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‘Can we get control of an individual to
the point where he will do our bidding against his will and even
against fundamental laws of nature such as self preservation?’

CIA memorandum, January 1952

 



Prologue

The Red Queen of
Central Park

John had sounded
weird when he called. ‘Meet me at one-thirty at the Strawberry
Fields entrance to Central Park. You have to do something for me.
Wear something people won’t forget.’ Then he hung up.

It was 1.55 now. Where the hell are
you, John? In rainbow-striped hot pants that dug into her
backside and a scarlet crop-top that stretched too tightly across
her chest, Sarah Harris was certain people were sniggering at her.
Her feet had swollen up because of the heat and ached inside her
new red Adidas sneakers.

‘Wow, it’s a hot one,’ the weathergirl
had said on the morning news. ‘A hundred degrees in the shade.’

The glare from the sun was giving Sarah
a headache. She glanced down at the metal stud sticking out of her
bellybutton, wondering why she was doing this. She hadn’t dressed
this way since university. A respectable thirty-year-old FBI
Special Agent should know better. No wonder the suits were
eyeballing her. They were standing yards away, talking loudly, as
if they wanted her to overhear.

‘A hundred bucks says she does it.’ The
taller guy was adjusting a metallic earpiece. A matching microphone
positioned near his mouth glinted in the sunshine. He and his
colleague were checking out everyone who came into the park. They
could easily be in Sarah’s own line of business, but ops in major
public spaces had been banned for years.

What were they talking about? Sarah was
sure the shorter guy was staring at her handbag. A snatch? He
seemed far too well dressed. Maybe they thought she was a
hooker.

In the sweltering conditions, most
visitors to the park were wearing T-shirts and shorts, but these
two men were dressed in identical grey suits. Bulges spoiled the
line of their jackets. Shoulder holsters? Sarah prayed they were
nothing more than detectives on their lunch-break, making dumb bets
to burn time. John called guys like that The Undead because
they needed to get a life. Where was he?

‘This is nuts,’ the shorter man said.
‘If you think she’s going to do that right here in broad daylight,
then…’

The tall man tapped his microphone.
‘Watch and learn.’

Sarah was certain they were talking
about her, but it made no sense. She ought to get out of here, but
there was still no sign of John. He hadn’t called to let her know
why he was running late.

With the bright sunlight making her eyes
water, she reached into her handbag and grabbed a pair of shades
with mirrored blue lenses. She’d bought them on vacation in Vegas
because they went well with her blonde hair, but the lenses were
poor quality and gave everything a grainy appearance.

A traffic light had malfunctioned in
West Central Park and the Walk and Don’t Walk signs
were showing at the same time. Drivers pounded on their horns as
pedestrians weaved between the stationary vehicles. Everything’s
screwing up, Sarah thought, wiping a line of sweat from her
forehead. How could the suits bear this furnace?

‘Those two magic words, that’s all it
takes.’

Sarah stared at the tall man, trying to
make sense of what he was saying. Then – shit – he winked at her.
The training manual said she ought to get out of this situation,
observe it from a distance and figure out what was going on, but it
had been a long time since she last stuck to the rules.

‘Quiet,’ the second man said. ‘Package
identified.’

Sarah strained to see what they were
looking at. A white Chevrolet van with scratch marks on the doors
had parked illegally on a patch of grass near the entrance gates,
with the volume of its radio turned right up. What a Wonderful
World was blaring, the song that had been playing on the
jukebox in the student bar when she first met John. The van looked
like it belonged to a builder, but the man in the driver’s seat was
another grey suit. Holding an ice cream, he was making no attempt
to eat it.

This is all fucked up. Then Sarah
caught sight of John striding towards the park entrance, wearing a
garish yellow suit and a wide-brimmed yellow hat. Everyone stopped
to stare at him. Dark-haired and blue-eyed, John was six feet two,
one hundred and eighty pounds and his muscular build showed he
worked out regularly. He normally got admiring looks from women,
but now, in this get-up, he looked like a crazy man.

After the accident, doctors had told her
to be on the lookout for anomalous behaviour. She thought he’d been
getting better, but now this.

A kid with a red balloon ran in front of
him, forcing him to break his step. The little boy was rushing to
join his friends playing near a set of rusting swings. Dressed in a
Spiderman costume, he giggled every time he fired fake cobwebs from
a toy gun. His parents, sitting on the grass nearby, were busy
preparing a picnic. They looked up to peer curiously at John. As he
approached, Sarah felt his eyes roaming over her body.

