Let Osborne run after her – he’ll chase his tail playing Big-FBI-Man and stay out of our hair. Good.”


    “Probably.”


    “Alright,” Palmer continued, looking through his notes, “do we have any sort of scent on this GMA?”


    The GMA Agents were the “black suits” who’d retrieved Aisha from Iowa. Pursuant to the Yucca Mountain protocols triggered by the theater bombings, they’d been automatically re-formed from elite units of the military and the CIA. Some were even assets brought out of retirement, or had been working freelance as mercenaries in other conflicts. They were fluid from their too-quick birth, operating without oversight; like the Kraken, brought out to guard the gates of the empire.


    “Of course, the president can order GMA mission activations at any time,” Présage noted, “but we also know he won’t do that. And which, presently, remains preferable.”


    “Meaning?”


    “Meaning that the president and Osborne haven’t, as yet, laid down authoritative lines to the GMA. In the chaos, it’s been relatively invisible to them. It appears that they’re relying on their NSA mid-level operatives to keep an eye out. Osborne pried the Arab girl away from the GMA and it caused a bit of a flack, but that’s been about it.”


    “And our possible moves?” Palmer thought aloud. “Can we peel off a piece of the GMA, bring it in-house?”


    “Unknown. Again, we’ll see.”


    “Let me know, then.”


    This was the way that Palmer ended all of his meetings. Let me know, then.


    Présage rose. “Of course.”


    He walked from the building and was struck by bright sunlight, flashes from the morning rain warm on his face. He looked up.


    It was a beautiful day.


    


    †


    


    Osborne pounded the table with his fist. Inside, he was calm.


    Her eyes flinched and he observed the reaction, noting that she wouldn’t let her body show it.


    Aisha’s hair was changing back into black, returning to its birth color, her face to olive.


    Inside, her soul remained numb.


    “Look at this!” he yelled, inches from her face.


    He threw the pictures on the table and the burnt faces slid into a random, accusing pile – a frozen eye here, a blackened mouth there.


    She stared straight ahead, the numbness flooding her entire being.


    Osborne moved up behind her and let the room go silent. Leaning forward, he stopped at her ear. In the mimic of a distraught parent, he finally whispered, “Yes, I can see why you wouldn’t want to look.”


    The interview had lasted two hours, starting with the calm, objective description of the physical damage in each small town and had moved on to the people – their names, their lives, the surviving children – and had ended with the pictures and Osborne’s yell from the sky.


    His was the voice of those children, for those children.


    And yet, she’d never moved. Except for the momentary flicker across her eyes, no reaction.


    He offered no goodbyes, no closing remarks, made no threats. He simply walked to the door and turned the handle, like he would when he didn’t want to wake his wife, and walked from the room.


    He left the pictures.


    She pulled her legs up and tucked her head under, into a ball. She could feel her heart beat louder.


    


    †


    


    Osborne stared at Dr. Samuel Takamura, Chief Forensic Pathologist for the FBI. “Alright, Samuel, say it again. Orchids?”


    It had been the normal traffic-from-hell as Osborne drove out to the new FBI headquarters in Springfield, Virginia and the entire way Takamura’s words had focused him – I think you need to see this…


    Fifteen years before, Takamura had been one of the staff scientists when Osborne and O’Neill had worked the Diamond Lake serial killer case and he knew Takamura well – and knew that the good doctor was not known for obtuseness.


    “Actually,” Takamura motioned, “it was one of the junior scientists, Brad Bennett, who initially saw the connection. Here, look closer.”


    Osborne approached the microscope and looked down at the skin cells.


    “It’s dissipating, though you can still make out the whitish coating on the epidermal cell walls. This was one of the difficulties; that some of the cells showed a staining and some not. It wasn’t until we found the reason for the dissipation-in-effect that we started looking in the right places. Otherwise, we might never have found it.”


    “The detailed synopsis again, Samuel. So I have it right when I brief the president.”


    “Well, it all begins in the Wehea rainforest, on the eastern tip of the Micronesian island of Borneo. You see, in 2012 an extinct species of monkey, the Miller’s Grizzled Langur, was miraculously discovered there. But what is not commonly known is that last year, in this same forest, a French botanist discovered a new species of orchid, Paphiopedilum niveusangelis, translated, the White Angel. It only exists hanging above pure flowing rivers, soaking in a precise measure of humidity, each flower the size of a pea and strung like jewels on a chain. Not a big deal, most would say – except for orchid aficionados – but the White Angel possesses a unique property: its petal resin transforms the two upper epidermal layers in a completely natural way – no bleaching, no blotching, the skin appearing as if born to the person.”


    “So, the question becomes,” Osborne said, “why hasn’t the world been bombarded with White Angel skin lotion advertisements?”


    Takamura smiled. “Perceptive boy, and therein lies the problem. Namely, the aforementioned dissipation.”


    “The researchers who were seeking commercial applications found that the staining of the cells was perfect, yet also ephemeral, fleeting. It fades in three to five days. Between this and the enormous cultivation expense, it was deemed nonviable. For profit, that is.”


    Takamura squinted. “Somehow, though, Paphiopedilum niveusangelis has found its way onto the face of our terrorist girl.”


    “Once we found the stain on her skin and linked it to the orchid, we began searching through the theater bombing body parts, looking for a DNA match for the orchid on the skin of the victims. Needless to say, finding a skin sample from twenty-nine false Arabs, each rended apart amidst the similar remains of 18,929 others, has been daunting. So far, we‘ve identified samples from thirteen of the terrorists. With the natural fading, however...”


    They both turned to a door opening at the far end of the lab. Two FBI Agents, one in a red tie, the other blue, stood inside the door and nodded towards them.


    “Ah,” Takamura motioned, “but we will let our young agents tell you about that. Hello Agents Young and Sanchez. How have you been? We’ll be with you in a moment.”


    He turned back to Osborne. “The staining effect vacates the skin’s surface in three days to five days, but molecular remnants remain on the deeper epidermal layers for approximately one month. Essentially, Mac, we’re running out of time on the ID process.”


    “Understood, Samuel. Keep at it. I’ll get back to you if the president has any questions, or anything else pops up.”


    They shook hands and Osborne headed towards the door. One of the agents opened it and they all walked through, negotiating a series of hallways and finally entering a room with no number. They each took a seat at a table.


    “Alright, gentlemen, I hear you’ve been busy.”


    Six years before, directly before the first election campaign, Osborne had taught an interrogation course at the FBI Academy and vaguely recalled the agents’ names, but wasn’t able to place them until he saw them at the lab door.


    Agent Young, the taller man, spoke first. “Yes sir. We were assigned to follow up on a report from Minnesota. As you know, sir, the Bureau has been inundated with reports from all across the country. Basically, everyone and their brother is absolutely certain they saw a bus full of Arabs crossing the border, or are similarly certain that the owner of the local hardware store, who’s lived in the same small town all of his life, just must be a terrorist.”


    “However, day before yesterday we received a report of a parking lot full of rental cars disappearing along with its owner in Redwood Falls, Minnesota, a rural town. Needless to say, this caught the Bureau’s attention and we flew straight out. Talking to the local police chief, we determined that on the morning of the bombings the cars left the lot. The chief was also a casual social contact with the subject, the lot owner, Ron Jeevers. No one suspected because the subject told everyone he’d moved the cars to have the lot asphalted. But the paving was never done and the cars never returned. The subject has been missing ever since.”


    Osborne shook his head, “Didn’t any of his friends, the townspeople, notice any of this? Hell, it’s been almost two weeks.”


    Agent Sanchez jumped in, “They saw him as one of their own, sir. He told his girlfriend he was visiting friends in California for a month and would be out camping, so he would be out of cell phone range. She spread the story to everyone else. He attended the local church every Sunday, paid his bills on time and adopted the same behavioral patterns every day. He even organized the downtown charity parade for the Rotary Club. No one noticed, or wanted to say anything until we put out the report on the possible false skin color. The chief went looking for the cars and couldn’t find them. He called it in.”


    “Go on,” Osborne said.


    “The logs for the cars at the rental business are bogus, the plate numbers concocted, and none of the plate entries match the license plates from cars that were excluded in the theater lot searches.”


    The DNA sequencing of the theater bombing victims was proceeding at a labored pace – every domestic and European lab becoming overwhelmed with the task – with the Bureau tracing the plate numbers of the cars left in the theater lots and attempting to match them to local residents and the missing persons reports.


    “On that basis,” Young said, “we concluded that the plates from the rental lot in Minnesota were changed after the rental cars left, or were bogus from the beginning. We then began canvassing locals. Everyone said Jeevers was their best friend, always volunteering time, visiting sick church members in the local hospital, Meals-On-Wheels every Tuesday. One fact stuck out, though. He went fishing, and always alone. The chief, who’s an avid fisherman, always wondered why Jeevers didn’t invite him along. And Jeevers didn’t seem to understand lure lingo when the chief tried to talk to him about it. What’s more, the subject’s girlfriend said she’d asked to go along a couple of times, but the subject always begged off, saying he liked the meditative time alone. But assuming he’s one of our guys, sir, you have to realize, Desert-Arabs-Don’t-Fish.”


    “We reported it to the Bureau and, in the meantime, grabbed some of the chief’s men and their gear and headed down to the local fishing haunt, Lake Minear. Twenty yards from the shore and into the woods, the metal detectors went positive and we located one of the rental cars hidden over in a makeshift hole. Slide marks led from the hole to the lake. We sent divers in, but it was already night and the lake was too deep. At dawn this morning, we dredged the lake and pulled up Jeevers, chained to concrete blocks, not a mark on him. Pending tox screens, we’re assuming he’s a suicide. A rowboat – matching the slide marks – was found abandoned in the reeds on the other side of the lake. No ID yet, but he’s definitely one of them. Since he wasn’t a bomber, it appears that his role was to ensure delivery of the cars.”


    “I was briefed, but I wanted to hear it from you both. Good job. So, where are we at now?” Mac had been a senior agent and could sense the old feelings coming back.


    “The body was on the plane. We landed an hour ago and Dr. Takamura should have it soon.”


    Osborne thought of the White Angel orchid. He looked down and saw Young holding a file. “That for me?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Osborne opened the file and turned to the photos – the rental lot, the diner, Lake Minear.


    He came to the photo of a man, whom they would one day identify as Abdul-Aziz Kahleel, code named, The Fisherman, a/k/a Ron Jeevers.


    The skin was leached, the ancient lake having turned the face sharp white.


    Eternally white.


    


    †


    


    The president sat at his desk and leafed through the papers. In the opposite chair, Osborne did the same. It was an old habit between them.


    “What were we talking about?” the president asked. “For heaven’s sake, I can’t find anything in this file.”


    “Something about the Saudis. Hell, I can’t remember anything anymore either.”


    The president chuckled, “As the cliché goes, a small plot in the south of France is starting to look pretty good…I guess that’s why it’s a cliché.”


    If a camera had been in the Oval Office it would have caught the president chuckling with an old friend. And yet, that same morning a newborn had been kidnapped from a family picnic outside of Toledo and the story led off the evening newscast. A news segment then followed on the impending “soft” depression. And late last night, unknown to the citizenry, the president had been roused from sleep and briefed on a terrorist threat nullified in Mali, the mission a full success and ten Americans dead. The world was too serious to chuckle along with. And yet the president did so, needed to do so. He just couldn’t let it be seen on a camera; he couldn’t let the people see that he was human.


    “Okay, that Saudi thing can wait,” President Walker said. “Anyway, it’s the same story every day with those guys.”


    “Well,” Osborne continued, “we’ve gone through the White Angel orchid info. Nothing much has changed, we’re still sifting through the victims. Making progress, but it’s slow going. Fortunately, polling shows that we have the public’s patience there. And, on the suspect from Minnesota – well, he’s not a suspect, he’s one of them – the autopsy should be completed later this evening. We’ll see. I’ll let you know after I hear from Dr. Takamura. And, on the Surveillance-Net deployment, the Europeans are balking, especially the French, no big surprise there, but in the end they’ll do it.”


    “Tell me about that again.”


    “High resolution cameras at all public and transit locations, stealth insertion of the technology, stealth operation, advanced biometric facial recognition and computer modeling. It’s pretty impressive. All data is then collated and run through the CIA and NSA databases, with the new quantum-parallel computing technology. Some in the Pentagon and CIA were pushing for secret DNA testing of the U.S. population, but that’s way over the edge. Besides, we’d be impeached if anyone ever found out. And, of course, it’s simply not warranted. Hey, some things have to remain sacred, right?”


    “What did you say to them?”


    “In my nicest voice, I told them, again, to shut up and be happy with the extent of the Surveillance-Net deployment. They grumbled, stuck their collective tails between their collective hindquarters and sauntered off to their next paid luncheon. As we know, they’ll be back. On the G-20 summit next weekend, our not cancelling it was a good idea. It’s a risk, no doubt, but the internal polling shows no public blowback, as it seems the American people actually like that we’re not holing up inside the White House. As I’ve often said, everyone wants a leader on a white horse rearing up with sword in hand. The other side of the congressional aisle is screaming about the evils of anything French – once more not realizing that the French never invented french fries – but, politically, they have zero traction and the public wants them to shut up too. Unfortunately, our ever-wise party leaders have decided to run negative, wave-the-flag television push ads in some of the competitive congressional districts. I told them it was a waste, but, as we painfully know, Cro-Magnon skulls over there too.”


    The president looked down at his notes, “We miss anything?”


    “One last thing. I didn’t send you anything on it. On the Arab girl, I’m considering bringing someone in, from the outside. Need to run it by you.”


    The president laughed, “The dreaded outside?”


    “Yeah, I know, but I have this gut feeling. I could pound away at her for the next ten years and some things would come out, but there might be a better way.”


    “Hey, old pal,” the president jibed, “I thought you were the best?”


    “Hey,” Osborne jested back, “between my official White House bio and yours, a ten thousand page fictional novel could be written, right?”


    They shared a good laugh at everything they knew about each other until the president looked over, “Come on, Mac, I know you’re the best. And I’m not the only one who says so. How many times have you seen this girl, two or three, tops?”


    Osborne leaned back. “Granted, ninety-nine out of a hundred interrogations I’d get there. Once in a while, though…”


    He paused. “You remember my old friend, Jack O’Neill, the prosecutor from Chicago? I went to the FBI academy with him.”


    “Sure,” the president said, “he wrote that book. I’m still not sure why we all didn’t get together at some point – he was there, I was off someplace else, always something like that. I still regret missing out on that Hilton Head golf weekend you guys put together.”


    “Hey, you were off traipsing across Europe. None of us felt too sorry for you. Here we were in South Carolina drinking beer and you’re off playing Hemingway with all of those Parisian girls, remember?”


    “Yeah, a good summer...So, you think O’Neill is our one-in-a-hundred?”


    “I’ve seen it up close. At the Bureau, we worked together on white-collar fraud cases, high-level criminal suspects, serial killers, for Christ’s sake, every form of creep you can imagine. But he has a different touch for some people.”


    “You mean, women?”


    Osborne smiled. “Well, true enough. It’s something more, though, hard to explain. He goes…deeper.”


    “Alright then, what’s his background? You know what I mean.” The president liked to know who was around him. It came with the job.


    Osborne thought for a moment, “Well, as you mentioned, he had the best selling book after catching the Diamond Lake serial killer – made a ton of money and then had a percentage in the movie. But Jack isn’t the Hollywood type. He then moved from the FBI to prosecuting. Still not sure if the move had anything to do with the death of his wife, he doesn’t talk about it much. They were close and it hit him pretty hard. Never any alcohol problems or anything like that – he worked straight through it – but he did close up a bit. Most would never have noticed. The last couple of years he’s seemed like his old self. Then again, who ever comes all the way back from that?”


    “Bad car wreck, wasn’t it?”


    “Ten years ago. A truck, some guy texting. Middle of a sunny day.”


    Osborne looked down, remembering his Hawaiian weekends with Jack and Maura, her easy smile over dinners, the way Jack looked at her, the funeral.


    “Apart from that, he was one of the best athletes I’ve ever seen. That is, before his knee blew out. He was an All-State running back in high school, then a full-ride scholarship to USC – until the knee during his sophomore year. We were casual friends in high school – back then, I was new to the school – so I missed out on his undergrad years.”


    Osborne looked down at the file. “Then, a law degree from the University of Chicago, the FBI Academy followed by the Diamond Lake killer bust, the FBI interrogation history – the same stuff that’s in the file. That’s when we really got to know each other. Basically, you have someone who’s deceptively intelligent, but also good to have a beer with at the ballpark. And with Clooney-like looks thrown in – you know, the guy that gave the rest of us headaches. That’s about it, really. Not sure how long he’s going to stay with the gang prosecutions. Knowing Jack, he’ll probably be looking for a move at some point.”


    The president, who’d pitched baseball in college, continued down the page. “Hey, we’ve got baseball in common. Decent stats, south paw…”


    He paused. “And the politics?”


    Osborne laughed, “Trust me, Jack is the last person to go there. He has his own opinions, no doubt – the honor and integrity thing that came down from his dad – but he’s not much for arguing. Live and let live.”


    “Alright,” the president said, leaning back, “bring him in – quiet, no footfalls. Any calls?”


    “Don’t think so – Jack runs his own schedule on cases. He’s heading into another trial, not sure exactly when. I’ll check and get back. Probably tomorrow.”


    “That’s fine,” the president said.


    He shifted direction, “So, what’s going on with the girl? You know, around the girl.”


    “Well, the GMA worker bees are buzzing their little brains out trying to get closer to her. I even had a call from Palmer’s office asking on status. You know, a minor update for their records – because, you know, we’re all just one happy family.”


    “Sure,” the president smiled, “like the Manson family…”


    That doubled them both over in laughter.


    “Tell me, Mac, really, when do these guys ever end? I mean, is there always going to be some weasel around the next corner?”


    The president looked over to see Mac staring back over his glasses.


    “Okay, don’t answer that – a self-evident question. Christ, I must be getting old...”


    “When my wife finally gets around to it,” Osborne said, “I just tell her, reptilian.”


    Walker shook his head. “Yeah, a novel way of putting it. Unfortunately, too accurate.” He removed his reading glasses and tossed them on his famous desk, rubbing his eyes. He looked up and smiled, once more thankful that he had Osborne with him on this raft on this endless sea.


    “Alright then, old friend, let’s get it done.”


    It was the saying that Walker was famous for – Alright then, let’s get it done – and Mac smiled each time he heard it, it never getting old. He could even remember the young Bob Walker saying it when they were in college: right before a test that neither of them wanted to take, as they broke from a huddle, as they schemed on how to secure that next illicit keg of beer for the next weekend.


    Osborne gathered his papers.


    “Yes, Mr. President.”
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    Paris, France


    


    


    The puddles reflected the sheen of the woman’s raincoat as she skipped across the Rue de Rivoli. A businessman leaning against a café tipped his head towards the clicking red heels. Ten other newspapers did the same, then returned to their morning espressos.


    Looking down, Inspector Henri Garneau turned away from the red blur and the drizzle and the grayness of the Louvre and let the long silk drapes slide back across the hotel window. Inside, the Hotel St. Regis was bright and sober and elegant, imminently Parisian, but, as with many things, it hid a darker past.


    In 1900, the year of the World’s Fair, three children were found murdered in this same seventh floor suite. They were street urchins and no one ever claimed them. The chef had been suspected because the knife had come from the kitchen. And yet, in truth, no one ever knew. And soon, with the whir of the Fair and the passing of a hundred years, their faces had been forgotten.


    Turning once more towards the bed, Garneau knew that their lost story would surely be revisited today.


    What caught one’s attention first were the eyes.


    Propped up on their pillows, the two victims stared straight ahead, seemingly relaxed, as if watching TV and about to turn to each other and say goodnight. But it was the red eyes that gave them away. Each of the whites had turned to a deep, disturbing color, stark against the crisp cotton sheets and their whitening skin.


    “Inspector?”


    Training Officer Jean Luc Fournier poked his face into the room. He’d run down the hall and was slightly wheezing. He knew not to bother Garneau too much.


    Garneau turned, “Yes.”


    Fornier was the wayward stepson of Pierre-Louis Chastain, the Director-General of the Nouveau Sûreté Nationale (NSN), the reorganized National Police. As a favor to Chastain, the young man had been placed under his tutelage. Garneau remembered laughing with Pierre-Louis over a glass of wine at L’ Ambroisie – as they had each week for the past fifteen years – when Chastain had asked.


    At the time, Garneau had not understood its full portent.


    Fornier hesitated, “I have what you said.”


    Garneau had been trying to teach the young man a degree of assertiveness for months. The real question, however – and one that was just beginning to dawn on Garneau – was whether, as a form of karmic jest, Fornier had been delivered by the gods as a lesson in his own patience.


    “We find the truth, Monsieur Fornier, by first not being afraid to find the truth. Would you agree?”


    Fornier held his mouth slightly open, a breakfast crumb clinging to his tie.


    Garneau took a deep breath, his third that morning. With patience once reserved for his children, he continued, “You see, Jean Luc, the final truth is not what we always expect it to be, nor even what we wish it to be. It is our courage – our will – that brings us to this truth. Always, this remains our challenge.”


    Another silence hung between them.


    “Now, do you wish to keep me in suspense any longer?”


    “No sir, it’s just…”


    When the hotel had initially called the police they’d reported only a homicide, neglecting the names. When Garneau and the other officers arrived, the concierge had been absent, perhaps by design. Garneau had quietly proceeded to the room, as was his practice. He wanted to be the first to experience the crime scene; the first to touch a still warm television, to catch a person’s lingering perfume.


    “Come now, young man, out with it.”


    “The U.S. Ambassador.”


    Garneau held still.


    “And?”


    “And his mistress, we’re assuming.”


    The young man scanned the luxurious room, his eyes lingering at the woman’s black lingerie pulled across a perfect hipbone, the leg falling from the bed.


    “We have no name on the woman yet,” Fornier continued. “The ambassador was here for the G-20 summit. It seems they hadn’t left yet.”


    “Merde,” Garneau swore under his breath. With the American theater bombings so raw in everyone’s minds and the G-20 diplomats still in the city, security was on high alert.


    He turned back to the bed. With the precision of a watchmaker, he reached into his trench coat pocket and removed a circa-1920’s silver cigarette case. He lit the thin cigarette and pulled slowly, deeply, savoring the last quiet moments he would have for some time.


    


    †


    


    The president sat in the Oval Office, alone.


    It’d been three weeks since “The Theater Bombings” – as the media had dubbed the event – and the relentless grind was beginning to show under his eyes. And, of course, Paris had been a colossal waste of energy; the Europeans posturing like peacocks again. He looked down at the stack of orders awaiting his signature.


    Streaming in through the windows, the sunlight lit up the golds in the oval rug as the colors of the flags joined in celebrating the brilliant morning.


    Yet still, even amidst the light, he knew that the world remained what it was, what it had always been – both dark and light.


    Yesterday, he’d ordered a fusion cell strike on a target in Islamabad and two Navy SEALs were killed when their stealth helicopter had gone down in a remote field, the cameras mounted on their helmets revealing their last moments, their last hushed words to their families as the shadows rushed over them. And last night, the vice-president had suggested a psycho-pharmacological attack on Tehran; seeding the clouds with mists of drugs that would dull their minds over time, including their children.


    In the end, even within his dreams, it always came back to the children.


    Had Harry Truman thought about the children of Hiroshima?


    We all know that he did, as we would have.


    Robert Walker, the so-called “Alexander Hamilton from Main Street,” stared into the bright room, the shielding within the walls lending the space a near perfect silence.


    In these decisions, these spaces, it was a truth that every president discovered: a president is always alone.


    Lincoln, McKinley, Kennedy, they’d all been a part of this world, a world apart.


    Was it his destiny, as some had told him?


    In such times, it was his memories from the Iowa farm that held him steady, as if bound to the Earth. He chuckled as he remembered his father’s long ago words. It was a now-famous story, repeated in each of those endless, unauthorized presidential biographies, but it also had the advantage of being true. In the winters, when the ground turned hard and the farmers came in from the fields, they spent their time fixing up equipment, perhaps meeting for an early morning coffee at the grain elevator, all the while waiting for the spring. When the thaw eventually came, they moved back out onto the ground. When he’d been fifteen years old, he and his father had been out in the spring chill putting in fence. But like every fifteen year old, all that the future president could think of was the high school baseball game later that night, and of the girl from the next county who he’d met last weekend, and who might be at the game. His dad looked over at him, “Well, you better get a job with a seat, because you ain’t much good at puttin’ in fence.”


    He’d gone from the seat of an Air Force fighter jet to the seat of a congressman to the seat in this Oval Office.


    Ah, he smiled to himself, the barest of truths…


    The light on his phone shone red. It activated with his voice.


    “Morning, Margaret,” he said to the White House Executive Secretary, Margaret Spencer. “I think I missed you on my way in.”


    “Sorry, Mr. President, my sister called from Florida and, well, she needed to talk. I went down the hall to Mac’s office.”


    “Everything alright?”


    “Oh yes, she just wanted to talk about mom. You know, Rebecca is an artist and can be a little loopy sometimes.”


    Spencer’s ninety-three year old mother was in a rest home, suffering from the last stages of Alzheimer’s disease. The president would sometimes catch Margaret looking out her window. She was a loyal and trusted friend – with Mac, his gatekeepers – and, frankly, he didn’t know what he’d do without her.


    “You know, I have an idea,” the president said. “It’s your birthday next month, right? Why don’t we fly your sister on out and you and the First Lady can all have an afternoon tea, or something, whatever you want. And, well, then I can finally meet this crazy sister of yours. How’s that sound?”


    “She’d be thrilled, Mr. President, really.”


    “Well then, run it by my executive secretary and set up a good date.”


    “Yes, sir,” Margaret laughed, “I’ll talk to myself about it right away!”


    He joined in and they had a good laugh together. Margaret had a knack of lifting his spirits.


    “Mr. President, I forgot, Mac is on line two. He must be wondering where I went off to. He’s in his limo, heading to a meeting at NSA.”


    “Thanks, Margaret. Got it.”


    He switched the line.


    “Hey, Mac, sorry for the wait. What’s up?”


    “I talked to my charming French counterpart about the ambassador situation. They’re being bull-headed – again. I think they’re pissy about being embarrassed at the G-20 summit and using it to now run roadblocks on the ambassador’s murder investigation. Shocking, eh?”


    “He’s a damn diplomat. What’s the problem, hand him over.”


    “Yeah, I know, but their newspapers are making it into some big sovereignty flap. On top of that, the girl the ambassador was found with was a French citizen.”


    “Well, maybe I should remind them whose sandbox they’re playing in?”


    It was a statement in the form of a question and the president wasn’t bluffing; he’d done it before.


    Osborne felt much the same, but also knew the French somehow needed their monthly tiff to feel good about doing what they were being told.


    “I hear you,” Osborne said, “but it’s not worth the effort, not yet. We told them they could have first shot at the autopsies, duly monitored, but that the body comes home after that. Their pride seemed temporarily mollified, such as it is.”


    “That’s fine, let them have some rope. We’ll yank it back later.”


    “Look on the bright side,” Osborne noted, “as long as the body stays in Paris, it’s not over here for our media to make a drama over.”


    “On O’Neill,” he continued, “we’ve got him for a month. District Attorney Peterson says that’s the limit.”


    “Speedy trial issues?”


    “No, worse. If they wait any longer all of their witnesses will be dead.”


    


    †


    


    The killer of the U.S. Ambassador scanned across the gardens and fountains of the Jardin des Tuileries that fronted the Louvre. He took another bite from his smoked salmon sandwich and noted that a pigeon had alit upon a crumb he’d dropped on his way to the bench. He stared at the bird and it flew away.


    He looked to his left towards the shallow wading pool, the colorful sailboats operated by the children and the fountain sparkling in the bright sunshine like a Monet painting.


    The killing of the U.S. Ambassador and that French mistress-whore had given him pleasure.


    Years ago, he recalled the ambassador interrupting him at a large corporate luncheon. The old man had done it as if dismissing a gnat. As the killer had depressed the button to the weapon, he’d bathed in the memory.


    He was beginning to feel his full power. History and the world would soon know him, through his works.


    Another daydream – perhaps a portent – came over him.


    It was a vision of the president – with his mind on fire.
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    O’Neill stood at the side gate of the White House as two Secret Service Agents verified his credentials. He’d taken the early flight from Chicago-O’Hare airport into Reagan International and dropped off his bags at the hotel before catching a quick coffee at a downstairs diner. With the morning bright and crisp, he’d decided to walk over.


    “Thank you, Mr. O’Neill,” the first agent said, handing back his prosecutor’s badge and passport. “Please, follow me.”


    The agent led him up the path to the stairs as the other trailed behind. The autumn leaves were half-fallen and they crushed under their feet. He heard the agent behind him; instinctively, he noted, ten feet.


    “Hey Jack!”


    He heard the voice before he saw his old friend bounding down from the White House.


    “Jack, oh man, it’s damn good to see you!”


    He and Osborne shook hands. It had been since last Christmas that they’d been able to get together and they both knew it’d been too long.


    “Thanks, Mac. You’re looking good.”


    Osborne stepped back, patting his stomach. “You’re a bad liar. Too many late nights working, I’m afraid. Having the best take-out in the world, on-call twenty-four hours a day from the White House kitchen, it’s absolutely kicking my ass.”


    “But, hey, look at you,” Osborne said. “What, hitting the weights, having a midlife crisis, or just trying to shame me one more time?”


    O’Neill laughed. “Not a chance, no more heavy lifting for me. The rotator cuffs can’t take it. I did take up swimming though – an hour every morning. It has the added bonus of waking me up. And still have the b-ball league on weekends.”


    “You quit the aikido? That’s a big surprise. You did that forever.”


    “No, still have the aikido. I guess I don’t think of it as exercise anymore.”


    “Just for fun, huh?”


    O’Neill smiled. “The offer stands, Mac. Anytime. Best thing for you.”


    “Oh, sure. I’ll stack it right in between the daily terrorist threats, the looming Supreme Court appointment battles, my anniversary next weekend and the kids’ unending violin lessons. Sure.”


    Osborne turned, placing his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get out of this cold.”


    Osborne looked at his watch. “Besides, the president is wrapping up his meeting with the Indian Ambassador and, trust me, he’d love for us to run some interference. This way, we have a newer entrance.”


    They walked down the corridor between the outer colonnades that fronted the East Wing and entered the remodeled foyer. They walked past room after room, O’Neill noting the famous paintings – Gilbert Stuart’s portrait of George Washington, Martin Johnson Heade’s glowing sunsets, the parade flags of Frederick Childe Hassam.


    Osborne saw him. “After hours is always best. Some really good stuff. Like I always said, Jack, you should’ve made it out here before now. Between your trials and our recurrent world crises, the dance cards always seemed full.”


    They rounded a corner and O’Neill recognized Jordan Swift, the White House Chief of Staff.


    “Hey, Mac,” Swift said, reading a folder and obviously rushed. O’Neill noted the darting eyes of the White House higher-level staff, contrasting against the self-imposed quiet of the place.


    The hallway wound around and they found themselves in front of the Oval Office.


    “In here,” Osborne motioned. “That office. Yeah, sharp right.”


    An older lady in a prim green dress sat behind an antique rosewood desk. She stood as they entered, “Morning, Mac.”


    She extended her hand. “Welcome to the White House, Mr. O’Neill. By the way, loved your book.”


    “Jack, this is Margaret Spencer, the president’s executive secretary and, most would correctly argue, the glue around here.”


    Jack took her hand. “Pleasure, Ms. Spencer.”


    “Call me Margaret,” she smiled. “Anyone who’s a good friend of Mac, well, you know.”


    She turned to Osborne. “We have to stick together around here, eh, Mac?”


    He laughed, “Yeah, that’s one way of putting it.”


    The phone on her desk blinked red. She reached for it. “Yes, sir.”


    “Gentlemen, he’s ready for you.”


    She opened the door to the Oval Office as the president removed his glasses and moved around the desk, extending his hand.


    “Thanks for coming, Jack. Jack is good, right? Actually, I feel we already know each other, having heard all those great stories from Mac all of these years. I guess you’ve heard a few about me too.”


    They firmly shook hands. “A few, Mr. President. Jack is fine.”


    “Please, grab a seat,” the president said, motioning to the chairs and couch. “And thanks for catching that early flight.”


    O’Neill noted what the campaign reporters and biographers had observed through the years – namely, the president’s subtle and masterful way of allowing each person to feel as if they were the only one in the room, that he heard their story. Not coincidentally, this was also a skill of the best trial attorneys – remaining calm while fully in control of the moment. Juries and voters only listened when they believed in you, when they thought you were real.


    They talked about the Cubs’ heartbreaking collapse in the World Series, the capture of the Diamond Lake killer and how young Jack had been, and then ventured into their relative golf games. They stayed clear of politics. The president never mentioned Aisha.


    President Walker paused, “Jack, this assignment we have for you. I know that Mac has given you a rough outline, but the bottom line is that we don’t know what the girl possesses, in information, that is. And, as a trial attorney, you’re aware that not knowing what you don’t know is not the best place to be. Who sent her? Who were her handlers? Is another event approaching? These are some of our questions. Unfortunately, time is also an enemy.”


    “You’ll get my best, Mr. President.”


    “No doubts there, Jack. I simply want you to know that we have your back on this. I have your back. You need something, tell Mac and it’s done.”


    “Understood.”


    “Well, enough of that, then,” the president said, smiling. “Let’s get back to those Cubs and the never-ending need for quality mid-inning relief pitching, right?”


    The door opened and Spencer poked her head in. “I’m sorry, Mr. President. Your noon lunch party is here.”


    “Say, again?”


    “Well, it’s actually the First Lady’s congressional wives luncheon. You wanted to pop in and make an appearance. They’re sitting down. The First Lady just gave me a quick ring.”


    “Oh yeah, forgot. Margaret, please inform the First Lady that I’ve been summoned.”


    Laughing, the president rose. “You see, Jack, everyone has a boss, somewhere.”


    They shook hands and moved towards the door.


    “I know it’s a tired cliché, Jack,” the president said, shaking hands as they turned at the door, “but the country needs you on this one. And, again, thanks for breaking off from your trial.”


    “No problem, Mr. President.”


    “Jack,” the president called after him, “really though, apart from the circumstances, it’s great to finally meet you.”


    He said it like just another guy.


    O’Neill turned back, “Same here, sir.”


    Turning towards Osborne, the president said, “Mac, when you’re done, come on back so we can go over that matter from last night. I talked to Hightower.”


    “We’ll be down at the SID room for about an hour. Does that work?”


    “Sounds good.” He turned and Spencer closed the door behind him.


    Osborne and O’Neill started down the corridor towards the SID room. “So, how did that go for you?”


    “Nice guy. As you said, too bad we couldn’t have all gotten together sooner. And before you two became so busy.”


    “Yeah, that’s the tough part. I see him all day, yet I can’t call up and say, Hey, let’s blow off and hit that ballgame! It’s a strange world.”


    “I see it in you both. How many grey hairs?”


    “Yeah, Jacquie always kids me. But, you know, not half as many as he has. Do you remember, six years ago when he first ran, I don’t think Bob – the president – had a grey hair on his head. Not sure I ever told you this, but party insiders approached me last year hunting around for a congressional candidate to run in New York. Please, Jack, if I ever talk about running for office, take me out back and just shoot me.”


    They rounded a corner, the portrait of JFK going by – gazing down, contemplating.


    “Do you ever think of giving it up, heading back to New York?” Jack asked. “You know, I heard rumors that Calahan is finally thinking of calling it in. You could head up the Bureau.”


    Elrod Calahan was the long-time Director of the FBI, their former boss and on the far side of two heart attacks.


    “Hell,” Osborne laughed, “that old buzzard is going to die in that chair! I mean, what else does he have to do? Actually, I’m not interested anymore. On the other hand, it might be worth it just to see Jensen’s face when I turned up one day as his boss. One thing I’ve learned, though, you can never go home.”


    Osborne caught himself, remembering that Jack had gone back to Chicago after Maura’s death. He smiled, “Except for you, old friend. Is it different?”


    Jack thought for a moment. “Not really. You can go back to some towns and everything has changed. Chicago likes to stay what it is. It must be a Midwest thing. Here’s an example, happened last week: The Cubs’ new owners refloated the idea of tearing down the ivy at Wrigley Field – to put up more advertising, trying to tell everyone that it would mimic the billboards from the 1920’s stadiums. When I left, the north side was on the verge of mob action. In Chicago, we like our ivy and our eroding EL and knowing that things will generally be the same tomorrow.”


    “Hey, after that World Series debacle,” Mac laughed, “those fancy owners might be wishing right about now that they weren’t in Chicago.”


    “Spoken like a true, jaded New Yorker. In Chicago, we enshrine our ballplayers – Billy Williams, sweet-swinging number 26, has his own pennant down third base line. Stop anyone on a New York street and they won’t know his name. Sure, the curse endures, but we’re grateful that we even made it into the series. The president was right about that mid-inning relief, though. Maybe next year.”


    “The hope of the hopeless; the eternally oblivious Cubs fan,” Osborne said, shaking his head.


    They turned to face a nondescript wood door that looked as if it had been there since Dolly Madison.


    Jack looked over, “That’s it?”


    “Actually, it’s the elevator. Don’t let it fool you – underneath, it’s titanium and panzerholz.”


    Osborne put his finger on the pad and felt the prick. “You’d think that if we could build an invisible, floating room, we could come up with a sensor that doesn’t take a chunk out of you. They tell me it’s still the most secure way, so there you have it.”


    The elevator descended without any sensation of movement. They exited and Mac motioned to a conference room off to the right. “You need a security clearance slightly above God to even get in here – yours being a special dispensation from the president – but you still can’t go into the big room. Sorry, it’s the outer conference room today. I’ll be down the hall in the main room checking on a few things. The guards will stay here – just let them know when you’re done. File is on the table.”


    O’Neill entered the conference room and sat down at a long rosewood table. A blue file folder was its only object. Its thinness surprised him.


    He opened the cover and a photo stared back, unflinching, her eyes straight into the camera.


    It looked like the face of Nefertiti.


    


    †


    


    “Christ, Jack, sorry I’m late. Man, these long days are like a living death. Don’t let anyone ever tell you that the perpetual motion machine hasn’t been invented – I’m in it.”


    Osborne threw his trench coat on top of Jack’s on the spare chair.


    “Well,” he said, looking around, “how do you like my place?”


    “Cozy.”


    “Yeah, a bit remote. The upside is that I don’t run into any politicos this far out, or media types – a big plus.”


    The bar owner, Charlie Benson, came over. “Hey Mac, what it’ll be?”


    “Hey Charlie. The same. Yeah, I know – a broken record.”


    “No problem,” Charlie smiled and turned towards Jack, “And you’re still alright?”


    “I’m good.”


    Jack nodded towards a dark corner. “I hate to break your win streak, but not as private as you think.”


    Osborne looked over his shoulder at the small table in the corner, to the two men in dark suits each with a full tumbler of scotch. Their water chasers were almost empty.


    He turned back to Jack, “Excuse me.”


    Mac walked over and stood over the men. “What’s the matter guys, not allowed to drink on the job? Identifications please.”


    The two men stared at each other.


    He leaned over, “Let’s be clear, gentlemen. I see that you recognize me, but let’s say it out loud: I’m the head of the NSA and you’re required to show me your identifications. Not two seconds ago – now.”


    The men looked at each other again, considering their options. Deflated, they reached into their breast pockets and presented their GMA badges.


    “So,” Osborne said, “who are you here for – me or him? And don’t tell me you ducked in to get out of the rain, or it’ll get worse.”


    The swarthy GMA Agent spoke for them both. “Him.”


    “Why?”


    “O’Neill was observed exiting the White House and he wasn’t on any visitor logs.”


    Osborne rested his hands on the table, dropping his voice. “Well, maybe that’s because it’s none of your God damn business. On whose authority? Let’s have it, names.”


    The GMA Agents froze. “The protocols…”


    “Okay, here’s what’s going to happen: first, you two are going to scamper on out of here. Next, you’re going to hightail it over to Bobby and inform him that I’ve set up a nice little appointment – for him, myself, and the president – at 7:45 tomorrow morning, sharp. Or, if he’s got the balls, the GMA Director can show up. Their call. Understood?”


    Mac didn’t wait for an answer. “Now, get going.”


    The agents grabbed their coats and headed for the door. Osborne returned to his chair and watched them leave.


    Just outside, the smaller agent turned, “Shit, I told you we should have left as soon as Osborne showed. What’s he doing here anyway? Talk about crap luck.”


    The swarthy agent smiled, “Yeah, but won’t Bobby be interested.” They piled into their nondescript GOV with ghost plates and drove away.


    Jack looked over, “And?”


    “Ah,” Mac sighed, adopting the Irish brogue of his ancestors, “another lonely sign of the impending apocalypse.”


    He took a long sip of his scotch, “Here, Jack, I’m finally gonna say it: maybe that notion of heading back to New York – the Yankees, the Knicks, great music, great food – might not be such a bad idea…”


    Jack considered, “Here for you or me?”


    “You, old pal. Someone would have to have a death wish to put a tail on an NSA Director. They followed you coming out of the White House and got nosy, too nosy. They should know better by now. Do you remember Bobby Jessup?”


    “Name sounds familiar. Long time ago – DEA, undercover maybe.”


    “That’s him. Now, fast-forward to the present and old Bobby has somehow secured himself a nice little spot sitting right below the Director of the GMA. And, can you hear the inverted butt licking all the way over at the White House. Big pain-in-the-ass is basically what he is. Tomorrow morning, though, I’m going to roll up a newspaper and whack someone’s nose with it. We’ll see who has the guts to show up.”


    “GMA – never heard of it.”


    Mac took a long sip of water, considering.


    “Well, I guess since you have that super-duper, end-of-the-world clearance granted directly from the president, and access to our most valuable prisoner, what’s the harm, right? Christ, where to start? The GMA…”


    Osborne explained the GMA’s creation and its secret and recent rise within the intelligence community.


    “Let’s see if I have this right,” Jack said. “We prohibit the CIA from all domestic operations – for good reason – yet we’re letting this posse of idiots run rogue? Dangerous, Mac.”


    “Don’t tell me, I damn well know. The Yucca Mountain attacks made everyone go bats. Back then, they just pushed through the legislation without ever thinking it through. Now, poof! – it’s smack-dab on our plate. The GMA thinks we’re not paying attention, but the eyes are wide open over at the Oval Office. Basically, someone needs to get their proverbial wings clipped. The president thinks so too.”


    “So, do it.”


    “Well, unfortunately – and like everything else in D.C. – it’s more complicated than it initially appears. The GMA was created by legislative fiat and that’s the congressional route you’d have to take to kill it – legally, that is. And you may have heard that the folks on the other side of the aisle aren’t exactly our pals these days. No answers there. Hell, those crazy congressmen would just start screaming that we’re weakening ‘Fortress America,’ or some other sort of crap. As a temporary stopgap, the president has elected not to authorize select GMA missions and our Senate allies have been throwing up roadblocks. But the GMA also has event-triggered, automated protocols. It needs to be done carefully and, frankly, we haven’t seen the right opening.”


    “Set up a dead fall,” Jack said.


    “A what?”


    “A bear trap. You dig a pit, bury stakes in the bottom and cover it over. Bait it and wait.”


    “What kind of bait?” Mac asked, intrigued.


    “You.”


    “Hey!”


    “They don’t like you, right? So, make them like you less, have some fun with it. Then, wave a red flag and they’ll charge. It’s their nature.”


    “What kind of flag?” Mac asked, not sure he wanted to know.


    “Taunt them, ignore them, whatever it takes. The stronger they become, the more they’ll want to come at you. Then, float something about yourself, something damning, but at the same time something that isn’t actually true – say, an affair with an intern, a bribe, a juicy campaign illegality, pick one. The key is that the lure has to look real. And it has to be placed strategically so that the information arises away from you. Remember, hyenas always circle until they think you’ve been weakened enough. Ergo, wait for the higher ups to join in and set the spike hard.”


    Osborne laughed, “Man, Jack, sometimes you scare me. Just when I think you’re barely paying attention you come up with some spooky shit like that! No wonder why you’ve never lost a trial.”


    Jack smiled, “Anything for America…”


    “Careful, old friend, you’re letting that dark side through. Take it from me, one slippery slope.”


    “Anyway, enough spook talk,” Jack said. “Let’s talk about the girl. I read in the file about her eyes. Anything new?”


    “Yeah, Takamura says that the contacts were actually made of…”


    At the other end of the bar, a young bartender was struggling with the TV remote, skipping channels back and forth. He hit the volume by mistake and a talk show blared out. Two academics were facing each other as the show returned from commercial.


    “Alright people!” the show host called out as the crowd cheered wildly. “We’re back! Now, let me introduce Doctors Henderson and Albright, Harvard and Oxford, respectively. Each has a view on what’s been happening, or not happening, as the case may be. We’ve all heard the reports – the Dalai Lama’s warnings, the Antarctic ice quakes. But are the so-called End of Days really approaching?”


    The host asked the professors her questions, expertly bouncing them off until, like a top, they spun after each other on their own. They’d been adversaries for years and the venom was never far below.


    Professor Henderson glared. “You don’t know what you are talking about! I am not saying that the Anti-Christ must know who he is. Not at all! In simplest form, the Anti-Christ is the most lethal serial killer the world has ever known. It’s simply that his prey, ultimately, is all of mankind. As such, the Anti-Christ doesn’t need to know that he, himself, is actually the Anti-Christ. To fulfill his destiny, he only needs to be the Anti-Christ!”


    Professor Albright leaned over, his eyes bulging.


    The young bartender looked exasperated and Charlie Benson moved over. They both jabbed at the ancient remote.


    Osborne called down, “Charlie, I hereby renew my vote for ESPN.”


    Professor Albright’s mouth was beginning to gape open as the channel suddenly flipped to a rerun of the Saints/Giants football game and Charlie found the mute.


    Osborne smiled, shaking his head. “Thank God.”


    


    †


    


    Garneau sat back in his favorite leather chair, the fire crackling. He rose each morning at dawn and enjoyed these lulled times, when you could hear the tiniest of sounds.


    He folded the newspaper and took the empty teacup from the side table and began walking into the kitchen. He placed it in the sink and looked around for the leash. Where had he put it?


    He looked down at their ten year old Norwich terrier. “Little one, do you know where it is?” He always hoped that she could hear him and, on most days, was sure that she could. His and Elise’s children were grown and little Millie, for all intents and purposes, had become their child.


    He slipped on the collar and she looked up. It was their routine and she knew what was coming. It was their time together.


    She bounded down the granite stairs in front of their home, pulling towards the gardens. They turned and headed down the street, looking for the spot where they crossed each morning.


    He held her leash tight, looking left and right, then moved across the Rue de Medicis and entered the grounds of the Jardin du Luxembourg.


    It was late autumn and the gardens were empty. Garneau had grown up in the Latin Quarter and, even with the ever-growing crowds, he and Elise had decided to stay. Earlier in life they’d considered moving farther out, but found that they couldn’t leave their antique stores, jazz clubs and well-worn cafes. Each year he waited for the chill to return his home to a semblance of its former self.


    The grass was frosted as they passed the Statue of Saint-Genevieve, the patroness of Paris. Oddly, the interior gardens were Italianate in design; in 1611, the mother of King Louis XIII, Marie de Medici, had requested the style so as to remind her of the gardens of Florence, where she’d been raised. It seemed that even within bejeweled castles people still missed their homes. There were many types of prisons.


    He paused, becoming lost in another thought, one that he could not quite form. It had happened to him several times over the past few days and he knew the feeling well. It was an upwelling, some deeper part trying to tell him something. Sometimes, he would awake in the mornings and it would be there, as if he’d been dreaming of the answer. At others, it would simply come to him, sliding into an unrelated circumstance; when walking leisurely to the café, while standing in front of a Van Gogh painting at the Musée d’Orsay, as he drifted into a memory.


    This thought-form was round, Rothko-like, red.


    The ambassador and his mistress – since identified as Chantal Eckenstein, a chocolatier’s assistant from the 5th Arrondissement – their eyes, they had stayed with him.


    A truth existed in those eyes – staring, demanding to be heard.


    And the red, what could possibly have caused that?


    The sun was rising higher, the cars coming out as they turned the corner and headed back home. It was 7:59 a.m., but he didn’t need to look at his watch.


    Climbing the stairs, he heard the telephone ring inside. Even muffled by the door, the sound was insistent. He did not alter his pace.


    They entered and walked into the kitchen. He caught the phone on its last ring, Millie waiting at his feet.


    It was Dr. Etienne Prevot, the coroner.


    “Good morning, Etienne,” Garneau said. They had been through many investigations together and were long time friends.


    “It’s the U.S. Ambassador, Henri.”


    “Oui.”


    “I’ve found something quite interesting…”
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    Several years before, over a rare bottle of scotch, Mac had asked, “In your mind, Jack, how do you get there?”


    What makes for a good interrogator?


    Empathy.


    In its bare essence, empathy is the courage to become closer to another, to allow a connection to take place. Each of us feels the realness that exists within another – their pain, their purpose, our longings to be.


    It is in this place where the suspect’s walls come down.


    Once down that well, the final skill is to keep from falling down into their darkness. One must remain outside of the base interaction, as if hovering above. It is this skill – to be both involved and, at once, not involved – that makes for a good interrogator.


    The interrogator is not an inquisitor, but is a midwife for the subject’s desire to be human, to return to their humanness.


    “Alright, then tell me,” the president laughed, pressing Mac earlier that morning. “So, what happens when all of this mushy-ass crap doesn’t work?”


    Mac shook his head, “It’s not all candlelight and roses, you know. It’s simply about drilling down deeper. Whether it ends up being dark or light down there, well, you don’t know until you actually get there.”


    “So,” the president taunted, “who’s the good cop and who’s the bad? You know what I mean.”


    “Whatever it takes,” Mac shrugged. “It varies with each person. You first take a hard look.”


    “Alright, then, who’s the badder cop?”


    Osborne thought back, remembering that night ten years ago: the incessant thunder, the banging on the floorboards, lightning splitting across the windows. Soon after Maura had passed away, late one night they’d been transported by military helicopter to a remote cabin location. The situation was critical: somewhere in New York City, a suitcase bomb was allegedly on countdown.


    Osborne remembered lying back as Jack had pursued the subject, pushing into him, deconstructing his psyche. Near the end, Jack grabbed the back of the man’s chair, bouncing him down the cabin stairs and out into the storm. Mac watched as cold rain pelted their faces, Jack towering over the man. For the first time, he thought he might need to step in.


    Then Jack had calmly leaned over and whispered in the man’s ear. They were words that Jack would never discuss – not in the reports, not even later over drinks.


    As Mac watched, the man broke. Jack pushed the chair away and slowly stood, turning his face up into the rain, the lightning flashing, staring up into the sky. He finally turned and walked back into the cabin without saying another word. What Mac remembered most was the expression on his face as he passed, as if he’d looked into some type of void.


    “To be honest, Mr. President, with Jack, sometimes we just don’t go there.”


    But the memory held to him. “I suppose, though, we all have that darkness in us, somewhere.“


    He caught himself and looked back, “Of course, sir, of all people, you know this.”


    Bob Walker stared at the brilliant hues of the eagles, arrows and stars in the carpet. Even amongst the light – in the flags, in the images, within the smiles and speeches – there were always the faces, and the fallen darkness at the edges.


    Yes, he knew.


    


    †


    


    The initial perceptions of an individual’s bearing are critically important in an interrogation: how the subject reacts when she first sees him, in the split-moment before she can think; in the posture of her eyes and how she then chooses to let her body rest into the seat.


    Like the famous Nefertiti statue, Aisha held still.


    He took off his jacket and threw it over a chair. He pulled up another and it squeaked against the floor.


    She kept her eyes from moving towards him.


    He looked straight at her, “I’m Jack O’Neill.”


    She offered no response.


    He leaned back, mirroring her body – eyes down, as if staring into nothing.


    The minutes drew on. An hour passed. Then another.


    She wasn’t trying to show him that she could choose not to talk. She wasn’t trying to hold onto to any last freedom. She was a person lost in another time – floating in her own space, apart from time.


    As a wash across her eyes, a memory arose. The village, her dog running from the house…


    She quickly pulled it back, blinking twice.


    Noting the movement, Jack said into the silence, “To be honest, I don’t think that God really wants us to kill people.”


    He said it calmly, as if he simply knew.


    She held still, feigning deafness. Another minute passed.


    Then, in a voice almost too low to hear, hoarse from not speaking, “And what do you know… of God?”


    He paused, letting the question hang. “Well, you’ve got a point there. No more than the next person. What I do know is that you know it too. The it.”


    She looked at him without emotion, as if a beaten child. Yet there was a question in her vacant gaze. I know what?


    “You chose not to kill those people.”


    She looked at the floor.


    “And yet, still, people died,” he said.


    She looked up, challenging, “Many people have died, Mr. O’Neill.”


    The two analysts on the other side of the glass made identical notes: fluent use of English pronouns, proper syntax, a probable U.S. educational background.


    “That’s true,” he said. “In the middle ages, the Christians killed…”


    “My people,” she interrupted.


    “Yes, your people. Then again, I don’t think anyone is making excuses for the Crusades or the Inquisition these days.”


    He continued, “You say, your people, but – your people, my people – aren’t they all God’s people, Allah’s people, whatever rattle you want to shake? Isn’t that what you saw in the faces in that theater? You can tell yourself that you’re like them – these leaders of yours – but at night, alone, you know that you’re not. You are different.”


    He needed to start the process of pulling her away from her training, distancing her from the tutored anger that had become a part of her.


    A wisp of a smile passed her lips, “Mr. O’Neill, you can say whatever you want, but I have no anger left, no God left…no family. I am already dead.”


    “What if I told you that might not be true?”


    Her strength came back. “I know that I will never leave here! I will not tell you anything!”


    “Well, that’s true – you will be in prison for the rest of your life, no one here will ever let you out and you won’t be able to escape. But that doesn’t mean that you have to be dead to your family. Do you have a mother, a father?”


    At this point, the subject sees that an emotion-laden question has been asked, sees the bait being set.


    Before she could answer, as if her answer wasn’t important, he arose, “Coffee? Do you drink coffee?”


    “Bribing me with coffee?”


    “Actually, no,” he said, walking casually over to the cart he’d asked to be placed there. “Simply late for my morning cup. You can have some or not. Sometimes, it’s only coffee.”


    “I hate coffee,” she hissed defiantly.


    He sat back down, ignoring her reaction, casually mixing in the sugar.


    “I can see that – my wife used to hate it too.”


    He’d mentioned his wife on purpose, a disclosure of the self.


    “You’re married?”


    “I was. She passed away, about ten years now. A sweet lady.”


    She thought of her mother and the question came out of her, as if she couldn’t help it, “And you miss her?”


    “I’ll always miss her. People say it’s a hole, you know, straight through the middle of you. But it’s not like that, at least not for me anymore. She’s just here, in the things I do.”


    “You loved her very much…”


    “I did.”


    Aisha seemed to forget herself, pulled down into the well of his feelings, so close to hers, hidden so deep.


    “And she is here, you say, in spirit, even with us now?”


    “Yes, especially now.”


    “Why, especially?”


    He leaned on the table, thinking.


    “Because…” he paused, searching for the word. “Because of the weight of where we are. Because of what has happened – to you, to us. The dead – they’re all here.”


    She looked down and her hands began to tremble under the table. She held them tightly against each other. Her eyes welled, the tremble climbing into her throat.


    Subjects are sensitive to being prey, especially when vulnerable, and he let her have her time.


    “You asked me,” he finally ventured, “whether I’ve ever been in love. If I can ask, have you?”


    Her mind reeled back to the theater, to her mother’s face and the man she would never know, to the child that she would never have. She instinctively flinched, pulling her arms to her midsection.


    He could see that she was pulling back into herself.


    He walked slowly away from the table, retrieving his coat. She was alone and he wanted her to feel his leaving.


    “Where are you going?”


    “There’s somewhere I have to be.”


    “More important than this?”


    “Yes, more important than this.”


    She looked up at the ceiling where a beige disk hid the cameras and listening devices.


    She was recovering and smiled, motioning with her eyes at the disk, “You’d better not tell them that. What could be more important than this?”


    “A friend is in the hospital. I need to go.”


    It was a lie. There was no friend in the hospital.


    She squinted, as if seeing through him. “You are trying to make me like you, telling me about an ill friend, trying to make me feel sorry for you. I think you are trying to play me, Mr. O’Neill.”


    He moved to the door and turned.


    “To be honest, it’s neither here nor there to me. We both know you will only tell me what you want, when you want. But, know this: in the end, it’s not about me. It’s about you.”


    “What do you mean?” she asked, leaning forward, challenging, “I will not betray my people! I will not betray who I am!”


    It was a false strength and the easy play would have been to respond, “You have already betrayed your leaders, your people.” Yet, it was too early to touch that nerve.


    Instead, he went deeper.


    He turned, calm and stern like a father. “Well then, who are you? Tell me, inside, who are you?”


    Who am I?


    Who am I?


    She felt the upwelling in her throat, just beneath the surface.


    He reached into his pocket and wrote on a rumpled napkin, one that he’d picked up at a restaurant earlier that night, knowing then what he wanted to do. He softly handed it to her. It was a word meant only between them. He wanted her to know this – no cameras, no listening devices, something only between them.


    She looked at the word.


    “It’s about you,” he said.


    Aisha looked up – the defiance gone and tears at the edges, all of the faces burning in her eyes.


    He quietly closed the door behind him.


    She turned to the word on the napkin, trembling in her hand.


    Redemption.
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    Garneau settled into the worn leather seats of his vintage Citroen DS, his weekend hobby, and drove down the Rue du Chemin Vert towards the Gendarmerie’s Forensic Science Laboratory. He would normally have taken the Metro, but he and Elise were planning on a road rally in Rouen that weekend and he wanted the car to have a chance to breathe.


    Like many men, he thought of his vintage auto au feminin, as a woman. Yes, he chuckled to himself, his three girls – Elise, Millie and the car. Admittedly, it’d been an indulgence when he’d bought the car at auction, Elise at his elbow egging him on. But he liked the old things; he liked bringing them back to life and passing them on. We are all only custodians, you know.


    He pulled the Citroen into Dr. Prevot’s always-empty parking space, smoothed out the creases of his trench coat and entered the circa-1700’s building. The granite stairs clicked under his shoes as the weather-pitted gargoyles stared down from the roofline.


    Inside, Dr. Prevot was waiting for him at the entry station, pouring a coffee and chatting with his internist, Laurent.


    Prevot turned as Garneau approached, each of them smiling. They’d worked together for over thirty years and were considered the “ancient ones” here – the dinosaures still left in the city. Earlier that morning, Laurent had fought back at Prevot’s alleged oldness, “Well, in World War II that might have been a proper way!”


    Standing here, watching his similarly creased friend approach, Prevot laughed to himself at that memory. Yes, he considered, Laurent was coming along nicely. And, yes, the youth always had that point. And, yes, of course, they would not be the youth without it. But this was his and Garneau’s place-in-time and, frankly, they liked it here.


    “Good to see you, Henri. How have things been down at the tyrant’s abode?” A new NSN Assistant Director had been appointed and, with hovering computer-in-hand, was irritating everyone at the station.


    “Espresso?” Prevot motioned, holding out the cup.


    “Yes, thank you. Well, I simply stay clear of the little grenouille. He hasn’t figured out yet that the director and I are friends. He’s from Marseilles. A bit dim.”


    “And, how are things for you?” Garneau asked as they negotiated the stairs down to the forensics lab.


    “We’re fine. Amelie is just finishing up at the Cordon Bleu and Alain has his new job with the Gendarmerie in Lyon. We’re starting to miss them more, they’re so busy. Colette has her gardening and I have this, but still. Another transition.”


    “And here, at the lab?”


    “Well, the Americans call everyday – and I mean, everyday. I keep referring them to the Foreign Ministry and of course it’s not up to me, but there is that silly message blinking at me every morning. The insistence of wasps. What is this GMA anyway?”


    “Who knows?” Garneau said, waving his hand like at a gnat. “I’ve asked around and no one can say, or won’t. Maybe the Americans made it all up. You know how they are: CIA, NSA, FBI. The alphabet soup boys! I think it makes them feel like their bistouquettes are bigger.”


    That gave them both a good laugh. As they passed through the lab doors, Dr. Prevot finally said, “You know, Henri, I’m not sure I told you, but last weekend Colette and I had some friends in from America. The same couple that we met last year on that trip to San Francisco, you remember, for that conference. They just moved to Washington, D.C., he’s a freelance writer and she’s doing some sort of internship, and they came to Paris for a second honeymoon, young and romantic. Anyway, they’re very nice people. When we were in America they showed us all around – the old trollies, Muir Woods, Napa Valley, excellent wine. You know, all good fun. But, here is something strange. They have this cheese and they call it, eh…Veelaveeta, or something approximating. But here’s the stranger part – it’s not really a cheese, they just call it a cheese! I tell you, absolute heresy.”


    Prevot approached a table in the middle of the room with an enormous electron-scanning microscope bolted to the top. “It makes no sense to me,” he noted off-handedly, still thinking about the cheese. “Oh well. Ready?”


    Garneau smiled, “As the Americans say, fire right away.”


    The doctor motioned to the microscope viewer. “I’ve applied a stain so you can see the marks easier. They were exceedingly small, exceedingly precise.”


    Garneau peered down. “And what am I looking at?”


    “It’s a full cross section slice of the brain.”


    It was difficult to see, but it was there, a series of five dots, revealed in purple stain. The marks were equidistant apart, geometric in appearance.


    “Why so small? What are they?”


    “Frankly, I don’t know,” Prevot frowned. “But I do know their effects.”


    He walked over to a smaller table and retrieved a stack of photos.


    “If you look at these – each photo being a horizontal slice through the frontal lobe – you’ll see the same dots on each. Which tells us that the dots are not dots per se, but are marks each revealing a precise slice down into the brain. Yet not a slice like a knife, but a three-micron diameter round hole. Still more interesting, each of the bore holes terminates, or stops, at a different depth inside the brain.”


    Garneau stared at Prevot, thoroughly perplexed.


    “I don’t know either, Henri,” Prevot conceded, shaking his head. “All I know is that each penetration hole terminates in a single burn mark, each burn centered at a precise depth location, and each corresponding to a critical cerebral blood path. It was these five burn strikes that engendered the five simultaneous, massive brain hemorrhages.”


    “Ah, the red eyes,” Garneau reflected.


    “Yes, the red eyes. The blood flow invaded the orbital cavities.”


    “But how? Needles?” Garneau asked, searching through the photos for a front view of the ambassador’s head. “Do needles even exist that thin?”


    “You won’t find anything there, Henri. There are no penetration marks on the skull, or on the outer skin layers that correspond to the interior bore holes. Trust me, I spent most of the night looking for the entry points. There are none. The only exterior symptoms are the red eyes.”


    “A laser, then?”


    “That was my first thought. But the entry instrument left no burning as it bore downward and left no telltale burns on the outer skin. Therefore, it can’t be a laser. What’s more, the perpetrator would’ve had to enter and leave the crime scene with the instrument on his person, meaning that it must have been small enough to carry. And inconspicuous enough not to be noticed.”


    Garneau remembered that rainy day at the Hotel St. Regis. “As if someone would be carrying it concealed in their trench coat…”


    “Precisely. But the problem is that there are no hand-held lasers with these performance capabilities. Perhaps in an old sci-fi episode, or on Tatooine, but not on this planet. And still more troubling, there exists no mechanism that would allow anyone to hold such a weapon so stably, so as to allow such precise marks. The person holding the weapon would have had to remain utterly still. I mean, perfectly still. No human can remain that steady. And the enabling technology simply doesn’t exist.”


    “In any event, I’ll continue to investigate. The Americans won’t take custody of the body until next week, or later, so I still have some time. I’m supposed to apprise them of my findings, but I think that this report might take a while to finish, if you know what I mean.”


    Prevot took Garneau to the front door, each of them promising to get together soon, perhaps with their wives, perhaps for a long weekend in Nice or Corsica, a place that Elise and Colette would enjoy.


    Questions began arising, involuntarily, as Garneau walked absently down the stairs and entered the Citroen. The gargoyles continued to stare blankly from above. He started the car and began driving, twice catching himself as he missed a turn.


    What were the marks? Did they have a purpose, something he couldn’t yet perceive?


    He could only see the red eyes.


    Staring, reaching out.


    


    †


    


    “Don’t be shy there, honey. Yeah, yeah, all of it!”


    Army Major Billy Joe Grindel watched as the Aloha Airlines stewardess poured rum into a plastic cup, approximating a Mai Tai. He focused as she tapped the last drops from the miniature bottle.


    “Thanks, dear. No use a wastin’,” he grinned widely.


    The Mai Tai matched the four that he’d had in the terminal bar waiting for his connecting flight from Honolulu to Kauai. He turned, sloshing some of the red drink on his hand, which at first he ignored.


    He rolled his head over on the headrest towards his companion, Della Norine Beaufort. She too had imbibed at 10:00 a.m. on too many Mai Tai’s.


    “Darlin, hey, what do you say? Happy? Ready for the time of your life?”


    He licked the Mai Tai from his hand.


    “You betcha, Billy,” she said, giggling beneath bleach-blond hair like she had for men her whole life. “Thanks for asking me. Oh my God, look down there!”


    He’d flown her out from the mainland, from Oklahoma, and she’d never seen an island, or an ocean, or the turquoise of a reef. Before he’d started his military tour at Pearl Harbor, Della was the girl he knew from church, from his hometown in Enid, Oklahoma. His wife had never met her.


    Della had perky breasts and, sometimes, he could see her nipples pushing against her blouse.


    She placed her mouth on the plastic glass, girl-like, letting her bottom lip rest on the rim. She looked over as if gazing at a savior knight. “Billy, I’m so glad you asked me. Now that you’re free, really free, it means so much more to me. I’m sorry I turned you down so often. I’m a Christian woman and, ya’ know, you still being married and all, well, it just wasn’t right.”


    As she said it, she thought of his Army pension. She was tired of Oklahoma.


    As he listened to her, Billy Joe thought of his wife and his three kids, still asleep in military housing in Oahu, falling away and behind them. After the last time he’d strayed, he’d promised his wife, Jolene, that he would never do it again. He’d sworn on his sacred mother’s name, on the scriptures and their shared God. He and Jolene then prayed together on the weakness of sin and the glory of forgiveness.


    He always did what was needed to make Jolene stay.


    He leaned his stubbled chin on Della’s shoulder, so soft. “You sure are pretty, Della Norine. Soft, too.”


    “You say the sweetest things, Billy Joe. What’d you say we’re gonna do when we got there?”


    “Well, whatever you want. There’s the hotel up the way – a good buffet and a piano bar later on. Right away, we could walk down to the beach. Or, just stay in…” He rested his thick arm on hers, brushing her breasts. “You know baby, start it out right.”


    She giggled, “Oh, Billy, you’re such the bad one. My Lord, there’s plenty of time for that.” She sipped at her drink. “How about the golf club, maybe a little shopping at the pro shop? You know, I wanted to get something for mom.”


    She’d once seen a beautiful sari worn by a Hawaiian girl on a TV travel show and it had always stayed with her. She wanted to bring something back to Oklahoma, to show her best friend, Amber Lynne, that she hadn’t been making it all up. Amber Lynne strutted around so much. That would show her.


    They rolled their suitcases through the open air terminal at Lihue, Kauai, heading for the rental car kiosks. A warm, lush wind hit their faces as they walked across the lot towards their car, a cherry red convertible.


    “Oh Billy, it’s so cute! My lord, how are you affordin’ all of this?”


    Billy Joe smiled wide and heaved the suitcases into the trunk. “My old ship came in, baby! Ole Billy’s ship came in!”


    They wended their way down Highway 50/56, which was actually just a typical, two-lane road and the only major thoroughfare on the island, skirting the beaches from Lihue to the rain forest jungles of the Na Pali Coast.


    Della readjusted the designer sunglasses that Billy Joe had bought her in the Oahu airport and caught her image in the side mirror. She thought that she looked like a blonde Jackie Kennedy. She looked down and realized she’d forgotten to bring her Mai Tai.


    They passed the Kilauea Lighthouse and the taro fields outside of the Princeville Resort and began the arc around Hanalei Bay, negotiating the s-curves and cutbacks as the road fell down to the bay and the jungle began to climb on all sides.


    “Look there, Billy Joe. Surfers!”


    Billy Joe slowed the car and looked over at the surfers catching the soft waves on Hanalei Bay. Closing his eyes and resting his head back for a moment, he could smell the jungle flowers misting down from the jagged mountains. He’d been waiting for this his whole life.


    “You know, honey, Kauai is where they filmed that movie. What’s it called? You know, where all of those dinosaurs come back to life and they put ‘em all in a theme park. Anyway, Kauai has the most waterfalls of any of the islands.”


    Billy Joe had been reading the travel guides. “They call it the Garden Isle.”


    “That’s great, Billy honey, but look at those surfers!


    “I see ‘em! I see ‘em!”


    Della leaned her head back and looked over, dreamy-like. “Billy, what did you mean, your ship has come in? You win the Lotto and not tell old Della?”


    “Well, sorta. You know that contract I told you about, the one the Army has with that big defense contractor. I sit there all day and watch all this money flowin’ this way and that, and I’m the one approving all those cost overruns. I told those corporate suits that it just wasn’t fair to old Billy, that they needed to show a little more appreciation. And, so they did! And it was about damn time!”


    They drove past Tunnels Beach and pulled into a driveway that passed through gates and fell down through lush vegetation – orchids, vines, bamboo – and ended at a circular driveway that fronted a beach house.


    “Oh-My-God!” Della squealed. “How’d you find this? It’s heaven!”


    “Just thank old Aero-Con Corp, darlin!”


    They hauled their luggage into the home, a classic Hawaiian bungalow, as mists off the mountains turned to a light rain. Billy Joe wheezed a bit, as he was thick-necked and had gained a lot of weight while sitting behind his Army desk.


    Della looked back up at the mountains and the gathering clouds. “Are you sure that we’re gonna get to that snorklin’?”


    “No worries, sweet thing. It rains one minute and gets dry the next. It builds up on the mountain and then blows away. If it keeps up, we can always drive around the island to Poipu. It’s sunny there all the time. Hell, I hear they even got cactuses growin’.”


    They marveled at the seaside ocean view – windows all along the back and a long porch – and went into the bedroom to drop off their luggage. The cottage was constructed from teak with a dark green metal roof and they could hear the rain increase.


    Billy Joe came up from behind, goosing her under her skirt.


    “You sure smell sweet. Sweet as those flowers,” he whispered near her ear, smelling at her hair.


    “Billy, come on, you promised. I wanna go into town, get some photo film, maybe a postcard for mom. And what about that gift shop up at the resort, the golf club, I think?”


    “I’ll get you whatever you want, deary. Just show Billy here a little affection.”


    He was still swirling from the Mai Tai’s and breathed closer to her ear, harder. “How about some nice pearl earrings, or those coral necklaces you always talk about?”


    They moved over to the bed and Billy Joe moved on top of her, kissing her neck like a schoolboy. The rain began pelting the roof. She looked up to the sound.


    She moved her hand and it brushed across his stiff crew cut. She moved it again and found his back, hairy and clammy from the beading sweat. She pulled away.


    She thought she heard a sound from the front of the house and pushed at him, slipping against his skin. “Billy Joe, I think I hear something. You hear me, stop!”


    He was dead weight on top of her.


    “Billy, I’m serious!”


    He continued his rutting, the rain increasing and pounding the roof.


    “Oh darlin, oh darlin!” he moaned loudly.


    Faster, his eyes clenched tight, he was suddenly blinded by a white-hot light.


    It was the last thing they both ever saw.


    


    †


    


    The infinity pool seemed to merge into the ocean far beyond. The all-glass house – perched over a ravine, the Kauai jungle rising from behind, cascading orchids all around – had been built to his specifications. He’d designed all of his houses – London, Monaco, Lake Como, Geneva, Nevis, and so on.


    She was supposed to arrive at noon and was seven minutes late. This irritated him. Many things about her were beginning to irritate him; her pauses on the phone, her cheap, musky perfume, her increased expenditures for her shopping and for her still sick mother.


    He heard the soft knock on the front door and accessed the voice-activated intercom system. “Yes,” he said, the sounds running off the glass and white marble in the near empty room.


    From hidden speakers, her voice came back, “Hello? Sorry I’m late. Hello?”


    He pulled the credit card-sized remote from his pocket and depressed a button, releasing the front locks.


    She quietly entered and walked through the cavernous front room. It was a space that always made her feel hesitant, her senses heightened to something she couldn’t explain. “Hello?”


    She didn’t hear him. Sometimes he was like this, like a snow leopard across snow.


    She paused. She wasn’t sure why.


    He leaned over her shoulder. He had no scent, no sound. His blood ran warm, over one hundred and two degrees. An anomaly, his childhood doctors had said. She felt his hot breath at her neck.


    “And where have you been?” he whispered.


    She turned, small in front of him.


    “No need to worry,” he said. “Follow me.”


    They walked into the rear room, the bank of windows looking out over the jungle and down to the ocean.


    “In the cellar. You know which one.”


    She moved down the glass spiral staircase to the basement and entered the wine cellar, the coolness hitting her. It was the only place in the house where wood had been allowed. He’d once told her that it was required to properly age the wine. “Glass or steel creates cold spots on the bottle and the wine will not age uniformly.” Wood was neutral.


    Each bottle was housed within its own receptacle, the hundreds of bottles set into an eighteen-foot high mahogany wall. The wall was beautiful, alone in its glass universe.


    She paused. What had he said the last time, 1959?


    She called into the cool space, “Chateau Latour, 19…”


    She hesitated.


    From a hidden source, a sultry female voice came back, “Please, re-specify.”


    “Chateau Latour, Pauillac…1961.”


    A robotic arm stealthily extended from a long slot in the ceiling, moved on rails to the bottle’s location and deftly removed it. It then extended down like a mantis, setting the bottle on the glass table. There was only the slightest clink as glass touched glass. She carefully took the bottle and carried it up the stairs.


    “Here it is,” she said, smiling.


    He looked down at the bottle.


    He abruptly lashed out, catching her hard across the cheek. She flew off her feet and crumpled against the white leather couch. The bottle rolled across the room, cracking against a far corner.


    She touched the rising swell, keeping her head down.


    He leaned over, “Our last time, I said – 1959.”


    As if his hands were talons, he gripped her hair and pulled her up like a doll. She hoped it wouldn’t be as bad as three times ago. Why did she do this? Was this really for her mother? And what would she do when her mother was finally gone? Would she still come here, risk the hospital, her dignity? Did she have any left? Was she a whore?


    As he drug her across the room, she set herself inside, going into that secret place of numbness she’d learned as a child.


    The killer pinned her forcefully against the wall, lifting her off her feet. He was behind her, pushing her face against the frosted glass. She heard her dress rip, felt the violation, her face bruising again and again against the glass.