‘The hot-pants are perfect,’ he
said.

‘John, what’s this all about?’

His eyes sucked in the two men in grey
suits and the third one in the van. ‘I didn’t want to risk meeting
you indoors. They tried to bug the apartment.’

‘Please tell me what’s going on.’

‘They won’t do anything; not here. Too
many witnesses.’

‘Who?’

‘There’s no time. I’m getting out.’ John
glanced at the park gates. ‘Today.’ A coach and horses went
by, carrying a newly married young couple. ‘I want you to come with
me.’ John had been gripping something and now he extended his
hand.

Sarah gazed at a black velvet box with a
pink ribbon round it.

‘I…’ John hesitated. ‘Why have we put it
off for so long?’

‘John?’

‘You know how I feel. The only thing in
my life that never changes is how much I love you.’

Sarah trembled as John lifted the locket
hanging from his silver neck-chain and gently kissed it. He said it
was his most prized possession. Within hours of first being
introduced to her, he asked to take her picture. The next day he
miniaturised the photo, put it in the locket and hung it from his
neck-chain. ‘So I’ll always remember you,’ he’d said.

Soon, she made a matching locket. They’d
been inseparable after that, until John’s assignments took him
abroad. His long absences didn’t sour things. Only the accident
managed to put a dent in their relationship, and only because John
was obsessed that ‘they’ did something to him. He claimed they were
out to get him before he could prove anything. Sarah prayed things
would go back to normal.

‘Aren’t you going to say anything?’ John
asked.

Now Sarah lifted her locket and kissed
it too. She slipped her arms round his back. ‘I love you to
death.’

There was a shriek and Sarah glanced to
her right. A small girl had crashed her bike and was sprawled on
the grass a few metres away. John went over to help her to her
feet. She was snivelling but smiled when she saw him. Before she
rode off, she gave him a red rose she’d had in a basket on the
front of her bike.

Sarah noticed a man in a grey suit
walking in her direction – the guy from the van, still with a full
ice cream. It hadn’t melted.

It hadn’t melted.

It’s plastic, she realised with a jolt.
He was whispering into it. Some sort of microphone.

The man stopped right in front of her.
Between his thumb and index finger, he held a small metallic
gadget, the size and shape of a silver dollar.

‘Red Queen,’ he said, pressing the
gizmo.

A high-pitched sound tore through Sarah.
Immediately, she removed her shades. The world had become red. The
grass, the trees, the buildings, the cars, the people, the sky
itself – all red.

‘Red Queen,’ the man said again.

‘I understand.’ Normal colours
reappeared. Sarah knew if she hadn’t said the right thing, the
world would have stayed red forever.

‘I’m the Delivery Manager. The customer
is John Dexter.’ He gazed straight through her. ‘Delivery must be
made immediately.’

Sarah noticed a black cat slinking past
the man and gazing up at her with intense green eyes. She reached
out with her hand and realised she was invisibly trying to stroke
her own cat, Clever Kitty. It had been missing for the last two
days and she was concerned. She snatched her hand back to her side,
confused.

‘What you need is in your handbag,’ the
man said. ‘Now take this.’ He gave her a card then strode away into
the crowd. She dropped it into her handbag.

John was walking back now, followed by
Spiderman and several of his pals dressed as rival miniature
superheroes, each holding a balloon in one hand and a messy,
dripping ice cream in the other.

‘A red rose for the beautiful lady,’
John said. He was about to present her with the flower, but changed
his mind. ‘That comes after.’ He placed the rose in the buttonhole
of his lapel then raised the presentation box and opened it. Inside
was a brushed-silver engagement ring engraved with ocean waves.
Leaning forward, he kissed Sarah lightly on the forehead. ‘How
quickly can you pack? We need to travel light. Just grab your
passport and a few things.’

Sarah reached into her handbag. Her
fingers touched the grip of a pistol – a Heckler & Koch P9S,
the sort she’d used in training at Quantico. A round was already
chambered. She clicked off the safety. Raising the pistol in front
of her, she pointed it at John’s head then moved it down until it
was opposite his chest.

‘Sarah, what…’ John stopped in
mid-sentence. Some of the kids laughed.

She fired one shot. A splatting noise
reminded her of a game boys played when they used watermelons as
target practice for their air pistols.

John collapsed. The side of his head
cracked against the ground and his hand flailed upwards. Spiderman
took his outstretched hand and burst into tears, losing his grip on
his balloon. A second later, his mother snatched him away.

Sarah gazed upwards to track the balloon
as it soared into the sky. Soon, it was moving so slowly she
wondered if it had stopped. Shifting her attention to the ground,
she saw a line of blood creeping towards her sneakers. A shiver ran
up her spine: she couldn’t remember her name.

She grabbed an ID card lying in her
handbag. It said she was Jane Ford and worked for the Secret
Service. She breathed out hard. An object glinting in the sun
caught her attention. It was a ring nudging against a discarded
Coke can lying a few feet away. She stared at it. Her stomach
cramped and she thought she might collapse. She was aware of a foul
taste in her mouth.

She closed her eyes, hoping everything
would return to normal, but when she opened them again, everything
had gone crazy. People were walking in slow motion, their voices
sounding as if they’d been fed through a machine playing at
half-speed. She heard everything everyone around her was saying,
all at the same time.

Two police cars arrived and pulled up
next to the kids’ playground. Sarah was amazed that she could count
each pulse of the flashing lights. Paramedics got out of an
ambulance and came towards her, avoiding a puddle of vomit near a
hot-dog cart. Voices marched through her mind. For a second, she
was sure everyone was speaking in different languages. Then she
became aware of one voice, very close. Someone was talking to
her.

…under arrest. You have the right to
remain silent. Anything you say…

Something cold and hard was put onto her
wrists. She searched for the word. Handcuffs? Her eyes locked on to
the man who had spoken: Italian looking with jet-black hair. His
shoes were pointed at the toes, his suit too fashionable. Did he
say he was a detective?

A black four-door Cadillac with
blacked-out windows pulled up and two men in grey suits got out.
She flinched. Them. The taller one flashed an ID shield that
she didn’t recognise.

She overheard a female paramedic saying,
‘Get him in the ambulance right away.’

‘Is he dead?’ one of the suits
asked.

‘Who wants to know?’ the detective
interrupted.

The paramedic ignored both of them. ‘Get
a body bag ready.’

‘We’re handling this now,’ the suit
said, turning to the detective.

‘What are you talking about?’ the
detective said. ‘You can’t do that.’

‘You’ve seen our ID. You’re way out of
your depth, pal.’

‘Who says?’

The suits looked at each.

Sarah studied the detective’s mouth. It
was quivering with frustration, the lips moving silently,
cursing.

‘So what am I supposed to tell my boss?’
he said eventually.

‘That’s your problem.’

The detective shook his head. ‘I’m not
taking this.’

‘It’s your funeral.’ The taller of the
suits removed Sarah’s handcuffs, pushed her into the back of the
Cadillac then slapped his colleague on the back. ‘That’s a hundred
bucks you owe me.’

****

As the car moved
off, Sarah listened to the tall man making a call on his cell
phone: ‘Termination completed at 14.15 hours. Red Queen has been
deactivated. Possible signs of psychosis. Cleaning operation in
progress.’

Why was the man saying these strange
things? It was such a lovely day. What were all these policemen
doing here? She felt anxious. Where on earth had John got to? He’d
been behaving so oddly lately, but she wanted him to know that, no
matter what, she’d always stand by him.

‘OK,’ the man said, ‘I’ll let the
Director know. Bringing in asset now for reprogramming.’

Sarah stared out of the tinted window at
an ambulance. There must have been an accident. Someone was taking
pictures. She wondered who this Red Queen was. She sounded so
glamorous.
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Epidemic


Two Years
Later

Sarah Harris, in
a black overcoat, pushed through the security turnstiles and
hurried across the lobby to the elevators, avoiding slippery
patches where snow, carried in on people’s shoes, had melted. When
her boss called her the night before to tell her something had come
up, he sounded uncertain and James Dargo was famous for
never sounding uncertain. The only clue he’d given her was a
cryptic remark about red circles. What was that supposed to
mean?

She glanced at the large sign over the
elevators – FBI: Critical Incident Response Group (New
York). CIRG’s job was to coordinate a rapid Federal response to
any major criminal incident and it could draw on specialist units
such as the Hostage Rescue Team and the Crisis Negotiation Unit, as
well as the Behavioural Analysis Unit with its expert psychological
profilers. Sarah wondered how red circles could in any way be
connected with a critical incident.

This was her first working Sunday in six
months and her body clock was struggling to adjust to an early
start on a day when she normally caught up on her sleep. She looked
at her watch. Shit, twenty minutes late. She was in line for
Dargo’s ‘80/20’ speech. She knew it by heart. ‘Twenty percent of
any organisation are potential high flyers. You can make dog meat
out of the rest.’