    Everyone, her whole life, had told her that she was beautiful. Why, oh Lord, do I do this?


    He released her and she slumped to the floor. After a few moments, she forced herself up, collected her dress and inched towards the front door.


    She froze at the sound of his voice, a ghost’s whisper, caroming softly from all of the speakers at once, “Nineteen...fifty…nine…”


    She moved gingerly and heard the locks unlatch in front of her. She paused at the side table and held her arm out, trembling. She relented and reached down, gripping the roll of bills. Once through the door, the locks clicked behind her.


    The killer walked out onto the lanai. He paused and looked through the glass floor at the three hundred foot plunge to the jungle below. He noted that the floor was streaked from a night rain and required cleaning. He would need to talk to Andre about that.


    He took his glass tumbler of Islay single malt scotch to the railing and scanned the list. Who would be next, friend or foe? Was there any difference? Or, should he simply enjoy himself, allow another indulgence, moving the pieces on the board one more time?


    He scanned the list, “1. Ambassador, 2. Major….”


    He came to the third and laughed.


    


    †


    


    Myths do not exist in a vacuum. They are organic, existing through time like living things, each flowing into the next, the DNA of the former deep within the latter.


    The story of Noah and the Great Flood is sourced from the Babylonian deluge myth of Gilgamesh, created hundreds of years before. In turn, the flood story of Gilgamesh was itself derived from the Mesopotamian Epic of Atrahasis.


    In the Mesopotamian myth, the god Enki warns Atrahasis to build a large boat to escape another god’s plan to destroy mankind. Atrahasis is instructed to board the boat with his family and animals and seal the doors. After seven days of floods, Atrahasis and his family and the animals leave the boat and mankind is saved. The myth begins with the words, He who saw the deep.


    In the Christian Bible, the Anti-Christ is told as the Anti-Messiah, a man who makest thyself God.


    Unlike other myths, however, the Anti-Christ is found in no other religion, before or after.


    Some myths are stories to allay a civilization’s fears. Some myths are prophecy. And some are portents, a message from the past to the present.
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    They walked from Dr. Takamura’s lab and headed toward the exit. Scientists, technicians and trainees were leaving their classes for lunch and the hallways were filling up.


    “There’s a great Thai place around the corner. How’s that sound?” Mac asked.


    Jack nodded, “Sure, a hot curry sounds good.”


    A woman walked towards them and something about her caught Jack’s eye. She was searching her note pad, reading to a man walking next to her. She was petite with a white silk blouse and jet-black hair matching her knee length skirt. She had a gliding balance, as if she might’ve once been a dancer. There was something about her.


    Passing, he caught the corner of her eye – jade, turquoise towards the center, ringed in black.


    Only one person had those eyes.


    He turned. “Lani?”


    She stopped, as if she wasn’t quite sure she’d heard her name.


    She broke into a smile. “Jack? Jack O’Neill, is that you?”


    She said something to the man next to her and he went on.


    They walked towards each other. “What are you doing here?”


    “Same question here,” he smiled.


    They gave each other a friendly hug. They didn’t know each other well, but knew everything about each other.


    Detective Keialani Keno had been Maura’s best friend since their childhood on the islands. Jack had met Keno as a teenager during the summers he would spend on Kauai, but he’d not met Maura by that time and had never gotten to know Lani well, only in passing at the beach. He remembered that there had always been a flock of boys, and later, men, following after her.


    Still later, when Maura joined him in the States during law school, Maura would travel back to Kauai every year to visit Lani and he would use the time to visit his old friends. He would then hear everything about Lani and her life each time Maura returned. The last time they’d seen each other was at Maura’s funeral, ten years ago.


    “I’m here teaching a class for a couple of months,” she said. “And you?”


    He hadn’t thought up of a cover story for the interrogations and he turned to Mac, “I’m sorry. Mac, this is an old friend, Keialani Keno. Ms. Keno is a detective with the Kauai Police Department.”


    Mac stepped forward. “Nice to meet you, detective.”


    Lani recognized Osborne from the political shows and the evening newscasts.


    “A pleasure, director. Please, it’s Lani.”


    “No director here, just Mac.”


    Mac recalled seeing Lani at the funeral, for only a moment. That weekend had been so surreal, a blur. Probably for her, too. He hadn’t had his face all over the television by then.


    “We’re heading out for lunch. You free?” Jack asked. “It would be great to catch up.”


    She was about to accept when her cell phone rang out. “Sorry, Jack, it’s my department. They’ve been calling all morning. Give me a moment.”


    She turned and put her hand to her ear, “Yes, Harry, we must have a bad connection. You’ll have to speak louder.”


    “I understand,” she said into the phone. “Really, can’t we have Ellen handle this one? Sure, I know…alright, hold on and I’ll get to a better connection.”


    She turned back. “I’m sorry, Jack. We have a double homicide on the island and one of the victims is military. My department is overly sensitive about such things. And, they rely on me. I have to take care of it.”


    She bit at her lower lip. “Where are you staying? I’m at the Willard. I’m sure I won’t have to leave right away. Dinner?”


    He was scheduled for an afternoon interview followed by a late evening session with the terrorist girl and considered it for a moment.


    “There’s something I have to do later – can’t get out of it. How about drinks, around six?”


    “There’s a place around the corner from me,” she said. “The Cerrado Bar, or Cerrano Bar, something like that.”


    “I’ll find it.”


    “Mac, it was good to meet you,” she smiled. “Jack, six, right?”


    She walked down the hall and they turned towards the exit. They walked seven or eight steps without saying anything.


    “Those are some eyes,” Mac finally said. “Surfer girl, you said, right?”


    Jack laughed. “Be careful, your wife will hear you.”


    Mac was the most blissfully married man that Jack knew.


    “Hey, just making an observation. Thought you might have noticed.”


    Jack only smiled.


    


    †


    


    Mac leafed through the file.


    “Not that I care,” President Walker said, “but Bishop over at DOD says he’s starting to hear grumblings about O’Neill, a little heat coming up through the Pentagon brass. How many times has he met with her, five, six?”


    Mac laughed, “What a bunch of hens they’ve got down there. Here’s the bottom line, the overarching metaphor: When you drill for oil, it comes up when you hit it, all at once. If you rush, you break the drill bit off so far down that you have to start over. It’s the same with this girl. Remember, she’s smart. Granted, not as sophisticated as she’d like to put out, but she’s still bright. If we go too fast, she’ll smell it and roll up like a ball.”


    “Drugs?”


    “That time may come. What you have to keep in mind, though, is that if you go the drug route, you’ll be looking at scattered intelligence – some good, but most random. And, worse, we won’t know which is which. Hell, she probably won’t be able to tell the difference herself. We need solid intel and we need to know it’s good when we get it. The Yemen bombing sorties were successful and we’ve verified the Sheik’s body – I think we still have some time.”


    “Agreed, I just wanted to hear it out loud.”


    “So you know,” Mac continued, “I was over at the FBI satellite lab with Jack this morning. We’ve scheduled an interview for this afternoon and then another one for later tonight.”


    “Both of you?”


    “No, only Jack. He wants to conduct a normal interview in the afternoon and then rouse her from her cell around ten o’clock tonight with a false fire alarm. It’s all set up – billowing smoke, running technicians and guards, fire trucks, lights beaming in. When the alarms go off, Jack will be with her in the interrogation room – watch her reaction, see if she reaches out for help. He’ll take her by the hand, so to speak, and lead her to safety, building up a bond. No fire, of course.”


    “Tricky, tricky,” the president smiled. “So, do you still see her? How’s that going?”


    “I’m just a foil for Jack. I play the typical dumb cop and she gets to ignore me. It’s a subtle form of bad cop. You should see the look in her eyes – she thinks I’m denser each time we meet. It drives her nuts listening to me drone on about America, apple pie and purple mountains’ majesty. See, I told you I was the bad guy sometimes. There’s simply not as much meat on the bones this time around. It’s a play.”


    “After we talked this morning – and sorry for jumping away, it was Hightower,” the president said, “I looked at the file. Aisha Hada, right?”


    “Correct, she was a college student here. We matched her prints to a student ID from the University of Wisconsin. These colleges keep such shoddy records that it took the NSA computers forever to make the match. Turns out they smudged her prints when they first issued her the card, and so on. Lucky we found it at all. We couldn’t release her photo to the papers – I mean, we’ve gone with the play that she doesn’t exist – so we’re damn lucky to have the partial print fall our way.”


    “Any connections? Friends, contacts?”


    “Not so far. My guess is that she was already being handled. Her freshman and sophomore dorm roommates don’t even remember her name, one saying she was a ghost. After that, she lived alone in apartments. She was here on a student VISA and disappeared after that – no border crossings, nada. We have agents fanning out, but my gut tells me that the trail, if there ever was one, is dead cold. We’ll need to get the info from her.”


    “By the way,” Mac smiled, “Jack is going to drop her name on her right before the fire drill goes off. Should be interesting.”


    


    †


    


    Jack peeled the orange and discarded the rinds on the table, filling the air with citrus.


    He motioned down to the paper bag on the floor. “Want one?”


    Aisha looked him over, wondering where the trap was. “Isn’t that against the rules?”


    “What, they only feed you slop here?”


    “Don’t you know?” she countered.


    “Actually, no.”


    Her eyes laughed, “Well, I don’t believe you.”


    “I wouldn’t either if I were you.”


    “You tell me that I shouldn’t follow my people, but here you are, following them.”


    He didn’t answer and reached down into the bag and rolled an orange across the table. It stopped just before her hand. She couldn’t help but glance down.


    “Go ahead. It doesn’t mean you have to say anything. As I said, sometimes it’s just a cup of coffee, just an orange.”


    She refused to pick up the fruit.


    “Isn’t it your religion, your myth, that says the Devil came to Eden with forbidden fruit, for in the day that thou eatest thereof, thou shalt surely die?”


    He noted her familiarity with the Bible. Genesis 2:17.


    He sighed and popped a slice into his mouth. “Too deep for me, dear.”


    She looked at him again. Where were his weaknesses?


    “You still haven’t answered my question,” she said. “Maybe you thought I would miss it, that omission? Tell me: my eating the orange, is it against the rules?”


    “Maybe. I don’t know. Don’t really care.”


    She squinted. Who are you?


    “Alright,” he finally said. “I’ll tell you the story, my story, if you eat the orange. Deal?”


    She eyed him like a poker player in front of the last pot.


    “Deal.”


    Their first deal…


    He chuckled, “I really don’t know any of these guys. Except Mac, that is.”


    “How do you know Mr. Osborne?”


    She felt that she was obtaining information, wending her way.


    “We’re old friends. We played sports together in high school and then met up later. I live in Chicago and he’s here in D.C., but we stay in touch.”


    He omitted their time together at the FBI. He wanted to see if she would find it.


    “But why you?” she probed.


    He decided to give it to her, like bread on the water.


    “We worked at the FBI together, a long time ago, interviewing people, catching bad guys, that sort of thing.”


    “What do you do now?”


    “I’m a prosecutor, gang stuff.”


    “And so, he brought you here to interrogate me…” she said, nearly to herself, as if finally seeing a deeper truth.


    “Well, I don’t know who brought me here, but, yes, he asked.”


    “And so here you are.”


    “Here I am.”


    He looked over his reading glasses and down at the orange. He didn’t need the glasses, but had decided to use them. More fatherly. Before trials, he would sometimes scuff up his shoes.


    She glanced down but didn’t move.


    “And so, you’re not one of them,” she thought out loud. “Why not?”


    He leaned back, relaxed. “Not my thing.”


    “Why?”


    “Too complicated. I like things simpler.”


    She paused, even quieter, “Why?”


    He gave it some thought. It had been a long time since someone had asked.


    “So I can…see better.”


    She didn’t ask, See what? She reached for the orange and pulled it to herself. She didn’t peel it.


    He knew she wouldn’t be able to tell her story until she felt a semblance of control, as if a safety net had been placed beneath her.


    He had let her be the interrogator.


    


    †


    


    The stairs fell down from the street, an entry into a past world.


    The Bar Cerrano was concealed, yet famous. Every effort had been made to recreate a 1920’s luxury speak-easy; low lights, sequined dresses, easy jazz added in. On busy nights, rare cigar smoke wafted up to the streets. Jack hit the brass doors and entered the bar.


    At this hour, it was nearly empty – a blonde woman reaching for a martini, a bow-tied bartender holding up wine glasses and spying for streaks, a corner piano being softly tuned.


    As he’d entered, a sign out front had announced a trio of piano, upright bass and sax for later that night. From the corner, the piano tuner forgot himself, cascading into a mellow riff, a la Bill Evans.


    Jack scanned the room. She was sitting in a stool-chair at the far end of the bar. With her black hair and black dress, she was only a silhouette.


    He walked past the empty tables, their white linen and glasses waiting for the night-owl patrons.


    Lani moved her head slightly, aware of the only person walking through the space. It was a sense that came to police officers over time.


    She spun slowly on the stool, turning halfway, the light from a wall sconce catching her face. She looked over her shoulder at him, her hand extended back on the stem of the glass.


    “Hey Jack. You found the place.”


    He noted that her martini glass was only a third full.


    “Not late, am I?”


    “No, I was out shopping. Came over a bit early.” She smiled, glancing back at her glass, “Actually, I might be a bit tipsy. I haven’t had a martini in years. Nice place.”


    He sat down and looked over the bar. “I could get used to it. And then, of course, there’s the jazz.”


    “I take it you’re still into your music, the 50’s stuff, blues and jazz? Didn’t you used to collect those old records?”


    “Still do. I’ve spent many a Sunday afternoon at a dusty record store, hunting through the LP bins. Flea markets, too.”


    She laughed, “Never thought of you as a flea market kinda’ guy.”


    “Well, it’s the nostalgia thing, the history. Mac ribs me sometimes, says that if I woke up tomorrow in the 1940’s I wouldn’t miss a beat. Not sure about that, though.”


    Her name – Keialani – it sounded like music.


    “Tell me again, your name. I remember, something about the sky, or the rain.”


    She giggled, but not in a girl’s voice. She possessed a face that was nearly serious, sultry, but when she laughed the smile became all of her, all at once. Some women’s smiles went into their eyes.


    The bartender approached, “Sir, anything this afternoon?”


    “Vodka martini up, olives.”


    “Bleu cheese?”


    “Regular is fine.”


    He turned back.


    “My mother gave it to me,” she said. “In Hawaiian, Kanoelani, means, the heavenly mist. Evidently, mom took some liberties with the spelling. She once told me that Keialani came off her tongue easier. She was a crazy romantic.”


    He smiled at her story. “It’s nice. Now, what’s this class you’re teaching?”


    “It’s a survey course. A few years back we had a case that led me into researching the cultural influences of psychopaths. You know, how a certain cultural orientation dictates a serial killer’s patterns of behavior, that sort of thing.”


    She smiled, “I guess being a cultural mongrel gave me a leg up.”


    Lani’s mother was native Hawai’ian and her father was Caucasian, a life that could sometimes prove difficult on the islands.


    “How are your folks?” Jack asked, remembering that her parents had both been teachers.


    “Well, mom passed away, a few years ago now. Still seems like yesterday.”


    She paused. “You know, mom was such a free spirit. We all assumed she’d go on forever. You never met her, but she was a real hoot. One minute she’d be laughing and the next she’d be down at city hall protesting something or other, some kind of cause. I don’t think dad ever thought about it – you know, that he might be the one alone someday. He stays busy, but I can see him missing her. Her spirit, I guess. I watched him in the garden the other day. It all seemed so quiet.”


    They shared the silence.


    Finally, she looked over and saw him staring into his glass. She knew the past he’d gone into. It was what they shared most deeply.


    “I miss her too. So much.”


    “Maura…” she finally said, wanting to hear the name out loud, even missing the sound of it.


    “It’s alright,” Jack said, “I know.”


    There was another silence before he began. “You know, Lani, I was reading a magazine a few years back, about a newly discovered Da Vinci painting, found under another canvas in some old museum. It was so interesting that I started searching around. First, I found out that Da Vinci was a vegetarian, never knew. Then I found this: that on his deathbed, his last words were, “While I thought I was learning how to live, I was actually learning how to die.”


    “I’m not sure why, but it stuck with me. I still don’t understand it all – her death, why it would ever happen. But I can say something I did learn: I don’t let myself miss the good moments anymore, even though she’s not here. Does that make sense?”


    She looked at him, her eyes vulnerable, “A lot, actually.”


    The bartender returned, “Another one, sir?”


    “Thanks, I’ll stay with the water.”


    He turned back to Lani, realizing he’d only had one drink. He didn’t want her to think he was leaving so soon.


    “Sorry, I have to be alert for this appointment I have later tonight.”


    She smiled, “An appointment in D.C. after eight? Sounds like 007 stuff.”


    He laughed. “Sorry, not that glamorous.”


    He switched topics. “Tell me about this double homicide of yours. To be honest, my old cop self is dying to know.”


    “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about it, run it by you. It’s strange. Our victims are a Pearl-stationed Army Major and his stateside mistress out on vacation, found nude in a luxury beach house over by Tunnels. The strange thing is that no one heard a thing. And, no marks on either of the bodies. At least that’s what on-site forensics is telling me so far. I handle all of the homicides, even some in Honolulu, but this one is looking tough. I know, not much, but any quick hunches?”


    “Anything else?”


    “The male had his eyes clenched shut in rigor mortis. The female had her eyes wide open, the sclera pink with blood. To be honest, I think it even creeped out some of the forensic guys, and they’ve seen a lot.”


    “Well,” Jack observed, “as the old saying goes, you can’t have two cranial subdural hematomas at the same party. What’s the coroner say?”


    “That’s another problem – our coroner is a hack, brother-in-law to the mayor. I’d fly the bodies out to Honolulu, but that’s a crapshoot these days too. So, I’m heading back to sort it out. On top of that, I’m scrambling to find someone to finish up my class.”


    Jack thought for a moment. “Not sure, but here’s an idea. I still know a few people around D.C. If you can get the Lihue PD to extend custody of the bodies to the Feds, we could ask Dr. Takamura to take a look at it over at the FBI lab. Mac could help facilitate the transfer. It should be relatively easy on this end, if you can handle the island side.”


    She smiled. “Very clever, Mr. O’Neill.”


    His phone went off. He looked at the number.


    “Sorry, I have to take this.”


    He moved away and listened, showing no reaction as Mac told him that Aisha had taken ill, a flu bug, something.


    “She’s fine, though,” Mac said. “She’s getting plenty of fluids and so on, practically an army of doctors over there. That said, she’s not too focused. On the other hand, maybe we should adapt and go after her while she’s physically down. It might show us a few things.”


    “Tempting,” Jack considered, “but I’m trying to work the ‘nice guy’ angle, at least for now. And for that she needs to be alert. I think it’s best if we cancel for tonight. We can go through our next move tomorrow morning. That work for you?”


    “No problems, Jack. See you tomorrow.”


    He hung up and moved back towards Lani. Catching the eye of the bartender, he tapped the edge of his glass.


    The bartender looked down the long mahogany bar, “And you, ma’am?”


    She paused, lightly touching her nail on the stem.


     “Sure.”
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    Daniel Huff was the only person who’d ever left a mark on the killer.


    In their first grade art class, Dan Huff, a foster child acting up, had spun on his heels with arms wide like a helicopter and had caught the killer with a pencil he was holding tight in his hand.


    The pencil struck hard, embedding into the fat part of the thumb, breaking the lead off.


    The killer looked down at the mark, now dispersed into a dark cloud. No one would have noticed, but he knew.


    The only mark.


    He moved over to the lanai and sat down in the chaise lounger. He pressed the keys that entered the program into the weapon, arming it.


    Dan Huff and his family were on vacation in New Zealand. He would intercept him in San Francisco when they returned. He only needed to wait.


    He felt an unrelated vibration in his pocket.


    It was the text message from his Russian counterpart with their daily move.


    He walked back into the glass house and considered the glistening board – ebony for black squares, glass for white – and slid his opponent’s white rook to g5.


    Interesting.


    Igor Prokhor, his chess master opponent from Moscow, was trying to hide behind his queen. It wouldn’t save him.


    The killer was allowed until the following day to transmit his move, but he didn’t need to wait. He wished he could see Prokhor’s face when the move came back directly.


    Fear – it was a part of the game, of any game.


    He returned to the lanai and observed clouds building on the mountains.


    Yes, he considered, the Cascade had begun.


    


    †


    


    Paris was beautiful in winter. People knew this about the other seasons, yet overlooked her in the cold. Overnight, the city had received a rare snowfall, an inch or two, and looked as if draped in mink.


    Parisians simply didn’t know how to drive in the snow and the wide boulevards – designed centuries ago to allow armies to pass – were gnarled like wet knots. Even though the snow was starting to melt, it didn’t matter; the weather had already gotten inside the people’s heads.


    Garneau heard a horn blare three cars back and ignored it. Very gauche.


    People assumed, he mused, that they had conquered the world, brought Gaia to her knees. And yet it only took a dusting of tiny white flakes, a subtle turn in the jet stream, to get Homo sapiens scurrying around the forest floor once more. Every next great civilization was simply convinced that it was the most “advanced” – until, of course, it snowed, or rained, or the Earth became impatient with our nature. He supposed the illusion made us all feel more secure, somehow more significant within the vastness of the cosmos.


    Garneau was a doodler, yet one of the mind. Outside, he was as regimented as a surgeon. Inside, however, he allowed his mind to ride to and fro – between civilizations, postmodern paintings, the chemical composition of dew on the grass – each movement seeking a connection. It was how things came to him.


    Earlier that morning, near dawn, he’d been sitting at his kitchen table, holding a pencil for ten minutes in front of the matrix: the dots that were the killing points for the U.S. Ambassador and his mistress. He’d held the pencil steady, his mind flowing, stopping, starting again.


    The dots couldn’t be random; they possessed some type of intent within them, he could feel it.


    And then, he’d seen the connection.


    Like the gravity between stars, the dots didn’t exist in isolation. The kill marks were relational.


    He drew the lines and looked at the figure – a pentagon.
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    Later that morning, as soon as the rest of the world had started into the snowy streets, Garneau had called a writer friend, Marcel, who’d once mentioned over dinner that he had a mathematician friend. “Oh, yes, Dr. Dresden, that’s him,” Marcel gushed, excited to be a part of any investigation. “Yes, yes, I’m sure he can help you.”


    Garneau pulled into the main parking lot of the University of Paris, commonly referred to as the Sorbonne, and found the visitor spaces. It was fortunate that the university was so close to his home. He looked at the scrap of paper, “Dr. Malcolm Dresden, Blaise Pascal Hall, R. # 1022.”


    He walked down the hall and received directions from a passing teacher. When he rounded the corner, Advanced Mathematics Professor Malcolm Dresden was standing in his office door.


    “A real pleasure to finally meet you, inspector. Marcel has told me all about you through the years. All good news, incidentally. And which, I’m sure you know, is not always the case with our dear Marcel, poor soul. Please come in. And don’t mind the mess – I’m in the middle of a publication, deadline looming.”


    Garneau thanked Dresden for meeting on such short notice and they dove into a series of shared stories on their mutual, roguish, tortured friend.


    “Yes, Marcel is unique, a cad if you ask the ladies, admittedly brilliant. And that, of course, is why we all love him! But I know that’s not why you’re here, inspector. Please, how can I help you?”


    “We’re wondering about a symbol found at one of our crime scenes. I thought, given your background, that you might be able to help us. We’re looking for possible meanings.”


    Garneau took out his drawing of the pentagon and laid it out of the desk between them.


    “Well,” Dresden began, “this particular shape has no meaning that I’m aware of, outside of its geometric ones – it’s known in mathematical parlance as a five-sided polygon. Five equal length lines joined together. The problem with mathematics – or, perhaps, its advantage – is that is it does not deal in meanings, not subjective ones at least. Mathematics keeps its distance from such musings, for good or ill. However, I am aware of an integrated shape that is many times associated with a pentagon.”


    “Integrated?”


    “Yes,” Dr. Dresden said, “here, let me have that sheet of yours.”


    Garneau stared down at the sheet, at a picture of the pentagon with a star drawn within it, using the same kill marks that had created the pentagon.
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    “A star?”


    “Not a star,” Dresden smiled. “That’s a common misconception, something we take with us from having drawn them so much in elementary school. Mathematically speaking, a star has no lines within it.”


    “So then, with the lines inserted, what do mathematicians call that?”


    “A pentagram…and I’m aware that it has many subjective meanings.”


    Garneau waited.


    Dresden smiled, “Many meanings, that is, outside of mathematics. A professor of religion, symbols, myths, that’s who you would you need to find.”


    Garneau thanked Dresden for his time and mentioned a dinner that he and Elise were having that next Saturday. “Yes,” Garneau said, “Marcel will be there, and also this professor from Belgium who’s visiting. A professor of music, I think you’d like him.” Dresden said what a wonderful celebration it would be after getting rid of his article and, yes, he and his wife would love to come.


    Garneau entered his car and drove east through Paris, having a difficult time focusing on his driving. In one way, he knew more than he did before seeing Dr. Dresden; in another way, he knew less. He felt drawn forward, as if the evidence trail itself was pulling him along. It was the same feeling he’d always had on cases when he was heading in the right direction.


    He looked down at the name that he’d scribbled on the note: Dr. Emile Dagneaux.
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    Garneau treasured his friends, he and Elise collecting them like others collect shells, gems. They would have a mix of friends and acquaintances over several times each month for dinner – a professor here, a politician over there, a young writer revealing his secrets of plot progression. Garneau believed in chances; in mixing together paints, or people, to see what colors they would make. Like every sky, it was always complex, always simple, always at the edge of grace.


    Last night they’d had such a dinner and Elise had asked Marcel, their writer friend, what he meant when he wrote in his last book that our dreams always seem to be just out of reach, as if they were designed that way. Holding Henri’s hand under the table she said, “But, Marcel, maybe you ask too much of your dreams? I have everything I’ve ever wanted – a loving and brave husband, devoted children with the values we gave them, with what they have inside of themselves, and little Millie, an innocent soul – what more is there? If you’re always striving for an unseen oasis, then you miss what is here, now. Maybe if you question the dream, your dream, it moves away from you? But if you have faith in it, perhaps it then moves into and becomes your life?”


    “By the way,” she smiled, “are you sure you’re not already in a dream?”


    Those questions had stayed with him, he didn’t know why, even as he attempted to negotiate the Paris traffic on this busy morning; dodging the absent-minded businessman stepping off a curb with his coffee, the errant delivery boy on the overpowered moped, the young tourist girl and her friends still out from the night before, still giggling with champagne.


    Elise had asked, are we actually in a dream, God’s dream?


    What was the purpose of our dreams?


    In all of history, no one had ever known. Sitting in his car, it all began to perplex him. We spend a third of our treasured lives in sleep, yet we still don’t know its purpose.


    He veered from another pedestrian and headed towards his meeting with Dr. Emile Dagneaux. Earlier that morning as he was leaving, a story had come across the television and it had made him think of all of this again, of Elise’s questions.


    It seemed – or so the reporter said – that there was a rash of people all over the world experiencing incredibly realistic dreams of stars. Nothing more, simply a star. The psychologists were dismissing the reports, citing collective turmoil in the wake of the theatre bombings and the stock market upheavals. It all appeared to Garneau as the same as the Parisians driving in snow, tying themselves into knots. On the other hand, it also seemed that there were stars everywhere these days.


    Anyway, he mused as he turned into the college entrance, he had way too much on his plate this morning to worry about all of that. Yet, still…


    Dr. Emile Dagneaux, Professor of Comparative Religion at the École Normale Supérieure, was one of their oldest friends. Garneau thought again about how Emile would’ve been a good addition to last night’s dinner discussion with Marcel. It was unfortunate that he’d been busy, “Sorry, Henri,” Emile had said, “I simply must get this article done, they are hounding me! Yes, yes, tomorrow morning at nine, come on up...”


    Garneau passed through the doors and found the out-of-the-way office. He pulled himself up the narrow stairway and they embraced at the top, the cubbyhole office hugging the eaves of the library archives.


    “My God, Emile, when are you going to get out of this rabbit warren? One of us, I tell you, is going to have a heart attack.”


    “It’s the charm, Henri,” Dagneaux laughed. “You of all people know such things. I tell you, last summer they offered me a shiny, new office and it took some tactics on my part to slip away. Things come to me here, ideas. You know what I mean. And, well, it’s practically my second home. They’ll drag me out clawing.”


    Garneau sat in one of the ancient leather chairs that fronted the large, wooden desk. The desk and chairs took up most of the space with a musty bookshelf behind them. Light poured in from an arched window.


    “Henri, did you get my email this morning?”


    “I’m sorry, Emile, I’ve been so busy with this ambassador thing. And, to be honest, I seldom check that box.”


    “I swear, you’re such the Luddite! And here you are giving me grief about my aged office.”


    “A Luddite? Not at all. I’m not necessarily against technology. I just don’t like it running me, or running me over. I have the car, don’t I? It is a machine, no?”


    “You know,” Garneau continued, glancing over the new books that Emile had placed on a bookshelf edge, waiting to be placed, “I was talking to Salvatore Roldan the other day – you remember, the Spanish writer living over in Montmartre, you met him once at dinner last year. Anyway, he’s writing this book on youth, on the so-called millennial generation and their children. I think he’s jokingly entitled it, People of the Box.”


    “Salvatore did say something interesting the other day. He pointed out that in every previous age, all the way back to when mankind first made tools, that the given technological invention of any era has always been controlled, and, thus, best understood, by the adult class. Yet frighteningly, not now. Salvatore argues that the computer is the first critical technological invention that is best understood – and, thus, controlled – by the youth class, by the children. The stone ax, the catapult, the telegraph, they were all controlled by adults. But it is the youth that know information technology best.”


    “Salvatore says it’s engendering a fundamental shift in how society works. He says that this is why the so-called Millennials look at their parents as if they were dinosaurs. I told him he should rename his book, Children of the Box!”


    “Or maybe even, Children of the Corn!” Emile laughed. “You think it’s funny, but you should see my kids, how they look at me banging at these keys.”


    They both laughed at their predicaments. “Well, Emile, I guess it only means we’re getting old, an ancient match to these ancient books. C’est la vie…”


    “So, what do you have for me today?” Emile asked. “You sounded as if something was on your mind. Everything alright?”


    “Oh yes – I’m fine, Elise is fine. It’s this ambassador killing. I need your help.”


    He slid the sheet of paper across showing the pentagon. Next to it was the star and the pentagram. “Do these have any meanings for you?”


    “What context? Religious, you mean?”


    “Yes, religious. But also symbolic, mythic, anything of the sort. I’m simply picking your brain.”


    Emile leaned back. “In fact, yes, they have many meanings throughout history. The star, of course, has a Judeo-Christian meaning related to Christ, through the star of Bethlehem.”


    “Just a moment,” he said, reaching behind for a book. He put on his reading glasses.


    


    I see him, but not now. I behold him,


    but not near. A star will come out of


    Jacob; a scepter will rise…


    


    “Or, so the bible says.” Emile pulled the sheet closer. “On the pentagram, most people don’t know that it was actually used by the early Christians to represent the Christ star. Only in the last hundred years or so has it taken on its current meaning, religiously, that is.”


    “And what’s that?”


    Emile slid the page back across. Garneau looked down, not understanding.


    “For you, Henri, the pentagram symbol is now upside down. The inverted pentagram.”


    “Yes?”


    “The inverted pentagram has an inverted meaning, away from what it first was.”


    Garneau looked down at the upside down pentagram, its point downwards.


    “The Dark One, Mephistopheles, Hades,” Dagneaux smiled. “The symbol for Satan, old friend.”
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    How many days? How many sessions?


    Aisha had lost track – the white room, the white halls, all of the faces covered in white masks, all in white lab coats – all swirling together into an enveloping white cloud. Even the fire alarm had been a welcome distraction.


    Was she in a mental ward? Did anyone know she was even here?


    Seeing O’Neill was the only thing keeping her from going insane. Their banter, the parries, she needed them to keep the dark images at bay. And wasn’t he the one who’d saved her from the fire, rushed her to safety and fought for her medicines when she was ill?


    Yet still, the small voice said, we must never let him know…


    O’Neill sat across from her, writing on a pad.


    “Is that about me?”


    “No,” he said, continuing to write, “something else.”


    He looked up. “You don’t believe me?”


    “I’m not sure.”


    He pushed the pad forward. “Take a look.”


    “No,” she said, folding her arms, “I don’t need to.”


    He’d been bluffing. The scribbles were nothing.


    It bothered her that she didn’t have his full attention. She had started to need.


    “So, what do you want to talk about?” she asked, feigning confidence.


    “Hmm, let’s see…”


    He didn’t answer.


    “Well?” she coaxed.


    “I watched the Bears game today. Good game. They’re four-and-one, you know. Shocking.”


    “What? The Bears, who?”


    He ignored her. It had been a ruse to coax her to ask a question, any question.


    “Alright, then, what do you want to talk about?” he said. “Anything, your call.”


    “You simply want me to talk?”


    “What’s the harm? Say whatever you want. The Bears, a painting you once saw, a good memory – your call.”


    “Ah, yes, my call,” she mocked quietly. “And this is all just a friendly picnic, right?”


    He became serious. “Well, no, not a picnic. We both know that.”


    “And, so, what is this then?”


    It was the question he had been waiting for, working for.


    He leaned back. “What is this? A big question…”


    She waited.


    “The truth?” he finally said.


    The truth was the only way to reach her.


    “Ah, the truth,” she whispered.


    Deep inside, she wanted to reach that place, a need within us all.


    “Your move,” she said.


    He thought for a moment. “Your mother, tell me about her? Are you like her?”


    Aisha smiled.


    She told him about the time when her mother taught a class at the village school, about her mother’s sewing, about how she’d kept the family together after the death of Aisha’s father.


    Jack then told her about the time his mother found a stray dog and brought it home when he was a child and how he loved that dog, about his mother’s high-pitched laugh, about how she still visited her parents’ graves every Sunday after church.


    He reached into the bag and pulled out two oranges. He offered one.


    She peeled it and slipped a section across her lips.
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    The image was blurry and then seemed to phase.


    “I’m sorry, give me a moment,” Dr. Takamura said, adjusting the microscope image being fed to the computer. “It’s been jittery this week, not sure why.”


    “Alright, here it is. If you look closer, you’ll see what I’ve referred to as ‘signature marks.’ They’re identical for both victims. Here’s one, for example.”


    Lani and Jack looked up to the large screen on the wall, receiving the image from the microscope.


    “You say, victims, Samuel, so I assume you’re concluding homicides here?” Jack asked.


    “Definitely. We ran the toxicology screens – looking for any air-delivered poison that might have been the agent, causing possible brain aneurysms and ruptures, as you suggested – but they were negative. Then we looked here.”


    Takamura hit a key on a computer pad attached to the microscope and the image on the wall widened. “This is a high resolution image of the major’s brain. Note the five burn marks. They were each a sufficient lethality agent. Any one would have killed him.”


    “Cause?” Jack asked.


    “Unknown. The burns are located at precise depths, meaning that the termination at specific blood vessel locations was premeditated. The instrumentality cannot be derived, as whatever killed them left no external marks. Quite perplexing.”


    “The angles of entry – and we must assume entry was made in some fashion – indicates a perpetrator standing over the victims. Here.”


    Takamura rotated the image to show the lines of entry leading from beneath the cranium to the termination marks.


    “They each trace at the same angle. And, what is again perplexing is they left no burn residue on the entry channels themselves.”


    “But, of course, what is most interesting is this.”


    He touched the computer keys and the image suddenly morphed, the vantage swinging above the marks.


    “When you ignore the depth factor and simply look at the marks from above, connect them, here is what you have – a five-sided regular polygon, more commonly known as a pentagon. No relation to the government building, of course.”


    Takamura moved out from behind the microscope and joined Jack and Lani staring up at the image.


    “What is similarly intriguing is that the points are perfectly equidistant. And I mean perfect. Such precision is beyond our capabilities.”


    Jack looked over, “Are we talking aliens here?”


    Takamura smiled, breaking his seriousness. “Well, I hope not, but one never knows. What I do know is that I need to take a closer look at the interior cranial wall side, where the entries may have been made. Perhaps, a clue exists there.”


    “Thanks, Samuel. And thanks for taking time away from your other work, the theater investigation. We appreciate it.”


    “Well,” Takamura mused, “it seems that I now have two mysteries – the theaters and now this. And, Jack,” he smiled, “of all people you know how I deal with the unknown.”


    Jack remembered being a young special agent and marveling at Takamura’s focus during the Diamond Lake serial killer hunt.


    “Sure,” Jack smiled, “like a werewolf on a bone.”


    They walked out of the building and were hit by bright sunshine and a cold wind. Lani wrapped her scarf tighter as they quickly walked to the car.


    “Hold on, let me get some heat in here,” Jack said. “The weather was nice enough when we went in. What happened? I don’t think anyone has a clue about the weather these days.”


    She held her hands out to the vent as the car pulled from the parking lot.


    “Jack, that shape, the pentagon. I know it sounds crazy, but do you think it has anything to do with The Pentagon? He was a major in the Army, remember.”


    “I hope not, but we need to start looking into the good major’s background. What was he working on? Why was he on Kauai? Was it more than a vacation?”


    He looked over. “You said your people on the islands are tracking the passport list for Kauai? Maybe we’ll find something there.”


    “Anything unusual about the girl?” he asked. “Her name was Della Beaufort, right?”


    “Della Norine Beaufort, another small town girl from Oklahoma. Her family is in the process of being interviewed. On the major’s side, he had a wife and three kids. His wife didn’t know about Della. She took it pretty hard from what I heard.”


    “Great guy,” Jack said. “You know, I’m starting to wonder whether the killings had anything to do with Grindel’s job. Maybe he was simply a world class jerk and someone taught him a final lesson?”


    She paused, “Did you see her eyes?”


    When Takamura had reset the microscope, the image of Della had flashed up enormous on the wall, the pinkish, frozen eyes looking out as if she were staring into something, as if something was coming at her.


    Jack pulled around to the front of the Willard Intercontinental Hotel and Lani exited the car and turned back around, “Still on for dinner?”


    “Eight o’clock. I’ll be in the lobby.”


    She walked through the hotel’s dazzling, ornate lobby, over a hundred and fifty years old. Charles Dickens and Buffalo Bill had once stayed here. Mark Twain wrote two books upstairs.


    She turned towards the elevators and spied a wall of posters meant for tourists – a Washington-by-night bus ride, a chaperoned tour of the National Gallery, boat trips down the Potomac. Amongst the posters was an announcement on an academic lecture, “Strategic Studies in the Age of Cyber Wars.”


    She looked closer. The notice bore the symbol for the Department of Defense, the Pentagon – the most populated building in the world.
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    She was glad to have run into Jack. She wasn’t exactly lonely, but she was alone. A strange city and too many nights in a hotel – no matter how luxurious – could do that to a person. It was nice to have people around from one’s past. It lent a certain comfort to life; a continuity through time.


    The steam clouded the mirrors as she lowered herself into the bath, the candles she’d bought down the street flickering soft off the white marble walls.


    She couldn’t get the shape out of her mind.


    A pentagon.


    What had Dr. Takamura said? The five burn marks…any one would have killed him.


    Why five, if a single strike was sufficient?


    She was sure of it, there must be some meaning in the methodology. The kills were certainly intentional, but did that intent exist in the number of marks, or was it hidden in the shape?


    She began shaving her legs, still tanned from the islands. When finished, she washed her hair and stepped onto the cold marble. She reached for the towel warmer, toweled off and wrapped into a sumptuous cotton robe and slippers. She wrapped another towel on her head and walked into the main room.


    She retrieved her laptop and sat cross-legged on the bed.


    Perhaps, she considered, it was not about the shape at all. Rather, it was simply what it appeared to be – a set of dots. But what would the points represent? Coordinates? Points designating a place, or even the place for a future event?


    In the ancient Greek world, people assigned stars to a shoulder or an arm, so they could see their Gods in the skies. The stars were their “dots.” The constellations. Did the marks in the major’s brain reflect coordinates, only ones overhead?


    Maybe, though, she was making something out of nothing. Why would the burn marks have to mean anything at all? Sometimes, a detective’s desire to find a cause, any cause, leads them to want to see something. It happened to every good detective and it was something to watch out for. On the other hand, one must follow intuition. Deep down, she felt that there was something in Della’s eyes.


    She entered the information on the pentagon shape, looking for threads. A website came up, describing one of the shape’s ancient meanings:


    


    In occult doctrines, the points


    of the pentagon represented the


    elemental forces of the finite


    world: earth, fire, water, air.


    The human world. The fifth point


    represented their origin: Spirit.


    


    


    She considered for a moment. Could it be that simple? She did a search for the words, “Major Billy Joe Grindel” and “U.S. Army Major William J. Grindel” and “pentagon.”


    She heard a knock at the door and remembered her dry cleaning.


    “Thank you,” she said, passing the tip money.


    She returned to the screen.


    No results found.
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    In April of 1999, two students, Eric and Dylan, walked into their high school and murdered twelve fellow students, one teacher and wounded twenty-one others. Eric wore a tee shirt that read, Natural Selection; Dylan’s read, Wrath. Dylan was a child of misery, Eric of psychopathology. They were both the children of violent chaos.


    Columbine – it evolved into its own word.


    The experts couldn’t understand the utter precision of their actions. The two young men, essentially boys, were known to have stockpiled guns and ammunition, but hadn’t engaged in any field training. Yet surveillance videos from the school showed the sober calm of trained killers. The U.S. military knew that it required years of intensive training to maintain the emotional state required to conduct such missions.


    The experts became intrigued. How could two teenagers with no prior field training bear down on targets like hardened soldiers? After conducting a classified study, they were surprised to find that war-like video games had trained their minds; working to detach their emotions from their decision-making, the identifying of targets, the distilling of lethality.


    The killer remembered that when he was a child he could drive through a suburban neighborhood and see baseball mitts tossed across the lawns, a soccer ball forgotten against a bush. Now, the neighborhoods were empty; absent the symptoms of children.


    The children were now inside, focused on a screen. Or, were being driven to soccer practices by their mommies.


    He looked down at the tailor who was marking his trousers. “A touch more break,” he instructed.


    He was in Milan at an exclusive Italian tailor, being fitted for his yearly string of suits.


    A movement caught his eye at the front window. A teenager was walking past, texting, his thumbs moving feverishly, mindless of his surroundings, of the Earth around him, his thumbs cut out of his gloves to free his fingers for just one more moment, just one more entry of data on nothing.


    These children, they were passive, conditioned by their parents who had planned their entire lives, trying to make them perfect, trying to protect them from the darkness of life. But it was the negative that brought out the positive.


    It was a spread of Nothingness that the killer saw, a Sea of Nothingness. Yes, there were many cascades occurring.


    Yesterday, he’d felt another dark current, a quickening. Shira Scarlett, the newest pop icon, had announced that she was now wearing “the chip.” The Pentagon had originally floated the possibility: a tracking microchip processor imbedded beneath the skin, out of sight, the Pentagon satellites tracking the people below.


    With the chip there would be no more children stolen from shopping malls by pedophiles, and the children would finally be safe.


    With the chip there would be no grandparents with Alzheimer’s disease wandering off and getting lost in nearby woods, only to be found frozen, days later. They would be safe.


    With the chip, prison inmates could be tracked within correctional facilities and, if they escaped, tracked down before they reentered our neighborhoods. We would be safe.


    With the chip, your entire medical history could be with you at all times. If a car accident occurred, the doctors would have your records at hand, when the time was critical. You would be saved.


    With the chip, you could walk through the grocery store exit without stopping to pay, the overhead sensors reading the items in your cart, the overhead satellites reading your chip and automatically deducting the correct amount from your bank account. Your time would be saved.


    The Cascade would occur in this way: at first, Shira puts the chip on her palm, on top of the skin, easily removable. Like gummy bears, the chips are then marketed to the children in an array of colors – Mommy, Shira has one! Soon, however, the inconvenience causes some to agree to the imbedding, at first in the same palm spot. But when it is found that the satellites have difficulty reading the palm-located chips, they are moved to the forehead and finally to the crown. Over time, the chip is embedded at a younger and younger age, no different than the teen initiation of pierced ears. Until, finally, the chip becomes a part of commonality, of the banal, of the unnoticed, and its embedding occurs at birth, no different than a circumcision.


    These children would be his passive army. They would aid him through their omissions as they moved through life, oblivious – Generation Zero. When the singularity event arose – the fulcrum event – there would be no resistance.


    His limousine cruised down the autobahn-like highway and towards the Milan Malpensa airport, where his private jet was waiting.


    He was hungry. Around noon, he’d developed a taste for foie gras and Iranian caviar from Le Maurice.


    His customs search was cursory and he was escorted directly onto the tarmac to his Gulfspirit G780. His two pilots waved from the cabin as he ascended the stairs.


    They climbed to 21,000 feet as the plane caught a slip stream and his stewardess walked back to tell him they would be landing fifteen minutes early.


    He spoke into the phone, “Andre, please have Claudette available. Yes, eight o’clock, at the usual.”


    As he hung up, the telephone hummed. He knew the number. He noted that the encryption program had engaged.


    “Yes, John, do you have news for me?”


    “I believe so,” John Freed replied.


    Freed was a computer forensics expert and programmer who had run into an unfortunate incident as an NSA operative – namely, being caught with diverted funds – and had entered the shadowy world of ex-agents for hire, the so-called, disavowed.


    “You recall the parameters you provided me?” Freed said. “I have a hard hit between factors 1 and 7.”


    They used numbers as codes for words.


    “Identity?” the killer asked.


    “A lone U.S. citizen, factors emanating from the U.S.”


    “Thank you, John, transmit the information. Your fee will be in the usual account. One final matter – the phasing viruses were inserted at the lab, correct?”


    “Yes, sir, as you instructed.”


    The killer hung up and consulted the information sent from Freed and immediately dialed another number.


    “Yes, sir, how can I be of service,” his Zurich banker answered.


    “Bernard, I’m sending you some account numbers. I need the Beirut account closed and its funds transferred to the Cayman/Atlas account. However, I want the transfer to route from Beirut through the dormant Croatian accounts with the route trails wiped, in the manner we discussed last month. Use the Croatian account numbers that I supplied to you then.”


    “Understood, sir. The funds will be available within the half hour.”


    His plane landed at Charles de Gaulle airport thirteen minutes early, which pleased him. He forwarded two bottles of 1998 Chateauneuf-du-Pape to his pilots, passed unhindered through customs and entered a limousine that drove him to the restaurant.


    He sat at his usual table – within the largest curved corner and towards the back. It allowed him to see who was approaching. He didn’t care who came in; it was simply his instinct to watch.


    Claudette was two minutes late. Later, he would correct her in the usual manner.


    She came through the door moving like a gorgeous animal, a lynx over snow, a modern Aphrodite. No words could ascribe her. Men reflexively paused in conversation, smelling the hint of her, their mates eyeing her as she passed.


    “Good evening, Claudette,” he said, pulling her chair out.


    She glanced at his glass of wine, half empty.


    “Did I keep you?”


    She never asked this of any other man.


    He didn’t answer and motioned over her shoulder for the waiter.


    “Ah,” she replied knowingly, “so now I am subject to the discipline. But, chèrie, have you ever considered that maybe I like it.”


    He knew that she did.


    In some ways, he and Claudette were very much alike – two lions in a world of lambs.


    “Cosmopolitan for the lady,” he said in French.


    “Well, it must have been a good day for you,” he said, “to be so full of yourself. The play went well in London I heard.”


    “Actually, I’m exhausted. They’re talking about an American tour, but I’m not sure.” She picked up her glass and smiled wide with her famous teeth. She raised her glass, her hand tilting off balance, obvious that she’d had something to drink earlier. “Here’s to indecision, no?”


    “I see we’re self-medicating today.”


    “Always!” she laughed. “Come on, why are you so serious tonight? What’s to be serious about?”


    Claudette would be one of those actresses dead on the floor of a hotel bathroom by the age of thirty, famous and infamous for her party life and martyred as the next Marilyn Monroe, just another tragic waif.


    She was sad behind those eyes.


    He raised his glass to hers.


    “So be it.”
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    GMA Deputy Director Robert “Bobby” Jessup Jr. looked up to his subordinate, “Chandler, close that door and seal it.”


    As the youngest attendee, GMA Special Agent Jesse Chandler performed his duty and then returned to the long, graphite-black table.


    Ten special agents lined the table on both sides, the most senior gathered towards Jessup. Each was dressed in a dark blue or black suit and with darkish ties. As required, each wore crisp, white shirts.


    The secretly located GMA office space had been constructed at Bobby’s instructions and it gleamed in postmodern sleekness. When he was young, Bobby had loved watching reruns of the TV cop shows, CSI and Without a Trace, and had reveled at the office sets: clean lines, stainless steel accents and subtle mood lighting. He knew that CSI’s purple indirect lighting was found in no police station in the world, but he was still drawn to the effect. He’d once read an academic study saying that workers were greatly affected by the gestalt of a space. He, of course, couldn’t go so far as purplish lighting, but he still wanted his agents to feel special – to know that theirs was a near-sacred mission.


    Bobby had been raised southern and Baptist, but his religion had become, as he’d often say, the “Good Old U.S. of A.” Democratic-capitalism was his God and anything less was socialism, a heresy to the soul of what we once were and, Christ willing, could be again. He was certain: he and his agents stood at the ramparts.


    He touched a button on the table and the bank of windows went black. Automatically, the lighting became raised to compensate.


    “Gentlemen, I want to first address the European surveillance problem, or rather, problems. You’ll find it on your laptops, screen three.”


    He motioned to one of the agents. “Dick, you’ve been working this European thing. Let us know what’s going on?”


    Pursuant to Bobby’s instructions on meeting procedures, Special Agent Richard Danley stood before speaking. “Basically, the Brits are moving ahead with the surveillance installations, but the French and Italians are balking at some of the more stealth technologies. The French in particular are bitching about the satellite linkages from the micro-cameras and their reluctance is impeding installations in the rural areas. They want access to the satellites – our satellites – and, of course, we’re telling them to piss off.”


    “Pressure?” Bobby inquired.


    “We have film on the son of the French Finance Minister – a party, ecstasy, gay shit – and have been holding back on it. Maybe it’s time? The Minister’s brother is a wonk and is tapped into their intelligence branches. There should be some weak spots there.”


    “I think we’ll need more,” Bobby said. “You know, there have always been scattered rumors on the French Prime Minister liking young girls, paying for them. I think it’s time someone looked a bit deeper.”


    Agent Danley squinted down the table, “Cameras? Taps on phones?”


    Bobby concentrated, resting his chin on his knuckles. “Approved,” he finally said. “But dictate any reports under protocol 7.2, understood?”


    “Understood,” Danley said.


    “The next thing,” Bobby continued, “is this Arab girl that the executive branch somehow sees as their sole province.”


    Bobby’s mood suddenly shifted, “I’m telling you, boys, this is a direct affront to our mission, to what this country needs. For God’s sake, we don’t even have her name, much less her location and I’m starting to lose my fucking patience. There’s not jack-shit in these interrogation transcripts and I’m starting to wonder if something stinks here. Who is this O’Neill, do we even know?”


    The table held still. When Bobby became fervent, no one knew what he’d say next, or do. And he’d been much worse these past few months.


    “Alright, gentlemen, I had assumed from last week’s meeting that I’d made myself clear. Evidently, not. So, here it is, again: If someone doesn’t develop something on this O’Neill character – a damn lawyer, for Christ’s sake – or on that shit-head Osborne and get us some access, I’m going to start looking for fault. No, let me be clearer: the director will start looking.”


    He gathered up his notes and laptop and began walking to the door, opened it halfway and paused.


    “Protocol 13,” he said measuredly. He knew the import of what he was saying.


    Protocol 13 was reserved for the initial twelve hours after a domestic terrorist event and authorized emergency circumvention of certain U.S. laws. It was not applicable to the present circumstances.


    “Thirteen?” the most senior agent asked. “Specifically, in relation to the Arab girl?”


    Bobby hesitated.


    “Authorized,” he said and left the room.


    Once in his office he looked up at the clock. Seven minutes until his phone appointment with the director. He cherished and loathed these calls. They were his chance for ingratiation, for plum rewards, but also offered the possibility for his demise. The director was exacting, demanding like a Spartan general, impenetrable as a storm.


    The sleek blue light activated on his phone. “Yes, sir.”


    “Bobby, how are we today?”


    “Fine, sir, thank you.”


    “What’s our status then, on this Arab girl?”


    Bobby considered his answer carefully. He decided it was safer to lie. “We’re making progress, sir. I should have something by the end of the week.”


    The director sensed the lie. He was the master of lies.


    “Bobby, I think you hear my focus on this issue. As such, you will call me this Friday at 9:30 a.m. and apprise me your progress, understood?”


    “Understood, sir.”


    The line went dead.


    The director walked across his office to the wall of books – history, philosophy, an extensive collection of first pressings. He loved the smell of their history.


    What most people, including Jessup, didn’t understand was the sweep of time. And yet, at once, how history was never far from the present.


    Americans were convinced of their superiority, their righteousness and their place as the end-point in history.


    But all empires rise and all empires fall. The Roman Empire fought a war every ten years – the same average as for America.


    Dust to dust…


    Alexander the Great once laid siege to the city of Tyre, an ancient citadel built on an island off the coast of present-day Lebanon. For over a year, Alexander and his soldiers lived in tents in a dry alien world, each day throwing whatever they could find into the sea and building a causeway to the island over a mile and half long. Feeling safe within their refuge, the citizens of Tyre had refused Alexander’s will and when he finally reached them he killed every man, woman and child within their walls.


    Alexander the Great, the nomadic conqueror, ruler of the known world, educated by Aristotle, died in an army tent at the age of twenty-nine, far from home and poisoned by a friend.


    We, the American Empire, were not immune from the waves of history.


    God and the God-less were not finished with us yet.


    


    †


    


    Air Force One flew at 38,000 feet over Nebraska on its way to California. The air space had been cleared in a ten-mile radius as four fighter jets shadowed the jumbo liner like ninjas. An A-10 Sentry AWAC held farther back, sweeping the skies for radar and thermal anomalies. Air escorts had been doubled since the theater bombings.


    Inside, President Walker and Mac were hashing through a response to the latest scandal – a senior senator from Oregon had been discovered outside of a bar, passed out and face down in an alley. Police were called and during a pat-down search recovered a bottle of powerful painkillers – and which the senator did not have a prescription for. One of the cops used his cell phone to secretly take pictures of the disheveled senator and the pills and then sold the photos to a rag magazine. The mess had settled down, but now the photos were reigniting the story. In the aftermath of the bombings, the American public was thirsty for distraction.


    “As they say, no response is sometimes the best response,” Mac noted. “I mean, we helped him through the first round. On the other hand, maybe we could wait, see if he can get his wife to step forward and help him and, who knows. Admittedly, the mistress coming out didn’t help.”


    The president looked over, “Mac, I think we can call that an understatement.”


    “Yeah, I’m an optimist. A dark optimist, if that’s at all possible. Basically, he’s a good guy. I had a couple drinks with him once. And, don’t forget, he took a couple of tough votes for us. On the other hand, we went out on a limb for him when the story first broke, so maybe we should call it a day on this one.”


    “I remember the votes,” the president said, “but going on that late night talk show and stumbling so badly. We told him to hold back, get some help.”


    The president thought it through for a moment. There were certain advantages to being a lame duck. “Alright, just once more. He’s a good man. Tell his chief of staff that I’ll say something getting back on the plane tomorrow. The rest is up to him, all right? You know, someone might want to drop the word, rehab, at some point.”


    “You’re a better guy than me,” Mac smiled, shaking his head.


    “Alright, the topic we’ve been avoiding. The girl. And O’Neill. I’m sensing a bit of warmth here, and not the good kind. That first toasty feeling. You know what I’m saying.”


    “Hey, Peking duck ain’t made in a day!” Mac laughed. “Really, though, Jack says we’re getting there. I’m talking to him tonight.”


    “I don’t want to undermine what he’s doing,” the president said, “and I understand it’s an unpredictable process. It’s just that, hey, have you seen the transcripts? At one point she says to him, I’ll give you the truth, just ask – and he asks her about her mother! I know who he is, Mac, I really do, but we have to have some movement here. GMA or not, I think it’s time.”


    “Yes, sir,” Mac said, assuming his role. “I know him, of course, so it’s easier for me to wait. I’ll let you know tomorrow.”


    Air Force One landed at LAX and their motorcade headed directly to a fundraiser at the mansion of a famous director. After glad-handing for an hour, the president and Mac proceeded to a function at the UCLA campus, where the president gave a short speech on the new crime bill and laid a wreath at the memorial for victims of the Oscar night shooting that had occurred seven years before.


    Mac felt the vibration of a cell call and looked down at the number.


    “Hey, Jack. How’s it going?”


    “Good. How’s the sunshine?”


    Jack knew how Mac hated slapping high-roller hands on the west coast, on any coast.


    “Same old thing. Hey, Jack, the president asked about what’s going on with the girl. He wondered why you haven’t dropped her name yet. I think you were going to do that when you ran the fire drills, right?”


    “Planned to, then didn’t need it. Saving it.”


    “For what?”


    “For the right time, you know that. What’s up?”


    “We’re starting to get some heat on the girl. Small stuff so far, but the situation is vulnerable. Someone could leak her existence to the Congressional Intelligence Committee at any time. Frankly, I wouldn’t put it past those GMA weasels. I’ve seen it happen before. Any idea on when we might see some hard info?”


    Jack knew his friend well and knew that Mac was skirting an issue. “Just say it, Mac.”


    “Okay, you’ve got full support, no doubt, but the president is checking, that’s all. Any kind of bone I can throw him?”


    If Jack had been President Walker he would have been asking too. Probably sooner.


    “It’s set up for tonight, late. We’re about there.”


    “What’s the plan?” Mac asked, intrigued.


    “I’m going to lie to her.”


    


    †


    


    In her dream, there is always the white, chalky pool. It was when they had changed her skin.


    Aisha passes through the same dream each night – a white porcelain tub, clawed feet, the creaking floorboards. She would lower, or be lowered, into the warm white water, nude, floating and finally submerged, her nostrils filled and a breathing tube placed in her mouth. Her lips smeared with a sealant to keep them from the staining.


    On some mornings, she was able to hear a great horned owl call from outside the lodge window as she walked to the tub, as she lowered in and under. Very quiet, she could sometimes hear those calls through the water.


    They made it warm to soothe her – to soothe the others – yet every cell in her body had screamed for her to leave. Get out of the water! She would hold still, listening to her forced breaths through the tube, holding that inner voice down until it was over.


    In her cell at the medical facility, the white pool dream is sometimes interrupted by the dream of a white light or star. She does not know why, or what it means.


    Aisha feels a hand at her shoulder, pulling her up and she wakes. The white padded room is blurred from the lingering dream. The hand continues to yank at her.


    “Get up,” the rough voice is saying and she looks up to see two of her guards removing the bed covers and pulling her to her feet. What time is it?


    “Get dressed,” one of them orders and holds out clean clothes.


    She hesitates, disorientated.


    “Now!”


    This is the third time tonight she’s been taken from her sleep, from her dream. In the others, she was taken blindfolded from the facility, bound and thrown like a sack into the back of a vehicle, a van. She heard smooth roads and a bridge, small ruts beneath the tires making a whirring sound. There were other sounds too – furtive voices, orders being shouted. She was sure: something was happening.


    “Where are you taking me?”


    One of the guards throws starched clothes in her face. “Do it and shut up!”


    Something has changed; something is different.


    She is being escorted down the medical facility hall, nearly pulled along by the guards with tasers at their waists. She’s never noticed tasers before, or any weapons. Who were these people?


    She stumbles, bleary.


    The guards push open the interrogation room doors and shove her inside.


    At their usual table, O’Neill is seated across from her. She’s never seen him like this – his eyes welled up and blood-shot, dark circles and a disheveled white dress shirt, as if he’d slept in it.


    There is an urgency in him, a sharp tension throughout his body.


    At Jack’s instructions, Aisha has been pulled from her bed twice during the night and driven through the compound, into the countryside, dramas reenacted, kept awake and disorientated. Directly prior to entering the interrogation room, a makeup artist applied the dark circles and put the irritating drops in his eyes.


    She feels the guards chain her to a chair. They’ve never done that before.


    “Get out of here!” Jack yells.


    “Jack, what’s happening?”


    She has begun to use his first name.


    He slowly looks up, death in his eyes. “Don’t tell me you don’t know.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Stop lying to me! I’m the only one protecting you!”


    She’s never seen him angry, or even upset. It startles her.


    Her eyes well up, “I don’t know, what…”


    He leans across, as if the table is the only thing holding him up. “They’ve killed the president, assassinated him. It’s your people! You did it!”


    “No, no…”


    “Don’t you understand – there’s a nuclear device hidden somewhere in New York City. It’s on count down. We’ve searched the docks, the museums, transit lines, everywhere. Look at me, there’s no time!”


    She feels the trembling around her womb beginning to radiate outwards. Sometimes, she wakes with it. It then moves into her heart, tightening in her chest. She can never stop it. Always, it ends by washing out in her tears.


    “Jack, believe me. Please, you…”


    He cuts her off.


    “If that’s true, then help me, help us stop this senseless killing. You have the power to do this. Do you understand what’s happening? When New York is obliterated, what do you think my people will do? You have the power to stop it. Just you.”


    She stares down into the white of the table, her olive hands flat and pressed against it, as if holding to the face of a mountain.


    He sees her holding to that place inside, freezing herself. He moves on to the second phase.


    He slowly rises, feigning exhaustion. “Face it, you were used, talked into dying for something you don’t understand anymore. And your family was left alone. You left them. Imagine your mother searching for you. And, yes, eventually she’ll find the answer, find out what you did, in their name, in your family’s name. In God’s name! She’ll then have the rest of her life to live with your dishonor, eating her away until…until she can rejoin you in heaven and ask, why, why?”


    The resonation reaches her heart, a tremor of the soul. She feels her hands loosing their grip. On a ledge, she feels a free fall behind her.


    He leans over, a friend again. “You made the right decision once, in that theater. Do you remember, when God whispered in your ear? Make that choice again; for life, for us all. I need their names, the cell locations, your handlers. Aisha, the world is bigger than you or I.”


    Her head jerks up at the sound of her name.


    “You know my name…”


    “I’ve always known it. We know who you are, where you’re from, your family.”


    She flinches, “Are you threatening my family?”


    Sweat begins breaking out on her forehead. Her chest tightens. He uses her name again.


    “No, Aisha, we’re not like that.” It is his third lie this night, as he’s fully aware that the U.S. government will eventually reach her family if she doesn’t tell him.


    “Aisha, if we were like that, we could’ve done something to them at any time. But I need to be honest. If this nuclear device detonates, both of our worlds will become chaos. My people will want revenge. On everyone. I won’t be able to stop them.”


    “But you promised…”


    “Do you hear me, I can’t stop this. Only you can stop this horror. Only you.”


    “I never lied to you, Aisha,” he said, lying again.


    “In the beginning, our beginning, I told you, it was always up to you.”


    Redemption.


    And in that, he’d always told her the greater truth.


    He’s never touched her before and takes her hand. She looks up, searching his face. As with the oranges, he pushes the pencil towards her.


    She reaches for it, the warmness falling from her through her tears.


    The tears fall on the page as the pencil touches down. She starts to write.


    Suddenly, they hear angry shouts through the door. Then scuffling, bodies banging against the wall. Jack stands as the pencil hesitates.


    This isn’t part of his plan.


    The door heaves twice – someone, something, trying to break through. Abruptly, the frame explodes off the hinges and Mac falls into the room.


    He stands vacantly between them, stunned. Judging by the welt to his eye and his disheveled clothes, he seems to be in worse shape than Jack. Looking back through the door opening, they see bodies lumped together on the floor.


    “Mac, are you alright?”


    “It’s not me, Jack. I have to get you out of here – fast.”


    Jack squints.


    “Now, Jack! We don’t have time. I’ll tell you in the car. We have to get you somewhere safe.”


    Mac grabs him by the upper arm and starts towards the door.


    Jack doesn’t move. “What’s going on, Mac? Tell me.”


    Mac looks at his old friend.


    “There’s a hunt on, Jack, and no one knows that I’m even here.”
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    At sunrise, a blackened-out limousine became airborne as it dove through the Maryland countryside, cold fog resting motionless across the dried fields and swales in the road.


    “What are you talking about? I don’t have any bank accounts in Croatia. Whoever this is, Mac…Alright, again, so we can think it through.”


    “I know, Jack. I mean, why in God’s name would you stash assets in Croatia, of all places? Frankly, we don’t know where the money came from. But there’s no doubt, someone – and someone with means – has put a target on you. Keno too. And which makes absolutely no sense to me.”


    “Where is she now?”


    “In route. I called in favors from some of my old FBI colleagues. You recall Cal Stevens and John Fitzpatrick?”


    “Sure, you worked the Signori case with them. Aren’t they retired?”


    “Yeah, but not that long and, besides, they owe me a few. Both are good men. To be honest, they’re bored with golf-all-day. It didn’t take much convincing. Cal is driving Lani to the meet point. As you can guess, she’s more than a bit confused. You’ll have to explain it to her.”


    “That would be fine, Mac, if I understood it myself. Let’s do that run-through. Where did this start?”


    “Again, unknown. But I have some ideas and they all trace back to the GMA Director, Aimeric Lucien. Oh, excuse me, Viscount F. Aimeric Lucien. A big prick, but also a smart one. You know the French conglomerate, Lucien Chemical? He inherited it when his parents died about thirty years ago. French family all the way back, but Aimeric was born over here on one of his mom’s Martha’s Vineyard vacations. Hence, he has dual citizenship. He lives in the U.S. and gives gobs of money to the House Intelligence Committee Chairman. That’s how he became the GMA Director seven years ago after the Yucca Mountain attacks. The GMA has been sitting dormant – essentially, a shell organization – until the theater bombings. No one gave it much thought. The GMA Director position was akin to an ambassadorship; all hat, no cattle. That all changed when the theater bombings activated the GMA protocols. In theory, the GMA shouldn’t have the operational and political reach it currently employs, but they’re being protected by a number of powerful congressmen and some people over at CIA. Who we’re removing with rusty shears as we speak.”


    “So, the president knows?”


    “He does. And is very concerned.”


    “Hey, can’t he wave that famous wand? You know, the one that somehow gets his own backside out of every jam? You know, the watch-my-back talk and all?”


    “He hasn’t forgotten, Jack, trust me. But you and I both know this is a serious fucking mess. He has to be careful and remain objective, appear objective, or he could be pulled in. And if that happens, we’re all in trouble.”


    “And it’s your job to protect the presidency?”


    “Bottom line? Yes, at all costs. Last year, the Issen congressional hearings took a shot at President Walker on the pipeline deal that went bad. They’re still out there, waiting. We have to be careful. He has to be careful. Can you imagine this country with VP Palmer pulling the levers?”


    “This GMA Director, the VP, you guys sure do let a lot of wolves into the hen house.”


    “Welcome to the gross vagaries of government, Jack. It’s a big, messy house. I guess I understand why you’ve always stayed clear of it, notwithstanding my annual efforts at bribing you to D.C. On the other hand, we just let you inside, didn’t we?”


    Jack offered a dark, stifled laugh.


    “Sorry, Jack, really. We’ll get this fixed, one way or another. I’ve brought in Rendel too, on the sly. He’s running the bank accounts. He says he’s never seen this encryption program before, but if anyone can track it down, Josh is the guy.”


    “This GMA Director, Lucien, how’s he involved?”


    “Alright, from the beginning. Yesterday, while you were setting up the Aisha interrogation drama, we received a notice from the FBI that they’d been tipped off – anonymously, of course – that you were on the take from what’s being called the Epsilon cell, an al-Badiya-rih splinter group that we think has relocated temporarily to Croatia after the Yemeni strikes. The Croatian cell’s exact whereabouts remain unknown, but the CIA has received informant information that funds were transferred from certain members of the Saudi royal family – highly suspicious transfers – and they believe this money is funding the Croatian cell. The monies – over ten million U.S. dollars – were originally transferred from The Central Bank of Beirut to the ten separate accounts spread out over three Croatian banks. Then, the money disappeared. That was last week. The computer forensic experts at the Bureau are still scratching their heads and the new Croatian government – the new fascist government, I must emphasize – is blocking all attempts to access the accounts remotely. As you know, after that suitcase nuke went off in Dubrovnik and the EU left them in the lurch, it has been a raw situation there. The country simply imploded; no tourism, no food…chaos.”


    “And the accounts?”


    “The $1.2 million that was found in your investment account in New York, those funds originated from the recently nationalized Grand Regency Bank of Croatia. Wired in one lump sum. The $250,000 in Keno’s Kauai account, the same.”


    “I still don’t get Lani on this,” Jack said, “There’s something we’re missing.”


    “I don’t understand her getting pulled in either. Detective Keno has no ties to Aisha and knows nothing about her. Aisha’s sequestration is air tight, we’re sure. And why? All because you two had a few drinks? Yeah, there’s something more going on. The problem is that we have to stay on target, solve your immediate problem first. I assume Lani’s role will then fall into place.”


    “What’s the evidence on Lucien?”


    “No tell-tale fingerprints, at least not yet. But circumstantially it looks like him. He possesses the means and motive.”


    “Hell, Mac, I don’t even know this guy. And he doesn’t have a hand in the Aisha sessions.”


    “That’s the problem, Jack. I’ve told you a few tidbits about some of the grumbling on the Aisha job – from the Hill, from the GMA through their DOD lackeys. But there’s been more. Frankly, I just didn’t want to bother you with the political crap. However, yesterday morning the GMA formally requested that the White House initiate a review of the interrogation process and – surprise! – made the recommendation that she be handed over to them, for, shall we say, harsher tactics. When the FBI informed the GMA last night about your accounts, they went into attack mode, accusing you of purposely stalling the interrogations in exchange for the Croatian payoff. Their theory is that you were stalling in order to give the Yemeni cell the time it needed to move operations to Croatia and then, assumedly, onto somewhere else. They’ve asked the House Intelligence Committee to categorize you as a terrorist collaborator. Pursuant to the revised Patriot Act, that makes you an enemy combatant. Our members on the committee leaked us information that the committee as a whole, now sequestered, will most likely issue subpoenas tomorrow afternoon. Pursuant to the Yucca Mountain Allegiance Act, it all remains secret and outside of the news, but it means that I have to keep you and Lani away from them until we can track down these accounts.”


    Mac looked over at his friend, a stark truth in his eyes. “But you’re a prosecutor, Jack, and no one knows better what these accounts mean.”


    “Sure, I’m already guilty.”


    “Right, so without rebuttal account information you’ll be at the whim of the GMA. The president wouldn’t be able to stop it. And they’re talking about renditioning Aisha to Morocco. On the other hand, you can still change your mind – stay here in D.C. and fight it out with the flesh-eating lawyers. Your call.”


    “Not a chance. You and I both know they’ll simply ram it through – all secret – pat themselves on the back and toss the key code. Then, they’ll shiv the president in the back. And somehow, I’ve pulled Lani into this. I have to figure this out. And I can’t do that from some rat hole in Morocco. I never thought I’d hear this coming from me, but we have to run. At least for now.”


    Jack looked up. “Tell me again, why the Maryland coast and not an NSA safe house?”


    “There are no safe houses on this one, Jack. We’re on our own. My grandmother passed away and left me the beach house, haven’t been there in years. Mothballed. The upside is no one knows about it. Or, if they do, I’ll have you out of there before they come around. I should have information on our next move by tomorrow morning.”


    A light in the rear cabin indicated a message from the NSA driver.


    “Yeah, Jimmy?”


    They could feel the car swing around and come to a stop. “We’re here, sir.”


    Through the black-tinted windows Jack hadn’t noticed where they were.


    They exited the car as the morning sun caught them. It rested halfway on the ocean horizon, pale yellow and large in the morning fog. If it’d been any other time, he would have walked down to the shore, rolled up his pants and forgotten about everything.


    They began walking towards the beach house, more like a cottage, and into the back yard. The porch fell off into low dunes and sea grasses and then onto the open sand. The surf was being pushed by gathering winds, a storm approaching.


    Mac paused.


    “One more thing, Jack. I didn’t say anything about it at first – we were still working through it – but whoever is behind all of this also transferred a nominal amount into your parents’ bank account.”


    Jack stiffened.


    “$60,366, to be exact, an odd figure. Now, stay steady. They took your folks into custody, only to the local sheriff – no jail, just the holding area. The president stopped it there. They were released a few hours ago.”


    Jack glared. “Are they alright?”


    “They’re fine. I talked to them myself and they’re all right. A bit confused, of course, but fine. They don’t know about you, it’s best that way. We told them it was a big screw up, that’s all. As you’d expect, they’ve been asking about you and I’ve been putting them off as much as possible. But pretty soon they’ll start to wonder. When we get you off shore, we’ll find some way for you to make a call. Lani’s dad too.”


    “You know, there’s something else that’s strange. The transfer into your folks’ account didn’t originate from Croatia. It was a transfer from a local insurance brokerage account, within the same small bank. It’s actually how we leveraged their release, saying it was just a coincidence. The bank can’t figure it out. They said it looks like an error, yet they can’t reproduce it with their computers. It almost looks like a joke, a taunt. And, old buddy, you know how I feel about random coincidences.”


    Jack stepped to the edge of the deck and stood with his hands on his hips, looking out at the crashing waves, spray whipped up by the winds.


    “Mac, when I get to this guy...”
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    “Mr. Director,” the president said, lowering his already deep voice so that his meaning was plain, “you need to understand the import of what I’m saying.”


    The Director of the GMA, Aimeric Lucien, considered his options. He’d already been successful in his first objective: angering the president.


    “Yes, Mr. President. In fact, I do understand – quite well, actually. It’s simply my responsibility to notify you of the GMA protocol legislation and its mandates…”


    “Screw your mandates,” the president growled. “Clear enough? Do you know where you and I are heading?”


    “Of course, Mr. President.”


    Upon his prior arranged cue, Lucien’s secretary entered and spoke the words he’d arranged with her, at the volume he’d directed.


    “I’m very sorry, Mr. President, it seems we have an emergency here requiring my attention. It seems that, perhaps, our mutual problem will be resolved. At least on this end.”


    Lucien had no prospect of resolving his made up scenario; he simply wanted to plant a seed with the president that he was closer than he might think. Lucien sowed doubt whenever he could, like a fog that protected him.


    “Please, may I call you back later?”


    “No, Mr. Lucien, this conversation is concluded. I’ll be sending over those men for any documents you may, well, have misplaced. I expect a cordial reception.”


    Lucien smiled as the line went dead.


    Jessup sat up on the director’s jet-black leather sofa, having carefully listened in on the conversation. He removed his earpiece and disengaged the recorder.


    Lucien leaned back in his high-backed Italian chair. He’d bought it at the Gauges Foundation auction the week before and it smelled like the centuries. Across the steeple of his fingers, he considered his next move.


    “Mr. Jessup?” he said, always referring to his subordinates in the formal, “I will need a transcript of that conversation, immediately. Tell me, what was your impression?”


    Jessup sat up even straighter. The director never asked for his opinion on strategy, only on facts, logistics.


    “He sounded worried, sir.”


    “That he is. Consider his strategic position: his best friend, Osborne, has brought someone in from the outside, into their inner circle, and secretly at that – this lawyer fellow, O’Neill. The same individual who is now accused of being a terrorist collaborator. He should be worried.”


    Lucien was always fascinated by how smaller minds worked. He turned towards Jessup. “What would you do next?”


    Jessup realized how infrequently the director looked at him directly. Not as in looking at him, but looking into him. It was disquieting. In fact, he found this whole room disquieting: the portrait looming behind him, staring down on him, the African mask with the nails driven into it, the Egyptian scarab that Lucien used as a paper weight, all orchestrated into a dark weave of shape and color.


    “As you once said, sir, when the next move is not assured, we should ask ourselves: what would our enemy not want us to do? What’s the tactical move that would most expose their underbelly? I would go after Osborne. He’s the confidant of Walker. If Osborne is made unavailable to the president, then Walker necessarily becomes more isolated, more vulnerable, more apt to make mistakes. It would be like chopping off the president’s right hand.”


    Lucien appreciated his underling’s instinct for the jugular. He enjoyed watching the small mind move, the brain stem twitch. But Lucien also knew – could sense – that Walker’s deeper weakness lay elsewhere.


    “Remember the definition of forbearance, Agent Jessup. It is the ability to withhold that which is due until the moment it can be delivered with utmost potency.”


    “Tell me, where is this O’Neill now?”


    “Presently, unknown. When we entered the medical facility, the insertion team found the guards disabled. O’Neill and the terrorist girl were gone.”


    Jessup paused. He possessed further information on the terrorist girl – her first name, a possible new location – but he didn’t want to tell the director until he was absolutely certain. The director could sometimes react unpredictably when lead information later turned out to be false. Jessup had felt that whip.


    Lucien remained still, letting Jessup feel the silence. He sensed something deeper in his underling.


    “Sir?” Jessup finally said.


    “The reason that we can’t find O’Neill and this terrorist girl,” Lucien explained, “is because they don’t want us to find them. They are utterly consumed in the task. Thus, this becomes the loci where the needle becomes applied. Do you understand?”


    “Yes, sir. We already have all of the transit points secured and the Surveillance-Net is operational. We gained dual access with the NSA last week, thanks to our friends on the Hill. We’re sweeping all government safe houses. Although I can’t believe Osborne would be naïve enough to stash O’Neill there.”


    The director considered the playing field; on where to march the phalanx next.


    “Do you remember that campus police report we found last year?” he asked, smiling with his next thought. “The one on Osborne and O’Neill, during the time they were at the FBI academy?”


    “Yes, sir. But they were only witnesses to the bar fight. They actually broke it up, called the police and then the ambulance. Nothing much there.”


    “Take the report and give it to Dr. Thornan. Tell Thornan that I want it to appear as if they were involved in the fight – just enough of a change in the police narrative to raise a question.”


    “But Osborne and Walker, they’ll just deny it. And their campaign teams must have vetted it long ago. Plus, they’ll have a copy of the original report. They’ll release it and it’ll all go away.”


    “That may be true, but it will take them a two-day news cycle to right that ship. In the meantime, Osborne will see his and O’Neill’s face splashed across the evening news – his face across from O’Neill’s, the one man he wants to be a ghost, especially now.”


    Jessup looked perplexed. He saw the raw logic, but in the end it seemed to be a waste of resources.


    The director sensed the indecision. “Mr. Jessup, we need to begin the ticking of a top, a progressive iteration. Thus, also tell Thornan that I want him to simultaneously release the original report alongside this doctored one. But I want the original report itself to be another fake. However, in this faked original report I want the forgery to be discoverable, so that some savvy reporter will see that it’s a fake. And then release them both at once.”


    Jessup squinted, “I’m sorry, sir, I don’t understand.”


    “Listen closely: I want the original report to appear as if someone doctored it to hide the false version that we are releasing in the second report. Not only will Osborne and the president be defending themselves on the second version – where Osborne and O’Neill look like they were involved in the fight – but will also be defending the position that they doctored the first report. The two versions become mutually reinforcing, the fog of confusion increased. After they’re released, leak it to our blogger contacts that the administration may have doctored the original police report during the first campaign so that Walker could get elected. Then coordinate this with our people on the Hill. I want those congressmen screaming like the pathetic magpies they are.”


    Jessup still didn’t understand, yet knew better than to ask again.


    “Also, have Agent Barberi come in from the field. I want an update on those Croatian accounts. Last, call Congressman Deerfield and schedule lunch today at Bistro Les Viviers in the Hotel George. Tell Deerfield I want to discuss warrants and I expect cooperation. If he hesitates in any way, tell him that I authorized you to utter this one word, Magnolia.”


    Neither Agent Jessup, nor any of the GMA Agents, knew of the director’s extra-Agency operatives and operations – the hungry former agents existing on the fringes, the mercenaries existing outside of any laws or restrictions, the people who did things for him.


    “Magnolia, sir?” Even as Jessup said the words he realized his mistake.


    Lucien looked at him with the darkness of a thousand lost lives and then, abruptly, calmed.


    “Now, Agent Jessup, consider this next question carefully. Do you have anything else to report?”


    Jessup recalculated his previous decision. “Yes, sir. The medical facility staff, although unsure, disclosed that the terrorist girl’s first name is Aisha. In Arabic, it means, alive. We’re not sure whether that’s relevant in any way.”


    “And?”


    “And,” he continued, a stutter creeping into his speech, “this Aisha girl may have been taken to an NSA facility in Virginia, the most recent one. We received a thermal ping from the new Surveillance-Net on a possible track-back from there to the medical facility. It seems the NSA countermeasures aren’t fully implemented either.”


    The director didn’t ask why this information had been omitted and he turned in his chair. Through the large picture window he could see the river freezing up.


    Jessup rose.


    “I’m not through with you, Mr. Jessup. I want an insertion team into that Virginia NSA facility.”


    Jessup froze. “But we’re talking about the NSA here, sir, not some rural cop station. They hand out sizable stints in Leavenworth for that kind of thing. Plus, we don’t know that she’s actually there.”


    Lucien smiled to himself, gazing out the window. “She’s there,” he whispered.


    “Protocol 13. Do it – tonight.”


    “Yes, sir. Anything else, sir?”


    “Leave. And send in Ms. Newberry. Tell her to bring her things.”


    Jessup skirted through the door and a moment later the GMA intern, Sandy Newberry, entered. As Lucien had requested of her recently, she wore a ribbon in her hair, her makeup soft like a girl’s cheek, like a Gibson girl he’d once seen in an 1890’s poster. She needed to look her part.


    Unknown to Sandy Newberry, the director had been reading a copy of her diary and had seen that, at first, she’d been honored by his attentions, even though she’d never done anything like this before. Her entries then became addled, avoiding their mention. In the last pages, as the pen pressed harder, she said that she felt trapped, frightened.


    When they were together, he could feel this in her and it excited him – her hesitancy, the fear running through her.


    As she entered the room, he was already in front of the desk. She walked up, eyes downward. He guided her shoulders as she kneeled, dropping her note pad and starting. He could feel her hot nervous breath, then rougher, like he’d shown her.


    The ticking of a top, its momentum building towards release – this was the way of the world, empires rising, empires falling, no soul immune from the waves of Time.


    The ancient Roman Empire “fell” over the span of three hundred years, the people cheering in the Colosseum oblivious to their building fate, even as they fed on the centuries’ past riches. The Roman historian Gibbons had called it debauchery, but beneath, it was no more than the ticking of a top.


    Of a river into rapids.


    Everything in our world – each river, every system – moves in a cascade from order to erosion, from order to chaos. Alexander the Great realized this truth as he stood atop a desert steppe and gazed over his vast throng of troops.


    Viscount Aimeric Lucien – a modern Khan – knew this same truth, here, now.


    He could feel his energy rise, moving towards her. She reflexively jerked against his hand holding tight to her hair.


    When the glow hit, another truth came over him.


    The vice-president would be easy to control.


    


    †


    


    The furtive call from Dr. Prevot came before dawn. The doctor had been working through the night and the sudden ringing awoke Garneau with a start.


    “Etienne?” Garneau said, rubbing his eyes. He leaned over and told Elise it was nothing.


    “Say again, Etienne?”


    “They’re here!”


    “Who? Who’s there?”


    He could hear shouts and a metallic crashing sound.


    “It’s the National Police, your people! And the Americans, they must be behind this. Please, Henri, get down here, vite!”


    Another shattering sound and Prevot dropped the phone. Garneau heard distant yelling.


    Garneau threw on some clothes he found in the bathroom corner, wrote Elise a note, jumped into his Citroen and drove through the predawn streets with abandon – street lights flipping past, the tires squealing through the red lights. Once at the lab building, he bounded down the stairs and pushed open the lab’s swinging doors.


    It was eerily quiet.


    The room looked as if a hurricane had blown through. Prevot sat in a corner in the only upturned chair. He rose slowly, as if a hundred years old. In each hand he held a coffee cup, balancing across the room and avoiding the file cabinets that were toppled like ruins.


    He smiled wryly, “They missed the cups…”


    His calmness caught Garneau by surprise and Prevot saw the look. “It’s the calm of utter futility, Henri. Fifty years of work, gone.”


    Garneau looked around at the walls, wires hanging and ends stripped. “All of it?”


    “They simply ripped the computers from the walls – hard drives, monitors, all of it – threw it in the laundry carts they’d brought with them and rolled it all out. I stood on the steps and watched them drive off. Three vans worth.”


    He looked lovingly at the scanning electron microscope unscathed in the middle, as if immune. “They tried to take her apart, but it was too heavy and one of them cut his hand. He cursed it and I cursed him back. I thought he was going to hit me, but someone must have told him I was off limits, because, you know, I could see that he wanted to, it was in his eyes. I know he was an American, though. He had perfect teeth.”


    “Merde,” Garneau said, taking in the destruction.


    “Give me one moment,” he said, taking out his cell phone. He dialed the home number for the Director-General, Pierre-Louis Chastain.


    Garneau took a few steps and the call picked up. “Hello, Pierre-Louis. Sorry for calling so early. Yes. I’m fine. Well, actually not. I need some help. You know Dr. Prevot…”


    “Where are you going to be?” Chastain asked. “And I can reach you on this number, correct? Henri, give me an hour and I’ll get back.’


    “Yes, yes. The doctor has been up all night. I’m taking him down the street to a café; get some coffee into him. We’ll wait there.”


    Garneau took Dr. Prevot by the arm and helped him down the stairs. Although Prevot’s eyes remained defiant, he seemed enormously aged by the experience. At the café, his coffee cup rattled against the saucer.


    “If I was younger, Henri, I tell you, I would have skulled them, I really would have. It’s damn hell getting old, nothing more to say about it.”


    Garneau had recently turned sixty-two and this was the year that those long forgotten sports injuries had begun to resurface, reminding him that the past was never truly gone.


    “I know, old friend. Life just keeps going on. Elise pulled a muscle in her hip last week, coming down the stairs – no slips, the same stairs as always. I could tell it upset her. Didn’t say anything for a few days, then a tiny tear one night. We were reading in front of the fire and there it was.”


    “What did she say?”


    “Oh, not much. Like you said, not much to say. She said she was just being silly. But I know that last month she said off-handedly that she doesn’t feel as pretty anymore. Maybe it’s harder for them, what with all of the magazines and the television heads screaming all of the time. She’s still the prettiest girl at the dance to me.”


    “And you, Henri?”


    “Well, you have a few years on me, Etienne, so who am I to complain? I suppose I’m simply an old mountain, wearing away. Not bad, all and all.”


    “And, of course, you have Elise.”


    “Yes, no regrets there. I think of her and the small puppy – innocent souls all – and the rest amounts to little things.”


    Garneau paused. “The regrets…you know, maybe it’s not about getting old, the old bones. Maybe it’s the regrets, living in the past, that makes one feel old? Do you have any, Etienne?”


    “Not really, a few old ghosts here and there, nothing real. I have Colette too, and the children.”


    Dr. Prevot reflected on the lab in disarray. He looked up, “It’s only more things, isn’t it?”


    A lazy drizzle had started and they looked out from under the canopy.


    “Yes,” Garneau said, “simply more things.”


    “Too bad, though,” he continued, his inspector self returning, “that I didn’t have the foresight to have you send me that data on the U.S. Ambassador. It would be my guess that someone didn’t want us to find something.”


    Prevot reached into his pocket and slid a flash drive across the table. “Ah, Henri, what do you say to me, seemingly all of the time, Ye of little faith?”


    Garneau looked over his glasses, smiling, “You old dog...all of it?”


    Prevot smiled devilishly.


    Garneau was about to ask a question and his phone rang softly from his pocket. It was Chastain. He cupped his ear from the rain and listened closely.


    “Yes, thank you again, Pierre-Louis.”


    He replaced the phone and leaned forward, staring into the rain.


    “What is it, Henri?”


    Garneau looked up, the scenarios spinning through his mind.


    “It wasn’t the Americans, Etienne. And it wasn’t us. Chastain is sure of it.”


    “But I saw the badges.”


    “Fakes.”


    Garneau looked back into the random drops, looking for a connection. “Merde,” he finally whispered. He could count on one hand how many times he’d sworn in the past year and here he’d cursed the skies three times in a week. He was simply not going to let this go.


    Prevot saw the frustration. “What is it, Henri, what’s wrong?”


    “We don’t have a clue who they are.”


    “Nothing?”


    “Ghosts, Etienne, ghosts. At least for now.”
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    Lani sat alone in the back of the speeding limousine, her emotions a swirl of instinct and reason. She couldn’t see where she was and they’d refused to tell her where they were going.


    What was happening to her?


    Two men in dark suits had appeared at her hotel room door unannounced and stern in demeanor. They appeared older, which seemed odd. She saw how they were holding themselves – tensed, hair-trigger. She demanded credentials. They refused and handed her a phone. On the other end, a voice claimed that it was Mackenzie Osborne. It sounded like him, but anything could be faked these days. The voice said she was in danger and that Jack was involved and was waiting for her at an undisclosed location. He refused to speak further, citing her protection. She needed to leave immediately.


    “Who the hell are you?” she cursed into the phone.


    The voice then asked her to wait.


    She watched the men in the black suits, gauging a possible escape route as a minute dragged into the next.


    The tone clicked and she could hear a strange whirring sound. A second voice answered.


    “Detective Keno, this is President Walker. Do you recognize my voice?”


    She waited.


    “Ms. Keno, I understand your reservations, but you need to go with these men.”


    Admittedly, it sounded like him. And no voice sounded like that.


    “Detective, please, if you will, conduct a quick analysis: how probable is it that someone could find two people that sound just like us – Mac and I? Ms. Keno, are you there?”


    “Yes, still here. Tell me why?”


    “Not possible, detective. I have a resolution, though. Can you see the Washington Monument from your window?”


    She moved to the window, closely eyeing the men in the suits.


    “Yes.”


    “The light at the tip–do you see the beacon? Watch closely…”


    She leaned forward. At the tip of the obelisk was a strobe light, a warning for planes.


    The light kept blinking, over and over. She was about to hang up and run for the door when the light disappeared.


    The room was silent as she counted to herself: one, two, three, four…


    At ten, the light restarted.


    “You saw it stop for ten seconds, correct?”


    She looked back up at the monument.


    “Yes, Mr. President.”


    “Sorry for the drama, detective. To be blunt, we don’t have much time. Hopefully, we can meet soon, when this is resolved. In the meantime, we can only ask that you trust us – Jack, myself and Mac.”


    “Thank you, sir,” she said and hung up, dazed.


    The next fifteen minutes were a blur: throwing her clothes into the suitcases, approaching the elevator, the men in the suits telling her to stop at the hall corner as they spoke into nearly invisible headsets. All in hushed voices, a coordinated operation.


    What was happening to her?


    She wondered what her father was doing at that moment. He would miss her call later that day and would begin to wonder. She never missed their calls.


    It was the middle of the night in Kauai and her father would be asleep, alone. When she visited him, she could still see on his bed the shallow indentation on her mother’s side – a memory of weight – like a ghost lying there. Lani wondered if, sometimes, in the middle of the night her father would reach over and touch it, where his wife had once been. Each time she came back, the indentation seemed smaller, falling away from them like their memories.


    The car stopped suddenly and it snapped her back. She thought back on the phone call – had that really been the president, or simply a ruse? Jack wouldn’t discuss it further, but he’d made vague references to a dark organization embedded within the federal government, telling her that the world was not always what we thought it was. She’d kidded with him at the time, but, looking back, she realized that Jack had also declined to talk about his work for Osborne. Was he somehow involved in this phantom organization? Had he been pulled into a situation that was now out of control?


    She began wondering who would be on the other side of that car door. The men in the suits had packed her gun and holster into her bags and put them in the trunk. If she were going to meet Jack, why wouldn’t they let her have her own weapon?


    The car locks clicked up. She quickly reached for the door handle and paused. Slowly, she opened the door.


    She saw no one. Directly ahead she could see a cottage, only ocean beyond. It was a shoreline, north of Washington, D.C., definitely not to the south.


    Stepping away from the vehicle, she heard a sound to her right and pivoted. The men in the suits had followed in their own car and were walking towards her. She observed their reactions: casually checking their surroundings, telling her that they weren’t expected anything. She also noted their car: government-issued, stripped of add-ons and with two small antennae hiding off the trunk. Their weapons were holstered.


    The men’s eyes shifted towards the house.


    “Lani,” Jack called, rounding the cottage from the back.


    She felt a pull of opposite emotions; relieved to see him and tensed like a coil. It froze her in place.


    “Jack, this better be good,” she said, straining a smile.


    Jack knew that she’d be upset – anybody would. She being a police officer made the impact that much worse, as the prospect of losing control is what every officer abhorred.


    “I know, Lani, not my idea. Come on inside, we’ll talk it through.”


    She stood her ground.


    “Here,” he said, walking to the back of the limo. “Gentlemen, the trunk.”


    He saw her questioning look. “They’re working for Mac. Well, not officially – old FBI Agents. John here makes a pretty good cup of coffee. John, if you would.”


    Fitzpatrick hit the remote and the trunk popped open.


    Jack pulled out Lani’s bags and suitcases and looked over at Fitzpatrick.


    “The larger one,” Fitzpatrick said, nodding towards the bag. “Outside compartment.”


    Jack unzipped the outer pouch and removed Lani’s weapon and holster, a standard-issue Glock model 25.


    He handed it to her. “Feel better?”


    “Actually, I do. Thank you.”


    “Well, don’t get too reattached – I don’t think you’ll have it for long.”


    “What do you mean?”


    He put his hands on his hips, holding her gaze. He could feel the hunt escalating, as if wolves were in the woods, a scent in the wind. Best to pull the thorn out.


    “Because,” he said, “you can’t take a hot gun through international customs.”


    Her eyes recoiled. Every muscle in her body tensed.


    He took her hand. He’d never been this close to her.


    “We’re in something together, Lani. It’s serious. And it’s my fault, not yours. Let’s go inside.”


    There was nothing for her to say. She’d lost control.


    


    †


    


    Aisha searched the darkened room. She’d been drugged twice, perhaps more.


    Jack had left with Osborne in a rush. As they’d moved through the door, Jack had turned and told her not to worry, that he’d be back. “Remember your promise!” she’d called after him. From the hallway, she caught the tail end of their conversation, Osborne saying that more men were on the way and that she would be moved, to somewhere in Virginia. They shut the door, locking her inside.


    Why had Osborne been so afraid?


    What did Osborne mean, Jack, you have to leave? Was Jack in trouble? What would happen to her without him?


    She huddled in the corner as she had in that small town jail, coming full circle, back to a corner.


    She watched as the latch turned.


    Two white silhouettes stood in the doorway. They split and moved around opposite sides of the table, coming from opposite directions. Coming closer, she saw they were wearing white lab dress, their faces covered in white masks. They came down towards her and she kicked out, catching one in the shins, feeling the protective pads. They pushed her down and placed a cloth over her mouth and she passed out.


    She awoke into a different room – grey concrete, as if it was some type of warehouse. The massive latches appeared as if from a commercial cooler. But it wasn’t cold.


    Her head throbbed at the temples.


    She found another corner and a cot and blanket there. There were no identifying markers or tags on the blanket, and no marks on the door or the walls, as she moved her hands over them.


    The latch clicked loudly and three tall, sinewy men entered. They were dressed in all black, the black of a cottonmouth. Not soldier’s uniforms, something else, like a diver’s suit. Their mouths were covered by mesh, their eyes by thermal-sensitive goggles. The people in the white lab suits had seemed as if they belonged here, but not these; they moved furtively, in tension with the surroundings. In unison, they glanced at each other and moved upon her. Faster than the men before, they pulled her up and spun her. With her reduced weight, she flew like clattering bones, a paper kite. She felt a pad pushed over her mouth and a flash of silver followed by darkness.


    She awoke on this table, another room, different again.


    Her wrists were secured with wide nylon bands. There were no clasps, the bands emerging from slits in the table, also ones on her ankles. Turning, she could see no metal at all, the room featureless, futuristic. She smelled fresh paint, the scents of plastic.


    She remembered the first three needles, not the last.


    She swam in a liquid hallucinogenic haze, the world reduced to an aura. Later, she would recall only seeing her own mouth move, vague sounds coming out.


    From somewhere, a southern-accented voice droned out an elongated word, “ S-a-n-c-t-i-o-n-e-d.”


    After approving the procedure, Agent Jessup sat back and began his required observation period under Protocol 13.


    The table began to hum, moving her head downward and leaving her feet above. She felt the soft hydraulic humming as her weight moved against the bands, then a blindfold.


    Forms loomed over and reached out as her nose was roughly closed and cold water streamed into her mouth.


    As it flooded into her, she stiffened, convulsing as if an eel were boring into her nostrils. Morphing, the eel became a snake, a part of her that she had never felt before. The snake jerked back, uncoiling in violence. Then into a serpent, taking her over, shaking her body violently.


    The part of her mind that was still her soul trembled in a corner. Slowly, it rose, summoning its last strength and trying to find the safe room, the room where her child’s self had once gone when her father had come to her late at night. When his breath had poured over her small body and he’d flooded into her, just as the water.


    She couldn’t find the room! Doors and doors, opening doors, each dark, each shaking with the serpent’s scream!


    And then she saw the light. It was the same star that had been coming to her, strangely, at the end of each of her white water dreams – a star of the brightest light that never hurt the eyes.


    The star shone steady, washing over and calming the serpent, returning it to a snake, an eel, out of her nostrils, even as the water continued to flood her body.


    She remembered nothing else.


    


    †


    


    “We recovered Aisha this morning, barely alive,” Mac apprised President Walker from his car.


    “Present condition?”


    “Unknown. She had water in her lungs – waterboarded. We received an anonymous tip around 5:00 a.m. on her drop location. She was dumped in a field outside of D.C. Dr. Takamura is conducting tests as we speak. We’ll have better information later today.”


    “Mac, I want satisfaction on this.”


    “Yes, Mr. President, we’re pouring over the Virginia NSA facility. Forensics will tell us more – water composition, any DNA, etc. Sir, I personally apologize on the behalf of the NSA. It’s not a formal detention facility and we simply didn’t anticipate anything like this. They came in from the sea, cut the razor wire.”


    “It’s not that, Mac, you’re fine. And, you’ll recall, we both stood here and decided on Virginia. Sometimes, this is what happens when you’re forced to make snap decisions. I’ve learned it comes with the territory. No, what I’m holy pissed about is this torture. Torturing anyone – and I don’t care who it is – it’s not only a violation of the law, of our values, it’s a sin before God.”


    There was a pause. Osborne could feel the tension.


    “God watches, you know?” the president whispered, almost to himself.


    Mac had never been a religious man and his position had always been that the president had his ways and he kept to his. Mac’s prayers, if one could call them that, occurred on mountains during his hikes, unspoken but breathed in. That said, he still respected the president’s deep feelings on religious faith. For the president, “faith” wasn’t simply a doctrinal convenience to be pulled out on a whim.


    “I hear you, Mr. President. I sometimes feel those eyes over my shoulder. Many times, actually.”


    “Thanks, Mac, I appreciate that. Alright, let’s get to it. Are we still focusing on the GMA?”


    “It was a professional insertion operation, no doubt. And not many organizations are capable of that level of execution. We know it wasn’t the CIA and no private group would be stupid enough. Besides, who would know about that facility, it’s only been operational for three weeks. We have an internal problem, if you know what I mean.”


    “I’ll go farther. I’ll say that the GMA constitutes a domestic terrorist operation.”


    “Well, that might be a hard sell, given this Congress.”


    The president became deadly serious. “Mac, you’re not quite hearing me. As the President of the United States, I’m officially notifying the Director of the National Security Agency, pursuant to the Revised Patriot Act, paragraph A(2), that I’m designating the GMA as a potential domestic insurgent organization, subject to investigation and sanction by the judicial and executive branches.”


    “Bold move, no doubt,” Mac said, somewhat nervously.


    “Hey, screw those congressmen,” the president fumed. “The GMA has directly challenged the authority of this office. Besides, it’s better to stop them now, rather than later. Those are always your words, right? What do you think about Brett Shore for special prosecutor?”


    “Yes, sir, understood. Shore? Sure, he’s a fair man, respected by nearly everyone – always a plus. Right now, he’s on diplomatic travel in Indonesia. I’ll check. Wherever he’s at, we’ll have him recalled.”


    “And the rest?”


    “A clandestine grand jury will be convened immediately.”


    “Good. Let’s get those bastards.”
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    Lani and Jack sat at the kitchen table looking out towards the ocean. They’d finished taking the sheets off the furniture and putting on a pot of coffee, not saying a word. He was allowing her the time to prepare; she was taking the time to settle. If anyone had looked in, they would have seen a couple settling in for a vacation, looking forward to being away.


    She took a long sip and set her cup down, looking into the cream.


    “Ready?”


    She tried to smile. “Sure.”


    “Alright, I can’t tell you everything…”


    “Jack, please, stop there. I’m sorry, I truly am, but look at where I’m at: I’m AWOL from my job and separated from my family, who must think by now that I’ve been kidnapped, or worse, and my weapon is essentially irradiated. And which means that I’m in so much trouble that the FBI and Interpol are tracking my weapon. At this point, don’t you think I’m entitled to know what’s going on, all of it?”


    She was trying to regain control.


    He looked at her, considering his options. He would have felt the same, but he had a responsibility. He’d told Mac he would only disclose the information that was required, avoiding any mention of Aisha and the theater bombings.


    “The why-part is problematic. Are you entitled? Of course. But hear me, Lani, I can’t discuss some things. There’s no other way to say it. Simply know that there’s a good reason – a very good reason. Let me begin and then you decide, okay?”


    She didn’t answer.


    “Alright, here it is: we have no idea why you’re involved.”


    He then explained the Croatian accounts and the fund transfers, the GMA and the president’s pledge to stand by them.


    “So, what exactly are you doing in D.C.?” she asked, bearing down on the deeper truth.


    “That’s the classified part. And, trust me, simply be happy that you’re out of the loop.”


    She smiled, “Or what, you’ll have to kill me?”


    “Not me, but maybe someone, somewhere. These people think that way.”


    “Like these GMA goons?”


    “Well, either Mac won’t say it, or he can’t quite admit it, but this GMA organization is out of control. Too much unchecked power.”


    “And what’s Mac’s sage advice?”


    “The same as I would say: lay low and give them the time they need to resolve this. Above all else, don’t get caught.”


    “And what if they can’t fix it?”


    “Not an option,” Jack said emphatically. “If we let ourselves think that way, we’ll never get there. Bad karma.”


    “Row harder, huh?”


    He gave her his best Bogart-from-Casablanca smile. “You got it, lady. Grab an oar, ramming speed.”


    He had the knack of making her smile. She wasn’t quite sure how he did it so often. Unfortunately, it didn’t last long this time. She looked out the window, wondering how she’d arrived at this place.


    “I still don’t understand, why target me? Regardless of what kind of spook-fest we’re caught up in, I’m certainly not a part of it. What’s more, how could anyone possibly conclude that I have been? I ask myself: Did Jack say something of a classified nature at dinner? Clear answer: no. Or, at the Cerrano bar, did you say anything sensitive, even if a bug had been listening in? Ditto, no. It makes no sense.”


    “Agreed. In fact, I’ve been running it around in my head since yesterday. You’re right – there’s something else here, some puzzle piece.”


    For the remainder of the day they tried to act normal, waiting for Mac to arrive with the news on their next move. They couldn’t stay. Eventually the GMA would track them to the cottage.


    Towards evening, they walked down to the wide beach, the surf having quieted since the morning storms and leaving the air clean. He pointed to a tern stitching over the water, she pointed out an interesting shell. At first, she’d asked if their walk down the beach was even safe. Weren’t they exposed? No, he said, better to be out in the open where they could spot pursuers running across open sand, as opposed to being trapped and out-armed in an unfamiliar house. Then why stay in the house at all, she’d asked. Jack said nothing and instead pointed to a ship on the horizon, not seeing that she saw what he was doing. As they walked, she saw the outline of a handgun tucked into his shorts under his shirt. She could feel hers.


    Nothing was normal.


    


    †


    


    Dan Huff was a congenial sort: beloved by his family and admired by his friends and coworkers. His wife, Jenny, still stole glances at him when he worked in the yard. He did the same to her all the time. She’d developed crow’s feet and he told her it made her blue eyes even bluer, more beautiful. When she would continue to frown, he’d hug her and tell her that she’d earned her lines with her smiles.


    Summer barbecues overlooking the Golden Gate Bridge in the foggy distance, nights laughing together with their children over old sitcoms, dragging each other out of bed each morning – this was their life. In New Zealand, a trip they’d saved for years, they’d skied Mount Cook, kayaked Milford Sound and walked the wide beaches at Te Arai.


    Dan never felt the cause of his own quiet death. The children had been put to bed and Jenny was already asleep, trying to wait for him but too exhausted from the day. He was turning the lights off and checking the locks when he remembered that the mortgage was due tomorrow and tomorrow was another busy day.


    He sat down in his recliner, the one that Jenny always wanted to throw out, turned on the TV for company and set the volume low. He opened his laptop and began paying the bills and then had to stop, blinking himself awake. His hands went down again and stayed there, his head lolling over.


    A vital capillary in his brain ruptured with the first strike. The next five were redundant.


    Their purpose was to singe another pattern, to engage a vendetta.


    As the weapon found its final arterial pathway, Dan saw a light, a star. He had dabbled in life’s meanings when he was younger, but had never believed in reincarnation, or the afterlife, or any of that crazy stuff. The books on metaphysics, those late nights reading about cosmology and chaos theory, it had all been a college phase, nothing more. Like most, he then moved on into his career and family and found no need to search further. He believed that life’s meaning was to be found there, in that life. He didn’t need to know the unknowable.


    He could feel himself float down an expansive corridor – darkness all around, yet not as a void – moving towards the star. Closer, he reached out, the light of his finger touching the light of the star.


    And then he knew.


    


    †


    


    They rummaged through the grocery bag that former FBI Special Agent Fitzgerald had left for them, through the same cans Fitzgerald had rummaged from his own bachelor shelves. They eventually settled on spaghetti and rolls, crisped under the broiler. Afterwards, they cleaned up, learning to negotiate in the small space and continuing to feign normalcy, telling each other their old stories.


    “Italy, four times? When was the last?”


    Moving into the living room, he set his coffee on the side table between them.


    A cold front had moved in and the winds were picking up, finding each seam in the aging cottage. He reached for the fireplace poker and gave the logs another push, scattering sparks.


    “Here’s your tea,” he said. “Italy, the last trip, let’s see…I was about twenty-eight. I went to the wedding of a friend of a friend – always a good excuse for a trip, right? We stayed in a small town about forty minutes outside of Rome, Roma. It was an old hotel, but with tons of character: perched on a medieval street corner, trellises in the back and the gardens filled with flowers, then a great Sunday morning brunch.”


    “Anyway, the woman who was getting married was a contessa, tracing her ancestors back to a Pope in the eleventh century. The reception was held at a winery owned by the groom’s family, high on a hill, the vineyards falling away on all sides. I remember that the house even had a turret still standing from the seventh century. The reception was at night and they’d placed a lantern under each vine, the lights rolling away for as far as you could see. And earlier that day, the wedding had been held at a small church that was perched at the edge of this extinct volcano, a caldera. And, get this, the bride’s family was so politically tight with the Vatican that the Pope supplied his own choir. Only about twenty singers, but they sounded like a hundred. The acoustics in the church, it made time stand still.”


    He looked up. She was smiling at him, lost in his story.


    “Anyway,” he said, “it was a great time. Good memories. How about you? How about another one of yours?”


    “Hmm, let me think,” she said, snuggling back into the chair and pulling up the throw. “I was about the same age, twenty-five or so. I was on Oahu visiting a friend and wanted to try a shot at surfing pipeline. I borrowed a board from a friend of a friend – same story – and went down to the beach towards evening. The waves weren’t terribly high, so no one was really out, maybe a few tourists standing up on the road taking pictures. I surfed a few waves and was about to come in when I saw a shadow, then a fin about ten feet away. I was heading in, feeling pretty safe, when I felt this sharp pain across my calf. I looked down and there was a slice about a quarter inch deep and twelve inches long, bleeding like crazy. I made it to shore and was taken to the hospital – forty stitches. It took it three months to heal. A shark expert later told me that it had probably only glanced by, whipping its tail and catching my leg. Their skin is like sandpaper. Anyway, it spooked me good.”


    “But you went back in?”


    “I had too. Otherwise, it would have won. Not the shark, the experience. The darkness of it.”


    He smiled, “Come on, let’s see.”


    She laughed, pulling the throw up higher, “What, you don’t believe me?”


    He leaned forward. “Come on, let’s have it.”


    She slowly pulled the throw from her left leg. Across the outside was a long, faded scar.


    “Unbelievable,” he said, leaning back, “that’s a great story. And, it sure explains why I generally stay out of the water.”


    “What are you talking about? I remember you surfing during all of those summers.”


    “Yeah, but not that much.”


    “Why did you come to the islands, then?”


    “It’s the land: hiking the jungle mountains, the Na Pali trails, the richness of it all. I like the feel of solid earth under my feet. Out there, on the ocean, it’s a beautiful thing, no doubt, but I’d rather be on the mountain.”


    “Wherever a person gets their awe, huh?”


    “You know, sometimes, when I’m up there and there’s no one around, well, it’s just right.”


    “You know, hearing you say it, that’s why I had to get back into the ocean. Same thing, really.”


    They looked down for a moment, lost in the memories. On the mountain or out at sea, they’d momentarily forgotten where they were. His cell phone buzzed.


    “Hey Mac, what’s up?”


    Jack stood and moved towards the fireplace. She couldn’t hear what Mac was saying on the other end, but he seemed to go on forever.


    “Alright,” Jack finally said. “We’ll be ready. And thanks for the help outside. Sure…okay, we’ll see you tomorrow.”


    And then he became serious, “What?”


    There was something wrong.


    “They did what?” The furrow between Jack’s eyes deepened as he imagined Aisha being waterboarded. “Is she alright?”


    “About as well as can be expected,” Mac said. “Psychologically, she’s closed up pretty tight.”


    “Obviously, there’s nothing I can do from here,” Jack said. “Tell her I’m safe and I’ll be back soon. She’ll need to know that.”


    Jack had never mentioned anything to Lani about a woman in his life. Listening in as he spoke, about another woman he obviously cared for, it caught her somehow.


    “Okay, Mac, we’ll see you tomorrow morning.”


    He hung up and began walking back.


    “Is everything alright?” she asked.


    He sat next to her, leaning closer. “No worries. Fitzgerald and Cal Stevens are outside and Mac has brought in five others, all heavily armed, so someone would have to punch pretty hard to get in here. I think we’re safe for tonight. Tomorrow morning, Mac will brief us on our next move. He’s putting it together. And he said he had some toys for us. Not sure what he meant, but I hope it means a very large weapon for Jack.”


    She felt an urge to ask him about the end of his conversation.


    “Anything else? You just seemed a bit upset at the end there.”


    “No, everything is fine.”


    “Well,” he smiled, “about as good as one can be, right?”


    She smiled back, but he could see her doubts. Lani knew how these things usually went.


    “It’ll be fine, Lani. We just need to use our experience and keep it together. For some reason, I have a strong feeling on that. If we stay close and have faith in ourselves, we’ll get through this.”


    “Another hunch?”


    He smiled, “You bet.”


    “Is that how you won all those trials? That’s what Mac said, that you never lost.”


    “Well, he’s off there. I did lose one early on.”


    He took her hand, “Right now, there’s only you and me. Sure, we have Mac backing us up, along with the president, but in the end it’ll be up to us. Something keeps telling me that.”


    The silence of the old cottage returned, as if it was the house’s true nature. He leaned back, stretching. “It’s getting late. We have a lot to do tomorrow.”


    She gathered the throw and walked towards the stairs and the attic bedroom. He watched her slowly climb the stairs, her cotton socks silent on the polished wood.


    She turned, “Thanks, Jack. I’m not sure why – just being here.”


    He nodded, “You need anything? You took a water up earlier, right?”


    “I’m fine…good night.”


    He returned to the chair and pulled the handgun from the holster lying next to him. He placed it in his lap, under the blanket. The fire was beginning to die, only embers now.


    He watched the crackling, the embers nearly humming and as he fell fast asleep, pulled towards the dream.
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    Composed of five concentric rings, each bisected by ten adjoining corridors, the Pentagon is larger than three Empire State Buildings combined. Despite its 17.5 miles of corridors, it only takes seven minutes for any of its 24,000 inhabitants to walk from one location to another.


    Mac entered at the metro entrance, recently redesigned with the added security of the Surveillance-Net technology and limited to VIP entrants. He looked up to the black, orb-like cameras tucked into an upper corner and knew that a “computer brain” was scanning every contour of his face, analyzing his gait, looking at the color of his teeth.


    “Good morning, gentlemen,” he said to the two Marines standing stiff as rods. “Good morning, sir,” they replied in unison and said nothing more for the next seven minutes as they escorted him to the most secure section of the building.


    He approached the elevator, placed his finger on the pad and felt the prick as a microscopic needle excised still more of his blood. He found it disquieting that in a world where computers could track every person on the planet, he was still being subjected to this anachronism. His father had been a diabetic for years and the osmotic testers had been marketed even longer, so why this archaic contraption? Every six months or so he brought it up at a DOD briefing, “Okay Josh, then why don’t we just start drilling holes into our heads to release the evil spirits? Because, you know – and you can bet on this – in a thousand years they’ll look back on this bloodletting and be saying the same thing. Hey, maybe we should etch your name on each of the needle modules, so in that same thousand years, when those future archaeological teams unearth them, they’ll know exactly who to blame in their museum exhibits? Hey, Josh, you’ll finally be famous!”


    Mac and Josh had dinner together every other weekend and, next to Jack and the president, Josh was his other best friend. At the DOD briefings, and after letting Mac have his ritual vent, Rendel would always hang his head, “Come on, Mac, we’ve been through this crap a thousand times…”


    Mac hated needles, his recoil stemming from having once been captured in Morocco and subjected to twelve injections of “truth serum.” Following an unforeseen coup, a mob of desert jihadists, the Maghrebis, had mistakenly raided a joint CIA/FBI training compound. Mac and two other senior agents had been the only ones left in the camp as they waited for the last helicopter transport to arrive when the Moroccan coup erupted. The NSA later estimated from satellite imagery that the compound had been overrun by over three hundred Maghrebis marching to the capital, Rabat. The Maghrebis had only possessed a tattered box of some liquid from years before that the Russians had once used on them and couldn’t resist trying it. After the second needle, Mac determined that the serum had lost its effectiveness, but he and the other agents continued to feign hallucinations while feeding the coup leaders false information. The helicopter didn’t arrive until after the twelfth needle.


    Mac Osborne hated needles…


    Rendel met him in the corridor, coming out of the lab entrance. “Hey Mac, bad traffic?”


    “You don’t know? What Josh, spend another lonely night in the lab?”


    Josh laughed, “You’re one to talk. I called your house last weekend and Jacquie has no idea where you’re at, zippo. Of course, I consoled her – wonderful woman, Jacquie.”


    “Thanks, ole friend,” Mac smiled.


    “Alright,” he continued, “first things first: what’s our status on breaking the encryption on the Croatian account routing?”


    “Still crunching along. It’s quite unique, as if it’s based on nonlinear operations. No idea on who did it. And I know everyone, except for a few unknowns in Beijing and Moscow. Apart from two people here in the lab, the only other program designers capable of this encryption design execution are two disavowed operatives. One was yours at the NSA, before you took over.”


    “Get me the files on the disavowed. We’ll need to start working that if, in fact, they’re behind the encryption. They could lead us to a source. And one more thing: I want you, Josh – not someone else – to go at this one hundred percent. I know that the guys in your lab are world class, but they’re still not you. It’s important.”


    “What about the other projects?”


    “This is very important to the president.”


    Mac didn’t say that often and Josh knew what it meant. “Understood.”


    They entered the enormous lab, the “Super Bowl of Science,” as Mac was apt to jab Josh at the bar if Josh started rambling on about something too boringly technical.


    Josh walked over to the nearest table. It was bare except for three squares, each the size of a thin magazine and dark like gunmetal.


    “What are these?” Mac asked.


    “Go ahead?”


    Mac looked over.


    “Don’t worry, you won’t be electrocuted. Touch the top.”


    Mac put his finger on the metal – which felt more like soft rubber – and the front activated into a computer screen, the most realistic he’d ever seen. The picture was of Mac at his birthday party three years ago, about to eat cake with his mouth wide open and that, obviously, Josh had taken surreptitiously.


    Mac smiled, shaking his head.


    He looked closer at the pad image. “It’s very cool, though. What is it? It has to be more than a nice picture.”


    “It is. Do you remember Project Eos, from about three years ago? We had that parallel computing problem – couldn’t get the computer modules to line up operationally with the nano-carbon? Well, we solved it.”


    “Refresh my memory. Something to do with emergency communications scenarios, right?”


    “Correct. Project Eos provides emergency communication devices that can operate after nuclear detonations, or after a coordinated cyber attack, and that, essentially, operate off-grid. Meaning that the devices can talk to each other without others listening in. Go ahead, touch the top right corner. It only reacts to human skin; each unit tuned to a specific surface buoyancy in the stimulus. Right there.”


    Josh beamed with pride as Mac touched the pad and a wafer-thin keyboard ejected from inside the device.


    “Cool again,” Mac said. “What else? To be honest, the keyboard is so thin it looks like it could snap right off.”


    “Titanium and carbon nano-tube impregnated – impossible to break. You could use it as a springboard and it wouldn’t matter. Basically, the units were developed so that the top twenty administration officials could communicate with each other after the electro-magnetic pulse of a nuclear detonation, or a massive cyber attack, had disabled normal communications, from which these laptops are immune. They can also tap into the trans-oceanic communications buoys used by our nuclear submarines and hijack cell towers, domestic and international, all untraceable.”


    “So, an obvious question. Why don’t we use them for everyone – military, covert, everyone?”


    “The programming would be deciphered by our enemies in what we estimate to be two to three months. So, if we want a watertight post emergency device, we have to forego widespread distribution.”


    “Why only three here? You said twenty.”


    “These are prototypes.”


    Mac gathered up two of the pads and tucked them under his arm, “Instruction manuals?”


    “Self-explanatory. They work like any other laptop. The magic is on the inside.”


    Mac started towards the door, then paused and turned, “Hey, why Project Eos, wasn’t that the Greek goddess of the dawn, or something like that?”


    “Yes, the Project Eos communication devices are a new dawn in the field of computer laptops. We’re extremely excited about it. I and some of the others in the lab, well, we felt that the name was appropriate.”


    Mac’s idea of a computer laptop was that it was no more than a glorified typewriter hooked up to a snazzy TV screen, all tapped into the neighborhood library. No doubt, eminently convenient, but nowhere near the Gutenberg press in evolutionary importance. Besides, if you didn’t go to the library before computers, what would make you go and look for a book just because it was now in a shiny new box? Jack felt much the same and this fact, Mac was certain, was simply one more reason why they got along so well.


    He looked over his brow at Josh, “A new dawn? You’re not geeking out on me again, are you, Josh?”


    “Don’t lose them,” Josh said jokingly and completely serious.


    “Well, I have to admit to a small fib earlier. They’re not for me,” Mac said, smiling as he walked away.


    Josh’s mouth dropped open.


    Passing through the door, Mac laughed back, “Now that’s funny!”


    


    †


    


    Garneau sat quietly in the office of Director-General Chastain. He never grew tired of the photos adorning Pierre-Louis’s walls: a black-and-white of Chastain laughing with the CIA Director at a reception, another walking seriously with the Russian premier, another at the opening ceremonies of the Olympics. There were perhaps a hundred. Garneau loved the pageantry it all, its history.


    Chastain flew into the office, whipping off his overcoat, “Hello, hello, Henri! Sorry I’m late – again!”


    His cheeks were rosy from the wind. “First we had that freakish snow and now this! Simply awful, lost my hat twice…”


    Garneau rose and they shook hands. “No problems, Pierre-Louis, I was admiring your wall, looking for the newest one.”


    “I have one, actually, only need to find a frame. I keep the local frame shop in business, don’t you know. Anyway, I met President Walker at the G-20 summit, that first night. The photo came out perfect, and he even signed it for me later. He was quite pleasant, actually. Then again, it’s his vocation to appear affable, no? It’s one of his main jobs.”


    Garneau sat back down and Chastain continued to rub his hands behind his desk.


    “Actually,” Garneau said, “he just might be. Dr. Prevot has an American friend who’s a writer and he and his wife recently moved to Washington, D.C. She works at the White House. She told Prevot that President Walker is very pleasant. Of course, that would be nice to believe.”


    “And so, therefore, we will choose to do so,” Chastain smiled broadly, “because we are the true optimists, the old altruists still hanging on, true, Henri?”


    “I hope not the last of the altruists, but I can confirm the old part. My God, my hands are still thawing from that wind too. Is it me, or do you notice that the meteorologists are guessing more and more these days?”


    “The whole world is up and down, Henri. On the other hand, I remember my father complaining that the world changed too fast for him too, so maybe this is simply our own symptom of change. Who’s to know?”


    “Is our Friday dinner still on?” Chastain asked.


    “Certainly, as always. Now, I know how busy you are, Pierre-Louis, so what was it you needed?”


    “Yes, sorry again, so last minute. I thought it would be best coming from me.”


    Garneau looked closer at his friend, “Well, that never sounds good.”


    “No, no, nothing like that. It’s about this row with the Americans over Dr. Prevot’s lab and that raid. We accused the Americans, the Americans vehemently denied it and now it turns out it wasn’t them.”


    “How do we know?”


    “Well, we’ve never discussed this before, but consider, hypothetically, that if we had someone placed in the CIA’s hen house, then we’d know.”


    “A French mole in the CIA? That’s hard to believe.”


    “There are moles everywhere and everyone is spying on everyone else. Not necessarily the CIA and you never heard it from me, of course. As for the lab raid, no one knows who’s responsible. Our forensic team found nothing. The vans were ditched at an empty hanger at Orly. They were leased four months before under bogus IDs. Everything disappeared. Airport cameras were too far away. The film shows blurs, nothing useful. Obviously, it was a professional job. Who, remains a mystery. Undoubtedly, these GMA sorts will attempt to use the incident to gin up their arguments on the Surveillance-Net. It’s getting to be a scary world, Henri. Anyway, the PM is backtracking and everyone is waiting for the Americans to get off their high horse.”


    “Is that possible?” Garneau jested.


    They both laughed, loving their secret sport of taunting Americans.


    “You’ll never be a diplomat, Henri.”


    “Well, that’s my advantage, then, that I don’t want to be one. How does this effect my investigation?”


    “Well, you see, that’s the bad news. Our Security Intelligence Service has asserted jurisdiction, citing the diplomatic angle, and the U.S. Ambassador’s investigation is being transferred to them. Actually, it’s already effective. I took it up with the prime minister, but he doesn’t see it as crucial and is focused elsewhere, to say the least. The PM is a good sort, but the decision was made before I even arrived. To be honest, it might be somehow tied into this whole Prevot lab fiasco. That’s my gut feeling.”


    “How so?”


    “My political intuition tells me that these GMA fellows are involved somehow. I don’t know how, not yet – I still have inquiries out – but the Intelligence Chief let something slip yesterday, about how some of the people in our government surprisingly and at the last moment changed their minds on the case transfer, suddenly pushing for the ambassador’s case to be sent over to the SIS. Where, my intuition tells me, the GMA will have access to it. Did someone get bribed, or blackmailed? Was it the GMA? And, remember, this GMA is also pushing for us to capitulate on the Surveillance-Net negotiations. And I don’t quite know why, it’s the same old traffic cameras as always, they just want it globally – so everyone is arguing about controlling a bunch of traffic cameras! It’s all happening at the same time, like it’s all part of the same ball of yarn. You know, this GMA, they can’t seem to keep their little weasel fingers out of anything. It’s like negotiating with the Chinese! Anyway, the bottom line is that the PM is coming up for election and, essentially, he wants it to all go away. I’m very sorry, Henri. You were doing such good work, as always. I know how hard it is for you to let go of such things.”


    Garneau knew when not to argue with his friend and thanked Chastain for trying so hard. He walked from the office, both of them promising not to let this unfortunate mess ruin their Friday dinner.


    But Garneau still had the flash drive given to him by Dr. Prevot and continued to operate under a lifelong creed that nothing was ever quite finished until, well, it was finished.


    Sitting down at home with his computer, he wondered whether Chastain had realized this about him, his intentions, even as he’d ordered him to cease his investigation. It was odd that he hadn’t ordered him to transfer his files to the SIS.


    Garneau hit the search key and chuckled to himself.


    Of course his old friend had known.


    


    †


    


    Exactly 6,643.5 nautical miles from Paris – east across the Urals and the Gobi Desert, across the Sea of Japan and into the remote Pacific ocean – on the French Polynesian island of Bora Bora, the killer picked up the phone.


    “Freed here, sir,” the disavowed computer expert said. “Mr…”


    “Never use my name, Mr. Freed. It was a strict condition of our arrangement. I’m certain you recall.”


    “Yes, sir, I was distracted for a moment, my apologies.”


    Freed, the former NSA Special Agent, was not accustomed to apologizing to anyone. In fact, it was his own fierce independence that had led him to betray his NSA handlers and the Agency, a circumstance he would never forget, nor forgive. However, this particular client was different, like a spitting cobra was different.


    There was a long pause.


    “What do you have for me, Mr. Freed?”


    “We have another hit, factors six and eleven. I have to be honest, when you first offered me this assignment I thought it was a bit of a lark, but…”


    “Please transmit the information, Mr. Freed. As per usual, the amount will be deposited into your account.”


    “Thank you, I…”


    The killer hung up. A moment later, the transmitted information appeared on his laptop.


    He stared, familiar with the name.


    He put the laptop down next to the chaise lounger and took off his robe. He walked along the pool to the far end and dove in. He completed seventy-five laps, each stroke a focus for his mind.


    After the swim, he toweled off and proceeded to the gym, completing two full circuits of free weight exercises – upright and reverse rows, military presses, dips and incline bench presses – feeling the burn in his deltoids, still waiting for the answer to come.


    In the evening, she arrived on time. Lingtang was lithe and dark, mirroring this exotic archipelago. After a dinner of mahi-mahi with Thai coconut sauce and a bottle of 1998 Chateau Haut-Brion, he moved her to the bed and placed the blindfold over her eyes. She was an accomplished Tahitian dancer and he enjoyed her flexibility. Before dinner, she’d danced an ote’a, describing in moving hips the flight of butterflies. He’d told her to imagine the beat of the pahu, the slow drum.


    At midnight, he told her to leave and he walked out onto the deck that sat a foot over the ocean, the luxury hut perched on stilts in the center of a sheltered lagoon. The water was motionless, the moon large. He continued to wait for the answer.


    He fell asleep and entered the dream. Sometimes, his dreams were of the past places where he’d been, before this life, and he was able to watch them as if he were an outsider, as if from above. But in most, it was a lucid dream and he could walk within it, each moment aware that he was awake within his own dream.


    He found himself standing nude in a desert with a vista of black onyx mountains on a distant horizon. He ignored the piercing star in the evening sky. He couldn’t discern the meaning of this particular dream, which was unusual.


    He continued to wait for the answer. The star had never appeared in his dreams before and he looked up at it, then away.


    He walked down the sand dune, still waiting.


    In the Cascade, inaction could be as important as action and he finally concluded that the dream must be telling him to leave this person where they were, for now. A further meaning would come to him, he was sure, it always had.


    He awoke and looked down at the list, at a name he had absently scribbled at the bottom, apart from the victims.


    Henri Francois Garneau.


    


    †


    


    Lani could hear him downstairs – the water running, the clinking of cups against the sink.


    The night before, she’d had trouble falling asleep, the day’s tensions intruding into every thought, causing her to continually look out the window at the large moon, to reach for the water glass one more time. Her mind had sought anything to keep from sleeping.


    Was it all a dream?


    She was groggy and found her robe in the corner and carefully walked downstairs.


    She saw Jack in the kitchen. “Good morning,” she smiled.


    “Hey, there you are.” He motioned with the spatula to the pan, “I made some breakfast, not sure what you like.”


    “Are those scrambled eggs? Sure, I’d love some.”


    She moved next to him and leaned against the counter, yawning, “Can I help?”


    “No, all done. You could grab the forks, though, second drawer down. You want bacon? Crisp or raw?”


    She curled up on the chair. “Blackened and crisp like a cracker, the way mom always made it. She wasn’t the best cook, but black bacon always smells like home. You know what I mean?”


    “Sure. Playing ball on the front yard after dad cut the grass, picnic burgers and fresh sliced tomatoes from the garden, the honeysuckle mom planted outside the front door – all good days.”


    “It sounds like you had a nice childhood?”


    “I’m lucky – my folks stayed together, always told me I could do anything, yet always said that I was the same as everyone else. They cheered in the stands, gave me fair rules but not too many, loved me every day. Yeah, I was lucky. To be honest, before I went off to college I thought everyone lived that way. How about you?”


    “The same, really. I missed not having a brother or sister, but I was always held tight. Dad used to say that we might not have much, materially, but what we did have was what counted. I’ll tell you, though, no one ever got away with a thing in that house. If you stepped out of line, the other two whipped you back! You should have seen mom and me debating any issue we could find when I was younger. Looking back, I think she did it to give me some spine, to push me to find out who I was.”


    “You know,” she said after a pause, looking out the back window, “I’m really looking forward to calling dad later this morning. When did you say Mac was getting here?”


    “Any moment. Can’t call him, though – too risky. On the other hand,” he said, leading her out the back door onto the deck and setting the plates on the table, “we have these great ocean breezes, a bright morning and good food. All and all, not a bad beginning.”


    She liked it when he tried to cheer her up. It was one of his charms.


    “I guess I’m just a bit down,” she conceded. “Far from home, you know, mainland fever. Strange dreams.”


    She looked up. “Do I look out of it?” wondering if her late night showed.


    “No, you look great. Here, take these,” he said, setting down the pitcher of orange juice. He scooped the scrambled eggs from the pan onto the center plate and set it down next to her.


    “I don’t know when we’ll have a chance to eat later. Best that we get something now. How’s that black-as-night bacon?”


    “It’s great, like charcoaled jerky. Straight out of the campfire, another of mom’s endless experiments. Do you remember that my mom was a writer? You know, always looking for a new idea.”


    “And I heard she was a poet to boot.”


    “Well, it was sure interesting growing up, between my wonderfully wacky mom on one side and my sedate dad on the other, a real pair. You know, I didn’t think about it earlier, but he probably won’t be up yet. It’s still early on the islands. I hope he answers.”


    “We’ll keep trying if he doesn’t,” Jack said.


    They finished their plates, sopping it up and putting the dishes into the sink. She began to run the water.


    “Lani, let those dishes wait. How about we finish these coffees before they get cold and check out the news? Maybe we can get our bearings.”


    “Sounds good.”


    They sat in the chairs that fronted the fireplace and turned on the television. Jack began navigating the unfamiliar channels until he found the national news.


    They caught the tale end of a special news story:


    


    …congressional warrants were


    issued this morning for the arrest


    of prosecutor and novelist, Jack


    O’Neill, and Kauai Police Detective


    Keialani Keno, on multiple charges


    of collaborating with terrorist


    insurgents, with details of the


    allegations remaining sealed.


    Again, a sequestered grand jury


    handed down earlier this morning…


    


    Halfway through, they began to stand, the shock pulling them to their feet.


    She turned, a black shadow coming over her. He took her hand and she fell towards him.


    A single tear came, but she said nothing. Their families – their entire worlds – had never been farther away.
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    “We interrupt our scheduled programming for a special news alert,” Jeremy Wainesworth intoned, dropping his voice. He’d waited for this opportunity for six months.


    He paused, holding a hand up to his earpiece, as if hearing something important. “We’re now going to the White House, where we understand the president is about to speak to the nation.”


    To the nation. Only two years out of the Los Angeles affiliate, he’d always wanted to say that.


    Bob Stahl, a veteran war correspondent, and his longtime cameraman, Cecil “Buzz” Jones, stood in front of the White House, fully aware that the ambitious anchor knew that the White House Press Secretary had scheduled the news conference over an hour ago. They shook their heads.


    “Ready, Bob?”


    Although they’d worked together for thirty years – through wars, riots and hurricanes – Jones had always insisted on starting out with, “Ready, Bob?” It was akin to not stepping on the first base line.


    Stahl nodded as the camera light activated and fifteen million viewers looked his way.


    “Although information is still coming in, we know that approximately two hours ago an advanced nuclear reactor in Iran went critical and a meltdown event is imminent. The Iranian government has accused the Israelis of causing a malfunction of the cooling system of the radioactive rods through a cyber attack. The Israelis have denied this accusation, countering that this is further evidence of the Iranians’ reckless development of a nuclear weapon capability. Again, the Israelis have continually accused the Iranians of using this nuclear site as a ruse for underground nuclear weapons development, charging that a meltdown event would itself prove that the Iranians have implemented insufficient safeguards.”


    The anchor broke in, “Bob, this is Jeremy Wainesworth, here in the New York studio. We have a question. What is the status of the Israeli military? We have reports that the Israelis are gearing up for a protracted conflict and have fighter jets currently standing ready.”


    The young anchor had no such information, but knew that “gearing up” and “standing ready” could mean anything. He also knew that pushing the word, “conflict,” meant that more people would tune in, as internal polling data had recently showed.


    As Wainesworth spoke, Stahl and Jones stared at each other, wondering how such a dink could have wormed his way into the main room.


    “Jeremy, we have no such information here. Sarah Willis, our Pentagon correspondent, also has no such indication. We await clarification from the president. What we are hearing is that…”


    “Bob, I’m sorry,” Wainesworth interrupted, “we’re switching to the streets of Washington, D.C., where we have Jessica Cameroni talking to the source, the American people. Jessica, are you there? I understand that you have some people, our citizens, who have something to say…”


    At the time of the first satellite detection of the Iranian meltdown, Mac had been meeting with his NSA staff across town, expecting to then drive to Maryland to meet with Jack and Lani. As he walked into the White House, news correspondents began yelling questions across the lawn, which was never a good sign.


    “Good you’re here,” the president said as Mac walked into the Oval Office. They were alone, which was their pattern when the world seemed to fall in. “Because you know, Mac,” the president laughed, “it sure wouldn’t be an apocalyptic crisis without you.”


    They laughed in their shared, dark humor.


    “Okay, let’s get it done,” the president said, turning to walk down the corridor towards the cameras and the world.


    “One last thing, Mr. President. You saw the warrants?”


    Walker turned, “I haven’t forgotten about our friends, Mac. Take two hours and take care of it. Get them to a safer place, the one we talked about. After that, we need you back here. This is going to be a mess.”


    “A favor?”


    “Shoot.”


    “Can I steal the helicopter, the good one? That would get me back here in about an hour, maybe less. We’ll hide the markings.”


    He was referring the president’s military helicopter, one of two that existed.


    “Take it.”


    


    †


    


    Lani sat on the couch across from Jack. The rear windows were open and they could hear gulls crying out at sea. They’d said nothing to each other for the past few minutes. The shock was still setting in.


    Jack’s mind had been running through options, tactics, probabilities.


    “Alright, let’s not psych ourselves out,” he said, trying to find a bright spot. “If we pull back, the core problem remains, there are simply more people chasing after us. Our opponents have made another move and, in doing so, have necessarily exposed themselves further. We need to use this, trace it back to its source, stay on-target.”


    He knew it was a reach; they’re situation was impenetrably worse. However, another touchstone of strategy was that it was always best to keep one’s troops positive – or, in this case, his only soldier. And he would surely need Lani if they were ever going to escape this narrowing trap.


    “It’s not that, Jack, I can handle the pressure. But you need to tell me what’s happening. I need to know.”


    Mac said that the order of nondisclosure on Aisha had come directly from the president. With that said, Jack wasn’t a member of the administration and couldn’t be ordered by anyone, to do anything.


    Honor, however, made him keep that promise, along with the knowledge of what leaking Aisha’s existence could do to the administration, if not her. It was certainly not the time for another global crisis.


    “It would expose you, Lani, make you a bigger target.”


    “Jack, I’m already exposed, we both are. To be honest, though, I don’t think that has anything to do with it.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “What did you say last night, that we needed to trust each other?”


    He decided to dig in.


    “Lani, I gave my word to Mac and through him to the president.”


    “And what about your word to me?”


    He looked at her, expressionless.


    She became quiet, “That’s not it, though, is it?”


    “Honestly, Lani, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


    “It’s about you, Jack. You’re going to have to start trusting someone again.”


    Maura. It was never far away.


    He continued to look at her, through her.


    He then remembered what Maura had once told him when they’d first met – that no matter what had happened in her life, if she was lost or upset, or didn’t know what to do, all she had to do was ask: What would someone like Jesus do in her same circumstance? Or the Buddha or Lao Tsu? If they were alive, standing next to her, what would they say? She admitted that it sounded corny, yet, strangely, each time she asked the answer simply came to her, as if it had always been right in front of her.


    If he were Lani, right now, what would he need?


    He looked deeply into those jade green eyes, seeing that she needed…him.


    “Alright, Lani, we’re in this together. I meant what I said.”


    He started with the theater bombings and the capture of Aisha in Iowa, the white orchid, how he’d been secretly brought in by Mac and the president to interrogate Aisha and the ensuing pressure from the GMA.


    “And, she was just about to give up the terrorist cell location in Croatia when all of this started.”


    “Do we know anything about this girl, Aisha?” Lani asked. “I mean, where’s she from?”


    “A small village in Southern Lebanon. She immigrated to the U.S. to attend college on a student VISA, graduated early with a bachelor’s degree and then disappeared – until the bombings. We were trying to obtain information on the cell location and her activities in the U.S. during the gap, trying to find threads that could possibly lead back to other sleeper cells in the U.S.”


    “There’s more?”


    “No one knows. The NSA still hasn’t found out where Aisha’s group was hiding, although they know that the terrorists picked up rental cars in Minnesota and had a contact there.”


    “Did they apprehend the contact?”


    “Another Arab, deceased, suicide, face bleached too – the orchid I told you about. He was living in the middle of this Minnesota town. He attended a church as a cover, every Sunday like clockwork. He even dated one of the parishioners. No one suspected.”


    “Hiding in plain sight,” she whispered.


    “And maybe,” she continued, turning to Jack, “that could be the key for us? Perhaps the clue is right in front of us and we’re simply not seeing it, because we’re too rushed, or too… something.”


    That could be true, Jack considered. In the past when he’d trained new prosecutors, one of the main pitfalls he warned about was becoming too wrapped up in the list of questions they’d spent the previous night concocting. In a trial, opportunities arose at random, and if your face is stuck in a notepad, holding to it like a safety blanket for your nerves, you’ll miss your chance.


    “Good point,” he said. “Let’s backtrack, think it through. We know that, first, the key is Aisha and, second, that the GMA desperately wants to get at her. Why? It would certainly be a plum in the GMA’s cap – and justify their continued existence – if they could find and destroy the Croatian cell. But is that sufficient motivation to set up – and in such an elaborate fashion – the phony bank account transfers? The same accounts we might later trace back to them?”


    “Which puzzles me,” he said.


    “Tell me,” she said, leaning forward.


    “Because, if they know that we – meaning, Mac and Josh – will eventually track down the bank account numbers and prove the transfers to be false, that means that their actions, their eventual goal, is time sensitive.”


    “Meaning?”


    “Meaning that whatever the GMA needs from Aisha, they need to obtain within a certain time frame, after which they must be assuming that any of our efforts to find the account information won’t matter. As if, by the time we locate the evidence to prove our innocence, it won’t matter because…”


    “Because…” Lani said, “they’ll already be in control. And they’ll be able to bury the evidence themselves.”


    He looked at her. “And, in the process, bury us.”


    “We’re on a countdown, aren’t we?”


    She already knew the answer.


    


    †


    


    “Release!” he ordered, prompting a man in an impeccable suit a hundred feet away to open a door as two forms launched into the sky.


    Lucien stood in the middle of a green valley – his valley, to be precise, with national forests all around. Behind, his estate house – reconstructed precisely from an English castle – loomed over the valley and the morning mists like an ancient, indifferent sentinel.


    In a flurry, the two pheasants launched into the air, seeking their freedom.


    Lucien felt the vintage Parker 12 gauge double-barreled shotgun in his hands – it’s cold sensuousness, its raw power. He raised it, sighting one of the racing birds. A ripping blast echoed across the valley and one of the forms fell like a damaged kite into the long grass.


    He turned towards the other, holding his breath, caressing the trigger. The bird, still climbing, had almost made the treetops when the next sound came. Alive but winged, it fell through the branches, striking several until it found the ground in a thud.


    Lucien raised his hand as two English setters bounded towards the woods.


    “How did you like that, dear?”


    The pale woman lying on the blanket behind him said nothing. She was a model he’d met the night before at a downtown party. She was young, distracted by anything and, above all, desperately trying to look like Twiggy.


    “I don’t care about birds,” she said, vacuously playing with her hair. “When are we going shopping? You promised.”


    He ignored her. In his eyes, she existed on an evolutionary rung directly above the birds. Still, there was her smell: sweet, musk.


    Lucien’s servant since childhood, Mr. Henry Strawn, walked across the lawn.


    Strawn’s perfectly shined shoes and cuffs were wet from the grass. In the early mornings, his age and arthritis made him stoop to shine them. “Sir,” he announced, “Mr. Jessup has arrived. Should I bring him down, or leave him in the visitor’s study?”


    “Out here,” Lucien answered as he flicked a cartridge shell at the model, who swatted it away like a bug.


    This made him smile.


    Jessup walked up and stooped over, wiping the dew off his shoes.


    “Yes, Mr. Jessup,” Lucien said. “I assume there’s an emergency, or you wouldn’t be interrupting my sport, correct?”


    The model rolled over and fell asleep and Jessup looked down, as if he’d just noticed her.


    “Ah, sir…”


    Lucien turned, the gun now casually pointed at Jessup’s midsection.


    Jessup noted the barrel as Lucien motioned down at the girl, “As you can see, our Ms. Twiggy doesn’t have all day. Nor do I.”


    He flicked another shell and it hit her on the rump, bouncing off and causing her to moan.


    “Sir, I tried to call. My apologies for disturbing you at your, ah…home,” he said, turning to the massive manor house and having trouble calling it a house.


    “But you asked to be notified as soon as the warrants were issued. Again, I tried calling, but couldn’t reach you. The warrants, they were handed down this morning. The FBI, CIA, Interpol, they’ll all be searching now. We’re also monitoring those agencies’ communications. Together, of course, with information we receive from the Surveillance-Net.”


    “And O’Neill?”


    Somehow, Lucien sensed that the key to completing his plan lay with this stupid former cop.


    “No information yet. They’re definitely running, though. We trailed Osborne out of the White House this morning with the new surveillance mini-drone, but it turned out to be his double. So, no doubt, he’s up to something. With all of the people coming in and out of the White House on this Iranian nuclear crisis it has been difficult to track targets.”


    Lucien knew there was no use in disciplining Jessup further, at least today. It would be like beating the dead birds.


    The dogs loped up and dutifully sat at his feet, the colorful birds hanging in their mouths like wilted flowers.


    Lucien turned back to his valley and motioned at another servant a hundred feet away. Crowded inside the twelve remaining cages, thirty-three pheasants milled and cooed.


    Strawn was aware of his employer’s gestures and took a step toward Jessup, his hands folded in front of him. “Mr. Jessup, this way.”


    Without a word, Jessup turned and began walking back towards the house. Behind him, he heard an echo across the valley.


    “Release!”
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    Jack sat in front of the fireplace, searching the flames for that elusive something.


    On some mornings, the answer would simply be there, as if he’d been thinking of it while asleep. At others, it would form like an opening leaf, an apparition. It arose from silence, like a whisper. He’d once read that Einstein had toiled for months searching for his mathematical key. Yet it was only when he became exhausted, lying in a bathtub and thinking of nothing that the “something” – the Theory of Special Relativity – came to him. Jack was quite certain that he was no Einstein, but he assumed that the process operated essentially the same for everyone.


    Something caught his attention. He turned, listening. The cottage was eerily quiet. Outside, the gulls had stopped crying.


    To his right, Lani was on the couch reading a magazine. He turned towards the windows. There was a small sound, disconnected from the sea and wind, distant and growing.


    Suddenly, like a gale, a roar invaded the room, a windstorm of sand hurling through the open windows, pinging against the porcelain lamps and stinging their faces.


    “It’s a ‘copter! Take a window!” Jack yelled, the sound so loud she could only see his lips move.


    Her training engaged and she dove to the ground, shimmying towards the back wall.


    He motioned in hand signals as they both withdrew their weapons.


    She looked at him. They had talked about it: What if a GMA commando unit found them first? Would they fight? She held her shoulder against the wall, preparing to take a firing stance upon his signal as the growing vibration of the helicopter began to shake the small cottage.


    Thirty feet away, Mac crouched at the helicopter exit way, readying to jump as soon as they touched down on the beach. Leaving the White House, they’d gone out to sea and stayed low to avoid detection.


    They were now approaching the shore. It was early and the beach was empty. Then he saw the old man poking at the sand, digging for clams. The man looked up at the roar, shielding his eyes from the sun behind the helicopter, a quickly expanding shadow.


    The old man was a retired fisherman and he didn’t like being driven from his beach, from his sea. He began to run, mouthing some epithets back up at Mac. This was exactly what he’d been talking about in his letters to the editor; these nouveau riche interlopers who somehow thought they could go around doing anything!


    Jack and Lani inched closer to the windows, guns high. Jack gave her the signal and they spun into the openings, weapons extended.


    The craft set down and Mac jumped onto the beach, arms waving, two Navy SEALS running close up behind. As ordered, the remaining SEALs held ready at the compartment opening, training their rifles on the beach entryways left and right. Mac turned and gave a signal as the rotor blades slowed, the engine winding down like a reluctant dragon, pulling back into itself. The silence was stark, only a breeze remaining.


    They met at the sand’s edge, halfway to the cottage, “For Christ sake, Mac, we thought you were GMA.”


    Lani joined them, holstering her weapon and noting the SEALs in the helicopter eyeing her closely.


    “Sorry, Jack. It was the only way. I have to get back fast. Did you see the Iranian thing?”


    “To hell with the Middle East, Mac. Did you see the warrants?”


    “Yeah, I saw them. The D.C. cops are going through Lani’s hotel room as we speak. They won’t find anything; we’ve already forensically wiped it. It’s the GMA, Jack. They’re pulling in favors left and right, caught us flat-footed on the warrants. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say they’re up to something big, because there’s no reason to go after you two so hard. My gut says they’re trying to get to the president through you. That’s why I’m out here like this, with the presidential helicopter. We need to get you out of here, fast. We have a private jet waiting up the coast. The ‘copter will take you to the meet point.”


    Lani flinched at the mention of her hotel room, it feeling like another violation.


    Mac looked over and saw her green eyes turn cold. “Sorry again, Lani. I’m still not sure why you’re wrapped up in any of this.”


    She said nothing; they’d moved past the place of apologies.


    Jack grabbed Mac by the arm, “Where are we going, Mac?”


    “Scotland,” Osborne smiled, trying to appear positive.


    “What?” they said at once.


    “You’re telling me the NSA has a safe house in Scotland?” Jack said. “Not likely.”


    “Well, not quite. More like a favor owed me.”


    Lani stepped forward, her hand still resting on the Glock.


    Jack smiled at his old friend, “You better tell her, Mac, because I think our good detective here is about to rap you upside the head. At which point, old buddy, I might just join in.”


    Mac Osborne, always the guy in the room with a wry smile in a crisis, gave them his best. “Actually, it’s more like a castle.”


    “So, who owes the favor?” Jack asked.


    Mac smiled, “William Arthur Phillip Louis Mountbatten-Windsor.”


    “Who?” Lani asked.


    “You’re kidding me, right?” Jack said, shaking his head.


    Mac beamed, “No joke, it’s ‘ol Will. As his buddies call him, Billy the Fish!”


    “What?” Lani said.


    Mac laughed, “That’s right, the King of England!”


    


    †


    


    “Mon amour, you have to pay more attention!” Elise laughed as Garneau missed their second turn that morning. They’d never won one of these road rallies, and, to be honest, she really didn’t care, but a respectable showing was always nice. She looked at him closer. She simply didn’t know what had been wrong with him these past few days. He seemed so distracted.


    Blood eyes…


    Like no other case before, the images had stayed with him, the four eyes from the St. Regis Hotel staring straight ahead.


    Staring into nothing? Staring into something?


    They paused at a stop sign on an old country road outside of Amiens. Peering both ways, they searched for a signpost, any sort of clue. It looked the same either way, the road empty.


    “Sorry, dear, it seems we’re lost.”


    She smiled, “I don’t care, Henri, really. It’s just another trip. Let’s call it a day, head back to the B&B. I’m done, how about you?”


    Even the thought of retreating irked him. “Quit? We’ve never done that before.”


    She laughed, “We’ve never been this lost before! Admit it, we’re both exhausted. We should have done that quiet weekend, like we talked about. Anyway, who says we can’t quit anything, anytime? What’s that saying of yours…omission is action? Closing a door is opening another and all of that? What do you think – a hot bath and some tea, maybe an early dinner at that bistro we passed?”