She showed her ID to the guard and he
waved her on. He was a miserable old man called Bob. Every time she
saw him, with his sleepy grey moustache, she thought of dust
gathering on old, unread Bibles.

The CIRG office in Pearl Street in
Manhattan’s financial district housed around three hundred agents
and ancillary staff. Today, apart from security personnel, few
people were around. An unsettling quiet hung over the place.

As Sarah approached the elevators, she
veered left. Five of the six elevators were painted grey while the
odd one, on the extreme left, was burgundy. It stopped at a single
floor – the tenth, home to the senior staff.

The rapid ascent usually left her
slightly light-headed, but this time Sarah didn’t notice. When she
got out, she almost collided with Eva Kranic. Kranic, from the
FBI’s Jacob K. Javits Manhattan office, was an elite undercover
agent who sometimes worked on CIRG cases. Undercover Operations –
UCOs – interested Sarah and she liked to chat with Kranic, but
there was no time this morning. They nodded at each other, then
Sarah made her way to the Phoenix Suite of interview rooms.

After knocking on the door of No. 3
interview room – nicknamed ‘Sing Sing’ because it was where FBI
personnel under investigation by the Office of Professional
Responsibility were supposed to ‘sing’ their secrets – she slipped
inside. A small office painted peppermint green, Sing Sing smelled
of lemon air freshener. Dargo, dressed in a navy blue suit and
seated at a maple table, was studying a document. With his
steel-grey cropped hair and sharp grey eyes, he looked like a
made-man from a Mafia movie. He gave the impression that he knew
the whereabouts of quite a few unmarked desert graves, and if you
got on his wrong side he’d dig one for you too.

‘Harris,’ he said with an
ostentatious look at his watch.

‘I’m sorry,’ Sarah apologised. ‘There
was a…’

‘Sit down. We’ve wasted enough
time.’

Sarah had once heard a story about Dargo
forcing an agent to take a lie detector test because the guy’s
excuse for being late was so feeble. He failed and was fired. She
nervously poured herself a black coffee and took the seat next to
him. In front of her was a document with the title: ‘Epidemic of
Dissociative Identity Disorder in Manhattan?’

Dargo turned the first page for her, and
gave a sly smile. ‘A little surprise for you?’

Sarah saw the name of the author – Mike
Lacey. That’s all I need, she thought.

Dargo picked up the phone and called an
extension. ‘She’s here, Mike. We’re in Sing Sing. See you in five.’
He put the phone down again and picked up his copy of the document.
‘While we’re waiting for Lacey, I’ll give you a rundown of what
this is all about.’ He explained that Lacey had been collating
reports from social services, police, hospitals, drug rehab centres
and mental institutions about a growing number of young men and
women who’d come to their attention over the last few months, all
with an unlikely connection.

‘Here’s the thing,’ Dargo said. ‘First,
they all suffer from bouts of amnesia. Second, they have at least
three red circles tattooed on the insides of their left wrists. And
every one of these people earned more than a quarter of a million
dollars last year.’

Sarah, suddenly uneasy, stiffened and
folded her arms.

‘There’s one last thing,’ Dargo added.
‘All of them have been voluntarily sterilised within the last six
months.’

Sarah took a sip of coffee and stared
blankly ahead, baffled.

‘Over a hundred people have been
affected so far,’ Dargo said, ‘and new cases are being reported
every day. No newspapers have got hold of this story yet, but you
can imagine the headlines if they do.’

‘But there’s no evidence of any crime,
let alone any critical incident,’ Sarah said. She was interrupted
by a knock on the door and cleared her throat as Mike Lacey
entered. ‘Hi, Mike,’ she said quietly.

Lacey gave a little nod and sat down
opposite her. From Brooklyn, he was slim, black, twenty-seven years
old and over six feet tall. A purple silk tie with a large knot
offset his conventional dark suit and white shirt, apparently his
way of demonstrating that he hadn’t become just another agent. He’d
become a rising star of the Behavioural Analysis Unit after
providing a profile that proved decisive in allowing the FBI to
apprehend a notorious serial killer.

‘Sarah has some doubts about all of
this, Mike. Why don’t you reassure her?’

Lacey nodded. ‘I’ll begin by showing you
a police video.’ He rotated his swivel seat so that he faced the
plasma TV on the wall behind him. ‘The young woman you’re about to
see is Theresa Martinez. She’s twenty-eight, a creative director in
an advertising agency and she earns three hundred thousand dollars
a year.’ He pressed a button on a remote control and low-quality
video footage appeared on the TV.