    She leaned over and rested her head on his shoulder. He’d never been able to resist her. When they first fell in love, they talked about getting old together – the comfort of it, walking together in the woods. Or just sitting here, like this, lost on a road, it didn’t really matter.


    “Of course,” he said and steered back from where they’d come.


    At the B&B, he began drawing her a bath, lighting a candle and placing a towel where she could reach it.


    Sitting on the bed with the laptop he could hear the soft sloshes from the bathroom. Throughout his life, his friends and colleagues had always chided him, saying that he was the type who needed to work and would die in a chair. But it wasn’t true. They didn’t look close enough. Underneath, there was only her. The rest was only changing scenery.


    Would he die before Elise, or would God take her first and leave him alone and sick at the end? Until this year, he’d never thought of such things. Yet he’d learned that time isn’t constant; that the sand runs through faster and faster, immune to the sun and the wind, indifferent to their desire to stay together forever. He looked down at the new brown spots on his hands – spotted like his mother – as his fingers struck at the keys.


    Elise had loaded a new program into his laptop allowing him to manipulate geometric figures and he stared at the star next to the pentagram, each so similar, their meanings so different.


    He hadn’t told Elise, not yet, about the dreams he’d been having lately, about the strange star over the strange sea.


    The dreams were always the same. He would find himself standing on water in his bare feet, an ocean stretching in every direction. Everything is quiet, so quiet, like the lull before time. He feels as if he’s watching himself in his own movie. Yet, strangely, he only realizes this later, when he wakes and thinks back on it. In the dream, he hears a soft sound as a bird flies over, a white bird, and it causes him to look up. In the sky it is always the same – the star, white like the bird, even whiter. Within each successive dream the whiteness seems to be growing. In the dreams, this is his only thought. And with that thought, he always awakes.


    He hears Elise rise from her bath, knows she is putting out the candle. His Elise, what would happen to him if he ever lost her?


    He doesn’t know why he’s suddenly had this thought.
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    Sometimes, the killer’s mind was a storm. At others, it rested placid, like an infinite ice sea.


    Today, he was nothing.


    As was his recent practice, he was taking a shortcut through a suburban neighborhood – looking at the mass of projected normalcy, the knotted desires to please, the coveting of others and their things.


    Desiring to be perfect.


    This was one of his skills: watching people, watching their minds move. He could see them – their level of consciousness – in the construction of their sentences, in its syntax, in the pauses.


    It revealed them.


    He drove past a small ranch house, circa 1978, with its pastel paint and shrubs squared on the edges. On the front lawn, an Asian father in a windbreaker smiled and pointed a camera at his son, perhaps only twelve years old and beaming in a crisp white Little League uniform and holding up a cheap award statue that was too heavy for him. At his knee, his mother had been unable to remove all of the grass stains the boy had earned through the summer. It was the last game, all of the boys and the parents showing up for team pictures, the leaves just starting to blow across the infields of America, a coming winter in the air.


    The boy and his father skirted across the street into the park towards the ball field, joining the others. At the other end, near the aging tennis courts, a young girl squealed on a swing set, spotted by her mother. On the far road bounding the park, three boys played street hockey, quickly sliding a homemade chicken wire-and-wood goal from the street as a car passed.


    It all made him think of his father and of that last look. About how the newspapers had talked about the strange yachting accident, about how his parents’ bodies had been caught by the gulf current and not recovered for a month, by then bloated and half eaten by algae and other sea things.


    His father should never have threatened him; his mother should have stood by him.


    “I don’t even know you!” his father had yelled.


    As the yacht sunk and his parents had frantically tried to grab hold of something, anything, and as the current pulled him away, he recalled that last searching look, his father finding the answer in the killer’s smiling eyes.


    The killer had looked back, whispering, “Bye, daddy.”


    They’d found the boy killer ten days later on a makeshift raft, barely alive: The Miraculous Raft Boy! the newscasters had trumpeted for four days.


    The Well Baby, the Winslow Boy, the Lindberg Baby.


    He had been The Raft-Boy, famous in all mother’s eyes, infamous in God’s, smiling back from the fronts of the newspapers.
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    She sat on the floor in a corner curled up like a little girl, a perfect marble.


    “I’m sorry, Mr. Osborne,” the doctor said, somewhat defensive. When Mac said nothing, the psychiatrist walked away down the hall.


    Mac looked back into the room: white, sterile, the only color her bronze face above the white medical gown, her blackening hair.


    Aisha continued to stare at a spot on the ceiling only known to her.


    Mac had attempted three interrogation sessions since her torture by the GMA and nothing had changed. The doctors assured him that she was still “in there” – the brain scans showed it. And yet the doctors – walking away, always walking away – could offer nothing more. She was in some type of self-imposed trance, catatonia.


    Deep inside, Aisha stared at the ceiling and at the growing star that had saved her from the water.
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    Iceland fell back behind them as the clouds and the whitecaps returned.


    Jack looked down from the window of the private jet at the receding world of ice, fire and rock, his mind slowly drifting into other places. Below, the ocean stretched out nearly endless, a universe unto itself. They were moving into the unknown.


    “Where exactly in Scotland?” Lani had mumbled, the moment before she’d fallen back asleep.


    He looked over at her. After the refueling at the isolated airstrip outside of Reykjavik, she’d talked about the glaciers and the wondrous Icelandic sights she would never see. He’d almost said to her, I’ll bring you back someday.


    Within the white noise of the plane’s engines, he drifted back to the cottage. “What do you mean, a castle?” he’d asked Mac as they sat in the bleached-white Adirondack chairs on the cottage’s rear deck, the soft calls of the gulls and the idyllic breeze betraying what was to come, the black helicopter sitting on the sand like an otherworldly spider.


    “More like a large manor house, back in some old woods, abandoned now. There’s a ‘For Sale’ sign on the gate…but that’s not true.”


    “What’s not true?”


    “It’s not actually for sale. Another ruse. The forest is the key – isolated, not listed on the King’s registry. You’ll be safe there, at least until we find a place to move you next, if we have to.”


    If we have to…


    Jack had squinted at his friend, letting the words hang.


    “I’m sensing some drift here, Mac. Are events moving away from us? Because, you know how well I react to not being in control. And, by the way, you look like hell.”


    “Yeah, this Iranian mess is keeping me up late. And, this too. I’m juggling balls. Some very important balls.”


    Mac smiled, “But, as the president always says, let’s get it done…” Just as quickly, his seriousness returned, “First, though, let’s run through a few things, so you’ll know what you’re heading into.”


    Mac had outlined the flight through Iceland and into Inverness, Scotland, then the late evening limousine ride to the King’s manor house. He handed over the laptop, “A gift from Josh Rendel. You remember Josh, he went to that B-ball game with us about five years ago. About the same time you were flying through D.C. on your way to Paris. Or maybe it was London. Anyway, he’s DOD’s resident wunderkind and this little device will allow you to keep in touch sans GMA snooping. Email, Internet access, all the usual, but screened out from the surveillance grid.”


    “Sure, I remember Josh. Entirely stealth?”


    “Well, for now. Josh says it could eventually be traced by an expert, but given that it’s such new encryption technology he estimates it should be good-to-go long enough for us to resolve this and get you both back home.”


    Jack looked over, “Another infamous DOD guesstimate?”


    Mac laughed, “Probably.”


    “It has to be one good little toy, though,” he continued, “as it comes from Josh and he’s hardly ever wrong. I have an identical unit and Josh has the other. You can contact either of us.”


    Jack looked down at the nondescript gray case, remembering how any computer he’d ever owned had been a virus trap.


    “Don’t sweat it, Jack. Josh is a genius and this is his brand new baby. Which reminds me, try not to lose it – it costs 3.6 million. Each.”


    The plane bucked from turbulence and it pulled Jack back from his thoughts.


    Next to him, Lani stirred and settled back.


    He looked over – a face so familiar, so new. Should he tell her, say the words she wanted to hear – I’ll bring you back someday? Trust me, it’ll all be fine?


    He couldn’t – the future was too unknown. There was no use denying where they were. They were on the run, truly the hunted.


    Admittedly though, some part of him – perhaps, a part he’d never admit to – actually felt challenged by the events they were wrapped within. Not through some misguided enthusiasm, but through a sense far more primal, as if a distilled adrenaline was infusing him, preparing him.


    He turned, closing his eyes.


    It was then that he felt that rare whisper, as a subtle wind through his mind.


    He had sensed it before: when he’d been twelve years old, standing in his yard looking up at snowflakes, in that moment when you stopped counting; when he was twenty-one after the car accident, as he stared at the hospital ceiling expansive like an ocean; and after Maura, when he’d climbed over the crest of the Twelve Bens mountains in Ireland at dawn, his first time without her and a lone bird had flown by.


    This whisper was like a dream you couldn’t hold onto, as if mere reaching caused it to fall away.


    After all of these years, he still couldn’t say what it was.


    


    †


    


    The HAARP installation had lain dormant since President Walker disabled it at the beginning of his first administration, six years before. Unbeknownst to the president, however, the two hundred and forty-six enormous satellites, tied together operationally as one, had come to life.


    Six months earlier, Vice-President Palmer and three select members of his staff, including Terrence Garb, had flown to the remote Alaskan location with the task of ensuring that the final stages of mothballing the facility were accomplished and that the research scientists who’d lived there for twenty years were transferred to other appropriate projects. It was another of the minor, menial jobs that Walker assigned to him, perhaps to embarrass him, reduce him, or simply to get him out of town, or so Palmer thought. It was the irony of it all that Palmer loved.


    That same six months ago, Palmer and his aides had stood before Dr. Emil Norbert, presenting him with Presidential Executive Order No. 7224-09, embossed with the presidential seal and containing instructions for the immediate reinitialization of Project Charybdis.


    “Time is of the essence,” they’d said to Norbert in tones not to be questioned.


    Norbert was thrilled! He and the other scientists had been packing their personal possessions over the previous two weeks. Their dream, the dream, was coming to an end, all of their research for naught. His wife, Frannie, and the other scientists’ wives, had been crying, you could see it in their eyes as they passed in the hallways, the hanging heads in the cafeteria and the sudden old stories being told. All around there had been this draining despondency, a recognition that their world was ending. They’d become like family, as close as any. Suddenly, his head was down too.


    Then the vice-president had come!


    “I must emphasize,” Palmer said, staring into Dr. Norbert with the full portent of his office, “the sensitive nature of this project. You should take particular note of the language in paragraph six strictly limiting both you and your staff’s contacts and communications.”


    “But what if Mr. Osborne calls? He used to do that from time to time,” Norbert stammered, nearly in awe of his political hero, Palmer, the only administration champion of Project Charybdis over the past six years.


    “It is critical, Dr. Norbert, that your contacts be only with myself. This facility is sealed to Level 8-M, do you understand? You’ll also note that the fail-safe codes have been changed and authority transferred from the NSA to the vice-president’s office, pursuant to the president’s direct instructions in the order. Dr. Norbert, the president has indicated that Project Charybdis has become of the highest importance. We’re counting on your dedication and patriotism. Again, do you understand?”


    Norbert had nodded, his only real concern being the survival of his child, Project Charybdis, and that their perfect world, nestled in their beautiful Alaskan wilderness, would go on. He felt an enormous weight lift from him. He wife would be thrilled. She would surely cook his favorite dinner, eggplant parmesan, or even rub his feet like she used to. Maybe, she would even let him touch her.


    “Yes, sir, Mr. Vice-President. We’re all very excited. The country can count on us.”


    


    †


    


    Jenny Huff wouldn’t accept it, it existing too close to the bone.


    “But, you must!” Diane Huff had countered, pleading with her distraught daughter-in-law. “That’s what Dan would’ve wanted. You know that. There are still the children!”


    They’d been standing on the back lawn dressed in black, delaying the ride to the church a final time. Dan’s adoptive father had converted to Islam, but Dan had chosen a different path.


    From the pulpit, Pastor Conrad looked down into Jenny Huff’s eyes and paused in his eulogy, “He was everyone’s friend, dear. Always there for everyone…his beaming, never-ending smile. We must accept this, Jenny…it’s God’s will.”


    What kind of God would possibly will this?


    Jenny watches as the casket lowers into the ground, her senses seeming to stop, the soil gritty in her glove. Vacantly, she accepts the final condolences from old friends as they walk away, back into their lives.


    No, no, no…


    He’d been so alive – how could someone run five marathons a year and then die of something that no one could explain?


    Where had he gone?


    No! Never!


    Earlier that week, Sheriff Grotjan had consoled her in practiced tones, “Ma’am, I’m bein’ straight out honest, we’ve got no definitive explanation. The coroner said the truth; it was simply his time. We all have our time, Ms. Huff. Please know this – and Dr. Bohannon is sure on it – the blood vessels, they simply gave way.”


    She watches a wren climb into the birdhouse that Dan had put up last spring; when she could hear the chirps of the babies within, begging their mother, all grown now, all gone.


    Jenny Huff sits alone in a chaise lounger in her back yard, an empty one next to her. She was driven home from the funeral in jolts, her time skipping by. She is wrapped tight in a blanket, coiled in the black dress. Frost is on the ground.


    An elderly neighbor they’d never known looks up from his year-end raking. He holds her gaze, something in his eyes.


    The wind picks up and blows leaves from his pile. He slowly looks away, gathers the errant leaves and goes on.
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    The car lurched over the dark hills as they sped towards the Scottish manor, the moonless night turning every hill and vale into its own absence of color. Lani sat beside him, rested and alert from her sleep on the plane. They didn’t know the driver; at the airstrip outside of Inverness, he hadn’t offered his name.


    “The trip from the Inverness airport to the manor will take longer,” Mac had said at the cottage. “We’re going to keep you away from the larger towns. The Surveillance-Net is going up. Keep to the small roads.”


    Jack looked out and saw lights surface and fall back below the hills like buoys beneath waves.


    “Tell me about who we’re meeting, his expertise?” Lani asked.


    “It’s a Mr. Guilford. At least that’s what Mac said to call him. A freelancer. The NSA and CIA use him on odd jobs. Or rather, ones they want deniability on. Mac said he’s an odd chap – not sure what he meant. Essentially, Guilford is a stealth applications expert, except that he reverse engineers given technologies.”


    “Reverse?”


    “Guilford was an MI-6 Agent specializing in stealth surveillance and capture. He retired several years ago. When aggressive surveillance technologies began proliferating, he jumped back into the game from the outside. He invented contra-technologies and then sold his ideas and gadgets to the highest bidder. It seems that being a spy-out-in-the-cold is a growth industry these days.”


    “Ronin…” she whispered.


    “Exactly,” Jack said, “modern day samurai without homes – lost warriors. Though, it appears, not so lost anymore. When the world’s governments began watching everyone and everything, the old operatives came out of the shadows to meet the demand. Capitalism at its most primal.”


    The car slowed and passed through a rusted gate with its sign, Voil Manor, obscured by ivy. Wending their way through the rows of trees – dark silhouettes against a darker night – they pulled around near the front door. The trunk lid released.


    Exiting, they looked up to the manor looming above, forgotten by time. Jack examined the exterior, noting the flaked surfaces and dead ivy reaching to the third floor.


    Lani laughed, “Pinch me, I think we might have landed in a 1930’s horror movie.”


    Jack appreciated that Lani was trying to make the best of things. He helped the driver haul their bags to the front stoop.


    “Unfortunately,” he said, smiling back, “the first lines in that movie script are, beggars can’t be choosers…”


    She looked around at the surrounding forests, hearing the owls. “Beggars…no doubts, that would be us.”


    The driver took a key from a ring of keys and turned it in the keyhole, pushing at the door as it creaked back. Turning, he offered a weak smile, “Really, not as bad as she looks.”


    Bags in hand, they stopped in midstep and looked at each other. Jack shook his head, smiling, “And now for our second feature, The Ghost and Ms. Keno.”


    She laughed.


    They stepped through the enormous wooden doors and into an equally cavernous hall, abandoned and darkly shadowed.


    The driver slid a stone away on the interior wall, pushed a button and the entire space became flooded with modern lighting from hidden places. The light showed the hall to be clean, at odds with the exterior.


    “Well, it seems someone has been staying here after all,” Jack observed. “Sure looks like a safe house to me.”


    “True enough,” the driver said. “Even the royals have such needs. And even when they’re seldom required. It’s quite well camouflaged.”


    For the first time, Jack noted the driver’s pronounced British accent, a Londoner, east end.


    The driver gestured, “Over there, against the wall, a refrigerator – not much left inside, a couple of oranges, some grapes, a tad old perhaps. And some cheese – good cheese, actually. And then the crackers atop the ‘fridge. Bottled water and canned goods are stacked in the basement. Sorry, only electricity throughout, as the gas was turned off last week and we thought it might be too much of a tell to turn it back on – GMA ears all around these days. But you’ll note the fireplace. Kindling in the far corner, dry wood in the barn. The loo is tip-top – around the corner. One shower within, all modern with the heater hooked up to the electrical. A bit tricky on the temperature, I’ll warn you. No beds – taken out last week, as we weren’t expecting visitors for a while, just about to clean up the food myself. Unfortunately, you’ll have to make do with the bags. All in all, enough to get you through.”


    “Through to what…” Lani whispered to herself.


    The driver – who’d been in many dangerous places – nodded, “To wherever it is you are going, Ms. Keno.”


    He turned and walked to the still opened doors, “Good luck to you both,” pulling the doors shut with a hollow thud that echoed through the hall.


    Lani dropped her bags and glanced over.


    “It could be worse, right? ” Jack said.


    He reached into his bag and pulled out a bottle. “Ah, look what we have here – in vino veritas. ”


    She smiled.


    The bottle was just his next prop to keep her spirits up. Perhaps, he smiled to himself, his too.


    “I’ve been saving this little Bordeaux for ten years. Something told me to throw it in the bag. Celebrate in good times, celebrate through bad, right?”


    “And this would be?” she asked coyly.


    “A bit of both, I suppose. It’s always a bit of both…”


    “Or,” he continued, “we can tuck it away and make a pact that we crack it open when we get through everything.”


    She looked at the wine, knowing that it could make time slow for a moment, take the edge off. On the other hand, they might need that edge.


    “Very, very tempting…On the other hand, maybe we should keep our wits about us.”


    He nodded, “Smart girl.”


    Looking up, she smiled, “I like the pact idea, though.”


    He replaced the bottle and walked towards the front door in search of the sleeping bags. “Even with the bags, it might still get a bit rough on this floor. Hopefully, though, not too bad.”


    For Jack, sleeping on a forest floor was fine.


    He came back with the sleeping bags. She looked down at the floor, hard and knotted.


    “I’ll look around and see if there’s anything we can find for more padding. First, though, let’s unpack some of this. And, to be honest, I wanted to take a closer look at that laptop, the one that Mac hijacked off of Josh.”


    He threw the sleeping bags toward one side of the fireplace and walked back to the rear arched entry. The fireplace matched the massive interior with an opening ten feet across and gaping. The surrounding stones were smoothed.


    She walked up to the opening. To her, it seemed as if out of a medieval world, now caught here, having been preserved by the wealthiest through time. “It has character,” she said, looking down into the blackened embers. “It’s beautiful, actually. How old did Mac say this place was?”


    “He didn’t – not Mac’s thing. Maybe sixteenth century, maybe a bit earlier. The side buildings are more recent.”


    “Do we have a closet historian amongst us?”


    “Not here. You remember my grandmother? Well, one of those summers she carted me all over Europe. We didn’t miss a single castle or museum. I was one of her little projects. Everyone was, I guess.”


    “She was a nice lady,” Lani said, remembering back. “I met her once at a charity fundraiser on the big island. She was a brilliant sculptor.”


    “That she was. And a wonderful person too. Those were great summers.”


    “Did you ever get to work with her?”


    He laughed, “I remember one summer – I was about sixteen – I’d hid a six-pack in her pool, my grand plan being to stash it and to keep it cold until the weekend. She caught me, of course, and put me to work as penance, carving and polishing the floors in her living room. My God, I think I was down on all fours for five weeks! She had a topographic template of what she wanted and she would come into the room every hour or so – no, a little more carving there, no, a bit more sanding over here. At sixteen, the only thing I could think of were the guys down at Hanalei Bay – I could see them surfing out of the back window. It looked pretty sharp when it was done, though.”


    “That’s the so-called, ocean floor, the one that looks like water, right? I saw it in a book once.”


    “That’s it. She did all of the finishing, so I can’t take credit for the art, but, I’ll tell you, whenever I’m back in Kauai and walk across that floor...”


    “So then, the big question: did you learn your lesson?”


    “Hard to say. I certainly learned not to mess around with grandma’s pool!”


    “And?”


    He thought back, “Sure, I learned. I’m proud of that old floor. When people open the art books they see a floor, they see a thing. But when I look down, I see all of those days together. Maybe when you live around beautiful things, it rubs off. You start to see more grace – in art, in people, maybe even in the world. She gave me some of that.”


    “You have the house, you said.”


    “A few years now. I bought it from my parents. After grandma passed, they lived there for a couple of years, but island fever set in and they started missing their mainland friends. And I think that’s where they wanted to end up. My owning it allows them to go out for vacations whenever they want. Me too. It’s worked out pretty well.”


    Lani folded her arms, feeling a chill.


    “Here, let’s get that fire going.” He retrieved the kindling and split wood and arranged it in the fireplace.


    “I’ll get the blankets,” she said. “Where did the driver say? Maybe we could make something to eat too. I’m starving.”


    “The blankets are in the big duffel, the blue one. I’ll check the ‘fridge.”


    He came back with cheese, crackers and some grapes. “Actually, the grapes are still in good shape. I found in the basement this tin of baked beans too. It seems there are two cases of it down there. Admittedly, a strange combo.”


    “Right about now, anything sounds good.”


    “There’s plenty of water,” Jack said, “but only a week’s worth of food. That makes me wonder how long Mac thought we’d be here. He said not to worry – he’d get supplies to us at some point. Remind me to ask him later.”


    She spread the cheese and he threw more wood on the fire, stoking it, the flames growing into the hearth and throwing panes of light off the walls and ceiling.


    “I guess I was hungrier than I thought,” he said. “How is it?”


    “Delicious,” she said, popping a grape in her mouth. “Funny how mortal danger makes this the best grape ever. Here’s some cheese.”


    They finished and leaned back.


    “I’m absolutely stuffed,” she laughed.


    He gathered the hay he’d retrieved earlier from one of the barns and placed a blanket over the pile, creating a makeshift backrest they could lean against. She looked into the flames and slowly became pulled into the strangeness of it all: of being in this romantic manor before a roaring fire, a brave man next to her – many a young woman’s dream. And it might have been a dream for her too, if she’d been anyplace else in her life.


    A flame tried to escape the hearth as embers crackled throughout the room.


    The silence stretched out as they both laid back into their exhaustion. She closed her eyes and began drifting back to the green Kauai mountains and the endless blue seas.


    As a child, she would lay back on her surfboard looking up at the clouds, the waves lapping against her sides, lost in a languid world.


    He looked over, “What are you thinking?”


    She smiled softly, “The waves, all of the waves…”


    


    †


    


    Lucien brought his fist down hard, cracks spreading through the glass like a winter branch.


    “I don’t care about your minor fears, Agent Riley. Simply do what I say, when I say it. I want those phone taps, tonight.”


    What Agent Riley understood was that there existed a dark place where agents disappeared to, as if swallowed, a rumored place.


    When Riley initially said the words – Sir, the vice-president and his men, I’m not sure they’re the types to mess around with – he knew the wrath that might come, he’d been warned. But what the director was now asking for was impossible: extending the Surveillance-Net technologies into the vice-president’s office. There’d been rumors that the director was becoming increasingly focused, like a predator locked on prey. His fervency, his intensity, it was beginning to concern the agents in the ranks. Riley opened his mouth, preparing to prostrate himself once more as the line went dead.


    Jessup rested on the couch opposite from Lucien, waiting. The director’s outbursts could charge a room like lightning. Jessup knew it was only his imagination, his own projected fears that made it seem so, and yet, sometimes, he could swear that the sensation was nearly physical.


    Lucien leaned back, considering. He knew that Palmer and his lackeys had been making inquiries about his GMA Agents on the Hill, asking the Select Committee if they could be utilized in “emergency circumstances.” Yes, he and the vice-president were circling each other, each coveting pieces of the other, searching for slivers of further power.


    Jessup ventured carefully into the silence, “I don’t understand why Palmer wants at our operatives. I mean, he has his own. Everyone knows Palmer runs his own wet-work operations out of the VPs office. Everyone except Walker and Osborne, that is.”


    Forgetting where he was, Jessup laughed almost too loud, “Man, those two are dense…”


    Lucien’s hand came down hard again, a shattering sound.


    Jessup sat upright, shocked stiff. He could feel a crackle through the air.


    “Never underestimate one’s adversary,” Lucien said, his voice matching the tension in the room. He whispered, “Therein lies the path towards ruin…”


    By the end of the sentence Lucien had already begun to float away, when another thought came to him. It was the one he’d been waiting for. The insights, they were coming faster and faster, as if he were caught in a slipstream, a quickening.


    “Where is the vice-president located at this moment? Have the surveillance protocols been activated?”


    They’d placed a tracking tag on one of the vice-president’s aides. Gaining stealth control of a satellite capable of tracking the tag had been more difficult. Eventually, they’d requisitioned a weather satellite for, allegedly, a drone strike over Somalia. Now rising across Siberia, the satellite was nowhere near Africa.


    Jessup punched the last numbers into his hand-held computer pad, trying to access the satellite. He’d been trying all morning.


    The encryption program began unscrambling the letters.


    “Yes, here it is…a-l-a…”


    Lucien turned, visualizing the answer.


    Jessup could see it coming. He’d been so concerned about the meeting, about how he’d explain the satellite not working.


    As the last letters rose, Jessup turned his computer pad towards the director.


    Lucien leaned forwards.


    


    a------l------a-------s------k------a.


    


    He knew its meaning.


    


    †


    


    Dr. Norbert stood at the expansive viewing window overlooking the frozen lake, only snow-swept ice and pines as far as one could see. When he needed a quiet place to think he would always come here, before the other scientists awoke. He’d been troubled recently, both during the days and within his dreams, and the serenity and vastness of the land seemed to comfort him.


    His heartfelt joy over the reprieve of Project Charybdis hadn’t lasted long. It was a psychological phenomenon that, as yet, his scientific mind – not adept at reflecting upon itself – hadn’t been able to fully comprehend. Shouldn’t he be cocooned within the scientific equivalence of rapture? Hadn’t their victory been everything they’d hoped for, prayed for, for months on end? Now, dark questions were drowning out his joy, stalking it like the nights on the arctic days.


    The original protocols dictated that only the president possessed the power and authority to activate the HAARP device. They were practically written in stone. What had changed? Norbert had made his inquiries and had been rebuffed by Palmer’s office, curtly reminded of his position. But was the president really that busy?


    Norbert needed his world to be organized into straight lines. Now something felt incongruent, out of tune.


    What had changed?


    As a scientist, he knew that it wasn’t his place to question, but his analytical mind, always searching for resolution, kept bringing him back to these questions.


    He felt a tap to his shoulder.


    “Ah, there you are,” Dr. Pederenko smiled, standing above him. “At your window again? Ready for breakfast?”


    Pederenko, an ex-patriot Russian physicist, was his closest colleague at the lab and they shared breakfast almost every morning. Momentarily, Norbert looked back to the lake.


    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Pederenko said in his thick accent. “Like a moon of Jupiter is beautiful – yet still so dangerous. Beauty and danger, grace and darkness, whites and blacks, ones and zeros, that is our way in this world, is it not?”


    Pederenko was a poet as much as a scientist and his singsong words had always intrigued Norbert, even if he didn’t always understand them.


    Norbert rose, smiling, “You see more than me, dear friend. I’m afraid I’ll have to stay with the ones and zeros.”


    Pederenko put his hand on Norbert’s shoulder as they turned to walk down the hall. “You should give yourself more credit, Emil. Tell me, who was it that came up with the idea of the aperture extension last week? That was you.”


    Yet truly, did he ever see enough, past all of those straight lines?


    In his dreams, there was the star and the forest of HAARP satellite dishes, in their metal immune to the frozen vastness.


    What had changed?
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    Jack looked down from the third floor of Voil Manor, the silhouette of the forest looming left, mists from the loch stretching right. He’d climbed the wide stairs of the main foyer and began investigating room after room. Beneath the surface, the manor had been allowed to stay much of itself – the windows wavy and opaque, the walls rough-hewn and chalky. Looking out below, he saw the remnants of times past – a croquet lawn grown over in a rectangle of weeds, a statue pushed into the ground half-buried, a sundial rusted and pointing nowhere.


    He moved into another room – a den or reading room. He tried to move quietly, the old stone and wood betraying him, echoing back his presence. Across one wall, a shard of tapestry hung from an iron rod.


    He heard a sound – like a cup dropped in a basement.


    He turned, listening closer. Sounds echoed in this place, hiding their origins.


    A creaking sound wafted up the stairway. He followed it, taking the stairs down two at a time. At the bottom, he crouched, then spun towards a draft coming from his left, instinctively reaching for his waist.


    Fifty feet away, the large wooden doors of the front entrance slowly began to creak. Jack looked to the far side of the room where Lani was inching along the wall and taking up a position behind a column. She looked over and nodded.


    In the dark opening of the doors stood a tall silhouette, erect like a Giacometti statue. At the top of the figure was the shape of a bowler hat. A thin arm slowly reached up, removed the hat and the shadow stepped into the room.


    The face, craggy and hallowed, spoke in a formal English accent, nearly old world, and leaned towards the column, “Is that you, detective? No need for that.”


    Jack relaxed, “Mr. Guilford?”


    “Exactly, sir.”


    Lani came out from behind the column.


    “Sorry,” Jack said, “old instincts. We’re a bit skittish these days.”


    Mr. Guilford began walking across the room without saying anything further, as if the last conversation had never occurred. He was a creature of precision, unconcerned with anything that distracted from his thoughts. To him, such behavior was futile, beneath his station. Jack observed the upright gait and stiffness of the man as he walked. How a person holds themselves – how they relate, or resist the relation, to the world around them – tells you who they are, their motives, their potential actions. All of these things were now important to Jack.


    Guilford approached the middle of the room and opened his briefcase. Inside, there rested gleaming instruments: surgical knives, a dental-like prong, another like a spatula, each tucked into its own leather sleeve. At the bottom were pouches: some containing clear substances, some beige, others a soft rose.


    He spoke as he removed the pouches, “To answer your unspoken inquiry, yes, I know who you are. And, yes, I know of your predicament. I do not step into situations, shall we say, without knowing what I am stepping into. I may be reciprocating a favor, true, but there’s still no use ignoring that which has served me well.”


    “I don’t expect an answer, “Jack said, “but a favor for whom?”


    Guilford smiled, “You are correct, no answer will be forthcoming. I’m happy to do it, though. I owe my life to this person.”


    He crooked his head towards Lani, who had initially stayed by the column, then had slowly moved up at a backward angle.


    Guilford missed very little. “Ms. Keno, please join us. Entirely, that is. As a courtesy, please holster the Glock.”


    Small, clinking sounds drifted down from an upper window, a bird tapping against its reflection. Guilford turned his head sharply, held perfectly still for three seconds and, satisfied, resumed his machinations in the briefcase.


    He pulled out metal legs hidden in the bottom of the briefcase and extended it into a small table. He then carefully arranged the contents: scissors, scalpels and trays. The fireplace crackled behind them as Lani moved closer, the light sparkling off the instruments.


    They moved up next to him, staring down. Jack focused on the scalpels.


    Guilford sensed the hesitation, “There should be no worries, Mr. and Mrs. Patterson. I’m harmless as a fly. A fly in amber, as it were. Well, a scorpion fly, perhaps.”


    He smiled at the last of it, knowing that he was teasing them along, his theory being that he must get some fun out of all of this.


    Jack and Lani looked at each other. “The Pattersons?” they said at once.


    Guilford removed a short stack of passports from his vest pocket. “First, you will exist as the Pattersons. Then, if need be, you will become the dashing Ronald Holcomb and his sultry mistress, Jan Gillette, together, it seems, just another tragic, love-struck duo out on holiday. Of course, the tragic and love-struck parts are up to you, your respective acting abilities, that is. I simply provide the staging.”


    Guilford smiled again to himself. He had always loved the taunt as much as the chase. When he’d been in the field – for what now felt like years – the darkness of humor was what had kept him centered in the middle of the chaos, surviving on the edges of death. Old habits died hard.


    Jack wasn’t in the mood for games. “The Patterson part, explain it.”


    Guilford paused, recognizing himself in the voice. He turned his head slowly towards them, almost a whisper, as if he held a secret truth, “Do you know what you are heading into?”


    He focused on them, “Do you know what the Surveillance-Net is, its deeper capabilities, its meaning?”


    Jack waited.


    Guilford smiled to himself. Evidently, this was not going to be as much fun as he had hoped. Well, he observed, the better for them.


    “Have you heard of the flying orbs? Wonderful, nasty little things…”


    Mac had offered Jack a general briefing on the Surveillance-Net before they’d left the Maryland cottage – but perhaps, not on everything. As Mac had talked, Jack had sensed something in his friend. Perhaps, it had been in the subtle twitch of facial muscles, or when Mac had turned away too quickly at the end of his sentences.


    “Go on,” Jack said.


    Guilford’s body relaxed as he moved closer to them, pausing.


    “Then, tell me, what do you know?”


    Jack squinted.


    “I need to know this,” Guilford explained, “in order to judge your capabilities in the field.” It was as if he had suddenly become another person, his tone turned to stone.


    Jack told Guilford what Mac had told him at the cottage: the cameras, the computerized behavioral typing, the widening Surveillance-Net installation and their need to move quickly and stay in front of the expansion. “Stay to the rural locations, stay to the quieter places,” Mac had said.


    “It’s too late for that,” Guilford said. “The threshold has been operationally met. They are operating in real-time. That’s why I am here. To help you disappear. As it were, to hide in plain sight.”


    Guilford looked up at the moon, hazy in the high window, and thought for a moment.


    “The orbs are titanium in construction,” he finally said, “made to appear as if they were the newer cameras that one routinely sees at traffic intersections – ergo, no one will even notice. Not only there, however, but also in every store and hotel lobby, in every elevator, on the tops of every building. And with the fear of the Theater Bombings so close at hand, the clamor for more cameras from the citizenry has reached a high din.”


    “But, of course, they’re not looking for cars or crime – they’re looking for you and me. And everyone else – studying our facial contours, our gaits, the snippets of our conversations, if they can glean them, analyzing accents, possible ethnic origins. In sum, they’re constructing a behavioral DNA map of the world’s population. You see, what our unseen masters have not, as yet, been able to do to our genes inside, they’ll now do to the rest of our bodies, from the outside.”


    “And then, of course, there is this more nefarious aspect of their construction: the little contraptions can fly. Mind you, not very far – only a mile or so – but if you ever hear a far off whirring sound, you might want to pay a tad more attention. Once activated, they detach from their perches and, like military drones, can pursue whatever target they’ve visually locked onto. They’re remotely controlled, of course, by their masters, of course…”


    Guilford looked up to the window again. Lani followed his eyes.


    “But wouldn’t we see them, wouldn’t everyone?” she asked.


    “Ah, one would assume so,” Guilford smiled, “but that is the second nefarious part: they possess stealth nano-refracting technology. You’ve never heard of it, of course, but the DARPA wing at the Pentagon has been working on it for years. It’s not perfected for military field applications, it’s still imperfect, but it works partially for our dear little orbs. You see, their titanium skin is impregnated with millions of microscopic nano-tubes that are refractive at certain angles, like millions of tiny mirrors. The human eye is then fooled, only seeing a phased patch of light refracted from the surroundings directly around the orb, not of the orb itself.”


    “But wouldn’t people still notice?” Lani pressed. “Humans are quite sensitive to visual incongruency.”


    “Again, one would assume so, but is it so? Hummingbirds populate the Midwest, yet how many Chicagoans have ever seen one? They move so fast that you don’t even know they’re there, you merely turn to where they once were. That is also a human reaction; like when a bird flies by in the dark.”


    “At first, you will have the UFO-like sightings and the vague photos in the National Tattler, but if the orbs aren’t flown too much, i.e. if our masters can possibly restrain themselves, then this shouldn’t be too much of a problem. But you’re right, eventually the public will find out. The masters, however, have already strategized this eventuality and, of course, by then it will be too late. Certainly, there will be the worn out clamor from the ACLU-types, but our masters will simply counter with a Madison Avenue-style propaganda campaign that simply convinces everyone that without the cute little orbs the Mongol hordes will surely, oh surely, be coming over the proverbial hills tomorrow. If need be, an international crisis will be created as a diversion and further justification, whatever is deemed necessary. There might even be the seemingly random and gratuitous video on the evening news showing the orbs stopping a robbery, spotting a lost child, etc. It has been done a thousand times over a thousand years. Everyone wants someone to tell them that everything will be all right. They’ll protect you and you only have to give up some of your freedoms…”


    “Well,” Guilford said after a pause, “perhaps we should get started.”


    He moved over to a chair and motioned for Lani, “Ms. Keno, please, if you could. Lean back, yes, head tilted.”


    She sat down in the chair, Jack watching closely as Guilford leaned down. His hands, now in surgical gloves, held a tray and the silver spatula-type instrument. From the tray he removed a lattice-like film and began moving towards her face.


    Before she could protest, he said, “This is a collagen scaffold. It will hold the matrix in place and allow the substrate to fully adhere to the skin. The false epidermal liquid contains cells just like your skin. Those engineered cells are ‘programmed’ to recognize your cells and mold to them, literally becoming an extension of the host’s skin.”


    Lani looked up, “Please, tell me it’s removable.”


    “Certainly, and it wears off in three to five days. At which point, you’ll have to reapply it. I will show you how. Actually, the central problem is not with the artificial skin itself, but with the White Angel orchid extract that morphs the artificial cells’ color to the shades of your face. That extract loses its effectiveness in three to five days.”


    Jack recalled the white orchid information from Aisha’s files and from Takamura’s briefings. He continued to watch as Guilford spread the liquid over Lani’s cheekbones and forehead, subtly changing the contours of her face.


    “I can’t change the base aspect of your beauty, detective, you will retain that, but I can make the computer’s eyes pass over you, because one of its weaknesses is that it moves too fast, it is always looking for the next face. And, presently, it doesn’t have sufficient referent information – it has not looked at enough faces – and is still compiling that database. In three months we’ll certainly need to adapt our strategy, but for now the eye-in-the-sky is still a teenager, distracted by everything. Our goal is to keep it from seeing you, just long enough to prevent it from locking on.”


    “The problem is, Mr. O’Neill, your height. And for you, Ms. Keno, your distinctive skin color. Not many people have golden Polynesian skin tones and are walking through a London train station. I can provide colored contacts to hide Ms. Keno’s rather rare eye color, but we don’t have the time to treat her entire body. And, sir, I can certainly make you taller, but not shorter. Do you know how many men exist in our little world who stand over six foot three inches in height? Answer: 6.8%. And women with Ms. Keno’s skin type and petite stature? Say, 3%. Now, conduct a quick probability analysis: how many such people are walking together in London at any given time? Yes, you begin to see the problem. As I said, however, the Surveillance-Net is still ‘booting up’ and this should allow the time you need to slip by.”


    Guilford finished with Lani’s face and inserted the brown contacts. He then completed Jack, giving him a thicker brow and a small rise to the bridge of his nose.


    “Ah,” Guilford smiled, standing back and admiring his work, “a classic Roman profile. I should have been an artist.”


    Lani looked over, laughing, “Not bad. Rugged...”


    “You’re one to talk,” he laughed back. “You look like a librarian!”


    “Well, a very sexy librarian…” Guilford said, laughing along. “As I said, not much can be done there. As for you, Mr. O’Neill, I was thinking more along the lines of a professor, but still old world. I think we’ve captured the looks, don’t you?”


    Guilford moved over to the suitcases he’d brought with him and opened them, removing a set of men and women’s clothing from each. He handed black-rimmed glasses to Lani and rimless ones to Jack. Lani turned to the fireplace and held up the white blouse, jacket and long, pleated skirt. “Librarian?” she smiled. “I was actually thinking more like Masterpiece Theatre.”


    “And what’s that?” Jack asked, pointing to a roll that sat next to his clothes.


    Guilford leaned over, opening the rolled up hand towel, revealing several pouches. He reached into two of the pockets and pulled out clear bags filled with unidentifiable white pieces. He removed the pieces and walked over to the stand, screwing the pieces together. When finished, he held up a small, angled instrument in each hand.


    “Ceramic,” Guilford said proudly, handing one of the weapons to Jack. “But not the usual types. Beneath the nonmagnetic ceramic shell, they possess a material layer that resonates at a certain frequency, making it look like an innocuous blob of cloth to the scanners. Of course, if anyone should search through the suitcases they’d recognize it as a weapon, but, absent that, nothing will detect them. Ceramic bullets, too. You can leave the Glocks with me – they’ll do you no good after here.”


    After here…


    Guilford retrieved the tray and its contents as they all moved towards the fire as he proceeded to conduct a tutorial on the artificial skin’s mixing and application.


    “Apart from that,” he concluded, “I think you are good to go. Or, at least, you will have a sporting chance against…the masters and machines of our world, such as they are.”


    Jack was not so sure. “So, you think…” he smiled, his eyebrows arched behind his new glasses. He was trying to keep their humor about them. Like Guilford, he knew how it kept one centered.


    Guilford stood erect, smiling with the recognition of one operative to another.


    “Oh, one last thing,” he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a shiny object. Jack attempted to look closer as Guilford walked over to Lani, smiling and taking her hand.


    “To complete the act,” he said, slipping the ring on her finger. “Don’t get too excited, love, it’s only zirconium.”


    He then gathered his bags and instruments and, in a practiced regimen, quickly put them in their places, retracted the legs and closed the suitcase. He donned his overcoat and walked towards the front entrance.


    As his last lesson, he paused at the open doors, the night wind and tree branches whistling behind him.


    Like a skeleton deconstructing itself, he slowly contorted at his hips, removing the short stilts that had given him his gait. He slowly peeled the artificial skin from his cheeks and forehead and the acne scarring disappeared, the skin below young and supple. He removed his hat and last-century spectacles and replaced them with designer Italian frames. He was suddenly sleeker, agile, modern.


    He smiled, the accent now gone, “Remember, my new friends, the world is a lattice of illusions. We are only in a movie directed by ourselves. Co-directed with God, as it were. A dream within a dream.”


    He smiled a last time, “Good luck to you both.”


    The door thudded shut and they looked at each other, dumb-founded.


    “Well, we sure fell for that one!” she laughed.


    “Impressive,” Jack said, shaking his head. “To be fair, though, I think everyone falls for that. He was a pro.”


    Jack moved over to the fire, looking into it, “And, of course, that’s good for us.”


    “How’s that?”


    “We’ve been given another start, another chance.”


    She could hear his tone harden.


    “A chance?” she asked.


    He turned, dead seriousness in his eyes, “A chance to get ourselves out of here.”


    


    †


    


    Alannis Scott-Minor, Chief White House Correspondent for one of the largest cable news channels, yelled out, “No, Mr. President, what I’m asking is, why the delay? Your administration has had this information for nearly a week. At least that’s what Senator Seefeldt was telling us this morning.”


    Walker flashed his famous smile, never giving an inch. “Well, Alannis, I think I’ve already answered that in my opening statement. But, alright, let’s look at this from a different angle…”


    Mac was watching the press conference from the Oval Office television. He was only a few feet down the hall, but it felt light-years away. For Osborne, these news gaggles were like watching Christians in the Roman Colosseum, starved lions lunging against their chains. Since the theater bombings, the White House press corps had gone rabid – seemingly, like everything else these days.


    Another question was yelled over the others, the reporters jumping to their feet and jockeying for attention, “The Iranians, sir! When will you engage in direct negotiations?”


    Walker flashed his smile and Mac moved over to the windows, the manicured lawn stretching out like a calm lake. Yes, he considered, a president’s work is a balance between chaos and calm, each event running into the next; placid one moment, churning like a flooded river the next. People were constantly pulling President Walker this way and that, each new crisis yanking him forward. It seemed that, sometimes, their only escape was in sleep. And yet, even in their dreams, the world would intrude: in the faces and in the eyes, another swollen river.


    The president smiled down at another thrown question, deflecting the sting.


    That morning, Mac and the president had been in the middle of their usual 7:30 a.m. briefing when Tazewell had rushed in, warning that an 8.2 magnitude earthquake had been detected by our Pacific buoys and that Japan would be under a tsunami watch by eight. At nine, the president visited an elementary school accompanied by Senator Barbara Turner, the photo-op part of their push on the education bill. By three that afternoon, the NSA informed Walker that the Pakistanis were rattling their cage and that the Indian Prime Minister, weakened by his pause following the Kashmir incursion, wanted to rattle back.


    A President must hold so many circumstances, so much responsibility, behind each easy smile. He must contain those circumstances within himself, never allowing the events and memories to overwhelm him. It is a balance that each president must ride upon. For, if not, like a biblical flood, the roll of history will overtake him, carrying us all along.


    Mac heard a final, angry shout from the television. A few moments later President Walker walked in, the adrenaline still running through him.


    “Well,” he beamed, “wasn’t that just invigorating! Hey, did you catch Malcolm in the front row getting ticked every time I passed him over?”


    He tossed his suit jacket over a chair.


    “Another masterpiece of political art, Mr. President.”


    The president noted the subtle sarcasm, “Well, we all have to be good at something. My relative skill just happens to be pulling my backside out of nosedives. The best part is that I won’t have to do one of those for a while.”


    Mac smiled, “You might want to give a few knocks to that wood desk over there.”


    Strangely though, even as he said it, Mac knew that Walker had never needed to ward off bad luck. Basically, he was one of the luckiest people he’d ever known, obstacles and enemies seeming to evaporate before him. It was uncanny, and even commented on by some of the reporters. Perhaps, Mac mused, one actually needed that kind of luck, that rare karma, to even become a president at any time, in any age. We watch our presidents claw to reach the highest office, as if it were Mount Olympus, and marvel at their perseverance. But, he wondered, was it actually the opposite: before they even started, had destiny already decided where they would go? Osborne wondered if Walker, or any of our past presidents, had ever wondered about this themselves? He would have to ask Bob about it later.


    “What’s that there?” Mac said, motioning to the papers spread out on Walker’s desk.


    “The grand jury documents I was telling you about. Jackson over at DOJ says they only need my signature. You said that Brett Shore was sworn in this morning as special prosecutor?”


    “Yeah, and he’s a little skittish. He’s risen up the ladder without a hiccup. Now he’s looking at this like it might be a problem, if he doesn’t get it right.”


    “You mean, if it doesn’t turn out right,” the president laughed. “Well, no time like the present to become introduced to the deep end of the ocean. He’ll be fine.”


    “What else?” the president asked, signing the grand jury authorization and handing the order to Margaret Spencer.


    “Well, Jack and Keno are holed up tight in Scotland. I’m working out a plan to move them to Germany. Talked to Merkel’s liaison last night and they’ll have a place set up by Friday. We’re using a NATO transport to move them, safer that way. In return, Merkel asked for a kind word on the EU negotiations vis-a-vis the Russians and I said, sure. Especially given that we’ve already planned that out. Only a word here and there. The bottom line is we’re not committed in any way. Hell, she’s so old she probably won’t remember.”


    “Don’t bet on it,” the president said, looking over the remaining papers on his desk.


    “I’m looking to move Jack and Lani this next week and have told Jack to stay put. No breaks on the Croatian accounts yet. I’m not excessively worried, as of today, but ask me next week and that answer may have changed. Usually Josh gets these things right away.”


    “On the Surveillance-Net, the installation is moving ahead, as planned. The French are still balking, but, as we discussed last week, dangling the Indonesian oil fields in front of them should get the movement we want.”


    “Or, maybe a shove?” the president said, smiling. He turned in his chair and looked out the back window, the lawn stretching out into a bright day. “You know,” he said, a solemn feeling coming over him, “I feel, sometimes, that we should’ve tried harder to stop this thing, this Surveillance-Web, when maybe we had a chance. After the bombings, everything went so crazy…”


    “You mean, Surveillance-Net, not Web, right?” Mac smiled, “Now, there’s a Freudian slip.”


    Mac was less happy about the Surveillance-Net than even the president. Yet he also knew that the time to kill it had passed. What’s more, they had tried to stop it, or at least slow it down – what they’d tried simply hadn’t worked. Sometimes, Mac’s job was to remind the president of those things; remind him that he wasn’t responsible for everything that happened in the world.


    “Unfortunately,” Mac said, “it’s now the proverbial spilled milk. And, Mr. President, recall, you did try. Voters are screaming for every theater, every school, every last hallway to be watched – to make them safe. The best we can do is to stay close to the rollout and control it to the extent we’re able. Here, you really want to be spooked, look at this. A gift from Josh.”


    Mac reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, grey ball. It thudded when he released it on the president’s desk. It began to roll forward and Walker reached out.


    “Is that what I think it is?” Walker asked, holding it up on the tips of his fingers.


    “That’s it. Flies too. They have all different sizes. This is the extra petite model.”


    The president stared at the orb’s featureless skin, so dull it seemed to swallow light. “So, tell me, why do I get this feeling that this thing is, well, alive? Strange, eh?”


    “Well, it flies at night and silently launches from a perch. And it’s completely unfeeling, and it only wants to…to suck my blood!” Mac laughed. “Like a vampire bat, right? Now, there’s an image!”


    It was Mac’s way to feel through the dark with humor, it always had been. He would rather laugh into the Medusa’s eyes than clamor in fear.


    The president came from another place. He continued to look at the orb, as if at its center there was an answer, an answer to all of this fear.


    Walker looked over to Mac, who was still laughing and moving over to his attaché on the couch, beginning to gather his papers. Walker could sense that old feeling; of his friend’s courageous laughter in the face of every crisis, trying to pull him up from the darkness once more, if only a little. Today was different, though. As he stared at the orb – its nano-mirrors pulling the light from all around it – he could feel something else, something that was reaching out to him, like a whisper past hearing.


    Mac saw the look, “You okay? Everything alright in there?”


    Walker broke his gaze, returning to the room, feeling as if he’d been somewhere else.


    He remembered himself again, his place in all of this. Remembering that the troops, the citizens, the world, even his dear friend Mac, needed to see him stay strong, to always stay strong.


    Stern again, he returned Mac’s smile and tossed him the orb.


    “Take it,” he said.


    


    †


    


    “Metaphorically, it’s a leitmotif,” the killer said.


    “A what?” the Norwegian girl cooed.


    “A leitmotif. Or, as the Germans would say, a leitmotiv,” letting the accent fall from his tongue.


    “In music, it’s a recurring theme that a composer might use – Wagner, for instance – tying an orchestration together. It’s a melody behind the other notes, building. It derives from the German word, leitmotiv, meaning, ‘guiding motif.’ The red in the glass and the ceiling were placed there purposely. I instructed the architect myself.”


    She looked back up at the enormous translucent orb projected on the wall, humming like the Red Giant star, Betelgeuse. She looked above it, to the bolt of rose in the frosted ceiling.


    They were lying in a king size bed on their backs, the sun rising over the jungle and catching the house in places it wouldn’t feel for the rest of the day.


    “Alright, so you designed it this way – the red in the glass, here and there, in hidden places. But I can only see the red splashes at certain times of the day, when the light hits it just so. I wonder, why any color at all? You have the frosting, it offers privacy, so why the color?”


    She was always much smarter than she looked. It amused him, her small surprises.


    “Because the world, in and of itself, is not clear. A reflective house reflects the world.”


    This was not his true reason; he merely said it because, in that moment, it sounded good.


    She rolled over against him, her hand moving beneath the covers, tracing his stomach and finding him rising like a horn.


    “But why red?”


    He paused. He’d never thought of it before. Sometimes he would think of things, do things, without knowing why.


    He looked up again at the glass – his rose moon, his red spear, each beginning their fade as the sun moved higher. He waited for the answer, as if to be given.


    She turned over on her stomach and he moved his hand down beneath her silk panties, finding the line.


    “Because…”


    He waited for the answer.


    “...I couldn’t use black.”


    He didn’t know what this meant. He didn’t care.


    Forgetting it, he moved on top of her, past-life memories of Bathsheba surging across his mind, the ancient musk like a river through him.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    23


    


    


    Florence, Italy


    


    


    Carabinieri Giovanni Biaggi, Chief Investigator for the provincial division of the Polizia di Stato, was having one of those days. He retrieved a linen handkerchief from his suit pocket, wiped the perspiration from his forehead and flicked a hand-rolled butt onto the ancient brick road, grinding it out.


    An annoying jangle rang out from his pocket.


    Biaggi hated his Neo-pager. What an atrocious contraption! His superiors had nearly tackled him to strap it to his belt. Since then, he’d summarily banished it to his pocket, where he dearly hoped it would slip out one day and plop straight into the River Arno. Until then, ignoring it was his modus operandi.


    He stood outside the fifteenth century building converted into one more of those confounded B&Bs, squinting up at the Tuscan sun just rising over the Duomo.


    Yes, of course, it was certainly true – Firenze needed her tourism. Still, he missed the quieter days; when shop owners would stand on street corners carrying on with people they’d never met – over family, politics, the state of the weather, it didn’t matter. Here, there was no time. The sedate life was gone and the ringing of the gadgets had begun. Italy had been pulled into a world foreign to her soul.


    Thank God it was too early for the tourists. He wiped his forehead and tossed the wax paper from the biscotti into a street bin. He began climbing the narrow stairs, the wood creaking in time with his knees. He was already regretting that final, sublime glass of Brunello from the night before.


    An enthusiastic, unintelligible voice bellowed down from above.


    Ilario Santini was a brawn of a man hulking about in an old suit. Five years before, when Biaggi made chief investigator and inherited Ilario as his partner, it was impossible not to hear the fee-fi-fo-fum jokes and the Of Mice and Men catcalls from some of the other officers. He told more than a few to keep it to themselves, but one look at Ilario made one wonder. And yet, still, over time, he’d found that Ilario’s appearance could deceive and where other men thought too fast, told jokes too fast, Ilario plodded along, missing almost nothing.


    What’s more, they’d become best friends. Yesterday, he drove Ilario’s children to the zoo when his mother caught a last-minute cold. The weekend before, Ilario helped him drive a car back from an auction in Rome. That said, they cackled like an old married couple. It was their sport.


    “Are we having a problem down there?” Ilario chuckled.


    “Si, si,” Biaggi muttered back, “Coming, coming. You old hen…”


    At the top of the stairs, Biaggi rounded the corner and turned into the first room. The victim had already been transported to the morgue and Biaggi wanted to start at the beginning, as one always should. “So, do we have the coroner’s preliminary report yet?”


    Ilario handed him the manila folder.


    Biaggi leafed straight to the first photograph. It showed a middle-aged, Caucasian male slumped in a bathtub, head slung back and mouth gaped open. The arms were tanned, the skin below the water whitened with lines. The photo bore the name, Dr. Gregory Anderson.


    “So, who is our unfortunate American physician?” Biaggi asked.


    “Not a medical doctor – a scientist. His residence is listed as Arlington, Virginia. He worked as a research scientist, Aero-Con Corp. No wife, no kids. We’re waiting on the rest.”


    “Interpol?”


    “Clean.”


    “And, our ever-friendly coroner?”


    “You mean, Dr. ‘M’?” Ilario laughed, the joke getting him every time.


    They called the coroner, ‘M’, a play on the character in the spy movie – their ‘M,’ however, standing for Medusa. Last year, she’d taken a sabbatical and some at the station had rumored it was a forced sabbatical. It clearly hadn’t helped her personality. She was from Rome, explaining everything.


    “Yes, our own resident Gorgon,” Biaggi chuckled, finally beginning to wake up, “Turns men to stone…”


    “Just preliminary,” Ilario said, “but she can’t find an external mark anywhere. No points of entry. And yet…”


    Biaggi held the folder back out to Ilario. “Then what, old friend, are we possibly doing here at this wretched hour?”


    Biaggi was infamous for not having enough coffee in the morning. Ilario pushed ahead.


    “M’s initial report concludes that it was no drowning. And, of course, he’s a VIP American. And, of course, both the Russian and American delegations are coming into town after the summit ends in Brussels later this morning.”


    Biaggi grunted, “Nothing that we should care about – only more people milling about, an excuse for more traffic.”


    Ilario leaned forward, “Then, there’s this.”


    He reached deeper into the folder and handed Biaggi a photo showing the victim’s head captured in five different black-and-white photos, each from a different angle. Biaggi stared at the photographs and finally saw it on the aerial view. The coroner had shaved a two inch diameter circle on the crown. Within the circle was a suture.


    He pointed.


    “That’s where the coroner stitched it back together,” Ilario said. “It’s a small slice.”


    Biaggi smiled. “And why?”


    Ilario handed him a clear envelope containing a small, black sliver.


    “It looks like a computer chip,” Biaggi observed.


    “Well, it’s something...”


    Biaggi looked up impatiently.


    “Whatever you want to call it, it’s scorched. Burned.”


    “Is that all the report says?”


    Ilario’s eyes narrowed. He stared harder at the report, trying to pronounce the words that the ever-difficult coroner had purposely placed into English, “Mulsi…mulsi…”


    Biaggi held out his hand and Ilario handed him the report.


    He scanned down the page, the last word stopping him.


    


    The interior of the cranial cavity


    has been wholly effected…the


    effect extending through the


    hemispheres, their related lobes,


    and encompassing the cerebral


    cortex. Cause: unknown. Effect


    type: emulsification.


    


    In the golden half-light of a Florence evening, a mind had been turned dark.


    


    †


    


    Aisha can hear Osborne asking his questions, sometimes in a frustrated yell, as if a vague voice outside of her, of this world.


    She is still in her perfect ball in the dream and staring at the star, its perfect light washing over her.


    She cannot touch it, even as she tries.


    She hears the same ethereal sound, a thousand sounds, forming into words. The sounds have been visiting her. The words are ancient and were told to her when she was a child, by an old man, then forgotten. The old man told her they were written a thousand years before:


    


    The geese do not intend to cast


    their reflections,


    


    The water has no mind to


    receive their images


    


    She doesn’t know why she hears these words, or what they mean, over and over in an infinite chorus.


    What does it mean?


    The star is growing, washing through and healing her.


    It is a mother’s hand, a whisper.


    


    †


    


    Jenny Huff felt propelled. She was coming out of her dream lying on the couch, half-covered in a blanket and still in her clothes.


    Last night, after putting the children to bed, she’d stayed up late and watched an old movie, one she’d not seen in a long while – about a visit, UFOs, by that director, what was his name, yes, Spielberg, about an actor building a mountain in his kitchen. No, the Devil’s Tower it had been, Richard Dreyfus, driven by a force he couldn’t understand, that he couldn’t explain to others. Jenny had tried to explain it too, to her best friend, Calinda, from down the street. But Calinda had only stared and reached for her hand, saying nothing more. When she’d seen the film long ago she’d thought that this Tower-part of the movie was unrealistic – wouldn’t everyone simply think that the Dreyfus character was insane, in real life wouldn’t they have stopped him?


    In real life…


    This time as she watched the movie she had leaned forward, as if entranced, entranced by her…empathy with it. She realized that she was the same as that character – pulled or driven, who knew by what, towards something, someone, someplace.


    She must do something. She can’t stay in this dead house any longer. She could take her children to her in-laws for the weekend. What would she say? What would she say when, not understanding, they asked again?


    She moves into the bedroom, looking around. Before moving to the bedroom, she’d turned on the TV for company, for some sound in this house. From the bedroom she hears the voice of Paddie Popoff Jr., the son of the recently deceased televangelist, carrying on like a late-century tonic salesman, bemoaning to the faithful, shilling to the desperate – Buy the prayer cloth! She runs into the front room and turns the channel.


    There is a CNN News Alert falling away and behind as she moves back into the bedroom.


    She pulls the suitcase from the top of the closet and throws it on the bed.


    She is traveling. She does not know where.


    


    †


    


    Jack and Lani had been at the manor for two days. She’d convinced Jack not to leave, at least for now. “We have nowhere to go.” They needed to trust Mac, trust your friend, she’d said. Jack had listened carefully, finally saying, “A week, no more.” He then went out the door, “I’ll get more firewood…”


    When she was a child, she’d gone to the zoo and watched a jaguar close to the glass, alert, near feeding time. At some moments, Jack could seem like this. He was one of the calmest men she’d ever known, but when threatened his instinct was to move, to do something. There was a yin/yang quality about him – one aspect on the surface, the other never far away.


    Sometimes, it grabbed at her attention like heat lightning.


    She is now walking through the long grass behind the manor, the black rubber boots she found in the basement shiny and slick from the dew.


    She thinks about where they are, this place in time. It’s something she’s been doing lately. In this world of isolated woods, it was calm, a place unconcerned with anything outside of itself. Then, as a bitter wind, the truth would rush in, reminding them of the world without. It was a strange juxtaposition; one minute in the eye in a storm, the next into the storm, then back into the eye again.


    Yin and yang…


    And yet – and here was her problem – even while asking Jack to stay, she was forced to ask herself: was the calmness of this manor, this eye in their storm, fooling her? Mac still hadn’t told them where they were going. Did he really have a plan? Were they simply waiting on nothing, for the GMA to eventually find them? She could see that the situation was bothering Jack. On their morning walk, a partridge flew up and she said something and he stayed quiet, staying within himself. One instinct was telling her to wait and the other to be active, to make their future happen.


    She opens the barn and removes the boots, muddy from the fields and retrieves her shoes. It is starting to become dark, a pale moon resting on the horizon.


    Entering the manor, she sees Jack by the fireplace crouched over the laptop, concentrating.


    She smiles. He never gives up, like her.


    He hears her steps and smiles back, saying something about dinner and returns to the screen. He’s been searching for the past two hours, following a whisper out of reach, opening a door and then another.


    What was it that he wasn’t seeing?


    He turns and looks at her again. Something, an idea, starts to come to him. There is something about her.


    Could it be that simple? Was that it?


    Jack could feel a memory slowly begin to form – of the time when they stood in Dr. Takamura’s lab, when the doctor had told them about the major’s death in Kauai, about the slices into the brains. At the lab, Jack had watched as Lani leaned over the bodies. Slowly, she then looked up at the wall to where Takamura had projected an enormous image of Della Norine Beaufort’s face, the enormous eyes staring over them, past them.


    As if something were coming at her.


    After they’d left Takamura’s lab and entered the car, what had Lani said?


    Blood eyes…


    Had the murder investigation hit a raw nerve?


    Jack begins entering a string of search words – BLOOD EYES, BLOOD EYES & MURDER, EYES OF BLOOD & UNSOLVED, BLOOD EYES and…


    A French newspaper article flashes up, the first published after the U.S. Ambassador’s death in Paris.


    “Lani, look at this.”


    She leans over and sees the word, MURDER. For a moment, it takes her aback.


    “But there’s nothing in any of the newspapers or blogs that the ambassador, or his French mistress, were ever murdered,” she notes.


    “But shouldn’t that tell us something, in and of itself? There’s hardly any news on the ambassador’s death at all. Why? Everyone is focused on the sovereignty battle between the U.S. and France. Somehow, the causal events – the death of the ambassador and his mistress – have fallen to page seven, effectively buried.”


    They lean forward and begin to read.


    The Le Monde article begins with the de rigueur, sensationalized headline, finally settling into a biography on the ambassador. They continue skimming, Lani pointing out the complete lack of information on the causes of death, noting a frustration by the reporters with the police. Then, at the end, something that might have been left off, perhaps only added by the reporter as colorful filler. It was a blurb on what the concierge had said before the hotel staff had suddenly, mysteriously, refused to talk to the press anymore:


    


    “They were so strange,” Arielle


    Charpentier, Concierge for the


    Hotel St. Regis, said. “Their eyes,


    they were…blood eyes.”


    


    


    Their running from Washington, D.C. and from the GMA to the Maryland cottage and on to the Scottish manor, the Croatian accounts, all of it, it had never been about him; it had always been about Lani.


    Jack punched another search parameter into the laptop. He then cross-referenced the name to its work location:


    


    Henri Garneau, Chief Inspector, Nouveau


    Sûreté Nationale, Direction Regionale de


    Police Judiciaire de Paris, 11 Rue des


    Saussaies, Paris, France.


    


    She could see the steeliness in his eyes, its growing confidence.


    “What?” she said. He began to smile.


    “Tell me,” she pleaded, smiling back but not sure why.


    He looked into her eyes, deeper than before, the smile becoming all of him.


    “Don’t ever say that I never took you to Paris.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    24


    


    


    


    The pastures and low hills of the Lake District, cloaked in morning mists, flew past at two hundred miles an hour as the Inter-City bullet train carried them from Inverness towards London. At dawn, they’d “borrowed” a car from the manor barn and left it at the Inverness bus station, tucked into the farthest parking space with a tarp from the trunk hastily thrown over. They then walked to the train station, keeping their heads low, using the light rain as their excuse.


    As Lani stared out of the train window, the rugged beauty of the Scottish Highlands seemed so long ago, the feeling so strange. Time was becoming elastic – speeding up, slowing down, driven one moment, a lull the next.


    “I know it sounds crazy,” Jack said, “but these aren’t coincidences. We’re heading in the right direction.”


    “It’s not crazy, Jack – I see it too,” leaning closer as a passenger scooted past. “Maybe it’s not as clear for me, but I know it somehow. I still don’t understand, though – why me?”


    “Think about it. The major and his mistress are murdered via massive subdural hematomas, each rupture caused by an unknown instrumentality. The result: the eyes became irrigated with blood. And since the same rarity occurred with the ambassador and the French woman, also a mistress, we can only conclude that the cause was the same. Therefore, we ask: who would want to murder two seemingly unrelated pairs of people, each on opposite sides of the globe, and with a weapon that no one has ever heard of? Something in your investigation closed in, too close for their comfort.”


    “Four people, four homicides. That’s a serial killer, Jack.”


    He nodded, “And we both know what that means.”


    “There will be more.”


    “Or maybe,” Jack said, “there already exist other victims that we haven’t found yet because…”


    “No one was looking…” she said, finishing his sentence.


    “The eyes, always in plain sight,” she whispered.


    “And the patterns, don’t forget the kill patterns – geometric, not random,” Jack said. “Stepping back, you start to see the coincidences racking up. Whoever is behind this never expected us to make the connection. That’s our advantage. We need to find this Garneau and see what he has. Another puzzle piece, perhaps.”


    Lani rested back and turned, “Did Mac ever get back to you? After you told him about Paris, I mean?”


    Jack laughed, “Well, he wasn’t too happy. Feathers all riled up. That’s understandable; I’d feel the same. He knows me, though.”


    Mac had never been one to believe in destiny. For Mac, grinding out a problem was always the solution; leave the finesse to others. Whether it had been in one of their old interrogations, or a crisis in the Oval Office, Mac’s creed stayed the same: slap on the dark humor, grind it out. Jack had once tried to explain to Mac what he’d learned as a prosecutor, about what separates the good ones from the great ones. You can study a trial endlessly, pour over the photos and evidence until your mind swims, know the witnesses inside and out, but at some point you have to let go of the comfort of the plan and grab at an opportunity, even if it feels like jumping off a building. The great trial lawyers wait for this moment, knowing that it’s the fulcrum event for the trial.


    “Is that why you almost never lost?”


    “Sure. Learning when to take a chance.”


    She looked over. In his proper dress, he looked like a professor. She laughed to herself, yeah, like Indiana Jones was a professor…


    “And this is our chance?”


    “If it’s not, then it’ll lead us to that chance. The answer will be in front of us, never behind.”


    She asked him to tell her another one of his old prosecutor stories and he told her about the Scarlotti trial and about how Harnett, after his cover was blown, had been chased through a park and across a string of south side rooftops. She told him one of her own – about when she’d gone to Bangkok to visit a friend. It wasn’t simply that the stories were pulling her out of their present circumstances. For her, it was as if all of their stories, together, had led them here, all of their past moments falling down to this present.


    Their present moment, their chance.


    At the end of her story, he looked over and caught her laughing, eyes closed and forgetting about where they were.


    He still hadn’t told her about his dreams, how he’d been awaking at night with this utter certainty that they were doing the right thing.


    “You know, you were talking in your sleep last night,” she said, catching him.


    “Yeah?” he smiled. “No secrets, I hope.”


    “Not yet. On the other hand…”


    “Alright, let’s have it.”


    “It was hard to make out – only a few words. Something about a moon, a star.”


    She didn’t tell him about her own dreams, about the white desert and the white star.


    “You must think I’m over the edge,” he smiled.


    She leaned over, putting her hand over his. Outside, the English countryside rushed past.


    “Never. Besides, aren’t we all a little crazy?”


    


    †


    


    Early that morning, President Walker had conducted a flyover aboard Air Force One, looking down at the damage from Hurricane Giselle, the coast clawed and desolate. Upon landing, he’d met with Governor Eubanks and inspected the remains of the Sandpiper East Elementary School, meeting with some of the parents and telling them that everything would be all right, even as they all knew this could never be true again. Once back at the White House and after his last briefing, he went into his office and began reading the letters from the children – something he’d always done. After one, he went looking for the First Lady, reading it to her out loud. Her eyes welled as the young girl talked about her cancer, about her shelter dog, Daisy, who “was always with me…”


    “Mr. President? Bob?”


    “Sorry, Mac,” the president said, turning from the Oval Office window. “I was lost out there for a moment. Say again?”


    “You asked for an update on the theater investigation. It’s three o’clock.” Mac looked at his watch. “I might be a bit early.”


    Across the president’s desk were strewn papers and file folders.


    “What’s that?” Mac asked, pointing to the papers. “I hope you’re not planning on launching WWIII without me, because, you know, I’d just be heartbroken.”


    “No,” the president laughed, “it’s those maglev plans I told you about. Everyone wants a decision. All in or all out.”


    Mac rounded the desk and moved one of the pages away, revealing a photo of the proposed national monorail/pod transport system.


    “No more cars, eh? Another sacrificed freedom…”


    “Well, maybe in fifty years,” the president said, “not for you and me – we’ll be long gone. That’s the way it’s going. Get on that evolutionary train or get left behind. Besides, the psychologists keep telling us that no one will even notice, that they’re all so lost in their texting, or whatever. Tell people they can have another hour on the box and it seems they’ll give up anything. You know, in a hundred years people will be in a museum looking at pictures of people driving, asking each other, can you believe those poor, stupid people, they had to drive?”


    The national Transit-Net/Pod-Maglev system was the future of ground travel and commuting. It meant that no one would drive anymore, all the transport pods stationed at, or ordered to one’s home, no more traffic accidents, no more car insurance, no more DUI’s, no more traffic deaths, no pollution, the transit lines running on super-conductive magnetic rails, either underground or elevated to allow wildlife to pass under.


    “So, no more road-kill either?” Mac smiled.


    “You bet. Corridors for all of the wildlife to pass safely underneath, expanded greenways, parks, reclaimed wetlands – the environmental lobby loves it. And think about all of the space opened up when all that ugly asphalt goes away. And the bonus is that the corporate lobby is hard on board, they’re practically drooling. I mean, think about how many more work hours they can wring out of each employee if everyone goes to work, hands free, in a maglev pod. The actuaries estimate that we’ll gain an extra thirty-six minutes of work-time, per worker, per day. Hey, buddy, everyone’s happy. All on board!”


    “Everyone except the insurance companies,” Mac observed. “How are they possibly going to pay for all of those corporate suites, you know, all of those high-rise headquarters with lawns that look more like golf courses?”


    “Gone with the wind,” the president laughed. “Think about it, it’s absolutely going to happen. With a quantum-parallel computer brain controlling all of the pods at once, you’ll have no more stopping at streetlights, no more traffic jams, no more gaper’s blocks. The generated efficiencies alone will result in a massive reduction in national energy use. And, as I said, no one will want to stop it.”


    “And you think, in the end, that’s a good thing?” Mac asked, as if asking himself. “I get the environmental angle, I really do – the pollution, the wildlife, putting the freight cars underground in another corridor under the pods, all of the utility wires running underground alongside, etc. – but is this a good thing for us, you know, the people?


    “Here’s a minor, mildly related story. Listen to this,” Mac continued. “I was sitting at a stop light the other day and I look over and here’s this luxury sedan being driven by some high school kid, obviously his parent’s car, and he and his three passengers are all texting away like mad. When I talk to my kids they say it’s only to keep in contact with their friends, but here are these kids sitting at that light, all together in the same car and texting someone else!”


    “Hey, how do you know they weren’t texting each other?” Walker laughed.


    “That would be truly depressing,” Mac said, leaning back on the couch and staring up at the ceiling.


    “You just don’t like change anymore, Mac, admit it. But that’s mostly what my job is – Change. Managing change today, managing change next week, looking at what change might be possible in fifty years, or even a hundred years from now. It comes with the job. No one thinks about it until you actually get into the presidency. Sure, what I do matters today, but also a century away, when we’re all down to dust.”


    Mac thought about something Takamura had once said – that humans were the “creative mammals,” saying that we, Homo sapiens, had become creative only when we finally found leisure time. “Think about it,” Takamura said, “Homo habilis didn’t have the time to think about anything else; he was too busy figuring out where to get his next meal, or from becoming a meal himself. It wasn’t until technology, our tools, released us to have free time that we became freer – freer to think, freer to create more tools, to see more beautiful things. Homo habilis didn’t have the time to stop and smell the roses, but you do. You know, Mac, you talk about how you hate technology, all of these computers and that they’re running you around, but those same tools also allowed Einstein the time to sit in that bathtub and come up with the Special Theory of Relativity. Hey, maybe the big creative ideas don’t come to us – aren’t given to us – until we find that quiet space. There are no bad tools, Mac, only good and bad users…”


    “Yep, you’re right,” Mac said, still smiling at the ceiling, “I just want to stay where I’m at. Give me a small garden to tend, a small mountain to climb and a very large tumbler of scotch at the end of the day and I’m happy.”


    “Not so fast, old friend – you’re still lashed to this raft. By my count, we have 528 days left. No exits here.”


    Mac sat up on the couch, “Alright, but come on, why now? Really, the mag-lev stuff can wait, at least until we get past this grand jury mess.”


    “And then what, wait until we get past this GMA mess, and then the next mess? There’s always another mess, Mac. Of all people you know that. Christ, Mac, you’re the Mess-Master! Besides, didn’t Lincoln build the transcontinental railway in the middle of the Civil War?”


    “Really? I didn’t know that…”


    “And Eisenhower built the interstate highway system. So, why can’t we get started on this? Pyramids aren’t built in a day. So, let’s get it done.”


    Mac smiled, remembering.


    The president laughed to himself at his own saying, then moved over to his desk, looking for the briefing folder amidst the other files, “Speaking of which, what’s going on with the investigation?”


    “Which one?”


    “No kidding. The theaters, I mean.”


    “They found the bus in another remote location, Minnesota backwoods. Covered over in a hole just like the car from Redwood Falls. Except this time, our offender – whom we have tentatively, and oh-so-originally code named, The Driver – was still in the seat.”


    “I take it he wasn’t much of a conversationalist?”


    “Nope, rotted to the bones. To be honest, he kinda looked like King Tut – couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy. No notes, no family goodbyes, only the body. Cyanide is the assumption, like the other. Takamura has the body. We’ll have a better idea later today.”


    “Is that it?”


    “Well, he did have something clenched in his hand – a charm bracelet. A moon and a star.”


    The president looked up, “A what?”


    “At the end of the gold chain was a charm shaped like a crescent moon with a star. He was Muslim; it’s their symbol. I looked it up, wrote the quote down here, ‘Legend holds the founder of the Ottoman Empire, Osman, had a dream where the crescent moon stretched from one end of the earth to the other.’ Or, something like that.”


    “I thought Islam was against using symbols – idolatry, golden calves, like that?”


    “Well, don’t tell that to the Pakistanis; they have the same symbol right in the middle of their flag. Actually, the Islamists are split on it – half say that symbols are acceptable, the other half cry, heresy. Tribes fighting tribes, same old story.”


    “So, our bus driver was a neo-Muslim, sort of?”


    “Modern, yes,” Mac said, “like the Yemeni cell and Sheik Amadhi. “


    “So, what’s going on with our friends? You know who.”


    “Out-of-pocket, on the run. I told Jack what you said. However, as we discussed at the outset, Jack exhibits a marked tendency to, well, do what he wants.”


    “Jesus, Mac, they’re downright crazy. They’ll never make it without our help. I respect the chutzpah, I really do, but sometimes it’s just best to stay put.”


    “Agreed, but Jack has locked onto this theory that the Croatian accounts have nothing to do with the GMA, that it’s all somehow related to the ambassador’s murder and that other one out in Hawaii.”


    Walker shook his head, incredulous. Then something came to him, as if over him. “Well, this may sound equally crazy, but maybe we should take a closer look. What’s the status of the ambassador’s investigation?”


    “The circumstances are odd. Takamura says it was obviously a planned hit, as we discussed, yet still no leads. We’ve ruled out everyone, China, Russia, even the French themselves. As you know, the ambassador was a horrendous cad. Plenty of enemies out there.”


    “By strange, you mean the marks and…” the president began, then quickly turned to a sound at the door.


    Tazewell entered, flustered. “Mr. President, there’s something you need to see. It’s a direct transmission.”


    A flat screen rose from a credenza sitting along the sidewall. The transmission was sketchy and the Chinese reporter obviously on edge, her face streaked from smoke. Behind her, people were running in all directions.


    A White House translator entered and stood by the credenza. Her words trailed a second behind the reporter’s.


    “We are here…outside of Beijing, fifty-six miles north of the city…the destruction is immense. This is a rare event, as earthquakes are almost unknown here. The buildings are in rubble and we’re being told the military will soon arrive…in force, coming in transport trains…first reports also cite a meteorological event in the skies to the west, a bright…”


    The reporter’s voice began to crackle. They leaned forward.


    “…but this could simply be mass hysteria, as the…”


    The transmission cut off.


    


    †


    


    At rush hour, Jack and Lani moved through the crowds at the outlying London train station, the suits and dresses of the commuters reduced to colorful pieces of fabric for them to hide behind. “It’s harder for the orbs with more faces,” Guilford had said.


    They used the cover of the crowds to enter the escalator, the people moving in streams like paper dragons at a parade. Standing quietly on the stairs – one of the deepest tube stations, so deep it was used in WWII as a bomb shelter – they could feel their vulnerability increase when immobile. “Keep moving, always keep moving,” Guilford urged.


    They passed through the exit doorways and the crowd unraveled as it hit the light, exposing them. They could see that the rain had finally stopped; could see it in the puddles and in the drops from the lampposts falling into them, from the traffic lights. Yes, the traffic lights, Jack thought, looking up. “There’s one,” he whispered.


    There it was: a small gunmetal grey orb tucked into a corner where the light met the pole, as if hiding there.


    They looked down and moved on. “Remember,” Guilford had said, “don’t hold their gaze. They’re constantly looking to see if you see them. It’s one of their search parameters.”


    Another block down, staying within the mass of people, they see another orb perched on another light. On the way, did they see others looking down from the crest of that building?


    Lights and people whip past as they walk faster, only colored pieces of light. They pass a bookstore, maybe a gallery, the River Thames a flash between the buildings.


    They finally find an unoccupied taxi and flag it down.


    “Just drive,” Jack says, handing the driver a fifty Euro note.


    The cab driver, worn from the years, stares down at the note and then back to them. They are wearing British-style clothes, but have brilliant white teeth – Americans. And, they are breathing harder than one would expect from run-of-the-mill tourists, the woman looking out the cab window and all around, as if she dropped something outside.


    “We’re in no hurry, no rush,” Lani says, smiling at the driver, remembering what Guilford had said about the cars, “Don’t let yourself stand out, either with your speed or cadence. Don’t initiate evasion tactics unless you absolutely have to…”


    “No problem,” the driver mumbles and moves off the curb, joining the traffic towards Waterloo Station.
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    Inspector Biaggi reached for another bombolone, hot and steaming from the ovens that had been running through the night. “Excuse me, senorina,” he said, smiling over the shoulder of another morning patron.


    He came every morning when the bakery opened – had been doing it for thirty years – as the bread was always good at sopping up the stomach acid he’d been awakening with for at least that long. “Go to the doctor! What, you want to kill yourself!” Ilario continuously chided. “Mind your own business, you old hen…”


    Biaggi liked his habits – crusty bread, good wine, good cheer – and he planned to ride them to the grave. If God did not want him to do so, then why would he have made him this way? It was the simplest of philosophies.


    “Be safe today!” the bakery owner called out. “As always!” he smiled back, passing through the doors and hitting the soft light.


    He looked at his watch: 7:34 a.m. Should he show up early, just to rankle her feathers? It was always tempting.


    He entered his police-issued micro-car – another gift from the ever-shrinking municipal budget – and drove down an ancient boulevard towards the city center. Because motor vehicles were still prohibited in downtown Florence – a godsend, he often repeated like a rosary – he squeezed the car into a spot at the outskirts, put his police ID on the dash and began walking towards the coroner’s office.


    Across the piazza, he entered a renovated, eighteenth century building. The hallways smelled like chemicals as he descended the stairs to the basement.


    He checked: 7:52.


    Perfect.


    He offered a perfunctory knock and swung the lab doors open.


    Dr. Paola Alberghetti, Lead Coroner for the past six months – straight from Rome, for some unknown reason – looked up from the body. She no longer said, “Come in,” when she knew Biaggi was coming.


    Ah, he thought, walking across the lab, you’re just no fun anymore…


    “Good morning, inspector. You still have crumbs on your shirt.”


    “Your powers of observation do you credit, doctor,” he said, smiling.


    She looked up from the midnight homicide. Sometimes, his wit could surprise her and she wasn’t always sure if he was as smart as he sometimes seemed, or had simply memorized some lines. It was hard to see past the crumbs, she finally decided. Obviously, someone needed to…organize him. Or, at least give him a good kick under the table now and then. She was thankful it wouldn’t be her.


    He glanced under the table as he walked towards her. Nice legs, he would give her that. Too bad they were ruined by that hasty attachment to such a dour face – grey skirt, grey face! Someone needed to show this woman what life was all about, that it was more than dead air and all of these dead bodies, that there was light in the world, you simply had to look up now and then. He crossed himself, thankful that it would not be him.


    He leaned over the body as she finished up, closing the chest.


    “I heard about this,” he said. “The overly friendly soccer player, correct? Knife wounds.”


    “Garroted, actually. No other marks and they tell me no leads. In any event, my job is done.”


    She finished talking into the microphone suspended from the ceiling, memorializing the end time for the soccer player’s autopsy and her tentative conclusions.


    “This way, inspector,” she said, walking to the other end of the lab.


    She entered the combination on the locker and slid out the aluminum slab as frozen air billowed out. On the slab was Dr. Gregory Anderson, covered over in a lab sheet. She pulled the sheet back and Anderson stared up, his eyes a faded blood red.


    “Scary look there,” Biaggi noted, leaning over and examining the eyes and then the infinitesimally small, charred hole at the top of the skull. “And what do we call this?” opening the hole wider with a probe. “Do you mind?”


    “The autopsy is complete. It won’t matter at this point.”


    She moved to join him at the victim’s head. “You’ve seen the photos I’ve been told. What do you think?”


    “That, doctor, is what I’m here to ask you.”


    She turned her head and smiled, “So, you have no ideas?”


    “I didn’t say that. What I said is that you are the coroner and I am here to seek your expert opinion.”


    Of course he had no ideas, but that was hardly the point. It was these types of exchanges that had earned her the nicknames back at the station. She was from Rome and no one knew her. She had no history with any of the inspectors. It simply came down to a matter of respect. Not that she cared, which was quite evident.


    “Well,” she said, nonplussed, “neither of us is an expert on this.”


    “Go ahead,” she said, motioning to the microscope on the far table.


    As he moved around her he could smell the perfume. He’d never smelled it before, or even sensed anything about her de feminine, and had assumed that she was simply immune to a woman’s desires. It caught him – hibiscus, a hint of musk.


    In the microscope viewer was the same image that Ilario had shown him at the scene – a small, squarish piece of some type of material, thoroughly burnt.


    “This is the chip, or whatever it is, that was removed from the skull opening, correct?”


    “Embedded in the third epidermal layer above the cranium, yes. But there’s more.”


    He looked up, surprised to find her standing quite close.


    “I took the liberty,” she said, “of forwarding the burnt material to an old contact I have in Rome, an intelligence analyst at the Agenzia Informazioni e Sicurezza Esterna. He couldn’t be sure, due to the degradation, but said, if forced to guess, it’s most likely a tracking tag. A homing device.”


    Biaggi looked up, “And so the question becomes, who is tracking whom? And, why? And which, I have a very strange feeling, may have very similar answers.”


    


    †


    


    “There’s an accident up ahead,” the London policeman said to the taxi driver. “You’ll go no farther, I’m afraid. Only two blocks.”


    The driver began turning to make his apologies as the policeman looked back, having already decided they were tourists. “Just a short stretch of the legs, ma’am,” the officer said to Lani, offering a wide smile. “Sorry for the delay, but it can’t be helped. You’ll still have time – the Chunnel train doesn’t leave until the top of the hour.”


    Lani quickly looked over to Jack. Before he could speak, she turned back to the policeman, “Thanks so much, that shouldn’t be a problem.”


    They grabbed their bags, thanked the driver and exited the cab, trying not to look up.


    “Well,” Jack said, “at least we don’t have to worry about the hurrying part. Lots of people are late for trains.”


    Waterloo station was located in the London theater district and they noted the loud signs as they passed, The Lion Queen, third month running! The Clouds of Connemara, matinee tickets still available!


    The orbs were everywhere – on the lights, hugging every security camera at the theaters’ entrances, on the buildings’ ledges.


    Or were they? Or, were they just seeing things, making each dark blur, each peripheral shape, into something watching?


    Jack suddenly stopped about thirty feet from the station doors.


    “What is it?” she asked, seeing the look on his face.


    He cocked his head and held perfectly still.


    “Did you hear that?” he asked.


    “Don’t tell me…”


    Just as she said the words, they both saw it: a blur of grey, hovering up high, hiding against the shadow of a building eave as if it knew there was a shadow behind it. It began coming down, its trajectory towards them, faster, seeing their frozen eyes staring up.


    Inside the orb, chips and transmitters began whirring, telling a man with a headset two thousand miles away that a contact had been made – a Level 5 contact. The Surveillance-Net main computer began automatically redirecting its worldwide focus to the small London street, harnessing its full power, feeling that power for a first time with its millions of eyes.


    They ran for the station as the orb accelerated. A group of Japanese tourists were blocking the entrance, milling and talking. Like an amoeba, the group began to squeeze through the doors and they melded into them and were carried into the station’s main lobby. The Victorian wood doors closed and they turned to see a grey apparition through the wavy glass panes, hovering on the other side. Then, in a flash, it disappeared.


    They looked up. At the eaves of the station, they saw nothing. Turning, they saw no orbs near the station lights, nor any over the signs.


    “Where are they?”


    “Doesn’t matter, let’s go,” Jack said, taking her hand.


    As they headed towards the ticket windows and the entrance to the bullet train platforms, they passed an elderly lady dressed in clothes from another century, handing out leaflets. In their haste, they missed what she was saying, over and over, “Vote yes, lever 2, for the referendum. Vote, yes, lever 2…”


    What they couldn’t know was that last Tuesday, at the monthly meeting of the Waterloo Station Historical Society, this same elderly lady had stood at the back of a room proudly hoisting a placard while the society president and their Greater London councilman had bickered, “I don’t know what these grey balls are for, as, clearly, you won’t tell me. But, sir, what I do know is that they don’t belong beside Victorian era fixtures and they certainly don’t belong in our station!” The crowd at the back of the meeting, all elderly ladies, had begun cheering. “But ladies, it’s not your station…” the councilman had started, not sure himself why more security cameras were needed. The society president stabbed at the air with near-religious fervor, “Check the contract, sir! We have final say-so over all historical and architectural plans. And we will bloody well protect our station!”


    Jack and Lani finally made it through the tourists, commuters and onlookers to the ticket line, the train tellers about forty feet away stamping tickets and checking identifications behind bulletproof glass. On either side of the platform entrance were two policemen standing watch and examining the crowd. In the line in front of them, a college student absently sang with buds in his ears, the children from the lady behind them playing at his feet.


    Jack looked over at Lani. He’d learned that when she really became worried, she would develop this tiny furrow between her eyes.


    “How’re you doing over there, Ms. Patterson?” he smiled.


    She smiled back, the tension broken if only for a moment. She was trying not to look up, trying to appear as if they were just one more happy couple looking forward to a weekend in Paris, happy to be finally be away from their imaginary London jobs, happy to be finally alone.


    They stepped to the front of the line and passed the money to the teller, trying not to look at the police officers. Lani turned and smiled at the nearest officer, then down to the giggling children that were running past her, her expression like every woman who would one day like children of her own. Jack watched the teller as she examined their passports, looking up twice and then down to the photos. He nonchalantly eyed her other hand as it reached beneath the counter, wondering if she was pushing a button, activating a silent alarm.


    The bulletproof glass doors to the platform slid open and the teller smiled and handed back the passports, “Thank you, sir. Enjoy Paris.” They passed between the two policemen who were already looking past them. They were unaware that the Surveillance-Net has yet to be hard-wired into the Euro-Zone train computers and that the signatory nations were still in negotiations as they casually walked down the platform, bumping into each other like an old married couple. Lani could feel the ring on her finger, becoming less foreign.


    In their private sleeper cabin, they looked out the windows and wondered if the orbs had also been installed on the signal lights for the trains in the train yard. Would they, like a swarm, begin looking into each of the train’s windows for the people who looked back?


    They heard the groan of the wheels as the train began to inch forward, keeping to a low speed as it traversed the train yard. The train picked up as rows of tenements rushed past, finally opening onto pasturelands.


    They would soon enter the tunnel. Jack took out the laptop.


    “What’s up?” she asked. It was a strange time to be researching the patterns again.


    He continued typing. “Hold on, one second. We need to get this done. We’ll hit the tunnel soon.”


    Once inside the tunnel, they would be in the dark and out of range for over an hour.


    After he finished the message to Mac, he looked up and saw Lani looking back, still waiting.


    “We’re going to need help, Lani. When we come out of the tunnel, they’ll be waiting for us.”
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    “The French Prime Minister is on line two,” Margaret Spencer said into her headset. “They tracked him down in Lucerne.”


    President Walker hit the intercom, “Thanks, Margaret. Can you do me a favor? Act like I’m down the hall, say I’ll just be a minute. By the way, what’s he doing in Switzerland? Just curious.”


    “Skiing. It seems he and his family goes every year. Did you get the packet?”


    The French Prime Minister and former Member of Parliament, Francois Guilland, had been elected five weeks before in a grueling election and Spencer was referring to the intelligence packet on his background, both personal and professional, routinely forwarded to the president.


    President Walker looked down at his desk and the files, “Right here, haven’t gotten to it yet. Thanks, Margaret.”


    He turned back towards Mac, sitting on the couch and re-familiarizing himself with the latest Surveillance-Net deployment materials.


    “I can’t believe we’re going to do this,” Walker said. “Guilland is going to think we’re nuts. We practically bust their kneecaps getting the Surveillance-Net up and operational and now we’re calling back to ask them to turn it off. How long did Jack say he needed, thirty-six hours?”


    Mac nodded.


    “Any last minute suggestions before we embarrass the entire U.S. government?”


    Mac shook his head.


    “Okay, here we go,” the president said, picking up the line.


    “Bonjour, Mr. Prime Minister. Yes, good to talk to you again too. And, again, sorry for breaking into your much needed vacation.”


    Upon assuming office, Guilland had landed in a firestorm surrounding the Surveillance-Net deployment and had taken the brunt of the last minute U.S.-applied pressure. It was Walker’s opinion that he’d handled it well.


    “No problem, of course, Mr. President. But I’m somewhat confused. Am I correct in what my aides tell me, that you want a thirty-six hour shut down, or rather, a perceived break down?”


    Guilland didn’t need to mention the ludicrousness of the request.


    “I know, Francois,” Walker said, switching to the personal. “And, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”


    There was a pause, “This wouldn’t have anything to do with Mr. Osborne’s friend, this lawyer, O’Neill, would it?”


    Guilland’s instincts were keen and the president made note of it, storing the information away for the next time they would meet across a table.


    However, as Walker was the President of the United States, the most powerful nation that history had ever known, he lowered his tone, “Francois, do you remember those photos we intercepted last year and handed over to you? You said – and I think I have this right – no questions, please. You were still an MP. Another ski trip, if I remember. This is a little like that.”


    Guilland remembered it quite well. The year before, it had not only been his wife that he’d taken to the Swiss chalet and the resultant photo chip, intercepted by the CIA in Tripoli, had shown then-MP Guilland in some rather compromising and uncompromising positions.


    “No problems, Mr. President,” Guilland laughed, never understanding how the Americans could be such prudes about such slight indiscretions, yet were apparently immune to a rape of the soul such as the Surveillance-Net. “Let’s see, let me think this one over…would I prefer a final, extended reprieve from having my every move recorded by who-knows-who, orbs looking down at my daughters and myself as we walk to the park tomorrow? And, at the same time, I get to tell those GMA morons that I’m busy when, invariably, they start to call? Hmm, why yes, Mr. President, I will of course join you in this little game. Thirty-six, you said? Tell me though, what if afterwards we can’t find the on/off lever?”


    “Francois, you and I have talked about this and you know I feel the same. Right now, however, the dye is cast. On my last day in office maybe we’ll have a little accident, who knows.”


    “Very good,” Guilland said, laughing at the prospect, “thirty-six, it is. So, I trust we’ll still be seeing you and your lovely wife this next April?”


    “And we’ll have a toast then,” the president said, thanking Guilland again before hanging up.


    Walker smiled as he came around the desk, “Now tell me, why do I get this strange feeling that that’ll cost us something juicy down the road?”


    Mac offered his darkest laugh, “What, you think those photo chips just up and disappeared? Mr. President, please consult paragraph no. 354 in the Second Abridged Edition of the Rules of the Universe: always ask for the negatives.”


    


    †


    


    Garneau buttered the toast and set the plates on the kitchen table. Elise was finishing up the bed in the other room as he called to her, “I received this strange email. Did I tell you about it?”


    “You mentioned it,” she said, entering the kitchen.


    “This person – who doesn’t identify himself – wants me to meet him tomorrow at noon. I’m supposed to go to a corner over on Percy Park. Actually, quite silly.”


    “Maybe it’s a trap, or a joke?”


    “No, no,” he laughed, “no one wants to trap me in anything.”


    He then remembered the flash drive that was still in his pocket from Prevot. He hadn’t told Elise about it; it would only make her worry.


    “On the other hand,” he continued, realizing he should never have said anything, “you’re probably right. It’s probably another one of Marcel’s jokes. He’s due about now.”


    He didn’t believe this. This was something else.


    He didn’t tell her how he knew this; that the message had ended, “Did you see their eyes?”


    


    †


    


    Chou-tse had lived in the remote Chinese village her entire life. She was only fourteen, but had already survived a great flood, working in the fields since she was nine and now this.


    She was barefoot and her dress tattered as she walked towards the ramshackle hut at the edge of the village. It was where Chengiei lived, one of the village elders. Maybe he’s still alive? Maybe he can help me?


    She hadn’t been able to find her parents, their home gone in an avalanche of mud across the fields.


    She approached the place where Chengiei’s house should have been. It was gone too. In its place was a trailer, strange, so strange in this place. She remembered seeing the army trucks earlier.


    She saw soldiers – their uniforms brown with red markings, so clean against all of the mud. One of them had Xiu Mei Shu by the arm, an older woman from the village. She could see that Xiu Mei’s arm was bloody, her face smeared with soot.


    Inside the trailer, three government officials were conducting interviews. Chou-tse walked by, trying not to look in, knowing she was to stay clear of the brown uniformed men.


    Inside the trailer, Xiu Mei sat in a folding metal chair and looked down at the floor. “Now tell me again, Ms. Shu,” the Chinese intelligence officer said. “What did you see immediately before you felt the ground shake?”


    Xiu Mei remained shaken, her daughter still missing. “Lights…” she mumbled.


    She lifted her head, like a great weight was holding it, and pointed a broken finger towards the trailer door, “Walking home. A glow...”


    She paused in exhaustion, slumping back down.


    “Say clearer old woman!” the intelligence officer ordered, jumping to his feet and standing over her.


    “As from inside,” she murmured, saying it as if no one was even there. “Many clouds, all at once, many clouds…”


    


    †


    


    The killer had never understood how people could know so little. It was perplexing and, at once, symptomatic.


    He’d set up ten phantom investment accounts in ten different countries. At night, while the world slept, his Zurich bankers would transfer funds back and forth from one account to another, chasing the varying exchange rates, trading before the Dow Jones bell rang out, shorting the Lithuanian market. When he awoke each morning, he’d accrued more profit than ten American factory workers would earn in a year.


    So few understood the real world.


    Lambs for the slaughter.


    The killer looked down at his desk and stared at the weapon. It was beautiful – stealthily conceived, lovingly assembled, a gleaming piece of art.


    In the end, what people did not understand was that it was merely a matter of evolution.


    He picked up the phone and heard the whir of the encryption program engage.


    “Yes,” a voice answered. It was an exotic voice, Iberian, perhaps a Spaniard.


    “I have some work for you.”


    No response.


    “Ready?”


    “Yes.”


    “Credit Suisse, account number: Tango, Bravo, 4678845. Encrypt sequence: 5-Omega-2.”


    “How many this time?” the voice inquired, emotionless.


    “Two individuals, non-professionals. Further details are in-packet. You will also receive start coordinates.”


    O’Neill and that tiresome Hawaiian detective had been getting too close – first had come the alert from Freese on Detective Keno searching for information on Major Grindel from her Washington D.C. hotel location. And now this: their movement towards Garneau as revealed in Garneau’s email – Did you see their eyes? Normally, he would have taken care of the matter himself, it would have been decent sport, but time was of the essence. And besides, he’d tired of this game. They would eventually show at the meet point or, if not, then certainly at Garneau’s office or home, and the assassin could engage them from there. It vexed him that he couldn’t trace the source of the email sent to Garneau – the transmitting source had resisted all reverse-trace programs – but it was, essentially, irrelevant for the time being.


    “Are rabbits in the garden?” the Spaniard asked.


    It was their means of designating a termination action.


    “Yes.”


    The line clicked dead. The killer replaced the receiver and poured himself a Kona blend coffee from a silver pitcher placed on his mid-century office credenza each morning.


    He looked through the large picture window and over the river.


    The water had not yet begun to ice, resisting it. A flit of brown movement caught his attention along the shore. He picked up the binoculars and looked closer.


    Yes, the warblers were migrating much later this year.
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    Lani reached down and grabbed her lipstick as it nearly rolled away under the seat. She might be a fugitive, but she didn’t have to look bad doing it.


    The train hit another bump and Jack grabbed the empty drink cup teetering on the table between them.


    As we come out of the tunnel, they’ll be waiting for us…


    The words hung in the air as the bullet train reached its halfway point, speeding beneath the English Channel at two hundred miles per hour towards Paris.


    Jack checked his watch – 28 minutes left.


    They knew it was a long shot – their email to Mac right before they entered the tunnel: 36 hours, that’s all we need. Mac’s answer would determine what world they would head into as they stepped off the train.


    Lani looked down – 13 minutes.


    Outside, the darkness of the tunnel was broken by the split-second flicking of lights as the train rode up upon another soft bump. She fidgeted with her dress.


    Suddenly, streams of light flooded the sleeper cabin as the train cleared the tunnel opening. Jack typed into the laptop, accessing the account. A message flashed up.


    “It’s from Mac,” he said.


    Lani leaned over.


    


    You have Surveillance-Net blackout


    in Paris only, 36 hrs. No police at


    Nord Station also arranged. No info


    on GMA status, but orb transmission


    from Waterloo is being delayed at NSA,


    bottle-necked we are saying here.


    Problem: Surveillance-Net shutdown not


    effective until 2 hours after you arrive


    at Nord. Also, orbs in the station, take


    precautions. Return my message when


    you find that place you told me about.


    Good luck. Mac.


    


    They could hear the engines reverse, straining with the brakes of the sleek, silver train.


    


    †


    


    Dr. Takamura walked casually down the university hallway accompanied by visiting professor Dr. John Arister, a cosmologist and good friend since their graduate school days. It was the third semester that Dr. Arister, Professor of Theoretical Astrophysics at Princeton, had taught a graduate seminar at Georgetown. They enjoyed playing bridge together with their wives, vacationing together on Cape Cod and sharing their hobby of 20th century classical music, particularly Messiaen. But mostly, they liked mental fencing over every idea they could find.


    “That’s interesting, Sam. Frankly, I’ve never thought of it that way. Are you sure?”


    “That’s what Jacobs over at Harvard is saying. He’s about to publish on it. If he’s wrong, it’ll be egg on a lot of faces. To be honest, economics has never interested me very much. Seems more akin to meteorology than a science.”


    “Anything else floating around, something good?” Arister asked, opening the door for Takamura as they descended the stairs and hit the late autumn chill.


    Takamura pulled his coat higher, looking up at the dismal skies. “The earthquakes are causing quite a stir. Lots of theories, nothing definitive. Danforth over at Harvard is, of course, claiming that the skies are falling. Others, though, say it’s only a random spike. To be honest, I’m glad I’m lost in my lab, the simple things, my little puzzles. Anything else up your way, at Princeton, I mean?”


    “Well, strange you mention it. One of our chaos theorists – Dr. Hopkins, you met him once – he’s been looking at these earthquakes, putting forth an interesting hypothesis. Actually, it’s quite frightening.”


    Chaos theory was the study of what happens when a system moves from order to chaos and the catalyst that tips a system over the edge. It could be any system – a system of bridges, a metabolic system of the human body, any system. The question is: As energy builds, when does a stream turn into rapids?


    “Thank God, it could never actually happen,” Arister continued, opening the door to the diner. “Still, it’s unsettling.”


    “So, tell me again. It operates like a ring around the world, faster and faster?”


    “As I said, it’s like a tuning fork, the resonations in the Earth’s tectonic plates building until a critical threshold is reached, at which point the cascade can’t be stopped, becoming like a runaway train. Hopkins says that the cascade could be initiated through a sequence of earthquakes, each occurring at a vulnerable place in the Earth’s crust. The resonation from the first quake then feeds into the next and so on, in a quickening. In the end, the sum energy of the earthquake cascade itself converges into a belt of energy around the equator, the ring I mentioned. It’s only theoretical, as no natural agent could initiate such a sequence.”


    Arister stirred sugar into his coffee, “Still an interesting idea…”


    “So then, what is the end-point to this so-called energy belt?” Takamura asked, his professor’s mind unable to leave a tidbit alone. “I mean, if this Hopkins fellow is correct and the energy escalates into this belt, with the resonation increasing – as you said, like a tuning fork – what happens when the energy reaches its threshold?”


    “Like a stream, it turns into rapids. At some point, the system actually rushes towards its end-point. It would be its nature to do so.”


    “And what would that look like?”


    Arister stared into his coffee, swirling into patterns – turbulent, beautiful patterns. He gave the stick a swirl and the patterns broke.


    “I don’t know. No one does. The tectonic plates would oscillate, finally shattering at the edges. The world would see earthquakes like never before. The plates would split, fissure. Magma would release into thousands of volcanoes. Sulfuric acid would poison the skies…”


    He paused, “Oblivion, I suppose. Utter destruction. Fire across the sky.”


    


    †


    


    The train had stopped inside Gare du Nord Station and Jack had been gone for one minute and twenty-six seconds. She stared at her watch again, certain that it had been much longer. What he’d said just before leaving the cabin, it was unsettling. She still wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to do.


    “Where are you going?” she’d said.


    “I’ll be right back. We need some things.”


    He then rushed through the cabin door. In the corridor outside, saw passengers milling and gathering by the exits. He shut the door and the silence had returned.


    She looked at her watch. She liked that Jack flew by the seat of his pants, but sometimes…


    The cabin door swung open and he slipped back in, holding a grocery bag. “You remember that nice young man who helped us when we got on? I found him.”


    He spread the bag’s contents out on the table – a half-squeezed tube of instant glue, duct tape, odd pieces of cardboard, scissors, a black magic marker and an old hat from lost and found.


    “I grabbed what I could from the back car. Here, let’s have your shoes – the old ones out of the bag, that you wore to the manor.”


    She handed him the shoes, her real-life shoes.


    He put the cardboard on the floor. “Foot, please.”


    She put her foot on the cardboard and he traced it with the marker, then cut out the shape and used it to trace ten more, gluing them together and, finally, to the bottom of each shoe.


    “Admittedly, the marker is a bit crude,” he said, coloring the cardboards edges to match the shoes, “but it should be good enough to get you through the next two hours. It should give you another three inches. It might be awkward at first, but as I said, required.”


    “There’s no other way?” she asked, knowing the answer as well as he did. The idea of their separating sent a chill through her.


    He didn’t answer and only handed her the old clothes from their luggage. He took the Patterson passports and put them in the hat, taping them inside with the duct tape so they wouldn’t fall out. He put the hat back into the grocery bag with the empty cup and the rest of what he hadn’t used.


    “The Surveillance-Net computers will be looking for both of us, together. Which means, tactically, splitting up is our best option. You’re three inches taller and back into your own clothes and are now Ms. Gillette.”


    He handed her the passport, “Except you are no longer Ms. Gillette, the mistress of the gallant and ethically-challenged Mr. Holcomb. Rather, for the next two hours you’ll be the independent Jan Gillette, out for her first vacation in Paris.”


    “And,” he said, looking down at the table, “I’m afraid we’re going to have to lose the guns.”


    Lani stared down at the two ceramic handguns Jack had placed between them.


    “Now I’m really thrilled,” she said, trying to laugh.


    “Sorry, can’t be helped. Think it through: we don’t know what’s out there, namely, what standard security Nord Station has set up. We could pass through the security line, our luggage could be searched and, with these passports, we could still pass straight through. But if anyone finds the weapons, it’s all over. I’m not keen on dumping them either. Maybe Mac can get us something later, I don’t know, but for now it’s best not to be carrying.”


    “What about you?” she asked.


    He remembered back on Guilford’s instructions, “You can crouch as you walk. It should be nominally effective, for the time being. Not later, of course, the Surveillance-Net computer will figure that out in time – programming itself…but, yes, for now, it may not see that. Maybe you’re just a man with a limp, huh? Remember, the computer will be looking for you to come off a train, looking as you did when you went in, together. These will be its initial operating parameters. It’s a present-moment weakness.”


    They needed to reduce those identifying variables: to be apart and away from each other, a tourist girl walking jauntily to her next train, an older man limping, using an electronic walker provided near the platform entry for public use.


    They exited the train and entered the station from the platform, a flood of sounds hitting them from the chattering groups of tourists, from those late and running. Without a word, they split up and walked in opposite directions, heading towards opposite doors. She walked with energy in her steps, even though she was taut as a wire inside; he limped to the walkers, lined up on the side wall like luggage carts, fell into the seat, manipulated the electronic toggle and rode away, momentarily stopping at a trash receptacle to throw the grocery bag away.


    She wanted to look back and knew she couldn’t. Maybe one of us will be caught… maybe we’ll never see each other again.


    She could feel his presence behind her and moving away; could feel how, for the next critical hours, she would be alone. She pushed the thought from her mind and repeated the information Jack had given her. He’d said they couldn’t write it down, in case one of them was caught.


    


    6th Arrondissement, 24 Rue de


    Cherche-Midi, Saint-Germain-


    des-Pres


    


    She repeated the address in her mind, over and over, seeing it as a sanctuary, using it as a mantra to keep her mind and eyes from the orbs lined up on the rafters like gargoyles.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    28


    


    


    


    The Spanish assassin, Antonio Reis Cortez – variously known to his clients and intermediaries as Alberto Riviera, the Latin, Gabir Abi-Shetan, the Lebanese, Arnaud Mbah a Moute, the Cameroon – quietly descended the marble stairs of his home before dawn. It was only one of his many homes, this only one of his faces. The six languages he spoke melded with each other and he was often asked, “Where are you from?”


    He was from nowhere, but would always give them the answer he sensed they wanted – and polite, always polite in the field while converging towards targets – and then move on. “Yeah,” they’d say, “I knew I heard something in that accent of yours. I lived in Tobago once…”


    He opened the front doors and hit the Madrid heat. In his hand was a suitcase, ballistic Kevlar and sleek. Inside the suitcase was a compartment holding the truest extension of his self – a British-made L16B3 sniper’s rifle with integrated silencer. In another compartment were his second eyes: an ACOG Leopold Mk. III tactical scope.


    The morning before, in his favorite room, he’d calibrated the rifle and scope, re-oiled the bearings to the slides on the tripod, readjusting them, handling them. Each of his homes possessed this special room – where his weapons and instruments were lined up in glass cases like a gallery.


    Beauty, lethality – they were never far away.


    The night before, he’d applied the White Orchid skin appliqués to his face and contoured the edges. He’d then applied the wash to his face, arms and neck, where his shirt wouldn’t cover. After the assignment was complete he was planning on vacationing in the south of France – in Provence, perhaps, or even Languedoc-Roussillon, he wasn’t sure – and by the time he returned and passed back beneath the Surveillance-Net eyes in Madrid’s Aeropuerto Barajas, he would be back to his truer color.


    At the airport, he passed through the customs and security checks without incident – just another average person in more average clothes, the passport and photos in complete order. He saw the orbs outside of Charles de Gaulle Airport and looked down at his Paris tourist map as he walked to his car. It had been three months since he’d visited his Paris home and the tarp over the BMW M8 was mottled and dusty. It was nice that a target was finally in one of his hometowns, the convenience of it. It was also nice that he didn’t need to memorize the city streets, or prepare unfamiliar routes. He thought of the south of France, still trying to decide between the food of Provence or the wines of Languedoc-Roussillon. Of course, one of his girls lived in Avignon in the Provence region and that could very well prove determinant. He’d have to see how he felt after the kills. He always felt different.


    It was still early evening when he drove into the private carport beneath his villa in the 16th Arrondissement. He carried his night bag upstairs and opened the long drapes. He washed his face and looked into the only mirror – yes, he would need some sleep. Gerard, his former mentor, had once told him he would one day grow tired of this life, this luxurious, vagabond life. “It’s the way of things,” Gerard had smiled two years ago, as they’d shared a coffee at their favorite café in Saint-Germaine. “You can’t escape it, Antonio, but you can choose when to leave it. Everyone retires at some point. Or is retired.” Gerard had not been able to abide by his own advice and was terminated in Monaco while tracking a false target – too old and sloppy for this work anymore. The Spaniard missed Gerard; he’d been his only true friend, albeit not of the normal sort. The Spaniard didn’t know ‘normal’ and he wouldn’t end in a dying heap like Gerard. He was certain of it.


    He retrieved a bottle of Bordeaux from his cellar and took the elevator to the top floor, where the music was kept. There were no televisions in the house and no other mirrors. The Spaniard preferred not to look at faces.


    He poured the wine, set the glass on the side table and walked over to the wall, carefully selecting a 1958 DECCA SXL series album of a Sibelius violin concerto, because the string tone was so pure. He placed the LP on the turntable and cued it, adjusted the volume on the Shindo Labs Petrus preamplifier and sat back in the chair, eyes closed, savoring the wine.


    He began to visualize the killing place, the hostel window overlooking the park corner: the distance between the window and the targets, the distance between the room and the Metro entrance. This was always his preparation; visualizing the movements before they happened, preparing his mind and body for synchronized motion as if an athlete. He saw the movements of the kill as a series of events, almost like photos, one after the other, the images flipping over in his mind to the beat and rise of the music, the orchestra around him, the purity of the strings.


    He began the wait period.


    


    †


    


    “Is she still in there? Any of the lights on?”


    Mac continued to stare into the stark white room. As a ploy, they’d decided to give Aisha a small window in her cell, another small manipulation, trying to coax a response. He’d pressed her during the first three interrogations after she’d been waterboarded, but since then had decided to lie back, waiting for her to make a move, to show herself.


    “She’s in there, no doubt,” the NSA psychiatrist said. “She eats, instinctually responds to pain stimulus, etc. And all the tests show normal – EKG, all of them. Brain waves show increased theta activity, particularly in the right hemisphere, but that’s inconclusive and, frankly, it doesn’t mean very much.”


    Mac noted that Aisha seemed different each time he came back to interview her. Or rather, each time she was more of something: more placid, calmer. It was striking, given how she’d been after her capture: tense, resistant.


    The morning light streamed through the cell window in a single beam, lighting up the wall behind her. He continued watching as the doctor walked away. Inside the cell, Aisha took another bite of the rice and vegetables from the bowl, the spoon moving in a slow, perfect arc.


    She didn’t look up as he entered the cell, continuing to stare into the bowl. He watched as her hand moved like a pendulum, almost gentle, the shine in the spoon nearly hypnotizing. She set the bowl down and said nothing more for the next four hours.


    Inside, Aisha was still in the white dream in the white desert. It now stayed with her even while she was awake, even as she spooned the rice into her mouth.


    Mac left the cell and walked down the hall to the meeting room. The night time orderly – an NSA employee assigned to watch Aisha from daybreak to dusk, to watch her wake, to bring her meals, to watch her eat and go to sleep – was already sitting at the table.


    Mac knew that regardless of the doctor’s charts and tests – what the books and numbers told them – there were things that couldn’t be seen, things that happened in the quiet moments between people. Both orderlies were required to keep journals on their observations and to attend meetings with the psychiatrists every other day. Mac knew that deeper truths often existed between the lines, apart from what one might report or write down.


    Yesterday, he’d met with the daytime orderly, a female NSA employee and a former U.S. Army Ranger. She’d been rigid in the way she sat, offering a ‘yes sir’ after each of his questions.


    “Not really, sir. I did find her demeanor to be, well, distant,” the female orderly had said, finding the quietness of Aisha and her sloth-like movements disquieting, nearly disturbing. “It makes me uncomfortable, sir, that’s all. All of this waiting, her doing nothing.”


    The male orderly now across from him was the female’s opposite. A new NSA recruit, he sat relaxed.


    Mac went through the same series of questions.


    “Not really, Mr. Director. Nothing that really stood out.”


    “Are you sure?”


    The male orderly hesitated.


    “Yes?” Mac coaxed.


    The orderly then talked about how Aisha never complained and that while she ate, one spoon to the next, it seemed like the cadence of a monk. He found her captivating, but not in the usual sense.


    “Keep going,” Mac said, “there are no wrong answers here.”


    “Well, and this is going to sound crazy, but she’s calming. I know what she did, those horrible bombings. It’s just that I can’t make out the connection between those events and her. The feeling of her, I mean. Maybe when she first came here, not anymore.”


    The orderly paused and Mac waited.


    “I think she knows something,” the orderly finally said, his voice lowered.


    As he said it, he looked down as if looking into a mirror. He didn’t tell Mac about the dreams he’d been having, about his fiancé waking him up in the middle of the night and telling him he’d been talking in his sleep.


    “What?” Mac asked, leaning closer, “What does she know?”


    Did Aisha know something about another attack?


    The orderly looked straight at him, seeming to look beyond where they were.


    He said, in a near whisper, “Something terrible…something wonderful.”


    


    †


    


    The gas station attendant held out his hand.


    “I have it right here,” Jenny Huff smiled, fumbling with her pile of change. She’d withdrawn $2,456 from her savings account before she’d left and had broken many bills at the hotels, diners and truck stops on her way to this one, Jerry’s Route 121 Quick-shop, a run-down filling station converted into a run-down deli just outside of Alma, Kansas, another spot on the map.


    She’d driven across most of Kansas, seeing the stainless steel prisms of the newest fracking derricks on the horizon, the wind-swept farms, the passing faces of the farmers worn and lined, like she’d once seen in a documentary on the dust bowl. Would President Walker really do what he said, declare a national emergency and tell these people that their land was too burnt, the soil too fragile to farm, the animals having gone without water too long? Would we force them from their churches, the only land they’d ever known, from the cemeteries of their ancestors?


    The seas were rising and Kansas was burning. Was there any reason left in this world?


    She slowed and passed through another small town, some of the shops on the downtown square shuttered, even their ‘for sale’ signs faded.


    Three hundred miles later, she pumped more gas in another small town, the sun blinding, the damning voices of her in-laws haunting her like these ceaseless winds across the plains.


    But she cannot stop: something inside is telling her it is for Dan, telling her it is for her children.


    She turns to see a boy and his sister running from an RV, playing in the burnt grass at the side of the station as their father lets their dog smell about.


    Yes, on the surfaces, the world could seem normal.


    


    †


    


    Jack exited Nord Station and headed west, down Rue de Maubeuge before turning south. Lani exited east and then, as planned, followed a parallel path – past shops and banks, restaurants and bookstores, all a blur – until she found her own taxi.


    So far, she’d been safe, the orbs in the station seeming dormant. Were they even operational? Mac had said two hours. She fell into the taxi and it felt like a cocoon.


    Watching the shops blur pass, she repeated the address: 6th Arrondissement, 24 Rue de Cherche-Midi, Saint-Germain-des-Pres.


    “How do you know of this place?” she’d asked Jack when they were still on the train.


    “I stayed there for a month one summer, fifteen years ago. The lady who owns it – she’s elderly now – is a good friend. We’ve exchanged letters for years. She’s never sent an email to anyone her entire life – despises computers – so there’s no trail between us. I always paid her cash for the rent – no paper trail either. I called her with the encrypted Go-Phone that Mac gave us. She said the keys are in the same place.”


    The taxi stopped and Lani looked up at the building, noting the address. “Yes, here,” she said, handing over the fare and stepping from the cab, trying not to appear rushed, wanting desperately to get inside.


    The ornate building, more of a villa, had a fleur-de-lis pattern carved around the base with a border separating two designs of granite. She went up to the right of the door and counted three medallions down and slid the central emblem away. She hoped that the key would be gone, telling her that Jack was already there.


    She saw the glint and removed the two keys. The deadbolt resisted, finally giving way as she entered a portico, a diamond pattern of marble on the floor leading up the entry stairs to a door above. At the top, she passed into another hall and found the door, #24. An older man passed behind her as she returned his hello, ducking inside the apartment.


    The apartment was beautiful, even in the shadows and with only the afternoon light coming through the muslin drapes. It was how every American would envision a Paris home: silk drapes pulled to the sides, high molded ceilings, a medallion above a chandelier and a marble fireplace with a Constable-like landscape painting hanging above it.


    She hesitated to turn on the lights, remembering that she didn’t know this place. Suddenly, she could only think of one thing: Where was Jack?


    If he’d been captured, what would she do? Would she stay to the plan, keep the meeting with Garneau, or try to find him, or run again?


    She heard an effort at the latch behind her and turned to see the knob turning. She’d forgotten to lock it after she entered, as Jack had told her.


    Coming through the door, Jack was smiling as big as she’d ever seen, perhaps wondering why the keys were gone and yet the door was still unlocked.


    They said nothing and only held to each other, the tension draining away.


    She pulled back. “Beat you here,” she said, ribbing him. “So, partner, where ya been?”


    “Well,” he joked, “first there was the Louvre. Passed by, couldn’t resist. Then there was that great wine bar, big party. After that, the Eiffel Tower – you know, great this time of day.”


    She held him tight and laughed into his chest, forgetting the orbs, the evil in men’s hearts, the world.
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    Chinese Premier Xiong Deng Hu had grown up an orphan in the Shanghai slums, an unusual background for the leader of the most populous nation on Earth.


    Deng Hu’s rise had been one of fortuity: from the slums to the watch he found belonging to the wealthy casino merchant; from the slums to a job at the casino; from the slums to a life as the wealthy man’s ‘lost son’; from the slums to a party apparatus position; from the slums to the Party Chairmanship. In his mind, all things arose from the slums.


    When the Second Great Restoration occurred in 2021, he’d been strategically positioned – more fortuity, more fortune. And when General Jinping finally approached, he’d said that he was ready. In a rare misstep, the Chinese President, Li Zhenhcai, had then refused their overtures and, predictably, perished in a car accident, the computer chip controlling the limousine’s hydraulics reprogrammed and the car launching into a ravine. Soon, General Jinping was also dispatched, a quiet death at his vacation retreat in Dadonhai, another thread cut.


    Deng Hu looked down the long table at the others – at his subordinates, allies and enemies, all gathered together like a coil of vipers. He could feel a rare tension rise in the room, reminding him of the distillation of survival, of that groan in the pit of the stomach when you couldn’t find something to eat. It was the ocean he’d learned to swim within.


    “Your report,” he said to Xi Lintao, Director of the Ministry of State Security, the Chinese Intelligence Agency. It was an order, not a request.


    Lintao fidgeted with his papers. He was fully aware of what had happened to General Jinping – and to three other colonels since.


    “Yes, Mr. Premier,” he finally said, “we’ve completed our investigation in Shaanxi Province, pursuant to your instructions.”


    Deng Hu waited and Lintao looked down again. “The interrogations of the villagers produced consistent results: all individuals reported visual anomalies in the skies directly proceeding the earthquake – ‘a glowing cloud,’ ‘the sky lit from within,’ ‘cascades of soft light’ – the same with each.


    Deng Hu didn’t respond. He knew that silence could also be a weapon.


    He stared and stared, imagining a glowing cloud suspended over the table, trying to see its ultimate meaning.


    He leaned back, “We’ve seen that the Americans are lax in most circumstances, but react as an unleashed dragon in others; they are lazy when lost in the things of their capitalism, but rabid when threatened. Pearl Harbor and 9/11 – these events show us this pattern well.”


    He rose, “To defeat an enemy, any enemy, one must first ask: What is their truest nature? The answer for these Americans? They are a sleeping dragon. To our credit, we have been patient and used this knowledge against them. We have not engaged the dragon militarily, or squandered resources on stealth fighter jets that will never fight. Rather, we have conducted a quieter war, so quiet that the dragon has not stirred. We infiltrate their computers, planting viruses that can activate like bombs. We steal their most valuable technologies, without ever investing in the research ourselves. And we’ve conducted economic proxy wars against their underbelly, sapping strength in faraway deserts, moving with a cold logic and a quiet strength. And all the while the dragon has slept. This has been our fifty-year plan.”


    As he said it, he circled the table slowly and around the backs of his enemies. With each pause, they felt the person who might one day cause their death. Deng Hu knew this, and in each pause watched for the telltale flinch, the motions that revealed hidden fear. It was a knowledge he stored.


    “But we should never forget Hiroshima – its core meaning. The Americans preach to us their Christian values, but aren’t they the ones who invented mass civilian targets, who, in their own Revolutionary War, perfected the art of guerilla warfare? And, yet, what did they call us in our most recent wiretaps, slant eyes?”


    Having rounded the entire table, Deng Hu resumed his seat. “Doctor,” he said, looking down to the oldest man at the table, the only one who hadn’t flinched, “What is the status of our transmitting dishes?”


    For the past four years, enormous tunnels and rails had been built underground in the Heilongjiang Province along the Amur River, seeking to hide the dishes’ construction. On the ground above, the openings from where the satellite dishes would arise only looked like more silos. The Americans would never suspect more nuclear silos.


    “Preparations proceed,” Dr. Zheng said.


    “Yes, doctor, thank you – another statement of the obvious. And?”


    The doctor knew how much rope, or leash, was allowed the people at this table. Yet something in him did not want to do what Deng Hu said, every time he said it, particularly in front of the his own allies, his own enemies.


    The doctor looked down the long table, squinting through his glasses, “Seven days. The array will be ready in seven days.”


    


    †


    


    “We have another hit,” Josh said. “This one coming out of San Francisco.”


    “Go on,” Mac said.


    “The information came from another email from our friends, you know, the ones lost in Paris. They’re absolutely convinced of this blood eyes connection.”


    “Say nothing more, Josh. Send the info over the laptop. You know, the laptop.”


    Mac opened the laptop and looked down at the message from Josh, opening the attachment.


    It was a black-and-white newspaper photo of a woman with her face frozen in anger. The text partially read, “…Jennifer Huff was removed from the recent Coroner’s Inquest Hearing…”


    Mac skipped to the article. It implied that Jennifer Huff was mentally unstable. He focused on the words that Josh had highlighted, “…after the hearing, Ms. Huff yelled to reporters outside of the courthouse, “They were blood eyes! Eyes of blood I tell you! I saw them! Let me go!” Ms. Huff, the wife of Daniel Huff, was then escorted…”


    “You still there?”


    “Still here,” Josh answered. “What do you think? It occurs to me that our wayward friends might not be so looped after all.”


    “Tell me what’s going on,” Mac said.


    “This lady, Jenny Huff, they can’t find her – disappeared, bank accounts cleared, the family car MIA. So we went to the next of kin, Daniel Huff’s parents. They OK’d it.”


    “Timeline?”


    “The body is being exhumed as we speak.”


    


    †


    


    “Actually, that’s the reason I was late,” Jack said, unpacking his suitcase on the bed and looking around for the laptop charger. “I know we said that we’d take the letter over later tonight, but I was passing close to the police station on my way from Nord Station and I started thinking that it might be smart if we stayed inside as much as possible tonight. We have thirty-six hours to figure it out – what we’re doing next. No use wandering all about Paris and screwing it up.”


    Lani was still in the bathroom after taking a shower, unpacking her makeup and toiletries, trying to find a semblance of normalcy as she spaced the bottles on the marble vanity. She called out, “I know, Jack, but I was hoping the letter would give us, well, an excuse to get some fresh air…I know what you said, I agree – it’s a risk. But is it really? The orbs are out of commission for the time being and our fake skin is holding up fine. There are thousands of American couples out on a Thursday night in Paris, right? Do you think Garneau will get the letter by tomorrow morning?”


    Jack had delivered a letter for Garneau at the police station on his way to the Paris apartment, slipping it into the drop box and then hurrying back to his taxi. It altered Garneau’s instructions.


    “I expect so, it’s his home office and I marked the letter, urgent. We aren’t set to meet him until noon – he should get it. If not, if he still goes to the corner phone booth, we’ll watch until he leaves and then use the laptop again. But, as we said on the train, we need to start looking at this as if it’s an intelligence operation. And while we can trust our laptop to be secure, I can’t really trust Garneau’s email account – we should have thought of that earlier. The letter drop is safest. It may be archaic, but it’s still the best way. If we have to use the laptop with Garneau, then we have to. Hey, did I ever tell you about what Mac once told me about how the NSA sifts all emails and internet communications mining for certain words, looking for connections? It’s done under the Patriot Act, allegedly looking for bad actors. But to be sure, though, they’re still looking through all of our mail. Someone out there had the means to set us up and I’m wondering if they can also sift the internet, get into people’s emails. Best that we run this more seriously, take the initiative, as if we are up against someone like that, rather than look back and be sorry.”


    Lani came out of the bathroom, a towel on her head, “It’s all scary to me. You always think you’ll see Big Brother coming up on you, but it’s a creeping sort of thing – one day it’s just here. The real problem is how to get rid of it when the country doesn’t need it anymore, or realizes they never did. Scary.”


    “I know how to get rid of it,” Jack said. “Pull it up by the roots, like any weed.”


    “Unfortunately, easier said than done,” she said. “Once it’s out of the bag, that’s it – another Pandora’s Box.”


    “Maybe,” he said, looking towards the hallway. “Hey, so you know, I’m going to leave my sleeping stuff here. I’ll sleep over there, by the table, but I’ll use the shower and bathroom down the hall, give you some privacy.”


    “By the way,” he continued, hauling the suitcase from the bed, “while you were in the shower we received another message from Mac. No news on the Croatian accounts, but he said we may be onto something with this theory on a connection between the major’s death in Kauai and the ambassador’s. I think it was the Dan Huff article on the ‘blood eyes’ that finally brought him around. Just hope we’re on the right track. He’s having Huff exhumed, with an autopsy tonight by Takamura and will send us what they find after that. He should have some information by tomorrow morning. Hopefully, they’ll find patterns there too, give us some sort of direction.”


    Jack looked down at the laptop he’d left open on the bed, at the picture of the burn marks from Della Norine and the major compared against those from the ambassador and his French mistress.
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    Lani moved over next to him and stared down at the screen. “I’ve been trying to figure them out, if there’s some type of meaning there. But, to be honest, they always look like a bunch of dots. Maybe that’s all they are. We’re pushing so hard, because we need to, maybe they start to look like something when they’re not?”


    Jack moved to the door, “Well, we’d better hope not, because I’m starting to get a bad feeling from Mac on these Croatian accounts. Flat out, they should’ve found something by now. They have the best computer minds in the world working the problem, including Josh, and so far – nada, zip, zero.”


    He turned, offering her the best smile he could muster, “Because, my dear, when it comes to signs, that’s never a good one.”


    


    †


    


    Biaggi awoke into an impenetrable fog – the glazed fog of two bottles of the most exquisite Barolo that he and Mario had downed last night at their favorite jazz club. He’d met a woman there around midnight and, at first, had thought that she might be in his future. And then had come the questions: Again, what car do you drive? Exactly, where do you live in town? All spaced too close together, out of context.


    Tell me, what are your dreams? Words that he’d never heard pass over a woman’s lips…


    Shaking his head and the fog with it, he threw off the covers. He was late and he absolutely hated being late – to anything. It was simply rude. Thank God he’d had his suit pressed. He grabbed a quick bite from a semi-stale farinata flatbread, holstered his weapon and headed down into the streets.


    His residential street was quiet, the reason he’d never moved. This early, only the sweeping of the corner deli owner broke through the quiet. All of his neighbors – Ciana Marinucci, the glove vendor next door, Signora Presti, the elderly lady across the street – woke with leisure, in time with the rising sun and in accordance with the rising day, as it should be, the Italian way.


    He turned the car key twice – he’d lost the electronic key somewhere and didn’t want to brave the bureaucratic paperwork to procure another – and watched as the key latch resisted, as it always did. He needed to be careful not to break it off – particularly, as he always reminded himself, when he was deep in the midst of one of his self-inflicted fogs. There was a certain responsibility in being a rogue. He tried the key a third time – slower, like the lock always liked – and it turned with ease.


    Breaking out from his neighborhood, the world became louder – conversations on the corners rising with the Florence heat, the incessant honking of the cars at the tourists as they texted while crossing the streets, a far off siren heading to somewhere unknown. He crossed three successive intersections, the crowds increasing as he went, then traversed the edges of two piazzas and finally parked the car at the station. He still had two minutes.


    Sandro Amarante was already waiting in the chair outside of his office, reading a ragged magazine that he’d nabbed from the front waiting room.


    “Good to see you old friend,” Biaggi said. “Did you have a nice trip from Roma? And, thank you for coming on short notice.”


    “It was no problem,” Amarante said, “I was already heading to Vernazza – a long weekend. It offered a good excuse for a few extra days.”


    Amarante was a Senior Intelligence Analyst for the Agenzia Informazioni e Sicurezza Esterna, the Italian intelligence agency, and had done work in both Mali and Niger, work that was never discussed. They’d met when Biaggi had been dispatched to Rome on a multi-homicide case and had become good friends for those three months, as they found they were both confirmed bachelors who cherished good wine, good jazz and the exquisite women who could sing it. Biaggi was not sure of all of the dark places that Amarante had been, but what he did know was that Sandro was one of the smartest people he’d ever met.


    Biaggi handed him the plastic evidence bag.


    “You’re right,” Amarante said, turning the blackened flake over in his fingers, “it’s a tracking tag, a rather sophisticated one. Only a few companies in the world manufacture them, all for sovereigns, of course – they regulate these things, you know. They can’t regulate anything important, but, when it comes to their little toys, they become more, shall we say, focused.” He looked closer, “Intriguing…”


    Amarante pulled out a magnifying glass from his attaché. “I can’t see any markings – and there wouldn’t be a manufacturer’s mark, we’re not talking Murano glass here – but there could be tell-tale signs of origin. Say, composition, size, and so on. Unfortunately, this one’s too degraded. That’s what it is, though. Sorry I can’t be more help, Giovanni. Where did you say you found it, on what part of the body?”


    “The coroner removed it from the top of the crown. It was implanted just under the skin. For what purpose, we don’t know.”


    “Well, I do,” Amarante said, leaning forward and handing the bag back. “Someone wanted to keep an eye on this fellow, to be sure of his whereabouts. Who did the victim work for? I don’t think you mentioned it.”


    “But why would a person let a chip, or a tag, or whatever, be implanted in his skull? Who would even allow that to happen?” Biaggi asked, befuddled.


    Amarante smiled, “Well, maybe he didn’t know. Maybe someone didn’t want him to know. They just wanted to keep an eye on him. And possibly terminate him, if need be. Who did you say he was with again?”


    “That’s scary,” Biaggi said, becoming even more perplexed, “I mean, how could that be done? Someone – a government, say – just floats in and cuts the top of his head open and drops in a chip, sews it up and no one ever notices?”


    “Actually, it’s much easier than that. Imagine, someone places a toxin in his drink at work, ends up sending him to the hospital, but not a real hospital, not a real ambulance. He wakes up and they tell him, ‘You passed out, then fell and hit your head.’ Viola, the stitches are explained and the man goes about his day, not knowing a thing. Later, the stitches come out and his life goes on. Except now, he’s marked as a potential target; no more than a thing to someone who is watching.”


    Biaggi didn’t like hocus-pocus. For him, when one looked back at the end of every case, all of the clues you missed were simply the things you were looking past. “I guess, but…”


    “That scenario would apply to a private organization, where the victim could be isolated in a controlled work environment, with a false ambulance or hospital created. If it was a government, though, they would have used an insertion team.”


    “A what?”


    “A paramilitary insertion team – CIA, NSA, this GMA group they now have. They would’ve come in at night while you slept, having tracked you and your loved ones’ movements for weeks, patterning your behaviors. They would enter your dark room seeking to anesthetize you – through an injection, an airborne agent, probably aerosol-delivered, as they would certainly be wearing masks – and that would be that. They would cut a razor-like slit, slide the tag in and coat the insertion site with a sealing gel. You would then wake up in the morning and wonder where the sore spot in your hair had come from. You look in the mirror and have a hard time seeing it. You are careful while you shower, as it hurts when you touch it, and leave it alone for the rest of the day. The body heals the rest, the gel dissolves and, again, that is that.”


    “Aero-Con Corporation, U.S. based,” Biaggi said. “Our victim was some sort of scientist, or a developer, no one will tell us. And, we have no idea how he ended up dead in a B&B bathtub in Firenze. Mio Christo, this world is getting crazy…”


    “Ah,” Amarante smiled, leaning back, “that could be your source. Aero-Con is a big player, globally – thermal/magnetic imaging technology, advanced weapons systems, biometric contracting, satellites, the new Mars rovers, they do it all. They’re bigger than General Dynamics.”


    “This Aero-Con, how do I contact someone there, someone inside?” Biaggi asked.


    “I’m afraid you don’t. They won’t talk to you. It’s like talking to the CIA, because at this point they’re practically a part of the CIA, or GMA, or whatever. You would have better luck talking to a rock. As Eisenhower warned, beware of the military-industrial complex. Too late for that…”


    “So, what are they using this tagging for anyway?”


    “Well, that’s the big secret. It’s been going on since the Afghan war – the Americans perfected it in tandem with their drone program.”


    Biaggi stared. Global geopolitics was not his strong suit.


    “Alright, let me explain. Back when the Afghan war was raging, the American military and their private mercenary contractors were flying drones into places to kill alleged al-Qaeda members, and later, the Haqqani tribal members who were getting in the way of the exit negotiations. Anyway, their targeting was imprecise because it was based on assets on the ground, mainly information from Afghans who knew of al-Qaeda locations and wanted the reward money that the CIA was throwing around like Christmas candy. The problem was that this information was many times faulty or incomplete and was mostly motivated by the informant’s desire for the money – something that shouldn’t have been too hard to understand at the time. And, if you remember, this is why we saw so many drone casualties related to Afghan weddings, etc. And, of course, all of the village children that were killed made the situation, well, politically problematic, for both the Americans and Karzai.”


    “That’s where the tagging comes in. The Americans developed a sophisticated tracking tag that was the size of a small piece of fabric, like a small dot, that was nearly undetectable when placed on the targeted person. No longer did the informant have to worry that his actions could later be traced back by al-Qaeda; he simply hugged his al-Qaeda colleague like he would at any other time and simply walk away, knowing that the termination action wouldn’t occur for several days, or even weeks, when he would be far away with the American’s money. And, no more did the Americans have to hit the place that the informant had designated, hoping against hope for minimal collateral damage. Now they could track the tag with their satellites and wait for the time when the target was clear of a village, or better yet, at a meeting with other tagged targets. I mean, didn’t anyone think it was odd when the wedding deaths suddenly stopped and, at the same time, the drones became nearly perfect in their accuracy? It wasn’t a coincidence.”


    All of this jumbled Biaggi’s self-imposed and simple worldview. He was as dark and cynical as the next inspector about local drug deals and homicides, but this was too much. Of course, the two bottles of Barolo weren’t helping. “Alright,” he said, “but how could anyone really hide all of this.”


    “That’s what one would think, but remember, don’t ever underestimate the motivation of our governments, when truly motivated. When it’s in their collective interest, it’s amazing how they can work together. Do you remember the drone bases that were set up by the Americans in Mali and then later in Niger? Why would they do that? Because the tagging program had been perfected as their newest toy – no troops on the ground, only military personnel flying drones, as if they were playing video games, the dark experience of war even more remote from the citizenry. Do you remember that book during the Bush administration, by that Watergate reporter? He was going to spill the beans about the tagging program, but the CIA redacted it, every word, shut him up and then everyone else in Washington too – the Patriot Act, don’t you know. Even the media can be a tacit accomplice. It’s all about the money.”


    “So, perhaps, one of these tags made it from some government, or from some government contractor, into my victim. But then how was he killed? It surely wasn’t a drone…”


    “The tag acted like a targeting beacon. It made it easier for the weapon, whatever it was, to find its target, that’s all. They needed a precise kill, for whatever reason. I have nothing more than that. I’m sorry, Giovanni, I wish I could do more. I’ve been out of the real game for too long.”


    Biaggi said goodbye to his old friend and they agreed to a get-together in Rome, when Biaggi was planning a trip there next spring.


    He turned on his computer to check for messages before heading to a witness interview with Ilario in the San Marco District and then on to a lunch with a lady friend.


    His first message was from his boss, “Close up the Anderson file. It’s being transferred to Rome, the main office. Sorry, no reasons on this one. Anyway, it’s off our list. Cease your work, simply do up the file and let them worry about it. Also, drop by this afternoon when you get a chance on the San Marco stabbing...”


    Biaggi stared at the message. He didn’t like being pulled off a case, any case.


    He opened the case program template and entered the information – on Anderson’s name, on the Aero-Con connection, on the kill patterns given to him by the coroner. He hit enter and transmitted the information to Interpol.


    If someone were trying to bury this file, they’d have a tougher time now.


    Now and then, howling at the wind became an option.


    It was another one of his philosophies.


    


    †


    


    Lani had brought with her only one nicer outfit, black slacks, white blouse, she didn’t know why. She stood in front of the window looking out at the Paris night.


    Was she falling in love? Was that possible?


    The past four days seemed like forever, then, in the next moment, like a splinter of time.


    “Lani,” Jack said as he entered the room, fresh from his shower and feeling better in clean clothes. He sat on the edge of the bed and opened the laptop. “I think we need to focus on these patterns. Maybe Garneau saw something in his, who knows. Did I tell you I found something interesting on this Garneau? When you read through the French articles, sequentially, you see that all of a sudden Garneau is gone and the case disappears. I think he may have been pulled off his investigation too. You know, like we were pulled off.”


    She continued to stare out the window, the Eiffel Tower in the distance dazzling in its flickering, cascading lights, the River Seine calm and reflective. If she turned now, would he see it in her eyes?


    “Lani, did you hear me?” noticing that she hadn’t answered. He looked up and smiled, “Hey, you alright over there?”


    She took a deep breath, feeling that if she turned from the lights she would never see them again. “It’s just so beautiful. I know we have to stay in…Jack, come on over, look at this.”


    He walked up behind her and could smell the light perfume in her hair. The night was clear, the city alive with lights.


    They stood and stared, neither saying anything. If they went down into the crowds, even with the orbs gone, there would still be the police to avoid, their faces all over the Interpol warrant posters. But would any policeman really see them amidst the throngs, within the dancing lights, if they were careful, if they turned away, walked away when they needed to? Everything was a calculated risk, a cost/benefit analysis: between freedom and security, between purpose and chaos, between love and the loveless, between dark and light.


    His mind told him of the calculation, the weighing of its logic, but his intuition – what had gotten him through every interrogation, every trial, through every jam he could ever remember – told him that a different decision was being made. What would be lost if they didn’t go?


    He remembered his words to her: Don’t say that I never took you to Paris!


    He put his hands on her shoulders. She could feel their strength, their gentleness.


    “Come on,” he said as she turned, “Let’s go.”


    


    †


    


    She raised her face to the drizzle that had just started as they walked arm-in-arm down the Champs-Elysees. The rain didn’t matter; nothing could bring her down at this moment.


    They spied a street vendor with steam coming off his crepe maker – a large, round griddle that steamed from the raindrops and the thin batter. “Oui, the chocolate one,” she said. “How do you say it? Une crepe s’il vous plait? Merci.”


    The rain made the wide boulevard shine with the lights from the stores and restaurants. They passed Le Fouquet’s – the restaurant where Chaplin, Churchill and Jackie Onassis had once dined – the Arc de Triomphe ahead of them, shimmering gold from the floodlights with a stream of cars rushing around the roundabout below.


    “Just a little bit farther,” Lani said, smiling and running ahead. Since a little girl, she’d dreamed of this place. They waited for the light and crossed with the tourists, the Arc overhead much larger than she’d ever imagined.


    They crossed back to the Champs-Elysees and Jack flagged down a taxi. “Where are we going?” she said. “You said we had to head back to the apartment.”


    “A surprise. Haven’t been back in years.”


    He handed the driver a 200 Euro note, whispering something that Lani couldn’t hear. He leaned back and smiled, “First, a detour.”


    They drove from the 8th Arrondissement over the Seine and into the Left Bank. She saw a street sign, Rue de l’Universite. Then, suddenly, she looked up and there it was – the Eiffel Tower. They pulled up to the curb and she looked over at him expectantly.


    “Sure,” Jack said and they exited the taxi, feeling the crisp night air. They walked around the Tower, the rain having stopped, looking up through the glittering lights and the trestles.


    Back in the taxi, they drove back over the Seine and retraced their steps, entering the roundabout at the Arc and exiting onto the Champs-Elysees heading east. Through the corridor of trees she could see the Egyptian obelisk and the lit up fountains at the Place de la Concorde. They proceeded down the Rue de Rivoli and past the Louvre and she looked at him wistfully. He smiled, “I would open it up…if I could.”


    Jack gave the taxi driver another address and they drove back over the Seine and into the Left Bank. They entered the Latin Quarter and passed Café de Flores – where Camus and Sartre had sipped coffees. Down the Boulevard Saint-Germain, they saw the sidewalks and outdoor cafes crowded with people, locals out for a stroll and tourists out for the night.


    They pulled up to a restaurant. She recognized the name – Les Deux Magots.


    She looked up to the perfect white awnings and down at the cobblestone streets. She smiled, “You’re kidding. Now who’s breaking all the rules?”


    Hemingway wrote prose while looking out these same windows. Simone de Beauvoir sat with Sartre and wrote for hours, sometimes stopping to talk with Hemingway. Picasso was introduced to one of his mistresses here. Oscar Wilde took tea on most afternoons.


    Jack told the driver to wait and opened the taxi door for Lani. She looked up at him, “How are we possibly going to get in?”


    “Old connections,” he laughed. “After the book was published and the movie came out, I escaped for that summer, trying to figure out if I was a writer. Mostly though, I spent a lot of time here. Came to know the owners.”


    They entered the turnstile door and were met by the most impeccable maitre d’ she’d ever seen. They were shown to a table for two, silver tableware gleaming from the chandeliers. On the column next to the table were hung the two magots, the colorful statues that gave the restaurant its name.


    “What are those?” she asked as he tucked in her chair and took his seat.


    “Merci,” he said to the waiter, looking at the wine list. “We’ll have a bottle of the ’05 Chateau Margaux.” He looked up at the statues. “What I was told was that there was a play showing in Paris, around 1813, and two of the characters in the play were Chinese tradesmen, or, in French, Le Magot. The play must have been a big hit because those statues ended up here and the name stuck.”


    She looked around – at the white linens on the tables, at the people filling up the room, their conversations melding and an evening in Paris beginning.


    “What sounds good?” Jack asked. “If you want something different, this would be the place.”


    She looked at the menu, all in French, “Do you remember any of your French? Fish does sound good, though.”


    “A bit. Let’s see, the fourth one down is Dover Sole with wine, lemon and capers. Then – and this one sounds good too – Saumon ‘d Ecosse avec Pommes de Terre, Scottish salmon with boiled potatoes. Then, number…”


    “You know,” Lani said, “the Dover Sole sounds perfect. I’ll have that.”


    “Alright, and I’ll have the steak, number twelve. Haven’t had a good steak in a while.”


    The meal was one of the best she’d ever had, the ambiance a dream. They talked about Jack’s time in Paris – about when some of his friends had visited from the U.S. and they ended up closing the Chez Papa jazz club for two days running, about his mornings writing under the fountains at the Jardin des Tuileries, and about how the skies in the painting, Starry Night, seemed to move if you looked at them long enough.


    “It sounds crazy,” he said, “but the stars actually seemed to shine, on their own. I wonder if Van Gogh knew that, as he was painting it?”


    She talked about her summers on Kauai and about how the days went by as if time never existed, only the green mountains and the skies, about the summer she stayed with friends in Big Sur, about the smell of the sea brine and the spice from the firs and the rugged California coast, about the sea otters on their backs cracking oysters, floating above the kelp jungles rising from the sea floor, and how she’d realized, looking at the waves, that this same water had come from her Hawaiian home, pulled there on the currents.


    After espressos and what she declared a “divine” chocolate desert, they left the restaurant, still swimming from the wine. Overhead, the clouds had cleared and the stars showed out against the lights from the Eiffel Tower. He pointed down the street, “We can walk from here.”


    They walked down the Boulevard Saint-Germain, taking the night in, and turned on Rue Saint Benoit. “In here,” he said.


    “I thought we were heading back to the apartment?”


    She looked up at the sign, which only read, ‘Jazz Club.’


    Inside Chez Papa, the lights were low with candles on the tables. Against the back of the room was a piano and behind it a wall covered in signatures, of the famous who had passed through. Soon a woman in a white-sequined dress came out and started singing a languid song, the piano player sometimes following her, sometimes moving ahead in soft rifts.


    “Now, you can’t have late night jazz in Paris without champagne,” Jack said. He ordered a bottle and they sat back into the music, their hands close on the stems of the glasses on the small table, telling their stories, their stories mixing with the cacophony of others wending through the air, the tinkling of glasses as a backdrop.


    On their way back to the apartment, only a few blocks away, she laughed from the champagne. He released her arm and she headed up the stairs, slightly tripping and looking back at him and laughing, taking off her heels.


    


    †


    


    Mac sat opposite from Aisha in her white, sterile world.


    There was something different in his posture, more rigid, tense, she could sense it.


    Mac knew when a case was going cold; it felt like a fading memory one could no longer hold onto, a train whistle falling fast behind.


    Josh had told him that morning, “We have to be honest, Mac. These Croatian accounts, I’m sorry, but I don’t think we’re going to get anything there. The code entry is like a labyrinth, as if each time I get close, the combination falls further away. Almost like a taunt.”


    Yesterday, Takamura had called, “Mac, it’s as I said. Everyday it gets harder to make the identification match to the bombers. The white orchid extracts in the skin samples, they’re just too degraded at this point…”


    The world was closing in on Jack and Lani and, at once, the means to help them was falling farther away.


    But in Aisha was the key, their key. She’d told Jack that her main position with the Yemeni cell had been as a “launderer” of money from the U.S. to Yemen, that she knew all of their accounts – the amounts, the banks, the account numbers. Would she know the numbers for the Croatian accounts too? Had the cell set them up in Croatia before they left Yemen? If so, those accounts would show that the money in Jack and Lani’s bank accounts hadn’t come from the terrorists. He had to get this information from her. She had to give it to him.


    “I’m only going to explain this to you one more time,” he said, wanting to yell at her. “You can sit there and play stupid in your blank little world, but you’re going to hear this, and you’re going to know that if you don’t help me then Jack will die. That’s right, he will die, just like all of those people in all of those theaters. More blood on your hands.”


    She sat without moving, her white gown motionless.


    He pleaded with her for the information, on how to obtain it from the Croatian cell, on where the cell would be located.


    “Listen to me!” he yelled with all of his frustrations – from the bombings and their aftermath, from the GMA battles, from Jack and Lani – all coming out of him at once.


    He was standing, his hands clenched on the table leaning over her, but she did not change – nothing seemed to change her.


    He stood, picked up his suit jacket and slowly walked to the door. He opened it and paused.


    “Blood on your hands,” he whispered and closed the door.


    


    †


    


    There had been times between them – fleeting moments – that had gone unspoken; as they were leaving Voil Manor, when they both reached for her bag, that first time when you catch the deeper scent of a person; at the cottage, laughing so hard at an old sitcom that they forgot the world outside; then, the moment before separating at Nord Station, when they’d looked up at each other and smiled in their strange, shared universe. Whether such moments were real and lasting, or merely the products of the surreal place they found themselves, had gone unspoken. There was simply no time.


    The time when they brushed hands, as they’d left the manor, he’d felt that familiar touch of guilt. And then it had passed.