A striking Hispanic woman with shining
skin, large gold earrings and a gold tongue stud was being
interviewed by a detective, with the interview timed at four
o’clock on a Saturday morning. The woman’s eyes initially refused
to focus then focused too much, making her stare like a lunatic.
She held up her left hand and three small red circles in a neat row
were visible on the inside of her wrist. Her speech was slurred and
she didn’t answer any questions. ‘The voice in the darkness,’ she
mumbled a few times. Another comment stood out: ‘The river can save
us all. Back to the beginning.’ Everything else was babble.

A second interview timed at nine o’clock
on the same morning showed the same woman, now looking smart and
composed. She politely answered questions, but was unable to say
anything about where she’d been earlier, or what had happened to
her. ‘Mi vida loca,’ she said with a shrug. It became obvious that
she had, or was pretending to have, amnesia concerning the previous
few hours.

‘Rohypnol?’ Sarah commented. She prayed
it was something as simple as that, but Lacey shook his head.

‘This Martinez woman has been to her
doctor several times since that interview,’ he said. ‘Each time she
visits, a new circle is on her wrist, but she has no idea how it
got there. There are seven circles now, in a line going most of the
way round her wrist. There’s room for three more. Also, she
complains about hours of the day going missing. She says friends
have told her she occasionally starts gibbering and doesn’t
recognise anyone. She’s on sick leave now. It’s a similar story
with the others.’

Sarah turned several pages of the report
at once. ‘I don’t understand why we’re looking at this. Some new
designer drug has hit the streets, that’s all. Leave it to the
narcotics guys.’

‘We’re getting involved because more
than a hundred rich young people have reported the same thing,’
Lacey said. ‘All of them have multiple red circles on their wrists
and they’re acting weird. We don’t know what’s causing it and we
don’t know how big it might get.’ He leaned forward. ‘What happens
if Martinez completes the set? – all ten circles.’

‘Tell us your theory,’ Dargo said.

‘The report you have in front of you
states the facts, that’s all. I haven’t offered any speculations
other than to point out that all of the people in this report
appear to be suffering from varying degrees of dissociation.’

‘Dissociation?’ Sarah blurted. This case
unnerved her and she had no idea why.

‘Dissociation is a process of mental
disconnection in a person’s thoughts, feelings and memories,’ Lacey
said, ‘maybe in their whole identity. While a person is
dissociating, normal mental activity is partially or completely
disrupted. The classic example is of a child being severely
sexually abused. The abuse may be so bad that the kid dissociates
it from his normal memory and hides it in his subconscious so that
he won’t have to confront it every day. It’s an effective escape
mechanism for someone facing unbearable trauma, but it leads to
memory gaps. In extreme cases, it can lead to what used to be
called multiple personality disorder where a person has one
personality for dealing with the normal world and another for
dealing with abusive situations. Sometimes there can be more than
one personality.’

‘Are you saying the red circle people
have been sexually abused?’ Dargo asked.

‘I’m saying it’s possible they’ve been
exposed to severe trauma, somehow connected with those
circles.’

‘How do you propose we move this
forward, Mike?’ Sarah asked. The circles seemed such a small thing,
she thought, but somehow they signified something much bigger.

‘We should set up surveillance on all of
these people, see what they get up to, where they go; find out if
we can identify a common link.’

‘What do you think, Sarah?’ Dargo
asked.

‘We don’t have the resources for this,
sir. I agree it’s intriguing, but if some new designer drug is in
town, it’s not our job to sort it out. I can’t see how we can
justify an investigation at this stage. Our budgets have been
capped again this year. We simply can’t afford it.’ She tried to
smile supportively at Lacey, but feared it came out as patronising.
‘I’d say that Mike should continue to monitor the situation and let
us know if there are any significant developments.’

‘I have to go along with Sarah on this
one,’ Dargo said. ‘This is good work, Mike, and thanks for bringing
it to our attention, but there’s nothing we can do right now. Even
so, I have a gut feeling this could be trouble.’

Lacey, who had been spinning a pen
between his fingers for the past few seconds, now carefully placed
the pen on the table. ‘Sir, a lot of wealthy people are affected by
this, maybe people of influence, or related to people of influence,
if you know what I mean. I think we have to gamble and take the
initiative right now. If we get it right, it will be a coup for the
department. We may get a bigger budget for next year.’