    He’d had relationships since Maura’s death, yet none that had ever “taken,” as he would sometimes say, deflecting the friends who would try and breach that place. He had always tried to “be there” in these relationships, but some part of him never made it.


    With Lani it was different. He didn’t feel any sort of lack when he was with her. Their time together was fluid, of a piece. Whether enough time had passed since Maura’s death, or it was the comfort from his and Lani’s shared past, he couldn’t say. All he knew was that the feeling of both existed in different spaces; when he remembered Maura, he remembered Maura, when he was with Lani, his mind was only on her. And yet, the feelings of each, their gestalt, were not separate. It was something he couldn’t quite explain.


    He turned and looked at her as she slept. She told him that it was silly to continue sleeping on the floor, right before she fell asleep from the champagne, “We’re adults, aren’t we?”


    If they allowed themselves to go deeper into that unknown, those feelings, would it cloud their path ahead? Or, unexpectedly, would it somehow make it clearer? If they’d been at home, and none of this had happened, he knew what he would’ve done.


    He looked out the window – veils of clouds rushing across a full moon – and then to her. She barely wore any makeup, her eyes upturned at the corners, her hair glistening even in the dark.


    He moved to the bed and crawled in next to her. She instinctively moved back into him, warm and safe, surfacing from her dreams and then falling back.


    Tomorrow, they would meet with Inspector Garneau and move closer to a final reckoning, perhaps closer to their freedom.


    From the window, he heard the start of sounds from the streets below.


    The Paris light was coming.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    30


    


    


    


    Garneau entered the station at precisely 8:29 a.m., finding the letter on his desk exactly a minute later. It was odd it would be marked, URGENT, and in handwriting, no less. He looked closer: the writing was composed of block letters, rendering handwriting analysis impossible. It appeared as if made by a male – hasty, unconcerned.


    He opened the letter and was immediately stopped by the words:


    


     Did you see their eyes?


    


    It was his mystery e-mailer, resurfacing. He dropped down and read the text, short and to the point, allowing no leeway. He started to think. If he chose to play along, then how would he do it? More importantly, should he even try? He thought of the eyes from the St. Regis, still pulling him on.


    The only colleague he could think of who could help him was his fellow inspector, Jacques Demais. Yes, he considered: same height, same weight, same approximate age.


    He walked down the hall and stuck his head into Demais’ office, “Jacques, tell me, what’s your schedule this morning?”


    “Only paperwork,” Demais said, laughing at the stacks strewn across the floor. “It’s the Legrice case, we’re trying to box it up. What do you need?”


    “To be honest, Jacques, I need a rather large favor – the no-questions-asked kind.”


    Demais looked over his glasses, “Henri, you know that answer. How many do I owe you? I’ve surely lost count. Any mission short of offing the prime minister and I’m yours.”


    Twenty minutes later, Garneau stood in front of his office window. He watched as a man in his trench coat below walked across the parking lot and entered his beloved Citroen.


    He remembered the letter’s warning: We’ll be watching…


    Was it a bluff?


    He looked around – toward the windows across the street, at the people sitting in the cars below, at anyone who shouldn’t be there. He finally accepted that nothing looked out of place. He took Jacques’ wool coat and started descending the back stairs, following the letter’s instructions. He exited the back door and walked across the lot of police cars, looking for the right one. He found it: a nondescript Renault temporarily assigned to Inspector Jean Andrepont, a vehicle that could never be traced.


    Garneau recalled Andrepont’s last look, right before Jean had tossed him the keys, “Don’t worry, too much,” Garneau had said. Andrepont laughed back, “Of course, Henri, that’s precisely what I am worried about!”


    Garneau entered the Renault and looked at his watch: 9:12 a.m. According to the email, he was still on schedule, since he didn’t need to be at the Hotel Concorde-Crillon until 9:50.


    Driving down the avenue, he looked into the rearview mirror, then quickly to his left as he slowed, trying to catch someone following him. He saw no one.


    He approached the hotel – it was already 9:49 a.m. – and pulled around in front, exiting and paying the valet to hold the car near the entrance.


    He walked into the lobby and across the scarlet red carpet to the back of the hotel, flashing his badge to the dock employees as he exited the back door and proceeded down the docking stairs and through an alley, finally exiting onto another main avenue. As instructed, he looked across the street. “Look towards the park,” the letter said, “it will be taped to the side of the NE corner bin, a red envelope.”


    He looked at his watch – 9:59 a.m. He was on time.


    From above, Jack and Lani looked down from the apartment window as Garneau stopped to avoid a passing car and then proceeded across the street and towards the park, angling towards the northeast corner. He found the letter and opened it. He looked all around and then scanned up towards the apartment building as they momentarily moved behind the drapes.


    “Proceed towards the southwest,” the letter read, “to 6 Place, St-Germain-des-Pres. Inspector, many lives depend on this…”


    Overly dramatic, Garneau considered. Very well, he would play along with this game for one step more, as he recognized the address.


    Per the letter’s instructions, he waited exactly ten minutes and then began walking down the street. As he turned onto the avenue, he noted that it was relatively quiet for a weekday morning, only a smattering of tourists and businessmen. He checked his position, stopping twice at a store window and looking in for a moment, watching in the window’s reflection for someone behind him. Certainly, if there was someone there, they were professionals, which would be of concern. Approaching his destination, he looked up at the familiar awning: Les Deux Magots.


    It hadn’t been lost on him that the letter referred to, “we.” As in, we will be watching.


    He walked through the tables of outdoor patrons drinking coffees, eating croissants and jam, sitting under the awnings and people watching, and entered the restaurant. During the day, the front of the restaurant and bar operated as a café and there were more patrons taking coffee inside – men talking business, a group of Chinese tourists ordering midday cappuccinos and fumbling with their change, a couple, perhaps German, with their walking sticks beside them staring down at a map. No one looked familiar.


    The back restaurant space was empty, all of the china and silverware waiting. It was as the letter had said: no one would stop him. He spied the back office entry.


    Inside the office, Jack and Lani saw the shadow through the opaque glass on the other side, reaching for the handle. As Garneau had waited at the park, they’d proceeded to the restaurant and entered through the back door to the owner’s office. The owner, an elderly man, had met them at the rear of the restaurant and had shaken her hand gently. He provided no name, nor asked for hers. In turn, he’d then shaken Jack’s hand like he didn’t want to let go, like older people do sometimes when an old memory comes back. If the owner had recognized them from the television, he never said anything. Either he didn’t care, or cared too much for it to matter.


    The shadow paused.


    “Come in,” Jack said towards the door. “There won’t be any problems.”


    Garneau entered the office, carefully. Admittedly, he was somewhat relieved to see only one man – tall even behind the desk, white teeth, obviously American – and a single woman – similarly white teeth, but Asian in complexion and coloring, smiling and welcoming from the corner chair behind the desk.


    “Please, inspector,” Jack said, motioning to the opposite seat. “Thank you for coming. We’re sorry for the run-around. It was necessary.”


    No, Garneau considered, they were not intelligence professionals – and he was quite familiar with the type, the spooks. Not arrogant enough. Nor were they mercenaries or freelancers – not shifty enough. Still, there was something about them. It was in their confident body postures and their eyes that held his gaze steady. Yes, definitely not amateurs.


    “Why was it necessary?” Garneau asked, taking his seat without unzipping his coat, as if he weren’t staying long. “Why am I here?”


    Jack was impressed: the inspector was asking questions first, going on the subtle offensive.


    As they’d planned, Jack and Lani removed their false badges from their pockets and leaned across the table, presenting them to Garneau.


    “I’m Special Agent Eubanks and this is Special Agent Kinkaid, FBI,” Jack said, watching Garneau carefully as he examined the identification badges Mac had given them at the cottage.


    “Very well and good,” Garneau said, “but, again, why am I here? More importantly, why are you? No one contacted my office – normal protocol, at the very least. And if I’m not mistaken, the FBI is a domestic agency with no international reach. Isn’t that correct?” Garneau didn’t mention the letter, or the elaborate way he’d ended up at the restaurant – not a usual contact scenario between law enforcement officers.


    Three more questions, Jack observed, watching Garneau as he said it, trying to gauge him – his orientation to the unknown, his facility with the new. Jack decided to deflect the questions with vulnerability.


    “Well,” he said, looking back at Lani, “we’re not here officially. We were pulled off a case. We’re here on our own.”


    Garneau considered whether to ask if their actions were known to the Bureau, but he didn’t. “I could ask if your superiors know what you are up to, but I’m not sure I actually care. Besides, if not, you’d probably lie to me anyway. So, I will ask you again – the last time before I leave: why am I here? Your message said, Did you see their eyes…what did you mean?”


    Garneau was becoming mildly combative, but Jack didn’t buy it; if he’d wanted to leave he could have done so already. Rather, Garneau had gone right after the mention of the ‘blood eyes.’ Whether he knew it about himself or not, he was as driven as they were.


    “Blood eyes,” Jack said, holding Garneau’s attention. “We have our own victims, a U.S. Army Major, also with a mistress. The male victim was high-level military, worked on classified projects – that’s why you haven’t seen anything on them. But we do know about the ambassador and his own mistress, about their blood eyes, and about how you were pulled off the case.”


    Jack didn’t know this last part, he’d only surmised, but thought it was worth the gambit – to take the initiative, to make Garneau think that they knew more than they did.


    “And so, you were pulled off too, I assume,” Garneau said, leaning back into his seat, showing that he was comfortable with his position in this repartee.


    “Yes,” Jack said firmly. “There’s something wrong here. I’ve been an agent for years and have never done anything like this before.” He looked back at Lani, her face serious. “Neither has she. We wouldn’t be here if it weren’t critical.”


    Garneau looked at them both, knowing that some of what they’d told him was true, but most was probably a false construction, and he may never know which was which. The possibilities were myriad: Had something happened on the ambassador’s case at French Intelligence and this was one of their operations, trying to test him, perhaps trying to draw him in and use him as a pawn? Were these alleged agents actually operatives with this mysterious and reckless GMA, throwing their weight around again, ignoring jurisdictions and attempting to pull him down into something he may never fully see? The possibilities were infinite. He could either press on, or walk away. The inspector in him knew what to do, but the part of him that wanted justice, that felt something was deadly wrong with all of this, kept him in this seat. If these agents – whomever they were – had gambled that the ‘blood eyes’ would lead him here, keep him in this seat this long, they’d gambled correctly.


    “Tell me then. Why are you here?” Garneau asked.


    “We’re here only for the truth,” Jack said, offering a half-truth, omitting the truth of their run. “And, inspector, we need your help. These victims need our help. We owe them that.”


    Garneau studied the man’s face. Whatever he’d said before, his passion in this moment was real. Garneau could feel it; like looking into a mirror, he recognized that same passion in himself. “Show me then,” he finally said.


    Jack reached behind and removed the laptop from its carrying case and placed it on the desk, turning it sideways. Both Lani and Garneau moved their chairs up.


    “Inspector Garneau,” Jack began, “let me answer your question: why are we here? The simplest answer is we believe there’s a relationship between the murder of the ambassador and that of the major in Kauai, but we don’t know what that connection is. The Kauai victims have the same burn patterns, the same red eyes…”


    “The same?” Garneau said, startled by this information.


    “Not exactly the same patterns, but the means – the instrument which caused the injuries – appears to be the same. The difference is in the patterns, which you may have realized are not random. We’re trying to find an ally – someone who’s as motivated as we are – to solve these cases. It’s very important to us. We thought you might have some information from your investigation that we might’ve missed. And then, of course, our contact in D.C. sent us this, on another possible killing in the U.S., a man named Daniel Huff.”


    On the laptop, Jack pulled up an image comparing the patterns in the three killings: the ambassador and his mistress in Paris, Major Grindel and Della in Kauai and from Daniel Huff, which looked like nothing more than six dots forming a circle.
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    As they all leaned over, Garneau took the opportunity to look more closely at these people who had lured him here. He thought he’d noticed something about Agent Eubank’s skin. There was a thin line tracing a shape, an unnatural shape, across his upper brow. He decided, for the moment, to say nothing. “Tell me about your Huff victim,” he began instead, “did he also have a mistress? If so, the connection between all five victims might be related to some type of moral outrage on the killer’s behalf – he hates adultery, say, or hates his mother for her boyfriend, and so on.”


    “We were initially attracted to the mistress/adultery angle too – wondering about the same potential motivations by the serial killer. And, of course, inspector, that’s exactly what we have here – a full-blown serial killer. A global one, it seems. In any event, since we know that serial killers always possess an underlying, psychological motive, the morality idea intrigued us. The problem is that Huff was blissfully married, had two kids, loved his job and was loved by everyone. Plus, we don’t see a connection in the victims’ backgrounds, or their locales – the divergence is too great between them. It has something to do with the kill patterns. Otherwise, why would anyone do it this way? One strike was sufficient to kill each victim, so why the extra effort, the extra time, the added risk?”


    “Agreed,” Garneau said. “I’ve been focusing on the pattern too, the exact same pattern existing in both the ambassador and Ms. Eckenstein – it can’t be a coincidence, the killer is trying to say something here. To be honest, I felt almost pulled in that direction. Old instincts, perhaps.”


    While Jack and Garneau talked, Lani listened and continued staring at the patterns. As Garneau had said, she felt almost pulled in by them, as if, by looking long enough, she’d suddenly see the answer.


    “Did you develop any theories?” she asked.


    Garneau told them about his meetings with Professors Dresden and Dagneaux and their suppositions on the pentagon pattern. He also explained how, turned upside down, the kill pattern for the ambassador became an inverted pentagram, the symbol for Satan. He took a piece of paper and traced the pentagram pattern, tying the dots together. “The problem is that the various shapes have so many meanings – as early Christian symbols, as pagan symbols, and later, as the symbol for Satan. And, in the end, does this have to mean anything at all?”


    Garneau looked down again at the dots for the ambassador and noticed a difference. “But, you know, as I look at your pattern, I see another mark that we don’t show. Your pattern for the ambassador is different than ours. And that shouldn’t be.”


    “Down there,” he pointed, “below the last two dots on your diagram, below them is a sixth. It’s quite faint. Our examination only found the five kills marks for the ambassador. Did your forensics team find another?”


    “We don’t know. This is the last image we received from Dr. Takamura. He originally thought it was five marks, but Mac – our friend – told us this morning, when he sent us the Huff information, that Takamura might have found another. Faint, yes, at the bottom. He’s the top FBI forensics guru. He said it was easy to miss – showing up on some photos and not others.”


    Garneau took his cell phone from his pocket, “Do you mind?”


    “Who are you calling?” Jack asked.


    “Dr. Prevot. He’s our Chief Forensic Pathologist. He did the examination on the ambassador and Ms. Eckenstein. I need to ask him if his photos show anything else.”


    Jack nodded.


    Garneau asked the clinic operator for Prevot and a minute later the doctor was re-examining his slides under the microscope, “Maybe, Henri,” he said, “there is a recurrent image mark that occurs in three of the slides, but in none of the others. I saw it originally, but discounted it as a discoloration due to tissue degradation. It’s an imprecise science, you know. But, yes, it could be another strike mark, albeit tentative, as if the killing mechanism didn’t go as deep as with the other holes. Perhaps that’s why it’s not on all of the slides. It’s hard to say with any certainty without a reexamination and, as we know, the ambassador is in U.S. custody and that circumstance will not be changing any time soon. But if Takamura is on record, I’d be willing to agree. He’s a very good pathologist. Quite well respected.”


    “One last thing,” Prevot said, “something you should be aware of. If the sixth mark is added, it necessarily changes the location for one or more of the original marks, as they were extrapolated by certain calculations and assumptions. Hold on for a moment, let me run the photos through the computer again. Yes, two of the marks have changed positions, albeit slightly. Henri, let me send you the figure to your phone.”


    Garneau thanked his friend and pulled up the new set of marks. He showed Lani the phone screen and she immediately moved over to the laptop and began typing in a command. She connected the dots into another pattern, a six-pointed shape with no lines within.


    She entered the shape into the database for comparison. It returned, none found.


    “Help me, Jack. Do you remember when we were at the cottage talking about the ambassador’s background? What did we say, on his religious affiliation?”


    “He was Jewish,” Garneau interjected, excitement in his voice.


    “That’s right,” Jack said, as they all leaned over the symbol.


    “It was never a pentagram,” she said.


    She enhanced the image:
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    “It’s the Star of David. It was always the Star of David.”


    


    †


    


    “I have some good news for you,” Dr. Alberghetti said to Biaggi, who was juggling his newly issued picture-phone, trying to get the intercom function to link up as he drove to Siena on another investigation.


    “Yes, Madame Coroner, how are you today?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “What case are you talking about?”


    “The mysterious one. You know, the one that got away – Anderson, the American. You remember – it’s only been two days.”


    He liked a woman who, how should he put it, had spunk. To that end, he’d always dated his share of athletes – dancers, ice skaters, particularly dancers – and always appreciated their will to persevere, in arguments or in life. But he drew a line between that sensation and sarcasm. No wonder she was alone; a complete waste of a pretty woman.


    “Yes, doctor. Two days without your company, the mind reels.”


    It was so easy to get under his skin and she laughed to herself, wondering if she should do it again.


    She decided he was only worth once.


    “I said I would inspect the cranium under better conditions. Before they took the body to Rome, I did just that. I found something interesting.”


    “Proceed. You have my attention,” Biaggi said as he restrained himself from honking loudly at the rental car that changed lanes and nearly drove him off the highway. More female drivers on cell phones, eating french fries, doing makeup, texting, just what the world needed…


    “Yes, doctor, I can still hear you. You were saying, the underside of the skull, more marks…”


    “Not any marks – burn marks. Where the energy, whatever, passed through. Clearly, they weren’t randomly administered.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Do you have your phone handy, one of the newer ones with the automatic roll-out screens?”


    “Right here, yes.”


    “You should be able to see it. I sent it to your account, the attachment. The center mark – the mark that corresponds to the liquification event – coincides with the tag’s location in the skin above it. I still don’t know why these other marks exist in the pattern around it.”


    He continued to fumble with the phone, slick and much too small for his hands as he tried to access his work account. He swerved and nearly struck a passing car, waving at them in their rearview mirror that he was sorry as the female driver flipped him off.


    “Yes, I think I have it.”


    He looked down at the pattern:


    


    [image: Description: New6]


    


    “The center one, the dark one, that was the killing blow,” she said.


    “Why a pattern?” he asked himself out loud.


    “Sorry, inspector, that exceeds my job description. Oh, I think you’re breaking up…”


    “But I can hear you fine,” he growled.


    “Ciao!”


    


    †


    


    “And what was the female’s name from Paris again?” Lani asked as Jack and Garneau stood over her shoulder. “Her last name, Eckenstein, that could be of Jewish descent, correct?”


    “Actually, I recall somewhere,” Garneau said, “that her funeral services were held at a synagogue, somewhere in the south of France, where her parents still live.”


    Lani looked down at the next set of marks, the ones that killed Major Grindel.


    She did a search for his obituary.


    


    


    William Joseph Grindel was a member of


    the U.S. Army for twenty-three years.


    Affectionately known to his friends and family


    as Billy Joe, he is survived by his wife, Jolene…


    Services will be held at the First Evangelical


    Church of Christ in Enid, Oklahoma, where he’d


    been a member for over ten years…


    


    “And Della’s…”


    


    Della Norine Pearletha Beaufort is survived


    by her mother. Services will be held this


    Wednesday at the First Evangelical Church of


    Christ in Enid, Oklahoma, where she’d been a


    member since childhood…


    


    


    “Both were Christians. Before today, nothing that we would’ve ever looked twice at.”


    She entered another command, which brought up a familiar image of Jesus on the Cross. She narrowed the search so that only the cross image appeared, which she moved until it lay over the kill marks.


    “They’re all iconic religious symbols,” Garneau whispered. “But what about the marks for Duff? His was a circle. Does a circle have any corresponding religious meaning? I’ve never heard of that.”


    “Neither have I,” Lani said, hitting the search key.


    


    For the Celts, the circle was often


    drawn as a protective boundary


    against the powers of evil and


    enemies….


    


    She hit another.


    


    In ancient China, the circle


    represented the heavens, with the


    square representing the Earth.


    In their art, a circle placed inside of


    a square signified the union of


    heaven and Earth…


    


    She hit another and a quote appeared:


    


    God is a circle whose center is


    everywhere, and whose


    circumference is nowhere


    – Hermes Trismegistus


    


    


    She tried again.


    No further results found.


    Jack stood, “We should keep in mind that it’s not the symbols themselves we’re looking for. These symbols are abstractions standing for something else – a given religion. And, as far as I’m aware, no established, modern-day religion uses the circle as its primary symbol. On the other hand…”


    “But, is it actually a circle?” Garneau asked.


    They looked at him.


    “Do you mind?” he said, motioning to the laptop.


    “Please,” Lani said.


    “Look at this closer,” Garneau continued. “We’ve been interpreting the kill marks for Mr. Huff as a circle, but if you look closer, this mark – the one that is farthest to the right, defining the right side of the circle – it is actually slightly out of that line, positioned slightly inwards. Our eyes try to make it into a circle, but it’s not. That may be significant.”


    Lani immediately grasped the meaning and pulled up the biography for Daniel Huff on the church website.


    


    …although he was raised as a Muslim due to


    his adoptive father’s conversion, Dan found


    the Lord at our church. He was baptized in…


    


    “And how does the saying go,” Jack said, “once a Muslim always a Muslim?”


    “Actually, that’s quite true,” Garneau said. “Islam believes that if you are born into Islam, or convert thereto, you can never become another faith, even if you try to. Underneath, you are always of Islam. Huff was adopted into a Muslim home and the killer may have classified him as such.”


    Lani commanded the program to superimpose the crescent and star symbol over the marks for Dan Huff and then for the other victims and their symbols.


    [image: Description: New7]


    “A serial killer who targets different religious denominations. But why?” she asked.


    Jack reflected back on one of Mac’s earlier emails, when they were at the Paris apartment and Mac had provided an update on Aisha and the investigation, and of the bus found in Minnesota, and of the terrorist found inside the grave, and of the crescent and star pendant found clutched in his hand.


    “You know, it doesn’t necessarily have to mean anything,” Garneau observed. “We know a serial killer’s motivations are many times of relevance only to themselves. And a twisted relevance, at that. If we never catch our killer, we may never know.”


    “That’s true,” Jack said, “but there’s something else that keeps telling me, not this time around. I don’t know why.”


    “To be honest,” Garneau smiled, “I feel the same. There’s something here, something within these symbols – perhaps in their progression, perhaps within their tied meanings.”


    Lani continued staring. “Maybe, their meanings aren’t as separate symbols. Perhaps, they have one meaning, all together – a combined meaning.”


    Garneau became encouraged, “Do you mean the progression aspect, that the killings – from Judaic to Christian to Islamic – possesses a meaning in and of itself?”


    “Yes, perhaps, but I was thinking more along the lines of the symbols standing for religion in general. If you combine them together, they stand for ‘religion’ in our world. And, if we follow that logic, then it’s possible that the kill marks on other victims, unknown victims, would similarly represent some other religion. If we find another victim, then we’ll know.”


    “And maybe it’s even simpler than that,” Jack noted, “Ask: what is a religion? It’s an abstract word that stands for a group of people, ones who agree to a certain set of beliefs. And what is the common belief amongst them all? They are each a group who believes in a God, or in some type of God.”


    “You mean,” Garneau said, “that the symbols stand for all the people who hold that belief? That the killer hates that belief, hates God, and wants to kill anyone who believes in him?”


    “Or, her,” Lani smiled.


    Garneau smiled back, “My apologies, Agent Kinkaid – and, of course, to my wife. No, what I meant is that a given serial killer’s hating of God, the same God that put him in this world, is hardly a novel motivation for psychopaths. I do like the line of thinking, though. It possesses a certain symmetry.”


    They all stood and stared at the symbols, trying to pull more from them. The minutes dragged on. Garneau finally said, “Well, I must be blocked. I stared at the ambassador’s marks for hours before anything came to me. May I make a suggestion? Let me take all of this back to my superior, Jacques-Louis Chastain, the Director-General of the NSN. He can get us some help from our Security Intelligence Service. Maybe the intelligence experts can tell us more. I would also like my academic contacts to take a closer look. We could meet back here later this afternoon.”


    Jack and Lani looked uncomfortably at each other. Further contact with French law enforcement was not in their plans and their thirty-six hour reprieve was falling away fast.


    Garneau gathered his coat and walked towards the door, turning to say something before Jack sternly interrupted, “I’m afraid that’s not going to work for us, inspector.”


    Jack stood, his sudden height making Garneau pause. Garneau’s intuition had sensed something earlier, momentarily ignored in his focus over the marks. Similarly, when he now looked closer at Agent Kinkaid he realized he’d initially been wrong, having been fooled by her upturned eyes. Her skin wasn’t Asian; it was more Polynesian, more golden. And Agent Eubanks, now that he was standing, he was taller than he’d originally calculated. It had started to come to him, this sense, about the time that Agent Kinkaid had made her reference to God – namely, that these two supposed agents weren’t who they said they were.


    Garneau reassessed what was standing in front of him: A tall American male traveling with a petite Polynesian female, overly concerned about the circumstances of this meeting and possessing a desire to overcontrol the situation, offering vague reasons for why they were in Paris and why they hadn’t contacted him before arriving. And then there was the letter – Did you see their eyes? Hardly normal protocol between the FBI and his department. Perhaps they didn’t realize that the Interpol photos were pasted all over Paris and that one didn’t easily forget a face such as hers.


    Garneau stared back at Jack, brought his hand to his face and slowly pointed to a place near his own eye, the same place where Jack’s unnatural line had formed. “I think your cheek is coming off, Agent Eubanks. Or, should I say, O’Neill?”


    Jack tensed, leaning slightly forwards. Garneau noted the change in stance and also Lani’s mirroring it directly to his right. “You know,” he said casually, trying to put them at ease, “I’d heard of the new skin applications. I assumed, however, that it was just another rumor. Intriguing.”


    Jack and Lani continued to stare intently.


    “There’s no need to worry,” Garneau continued, his voice calm and even, “I’m essentially untouchable in my department and could retire tomorrow. So, making my mark at your expense is of no interest to me. I was pulled off my case and, it appears, so were you, albeit more roughly. My interest is in solving these murders, nothing more. We remain allies in this…quest.”


    Garneau thought back on Prevot’s lab. “And I simply don’t believe the charges against you. They don’t make sense. None of this does.”


    Lani looked to Jack.


    “You can trust me, Ms. Keno – I’m a paragon of discretion. No one will know you are here.”


    The room became preternaturally quiet.


    Jack squinted, trying to think through their options, attempting to discern the telltale twitch at Garneau’s jaw that would tell him that the Frenchman was lying. He gauged that Garneau was approximately ten feet away and had analyzed Garneau’s probable reaction time, determining that he could be across the desk and subdue the older man before he was able to open the door further.


    What would they then do with Garneau, he had no idea.


    The pale blue light activated at the side of the laptop, indicating a message. It could only be from Mac. He looked up at Garneau and then back down. Slowly, he accessed the email account.


    


    URGENT: Net in Paris remains down,


    but the GMA is instituting a city-wide


    sweep, have twisted arms and brought


    in French intelligence and the city


    police. They know you are there,


    obtained the London orb data and


    figured it out. I have a place in


    Germany nearly set up – via Merkel,


    so it’s good. Time to get out of


    France. Will re-contact you in


    1 hr. Be safe, Mac.


    


    Jack looked over at Lani. Their options were closing in.


    He decided to take another chance. “Inspector, it’s not that simple.”


    Garneau looked towards the door, realizing he may have misjudged his vulnerability.


    Jack shifted his weight and offered a conspiratorial smile. “I’m afraid we’re going to need your help.”


    


    †


    


    Many people believe that what is ‘Satan’ has always been against what is ‘God.’ But that is not true. Satan was originally the closest to God, his highest angel. Satan became “evil” – or, that which is against God – when he became jealous of Jesus, when God chose Jesus as his son before his first angel, that he would choose a flawed human first. The first angel “fell” when he rejected Jesus, when he rebelled against God. His battle was with humans, trying to show God his mistake. His original sin was envy.
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    The street corners bounding the park were quiet, which he considered normal for a Saturday morning. The Spaniard pushed aside a paper bag, long ago discarded, from his firing position in the window of the empty hostel. This place, it was not what he would have normally chosen for his aerie, his killing perch, but it would have to do. Mostly, though, it was its emptiness that had attracted him; the ragged drape that he’d seen hanging from one of the windows as he’d walked the neighborhood, telling him that no one lived here, its ‘For Lease’ sign foretelling that he wouldn’t be disturbed.


    As was his practice, he arrived several hours early to prepare his position – to position the chair, erect the tripod and adjust its height, assemble the rifle and attach the scope, then adjust it together as if a singular machine. He looked up and saw the sun rising higher. He extrapolated where the rays would strike when he sighted the targets, whether it would cause any flash in the scope.


    He noted that the tracking device he’d placed on Garneau’s Citroen had begun to move, traveling north and ending four hundred feet away.


    His attention was drawn to a man in a trench coat and hat crossing the street and walking down the sidewalk that fronted the park. He looked farther down the street, from where the man had come, and noted Garneau’s distinctive Citroen parked beneath a tree approximately twenty cars down, hiding in a tree’s shadow.


    He watched as Garneau walked to the corner and stopped. As always, the Spaniard could feel the surreal progression of it all: from the initial client assignment to his surveillance of the kill zone, from the receipt of the compensation to the action itself, all like liquid mercury, each event flowing into the next.


    He could feel his adrenaline rise.


    Would this be his last assignment?


    He reflected that such thoughts were coming to him more and more these days. Would he wake up tomorrow and know that this had all ended, that he would need to find a new life, a life that would be in search of its final identity? When the time came, could he walk away? “Beware,” his mentor had said, “of the subtle addiction – the addiction to the danger. We plan everything to avoid any fault, any mishap, but underneath there is always the danger. Maybe it’s what brought us to this life? Antonio, have you ever thought of that?”


    He looked down at Garneau again, milling about on the street corner. Suddenly, an intuition came over him – something was wrong. The man was fidgety, looking at his watch, but not looking around. There was a break in the flow.


    The man appeared to be waiting, yet, strangely, not for anyone in particular. He was counting time, but not looking out for the targets. Why?


    The Spaniard set the rifle down and exited the hostel, proceeding down the stairs to the building’s side exit. He jauntily walked across the street, his head lowered, as if he were a person who knew where they were going, only another person easy and casual on a Sunday morning, maybe a young man walking home after a night out, or walking to meet some friends for breakfast, no cares in the world. The Spaniard relished these roles; he considered it an aspect of his art.


    He continued towards Inspector Demais, whose twenty minutes of waiting were almost over. The inspector could see the Spaniard coming and noted his Bohemian clothes, consonant with this artsy area of Paris, his black hair pulled into a ponytail. Another artist, he surmised, another gypsy for Paris.


    “Excuse me,” the Spaniard said, slowing as he approached, removing the unlit cigarette from his mouth. “Would you have a light?” he asked, disarming with his smile.


    “Sure,” Demais said, looking down and fumbling for the lighter at the bottom of his pocket, underneath the wadded napkin from the café that morning, beneath the crumpled receipt with the note from his wife scribbled on the back, beneath the change he always seemed to collect.


    The Spaniard noted from his prior research: Garneau uses a vintage silver lighter.


    Another incongruency…


    He watched as Demais moved his hand up with the lighter, his head leaning down. The Spaniard bent over, lighting the cigarette and looking up, seeing the man’s face under his hat.


    It was not Garneau.


    Contrary to what one might expect, the Spaniard was not upset. In his world, it was one’s ability to rest on the glacier’s edge – blood running cool – that ultimately returned success. Chaos was to be befriended. It was why he was recognized as the best at his craft.


    “Merci,” the Spaniard said in his most charming French and walked on. He reached the end of the block and turned left, re-crossed the street and disappeared behind a building. He circled the block and stopped short of the park. Looking back, he saw that the man was gone, along with the Citroen, as he’d expected.


    He returned to the room and disassembled the gun and tripod and carefully placed them into their dedicated aluminum case.


    Once in the car, he glanced down at his notes:


    


    26 Rue de Saint-Germain. Wife:


    Elise, home days. Animal: dog,


    small, old.


    


    †


    


    Mac walked from his second White House meeting that morning. He was trying to avoid Dr. Harrington’s third message from the Virginia medical facility, telling him that Aisha had been asking for him again. He didn’t have the time for her games. He was still waiting for the ‘all-clear’ signal from the Germans on the Berlin safe house and Jack and Lani were his top priorities. Aisha had become a distraction. He’d even started to consider using the drugs. What did someone once tell him, we all pass through shadows to get to the light?


    Inexplicably, he now found himself back in his limousine driving south to the Virginia facility, to confront her, perhaps a final time. He’d told his aides to contact him immediately if they were re-contacted by the Germans. He also needed to email Jack about the plans within the next half hour. The problem was that he still hadn’t firmed up their transit across the French border. Guilland had agreed to intervene against the Paris sweep, but said it would take time for the rest. How much time, he couldn’t say. Mac glanced down expectantly at his phone and the laptop on the seat.


    Aisha had never asked to see him before. Something was now telling him to go, even though he was beginning to despise her, to hate what her people had brought upon the country, upon Walker, upon his friends. It had been slowly building inside of him.


    He remembered his last words, Blood on your hands…


    When he entered her cell, she was already sitting at the table with her hands stretched out and that insipid, vacuous look on her face.


    “What do you want?” he said, his voice low, scratchy.


    She seemed to look directly into him, through him. She put her hand over the stack of papers to her right. He hadn’t noticed them.


    “These are for you. For both of you.”


    It was odd to hear her voice. It had been so long.


    “And?”


    “I don’t know the account numbers for Croatia – they created them after…after the bombings. However, I do know where the Croatian cell is located – the exact coordinates, longitude and latitude.”


    She explained that the Croatian accounts would already be closed and others opened in their place, or perhaps reshuffled – pursuant to the cell’s protocol – but that the cell leader, Anouar Khaled, would still have access to the older account information, the same information that could prove that the Croatian cell had never transferred any monies to Jack or Lani.


    “But, remember: they are the only ones who can go and they must say these words exactly. If they deviate in any way, Anouar will kill them – instantly.”


    Mac wasn’t sure if he believed anything that came out of Aisha’s mouth anymore.


    He squinted, “Why does this Khaled care about what you think?”


    Aisha remembered her trips to Yemen while in college and her innocent time with Anouar before he became recognized by Sheik Amahdi, when they were both nobodies in this world, when they said angry words at others without truly knowing what they meant, what harm such words could do, before they had….blood on their hands.


    “He will give it to you,” she said quietly, her mind starting to move somewhere else.


    “How do you know I won’t simply walk out of here and have missiles rain down on their heads and blow them to bloody hell? Have you thought of that?”


    “There will be no more killings,” she said, even softer.


    He stood and leaned across the table. “Why are you doing this?” he yelled, rage in his voice.


    “Remember, say the words, only the words…” she whispered, her voice trailing off.


    And then she was back in that place – above the mountains and in the sky, within the ether of the Earth.


    


    †


    


    The Renault that Garneau had requisitioned from Inspector Andrepont was suffering from a grossly underinflated front tire and it shuddered as they banked through the intersection.


    “Not too far from here. Maybe fifteen minutes.”


    Jack and Lani heard Garneau, but were drawn to the spectacle outside.


    “Look at that,” Jack said as they watched a line of policemen exit a house and enter another, the neighbors standing on the front lawns, some looking concerned, others pointing.


    “I don’t know,” Garneau said. “When I called, the station said some type of sweep – assumedly, searching for you. My home will be safest for the next hour. At least until your friend can get back to you.”


    “Did you see that?” Lani said as they sped past another building. “They look like SWAT teams.”


    Ahead in the next intersection, a couple was almost struck down, horns blaring in front of them. The couple had been crossing against the light and became distracted as they stared at the police cordoning off a house with yellow tape, the inhabitants escorted outside.


    The blue light lit up on the laptop. They looked at each other. “Maybe it’s Mac with the German plans,” Lani said.


    Overhearing, Garneau realized that Mac must be Mackenzie Osborne, Jack’s “D.C. friend.”


    Jack opened the email account and read the message. When he reached the part on Aisha and the Croatian accounts he almost froze. It ended, “I’m working on a Croatian border entry plan. Can’t do it via Germany. Get out of Paris, hole up and wait. Will apprise of location then. Don’t worry, we’re working this end hard, Mac.”


    “What are you smiling about?” Lani asked, wondering how he could smile when the city was constricting around them.


    Jack turned the computer so she could view the message.


    She smiled, “Is that possible? Croatia?”


    Jack looked up to see Garneau in the rearview mirror looking back, wondering what was happening with his suddenly happy fugitives.


    “A change of plans, Henri. Do you know anyone who can get us into Croatia, in one piece?”


    Jack didn’t expect an answer and said it half-jokingly.


    “Ah,” Garneau nodded, smiling in the mirror, “now that you mention it…”
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    The Spaniard had been sitting in his car for the past two hours, passing time scanning through his music journals, moving the car from one spot to another and monitoring the neighbors’ movements.


    Garneau never showed.


    This old cop ran his life like a precision watch, yet he’d been gone, unexplained, for the past two hours. Why? The first hour, the assassin had watched as the man’s wife took their dog to the park. An hour later, she walked to the street to retrieve the mail. Earlier, as she’d crossed to the park, she’d paused and looked down the street, as if expecting someone. Later, though, when she went for the mail, she didn’t.


    As if she were expecting someone earlier, but not later. Why?


    He sat for another hour – far past the time that Garneau should have arrived home from work, past when he would have sat down for dinner in that perfect, silly little brownstone. His wife never came out again and the tracking bug on the Citroen still showed it located at the police station. He sensed a ripple in the flow.


    He exited the car and approached the home.


    As the woman opened the door, he observed a pretty, older face, silver grey hair and an easy smile. He could see that she had always been pretty; she held herself that way. He noted the dog in her shadow.


    Looking out, she observed a tall man with a black ponytail, half-shaven with dark eyes and a perfect smile. Was this Marcel’s writer friend? Henri had mentioned another of Marcel’s friends coming into town. But why would he be here, at their home, unannounced?


    “Yes, can I help you?” she asked from behind the door. At her feet, Millie sniffed past her.


    “I’m sorry, I’m looking for the Allaire home. Maybe I have it wrong,” he said, looking down at a fragment of paper that contained nothing. His prior research indicated the family two houses down had the surname of Allaire. They were an elderly couple that he’d assumed the Garneaus wouldn’t know well.


    He glanced to his right. It was becoming dusk. A woman looked out her front door and frowned, retrieved a newspaper and closed the door. He already knew that she was Adeline Heon, a widow living alone and working at a local hospital.


    “Oh, yes,” Elise said, “Gaetan and Clarita Allaire, they’re two houses down. You have the wrong house. They’re so nice. How do you know them?”


    She leaned out and motioned down the block. “Yes, right there, two over.”


    He rescanned the neighborhood, observing no movement to his left or right and no cars in the street. He turned towards the direction she was pointing and sharply pitched his shoulder into the door, pushing her through. She fell on her back, the dog barking wildly. He kicked out and the dog slid across the floor, striking the far wall. He was suddenly upon her, putting his weight into her. She curled up as he reached for her mouth. With his back foot, he pushed the door closed.


    “Be still,” he whispered, close to her ear. “You won’t be hurt. Only do as I say.”


    In the past twenty years, he recalled saying these same words to twenty different women, feeling their fear. Each time it had been the same – as a subtle spike of adrenaline. Here, he felt nothing. It quietly startled him.


    “What do you want…who are…?” she stuttered, the fear infusing her.


    He cooed again, “Be still.”


    She could feel his breath across her ear. She hadn’t been this close to another man in thirty years, only her Henri. She hated this man for it.


    He removed duct tape from his pocket and applied it to her wrists and ankles. He carried her up to the second floor master bedroom and rolled her onto the bed. She began to say something and he put his finger to her lips. He was close to her again. “No more,” he whispered, “a final warning.”


    Elise stared, seeing the blackness in his eyes. It seemed to grow with each of his words. She looked towards the door, judging the distance. She pulled against the tape, testing it.


    She glared back at him, like a mother at a lying child. “He’s not here,” she said, matching his hissing whisper.


    The assassin stood and smiled, “I never said anything about your husband.”


    He put tape over her mouth and she curled into a ball, away from him.


    The assassin knew the ways to extract information from people, particularly women, to induce them to say what they sought to hide. But he wasn’t interested in that from her. He turned towards the third floor and looked up the stairs. If she’d been one of the weak ones, the ones who always cried, he would’ve asked her if there was anyone on this floor or further upstairs. Instead, he said nothing.


    Once up the third flight of stairs, he saw a guest bedroom, perfectly kept, as if no one had ever stayed there. Farther down, he saw another bedroom, the bedding pulled up and the sheets mussed beneath the blankets, waiting to be cleaned.


    Through the ceiling, she could hear his steps. Elise had started the process of memorizing his face, accent, height and gait. During a police investigation, Henri told her that everything became important – smells, colors, sounds, anything out of place. The man’s smell, the scent around him, during the time when he had been close to her…yes, she’d smelled African spices, coriander and anise.


    This smell, did it come from something he’d eaten – as if he’d been traveling through Africa, Tunisia, Morocco – the smell coming out of him, holding to him like a barnacle? She could hear the stairs creaking, his heels against the floor. Earlier, what had he been wearing? Leather boots? She’d been too afraid to remember. “The ones who survive,” Henri had told her, “are the ones who stay centered. These men – these predators with small souls – are always afraid of the women they can’t frighten. The women who survived, the ones I’ve met, survived by finding their center.”


    Back down in the living room, the Spaniard drew the drapes and set up the tracking screen, so he could readily observe the image from Garneau’s favorite chair, so that he’d know when Garneau turned his last corner home.


    He reached over and turned the radio dial, finessing it, finding his favorite station. He left the volume low.


    He was fortunate; he’d caught something in midstream – a 1961 session recorded on Riverside Records, of Milt Jackson and Wes Montgomery and their jazzy blues, the melodic invention, the interplay, an historic gig.


    He softly tapped his foot, the music flowing past like clouds.


    


    †


    


    The Spaniard heard a tone ring from somewhere, breaking him from his musical trance. The discordant sound was coming from an area near the front door, by her purse still on the floor, as if she’d dropped it by the door. He fished out the cell phone.


    From the return number he knew it would ring again and began walking up the stairs. She was still wrapped into a ball, tighter as she heard the sounds move up the stairs. He leaned over and pulled the tape from her mouth. She refused to move, tucked away. He gripped her arm and squeezed it to the bone, letting her know how he could hurt her. The phone rang again and he looked at her. He had something dark in his eyes, something that she’d never seen before.


    “Tell him to call back on the house phone,” he instructed her. “Say that you have a bad connection.”


    He opened the cell phone on the third ring and held it up, the silencer resting atop at her temple.


    “Elise?” Garneau said when she didn’t immediately answer. She then parroted the words – I can’t hear you. Call back on the house phone – and the assassin pulled the phone away, ran his nail across the receiver to mimic a scratching sound and closed it. From his pocket, he pulled out two of the house phones, one that he’d carried up the stairs and another he’d retrieved from the bedside table. He handed her one.


    “Remember, say nothing that could mean anything. Nothing about the dog, no names, nothing about the weather. No signs to him, only short questions – What? When will you be home? Where are you going? Okay, honey, I’ll see you then…Do you understand? If not, I will hear it and will kill you. It’s quite simple. The silencer will sound like another bad connection.”


    She didn’t need to be convinced – having Henri hear something in her voice and rush home was the last thing she wanted. If this man had wanted to kill her, he would’ve done so already. He must still need her. If Henri came home, perhaps he then wouldn’t need either of them – whatever he was after. No, she desperately needed to keep Henri away. It was strange how we could all become such effective liars when the time came, even to those we love.


    “I understand,” she said.


    What the assassin didn’t know was that Henri had texted Elise earlier, when she’d been in the park with Millie, telling her that he would be home late. Hopefully, he was now calling to say he would be home even later. Perhaps, it would give her the time to think of something. The tape at her ankles was becoming looser each time she moved against it.


    “I understand,” she said again.


    The assassin said nothing.


    The two house phones rang at once in his hand. They seemed enormously loud to her, peeling like bells.


    “Hello, chère,” she said as the assassin held the phone. “Yes, well, that’s alright.”


    The Spaniard looked over, following each of their words with the other phone.


    “Later is fine. I’ll put your dinner away. It’ll be in the refrigerator when you get home.”


    The Spaniard pushed the muzzle into her temple at the mention of ‘dinner,’ then harder at ‘refrigerator.’


    Elise desperately wanted to get off before Henri told her where he was going, when he would be home.


    “Hold on for a moment,” Garneau said as he took a right, heading southeast.


    “Elise, I have some friends with me and they need our help. Unfortunately, it looks like I won’t be back until tomorrow morning. I’m going to the summer home. I promise, I’ll turn right back around. Not back until around eight, I’d guess. Maybe we could have some breakfast?”


    She cringed at the time and location. The assassin squinted, slicing in a knife’s motion at his neck for her to cut the call short.


    “Alright,” she said, deflated. “I’ll see you then.”


    “Elise, are you alright?”


    They’d set up a special code word to alert each other, for when something was wrong – an out-of-context mention of Millie’s dinner time. She resisted the words.


    “I’m fine,” she said, recovering her buoyancy. “Hurry home. Breakfast sounds great.”


    “See you then, je t’aime.”


    “Je t’aime…” she said in return as the Spaniard pulled the phone away.


    He eased the gun from her temple, leaving an indentation. He replaced the tape on her mouth and put an additional strip over her eyes.


    Downstairs, she could hear the music start again. It was something familiar; some kind of up-tempo jazz, the music that Henri would always play when they were packing for a weekend, when they made their breakfasts together.


    And then it stopped.


    


    †


    


    Lani looked back through the rear window of the Renault, watching Paris fall away as the sun sank beneath the steeple of the Eiffel Tower. The clouds were smeared purple, like a painting she once saw, when you wondered how an artist could have possibly imagined it. It was a sky that many couples in this same moment were looking up to, wondering how their Paris trip could have turned out so perfect.


    Some might have felt that their time in Paris had been muted, cut short. For Lani, it would always be enough – their night under the lights of the Champs-Elysees, their exquisite dinner at Les Deux Magots, the champagne, the jazz music and the silky waters of the Seine, the wonder of it all. Some memories were drawn out over years, others distilled to their essence. Each could taste sweet.


    She turned as the Eiffel Tower shrank to a prick on the horizon and suddenly dropped behind a building as they turned. Even though a noose was closing behind them, she still felt an odd sense of fortune – knowing that she had someone special beside her, remembering Jack laying next to her last night, knowing that they both had a new friend who was helping them, that Garneau was that one more person in the world who knew that the ‘blood eyes’ were real.


    “You could call your wife,” Jack said, remembering that Garneau had said earlier that he wanted to call Elise as soon as they cleared the metropolitan edges.


    “Yes, thank you,” Garneau said, retrieving his cell phone from the center console.


    “Elise?”


    Jack and Lani turned to each other while Garneau talked to his wife, trying to allow him some privacy. Jack realized that they’d barely discussed the night before, their night out in Paris seemingly lost in the rush of throwing their bags together and meeting Garneau at the restaurant and now this rush from the city.


    “How’re you doing?” Jack asked, “From the champagne, I mean?”


    “Sorry, I guess I crashed on you,” she smiled. “It was all wonderful, though. I’ll never forget it.”


    “Same here. We packed a lot in for one night. Maybe…”


    “Elise, are you alright?”


    As Garneau paused, Jack and Lani looked to each other and then to Garneau.


    “See you then,” Garneau finally said, “Je t’aime.”


    He paused a last time, smiling at Elise’s goodbye and closed the phone.


    He turned, “She’s fine. I forgot to ask her about the sweep, though. You know, if it’s made its way into the neighborhood. She would’ve said something, I would think. In any event, she’s a resilient sort. I think she even likes the weekends she gets to herself now and then, when I have a conference out of town.”


    Jack could see that Garneau was a man who felt that whatever happened to his wife also happened to him, their lives so intertwined. Garneau smiled over, “She doesn’t think I know such things.”


    They passed through the villages of Yevre-Le-Chatel and Vezelay, the night becoming deeper, the lights in the countryside dim.


    “As I said, it’s only a small cottage. Elise and I bought it after our children went off to university. We do a lot of road rallies in the southeast and it cuts down on the B&Bs. Elise has subjected it to her usual treatment and it’s actually quite charming. And the Opel is perfect for you two– just banged up enough that it’ll fit right in with the other villager’s cars. You’ll have no problems.”


    After another hour, they turned from a ridge onto a country road and followed it to the end. Through a break in the trees, Lani could see the lights of the local village below.


    “Here we are,” Garneau said as they pulled around into a stone driveway fronting a small country cottage, its white stucco and brightly colored shutters shining in the car lights. Lani noticed the flowerbeds that Elise had tended the weekend before.


    They exited and moved to the rear to retrieve their luggage.


    “So,” Garneau said, looking down at the bags, “you always carry these with you? A bit like boat anchors, no?”


    Jack smiled, “That’s our life these days.”


    It’d only been a few days, a whisper of time anywhere else, but to Lani, all of it – the D.C. hotel room, the Maryland cottage, even the Scottish manor – now seemed so long ago. These bags – hauled from here to there and back again – had almost become a part of them. They didn’t question it anymore. They simply packed the suitcases and hauled them along, as if a last tether to some type of normalcy, to a clean set of clothes.


    “Now remember,” Garneau said, “the trip should only take four hours or so, assuming that you stay to the map. Drive straight through. Your contact won’t be at the meet point when you arrive, but by the next evening, yes.”


    He looked at Lani. “If anyone needs to freshen up, this would be a good time. Again, no stops.”


    Garneau opened the front door. Even in the dark, Lani could see its charm: Delft china in an antique cabinet, a credenza with an empty pitcher waiting for freshly cut flowers.


    “Over there,” Garneau motioned. “I know, I’m worrying too much, but perhaps we should keep the lights down low as possible. You can turn the bathroom lights on – no windows in there.”


    After they finished, Jack and Lani walked outside and across the driveway towards the Opel. Garneau was waiting and had loaded their suitcases into the trunk.


    He handed Jack the keys and extended his hand, “Good luck, Jack. Get the accounts and get back home. Elise and I will be praying for you both.”


    “Thank you, Henri – for everything. When we get clear, I’ll let you know. Remember, on that info I gave you – all barrels at once. Give ‘em bloody hell.”


    “Guaranteed,” Garneau said, smiling back. “And now, young lady. Come here.”


    Lani and Garneau hugged, knowing that they’d each made a good friend. “Thank you,” she whispered, “so much.”


    As she walked to the passenger door, she turned. “And you remember, Henri – you still owe us that tour of Paris. And after, we’ll all sit and toast this at Les Deux Magots. A promise?”


    Garneau smiled, “Promise.”


    As Jack started the car, Garneau leaned over, “Follow me down to the main road, with the small bakery on the corner. I’ll turn right, for you, the left.”


    Jack nodded, “Thanks again, Henri.”


    At the bottom at the main road, Garneau turned back towards Paris, looking in his rearview mirror as the Opel turned and disappeared out of sight.


    By the time Garneau reached the village of Yevre-Le-Chatel, he was already planning on how to use the information that Jack had given him: on the Surveillance-Net and the orbs, on the GMA and the ID typing of the world’s population. They’d been told that the orbs were only more traffic cameras, but they were so much more. In the past, he’d always laughed at the women’s groups on the television shouting about alleged surveillance menaces, or the blogger arrested trying to take down one of the orbs, shouting something unintelligible.


    It was all so incomprehensible. Then again, wasn’t that the same reaction that people had had throughout all of history – before every new Hitler, before every new Stalin, before every dark shadow descended upon them? We, the people, didn’t want to know about such things, it got in the way of our good times; we didn’t want to believe that it was something we’d all become. Or rather, that we’d allowed ourselves to be. It was only within such vacuums that such shadows thrived. He was certain, this was not mere melodrama – it was history, evolution. Garneau chided himself for not seeing it all sooner. At his age, and in this place he’d settled into, had he missed what was right in front of him? Had he let himself miss it?


    He would correct that omission, forcing those behind the orbs into the light. The shadows in them would not survive. He believed – needed to believe – that people still wanted to be something more.


    At the village of Vezelay, he made the same turn back as another car nearly sideswiped him, its lights startling in the empty streets.


    Inside the swerving car, the Spaniard quickly looked up from the radio, catching the wheel and cursing the driver on the turn.


    The assassin was too focused on his music, too focused on the targets ahead, too unfocused to see the Renault slowly disappear behind him and into the night.
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    They drove straight through and arrived at dawn, a pale sun burning off the fog still left in the valleys.


    “I’ll have to admit it,” Lani said, laughing, “I’m more than a bit bleary. Slurring yet?”


    “Hey, who said it back there, better grab some sleep? I think we’re almost there. That map, where did it go?”


    She laughed, “What are you talking about, someone had to make sure you stayed awake. By the way, how many hours is it, that you’ve been awake, I mean? Let’s count: we stayed out in Paris and you told me you didn’t get to sleep right away – so, maybe three or four hours there, at most. Then, the next morning, we went to meet Henri at the restaurant. Then the Opel and now here. What’s that, five hours in the last thirty-six? And before that, how many on the train? Maybe two or three?”


    “I’m fine,” Jack said. “Besides, we’ll have plenty of time once we’re there. What’s that?”


    She was looking out the window at the passing trees, the light through the branches. Lani was beginning to see such sights as sublime – the stars out last night, the sun lying in front of them, the greenness all around. And more: the string of empty roads, the layering of light as the fog relented, the cattle staring back as they slowed. It all moved past like slow eddies. Had time stopped, or, were they so removed from the matrix of their lives that it only felt that way?


    “Did you see that?” she said, turning as they passed another break in the trees. “It’s hard to believe, it’s so beautiful. What did Henri say about our contact, that he’d be back tomorrow? You know, I keep forgetting his name…”


    She laughed, “Yep, a quick nap would help – maybe for a hundred years!”


    Jack looked down at the scribbled note on the console as the car descended the ridge. “It’s Engel. Johannes Engel. For some reason, I can’t seem to remember it either. Hey, can I ask you something?”


    “Sure, anything.”


    “Alright…I keep having this feeling.”


    “What feeling?”


    “Well, consider our ongoing situation: here we are, wanted outlaws on the run, always in the need of a next escape. And then – and here’s the strange part – someone is always popping up. First, Henri helps us out, out of nowhere, and now this Engel.”


    “Providence?” she smiled. “It only looks like a coincidence from one place, then higher up it looks like it was always meant to be?”


    “Maybe, hard to say...”


    She smiled, “So, you’re wondering if all this was all supposed to happen?”


    “I don’t know, it’s just…hey, look at that,” he said, pointing to a hawk sitting high in a tree.


    “Look how big it is,” she said, staring up as the car passed under. “Gorgeous. By the way, how do you do that? That’s the third hawk this morning.”


    “Remember what I told you about the trials? It’s like that – you wait and there it is.”


    “Like you begin to see the evidence, what, faster?”


    “No, it’s different than that. How do I put it…well, it’s like I said, when you start, you learn where the furniture is. Then you put down the note pad and let the trial happen, mindful that you are waiting for something. Yet, at the same time, not trying to wait for anything…it’s hard to explain. Anyway, in that mindset, you tend to see more coming towards you. I don’t know whether it’s because you’re simply calmer and can see it easier, or because you’re actually in a different place where you actually see more.”


    He looked over at her staring at him. She loved hearing him talk like this. It took her to another place, away from everything. She wasn’t sure she understood any of it, but it really didn’t matter, she simply liked hearing it. It gave her a confidence that they were heading to a place where they were supposed to be.


    “Sorry” he laughed, “rambling again. What do they call it, sleep deprived cognitive dissonance? Or maybe, too much philosophy in college, whatever. You’re right, though, a long crash is definitely in our future.”


    She smiled, resting her head and looking over. “Actually, I like when you talk like that. It makes me think of different things, like there’s still some mystery in the world. You said, a coincidence not a coincidence, but couldn’t it also be called…”


    “Here we are,” Jack said, pointing to the gravel road veering off and down into a valley. “What do those directions say?”


    She unfolded the map, hastily drawn by Henri on the trunk of the Opel. “He only wrote, Rue de Faisan-Rouge. It says a left, though.”


    “Let’s take a chance.” Jack turned the wheel sharply as they drove down the gravel road. About a mile down they could see the outlines of a large farmhouse, barely visible in the still hanging fog and isolated at the bottom of the valley.


    “There’s the sign,” Lani said as they passed a weatherworn street sign lying in the grass. “It was faded, but it definitely said, Faisan-Rouge.”


    The road slowly descended past grass fields and a ribbon of lake, the water nearly black in the fog. Nearer the house, the gravel transitioned into worn stones, polished long ago.


    Looking up the front steps, Lani saw a white-painted swing to the right of the door. She wondered how many couples had sat there in past summers listening to the evening sounds, calling in time to the creaking of the swing. Watching old movies, it was something a Hawaiian girl could always wonder about. She traced the browned vines on the balustrades down to the gardens of dried wildflowers ringing the veranda-like porch, itself wrapping the house. The flowers had gone back into the ground for the coming winter and only a single bud remained, bright yellow against the vines.


    It suddenly came to her: All of this – this perfect house, these perfect gardens – it had been tended by someone who loved this place, who had created it for themselves from a dream, perhaps a book read as a child.


    “It’s so charming,” she said, stepping from the car and unable to take her eyes away. “Who do you think this man is? Did Henri say anything more, other than he was an old friend? That’s all I overheard.”


    Jack took a deep breath, stretching from the long ride. “Not much more. You’re right, though. It’s a 1930’s French post card.”


    “Serene,” she said, pulling a dried flower closer. “Umm, you can still smell them.”


    He walked to the back of the Opel and pulled out the luggage. “I’m taking these on in. It’s the key under the third rock, right? What did Henri say, the one that doesn’t belong?”


    He looked over to the side of the stairs. Along the edge was a rock that was maroon-flecked and grey, feldspar. “Got it.”


    He retrieved the key, shook off the dirt and headed up the short stairs. Lani turned to see him fiddling with the lock, intent on not putting the suitcases down.


    She skipped up the stairs and it echoed out into the valley. She turned at the top, “Did you hear that? I don’t think there’s anyone else out here.”


    The latch finally turned and Jack began wrestling with the oak door, heavy on old hinges. Lani came up behind and took one of the bags.


    “Wow,” she said as they stood in the foyer that looked into the living room and then into the kitchen beyond. “It’s the same as the outside. Like you said, a post card.”


    Jack put the suitcases down. “Give me a quick second. I need to look around.”


    He went into the kitchen and she could hear him open a back door. Still in her coat, she sat down on the ottoman that fronted the old leather chair. The fireplace looked like Carrera marble and she could smell a hint of burned logs. Through the front bay window, a shot of sun broke through the fog and hit the lake.


    From the basement, he went upstairs and she could hear bedroom doors opening. “All clear,” he shouted down. He caught her half way up the stairs and relieved her of her bag, taking it to the back of the house and the master bedroom. She walked into the master bedroom and over to the picture window looking out over the lake, the first sunbeam joined by another.


    “I saw a guest bedroom,” he said, taking his bag that way. She started to say something as he turned into the room at the end of the hall.


    When he returned, he saw Lani without her shoes and curled up on the bed. He found a blanket on a chair and pulled it over her. He still needed to check the barn and the grounds, towards the back of the property where he’d seen a trail going into the woods and towards the lake.


    He lay down next to her, for only a moment he told himself.


    His first dream was of his home when he was seven, the abandoned orchard and the old rusted truck, the trail through the cornfields and down to the creek; his next was of Kauai and the mist and rain and wet, red dirt; the last was of her.


    Lying beside him, Lani was deep within her own dreams. Above, she saw the white star hovering, watching as the star’s light turned into her mother’s face, smiling like she once did, then into her father’s, then into his.


    


    †


    


    The Spanish assassin stood at the gas station counter waiting for the young man to focus himself and hand back the change. The attendant was taking his time, unable to keep from an old Will Ferrell movie on the corner TV while he fumbled around in the cash register till. The Spaniard held out his hand, prompting the boy-man to look down, trying to hide his annoyance as he shoved the change into the Spaniard’s hand. The assassin only smiled.


    Ordinarily, the Spaniard would have had his car prepared and fueled for such a trip. But he’d only expected to engage Garneau and the targets at the Paris park and hadn’t expected all of this. It was putting him behind for his scheduled vacation to the south, and from Emily, the girl he’d chosen to meet in Villefranche-sur-Mer. Emily, yes, quite beautiful, an American model on vacation. He could never remember her last name, though.


    As he walked to the car he looked back, as was his instinct, seeing the gas station employee once more absorbed by the TV, by the banal. For the Spaniard, the worker was simply another symptom of the stupidity that seemed everywhere these days. Or, had it always been there and he was now only noticing it more? No, he didn’t think so, as there seemed to be a marked rise in the less worthy, the dull, the painfully oblivious.


    It always surprised him, these disrespectful, oblivious ones. Didn’t they know that there were wolves in the woods: behind them at the ATM, in front of them in traffic, at the lonely lodges running through the lonely places, in this pitiful gas station with this man taking change?


    He knew others in his trade who were less restrained, ignoring the risks and taking kills along the way. One assassin from Lisbon had once veered from a target to momentarily kill a vacationing Texas couple because the man made fun of his shoes. His mentor, Gerard, once told him the story of an old killer who poisoned a night clerk on his way out, annoyed by the annoyed look on the smaller man’s face. Gerard had warned him, “One must always stay on target. When you deviate, you become one of them, a waster of energy, the stupid joining the inane. They are only a part of the terrain, no different than a column or a tree.”


    There was one assassin he knew, from personal experience, who’d been the worst. His missions were like winding roads, his anger from some place deep inside pulling him into kill after kill, each another distraction towards the target. After that fiasco in Hong Kong, he’d told Gerard never to offer him an assignment near the psychopath again. As he himself had deviated into an irrelevant killing before the Hong Kong mission, Gerard told him that he should then look at Hong Kong as a good lesson.


    The oblivious, didn’t they know that there were werewolves on the moors?


    He pulled up at the top of the ridge, at a higher vantage from Garneau’s summer home and began climbing down in the dark, coming from above like a raptor.


    His legs were wet from the long grass when he finally came upon the house and observed the driveway, empty.


    He climbed down the rock wall that bounded the driveway and stood, looking at the dark house and the quiet all around.


    It was clear: O’Neill and Keno had already begun moving towards their next lair. He looked down at the fresh tires marks in the red dirt at the end of the driveway. An owl hooted to his left and he looked up sharply, pausing two seconds, then back down. The ruts turned left.


    He began walking down the road, back to his car at the top of the ridge where the gravel met asphalt. Towards the southeast, still running southeast, where would they go?


    Once in the car, he scanned Garneau’s address book.


    On the map, he circled three towns.
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    “Bottom line? We haven’t found a damn thing,” Josh said, exhausted after working a week of nights in the lab. “Sorry Mac, really. We’ll keep working the symbols for possible meanings, but this Croatian encryption program is a brick wall. It keeps cycling; every time we get close, it re-encodes itself, moves two steps away. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s a monster.”


    “Don’t sweat the accounts,” Mac said from his phone in the limo, “we’re working that problem from another angle. On the symbols, I can’t see the key being solely with the ambassador, or with that Army guy. I mean, Daniel Huff? Why Huff? Come on, Josh, he can’t be random.”


    “There’s some type of progression to the religious icons, no doubt. I can feel it,” Mac continued, thinking it through. “Ask yourself, what denominations do we have? Jewish – the ambassador. Christian – Major Grindel. Muslim – Daniel Huff. Although with Huff he was actually a practicing Christian. We only get to the Muslim angle with Jack’s idea that his adoptive father had converted. Not sure of that, it could be a reach. Problem is, the operational time frame is shrinking, fast.”


    Josh had only met Jack once, but he’d heard all of the stories and knew how Mac felt.


    “I sent you something from Interpol. Did you get it?” Josh asked.


    “No, just leaving the office now.”


    Mac accessed his classified email account and pulled up Josh’s last message.


    “Hold on, I’m pulling up the attachment. Your last message, right?”


    Mac stared at the matrix of dots. “And what’s that?”


    “We’re not sure. Do you see the attached coroner’s report? More than a intriguing…”


    


    The interior of the cranial cavity


    has been wholly effected…the


    effect extending through the


    hemispheres, their related lobes,


    and encompassing the cerebral


    cortex. Cause: unknown. Effect


    type: emulsification.


    


    “Our victims, they had burn marks. But here, in this Florence killing, it says the brain was basically gone, liquified,” Mac said.


    Josh laughed, “Hey – and this sounds more callous that usual, if that’s even possible – but tell me, if you’re whacked enough in the head to want to burn holes in someone’s brain, or, if you elect to simply fry it, does it really matter? I mean, how many guys are out there doing either? Back to the marks, the ones the coroner found on the underside of the skull – do you see anything there, in the pattern, religiously speaking?”


    Looking away, Mac was suddenly drawn to two faces on the muted TV screen in front of him.


    “Mac, you still there?”


    Stunned, he reached for the volume, continuing to stare at the familiar faces.


    The news anchor sped up, his voice urgent:


    


    It’s unclear at this time what involvement


    Mackenzie Osborne, Director of the NSA


    and trusted confidant of the president,


    has in this present, or past affair… the


    Congressional Committee headed by Rep.


    Chuck Daul has scheduled hearings for


    later this week, with charges coming from


    various congressmen that prior police


    records must have been doctored in an


    effort by the administration to hide


    Osborne’s actual role in this college


    assault and battery…there is much


    bitterness on the opposite side of the aisle


    that remains after they were shocked by


    President Walker’s re-election…


    


    “Josh, hold on a second.”


    His and Jack’s eyes stared back at him, from twenty years ago.


    “What is it?” Josh said, hearing the concern.


    “I’ll have to get back, Josh. Sorry…”


    Mac changed phone lines and the call connected. “Margaret, I need to speak with the president – immediately.”
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    Garneau pulled into his driveway. Three doors down, Ms. Daltry – an elderly woman always the first awake – waved as she walked to her mailbox in her famous and infamous blue fluff slippers. Across the street, Jacques Verdan, a retired accountant, chatted with their newest neighbor.


    Garneau was so glad to be home.


    Millie would be getting up, wondering where he’d been. And Elise would stir as she heard the front door latch, some part of her never quite asleep.


    Halfway up the steps, he paused and looked around, as one does in those rare moments in life, so thankful of a place.


    When younger, he’d always wanted to be away, off on some supposed quest or adventure, out trekking across the world. By forty, he’d learned to stop listening to those voices, both inside and out. By fifty, he’d learned to look here, in her eyes.


    He continued walking up the steps, pausing before the last.


    Something wasn’t right. Millie should’ve been scurrying behind the door, looking for her morning meal.


    It was too quiet.


    He turned the key in the lock, listening.


    Elise should have also been at the door, releasing the lock.


    He went back down and moved into the back yard, retrieving a spare key from under a rock by a tree.


    He inserted the key into the back latch. Still no sounds – no Elise, no Millie.


    Moving through the kitchen and into the front living room, he saw a CD case left open on the floor; jazz that Elise would never choose.


    His heart began to race. He climbed the stairs two at a time and veered into the bedroom.


    He found her on the bed, not moving: his wife, that girl who’d smiled at him like no one else at that jazz club thirty years ago, who saw through him, who, once knowing him, still loved him.


    “Elise,” he whispered, tearing through the duct tape as she struggled to release herself.


    He pulled the rag from her mouth and threw it across the room, “Are you alright?”


    She said nothing, merely holding him tight.


    “What happened?”


    “He was here…for your friends, I think. Where’s Millie?” Her voice was hoarse.


    Garneau turned sharply, looking towards the bedroom door. He moved towards the bamboo plant in the corner, removed a floorboard and withdrew a handgun Elise had never known was there.


    He turned to see her surprise. He held up his other hand, motioning silence, moved through the door and started down the stairs.


    He checked the living room and then into the kitchen, opening the back door and pausing. In the corner of the kitchen, something caught his eye: a large cardboard box, out of place, from the garage where he’d thrown it last week. He opened the box and Millie jumped out, her tail wagging.


    At a sound, he turned to see Elise standing against the kitchen doorway.


    He walked over, holding her again. He handed over Millie, and it all made her smile.


    He started to think faster, his instincts taking over. How did someone know he’d made contact with Jack and Lani? If someone had been following him, trying to get to them, then the ruse of sending Demais to the park should have been effective. From the beginning, had someone been monitoring him, or them? Jack had warned that the emails between them might have been compromised.


    He slowly paced around the living room. How would he warn them?


    Finally, he turned to Elise. “Gather your things, chère. Millie’s too.”


    There was no questioning in his voice. She’d never heard him this way.


    “It’s alright, we just need to go.”


    They needed to leave in case someone else was coming, in case the man who’d been here decided to return.


    He couldn’t call his colleagues for help, as he’d aided international fugitives. That would pull Elise in farther.


    He retrieved his cell phone and called Dr. Prevot.


    Prevot picked up on the first ring.


    “No questions, Etienne. Right away, I need a DNA sweep of my home.”


    


    †


    


    Jack took the blankets to the porch and looked out on the quiet evening, the sounds of swaying grasses towards the lake, the clearing night sky.


    “Give me a second,” he said, as Lani snuggled into the blankets on the swing.


    He went into the kitchen and put milk on the stove, mixing in the chocolate. He found two cups and took them out to the porch. On the way, he spied a bottle of mint schnapps on a bookshelf. “Anything you want, don’t worry,” Garneau had said. He gave each cup a splash.


    The temperature had dropped and through the front door the cups began to steam.


    “Here we go.”


    “Ah, perfect,” she said. “You’ve been reading my mind again.”


    “Watch it, they’re hot.”


    He sat down in the swing. He hadn’t been in one since a child and it surprised him, the imbalance and familiarity of it all.


    “My grandpa had a farm, you know. When I was young we used to drive down for long summer vacations, mid-Missouri. Slow nights, simple times. Or maybe I was just a kid. And the summer days, all drawn out in the heat. I haven’t thought about it for a while.”


    They were under the blankets as she leaned her head over, the swing creaking softly. Then, slowly, she sensed something, that soft moment when you realize something important was happening, a shift in your world.


    “I’ll get some more,” she said, getting up and walking inside, her socks quiet on the wood floors.


    Halfway across, she could sense him behind her, her ancient intuition. She paused, holding still. She could feel the warmth from the fire, the soft flickering across the ceiling.


    Suddenly, his weight was along her back, his breath at her ear, lips brushing across her neck as she turned.


    She looked up and their eyes merged, no words.


    He was then at her shoulder, the cleft of her collarbone, her breasts, his hand steadying at the small of her back, strong and certain. She arched backwards, unable to keep herself from moving.


    She’d only been close with one other man in her life – when she’d been very young, when the man hadn’t been old enough. For years afterwards, she’d told herself that it must have been love. Then, one day, she wasn’t sure anymore. For periods on and off, she would see other men, some of them wonderful people. And yet, for reasons she could never explain, they would always end in friendship, or in a strange unwillingness of some to accept who she was, her strength, her career. At night, alone in bed, she was beginning to have that conversation: what would she do if she never found him, the one her mother told her she would one day find?


    She could feel him inside of her, his muscles against her, with her. A wave came over and then another, her breath catching. At the end, when she couldn’t move – as she gave herself, as he took her completely – she felt another feeling, even more ancient, as if their souls had passed through each other.


    She’d never felt that before.
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    Lucien stared at the hologram image of Jessup’s head hovering above his desk – the larger than need-be lips, the occasional lisp at the end of the S’s betraying him as one of those still-recovering stutterers. Admittedly, the German Nazi, Goering, had been a weasel of a little man, but he may have possessed a singular insight – that amongst our sorry species there were some that needed to be…culled.


    Yes, one day he would have to kill this Jessup creature.


    “Yes, yes, sir….” Jessup stammered. It was a reaction that only came upon him when talking to the director. Like a recurring childhood nightmare, it disturbed him to his core.


    “Is there anything else, Mr. Jessup?”


    Jessup wondered if Julius Caesar’s no. 2 had felt much the same. Fear could be a strong motivator, but also a strong inhibitor. He considered his position.


    “Only very preliminary, sir. We received a single ping in France, off one of the orbs. Some are finally going up in the medium-sized towns. Most aren’t activated, though, only installed. We’re waiting for the main computer array to operationally string them together.”


    “And?”


    “I think we got lucky. This particular orb had just been activated, still running through its startup programs. Here, I’m sending the images over now.”


    Lucien stared at the blurry image of a car, from slightly above and speeding past.


    “It appears the driver is at least two hundred pounds,” Jessup said. “Our analysts measured the load bearing for this vehicle type and compared it to the displacement of the car in the photo to arrive at that figure. Factoring in, of course, the passenger’s probable weight. We estimate the male driver to be between six-foot two to six-four, at most. It’s blurry, but you can also make out the passenger, she’s female, estimated at five-foot five, with slightly darker skin…”


    “Like Keno,” Lucien thought aloud.


    “No ID was possible on the vehicle plates,” Jessup continued, “and, frankly, there are way too many Opels out there to narrow it down. It was clearly heading southeast, though. We’ve detected no contacts after that. Assets are fanning out. As I indicated, though, no further results.”


    Jessup winced, no further results.


    “Compile a list of possible U.S. and French assets that they could be heading towards,” Lucien said, “safe houses, active and inert, any disavowed actors, retired assets, all of it.”


    He considered, whispering to himself, “They could have elected north or west…so why southeast? It’s a conscious choice...”


    “Active or inactive assets?” Jessup asked.


    “Both. And I want drone surveillance over each location. Conduct a probability assessment from this point of contact southeastward and outwards and then cross-reference that with the asset list.”


    “That could be upwards of eighty locations,” Jessup noted. “And, sir, we only have access to three drone vehicles. Two remain grounded.”


    “That’s fine,” Lucien smiled. “Start with the most probable location and work outward. But I want those drones airborne. Understood?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Jessup hung up the phone, somewhat taken aback. He’d never heard the director so…pleased.


    


    †


    


    They awoke the next morning rolled up together in the blankets and in front of the fire, now only embers. He kissed her and they moved into the kitchen, Lani still wrapped in the blanket and curled up sitting at the kitchen table as Jack started the eggs. Through the eggs and pancakes, they laughed and talked about nothing in particular. He asked about her dad; she asked about his friends back in Chicago. For a moment, it was their only world.


    Lani found a robe in an upstairs closet and started cleaning the dishes while Jack checked the laptop.


    “Here it is,” he said, “another message from Mac. They may have found another victim, another pattern.”


    Lani dried her hands and came over to the table to where Jack had turned the screen around. “Who’s the victim?” she asked, staring at the random scatter of kill marks.