Dargo smiled. ‘Mike, you’re saying the
right things, but if you’re wrong, CIRG will get burned. We’re
keeping out of this for now.’

Sarah fought to keep her face
expressionless, but she couldn’t disguise her relief.

Just then, Dargo’s cell phone beeped. He
glanced at it then stood up. ‘Excuse me. I’ll be back shortly.’

‘We don’t meet much these days, Sarah,’
Lacey said when Dargo left.

As always, Sarah’s mind flashed back to
their infamous kiss at a Christmas party. It had come out of the
blue. It was so hot that her boss at the time spoke to her
afterwards to say that kind of thing wasn’t appreciated. ‘It could
compromise your reputation,’ he warned. Ever since, she’d been
abrupt with Lacey. Now, she was on edge, hoping Dargo would return
fast.

‘According to the polls, your
boyfriend’s looking good for the big job,’ Lacey said. ‘I
don’t know, would that make you First Lady?’

‘We’re not married.’

‘He has a rally planned for tonight,
doesn’t he? Craigavon Hall, right? I was thinking of going.’

‘Are you interested in politics?’

‘Not really. I heard Montcrieff is
planning to make a major announcement. I’m curious. Do you know
what it is?’

Sarah shook her head, but she did know
something unusual was on Robert’s agenda. He’d made her promise to
go to tonight’s rally. He wanted her to wear her most glamorous
dress and get her hair done. ‘You mustn’t be late,’ he
insisted.

She felt as if a storm were about to
break. Maybe that would be a relief from the strange wintry freeze
that had settled over Manhattan lately. The city had been locked in
snow and ice since the start of October with record low
temperatures being logged daily.

The door opened and Dargo came back in.
‘OK, where were we? Just wrapping things up, right? I have to
emphasise that the media mustn’t get a scent of this. They’ll turn
it into a circus like they always do. So, not a word to anyone.
Clear?’

Sarah and Lacey nodded.

‘Oh, one more thing while you’re here,’
Dargo said, turning to Sarah. ‘With Robert Montcrieff in town,
there’s bound to be a lot of media attention coming your way. I’ve
asked the PR department to contact all media outlets to say we
don’t want anyone hassling you while you’re doing your job. I’ve
reminded them it could be deemed a Federal offence.’

‘Thanks.’ At times like this,
Sarah wished Robert were a regular guy. Whether she liked it or
not, the spotlight was about to single her out big time. She stood
up to leave.

‘Robert’s a wealthy guy, isn’t he? – not
so different from the folks in my report,’ Lacey commented with a
smirk as she headed for the door. ‘Better check his left wrist
tonight.’ He winked. ‘You never know what you might find.’
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Ghost

This can’t
be. General Clark, his heart thudding, looked across the table
at David Warren.

Warren pushed the photograph away, as
though it were scorching his fingers. He closed his eyes and nodded
his head.

Clark stood up and walked to the window.
The Hudson Tower was a black glass skyscraper overlooking
Manhattan’s Lincoln Tunnel. The penthouse boardroom where the six
members of the Committee held their secret meetings offered some of
the best views of Manhattan on clear days, but the sun didn’t show
up much these days. Darkness clung to the city; a darkness that
Clark imagined was reaching deeper and deeper inside him as the
critical day approached. Now, without warning, an impossible new
darkness had appeared.

Could it really be him? Clark
stared at a picture on the far wall, depicting the Neulander
Institute with its high white walls like those of a
maximum-security penitentiary. Many men would have chosen to hang a
picture of their family on the wall, but, for Clark, nothing could
have been worse than to see the face of his ex-wife Jane and his
daughter staring back at him. So, the Neulander Institute was there
instead.

It wasn’t a sight he found reassuring.
Even though bright white light fell on every surface of that
building, every member of staff wore white, and every piece of
furniture was white, it was the darkest place in the world. If
everyone had a place that haunted them, the Neulander Institute was
it for him. It was where he, the man whose photograph was
now being passed around, was created.

Clark turned away from the window and
switched his attention to FBI Director Gary Lassiter – a tall, grim
man with a skeletal head and black sunken eyes. Despite problems in
the past, Clark now found Lassiter rock solid.

‘God help us,’ Lassiter said as he took
the photograph and squinted at it.

Clark’s gaze shifted to the cold,
aluminium-clad walls of the boardroom. ‘You’re absolutely sure?’ It
was crazy that he was asking these questions since he already knew
the answer, but somehow he had to hear others confirming it.

‘I knew him well,’ Lassiter replied. ‘He
did three missions with my guys.’

‘There’s no chance you’re mistaken?’

Lassiter shook his head.

Could this really be happening?
Cooke had called this emergency meeting because a photograph taken
by an agent had been classified Intcon 1 as soon as it was
seen by a senior station officer that morning. Clark never believed
a picture could make him physically sick, but this one did.

‘There’s no question.’ Lassiter bowed
his head.

Despite the cold outside, Clark sweated
and shivered at the same time. Of all the things he expected to see
today, this picture wasn’t just the last, it was impossible. Ghosts
didn’t exist: Sarah Harris killed John Dexter in Central
Park two years ago.

He tried to remain calm as he measured
his reply. ‘Dexter was declared DOA at the hospital.’ Even as he
said it, memories of Dexter flooded back.

John Dexter was the proof of the
effectiveness of Alice Through the Looking Glass. When the finance
committee came to town, Clark needed only to point to Dexter’s
record and the funding for this most secret of all projects was
renewed instantly. No one was more highly trained than Dexter, but,
ultimately, training has its limits. Then innate skills are
required: intuition, the ability to improvise, sheer nerve. Dexter
had it all, plus, of course, the unique advantages conferred by the
Looking Glass project.

‘He fooled us,’ Lassiter said, shaking
his head. ‘Jesus, maybe he knows about Alice.’

‘No.’ The thought that Alice’s
security had been breached terrified Clark. Everything
depended on it. The idea of the project failing after all the time
and effort that had been invested in it was unthinkable.

‘We thought we’d killed Dexter,’ Warren
remarked. ‘We were wrong about that. Maybe we’re wrong about Alice
too.’

‘Perhaps Dexter’s death was staged,’ Ted
Boca, Director of the National Security Agency, said. ‘Maybe Dexter
and Sarah were in it together all along.’

Clark liked Boca. He was a quiet man,
but strong and tough. With a pockmarked face and a severe crew cut,
he gave off a vaguely threatening vibe. When he spoke, everyone
listened, but this time he’d gone too far.

‘The whole team did its duty,’ Clark
snapped. ‘I can’t explain what happened, but I’m certain nothing
went wrong with Alice. We weren’t betrayed.’

‘Dexter must have guessed,’ Lassiter
intervened. ‘He took counter-measures.’

Clark wanted to hear the opinion of Jim
Carson, Director of the National Reconnaissance Organisation. He
had a PhD in quantum physics from MIT and his opinion always
carried weight.

‘Dexter was a big fan of customised
bulletproof vests,’ Carson said in his soft Texan accent. ‘Sarah
should have gone for a head shot.’

Clark nodded. ‘It’s the only rational
explanation.’ He took a moment to compose himself. He mustn’t show
any signs of weakness. ‘OK, let’s run through what we know. Three
weeks ago, an American national arrived from Russia. Initially, he
didn’t raise any suspicions. However, his passport was copied for a
random background check. The following day it was exposed as an
expert fake, like ones used by our own agents. It was passed to
intelligence analysts who made an assessment that the man was
probably a former agent of ours. In the absence of any other
information, the analysts presumed a worst-case scenario as per
standard operating procedure, assuming he was a terrorist or
assassin. They concluded their report with the following: identity
of assassin – unknown; true appearance of assassin –
unknown; target of assassin – unknown. They
classified him as ‘unsub’ – unknown subject.

‘Later, we discovered that a man newly
arrived from Russia had joined a network of suspected terrorists
we’d been monitoring for months. It was likely this was our missing
unsub. Two of our agents had already successfully infiltrated the
organisation. One of them – Eva Kranic, code-name March Hare –
recently identified the newcomer as the leader of the network and
managed to get the picture you have in front of you. In this room,
we’ve now all positively identified him as John Dexter.’ Clark
stopped, still struggling to accept the reality of it.

‘If this is Dexter,’ Warren said,
‘what’s his objective?’

‘It’s obvious,’ Carson commented.
‘Revenge. He’s here for Sarah.’ His next words came more
slowly. ‘And us.’

‘What are we going to do?’ Warren
asked.

Clark breathed in hard. ‘Nothing drastic
for now. We’ll put our two undercover agents – March Hare and White
Rabbit – on full alert.’

‘Isn’t it too risky to let Dexter stay
on the loose?’ Lassiter interrupted. ‘Election Day is just a week
away. Our preparations are at a critical stage.’