    “Look there,” she said, “there are more marks here than with any of the other victims. Maybe that’s important. Maybe it’s an escalation by the killer. Anything else?”


    “Mac says the victim was an American, found killed in a hotel – no, a B&B – in Italy, in a bathtub.” Jack continued to scan the message. “He ends, saying no progress on the symbols by their analysts, but they’re working on it, will let us know if they come up with anything. No mention on the Croatian account encryption, which, of course, means they have nothing and don’t want to say it. Mac says the victim was a scientist working for Aero-Con Corp., a big defense contractor.”


    “I know who they are. They have a ton of contracts with the Navy down at Pearl Harbor. Now and then, we see one of their reps on base – dour, MBA types, very impressed with themselves. We had a case once and their sole function was to refer us to their lawyers. If Aero-Con is involved, there might be a tie-in with this victim and the weapon the killer uses. I mean, if anyone has developed some type of weapon that no one has ever heard of, it would be this group of spooks.”


    Jack thought aloud, “So, maybe our killer and Anderson knew each other. And maybe, for some reason, the killer needed to take Anderson out. Or Anderson knew something…maybe he was running, just like us. Maybe, maybe…”


    Jack began typing a response, telling Mac about the possible Aero-Con connection.


    “And that makes me wonder,” he said, “if Aero-Con is connected to any of our other victims – you know, the major who sees a lot of defense contracts going across his desk, and the ambassador, who, well, knows billions of tapped-in people in D.C.”


    “Alright, but what about Daniel Huff?” Lani asked. “We still don’t have a tie-in there.”


    “I honestly don’t know,” Jack said, shaking his head. “Huff is the outlier, an enigma in all of this.”


    “Bring that new pattern up on the Florence victim,” Lani said. “I think I might have seen something.”


    She stared. “You said that the middle dot, the bigger one, is the killing strike, right?”


    “Right.”


    “So then, why the other marks? And why so many?”


    She thought back on what Jack had said: when looking for a hawk in a far off tree, look without trying to look… in that mindset, you tend to see more coming towards you…because you’re in a place where you can actually see more…


    And then she saw it, as if it had always been there, waiting for her.


    “Here,” she whispered, moving in front and typing in the commands as they both watched the image spring to life.
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    Jack squinted, “Jesus, what in the hell do Nazis have to do with any of this?”
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    They didn’t know exactly when their contact, Johannes Engel, would return to his country house, only that Garneau had said sometime that evening. “He has no phones, no reception,” Garneau said. “You’ll have to wait for him.” They cleaned their plates and made the beds, folded away the blankets and put their luggage in the closets, returning the place to what it had been before they arrived; returning it to a quiet perfection.


    As they were about to enter the trailhead, she turned to look at it again. Yes, perfect. A painting couldn’t have been better. Someone had created it, from a dream, from a vision. It suddenly came to her: yes, it was someone’s end-road, someone’s last sanctuary.


    They found rubber boots in the barn and began walking through the pines, the sun still hazy behind the clouds and mist.


    “I used to think the same thing,” she said. “About the swastika symbol, I mean. But I was doing a term paper in high school and mom corrected me, saying that it didn’t always have an evil meaning.” Lani remembered her mother’s words, in that beautiful, lost voice: ‘symbols change through time, dear; what is evil in our time could be sacred a thousand years from now. Symbols are only words, only sounds, they only take their meanings from us…only from us.’


     “Look at that,” Jack said as they emerged from the woods, staring up the face of the small mountain, mists drifting down from the summit.


    “Ready?” she said, smiling as they both paused. At breakfast, they’d looked out the bay window and saw the mountain, beckoning.


    As they started to climb – past lichen-covered rocks, moss and blown grasses – they started talking about other things, the talk of symbols and orbs and their run towards freedom falling away as if left at the bottom, as if none of it could touch them up here.


    At the summit was a shallow, Zen-like pond, serene in its isolation. The mists made it feel as if they were in the clouds, the house gone below. She saw a lone bird fly past, nearly silent.


    They climbed down slower, some part of them wanting to stay in the clouds, in this near-winter silence. At the bottom and through the woods, she could smell the fir trees, spicy and rich, as he took her hand for a few steps and then let go. Behind the barn, they found a discarded tractor wheel, half in the ground like a relic and scraped the mud from their boots on the rim edge.


    Around the corner of the barn they were suddenly stopped.


    In the driveway was another car, a man in a trench coat leaning against it, his collar turned up against the cold and mist.
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    The earliest known swastika symbol appeared in the Ukraine over 10,000 years ago. Some say it was meant to represent a stork in flight.


    The word, swastika, originates from the ancient Sanskrit, meaning a lucky object, or that which leads to wellbeing.


    In 2500 B.C., the swastika appeared in Hinduism as the symbol of Shakti, representing the universe contained in the forefinger of a god. In ancient Persia, it stood for infinity and the renewal of creation. In present day India, one sect pours rice on the ground in front of their Hindu temples hoping that the shape will be seen by a god.


    Throughout history, various groups have drawn the swastika in different ways and from different angles: some rotating it, some right-faced, others left.


    Some scholars say that the four quadrants of the swastika form the basis of an ancient calendar, the same calendar that the Star of David eventually came to represent.


    In 1400 A.D., the Akan tribe of Ghana used it in their gold artwork. In 1927, an anthropologist observed it on the dresses of Ashanti Empire servants.


    It has been hypothesized that the swastika emerges so often throughout history because when certain energy waves are passed across the brain’s cerebral cortex while a person is in an altered state of consciousness – say, when ancient shamans or oracles ingested hallucinogenic plants, or when saints entered mystic rapture – that a swirling swastika image appears, due to the way vision is mapped to certain quadrants in the brain.


    In 1920, the Nazi Party of Germany adopted it as their own, ensuring that it has come down to us as a symbol of anger and hate.


    Lambach Abbey, a Benedictine choir school in Austria – where Hitler attended as a boy – has a swastika symbol chiseled above a monastery portal, and another on a wall in the courtyard.
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    The elderly man in the driveway introduced himself as Johannes Engel. They shook hands, exchanging cordial words – the usual amongst strangers – and moved into the house. “We appreciate this, Mr. Engel. Thank you,” Jack said. Lani observed Jack shake the man’s hand longer than most; a silent message, she knew, only between men.


    For Lani, he appeared as she’d imagined – an elder Frenchman, silver-grey hair and imminently charming. If asked, most would have said a retired artist, or a writer. While his appearance was no façade, there was something more to him, below the charm. We all hide little parts of ourselves, the peccadilloes, the darker memories. With some, though, the vein reaches deeper, hidden from the world, from oneself. This house was here for a reason.


    She remembered her mother’s words, always a poet’s words, ‘Remember, an oasis can also be a mirage, an illusion. Thirst can make us that way…’


    At dinner, Engel insisted that they allow him to cook one of his favorites, saying it had been too long – creamed spinach and roasted potatoes, dried herbs from the garden. “I’ll make my apologies now,” he said. “I’m afraid I’m a recent vegetarian. I’ve been working on this quail recipe, well, fake quail. This is the newest version. It’s quite good, actually.”


    “That’s fine,” Lani smiled. “My mom was a vegan. Dad and I became experts on fake everything!”


    “So be it,” the Frenchman smiled back.


    Watching him cook was like watching a conductor with a symphony; an orchestration of knives and pans, dicing carrots for the roux so fast she could barely see, turning to check the heat under the sauce, turning it down imperceptibly and then over to the oven, all in fluid motion, all while entertaining them with the most charming stories. Then politely asking to hear theirs.


    “That’s amazing,” Lani said from the stool by the kitchen table where Jack was sitting. “Where did you learn to chop like that? Cooking school, or on your own?”


    He remembered the Way of the Knife: all of the blades balanced like samurai swords, each waiting for a master to find them. Yes, he had been to many schools, had been taught many dark arts. He remembered the locked case in the cabinet downstairs, in the locked room, all dusty now. He hadn’t seen the blades in years, now only shadows of his former self.


    “No, no,” he smiled, “No formal schools. I like to cook, that’s all. I’ve been alone for a while, picked it up along the way. And you? What, dear, do you like to do?”


    She laughed, “Well, I like to surf.”


    He turned from the sauce, “Ah, freedom…”


    She paused, “Yes, freedom. Lapping waves, drifting clouds, the mountains in the distance.”


    “And, the challenge of the waves too, correct? Each wave being unique in each moment, each a new possibility of challenge?”


    She smiled, like one would at an old memory, “It’s strange you say that. Out on the ocean, I’ve thought of it many times. My mom once wrote something, saying that each drop of water is always different, each cloud never the same, like the world is a moving canvas painted by God, and that God is always giving us a new painting each moment, always beautiful.”


    Sitting, he asked them to join hands. “If you could indulge this old man. As we grow older there arise these little surprises – like this vegetarianism, like this praying. I haven’t prayed in years, not since I was a child, now suddenly here I am, hands together. Perhaps, we all head back to the comfort of old ways...”


    They bowed their heads and he began, almost a whisper. “God – whatever you are – we thank you for this meal, for today and tomorrow and…for all of Lani’s clouds.”


    He looked up, smiling.


    “Beautiful words,” she said. “My father prays like that. Thank you.”


    “You’re certainly welcome, chère. Now, no further delay, let’s dig into this fake bird!”


    After dinner, Lani prepared coffee and carried over the crème brulees from the refrigerator. “Thank you,” Engel said, “old bones, you know. Sometimes I do too much.”


    “Engel?” she said, “That’s German, not French.”


    “Well, to be honest,” he said, taking a sip and pausing, “it’s not my real name. I’ve used many in my time, this one being the most recent. In life, some of us have changed names like others have changed hairdos. A name becomes exterior to oneself. One’s identity becomes, how does one say it, shuffled over time. You have to be aware of this, never let yourself forget. This Engel one, however, it has had a certain resilience to it. I think I’m just now getting used to it. A nice surprise.”


    “What are you hiding from?” Jack asked and Lani looked over, knowing that it was the question hanging in the room.


    “Succinctly put, Jack!” Engel laughed. “Who, what, why, the age-old questions…”


    “Well, let’s just say that in my former line of work one was apt to make enemies – some who were professionals and didn’t take things so personally, and others who, well, unfortunately did. It’s these others that one must look out for. You see, when you first start out – when you’re young and dashing and immortal – you don’t consider such things. And, of course, they don’t tell you.”


    “Intelligence work?”


    “Yes.”


    “Black ops?”


    “Well, not terribly black. Brown, maybe. We did what was necessary, what we thought was necessary. A small French unit, now disbanded, or renamed, what have you, the same old story. We worked with the Germans and Israelis, mostly. And, the Americans, of course. That’s how I met Henri. We started out as handlers running sources into and out of Kiev. We had the Marseilles check point.”


    Lani looked up from her cup. She and Jack stared at each other.


    “Ah, I see our Henri has omitted this salient fact. Yes, he was French Intelligence, five years.”


    “Why did he get out?” Jack asked.


    “Essentially, he didn’t take well to the lying. And, as you might guess, that can be a distinct handicap in a world of liars. Henri tries to make me feel better, saying his leaving wasn’t due to character, ethics, morality, our souls. Of course, we all know better. At his core, Henri is one of the ‘good guys.’ Meeting Elise, that was the difference. It changed him. Or, as I told him later, changed him back. It’s why we’ve stayed such close friends; as it were, my tether to the world.”


    She saved him, Lani thought. Saved him from his darker self.


    They moved into the living room and Engel started a fire. Lani kept her coffee and Jack accepted a cognac as they rested into the couches.


    “So, if I have this right,” Jack said, “it should be pretty straight forward: drive to the coast, no stops, straight through. You then meet up with your contact, this boat captain. You didn’t mention his name.”


    “No names, Jack. These friends – well, not friends, former associates – are now far out of the game, existing on the edges. They don’t give out names and you don’t want to know them. Money is all that talks here. When you exit the ferry, there will be another contact, one who will have secured the car. It should be in the lot, gassed up. After that, you are essentially on your own.”


    “And, chère,” he said, turning to Lani, “while the clouds in Croatia may still be beautiful, there are many storms below. It’s a very dangerous place, and particularly now, after the negotiations have broken down: roving militias that are no more than pillaging thugs, the so-called resistance fighters, random artillery barrages, the refugees fleeing north in mass migrations, and many, many hungry people. Tonight, I would think, a small prayer would be in order.”


    He looked at Jack and then to Lani, cold knowledge in his eyes, “This is the way it is, my new friends, no use calling it anything else. You need to realize this, in order to get through it, to obtain your target.”


    Jack reached over and took Lani’s hand. “Understood,” he said. “We’re ready. Thanks again, Johannes, for your help.”


    Engel smiled, centuries of experience in his eyes. “For myself, I know that I will say a prayer every night until you are both safe.”
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    Diane Huff was alone in her living room finishing up her recording of the soap opera that she’d been watching for forty years, The Young and the Restless. Duane, her husband, hated the show and she always needed to sneak it in when he was out on another one of his endless errands. She reached for the remote and set down the glass of water, having forgotten to take a sip. Her grandchildren suddenly ran past, playing some made up game, oblivious, as children often are, to the dramas around them.


    She began to think back on the phone call she’d had last night with her daughter-in-law. How Jenny had finally called and how it had caught her off guard, about how she’d tried not to yell and finally couldn’t help herself. Jenny had mumbled something about having no choice. “We all have choices!” she’d yelled back. Before hanging up, Jenny had started to cry, “I’m trying to save my children…”


    Throughout the morning, Diane had said nothing to the children. Or, even to her husband. It would only make him darker, more withdrawn.


    Little Sarah slid under the coffee table, turning when she realized the glass couldn’t hide her. She looked up through it, smiling, asking for the third time that morning, “Grandma, is mommy still coming? You said maybe today.”


    How long could she put them off? Even children begin to see at some point. Was it a psychotic break? Had Dan left them and now Jenny too, only in a different way?


    She looked back at the TV, the recording timed out and a show she’d never seen before popping on. It was another one of those morning ‘talk-fests,’ some psychiatrist talking about something he had no idea on, she was sure.


    On the show, the host leaned over, “But there are so many?”


    The psychiatrist smiled, “Mass hysteria, my dear, nothing more. One person says to another that they’ve had this dream, that person then tells another, it gets tweeted all around, the cable shows run little quips and, suddenly, everyone thinks they’re seeing stars! Trust me, the academic literature is replete with such examples. No more than a mass-induced, subconsciously suggested fad…”


    She changed the channel, not liking the psychiatrist’s squeaky voice. She then leaned forward, squinting at the screen as a newscaster from Beijing began talking in urgent tones, something about a breakdown in negotiations between the U.S. and China. Disgusted, she turned it off.


    Sarah and little Dan Jr. ran back in front of the TV. She looked up and caught her refection on the now-dark screen, an unfamiliar face staring back. She pulled back into herself, put on a smile and ran after them. “Here I come!”
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    Lani was intrigued by Monsieur Johannes Engel; about his past, the things he would not say.


    In some ways, he reminded her of her father. Not in appearance, but manner; so close, so far away. “Call me Lani,” she’d said, almost as soon as they’d met. He was like a creature whose nature it was to be secret, like a chameleon changing colors. As she watched them discuss the Croatian plans, it was something that hovered about him, like an aura of where he’d been throughout his life, his experiences clinging to him and he unable to be apart from them, even out here on this perfect island, in this perfect valley.


    Yes, she thought, some old ways never leave us…


    They were upstairs for the evening and Jack went into the bathroom. She paused at the bedroom door, “I’m going down for some water. Do you want one?”


    “Sure, thanks.”


    She walked down the stairs, her socks slick on the worn wood and stepping like a geisha. She rounded the corner towards the darkened kitchen and a wedge of light caught her attention. She walked over, seeing the door barely open and leading to the basement. Jack had investigated the basement earlier, before Engel arrived, “Padlocks, lots of them, nothing more.”


    She began down the stairs, careful in the dark. The light was emanating from below, off to the right.


    “Come in,” a voice rose from somewhere. “Lani, is that you?”


    She looked into the room and saw Engel at the far end of a table, removing a jeweler’s scope, “How did you know it was me?”


    “Soft steps,” he smiled. “A woman’s steps.”


    “Maybe I was one of those others you mentioned? The ones who haven’t forgotten. They could have sent a woman.”


    He laughed, “No, I don’t think so. They’re too chauvinist. Sending a woman, well, that would be beneath them. Trust me, Neanderthals all.”


    She moved into the room, seeing rows of Japanese woodblock prints hanging on both sides.


    “Can I get you some tea?” he asked. “I brought down a pot. Green, though. Some don’t like it – say it tastes like bilge water. They have a point, but it’s still great for the digestion. And, of course, for the Chi.”


    “The what?”


    “Life-force; the energy underneath, beneath the power of your muscles. It flows in all things, goes from you and out into the world.”


    She looked down at his desk, all types of small instruments and brushes precisely arranged. “What’s this?”


    “I do restoration work for some people. From all over the world, actually. It’s one of my last hobbies. Keeps me busy.”


    She looked along the walls, the images of mountains and clouds and running water and still water all seeming from the same hand.


    “Who’s the artist? I don’t know anything about these.”


    “Hiroshi Yoshida. He was a painter until he found printing. What do you see?”


    “They’re like jewels, suspended in time. They have a quiet energy.”


    “Yes, it’s infused in them. Yoshida wanted to be an impressionist painter, studied all of the Europeans. But looking at others’ paintings and painting them are not the same thing. Finally, at the age of forty, he was hired as a woodblock printer and learned the craft. Two years later, a great earthquake hit Japan and all of the blocks in the studio were destroyed. Yoshida decided to go on a quest, into the world he’d always wanted to see – India, Hawaii, the Alps, Niagara Falls, the Grand Canyon. When he returned, he opened his own studio. But, unlike all Japanese woodblock artists before him, he decided to do all of the work himself – the cutting of the blocks, the administering of the myriad dyes, the pressing of the blocks onto paper. From 1925 to 1928, he turned out these, pouring his soul, his genius, into them.”


    “Like Van Gogh in Arles?”


    “Yes, but Yoshida didn’t go insane over it. Unlike Van Gogh, Yoshida lived to see the people recognize him. He became successful, mostly selling prints to Americans. And yet, it is in these early ones where he is most present.”


    “That have the most…Chi,” she smiled.


    “Exactly, they have the most energy within them, like a transmission across time. I’m glad you see it. I’d hoped you would.”


    “What happened to him?”


    “After 1937, he mostly let his children run the business. Then, in 1950, restless again, he set out to complete his grand opus, A Hundred Views of the World. He began traveling to find the sights he would capture, but became ill and was forced to return to Japan, where he died. He never completed another print. He’d waited too long. These are what we have left of him. I work to pass it on. A worthy hobby.”


    Lani heard a creak in the house from the wind upstairs and turned to the sound.


    “Go on now,” Engle said, smiling. He began sitting back down, replacing the magnifying spectacle.


    “Thank you,” she said, “for sharing this. They’re really beautiful.”


    “Like your mother’s clouds, no?”


    She smiled at the memory, “Yes, just like that.”


    She paused, wondering if she should say something else, then turned and climbed back up the stairs, to where Jack was waiting for her.
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    Jack woke with a start, staring around the room. There had been a far off sound in his dreams, pulling him awake and then this – the darkened room and Lani next to him, a hazy moon through the window. Had it really been in his dreams?


    There it was again, almost a vibration, coming from the southwest…no, directly west.


    The alarm clock on the bed stand suddenly went off, screeching loudly. He reached out and yanked the cord.


    “Lani, up!” he shouted, shaking her shoulder while he continued to look towards the window.


    “What…” she mumbled.


    “Sorry. Clothes on! We need to get downstairs. Now!”


    He opened the windows and listened. The cold night pulled at the warmth of the room.


    Sitting up, Lani looked over, only seeing Jack’s silhouette against the moonlight in front of the window. She quickly began looking for her pants and shoes.


    There it was again, growing.


    “Throw the toiletries into the backpack, grab some more clothes if you want, but fast. Leave the suitcases. They’ll only hold us back.”


    “Jack, what is it? What’s coming?”


    He didn’t answer and grabbed the backpack and took her quickly down the stairs. At the bottom, she broke away.


    “Lani, don’t! We don’t have time.”


    She went to the top of the stairs and yelled down, “Johannes! Johannes!”


    There was no answer and she started down the stairs as Jack caught her from behind on the second step. “Stay here,” he said and went down, disappearing into the darkness. A few seconds later he bounded back up, “No one down there. All locked up. Let’s go.”


    She didn’t have time to protest as he grabbed her arm and they moved to the back of the house. At the back door, he paused, listening and scanning across the lawn that led to the trail and the woods. She looked back towards the basement a final time as they went out the back door.


    The moon went behind a cloud, the yard falling into greater darkness as they crawled across the grass towards the wild brush and the woods, the lawn cold and wet from the dew.


    From the far end of the valley and tracing down its middle, a strong light appeared, surrounded by a heightening roar. Beneath them, they could feel the ground tremble. Halfway across the lawn, Jack turned to see her falling behind. The beam started cutting a swathe through the ravine of the valley, straight towards the house.


    She reached the brush edge where Jack was waiting and he grabbed at her and pulled her into the high grass as the beam hit the lawn. The initial beam was joined by others as they swept in crisscross arcs across the lawn and the roof. A dark helicopter hovered a hundred feet above, looking like some gothic creature. As they crawled through the brush, they turned to see ropes descend and dark forms sliding down.


    “Faster!” Jack whispered.


    In a rush of wind and sound, the black forms landed on the roof and lawn and began taking up positions at all of the doors and windows. The lead soldier silently motioned instructions and the others began entering from all sides.


    Jack and Lani could make out the tree line and scanned for dark forms ahead, for still darker shadows against the silhouettes of the trees. Behind them, they could hear hushed yelling from inside the house. Jack scanned from where they’d come and saw the wild brush lying flat from their bodies. Farther on, he saw the lawn where they’d crawled, like a snail’s trail through the dew. Would the soldiers see it?


    The soldiers were milling about on the porch, talking urgently to each other and into their headsets. If they’d captured Engel, she thought, he must still be inside. Lani turned and saw a flicker deeper in the forest ahead and it froze her. Should they go forward, or change course and skirt along the trees in another direction, trying to get behind the soldiers?


    “We’d never make it,” Jack whispered as they both watched the small light in front of them go dark. “We need to make it to the mountain, then over it. It’s our only way.”


    They crouched and ran towards the back of the woods, their eyes darting left and right for the source of the small light. They reached the edge and everything remained silent. Behind, most of the soldiers had moved back into the house, deepening their search, as others began searching the grounds. Jack focused on the dew trails in the lawn.


    Suddenly, they heard a whistle and jerked around. A form began moving towards them from the direction of the mountain. They crouched lower. “What?” Lani whispered.


    The form came closer – grey hair, moving like a…


    “Hello, you two,” Engle said, scooting up beside them. “I saw you scamper out, saw you on my cameras. I set your alarm off. Glad you made it!”


    Engel was smiling as if amused by it all. “Gets the old juices going, doesn’t it?” He set down the two large backpacks he’d been carrying.


    “How did you get here?” Lani asked. “And how did you hear them coming all the way down in the basement? Jack went down there. You were already gone.”


    “Radar unit in the attic,” Engel said with obvious pride. “State of the art – thermal, seismic, you name it. And my tunnel. It has a small electric trolley. I merely laid down and pressed a button. The tunnel runs right under where you were crawling. You were above, I was right below.”


    “We need to get out of here,” Jack said. “This can only be the GMA. Which means, there’s more coming. Besides, take a look, those soldiers are starting to move to the edge of the lawn.”


    “One last thing,” Engel said, removing a small object from his pocket. “Here…”


    He raised his hand and pushed a button. Suddenly, hundreds of strobes lights and lasers flipped open from hidden compartments under the eaves and music began to blare, the yard frantically awash in red, white and blue.


    Lani and Jack looked at each other – it was Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture, the orchestra hurtling towards the rolling cannon shots.


    The soldiers on the lawn looked up, confused, the helicopter pilot momentarily startled as the craft banked, as if from a gust.


    Lani looked coyly at Engel, “Is that what I think it is?”


    “I know, a bit dramatic. But one should have fun in one’s work. Now, watch closely…”


    Jack and Lani leaned forwards. As the canon shots began, Engel depressed another button. Suddenly, they were blown backwards by a concussive wave as the entire house exploded, ripped apart as if by a tornado, the helicopter caught in the climbing fireball. The sound was deafening, the explosion echoing across the nighttime valley in thundering ripples.


    “Holy shit,” Jack whispered as the helicopter emerged from the top of the fiery mushroom cloud and paused, as if gasping for air, then fell back into the column of fire and finally into a hole where the house had once been. When the helicopter hit, it threw another fireball skyward, joining the first.


    “Back to hell…” Engel whispered.


    The soldiers who’d been thrown from the lawn and into the wild grass were starting to move, trying to balance themselves and falling back down. One of them groped for his weapon.


    Engel touched Lani’s shoulder, “Agreed, time to leave.”


    Engel started to pick up his backpacks and Jack took the heavier one from him, handing Lani the other. “You saved them!” she beamed, feeling the print frames.


    Engel smiled, “I’d never leave without them. My only children, you know.”


    Lani looked once more towards the billowing fire, “But your beautiful house…”


    The Frenchman looked for a last time, “An illusion, I would think. One that I needed for a time. I have others. Everything changes.”


    They turned and began moving through the woods.


    “Where are we going? The cars are gone,” Lani said.


    “Ah, chère, I have a habit that never leaves me: always have ten backup plans.”


    Halfway up the mountain, Jack and Lani turned to see the sun cresting the horizon, the morning glowing around the edges of the mountains on the far side. Below, through the mists, they could only see the outline of a blackened scar where the house had once been, small forms wandering on the littered lawn, the soldier’s uniforms returning to camouflage with the rising light.
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    In her dream she could see all of the symbols at once, all of their signs: a crescent moon with its star, the Christian cross, the Star of David, the swastika. Each was a crystal goblet, clear and floating above a crystal table. Abruptly, the symbols dropped, slamming down and shattering into shards.


    Lani awoke with a jump. The hike over the mountain had been exhausting and she’d fallen asleep as soon as she’d hit the car seat. She looked out the window at the rushing scenery: green and grey fields and white farms, rain in the distance. In the front seat, Jack and Johannes were talking low, trying not to wake her. They quietly laughed about something she couldn’t quite hear.


    Jack turned around, “Hey there. Feeling better?”


    “Sorry, all that mountain air,” she said, yawning and stretching.


    Earlier that morning, as they’d ascended the mountain and climbed down its far side, they’d found themselves in yet another valley. “Couvrir Voile Valley,” Johannes had called it. “It means, Cloud Veil.” As they climbed down, they could see that at the base of the mountain was a house, more like a vacationer’s cabin. But when they removed the locks and opened the door, they saw that this was only its shell, for inside there were no dividing walls, only a refrigerator and some camping supplies stacked against each other in a corner and this dusty, nondescript car.


    “How long was I out? I had the weirdest dreams…”


    Jack looked at his watch, “Four hours, fifty two minutes. A new record.”


    She laughed, “Hey, I’m a girl – need my beauty sleep.” She pulled up on the seatback, “So, that means we’re almost there. Johannes, you said about six hours, right?”


    “Almost,” Engel said. “Twenty miles and we’ll be at the coast. We’ve already seen a gull or two.”


    The next twenty miles were the same: no talk about what was coming, only stories that made them smile, an insulation from where they were.


    She opened the window and could smell the ocean: its life, its salt, the cool humid air.


    “Here we are,” Engel said as they pulled into an empty parking lot, its asphalt cracked and buckling. At the far end was perched a crumbling stone building, its windows broken out years before.


    They exited the car and Engle went into the trunk, found what he was looking for and walked to the edge of the lot. He raised the binoculars and looked out to sea. “Not here yet,” he said.


    “Well, we’re an hour early,” Jack said. “Given who these guys are, I wouldn’t expect them early.”


    Below, the coast was rocky, the beach wide and windswept. Lani looked down the chalky face of the ridge to the beach below.


    Engel looked through the binoculars again, “Hold it, that could be them.” He passed the binoculars to Jack. There was a transport freighter moving towards them, still a speck, negotiating choppy seas.


    “When you said the ship might be in rough shape, it didn’t quite sink in.” Jack said, thinking of Lani. He turned and looked down at Engle and laughed, “That’s just more bitching, isn’t it?”


    “Well,” Engel said, “in life we take what comes along, make what we can of it. All I know is that it gets you to Croatia. That was the design brief. You’re right, though, the accommodations may be...” he chuckled for a moment, “um, a bit on the Spartan side. Who knows, maybe they’ll let you upgrade to more leg room?”


    Jack laughed again, like he hadn’t in a long time. “You think? You know, Johannes, I think I missed out on not being around to do some operations with you. Actually, I’m sure of it. We would’ve had fun.”


    Below, the ship was closer, heading towards the commercial dock. It hammered through the white caps, its massive weight ignoring the swells.


    “Here she comes, Jack.”


    The ship, barnacled and scarred, pulled up to the side of the dock, scraping against the rusted iron apron. This was not a welcoming port. Such ships, such men, only came here to take their cargo and leave – like men down through history who have always lived off the refuses of war, off the misery of others. Gunrunners.


    “Stay here,” Engel said.


    The Frenchman walked to the lot edge and headed down the crumbling concrete stairs that led to the beach.


    Jack could see him exit from a straggled line of trees and cross the beach towards the dock. The freighter extended a gangplank and a large man crossed over. He began walking towards Engel.


    Jack watched through the binoculars as the two men met midway on the dock. Engel said something that the man obviously didn’t like, shaking his head and rubbing at his beard. Like a bad actor, the man threw his cigarette on the dock. When he went to rub it out, Engel leaned over, whispering. The man froze, forgetting the butt, and without another word reached out and took the roll of money that was now in Engel’s outstretched hand. As he took it, Engel continued to hold to the money and said something else. The man looked at Engel, gauging him, and then pocketed the money and began walking back towards the ship.


    Engel began ascending the stairs and Lani joined Jack at the top. Seeing him halfway, Jack headed down, helping Johannes up the last few steps.


    They all stood in the lot, considering what was next.


    Engel looked at his new friends, as if looking at familiar ghosts. His old ways had come back to him and he knew what was ahead for them; could see it in the images, in its darkness. It was the same place from where he’d escaped from so many years before.


    He turned to Jack, “Say nothing to the captain or the crew. They’ll take you to a hiding place in the hold.”


    He took a deep breath, looking back out to an empty sea, “Remember, no words. They have no interest in that.”
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    Jennifer O’Connor had always dreamt of becoming a White House Intern.


    She looked down again at the lurid photos: the first of a hotel room with cocaine smeared on a glass table. In the far bedroom, her nude body sideways across a disheveled bed, her face blurred. She turned to the next photo, the one she always tried not to look at: the face of the unknown man, her face, the images clear. He is behind her, then inside of her. And then to the next photo, even closer: showing it entering her, the disgusting image reflected again and again on the mirrored wall across the room.


    She remembered none of it.


    She woke up in the hotel room on that bright Saturday morning alone and confused. Her only memory was that the night before she’d met up with some of her intern friends for dinner, intending to be home by eight for Bob’s phone call. Later, her friends told her she’d left early to catch a cab, they were sure. The next day, when Bob called – so worried about her not answering the night before – she told him that her cell phone had been acting up.


    It was the first time she’d ever lied to him.


    She hated these people, hated what they were making her do.


    “There are copies, of course,” the voice had said. “We have a video also, quite revealing, more than the photos. We only require small things. No one need know. Specifically, we require information on Osborne’s movements. When we ask, you tell us, that is all.”


    But that wasn’t all.


    She’d given them some information and always in fragments, some true, some not, and wondered if they knew when she was lying. Now they were pushing at her once more, at her throat, seemingly inside of her again.


    What would she ever tell her husband?


    She needed to do something, to protect what was hers. She needed to become, for this moment, a woman she’d never been before.
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    “This way,” the grizzled man said in a thick, Balkan accent.


    The ship’s hold had been dark and Jack and Lani squinted as they hit the gray, Croatian light. It’d been twenty-four hours in the freighter’s hold and they thanked God that Johannes had possessed the foresight to bring along some food: oranges, the sweetest they’d ever tasted, some bread, Edam cheese, water.


    “Look at that,” Lani said, touching his cheek. She smiled, “I think we need new skin again.”


    Jack felt the skin appliqué peeling on his cheek and looked out to sea, from where they’d come, and then to this newest coast, even bleaker. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” he said, pulling her close. She felt his warmth against the cold air, against the coming war.


    “Here,” he said and peeled the remaining fake skin from her forehead. “Better.”


    The man beside them grunted and they began to move off the ship and onto the ramp to the docks. In both directions, the coast was desolate and rocky, not another person in sight, only grey seas stretching into a greyer land.


    On the dock below, they could see the same captain talking to another man, handing him something. The captain looked up, “Down here,” he called to them, irritation in his voice.


    As she watched his scowl, Lani thought it was from a man who was always irritated by something.


    They exited the ramp and Lani held her coat up against the wind kicking up across the sand.


    “Everything you paid for is there,” the captain said, pointing to a car sitting alone at the back of the lot towards a gate.


    They began to say something and he only stared at them – like the pirate that he was, like he was looking at dead men.


    He smiled darkly and, without another word, turned and walked away.
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    The car was dingy and worn, its make and model indecipherable. Walking up to it, Jack turned and smiled, “Perfect.”


    “At least there’s no fog, easier to drive,” she said.


    Loading their backpacks, laptop and food into the back seat, they turned back towards the freighter one last time. On the dock below were groups of refugees being escorted down the ramp, the captain on the bridge looking down.


    As if he felt their eyes, the captain looked up to them on the bluff.


    “I think those men are tied together,” Lani said.


    Jack met the captain’s gaze, holding it. “There’s nothing we can do.”


    At his core, Jack was a ‘protector.’ It’s what had drawn him to prosecuting – the protecting of the weak, the lost ones, from the predators amongst us.


    He held the captain’s gaze a moment longer. “I’m sorry, Lani, we have to go.”


    Lani suddenly saw the choices of war, the ones that could never be truly felt from an online image: of the endless faces and their downturned eyes, the hungry looks of the carpetbaggers, vultures and vampires.


    She stood, unable to move as Jack came around the car, “We’ll be alright,” he said, holding her. “I could say, close your eyes, but you know that we can’t. Not yet.”


    The first five miles Lani couldn’t get the images out of her mind. One of the refugees, almost a boy, had looked up to the bluff, seen her, as if looking straight into her.


    “I’ll never forget that, Jack.”


    “I know,” he said. It was all he could say.


    He tried to get her mind from it, “What did Johannes say on the distance? Fifteen miles, right? Not too far. And what about the GPS? It’s amazing it still works out here.”


    “Well, the satellites are still in the sky and the roads haven’t changed. Right here, Jack, it says take a right.”


    They passed through another abandoned town, nearly turned to rubble, a dog with ribs showing and smelling at rocks. “Christ,” Jack said, “it’s like Dresden, or Beirut.”


    “Gone With the Wind,” she whispered. “Do you remember that? The ground wiped clean…”


    At the end the American Civil War, General Sherman had marched the Northern army through the heart of the Confederacy, cutting a mile wide swath from Atlanta to the sea. Like the ancient Romans – burning Carthage to the ground and salting it over – the North had struck a dagger at the spleen of its enemy, holding them down, making them look at their own blood, their own defeat.


    “No winners here,” Jack said as they passed another burned out building. “Never are. Another waste.”


    “Maybe we can thank God for one thing,” she said.


    “What’s that?”


    “No orbs and no GMA.”


    Jack looked off into the distance, smoke rising from the horizon in multiple places. “Well, you’re probably right there, although I wouldn’t put much past that GMA crowd. They’re free actors – gone rogue. I sure like the no-orbs part though.”


    “Hey, remind me of something when we get home,” he said, smiling over at her.


    “What’s that?”


    “Remind me to hand out more money to more people, starting with those folks that protect us from crap like this. And more cash to the ASPCA. And more for that crazy lady in Borneo still trying to save those orangutans. Hell, more for everybody!”


    “Can’t take it with ya,” she laughed, leaning over and resting her head on his shoulder.


    Then, her voice lower, “Besides, I wouldn’t think of going down with the Titanic with anyone else…”


    He looked down at her. It was the first words she had allowed herself, about them, since their night at the French farmhouse. It seemed a long time ago. “Me too,” he said and gently kissed her cheek.
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    “We have three targets moving through checkpoint Zebra,” the man said in Arabic into his headset. He signaled in sign language to another man on the opposite rooftop. They were afraid that the satellites – now able to discern a postage stamp from orbit – would one day be able to read their hands.


    Below, Jack and Lani were entering the town of Gradeci. “I think we’re here,” Lani said, looking down at Johannes’s printout of the cell’s location – latitude and longitude exactly meeting at a church at the far end of the town.


    “There’s not a soul here,” she said, pointing to the dark shops with broken windows, the ransacked interiors. The main street, once open and vibrant, felt like a gauntlet.


    “What do Aisha’s instructions say from here?” Jack asked.


    “Look for a sign that reads, Anoteka Dragovic. They still speak Serbo-Croatian here. It means, Drago’s Pharmacy.”


    “There,” she pointed. The sign was almost off its hinges, scattered with shell shot. “The instructions then say, pull over and walk to the end of the main street, to the church, St. Nikola Apostol. Then it says we’re to “hold hands high and close eyes.” Not sure I like that last part. I sure hope Mac got this right. You think you can trust this Aisha? She’s just a girl, you know.”


    “I’m pretty sure. Though, she only knows what she knows. These are the last coordinates she had for the cell. If the church is empty, we turn back.”


    “To where?”


    She wasn’t questioning him; she just wanted to hear his confidence, to hold to it.


    “We’ll, as the saying goes, we’ll cross that River Styx when we get to it. We have to keep going forward.”


    “Alright,” he said, “here we go.”


    The closing of the car doors echoed off the buildings in waves, off the broken glass and careening towards the church’s grey form in the distance.


    They began to walk slowly down the street, Lani looking left, Jack to the right, then above. The cobblestones turned to asphalt and then back to stones, worn from centuries.


    “What’s that?” Lani said, turning to see a puff of smoke rising from the road to her left. She had also heard a sound over her shoulder.


    Jack reached for her, grabbing her by the shoulder and launching them both through a window as another puff struck at his feet. As they dove through the window, shards of glass came with them.


    “Are you alright?” he whispered, “any cuts?”


    “Jack, what…”


    The wood floor exploded in three places, splinters thrown into the air and moving quickly towards them. “Over there!” Jack yelled.


    They scrambled towards the back of the store and away from the front windows.


    “Snipers!” she said, breathing hard from the adrenaline.


    “One, maybe two,” Jack whispered. “On the rooftops to the west. It’s a trap.”


    As he said the words, it’s a trap, he saw Aisha’s face, wondering how he could have mistaken those eyes so much.


    “What’s that?” Lani said, feeling the vibration through the floor.


    The tremors came before the sound, like thunder from over a horizon. In a sudden wave, the concussions moved from the distance and over them, the artillery blasts pounding the Earth and the town like an anvil, the remnants of the store’s windows blowing in with the force. Jack leaped on top of Lani as the last blasts moved over, receding into the distance as fast as they had come.


    A dead silence returned. They both crouched.


    “Christ, Jack, what’ll we do now?”


    Jack looked out the back window to a wide alley, or perhaps another street, it was difficult to tell as smoke from the shelling began to swallow the town. “Smoke, that’s good,” he said. “Good for cover.”


    They waited as the smoke seemed to descend, tendrils moving like morays into every door and window.


    “Alright, quick, we need to get to the church. Move tight along the buildings, use the smoke as our cover. Then once we’re away from here, we’ll head back into another building and then onto the main street, right in front of the church. We need to get close enough to say Aisha’s words. Hopefully, these guys are only trigger-happy.”


    They moved through the back door and along the storefronts, hugging to them and then through another building, exiting onto the main street. The smoke was thick and they didn’t see the forms lined up in front of the church until they were almost upon them. In their hands and over their shoulders were other grey forms. Jack knew the outlines – AK-57s.


    Instinctually, they pivoted and were startled to find hands pointing at their faces. Gasmasks? Guns? From the hands, a mist enveloped them, surreal against the layers of smoke, its scent like lilacs. They tried to move.


    Nerve agent, Jack thought, right before his thoughts splintered.


    The world collapsed in as her hand fell away, a perfect darkness all around.
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    The killer was aware that he was evolving, moving towards something ancient, something new. What it was, he could not say, nor was it necessarily important. The only important thing was this feeling.


    The world was becoming fluid, transparent, disclosing its deeper self, the days and nights flowing into patterns only he could see.


    It was this prescient power that would deliver him to his goal: an imposition of his self onto the world, onto history, upon evolution, indelible, everlasting.


    It was this last feeling that overwhelmed him. The desire to brand himself upon the collective mind of mankind, like a searing brand upon hide, like screams from the bowels of all those who had ever screamed, screamed as they had died, who had cursed this world, who had cursed being born.


    God was the vivisectionist to the world.


    The sin of God was sin.
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    Jack felt something steadying at his shoulders. He was on his knees, eyes covered. He couldn’t feel anything in his mouth. His mind still swirled with the drugs.


    “Lani?” he whispered.


    Relief washed over her, “I’m here. Right beside you, blindfolded, on my…”


    “Shut your heathen mouths!” a voice rang out from in front of them, echoing into the space. “Shut your filthy, heathen mouths!”


    Jack could hear shuffling movements to his left. Testing the restraints, he found that his hands were tightly bound. There was whispering to his right – multiple sources, eight to ten, maybe more.


    Their blindfolds were suddenly ripped off. They tried to focus, the space large and dark, the drugs still swimming in them. To their left and above, a statue of St. Francis guarded an entry to a crypt, the stone hewn and ancient, as if forgotten. To their right were rows of benches – no, they were pews – the last two spilled over, the bolts ripped from the dank floor. Smoke from the artillery barrage floated above the floor in layers.


    “The church,” Jack whispered.


    “Look front only!” the voice yelled again, its Arabic accent thick.


    Yes, an American education, Jack noted, but the words remained stilted, didactic.


    He focused. Against the back wall was a crowd of forms, barely moving, watching and hidden within the hovering smoke. Three stepped out, a muted light from the cathedral windows hitting them in washes against their beige robes. No, Jack thought, not robes – djellabas, the hooded cloth of the desert. Even within the grey Croatian rain, they held to their desert ways, unable to change.


    From the three, one of the men stepped forward. He stood like a leader; tall, tensed with energy.


    Suddenly, a large shadow seemed to fall from the ceiling out of nowhere, landing in front of them with a heavy thud, causing Jack and Lani to reflexively jerk away. They turned back to the large mound in front of them. The air had been dead calm and the falling form had caused the smoke to swirl.


    Jack looked closer. He could see blood trails slowly tracing down the back of a shirt.


    “Who is he?” the young leader asked, leaning towards Jack.


    Jack looked at the body again as two men rolled it over.


    “Never seen him before.”


    “Well, he was shooting at you – sniper’s rounds. Most people tend to know who wants to kill them.”


    Jack squinted, “Same answer.”


    The young Arab leader walked around them, looking down as if at an enigma.


    “Well, I happen to know him,” he finally said. “Or rather, of him. He has many faces, many names. Most call him, the Spaniard.”


    The young man turned aggressive, moving up to Jack so that their eyes were a foot apart, challenging in the closed space.


    “Who…are…you?” he said in perfect English, keeping his voice low and menacing, drawing out each word.


    Jack studied the young leader, knowing that men in control don’t need to act as if they are. He noted the menacing tone, the pauses at the end of the words for effect. To Jack, this young man seemed…young, as if he’d been thrust into a position and needed to posture to show his strength. Which meant that all of the older leaders were dead.


    He decided to go directly with Aisha’s words:


    


    Remember when we knew nothing, only


    the village, the well and the water…


    


    He paused.


    


    The well, the water, now gone into the


    desert. We are the Wind…


    


    And the last,


    


    The Tears of Allah, the Greatest Wind,


    are now in your eyes…


    


    With each, the young man listened more intently, drawn in by the words, each a number on a tumbler slipping into place.


    For himself, Jack thought that such words were simply the last gasps of a people fading back into history, a civilization left with only the desperate yelling at others and at others’ Gods.


    “So, she’s alive…” the young man said. “How is she?”


    He hesitated, remembering the older eyes behind him, “That she is alive, we knew this when the Des Moines theatre remained.”


    “She’s safe,” Jack said. “No harm will come to her. You have my word.”


    “Ah, your word, all of your endless words. The regurgitation of liars. A civilization of liars.”


    He said it more for the men behind him. Jack ignored the taunt.


    “She’s my friend, that’s it. She’s in a bad spot and I’ve helped her as much as I can. That’s all. She said you were someone who had the strength to see through things. She said you would help us.”


    The young man peered down at them, smiling. “You are very good at this, Mr. O’Neill. Oh yes, we know who you are. Who doesn’t? You’re a wanted man, a wanted woman, your pathetic, decaying empire now turned against you.”


    Jack stared at him. “She said you would help us, Anouar.”


    The man squinted back, trying to see deeper.


    “What do you want?” he finally said.


    Jack explained the Croatian accounts, how it had been made to look like the cell was involved, that the cell had tried to pay for Aisha’s silence.


    “We are not money grubbing Americans!” the young man erupted, the desperate leader finally coming out of him.


    He steadied himself, “Aisha knew what she was doing. She knew that all things in this world have consequences. She knew this much.”


    He walked up to them, slowly, like a mongoose to a snake. “You have said the words, the ones Aisha gave to you, and we have listened. Last chance: What-Do-You-Want?”


    “The accounts. We need proof. We need the sum transactions over a two-week window. In order to show that none of the supposed payouts are there, that the account numbers don’t match up. We need that time window. I need the raw data.”


    The young man heard truth in the American’s words. He walked over beneath the carving of St. Francis and looked up. The Christian church had battled the Romans and had ripped away from the past in order to chart a new course. In this singular fact, he respected these Christian heathens. There were centuries in those robes, in those carvings, of men, by men, much like he. What would they say? If he could hear them through the centuries, what would they tell him?


    He turned sharply, “Get what he says.”


    Behind him, a younger man amongst the older hesitated.


    Khaled turned and stared at Jack. In that moment, Jack could see what death he had already seen, seared into his eyes.


    Without another word, the man in the line turned and spoke to another, who walked through the pews and disappeared into the back.


    Jack looked at Khaled, wondering what he might have been without all of this hate, without chasing a religion down the spiraling well of history. Did he even know that by clinging to a dead idea he was already dead? That he had fulfilled his own prophesy, without ever actually knowing it?


    Jack held the stack of papers in his hand like a grail.


    “Go now,” Khaled muttered. “Leave us.”


    Jack squinted, intrigued, “Aren’t you worried that once we leave here you’ll all be targeted? That’s something I’d think about.”


    “Yes, of course,” he said, smiling. “But you and your brothers will not catch us. These churches are laced with underground catacombs, tunnels for our escape.”


    Jack and Lani could hear scuffling behind them, then hands reaching around and placing the chemical-laced clothes over their mouths, the world closing in again.


    As the church began to swirl, Jack could see the wavering image of the young man, laughing.


    “Think of it,” Khaled bellowed, turning to his comrades and holding his arms out, “we will walk to our freedom through the catacombs, past the Christian dead!”


    The line of men cheered, raising their guns.


    Khaled turned back to them and paused, as if he’d forgotten something. He walked over and leaned down, whispering in Jack’s ear, “Yes, we will make our escape through the ancient tunnels of the Christians, beneath their dead eyes. Irony, another Great Wind…”
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    “What time is it there?” President Walker asked.


    “6:42 p.m.,” Mac said, leaning over the SID room console that was linked to the satellite. “Sundown is officially at 6:53.”


    Walker looked over, “Give them more time?”


    Mac shook his head, “I was clear – get out by 6:40, no later.”


    One of the NSA analysts at a scope looked up, “We have them, sir!”


    The analyst switched the satellite feed to the large monitor on the wall.


    “Sirs, the satellite shows the car driving away, back from where it came. Not sure how they got there without us seeing them, but it’s them alright. We gained a positive ID as they ran from one of the buildings towards the car. No one else.”


    Walker turned to General Hightower, issuing the order approving an incursion into Croatian airspace.


    Twenty-three seconds later and a hundred miles off the Croatian coast, two stealth fighter jets lifted off from the deck of a U.S. aircraft carrier. They carried CLEOPs-enabled warheads affixed to surface-to-air missiles. The Americans knew of the catacombs, having studied the underground imaging.


    Johnny Lee, a twenty-five year old from Marietta, Georgia – his father a hardware store owner, his mother working at the local frame shop – issued the instructions to the plane’s computers, “Read: target G124.” There were no longer any buttons or switches on the plane’s control panel, a prototype for the F-80. All commands were by voice activation, the bio-engineers and neuro-psychologists hoping to soon have inter-link capability from the chip in Johnny Lee’s forehead to the plane’s computers.


    The weapon silently released and fell through the clouds, down through the smoke.


    Johnny Lee disengaged from the target and the jet fighter swept east. Out of a side window, he could see a mushroom cloud climbing behind him as if a volcanic eruption. On his console, a detached thermal image showed the same.


    In the center of the town, the shredded buildings and melted glass imploded into a massive crater, as if into a black hole. The remaining fringe of the town circling the scar rested immune, detached: as if it had already died long ago.


    In Russia and China, the computer consoles lit up, alerting their leaders to the sudden fireball in the middle of an irrelevant civil war.


    Chinese Premier Xiong Deng Hu stared down the table at General Liu, pausing a final time as the others waited. The room was cavernous, ornate, part of a former palace. Reluctantly, he whispered, “Approved.”


    There were no murmurs from the table, no returning whispers, no glances. They all knew what had been done. A sleeping dragon would now be awakened.


    Deng Hu rose and began walking out. As he left, above the door was a carving, hundreds of years old, the words worn smooth.


    The Winds of Destiny Seek Us All.
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    Jack and Lani stood atop the rough dunes that looked out over the Croatian coast. They’d driven through the night and past endless lines of refugees. She’d wanted to stop and Jack had stopped her. How do you save a thousand lives?


    As they’d passed the endless faces, Lani had asked herself: What kind of God could make the Kauai clouds so utterly beautiful, yet allow this to happen, this senseless war, this endless suffering?


    What could possibly be the purpose?


    “I don’t see them yet,” Jack said. They’d kept Johannes’ binoculars and he held them up one more time, scanning the horizon. “Between dawn and seven-thirty, that was the window.”


    After arriving at the coast in the predawn they’d waited in the car for the sun to rise. When it had come, the grayness of the clouds seemed to swallow up the light. Already seven o’clock, they’d been looking through the binoculars for the past two hours.


    “Do we have the right time?” Lani asked as they started down the dunes to the beach. “They were supposed to wait, right?”


    Jack remembered the captain’s pirate eyes and Engel’s words, “they’re far out of the game now, existing at the edges.”


    Scavengers, Jack thought. Hit-and-run. No one was coming to pick them up.


    They stood on the beach, looking out at the monotony of waves. No ship was in sight. No sign of anything.


    Suddenly, a concussive wave struck them, blowing sand in their faces as a black, unmarked helicopter banked around the bluff and circled in.


    The helicopter pitched down, its multiple strobe lights finding them as a wolf cornering prey.


    Lani turned, stunned by the white-hot lights. She held her arms up against the sand. They’ve found us, she thought, they’ve finally found us...


    Jack looked to the car at the top of the dunes, it feeling a hundred miles away. He shuffled through their options. They could run for it, hoping that the soldiers in the helicopter’s hold didn’t start shooting from the air, that once they were in the car that the helicopter would break off its pursuit, that it wasn’t equipped with machine guns or missiles. Even if they were able to get back to the car, they would still be left with only one choice: going back into the belly of a civil war. What would they do then?


    They stared as a lone soldier dropped on a rope from the helicopter. Something wasn’t right. Why only one?


    “Hold it!” Jack yelled as they were both about to run.


    The soldier ran across the sand, a black alien creature weighed down with grenades and guns. He stopped ten feet from them, at the point where the sound from the helicopter fell off. Jack noticed that his black suit bore the bars of an Air Force Captain, also in black.


    He raised his dark visor. Smiling, he yelled, “Mr. O’Neill, I’m under orders from Director Osborne. Please come with us.”


    


    †


    


    Jerry Taylor Jr. swatted at another fly and reached for his fourth 16 oz. beer that morning, three others crushed and littered beneath him, still others having rolled under his cinder-blocked trailer. Mississippi was hot, no doubt, even in winters, but not like this. Sweat poured from Jerry Jr. as he held the cold can up to his forehead. In front of his tattered lounge chair was his only TV set, sitting on a rusted oil drum and hooked up to a generator. The cicadas had been howling for five days and nights. He switched the channel.


    “Hey, Bod!” he yelled back to his brother working in the shed, sharpening knives on a whetstone for their bunker, readying for the government take-over they were sure was still coming.


    “What?” Bod muttered, sticking his head out, a knife dangling at his side.


    “Check this out, boy!”


    The news reporter from the Little Rock affiliate was trying to keep his balance on the windy tollway overpass and against the noise. He’d been stupid enough to insist upon wearing a suit and sweat ran down his back. “This is John Cavanaugh. I’m reporting from Interstate 40. As you can see, the whole city is on the move, the governor having called out the National Guard to aid in the exodus – cars overheating, people without water, some not having brought any with them. Right now, the commute is at four hours, building by the minute as people attempt to flee the noise. Some people have reported that they’ve barely slept in five days. Hospitals are reporting an alarming rate of psychosis related to sleep deprivation. The police…”


    The yearly emergence of the cicadas had increased by a million-fold, spreading across the southern states. Entomologists had tracked the widening proliferation back to a point thirty miles east of Little Rock. They had no explanation, and none for why the cicadas had also started screaming through the night, nor why the insects had doubled in size this season. A million giant cicadas sounded like a thousand sirens and the people were at their wits end, now fleeing Arkansas with the mass exodus beginning to spread into Mississippi. FEMA was setting up temporary trailers in Tennessee, usually held back for the worst hurricanes.


    “Jesus, look at all those stupid people!” Jerry Jr. howled. “For Christ’s sake, it’s just a bunch of bugs!”


    Bod had already gone back into the shed, convinced that the noise was just one more sign of the coming Rapture, when all good Christians would be saved, when he would be saved, right after the government take-over.


    Jerry Jr. turned to his favorite channel.


    “Oh my God, Bod, you gotta hear this! That wench, Hillary, she finally kicked the bucket. For shit’s sake, she sure did drag it out.”


    Jerry Jr. leaned forwards in glee. Apart from Ole Dixie finally rising, this was the best news he’d gotten in years.


    “Hear this,” he said back to Bod, yelling over the cicadas and the whetstone, “they’re gonna give her a fuckin’ parade, the horse with boots turned around and all that. First a colored and then a woman. I hope my tax money ain’t goin’ for that damn parade! I’ve sure had my problems with that damn Walker, but at least he’s a man!”


    Twelve hundred miles away, Jimmy Gardinelli Jr., a plumber by trade, was sitting down in his worn recliner in his New York rent-controlled apartment, his only two appointments having cancelled in the heat. His T-shirt was sweat-stained because last week he’d refused to pay the air conditioning man from the last heat wave. Jimmy had tried to call around, using his member-of-the-trade spiel, but the guy had gotten to all the A/C contractors first, spreading the word around. His wife, Ramona, was fit to be tied.


    “Ramona!”


    Ramona was in the kitchen, moving between getting Jimmy Jr. his next beer and flipping a burger on the stove. The heat was oppressive and she’d just reached for her iced tea.


    “Coming…” she said, holding the glass to her forehead. She thought again about her sister coming into town for the weekend, wondering if the weekend would ever get there.


    “It’s the big one, Ramona! You gotta see this!”


    “What?” she said, coming around the corner into the living room, wiping the burger grease on her front.


    Jimmy Jr. turned the volume up as the young reporter in San Francisco began to cry, unable to contain herself. She said that some people, the survivors, had reported a glow in the sky before the tremors began. A live feed from a news helicopter cut into the transmission, showing a broken world below: the city on fire, the stadium unrecognizable, the Golden Gate Bridge buckled and hanging in shatters.


    “Holy shit…” Jimmy Jr. and Ramona muttered at once.
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    The C-88A military transport plane pitched wildly to the right, its enormous weight giving in to the gust. Lani held Jack’s hand tighter as they stared out of the plane’s windows, watching as the pilot attempted to bring the plane down again. They could hear the tires bounce, felt the jolt and then the screeching as the brakes grabbed hard.


    Where were they? They’d descended through the clouds that had stayed thick almost to the ground, keeping them from locating a city or a marker. The tarmac to the airfield was empty, seemingly abandoned. In his last message, Mac had said, outside of Washington, D.C…don’t worry, we’ll get you home. Jack had told her that the U.S. government maintained bases and airfields that no one knew about, “off the map,” and she wondered if this was one of them.


    After the helicopter had picked them up from the beach in Croatia, they were transported to a way station, where they cleaned up and were given fresh clothes. They counted three hours for that first flight from the way station to the first isolated airfield. They then re-boarded the empty plane and flew west, the clouds breaking as they left the Spanish coast and headed over the Atlantic. Halfway across the water, the clouds set in again.


    The plane taxied to a hanger – sleek, modern and similarly empty. In front of the hanger was a black limousine, the windows blackened out.


    A large man in a suit stepped out of the limo and turned. It was John Fitzgerald, the retired FBI Agent who’d helped them at the cottage.


    He smiled widely, “Hey folks, how was that sunny Croatia? I’m your ride to the hotel – again. Curb-to-curb service! Welcome home!”
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    The president sat in the SID room with Mac to his left. Spread in front of them were files marked with the highest level security classification, one newly created by Walker and limited to an innermost circle. The only other person in the room was General Hightower, present as a witness. No one else had been invited or apprised of the meeting. They didn’t trust this conversation to anyone.


    “And you’re saying that all of these intel dumps are coming from the GMA, through some type of leaking?” Hightower asked.


    “Yes, but not through leaks,” Mac said. “It was handed over to us directly, to the president’s office. It basically showed up on our doorstep, dumped. No one else knows about it. The question is, of course, is it real?”


    Hightower shook his head, “Why? I mean, why not just release it to the press, or have their lackeys in Congress start shouting about it? That would cause a stink. I mean, it’s clear that’s what they’re trying to do, embarrass the administration, cause a war within the executive branch.”


    Hightower read through the synopsis of the information again, having a hard time believing that the vice-president would be so bold, so stupid. It outlined an ongoing conspiracy emanating from the vice-president’s office that had been attempting to both sabotage and usurp Project Invisible Hand.


    “So, let me see if I have all of this straight,” Hightower said. “Phone taps – illegal ones, mind you, presumably by the GMA – place Palmer on his phone talking with a source at Aero-Con discussing, well, all of this. You’ve got this down pat, you’re sure of it?”


    “Voice print analysis is 93% conclusive – it’s Palmer’s voice and that of Aero-Con Chief Technical Officer, Peter Gomber,” Mac said. “As far as why, vis-à-vis the GMA, by dropping this in our lap they put us in a box: one, we either pursue Palmer, which will lead to a special prosecutor at the very least, and impeachment of the VP at the most probable, or, two, we bury it and deal with Palmer ourselves, force his resignation. The problem with the latter is that we become entwined with him while, at once, this outside actor, the GMA, can release the info when they want. It would then look like we’re part of a coverup. That may be the real trap here.”


    “We’re not going down that road,” President Walker said firmly from the far end of the table where he’d been quietly listening. “I don’t do coverups and I don’t let the GMA dictate choices. The only truth here is that the vice-president has attempted to undermine the authority of this office, to run a shadow weapons program. He has sabotaged data on the aerial robots, making us think that the flying problems were insurmountable, while at once moving with this Gomber character on a parallel development path inside Aero-Con. He wants his own weapons, only at his command. He’s lied to this country, to me, to everyone – it’s that simple. And gentlemen, that constitutes treason. He needs to be prosecuted and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”


    “What’s going on now?” Hightower asked.


    “Select Aero-Con staff in the company’s technical division are being interrogated,” Mac said. “The operation appears to be compartmentalized. Witnesses say it’s all Palmer, nothing on Présage or that gopher of theirs, can’t remember his name. And Gomber is being flown to Langley.”


    Mac thought that right about now he could use Jack in these interrogations. Admittedly, old Jack had his own problems.


    “We have to be absolutely certain this info is genuine and that it’s not all part of a bait-and-switch operation trying to get us to go after the VP – because that would be a political disaster, eating our own. The tapes are heading to the NSA labs this afternoon and they say, to be absolutely certain of authenticity, they need two days. We’re then looking at the president going on-air sometime Monday night. It needs to be handled very carefully.”


    “What a horrible week,” Hightower said, leaning back and slowly running his hand over his shaved head. “The San Fran earthquake, the O’Neill thing and now this…”


    “Speaking of which,” the president said, turning to Mac, “what’s the latest on Jack and Lani? They’re at the hotel, right?”


    “Yeah, I received the Croatian account documents this morning – they look good. Jack and Lani are waiting at the hotel safe room, the one we always use for the diplomatic overflow. With the U.N. meeting next week, it’s good cover. Plus the room is clean: electronically swept, cameras, etc. Jack pushed me for the document release today, just wanting us to dump the docs on the press. I told him tomorrow at the earliest, since arranging airtime on a non-national security issue takes twenty-four hours or so. On the other hand, maybe he’s right, maybe we should just dump it on the Congressional Committee, let them choke on those warrants?”


    “Tempting,” Walker smiled, “but let’s stick to the timetable: as planned, we release the Croatian account information tomorrow night, after the afternoon ceremony at Arlington. It will be clear they were framed and it will then put immediate pressure on those outside the administration, those against us. That will also give us more time to have it all in good order, line it up, just to be safe. And the bonus is it’ll put the story flat on Congress’s plate for the Sunday talk shows. Then, the next step, we disclose the intel on the VP on Monday night, break into the evening shows. Let the people decide.”


    “And then we move on the GMA,” Mac said.


    The president nodded, “Then we move on the GMA…”


    


    †


    


    When Lani first saw the hotel room she didn’t know what to say, the contrast between yesterday and today as between perfect darkness and perfect light. They’d come through the shadows of Croatia, through their run from the Maryland cottage to Scotland, from Paris to the French farmhouse and their climb over the mountains, all to be here: in this suite with its perfect light streaming through tall, beautiful windows, light off the rich carpeting, light off the silver pitcher holding coffee on the cart, the cream perfectly cold, the napkins perfectly folded. It all seemed so far away from their night on the freighter.


    But not so far away, she suddenly realized – not so far away from the memory of that innocent boy’s eyes, of the refugees that had entered that ship. Where were they now?


    “What are you thinking?” Jack asked, coming around her, holding her.


    “Oh, how lucky we are. I guess that sounds strange after everything.”


    They laid down across the bed and ate the croissants and jam, the fruit and the small chocolates and drank the coffee, it all feeling like nectar, and then fell asleep still in their robes from their showers, curled up as if it had never happened.


    Deep into sleep, Jack saw himself on a ship, wooden and ancient, standing on the prow like a Viking, the scarred armor of a warrior. Then, in a flicker, to another place: the Roman forum, standing and talking with someone at a vendor’s cart, his robes white and his hair black with curls. And then to another ship, even older and in an unfamiliar world: thousands of ships on a calm sea, flags unfurled, waiting for battle.


    Each of these places seemed connected, like a string falling down to the present. As if each experience was a bead on the string that had brought him here.


    It was the third time in his life he’d had this dream.


    What had brought him here? For what purpose?


    What had Lani said to him, back at Engel’s farmhouse as they lay in front of the fire?


    Dreams are what we make of them…
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    Coming up to it, it was a city that one couldn’t see. In a nation of skyscrapers, Washington, D.C. hid itself until you were almost upon it.


    Was it designed that way, Jenny Huff considered, passing another traffic light, another scattered group of early blue-collar workers trying to hide from the spitting rain? She turned her wipers up a notch and then back down, unable to find the right cadence. The weather had been this way since Pennsylvania; a massive low pressure system moving out of Hurricane Becky, out and over Florida, into the Ohio River Valley and now here. The summers and autumns were much longer, but no one had ever heard of such a storm so late. It gave the people something to talk about as autumn left for good. The world felt like these wipers, off kilter, unable to find its center.


    Yes, Jenny Huff thought, that’s it, that’s exactly where I am: I’m an entity off kilter, trying to find its center. She’d been trying to figure this out – this place she was at – since passing through the Poconos: the soft hills, the run-down diner at the bottom of a curve, the soft-serve ice cream in Freeland, the broken down truck in Stroudsburg and the nice farmer she’d picked up.


    She’d taken to picking up strangers, she didn’t know why: that farmer, then a young man with a backpack thumbing, who’d told her about his alcoholic folks not being there for him anymore and of his dreams of New York and that he had a friend there, and the couple stuck in a ditch, going off the road near Hackettstown right in front of her and just needing a short drive to her mother’s where they were visiting for the weekend, and, no ma’am, they’d be fine, her dad had a truck with a good winch. She seemed drawn to these people, or them to her. She knew she should have been afraid, would have been before, but wasn’t for some reason, as if some type of fear had gone out of her. The world felt like that, like when you were a child and put your hand out the window speeding down the highway, your dad in the front telling another story, mom smiling.


    And then the images would rush back: of her children, of Senator Barrett, his face on that television ad asking everyone to do something for him as he did nothing for her. And Dan…


    She remembered the last phone call with her mother-in-law, someone hanging up on someone else, her crying. How long had it been?


    It was predawn as she approached the Washington D.C. suburbs, the outer circle, and a soft drizzle had restarted. Stopping at a traffic light, she saw a form ahead, furtively moving behind a car. Closer, she saw a woman in a business suit drenched and crouched by the car and wrestling with a wheel.


    She pulled in behind. “Are you alright?” she asked, rolling down her window as the wind picked up and began blowing rain into the car.


    The young woman turned, surprised that someone had stopped, her hair dripping under the trench coat she’d loosely pulled over her head.


    “I’m trying to get into the city,” the woman said, trying to shout through the increasing rain.


    Jenny waved for her to come on back, to get in. “I’m heading there. You need to get out of this rain. It’s getting worse.”


    The woman retrieved her business bag and put her caution lights on and entered Jenny’s car, smiling, “Thank you so much. No one is out this early and I really need to get into the city.”


    The woman began drying off with a towel that Jenny retrieved from the back seat. “I’ll take you anywhere, dear,” Jenny said. She felt sorry for the young woman, who was obviously shaken. “I’m going downtown too. Where do you need to go?” As Jenny Huff said the words, she felt the urgency inside of her wane, as if something was finally letting go of her. It was the same feeling she’d had with each of the people she’d picked up. This time, though, much more.


    “The White House,” the young woman said.


    “Really?” Jenny laughed and it felt like the first real laugh she’d had since the funeral.


    The girl laughed back, “The truth, I swear.” She held out her hand, “I’m Jennifer O’Connor. I’m an intern for Mac Osborne. And I’m really running late. He needs me there early today. This whole Iranian thing.”


    Jenny O’Connor didn’t tell her the other reason.


    Jenny Huff smiled back, taking her hand, “I’m a Jenny too. Jenny Huff, from San Francisco.”


    “I’m from San Francisco too!” the young woman beamed, “Oh, I miss it so much. Two Jennys from San Fran – this has to mean something, right?”


    Jenny Huff pulled back onto the road and headed into the downtown district, dropping the young woman off at the White House. They’d talked all the way into town – about the young woman’s husband, a writer, and about all of the famous people she’d met and how it was all such a great experience and that she was so thankful. Jenny Huff didn’t tell her about the funeral and Jenny O’Connor didn’t tell her about the dark part of her internship, about how she’d been blackmailed with photos she couldn’t understand. They exchanged phone numbers and she watched the young woman run up to the White House, then turn with a final wave before slipping inside the gate and disappearing.


    Alone again, Jenny Huff looked down at the photo of Senator Barrett that she’d placed back on the passenger seat and at the address scribbled next to it. She paused, listening to the cold rain on the windshield. Her feelings were somehow different. Barrett had refused to take her calls and it had incensed her, driven her all the way here, along with the images. But now the feeling seemed gone.


    She steeled herself, pulling off the curb and heading towards the senator’s private office. On the way, she began to think of Dan and their children and their home, her home. The images no longer arose in clicking flashes, but were fluid again.


    Pulling up in front of the senator’s office, she looked down at Barrett’s photo. Somehow, she now saw something different, something deeper. He was only a man – only the next someone saying what he needed to say to get where he needed to go. Then, once there, saying and doing it all again. Just human.


    The sun was rising and the rain had stopped, a pale rainbow brushing off the horizon. She pulled the car back onto the road, heading back west to California, her only home.


    


    †


    


    Lucien preferred coming into his office early on Saturday mornings, when the people weren’t around, nor any of their sounds. When the world was, for the moment, only his. While most people fought against the night – against loneliness, against being alone, against death – he felt cocooned in the shadows, free within the vastness of voids.


    The added bonus today, of course, was that no one would be filing in around noon, as they usually did – some working, most currying favor – due to the ceremony at Arlington Cemetery, another cardboard president standing beside the next gauche tribute to more dead people. These unknown and formerly known people, the dead, weren’t they already gone, in hell or heaven or in some lost void, so who cared about them anyway? It was like caring for carcasses or carrion. A waste of precious energy, these pathetic icons and statues and memorials only existing to help the living forget, forget for one more precious moment that they were all going to die. Didn’t they know that there was nothing that could stop it?


    What would they fucking do then?


    He looked up from his desk at the painting he’d bought at auction seven years before, a self-portrait by Lucien Freud, looking straight ahead and back at the viewer, looking into them. It was either of a man or a beast, or a man turning into a beast, perhaps turning back into himself, contorted on the surface, writhing inside, the paint writhing with it. It disturbed visitors and he liked that reaction. Only two people in five years had turned and mustered the courage to say, What’s that? And, of course, he’d hired them. But most sat there and subconsciously squirmed. He found it amusing.


    Lucien Freud, his namesake, had been tentatively classified as a transitional expressionist, the academics saying that his works showed the inner glow of magical realism. But Viscount Lucien disagreed. These so-called scholars had missed something – a darkness in the swirls of paint, a cinder at the bottom.


    Lucien reached for his coffee and took another sip. Pulling his hand away, he saw it tremble. He watched the trembling as if his own arm was apart from him, its own entity. Then his shoulder locked into a spasm. He tried to rise, felt an instinctual urge to move, to seek cover, but couldn’t as every muscle in his body froze. Still warm, but utterly frozen, as if he were trapped in a robot’s body. Only his eyes could move.


    He watched slowly as the door opened and a man entered. He was tall, agile.


    The killer moved into the room and looked around. It was the same as when he’d been here the three previous times: first, when disabling the security systems, then when removing the electronic trip-wires, and, finally, when placing the poison in the coffee creamer. Each time, he’d sat down in this same leather chair in front of this same desk, imagining this moment, a moment holding a scepter of quiet power. The eyes of Lucien, trembling, met his own. He held the gaze, reveled in it – the eyes of the falcon over vermin.


    Locked deep inside, Lucien’s brilliant mind began to reel: I know this man, have read his dossier dozens of times. Why would he do this? What was he actually doing?


    “Well, Viscount…” the killer began, “or can I call you, Lucien, now that we’re about to become such close friends?”


    Lucien’s eyes began to shiver, his mouth struggling as if a muzzled animal.


    “Don’t trouble yourself,” the killer continued, bringing up a wood box and setting it on the desk. It looked like a case for dueling pistols. Lucien’s eyes looked down, following the case to the desk and then quickly back up.


    “What, you wonder?” the killer said, bemused with his theater. “Well, I’m quite proud of it, actually. My own cocktail, you see, discovered it by chance. Or maybe, by design, who knows. It’s equal parts Dendrobatoidea venom – Amazonian dart frog to you – and a dash of that White Orchid resin they found. Marvelous stuff, not sure why, but it buffers the venom, keeps it from killing you. Or rather, killing you right away. Essentially, it anesthetizes the subject, working to suspend all major muscle groups. Leaves the pain receptors fully active, though. Fully sensitive, if you know what I mean. And the eyes and ears, of course. It still lets you see and hear. That’s the bonus.”


    The killer opened the case and turned it around so Lucien could search down.


    “I bought this at auction several years ago, couldn’t resist. A macabre little subculture, that one. They said it once belonged to Perry Smith. They recovered it from his belongings after the murders. You remember, In Cold Blood? You can still see a brown stain at the hilt. Do you see it? I had it authenticated last year – yes, the DNA from the stain matches one of the victims, the teenage girl, Nancy Clutter. She’d gone to Holcomb High School and was hoping to study art at KSU. When they found her she still had on the bracelet from her high school sweetheart. Perry Smith and Dick Hickock, both ex-cons out on parole, first shot her parents, then her brother and then her, all at point-blank range with shotguns. They actually never used this, only the shotguns. No one is quite sure how the blood arrived on the pick – maybe Smith had it in his pocket when he leaned over her, to feel if she was still breathing, the blood then soaking through his front pocket onto this, who knows. November 14th, 1959.”


    The killer leaned forwards. Lucien thought he recognized himself in the voice, and then realized that it came from an even more distant place, a place so dark he couldn’t see.


    “Tell me, dear Viscount,” the killer whispered, now close to his ear and behind him, “When Perry Smith died, in his last moment, when the electricity ran through him, do you think he felt her stain?”


    With the word, stain, the tip of the ice pick penetrated the skin at the base of Lucien’s skull. The killer held it there as the tips of Lucien’s fingers quivered on the chair rests.


    The killer whispered, reveling in the tension, “Is it true what the Tibetans say? You know, those crazy lamas spending all of their precious time meditating on the tops of mountains? They say that death is just another dream…”


    With the word, dream, Lucien felt the metal slowly enter as the killer tilted his head forwards, affording the correct entry path. It went in an inch below the hairline, entered the spinal cord and followed the center of the cord as it entered the cerebellum, a trickle running down the killer’s hand and onto the hilt, into the stain.


    Lucien’s hands shook involuntarily, violently, as life rushed out of him. In his last moments, with the ice pick up to its hilt, the killer pulled his head up so that he was forced to look straight ahead. There, he could only find the portrait of Lucien Freud staring back, an accusation from the world.


    Lucien suddenly had the feeling of floating down a dark corridor, spirally backwards. In his mind the only feeling was the combined pain of all of his past acts, to all of the creatures he had ever known, condensed into one singular moment.


    That moment of infinite pain, it felt like…Hell.


    The killer slowly withdrew the pick, like Excalibur from a stone. He walked to the front of the desk and placed it into its case, closing the lid. He looked at his watch.


    Before he killed the president, he had one last thing to do.
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    The killer watched as the magnolia warbler flitted through the topmost branches, fleeing a late winter chasing it southwards.


    He liked birds, the remnants of dinosaurs. Archaeopteryx – what a spectacular word.


    The migration patterns of the birds and butterflies were now dislocated, eroding, in distress. And still, the people still did not see. Focusing only on the steps before them – the next gold bauble, the next illusion of power – they walked over the Earth without knowing where they were. He, the killer, did not cause their impotence; it was their own lack of will that quickened the Cascade.


    They believed that their Bible had told them that mankind had been “driven” from Eden. But no one had actually been driven from this paradise; it was all in their self-deluded minds.


    Eden was still here.


    Their ancient, crucified Messiah had once told them, The Kingdom of Heaven is within and all around, but men do not see.


    Last week, a sea tornado, a waterspout, arose fully formed in Tokyo harbor. Yesterday, scientists announced that the Alaskan tundra had finally melted, the thaw flowing into the sea. Today, he spied a Painted Lady butterfly skirting along a rock wall, the first he’d seen in two decades.


    As it had been before, he was merely another shepherd – a cultivator of threads, of patterns, falling down towards a Scylla.


    He was a vanguard.


    He was the catalyst towards the Oscillation.


    He was the Dark Star.


    The killer, himself, did not know his true nature. It was not required.


    Like the warbler or the polar bear, or the snake or the serpent, he only needed to be.


    


    †


    


    It was a secret place, bored into the Earth.


    Six stories deep through granite substrata, it existed in only the most Top Secret files.


    The National Biological Warfare Center at Dahlgren, Virginia was a fortress underground, containing the most lethal agents that evolution had ever seen, yet never conceived. The four upper floors were occupied by scientists in various laboratories, existing at various levels of security. The bottom floors were refrigerated units, where the scientists wore Class 5 positive displacement suits, and where there were stored the lethal government-created biological weapons – mutated Ebola, distilled anthrax, the Manger virus, unknown strains of smallpox.


    The “Apache” strain of anthrax was created through twenty-six separate iterations; each population exposed to extreme conditions – heat, various chemicals, radiation, predator bacteria – with only the last surviving bacterium for each test population kept. The process was then repeated, over and over until only the strongest agent survived – the most lethal application of Darwinism in the history of our species, of any species.


    The active agents were stored in pen-shaped, clear vials, each inserted into a medium frozen at a temperature maintained right above absolute zero.


    If the facility were ever compromised, the bottom two floors would be flooded with fiery napalm and the employees who escaped, if any, flung to the surface in rapid-rise elevators.


    The background dossier for the Dahlgren facility, the classified memorandum issued to each new administration, read, in relevant part:


    


    In circumstances of gross, open-air


    contamination, the president should


    consider the institution of Marshall


    Law and the evacuation of major


    population centers. Also under


    consideration should be the dividing


    of the surviving population into


    ‘innoculation zones,’ as the active


    agent may…


    


    Throughout our evolution, civilizations have been destroyed in many different ways, at many different times, for many different reasons.
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    “I’ll get some ice,” Jack said. “Be right back.”


    Under their false surnames of Mr. and Ms. Patterson – because Mac thought it was appropriate – they’d ordered morning coffee from the hotel room service. Lani was sitting up in the bed pouring cream when Jack looked down and spied the bottle sticking out from his bag. It was the same wine that had bounced with them all over the world – their little good luck charm, they’d laughed halfway over the Atlantic – and he wanted to cool it down for later that day, when they could celebrate after the president’s address.


    A taste of deliverance, when they would finally be free.


    Jack hit the button and the hotel icemaker jammed again. He leaned over to look up into the ice shoot, reaching up to dislodge whatever had decided to get stuck this time.


    He didn’t see the dark shadow within the shadow around the corner. He didn’t see the cloth in its hand, didn’t smell the chemical within the cloth. He didn’t know that the killer had a van waiting downstairs at the rear loading dock. He didn’t know that the killer had been arranging for the van to make deliveries to the White House for the last year, building a pattern. He didn’t know that the van had a false bottom in its cargo bay that the killer had used to smuggle objects into the White House, testing security response. He didn’t know that the killer plans for everything.


    He didn’t know that the killer sees these things.


    


    †


    


    “I looked, and behold, there was a great earthquake, and the sun became black as sackcloth, the moon like blood…”


    


    –Revelation, 6:12:1
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    The killer had directed the van to the west entrance of the White House. It was quieter than usual this Saturday morning, as most were taking a rare chance to be with their families before the president’s memorial service at Arlington National Cemetery. No one had such rare times anymore; the world all moved so fast. This morning was different. The country was in collective morning, as disarmed as they were when the Japanese Zeros had crested a horizon and spied Pearl Harbor. For the killer, history was a great wave, always leading back into itself, the same patterns repeating into different colors: life and death, light and dark, predator on prey.


    Today was the day when the newest dead would be honored, the dead from the theater bombings together with even more dead – from the 9/11 twin towers, from the Yucca Mountain attacks, from the Oscar night shootings, all rolled into one nice, shiny package of a commemoration day, the government ever-so-efficient. What were they calling this new national holiday? Oh yes, the killer recalled, Hero’s Day. Everyone was a hero these days. What the killer knew – and that others, evidently, did not – was that those endless caskets now only contained the rotted remnants of something that was not here anymore; the remainders of rended bodies from the theater bombings, of the bones from the exhumed Yucca Mountain attack graves, from the twisted metal of the Trade Towers. It was all only old flesh to him, the souls gone somewhere else. Sometimes, he mused, Homo sapiens could be such a self-indulgent, scared little species. Sometimes, when he glanced down at his own hand, trapped in its own eroding flesh, he could almost feel…ashamed.


    The killer stood behind Jack and grabbed the front of his hair and yanked his head up, ripping away the blindfold.


    Jack could feel the tight bindings at his wrists, upper arms and legs as he sat in the chair, trying to focus with the sudden light and through a swirling haze of drugs.


    In front of him was a large picture window, the sun streaming in, the Washington Monument in the distance coming into focus.


    In front of the window was a computer screen set up on a desk, turned towards him.


    On the screen was a woman. She was on a bed, sleeping.


    The realization came over him like a flood.


    Lani…
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    Jack watched as the man moved from behind him, around the desk and sat in the chair opposite. He moved like a cheetah – cold, calm, self-assured in the world.


    Jack’s blood raced as he stared at the screen and the image of Lani, then back to the killer.


    He knew this man, his face somehow familiar.


    Jack glared, “Who the fuck are you?”


    The killer smiled, “What do they say, just another lonely traveler? Much like yourself – Maryland, Scotland, Paris, Croatia, you’ve been a busy man.”


    The killer leaned back and stared at the ceiling, as if daydreaming, “Although we travel different paths…”


    Jack continued to glare, testing the nylon tape at his hands and ankles. It was professionally applied in a crisscrossed pattern. Perhaps reinforced metalized tape, he considered. He searched his memories for the face. He’d seen it somewhere, perhaps in a newspaper photo, or at a celebrity party in one of those magazines. It was hard to remember, the face always at the edge of the frame, the camera never quite catching it. As a blur, the face seemed always to be turning away.


    The killer returned the glare, all of his darkness focused on Jack in that moment. “I am Mikhael Présage. I will be the next President of the United States.”
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    “I’m not sure if you’ve looked at the U.S. Constitution lately, but here’s a newsflash: you’re not in line,” Jack said, continuing to hold the killer’s gaze.


    He perceived the hot intensity in Présage’s eyes. He’d seen it in other serial killers; as an utmost detachment from their victims, the bottomless well of a shark’s eye.


    Présage leaned forward, “Whether history calls one a president, a dictator, a Caesar, or a king, it’s all the same, all variations on a theme. How power is applied determines what you are. What title the unknown masses then give you is irrelevant. And besides, haven’t you heard, the victors write the history.”


    “Just another messianic psychopath, eh?” Jack said, refusing to break the intense thread growing between them. “Here’s another newsflash: history has seen plenty of those. Dime a dozen.”


    The killer laughed, “Dime a dozen? Why, you’re just full of pithy, worn out sayings. Just another dumb gumshoe…”


    Jack looked closer. “Hold it, I know you…”


    “You do?” the killer said, bemused.


    “Yeah, aren’t you that gopher for VP Palmer? The Raft-Boy. They say you’re a real asshole.”


    Jack knew he was taunting Présage, wanted to do so. The first principal of combat: never look like prey.


    Présage looked at his watch. “I suppose…”


    Présage had grown tired of the glaring and the taunting and looked over at the screen, smiling, “Haven’t you forgotten something? Yes, our dear Lani, the beautiful and fragile Detective Keno, a real sleeping beauty…”


    Jack noticed something strange about Lani: she was in the same position as before, the exact position. Jack knew that she stirred at night, one of those happy people in her dreams. And she always awoke when he rose early, sensing him get up.


    She never laid still.


    His forearms tensed against the chair. “What have you done to her? And what’s with the cameras?”


    Présage laughed. “My, aren’t we the inquisitive sort, even tied up like an animal. You know, O’Neill, that’s why I didn’t kill you right away – you make such good sport.”


    As he said the last words he nearly hissed, as if something were escaping him.


    “The cameras? Well, easy enough. I mean, we’re just one happy family, right? You know, a White House under siege and set against the world? Here’s a newsflash then for you: when one lives behind a moat, one easily gains access to the castle. A virus here, a burrowing program there and suddenly you’ve gained open access to the White House surveillance apparatus. It’s not as sophisticated as one might assume.”


    Présage motioned to the screen. “This camera here, at the hotel, it’s a safe house of sorts – the administration offers it up to diplomats, then uses it to spy on them. Same old dance.”


    While Présage rambled on about how wonderful he was, Jack ticked through his options. He wanted the killer to talk, allowing him more time.


    Présage glanced at his watch again. He was waiting for something.


    “You look nervous,” Jack said. “What’s the matter, waiting for someone?”


    Présage smiled, “Well, no and yes and no. No, I never become nervous; yes, we are waiting; and, no, not for someone.”


    Waiting for something.


    “You said, Maryland, Scotland, Paris – you were behind it all. Why?”


    “Yes.”


    “Then say it, why?”


    “I told you – good sport. Something to do…”


    Jack studied him. “Not true – you’re not the type to get bored. You only do something if there’s a reason. Same question: why?”


    This was better than Présage could have imagined: O’Neill caged like a leopard lashing out through the bars, a worthy adversary. The man spitting in the face of death, in the face of his possible torture, in the face of Nothingness, it was charming – and actually, a trait he could respect.


    Présage leaned back, looking up at the ceiling. “Yes, always a reason…”


    “Well, enough,” he finally said, leaning down and returning the glare. “It’s simple – you were getting too close, like when a gnat gets too close while one is eating.”


    He hissed again at the word, eating, then tapped at the edge of the screen, attempting to draw Jack’s attention back to Lani. “You were both getting too close. I used a rook to take out two pawns. Another domino in place.”


    Présage spun slowly in his chair to stare out the window.


    Jack searched the space between himself and the desk, gauging the distance, scanning the room for any potential weapons if he found a way to get loose. Présage suddenly spun back.


    “She’s drugged,” he said. “Delivery system? An aerosol propellant under the hotel door – simple is always better. I needed her to stay still…so you could watch.”


    Waiting for him to watch.


    “Wait for what?” Jack asked, squinting.


    Présage smiled, again pleased with himself. “Ah, what are we waiting for? A star, a promise forgotten, a promise fulfilled…”


    He seemed to drift into another place and Jack began to wonder about his mental stability, as he seemed to enter lucidity and, just as quickly, leave it.


    Suddenly, Présage snapped out of his musings, his eyes locked down on Jack again.


    “The answer? It is the same answer. Why you must wait and how I will become the next President, it is the same answer.”


    Jack said nothing. He decided not to rise to the bait. Make him say it.


    Présage stared, appreciating this small mind’s perseverance. He said nothing, instead slowly turning the laptop screen around. On the screen was a beautiful image: the curve of the Earth from space.


    “Let me introduce you to Project Odin. Or rather, its twin.”


    The gold and silver skin of the satellite and its solar wings glistened in the sun that rose off the Earth’s horizon, a real-time transmission from over a hundred miles above their heads.


    “A gleaming piece of art…” Présage whispered.


    “Project Odin,” he continued, a dream-like intensity now fully in his eyes, “is a platform for the most lethal weapon the world has yet seen – a burrowing, self-terminating laser. As the satellite rushes around the Earth at 20,000 miles per hour, its needle can reach down to anyone at any time, enter a bedroom without a sound, penetrate the skin without touching, literally phasing through, reaching only the depth that it is told, bleeding out the matter, liquefying the mind…”


    Inside, Présage was in a ‘different place,’ his evolution having merged his waking and dream states, no longer separate, no longer limiting the other. It was a dark gift from the Dark Father of the world, from the shadows.


    “Why a twin?” Jack asked, trying to bring Présage back to the moment.


    Présage turned, “Well, a lone twin, as it were. The first production unit was destroyed. I destroyed it, in fact – a piece of theater art, that one. This satellite unit was constructed as the prototype backup, when actually, all along, it was a replacement. A stealth replacement, and unknown to Walker and that village idiot friend of yours.”


    “I don’t believe you,” Jack challenged. “Josh would have caught on.”


    “Yes, one would think so, but Mr. Rendel is a practitioner of that daemon of computer geeks everywhere: two-dimensional thinking. I mean, Osborne never invited him to the White House for strategy sessions, right? Good at math, not so stellar at…anticipation.”


    “And so,” Jack said, now smiling himself, “Lani was getting too close – to you and this satellite. The ambassador in Paris, Major Grindel, the Aero-Con scientist in Florence – that was all you. But, why? Close to what?”


    Présage considered whether to disclose anything further. He looked at his watch – he still had time. He concluded that it really didn’t matter; the double helix of events was cascading towards its conclusion. There was no stopping it now.


    “Alright,” he said, “I’ll play along. Let’s see, in a general sense, the weapon needed tweaking. Its telemetry, you see, is a self-learning algorithm. As such, it needs killing events to perfect itself. I could have chosen any inanimate object as an initial target – a rock in Australia, a flower in Utah, it wouldn’t have mattered – but it was logical to choose what eventually would be its targets: humans, in their natural environment. And, of course, it was more fun. So, I chose test subjects that served my ends: the ambassador, a pompous ass that served to cycle the first algorithmic progression; that sweaty Army grunt, Grindel, because he was talking too loud and asking for too much, because the targeting pattern was more complex, cycling the algorithm further; and Anderson, that Aero-Con lackey, because he’d outlived his usefulness, because he’d developed a sudden conscience, because it allowed the final testing of the tag-targeting scheme.”


    “And Huff?”


    “Who?”


    “Daniel Huff. San Francisco. Nice family. No ties to any of this. Why him?”


    O’Neill and Keno’s proximity to Huff caught Présage by surprise. They’d circled closer than he was aware. It was quite impressive, in its own inconsequential way.


    The killer smiled, “Ah, Dan Huff. I’m afraid that was a personal choice, a gift to myself – little Danny Huff. Apart from that, it served to provide the final data points for the satellite’s gyroscope capability, enabling the acquisition of moving targets. Sometimes, former Special Agent O’Neill, there are many reasons for any given choice. I know this multi-relational reality is difficult for your limited cognitive faculties to grasp, but there you have it. Anyway, at the time it was simply easier to take you two off the field, put you and Keno on the run with that tie-in to the terrorist cell. A shuffling of money from here to there.”


    Jack ignored the taunts and pushed ahead. “And the symbols?”


    “Symbols?”


    “The ambassador and the Star of David. Major Grindel and the Christian cross. Daniel Huff and the Islamic crescent moon and star. All religious symbols.”


    Présage noted that O’Neill hadn’t come back to Lani. And he hadn’t risen to the bait on his own ascendency to the presidency. These were all poker tells in O’Neill, all inconsistencies in the flow. The killer had studied the interrogation tapes of O’Neill with Aisha, had studied his moves, his cadences, his omissions, as he would any opposing chess master. Sitting here, Présage had watched as O’Neill had attempted to mine for information, seeking delay, hoping for a change in circumstances. The hopeless hoping, he found it so…charming. He could muster a grudging respect for this adversary, like the feeling he’d have right before pulling the trigger on a dove, as the bird sensed his gaze and slanted too late.


    “The symbols? Hmmm,” Présage said, seemingly lost in his thoughts.


    He finally said, “I killed them with their own symbol. That seemed…appropriate. To be honest, it simply came to me. A nice touch, though – artistic. And then, of course, the choice became an inspired one as I watched you and your ever-effervescent mongrel consort, Ms. Keno, sniff for clues.”


    The killer didn’t know that the symbols had been a count down, his Dark Father branding the believers with the sign they thought could save them.


    As with many things, the symbols had come to the killer through the window of his subconscious, through the portal of his dreams.


    Dark winds, winds of light, we are all the carriers of winds.
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    Dr. Norbert chewed at his left thumb, the nail pulling away like an onion and starting to bleed. He’d chewed his fingernails since he was a child and favored the left, mimicking his mother, carrying the habit on.


    He was especially nervous today.


    He went over to the console to recheck that he had, in fact, been right. Each time he checked, it was the same – activated and locked into automated sequence. He picked up the phone – still dead.


    John Sizemore, the facilities’ maintenance manager, came through the lab doors as flustered as he was an hour ago. “Still no change,” he said, wiping his forehead with an oily towel. Normally, Sizemore wouldn’t be down in the oil, down in the engine room. But today he was there with all of the other repair technicians: down under the computer banks and into the mounds of wiring, searching for an answer.


    “The main program remains locked,” he continued. “I can’t say for sure, but I’m thinking it’s coming from outside. There’s a firewall virus program preventing us from entering and, well, that could’ve only originated from outside the mainframe logic gate. How long it’s been sitting in there, I don’t know. A Trojan Horse.”


    They heard the wind rattle at the picture window and turned. The storm was still churning, the worst they’d ever seen. They could feel cold drafts through the seams.


    They turned to each other.


    “The cats?” Norbert asked, referring to the all-terrain snow cats.


    Sizemore shook his head. “We’d never make it.”


    A thousand miles away and over a hundred miles above them, in the coldest of quiet, the Odin satellite began cycling through its own program array: visual, thermal, auditory.


    Odin’s state-of-the-art cameras looked down on the North American continent, blanketed by swirls as a nor’easter was being born, a convergence of three storms all the way from Africa.


    Odin’s eight eyes, compacted like a spider’s, switched to a lower vantage: Washington, D.C. and the eastern seaboard. Then lower: the grid-like tentacles of the D.C. streets spraying out from the hub like rays. And lower: the White House, the First Lady pulling up in her limousine, the agent opening the door, her auburn hair, a maroon red shoe.


    Odin’s auditory capabilities were the least perfected of its powers; its hearing sometimes clear, then just as suddenly the sounds shivering, scrambled by an intervening building or an atmospheric anomaly.


    In the vice-president’s office, Présage turned back to Jack, the thermal imaging of the satellite not able to see the entrancement in his eyes.


    “Who else is involved?” Jack demanded, static in the voice as Odin attempted to lock back in on the auditory environment.


    “Well, GMA Director Lucien won’t…” Présage said, cutting out.


    The thermal image of Présage moved from the window and sat in the desk chair, his arms extended over the laptop, itself glowing to Odin in a different color code. He typed in a command and stood.


    One of Odin’s other eyes had been holding steady on another image: of Lani in the hotel room, stationary; the easiest of targets.


    Jack looked away from Présage, focusing on the screen. At the far right edge, a red beam began to move slowly onto the sheets, stalking her in the dark hotel room like an asp.


    The auditory transmission snapped and Présage’s voice began again, “…the beam was designed to be clear, invisible. And it will be that way for the president later. But for you, now, I’ve adapted the program to red. Remember, it will sear until it reaches the point between her eyes…scarlet red…just for you…”


    The skyward eyes couldn’t see Présage laugh, nor perceive its meaning, nor feel Jack’s anger and frustration as he strained against the bindings. Nor could Odin see the question in Jack’s eyes – Why?


    The killer could feel the Cascade unwinding, winding back into itself.


    The transmission crackled. Jack yelled something unintelligible and Présage’s voice resumed. You could hear the smile in it.


    “Because, O’Neill, I’ve found one thing to be true: you can’t have a sacrifice without a sacrificial lamb…”


    


    

  


  
    



    45


    


    


    


    “We are not so different. We both seek our destinies. We claim what is ours.”


    “I claim nothing,” Jack growled, wishing he could get his hands around Présage’s neck.


    “Don’t you? You seek to incarcerate me, to place me within your control.” He circled around the chair, behind Jack. “You claim the freedom to seek me. Be clear, O’Neill, we all have our claims on this Earth.”


    The beam was on the opposite pillow, inching at a near imperceptible rate. Jack stared, unable to look away. He could feel Présage above and behind him, leaning closer as they both watched Lani on the screen.


    Présage shoved something in his mouth – wadding or cotton, then a gag and tape to hold it in place.


    He leaned closer and began in a near whisper, deep satisfaction in his voice, “And what will the world do when the Chinese premier is assassinated, his mind liquefied? And what will the world do when, two minutes later, a vein in the Spanish prime minister’s mind bursts at his temple? No one will be able to interpret these events as coincidences, particularly after the president falls from the podium in front of the entire world. There will be geopolitical chaos, creating a din far too loud for the world to hear the scientists screaming from the edges, from the far woods, screaming that something is wrong, so terribly wrong. No one will hear the Earth when she cries…”


    Jack looked up at the mention of the scientists. He didn’t know what Présage was talking about. He looked back to the screen. The beam was an inch closer.


    “That’s right,” Présage said, “you don’t know about Project Charybdis, do you? Charybdis is the modern lightning God, brought down as a fire within the Earth.”


    “Yes,” he continued at Jack’s ear, “Charybdis is the end-point, the point where a new beginning starts. First, there will be a 9.2 seismic event centered on the Dahlgren Biological Warfare Center, the lightning cracking the granite six floors down, beneath the most viciously created creatures the world has ever known; escaping like whispers of shadows, like angels from the Ark. The Cascade will then commence, a vast cycling, a rumbling through the Earth like the world has never known.”


    The beam was at her hair, strands breaking as it cut across the pillow. Jack searched rapidly through his options, even the ones he’d already rejected. Each returned as a cold negative. He looked at Lani’s face, so calm and unknowing of what was happening. And then it came over him, as if he’d always known: he loved her. He strained against the bindings with all of his strength, the nylon tape cutting deep into his wrists and blood seeping onto the chair rests.


    “Don’t fret so,” Présage smiled. “You’ll soon be joining her.”


    The killer walked back to the laptop and engaged the program that would next target Jack. He then set all of the programs to automatic-sequence, casually linking them like loops on a chain.


    He leaned back to watch Jack. It wasn’t Lani’s death he wanted to see. It was O’Neill’s face, his distorted face, at the moment when the beam terminated her life. Would O’Neill’s eyes be like Christ’s on the Cross as he looked up to the sky – Oh Lord, why hast thou forsaken me? Or, would they be like Lucien Freud’s – a silent scream at the nothingness in the world? The killer wanted to know this, to feel it, to see it in the depths of O’Neill’s eyes in that crystallized moment – that moment when he became bared to the bone.


    Next to Présage, a phone rang sharply, startling him. He looked at it for a moment, then recalled that he’d allowed only one caller through. He picked it up.


    On the other end, the vice-president was moaning.


    “Calm down, Mr. Vice-President. Repeat what you…”


    Jack could hear the wails from the other side.


    “Silence!” Présage yelled, breathing fire through the line.


    Présage was on the verge of a psychotic break, Jack was sure. They both were. If he could just get to that laptop while Présage remained distracted. Jack strained and the tape cut deeper. The chair creaked with the force.


    “You don’t understand,” the vice-president cried. “They know! They know! Everything – the GMA bugging and…and he’s dead, Lucien, that bastard, stabbed this morning, and the orbs that we hijacked and…”


    “Do they know about Odin?” Présage asked calmly.


    “No, no! But it doesn’t matter, they know about the rest, they know about Invisible Hand and…”


    Présage had no left fingerprints on Project Invisible Hand and had pushed the project onto Palmer, as it was irrelevant for his purposes.


    “And Charybdis?” the killer asked.


    “No, I’m telling you, no, only Invisible Hand! But it doesn’t matter, haven’t you been listening? They’re coming, the FBI, I just got a call from…that person we have at DOJ. They’ll be here in an hour. What’ll we do?”


    Jack could hear the muffled sobbing and observed Présage’s irritation. The blood had caused the tape’s adhesive to loosen and the bands were slipping back and forth at his wrists. They were still tight, but if he could just pull his hands through.


    “Alright,” Présage said, realizing that Palmer had become a liability, a final thread in need of cutting. “You’re at your private office, correct? I’m ten minutes away. Stay there. In the interim, calm down and call no one else. I have a solution.”


    Présage turned and opened a drawer, retrieving a small video camera. He set it up next to the screen and pointed it at Jack, activating it. He didn’t want to miss that look. Whether he was physically present for Lani’s death or not, O’Neill’s reaction would still be the same, no one could hide that.


    He opened another drawer and pulled out his Ruger handgun. He didn’t have time to be artistic with Palmer.


    While absorbed in the tasks, Présage hadn’t noticed the blood-wet tape. Standing and sensing something he paused for a moment and then walked over, smiling. “Now there,” he said, re-applying a new length, putting wash towels from the VP’s private bathroom between the new tape and the blood. “Solid effort, but I still need you to do something for me. With your eyes.”


    Jack struggled against the gag and the new tape as Présage walked over to the door and entered the security code. Présage knew, regrettably, that he would miss out on Lani’s death, but he was certain that he could be back in time to watch Odin work its dark magic on this O’Neill. Watching O’Neill’s death, it would then be as a sumptuous dessert to Keno’s own, and, at once, a sweet prelude as Gaia’s torture ensued.


    He closed the door and the office became eerily silent. Jack stared at the screen, the beam burning through her hair, the smoke barely visible within the shadows of the hotel room. He’d never felt this much out of his element, this much...


    Oh God, please…


    He heard a soft series of electronic tones as the security locks released and the door opened.


    A young woman ran into the room. She wore a rumpled business suit and a Walker-for-President lapel pin. Her hair was straggled, as if she’d been in the rain. She grabbed a pair of scissors from the desk and began cutting the tape at his ankles. Jack grumbled through the gag as she untied it and he spit it out with the cotton wadding, red from his biting on the gag. She thought he looked like he’d been crucified.


    “Who are you?” Jack said, struggling with his free hand.


    “Jennifer O’Connor! I’m an intern. Please, we have to hurry! He always comes back. He seems to know. Please, please, faster!”


    The killer didn’t know that Jennifer O’Connor had decided to step out of herself, to protect her life and the love she knew. The killer didn’t know that earlier that same morning, a woman had picked up Jennifer in the rain and had steeled her with stories of her children that she was trying to save, even if she hadn’t understood everything the woman was saying. The killer didn’t know that Jennifer had been following him for two days, staying in his shadow, pulling her head back when he turned, watching from behind as he entered the code to Palmer’s office. The killer didn’t know – couldn’t know – the purity of love she felt for her husband, a light that infused her days. The killer didn’t know that at night she’d been walking in her dreams with a star holding over her.


    The killer didn’t know that his only blind spot was the pure white-light of innocence.


    “Here, here!” she yelled in whispers, taking his hand and helping him to his feet.


    “Hurry, we have to go!” she said, pulling him towards the door.


    He didn’t move and her hand slipped out from the blood. He looked at the screen and then at the petrified face of Jennifer O’Connor, a person he’d never known, who had saved him.


    With his steel-blue eyes, he looked at her so she would know.


    “I can’t.”
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    While Lani slept, another of Odin’s eyes began the search for its next target: looking down into the ancient palace and following the corridor lined with pageantry and into the bed chamber of Chinese Premier Xiong Deng Hu, sleeping next to a beautiful girl.


    Once Deng Hu had been located, Odin began locking in the final targeting sequence: Lani followed by Jack, the Chinese premier quickly followed by the Spanish leader, each perishing with an identical brain hemorrhage, the inverted pentagram kill patterns identical, and, finally, in a grand stroke, President Walker collapsing with a sudden rupture to his heart.


    At that very moment, inside the White House, the First Lady was helping her husband pick out a tie, the president laughing at her joke. On the precipice of war, the Chinese premier continued to sleep, dreaming of the young girl, of conquest. At his suburban home, avoiding getting ready for the Arlington ceremony one last time, Mac crawled around the couch after his children, a child again.


    In Alaska, Charybdis began activating its sub-programs, locking in a final sequence: the Tohoku-oki and Sumatran faults, the subduction zone off the Portuguese coast, the North Anatolian fault line, the Alpine-Himalayan zone stretching through Tibet, India and China, down through Burma and ringing the Middle East.


    Immune to the raging snow and winds, in a remote Alaskan forest, hundreds of satellite dishes began to move as one.
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    Odin continued in a wide arc over the eastern seaboard, its beam holding to a set trajectory as it raced through orbit at 17,321 miles per hour.


    In the hotel room below, the only sound was the whisper of the beam as it seared across the pillow and moved through her hair.


    Jack ripped off the remaining bindings and moved behind the desk, staring at the laptop and the silent, serene image of Odin. At the bottom of the screen, an icon glowed: pattern/liquidate.


    He’d tried to call Mac, but it had immediately gone to voicemail twice and he didn’t have time. He called the hotel and the lines were down, no doubt more of Présage’s schemes.


    He looked at the laser beam again. He was too far away from the hotel to get there in time. The police would take five minutes. From the speed of the beam, it appeared that Lani had two.


    He lined up the variables: laser, satellite, computer programs…


    What had Mac said to him, all the way back at the Maryland cottage? Remember this number, it may become important – 212-555-0000. When the operator answers, only say, Cerberus…


    He dialed and it rang ten times. On the tenth, a female voice answered, “Yes.”


    “Cerberus,” he said.


    “May I say who’s calling?”


    “O’Neill. Jack O’Neill. Please hurry.”


    The line began clicking, as if being routed.


    “Rendel here. That you, Jack?”


    “Thank God you’re there, Josh.”


    “No rest for the weary. Jeez, you and I must be the only ones in town not able to go to that Arlington ceremony. What’s up?”


    As best he could, Jack explained Project Odin and Lani’s situation in the hotel, and the plan to assassinate three of the world’s leaders, including President Walker.


    “No way, Jack, that can’t be right. Présage must be bull-shitting you. Odin is dead. Drop dead. There was one production prototype, no money left for anything else. You’re sure the image on Présage’s laptop is real? Maybe he’s running a scam on you.”


    “It’s no game, Josh. And I don’t have time to argue about it. The president said if I asked for something, it’s done. So I’m asking. Assuming it’s real, what should I do?”


    Josh became serious. “I need to see the laptop screen, in my head. Describe it to me.”


    Jack described the screen symbols, most he’d never seen before.


    Josh concentrated. “It’s the standard-issue, Odin-specific laptop device. I’m familiar with it. Now tell me, do you see a raven-like symbol on the right, toward the bottom? The icon with yellow eyes.”


    “I see it,” Jack said. The beam was an inch away.


    “Put the cursor over the icon and hit, Enter.”


    “Done,” Jack said, “Josh, what I have now is some sort of template. It just popped up. It looks like it’s for numbers, eight squares for eight numbers.”


    “Right, good so far. Now, enter in this sequence of numbers and cross your fingers.”


    “Hoping for what?” Jack said, typing in the sequence.


    “Hoping that Présage is as cocky as he looks and hasn’t changed the installed access codes. If not, I should be able to access the laptop remotely. Here it comes…”


    “You’ve got forty-five seconds, Josh. Blow the damn thing up if you have to.”


    “Got it! Holy shit, you’re right – there’s Odin! I think someone’s going to Leavenworth for a long time on this one. Hold on...”


    Jack sat helpless as he watched the screen morph into a quick series of flashes and codes as Josh sought entrance to the Odin targeting program.


    Jack turned to see the beam nearly at her temple. It was as if he could smell her skin burn. “Josh!”


    Josh’s fingers moved like a manic concert pianist, stabbing at the keys. He came to the program entrance gait and entered his back door omnibus code, a master key only he possessed.


    Lani’s skin began to singe and blacken into a thin line. Her eyelids involuntarily fluttered.


    “Josh, now!”


    The key code snaked its way to the code core. One hundred and twenty-four miles above, Odin deactivated, simply turned off, no different than a kitchen appliance. It drifted silently in space, inert, as if none of it had ever happened.


    The beam disappeared and Jack slumped into the desk chair. In the hotel room, Lani continued to sleep unaware, a three-millimeter line seared across her temple. Like the scar on her leg from the shark, it would be another reminder that she’d survived, that she was one of the survivors in this world.


    “Jack, Jack, you still there? How is she?”


    “She’s okay, Josh…she’s alright. Thanks.”


    Josh sat for a moment as a singular thought came to him, came over him, a seemingly evil thought. A perfectly symmetrical thought.


    “Jack, I’ve got an idea.”
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    Everyone has a dossier. Everyone has a dossier on everyone else. It’s what has happened to the world. At one time we were shocked to learn about J. Edgar Hoover’s secret blackmail files. Now it was pro forma. Now, if everyone didn’t have a file on you, you were nobody.


    Présage’s dossier – the one secretly maintained by the NSA and provided by Mac to Josh, one of their many trades – contained many unusual gaps, like ghost sections of his life had simply ceased to exist, perhaps never existed. There was one salient fact, however, that had been recorded – and that for some strange reason, Josh recalled.


    Josh reactivated Odin and the satellite whirred to life, the sounds of its programs reengaging, its solar panels repositioning, its arms and apertures recycling, all of the sounds unheard in the darkness of orbit.


    “Where did you say he was heading?” Josh yelled into the phone.


    “The VP’s office, his private office. I don’t know where it is,” Jack yelled back, adrenaline in them both.


    Josh smiled. “I do…”


    The dossier had read at the bottom, in exceedingly small type, “The Subject exhibits a physiological anomaly, possessed since birth, cause not known: a body temperature averaging 102.2 degrees…”


    The eight eyes of Odin felt the program transmitted from the surface and, as instructed, began to wait.


    “How long ago?” Josh asked.


    Jack looked at his watch. “Seven minutes, no more.”


    In his calculation, Josh assumed a certain cadence, as Présage was a tall person with a commensurate stride. Josh mapped out his probable route: down the stairs, through the White House security check points and then northwest – approximately three blocks…


    Odin’s eyes, in concert, moved in plateaus down to its targeting vantage: the eastern seaboard, clicking to the Potomac, to the city, then…


    Odin accepted the instruction and engaged.


    “It’s attempting target acquisition!” Josh shouted, staring down at his screen as he watched each of the eight eyes initiate their separate search patterns, locking onto thermals images seeking the correct description – six foot four, two hundred and twenty pounds, radiating at 102.2 degrees – before disengaging and moving on to the next, the people walking on the streets below unaware of the probes.


    Odin’s search began to increase exponentially, its targeting algorithm learning with each new acquisition: all glowing images, eight eyes searching at once.


    Below, the killer paused as the people on the street flowed around him, his forehead beaded with sweat from the out-of-season heat. He looked around, covering his eyes momentarily as the sun caught him from a store window. He could sense a swirling in the world, apart from the heat.


    Something made him look up.


    The first beam caught him like a bolt, the thin invisible line slicing through the cornea, through the lens and vitreous fluid, terminating at the optic nerve, exploding it, never to see again.


    The killer felt the pain and was nonplussed, observing it as it happened, his expanded powers of sight enabling him to watch as if in slow motion, as if watching someone else.


    Josh disengaged the depth limiter and released Odin for automatic/spread release, allowing the beams to spray.


    Odin’s second eye joined a millisecond later and sent a penetrating beam through the shoulder as Présage spun with the hit, throwing him to the ground as the beam kept penetrating: through the back muscles and blackening a point on the concrete below.


    Présage writhed on the sidewalk as people scattered from the grotesque form. Only a small boy looked up, catching a slight refraction off a cloud as another beam sliced down. Inside, the killer’s mind was separate from the pain, searching for the cause and finding no answers. He ordered his body to move as Odin’s third and fourth eye found him, the razor lights finding his leg, bone, marrow.


    And then, as if standing over a great chessboard, as if he were Apollo looking down on a board the size of the solar system, he saw it, the pieces falling into place…Odin! If he could only drag himself to the building or the alley, it might phase the targeting mechanism and give him a few seconds. Odin’s seventh eye missed as Présage struggled to pull his body to the building and the alley. He could see the shadows there, as if beckoning.


    Odin’s eighth eye did not miss.


    Like a white-hot sabre it moved in a cauterizing beam, through the frontal lobe and deep into the cerebellum. Présage could nearly see the line, visualize it, as it exited his brain, his mind, at the base of his skull.


    Odin stuttered as it began to lose its targeting window, moving past apogee and back into the deepness of space.


    As the beam left his mind, the killer thought of that place, the same as Lucien’s at the base of the skull, its coincidence. His last thought was of that place at the skull…and the ice pick and…the stain on the hilt.


    He was suddenly ripped off his feet and propelled backwards down a tunnel, a void, spiraling end over end. Just as suddenly, he stopped and found himself standing. He looked down, but couldn’t see his feet through a glowing fog. Ten feet in front of him, through a diaphanous cloud, stood a form. It stepped forward and he saw her face. It was Nancy Clutter, dressed in her Sunday best with the ice pick at her side. She smiled and, abruptly, her teeth turned to fangs and her face to fire.
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    Biaggi grabbed the railing and held tight as the ground continued to shake. He’d vacationed at Mount Etna and had felt a volcano, but never anything like this, never in Florence. He looked to his left, down the police station stairs to the man who’d lost his balance halfway up and had fallen to the bottom, at the cars that had run into each other in the shock, to the sirens wailing across the city without answer.


    In Paris, Elise steadied herself at Henri’s elbow as the tremors escalated, a woman to their left screaming as a cafe awning broke loose, glasses flying from the tables and the silverware clattering into the streets. The people looked up and at each other, running from the buildings, running from the streets.


    San Francisco, still recovering, began to groan with its next seizure, the remnants of the stadium succumbing, the fires reigniting, the waters of the bay roiling in white caps as if Poseidon himself were arising.


    The energy wave from Charybdis began circling the equator, the kinetic energy of one targeted earthquake feeding into the next, propelling the wave around the globe as it raced towards its threshold.


    In the Oval Office, President Walker received an urgent phone call as Josh relayed the information on Project Odin and apprised him that the Alaskan facility has been out of contact for six hours in a storm. They each paused before reaching the same conclusion. The president issued the order and confirmed it to Josh through encrypted hardcover. He then contacted General Hightower via the Com-Net link, issuing the instructions and providing the sequence.


    Josh entered the command as Odin’s eyes turned. In an exhibition of its prowess, Odin fired two hundred and forty-six laser strikes in near instantaneous progression, each finding the centers of the targets below.


    In the lab window, Sizemore and Norbert shielded their eyes as the horizon exploded again and again, orange and beautiful through the white, raging storm.


    Three seconds later, a gaping hole opened in the Arizona desert. The missile raised its nose skyward, turning 1.224 degrees south and 3.234 degrees west, before the desert turned to fire.


    One hundred and twenty-six miles above, Odin’s eight eyes each saw the missile closing rapidly, yet could not discern its meaning.


    In a flash heard by no one, Odin never perceived its own death.


    It had no soul.
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    Jack walked into the Oval Office.


    “Hey Jack,” the president smiled widely, holding up three newspapers and coming around the desk. “Have you seen all of these headlines? My God, Jack, my staff would kill for this coverage. Maybe you should consider running for my job!”


    Walker laughed, “On second thought, strike that – trust me, you don’t want it.”


    They shook hands like soldiers that had made it back alive. “Well, sir,” Jack smiled, “I’m sure glad that you wanted it.”


    “You know,” Walker said, “that’s one of the things that people don’t get, that you only find out once you get here – that once in, you can’t leave! History is watching, your kids are watching, the world a hundred years from now is watching. What, when my wife asked me if I really wanted to run for a second term, did I really have a choice? Do you think I could leave the next four years of history up to that other party, those closet brown-shirts? Hell, they would have bankrupted the place…again.”


    “Over here, Jack,” the president motioned, walking towards the couch. “So, tell me, anything you want, really. Because, no doubt, you’ve earned it.”


    Jack smiled and shook his head, “I’m fine, Mr. President. Just keep doing your job and we’ll always be even.”


    President Walker became serious, moving closer. “You don’t understand, Jack. You saved the presidency. Moreover, you saved my wife from being a widow and my children from growing up without me. It’s not a small thing. The world and Charybdis aside, this is personal. I want to do something for you both. Lani too.”


    Jack sat up straighter, returning the serious look. “What I want, sir, you can’t do. Or, rather, shouldn’t.”


    The president considered the words, his political intuition alert. He ignored it.


    “I mean it, Jack, tell me. I’ll do my best.”


    Jack walked over to the coffee table and retrieved a pen and note pad. “Trust me, you don’t want me to say this out loud.” He wrote down the two requests: one from Lani, the other his.


    They stood and the president stared at the note. “The first one, consider it done.”


    Walker then slowly moved towards his desk, continuing to stare at the note. He finally looked up, smiling, “Yours, well, that could get me impeached.”


    “That’s what I meant – it’s simply not possible. There’s not a…”


    President Walker interrupted, “It’s done too.”


    Jack squinted, “Sir, you can’t. And I mean that.”


    “Then tell me, Jack, forgetting everything else: Is it the right thing to do?”


    Jack studied him and finally nodded.


    “I can tell there’s something else,” Walker said.


    “I want to be there when it happens.”


    The president nodded in quiet recognition. He walked over to his desk and touched a pad and a drawer opened. He dropped the paper and the drawer automatically closed, vaporizing the note.


    “Come on over here, Jack. I want to show you something.”


    He joined the president at the window as they both gazed out, side by side.


    “Take a look, Jack. Take a look at something good.”


    They stood without saying a word, the Washington Monument gleaming in the morning sun, the workers setting up the parade routes, the people laughing and celebrating on the street and no longer strangers, at least for this one day.


    They turned and looked at each other, knowing that their mission still wasn’t done.
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    Mac Osborne had called Jenny Huff only a day after she’d arrived back home.


    “What did he say, exactly?” Diane Huff asked. “Tell me again, Jenny. My mind must be playing tricks on me.”


    “No tricks,” Jenny had said to her mother-in-law. “All he said was that it’s important for us to go to Washington, D.C. and meet with him. He wants to show us something, show us together. He wouldn’t say what. He’s the Director of the NSA, so I assume it’s important.”


    They packed their bags with haste. Jenny called her best friend, Calinda, about watching the kids and about getting them to their soccer practices and about the exam that Danny Jr. had coming up and didn’t want to study for. Duane Huff called his buddies at the Elk’s Club and told them they’d have to find someone else at the booth for the charity barbecue that weekend. Diane Huff called her best friend, Rita, and apologized about cancelling their lunch and shopping plans for the next day, and, no, everything was fine, she just needed to go out of town for a few days.


    Jenny Huff looked from the darkened window of the NSA limousine as it drove from the airport towards the Capitol. It seemed as if she’d never left this place, a part of her still here in this city, searching for something. It was so far away, so close.


    Their relationships remained strained, Jenny unable to explain to her in-laws why she’d done it. Looking over, she saw Diane Huff continuing to look out the limousine’s window, having not said anything since the airport. How could Jenny explain it if she didn’t understand it herself? She was back with her children and, for now, that’s all she needed to know. Perhaps, time would heal those wounds.


    “Will we be going straight to the hotel? After that, how will we reach you?” she’d asked Mr. Osborne before they’d left.


    “No,” he said, “I want you to go directly there. It’s not far away.”


    The building was both stealth and ominous, imposing and indifferent: colored black slate on all sides, its long, horizontal windows blackened out, the size, she estimated, to be three football fields or more. It rested low and slung into the ground, as if an enormous alien craft had crashed here.


    An entrance door sized for a small plane opened and the limousine drove down a landing and into the building. Inside, there were no other vehicles, only concrete columns for as far one could see, disappearing into darkness. Two men in suits opened the doors and helped her mother-in-law from the limousine as they all looked around.


    “This way, ma’am,” one of the men said, motioning for them to walk behind him. There were no windows and the space echoed cold with their steps.


    The other man walked behind and then crossed in front as they approached a bank of elevators. He touched a pad on the wall that bore no words or symbols and the doors slid open. Inside, it was the same: gunmetal grey walls and floors, a sleek control panel showing a single button, everything in different shades of each other.


    Exiting the elevator, they were escorted down a hall, the lights dim, the corridor empty, the walls smooth like tumbled stone. She could feel a deep hum of energy in the building, could feel it in the walls as she touched them, as if rising from far below.


    The two men stopped and they stood in front of a door, a frosted window bearing only the numbers, 5-2-5-6-8-8. One of the men turned the pewter-colored knob and the door swung in, releasing as the silent motor took over.


    The room was white and well lit, a perception seemingly at odds and disconcerting after the expanses of grey. Against the back wall, two uniformed men stood without moving. In the corner stood an American flag. Behind the desk was a man whose face she knew.


    He stood, “Hello Ms. Huff, I’m Mac Osborne. Everyone, thank you for coming.”


    They still hadn’t spoken a word to each other and Duane and Diane Huff stared around the room, off balance and somewhat bewildered.


    “Please,” Mac said, pointing to the chairs opposite him.


    Jenny looked down at the table. On the surface were six short stacks of pages. Someone had ensured that they were perfectly perpendicular to each other, like panes of glass. She looked at one of the pages and several of the words jumped out: Charybdis…Alaska…termination actions...


    At the bottom of each page were signature lines. Along the margins of the numbered paragraphs were more lines. She saw that their names had been typed in boldface at the bottom.


    Osborne began to speak and she looked back up.


    “It’s as I said on the phone, Ms. Huff, we’re trying to make things right, as right as they can be. Jack O’Neill – you said you’ve talked to him – he suggested this. It’s the right thing to do. The president agrees.”


    “President Walker knows we’re here?” Duane Huff asked, taken aback and looking over at his wife.


    “He does, and you’ll be meeting with him at the White House later today. The First Lady too. She asked to meet you all.”


    They looked at each other, and then Jenny Huff asked the question, the one that had gone unspoken between them since they’d left their homes in the dark that morning.


    “Why are we here, Mr. Osborne?”


    Mac stared at the tabletop for a moment and then up to Jenny Huff, meeting and holding her eyes. How could he possibly answer, when there was no answer?


    He touched a hidden pad on the tableside and the door silently opened.


    “Before we go,” he said, “please read the first page. Then you can decide.”
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    The horizon was black and undulating, like a snake lying over rocks, the shadow of a woman.


    The dunes merged into the night at the horizon as walls of sand flew up from the shadows below, the roar of the rotor blades deafening as the BlackEagle CX-4 helicopter hovered fifty feet above the desert.


    After leaving the aircraft carrier stationed off the African coast, the helicopter had stayed close to the sea, then closer to the land as it skirted over sand and villages and stretches of dark nothingness.


    While en route, they were apprised by SAC Command-Europe of a haboob arising out of the desert, converging towards the acquisition point: a storm of raging sand and biting winds a hundred miles across, sixty stories high.


    One of the soldiers standing ready at the launch opening yelled back to Jack, “Sir, we’re ready!”


    Jack turned and yelled above the roar, “This is it! You can do it!”


    He looked into her questioning eyes like a proud father, his smile saying, goodbye…good luck.


    “But why? How is this possible?” Aisha yelled. “You still haven’t told me!”


    “I made a promise,” Jack yelled back. “It’s that simple!”


    Help us save the world and I’ll try to save yours, to save you…


    He smiled even wider, “You saved Lani and I saved you! The president asked and I asked him back! Bottom line, it’s the right thing to do! No one needs to know more than that!”


    She leaned up and kissed his cheek softly, whispering, “Thank you, Jack O’Neill…my savior…my friend.”


    “We need to go now, sir!” the soldier yelled back from the launch opening. “They’re here!”


    Jack helped guide her to the opening and he and the soldier eased her into the rescue cage. The soldier reached up and activated the winch.


    Jack moved into the opening and looked down, seeing forms below moving on the desert sand, shielding their eyes as they tried to look up, helping to steady the cable as the steel basket descended.


    Five feet from the ground, Aisha jumped from the basket, running to her mother and holding her so tight that the roar from the blades and the approaching sand storm fell away. She said what she’d dreamed of saying, over and over – I’m sorry, I love you – each of them thanking God with their tears.


    The Special Ops soldiers on the ground motioned up to the pilot, signaling mission completion, then turned and motioned in hand signals to the transport waiting on the far dune.


    The horizon of stars disappeared as the sand storm came upon them.


    The pilot suddenly pulled the helicopter higher and yelled back, “Party’s over, boys! Time to move!”


    Jack could see the two figures walking arm in arm towards the transport below, other shadows running down the dune and waving their arms in celebration.


    As the helicopter banked, Jack looked back, but the desert had already swallowed them, the ground featureless in a hurricane of sand.
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    “Kelly Russell, Kelly Russell, proceed to the Terminal 4 information kiosk, white courtesy phone, Am-American Airlines…”


    Jack looked up to the monotonous voice coming down through the D.C. airport speakers. “Didn’t you know a Kelly Russell, back on the islands?”


    “A long time ago,” Lani said, looking up from her laptop as they waited to board their flight to Kauai. “She moved out to the east coast, became a jewelry artist. I saw her face once on an artist’s magazine, so I assumed she made it, to wherever she wanted to go.”


    “Name just sounded familiar,” Jack said, returning to his online search and reaching down into a bag for some nuts and kettle chips, trying to burn time.


    “Here it is,” he smiled, “Just came through on the Post.”


    He read the news alert article under its own running headline, Theater Bombing Updates:


    


    One of the unknown bombers has been


    identified as Aisha Hada, a former college


    student from Minnesota, bringing the total


    bombers known to fifteen. Hada’s DNA was


    recovered from the bombing sight in


    Macomb, Iowa and authorities remain


    unsure why there were two bombers at


    that location, speculating that the larger


    site required the additional explosives.


    FEMA Director Canalli said this morning,


    ‘In light of this evidence, we are


    reexamining all of the sites…”


    


    They looked at each other, smiling. “They did it!” Lani smiled. “I can’t believe they actually made her disappear…”


    Jack looked over, “Well, there’s a lot they make disappear.”


    “You know, Jack, I have to say it,” she laughed. “I guess I just don’t care anymore. They can do whatever they want – play their silly spy games – I only want to go home. We’re safe, my dad’s safe, your parents are safe, Aisha’s safe and, right now, that’s all I need to know.”


    “Me too,” he said, leaning over and kissing her cheek.


    “Well,” he said, returning to the news, “it looks like Palmer’s trial is set for this next May. They’re still bogged down in the discovery phase. Treason is a major charge – it could be delayed beyond that.”


    “Has Mac given you a firm date on when you’ll have to testify at the Senate Hearings?” she asked. “I saw a clip last night on the news, you’d gone to sleep – that Senator Tessions, he can be a real jerk. Trying to make it sound like President Walker had something to do with Alaska and the earthquakes.”


    “No hearing date yet. Mac says those senators will want to suck up as much media spotlight as they can before they actually get down to work. Six weeks he said, no earlier. They already have my transcript from the NSA debriefing – yours too – so nothing should be a surprise. My guess is that it’ll all be one big dog-and-pony show.”


    “Jack, look at this!” Lani beamed.


    The news article described a clandestine U.S. military mission that had occurred the night before. Three U.S. Navy frigates had intercepted a Croatian-flagged freighter in the Atlantic on suspicion of weapons shipments through Sierra Leone to the Middle East. In the freighter’s hold, and in addition to the seven crates of Russian military rifles found, were discovered a hundred and nine men and boys, refugees from Croatia bound for the slave trade in Sierra Leone. The article went on to say that the refugees were in the process of being returned to Croatia under U.S. military protection, where they would be reunited with their families. Those that wished it, and who cleared security protocols, would be offered political asylum. The captain of the freighter, never identified, was being extradited to Russia, where he was wanted for questioning on several undisclosed matters.


    It was the favor that Lani had asked of the president, one of the two that Jack had written down in the Oval Office.


    On the Croatian beach, Jack had looked down at the freighter, memorizing the ship’s name.


    Lani felt a wash run through her, something fresh and new.


    She smiled, “We’ll have to remember to thank the president.”
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    Inspector Biaggi was surprised when she first mentioned it. It was the way she’d said it, like she loved the song.


    Yesterday morning, he’d returned to the coroner’s office to retrieve his phone, which had somehow and again fallen from his pocket. Dr. Alberghetti was on the far side of the lab with her back to him as he entered. She must’ve heard him, as he could see her head momentarily turn. He considered calling over, simply on principal, then decided against it, deciding that he wasn’t in the mood for her mental fencing today. It was Friday and all he could think of was that beautiful bottle of Barolo, the sweet jazz trio scheduled at the club for later that night and the blonde American who said she was in Florence for a long stay and had asked if he would also be out. No use starting out on bad footing for the weekend with another backhand from the dear doctor.


    Smiling, he headed for the door and was stopped by a melody. From across the lab and echoing into the space came a soft, familiar song, Lover Man. It was a classic Billie Holiday torch song from 1944, on the Decca label, before the rages of opium and heroin had killed her voice, before she killed herself.


    Billie Holiday was born in 1915 to a mother who was thirteen and a father who was fifteen. Who, as a child, ran errands in a brothel in exchange for the privilege of listening to albums by Louis Armstrong and Bessie Smith. A sad, soulful bird that died at the age of forty-four, the blues in her, sung out of her, the drugs finally catching her from behind.


    ‘Lover man, oh where can you be…’


    Holiday had a beautiful, melancholy voice and he listened to it often, mostly late at night. Across the lab, it drifted across the years.


    He stopped and turned. “You listen to Billie Holiday?”


    She turned and for a moment her eyes became brighter. “Sure,” she said and waited, long enough for her eyes to turn back grey. She turned back to the dead body and started to sing lower. He stood for a moment and left.


    But the song stayed with him and he’d thought of her several times, of her knowing it. Walking home from the jazz club that night he’d started whistling the tune, not realizing it.


    It was now Saturday evening and he found himself looking around at an unfamiliar neighborhood, walking up these steps.


    Paola Alberghetti opened the door. She wore a small print dress that could have easily been taken from a 1940’s jazz club photo – Kansas City or Chicago. She had a trailing scent of jasmine. “Aren’t they beautiful,” she said, taking the flowers. “Please, come in. Don’t worry about the shoes.”


    When he’d called her earlier that afternoon and asked her about what music she liked, she’d paused and asked why he was calling. He’d said, just about the music, and her voice had changed. They’d talked for an hour – about Holiday, about the new jazz artists, about her mother still alive in her hometown in Lucca, about his father in Corniglia.


    She walked into the kitchen looking for a vase and still talking back, “I must tell you, I’ve been thinking about it all day. I’m quite excited about seeing her sing tonight, at that club you said. I can’t believe I’ve never been over there. Is that friend of yours going? Did you ever get a hold of him? Here, I found that Barolo you mentioned…I know, I didn’t need to, but I saw it so I picked it up.”


    Biaggi closed the door and looked around as she talked from the kitchen, the pasta sauce wafting through the house, reminding him of what his mother used to make.


    The home had the scent of pine and sandalwood, mixing with the pasta and the flowers and her jasmine perfume. She began humming another jazz standard, Ain’t Misbehavin by Dinah Washington, telling him to come on into the kitchen and open the wine and help stir the sauce.


    He liked all of it.
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    Jennifer O’Connor was driving with her husband across country, across America, now finding themselves in mid-Arkansas, the hills of the Ozarks starting to rise and the land growing greener. They were driving back to their home in San Francisco and had allowed themselves to drift southward, allowing themselves the time they needed to meander, to do nothing.


    They passed a barn almost falling down with a painted sign on the roof, still visible through the decades: MYSTIC CAVERNS, 126 MILES!


    After her debriefing by the NSA, Bob had asked her, “What do you want to do, hon? Just tell me.”


    She’d decided not to tell him about the photos. They would only scar him and they weren’t a part of her anymore.


    “I want to get lost, only you and me,” she smiled. “A long, long drive…”


    Mr. Osborne had tried to talk her into staying, offering her a permanent position in the White House Congressional Liaison Office with her own office down the hall, what she’d always wanted. But something had changed. She no longer belonged in that broken city of smiles and false smiles, of crisis to calm and back again. Mr. Osborne then arranged for an entry-level position on Janice Landreau’s California Senate campaign, her first run at an office. It sounded perfect.


    As she and Bob had been talking about for weeks, talking all around it, all they really wanted was to go home and start over.


    They knew that their home wasn’t the same – ravaged by fires and earthquakes – but it was still their home. She’d been thinking about a baby; Bob of writing a new book.


    She leaned over and put her head on his shoulder as he drove, taking a turn onto another unknown road.
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    Jenny Huff read down the page. It described, in remote language, how this person, this monster, had taken Dan from her. It said they didn’t know why, only that Dan and Présage has attended elementary school together for two years. Dan had never mentioned this man, ever. What could this Présage have possibly had against her husband? She could feel her in-laws tense beside her as they read – about Project Odin and the earthquakes, about the thwarted assassinations and the way that Dan and the others had died.


    She looked up. “I don’t understand, Mr. Osborne. Why are you telling us this?”


    “As we talked about, Ms. Huff, to offer you some sense of closure. He was a madman. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. We were told that you were very upset…your in-laws told us.”


    Of course she was upset; her husband had been killed. What the NSA Director was referring to, though, was her drive to the Capitol, of her leaving her children.


    “You now know that it was no one’s fault. And your in-laws know that you were right – he was murdered. You weren’t going insane. We thought it was important for you all to know, together.”


    Diane Huff reached under the table and took Jenny’s hand. “I’m sorry, Jenny,” she said, a tear starting, “You scared us, that’s all.” She began to cry, “We thought we’d lost you both.”


    Jenny and Diane Huff hugged and Duane reached out and put his hand over them.


    He turned to Mac. “What now, Mr. Osborne?”


    “As we discussed, you are required to sign these papers and can never discuss their contents. Only a few people are aware of these details, but the president was firm that he wanted you to know. The country trusts that you will keep its confidences.”


    “We will,” Duane Huff said.


    “Please, follow me,” Mac said, walking through the door as the Huffs and the guards silently followed.


    Halfway down a corridor, they came to the only other door they’d seen.


    Mac stopped. “This facility is entirely emptied, except for rotating maintenance staff, security personnel and him. Mikhael Présage is this prison’s only true inhabitant.”


    “Why?” Diane Huff asked.


    “Do you remember the private prisons operated by Wanhauser Corporation?”


    “The torture scandal, right?” Duane asked. “But wasn’t that out in California?”


    “Correct,” Mac said. “This facility was being constructed at the time. It was to be a state-of-the-art prison facility. The federal government took Wanhauser over when the executives were indicted and it’s been mothballed ever since. Until now.”


    Mac looked at them. “Are you ready? We can still stop here.”


    They looked at each other and nodded.


    Mac depressed a remote control and a panel began to slide away.


    Jenny Huff hesitated and then slowly moved in front of the viewing window.


    The cell was bright with a chair bolted in the center. In the chair was a man, sitting upright in mustard-yellow prison clothes. His right eye was covered with a black patch and his left arm hung in a sling. He didn’t move, only stared straight ahead as if they weren’t there, staring at something that only he could know.


    Looking into that single, snow-blue eye, Jenny Huff felt nothing, only the continuing void of where Dan had once been. Seeing this man changed nothing. Présage was only a body now, a dead mind, an exhibit in a macabre zoo.


    “He’ll never be able to hurt you and he’ll never leave here,” Mac said.


    Diane Huff leaned over and started to sob. Duane took her in his arms. He looked over her shoulder, “Thank you, Mr. Osborne. I think we’re ready.”


    Mac and Duane Huff shook hands and Jenny hugged him. “Thank you, Mr. Osborne.”


    “I hope it helped in some small way,” Mac said, searching her eyes.


    She could only offer a sad smile.


    “These men will escort you out. They’ll take you to your hotel. I’ll see all of you later this afternoon at the White House.”


    They turned and began walking down the long hall to the door in the distance, not saying anything, walking away and holding to each other like people from a funeral.


    Before closing the panel Mac looked once more at Présage, at that blank, one-eyed stare. He turned to a sound as Dr. Harrington walked up beside him.


    “I know what the psychiatric panel concluded,” Mac said, “but tell me again, he’s not in there, right?”


    “Clinical catatonia,” Dr. Harrington said quietly. “The EEG’s are negative, every other test too, the lasers cauterizing the wounds as they penetrated, but still causing massive damage to the frontal lobes. And which, of course, is the part of the brain that we think from. The MRIs were conclusive on the extent of the damage. What we’re looking at is only a corporeal shell. Lights out, no one home.”


    “Too bad that he didn’t have a living will,” Harrington noted wryly. “Maybe we could have then pulled the plug. Now he’s a $22,000 a day headache. The law is screwy sometimes.”


    Mac laughed at the thought, of how easy it would have been with a living will. “You know,” he said, “when we conducted the post-event background investigation, everyone said that they really didn’t know him. Charming, but remote. And his friends – if that’s what you’d call them – none of them knew each other, each in a bubble.”


    “Sociopaths are like that,” Harrington said, “they compartmentalize their relationships. It’s easier to control people that way. Easier to keep track of the little lies. I looked back at his history. I’d say, Borderline Narcissistic Disorder.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Let’s see if I can recall the literature, what the eggheads like me like to say, ‘…a personality disorder marked by symptoms of dramatic emotive pretense and a grandiose sense of entitlement…’ Something like that.”


    Mac laughed, “Sounds like a lot of politicians I know.”


    “Well, it’s true, many people have sociopathic traits, but only sociopaths that are psychopathic become killers.”


    “And if they kill a lot of people we categorize them as serial killers, right?”


    The doctor thought for a moment before answering, “Yes.”


    Mac looked back at Présage, “But what if they do it legally? What if the killer gets away and he writes the history, or rewrites it?”


    Harrington said nothing. He had no answer.


    “And then, what if they want to kill the whole world, what do we call them then?”


    Harrington turned, “I don’t know, Mac. We don’t have a name for that.”


    


    †


    


    After Mac and Dr. Harrington left the prison facility, Présage continued to stare at the glass, through it, like a corpse staring into nothing.


    Outside, there was only the silence of the immense building: the hum of its power plants resonating through the steel, the distant sound, like softly brushed cymbals, of a storm outside.


    Inside, the killer was standing in his dream with his arms out and his head thrown back, naked and basking in the searing red light from the Blood Moon above. He opened his eyes: sand, brush and cactus – a desert. He could hear a far off sound, the wind, a voice in the wind, telling him to walk towards the distant black mountains, that something was waiting there.


    He takes a step and then another.
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    Jack was an early riser and had never been one for watching television in the morning, liking the quiet before things stirred. Perhaps it was the part of him that’d been alone too long that bristled at those too-early sounds. But now it didn’t seem to bother him. A lot of things were suddenly that way. A small shadow had left him, or been pulled from him, like a ghost leaving an old house. The little things just didn’t matter anymore, as long as there was her.


    He stirred the cream into the coffee as Lani came down from the bedroom. He reached into the cabinet for another cup. “Hey, sleepy head. How’re you feeling?”


    She smiled, “Sleeeepy…” and wrapped her arms around him, feeling his warmth through the robes and remembering last night. “What time was it when you finally came to bed?”


    “Sorry about that. I was just about to turn off the set and on comes Tombstone. You know, Kurt Russell, Val Kilmer. So, I said to myself, only a few minutes more, up to the part where Russell hauls Billy Bob Thornton outside the saloon by the ear – I love that scene. Well, you can guess the rest. Three hours and a thousand commercial breaks later...”


    She began spooning in the sugars.


    He looked over, remembering the scotches he’d had along with the movie. “Sorry I woke you up.”


    She smiled, “Don’t be, it was delicious. You can wake me up whenever you want.”


    “Hey,” he said, somewhat sheepish, “you know what they say, pirates and rum…”


    She moved over to the living room. “Do you mind if I turn on some television? Wanted to see if there was anything more on the freighter.”


    “Go ahead, watch whatever you want. How about I whip up some eggs, some special ‘Maryland cottage’ eggs?”


    “That sounds great.”


    Jack had just installed one of the newer Wall-Screens and when she pushed the remote the entire teak wall morphed into a gigantic image. She’d never seen one in person and it caught her by surprise. “This 5D stuff is amazing,” she said, flipping the channels. “It’s holographic. The people look like they could walk right into the room. It’s kinda spooky.”


    “Just wait, in a decade they’ll have no screens at all and the holograms will be right in the room with you. They’ll look back on our Wall-Screens like we were swinging stone axes. I’m throwing mushrooms in my omelet, any requests?”


    “Just cheese. You know, Henri called back yesterday on my cell, I forgot to tell you, after you talked to him. You were out on your hike. He wants to see us next month in Paris. I said, fine. I went ahead and booked the flight and the hotel, the one you mentioned, okay?”


    “That’s fine. Maybe we could drive down to Nice after that?”


    She found the channel she’d been looking for, but it was still showing yesterday’s news and so she left it on mute. She looked over and saw a newspaper at the other end of the couch, still in plastic. It had been so long that she wasn’t quite sure what it was at first.


    “The drive south sounds great. Hey, you still take a paper, a real paper. It’s actually kinda fun – you know, actually touching paper. Look at this, Jack. There’s an article on all of those movie stars and musicians. They broke ground on those theaters yesterday. You know, maybe we should have gone…are you still thinking about taking Clooney up on his offer?”


    After the shock from the bombings had calmed, some of the major movie actors and actresses had formed a foundation to fund reconstruction of the bombed theater houses. In each town, they dedicated a memorial to the victims, each a black obelisk with water running down in front of the names. George Clunét had gone to Macomb, Iowa; Shira Scarlett to Nebraska; Ben Carlton Adams to Minnesota. At the groundbreakings in the twenty nine towns, the stars and the townspeople had then gone inside a makeshift tent and watched a movie together, the newest and last John Hanks movie – about a coming leader, a message of hope – made right before Hanks’ death.


    She turned the page. “Jack, it says here that everyone is going to the Hanks movie today – everywhere, all over the country. The movie houses are simply packed. You know, maybe it’s finally over…”


    “White or wheat?” he called out.


    She smelled the bacon.


    “What are you making in there? Smells like a buffet.”


    “Omelets and toast with the jam you like so much, black bacon and sliced up mango, orange juice with champagne – all out on the lanai. State your poison, white or wheat?”


    She was just about to answer when an image from the muted Wall-Screen caught her eye. She looked closer and became drawn to the enormous image: over a million people, nearly all dressed in white, stretched out in a throng surrounding the reflecting pool and in front of the Washington Monument. They appeared to be sitting, listening. At the opposite end of the massive crowd and beneath the Lincoln Memorial was a small platform where a man was sitting in a chair, facing them. He had a single microphone in front of him.


    “Jack, have you seen this? I read about this guy in some French magazine on the plane. He was over there, in Europe, now he’s here. It looks like it’s all happening pretty fast.”


    “Who?” Jack asked from the kitchen, “And second question, what’s he selling?”


    “I don’t know. They’re calling him the Blue Sky Messiah, not sure why. The article says he wrote a book, but he claims he didn’t, so nobody is quite sure. Hold on a second.”


    She pulled over her laptop and began searching. “Here it is. It’s called – hold on, it’s a long title…A House in the Woods: On the Evolution of Consciousness of Man, Not-Man and the Earth.”


    Jack laughed from the kitchen. “That’s a solid mouthful for a Messiah, don’t you think? Here’s Cosmic Rule No. 521: if you’re at a party and someone even utters the word consciousness run for the hills!”


    He took the plate of mango out to the lanai and she swatted at him as he went past. He started to whistle a refrain from the Eagles song, Learn to Be Still.


    She recognized the lyrics and the joke. “Pretty dark, Jack…”


    Coming back through, he kissed her cheek and whispered, “You know what happens to all those starry-eyed Messiahs…”


    She reached to swat him again and missed.


    She hit the volume and a voice came on. It was startling how quietly the man was speaking. Even more so, that the enormous crowd was so quiet to hear him. It was transfixing. “Jack, you really should listen to this. It’s interesting.”


    


    You can’t see the Light until you step


    from the shadows. The Light of your


    mind, your heart, which you co-create


    with the world…


    


    Jack could hear some of the words from the kitchen, pausing while uncorking the champagne. There was something about the voice, as if he’d heard it before.


    He carried two of the plates on one arm and the champagne bottle and carafe of orange juice in the other. “Come on, let’s not let it get cold.”


    She hesitated, looking at the screen and then back at Jack juggling the plates. She hit the mute and caught him at the screen door. “Here, let me take some of that.”


    They walked out onto the lanai and set everything down on the table. She noticed the crystal champagne flutes with an orchid in a small vase in the center. “Looks fantastic. What’s the occasion?”


    “No occasion. Just us.”


    He pulled her chair out and poured the orange juice into the champagne.


    He paused and looked around, taking it all in. The waves on the bay were changing slowly from light to dark and back again as they moved in from the open ocean. From the jagged mountains, mists fell down in veils, evaporating as they hit the sunny beaches.


    “Look at this,” he said, his voice low, nearly reverent. “My God, what a morning. I really missed it. Maybe your Messiah should talk about this?”


    He picked up his champagne glass. “Here’s to paradise.”


    She touched her glass to his, holding it there. “Yes, our Eden.”


    A scarlet red honeycreeper flew past and into a large tree, an‘I’iwi.


    “Did you see that?” Jack said. “I’ve never seen one so low off the mountain. A good sign.”


    She paused, looking all around: at the waves, at the mountains, at the azure in the skies.


    “My God, it’s beautiful…”


    


    †


    


    They were feeling guilty from their breakfast and the champagne and chided each other into a hike on the Kalalau Trail – two miles through lush jungle tracing a narrow trail up and down sea cliffs and then two miles back after dipping their sore feet in a stream below Hanakapiai Falls.


    Arriving back in mid-afternoon, they threw themselves into the showers, Lani standing under the water for what seemed like an hour. Afterwards, they relaxed and tried to watch a movie, but instead dozed off, Lani bundled into the cushions on the couch, Jack splayed out on the floor.


    “Jack…Jack…” she said, nudging him awake.


    “Holy smoke, I really passed out.” He sat up as all of his old football injuries cracked at once. He smiled, “Hope you know what you’re getting here. Just an old creaking ship.”


    “Yeah, but you’re my old creaking ship,” she laughed, walking into the kitchen to get some water. “Boy, I’m thirsty. Maybe we haven’t recovered all the way from our, um…adventures.”


    They hadn’t come up with a word to generically describe what they’d been through and he smiled at the attempt, “Adventures? As good as any.”


    They were still full from breakfast and decided to have cheese and bread on the lanai where they could watch the last light on the waves. He poured Mai Tai’s from a pitcher and sat down next to her, looking out to sea.


    As the sun disappeared, she turned towards the house, “Did you hear that? I think it came from inside.”


    She crooked her head, “There it is again.”


    Through the screen door, Jack could hear sounds coming from the living room, a soft crackling followed by distant voices.


    He retrieved a piece of carved wood that he kept by the door and she followed him as they slowly moved inside, first checking the kitchen and then walking down into the sunken living room.


    Standing in the middle of the dark room, they listened, Lani noting that the television had somehow been turned off.


    Suddenly, the Wall-Screen activated and they spun, startled. The screen glowed with a familiar image: the Oval Office, so large that it felt as if they could step right into it. The Oval Office was empty and Jack wondered if it was only a photograph.


    That is, until Mac walked into the middle of the image and sat down facing the president’s desk. He looked back over the couch, straight at them, “Hey, buddy!”


    On cue, the president’s chair spun around and President Walker smiled, “Hey Jack. Hi Lani.”


    Jack and Lani looked at each other.


    “Caught ya, didn’t we?” Mac laughed.


    “Alright, I’ll bite,” Jack said, intrigued. “How did you two get inside my new TV?”


    Walker looked over at Mac. “Alright Mac, how did we get inside his TV?”


    “Hey old friend,” Mac beamed proudly, “after all you’ve been through you’d think that nothing would be a surprise, at least where satellites and governments are concerned. What, you think the NSA only taps the Internet and people’s phones? Your laptop there – it’s tapped straight into the TV screen, right? Just trying to save the world and all, one TV at a time.”


    “Listen, Jack,” the president chimed in, “the First Lady was after me again today on when you two were coming into town. The Japanese premier is due here at the end of next month and it would be good cover for our own get-together. You took off so fast we never had a proper celebration.”


    Lani looked up at Jack, “How about after Paris?”


    “Thanks again for the invite,” Jack said. “Actually, we’re visiting Inspector Garneau next month in Paris and thought about driving down south towards Nice afterwards. No reason why we couldn’t stop back through D.C. on our way home.”


    “Sounds great,” the president said. “Now Jack, you also never let the First Lady give you two a gift, any gift. So Mac and I put our heads together and came up with this. I think you’re gonna like it. It’s First Lady-approved.”


    President Walker looked down at the remote in his hand and then over at Mac, “Mac, which button again?”


    Mac first looked to Lani. “Lani, take a look at your laptop screen. Do you see the glowing green icon? Just hit it.”


    Mac looked back at the president, “Mr. President, hit 5214.”


    President Walker and Mac then walked to the center of the Oval Office, putting their arms around each other and waving like tourists. “See you two later. Enjoy the show…”


    Suddenly, the image snapped to black and then, just as abruptly, into an image of stars. Another fast click and the entire wall morphed into an image of the Earth from orbit, blue and white and perfect.


    “It’s beautiful,” Lani said, unable to take her eyes away.


    The satellite adjusted and slipped to a lower altitude: over Africa, the Nile River meandering in silence. Then lower: an unidentified desert, two lonely lakes looking up like eyes. Then lower: a village and a small house, people walking across the dry dirt streets.


    They watched as a young woman ran from the house after a small dog, which had seen something outside. The woman leaned over and picked up the object and the dog pulled at it, playing.


    The satellite began moving past its aperture and the image blurred.


    “My God, Jack, look at that,” Lani whispered, leaning into him.


    The blurs of Aisha and the dog cocked their heads towards a voice coming from the house, her mother calling, and the dog ran back inside. For some reason, Aisha paused, looking around and then up, shielding her eyes from the sun.


    From the brown of her face, a white blur appeared.


    A smile.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Thank you for reading my book. If you enjoyed A Dark Perfection, please leave a review on Amazon.com at http://amzn.to/1lA9Svc. To contact the author, please visit www.ADarkPerfection.com.


    


    


    Coming soon…


    [image: ]

  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
A DARK
PERFECTION

1

MARK JAMES





OEBPS/Images/00002.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00001.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00004.jpeg
Paris/Ambassador KauairMajor San Framtuy





OEBPS/Images/00003.jpeg
Major/mistress Ambassador/mistress

.. 5





OEBPS/Images/00006.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00005.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00008.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00007.jpeg
Gt %





OEBPS/Images/00009.jpeg
A BLUE
PERFECTION

MARK ]AMES