‘March Hare told us Dexter was moving
constantly, using every counter-surveillance technique in the
book,’ Clark responded. ‘Remember, Dexter wrote the book. If
we want to kill him we need more intel. about his plans.’

He waited for someone to disagree. He
realised Frank Doyle, Director of the Defence Intelligence Agency,
hadn’t spoken yet. The DIA, the military equivalent of the CIA, was
a huge organisation with over eight thousand employees, responsible
for providing high quality military intelligence to the Department
of Defence. As for Doyle, he was a three-star general and the
principal intelligence adviser to the Secretary of Defence and the
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

‘You’re very quiet, Frank,’ Clark
said.

Doyle looked up. ‘Dexter won’t be
waiting to gather information.’ His face had turned pale. ‘He
already knows what he’s going to do. And we all know he’s one of
the most dangerous men on earth.’
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The Speech

Sarah, what kept
you?’ Jacob Spiegel’s voice echoed in the great expanse of
Craigavon Hall’s marble lobby. ‘I promised Robert I’d have you
side-stage by the end of his speech.’

Dickhead, Sarah mouthed. She
loathed Robert’s campaign manager with his face like a
store-detective’s and his shiny suits that he probably thought put
him up there with the slickest dressers. It wasn’t her fault that
she was late. The two secret service men assigned to her had spent
so much time fussing around they’d fallen half an hour behind
schedule.

‘Robert’s about to make his
announcement,’ Spiegel said. ‘I don’t know what he plans to say,
but he definitely wants you there.’

‘When does his speech finish?’

‘Ten minutes. Go through the door behind
me and stand behind the curtain at the side of the stage. Robert
will signal when he’s ready.’

Sarah made her way to her position.
She’d done what Robert suggested and visited Amanda, her favourite
hairdresser. Her hair was now cut in a sharp, jaw-length bob that
clung to her head like a helmet. A killer hairstyle Amanda had
assured her after spending two hours getting it just right. They’d
joked about their common journey over the years from blonde to
raven hair, long to short. To complete her look, Sarah was wearing
three-inch stilettos and a designer black chiffon dress. ‘To die
for,’ Amanda had enthused.

Through a space in the curtains, Sarah
glimpsed Robert standing at a lectern in front of thousands of
supporters. Everywhere, his face gazed back from his supporters’
placards.

‘Vote for the Dream Ticket,’ the
placards proclaimed. ‘Robert Montcrieff for President. Grace
Rebello for Vice President.’

Robert’s supporters had a special gleam
in their eyes, as though they’d been shown the secret shortcut to
heaven. The front ranks were filled with attractive women, all
greedily pressing forward, stretching out their hands towards their
idol.

Robert really can be President,
Sarah thought. He would be the first true independent to sit in the
White House. She remembered what one women’s magazine said about
him in its latest edition. Wanted – Robert Montcrieff for
total gorgeousness. It still astonished her that she’d managed
to hook such a special guy.

‘He sure knows how to work a crowd,’ a
voice behind her said.

Sarah turned and saw her best friend,
Nicki Murphy. The New York correspondent of The Washington
Post, Nicki was following Robert on the campaign trail to write
an election special on him. Originally from Dublin, she was a
striking redhead with long Pre-Raphaelite hair.

‘Hey, love the new hairdo,’ Nicki said.
‘Going for the Louise Brooks look? Good choice.’

Sarah smiled.

‘It’s some story, isn’t it?’ Nicki
gestured at Robert. ‘The man from nowhere running on an independent
ticket. The Republicans and Democrats turn their big guns on him
and the shells just bounce off. Then he picks Grace Rebello as his
running mate. I mean, he has every base covered, doesn’t he?’

Grace Rebello was a beautiful black
woman, chic and smart, with a degree in economics from Yale and a
PhD from Harvard, and she was reputedly in the running for the
Nobel Prize.

‘Robert and Grace – let’s hope they’re
not the dream team in more ways than one, huh?’ Nicki teased. ‘Of
course, you know Spiegel’s trying to arrange a permanent union
between them. He’s obsessed with The Project.’

Screw Spiegel and his project,
Sarah thought. She didn’t like any of Robert’s close friends; in
particular the two ex-Marines, Ian Longbottom and Tommy Henshaw,
who headed up Robert’s security team. Their constant presence
irritated her. It was hard enough to spend time with him without
those clowns hanging around.

She turned her attention back to the
rally. The Stars and Stripes were everywhere. Even the stage
curtains formed a gigantic Stars and Stripes. Red, white and blue
spotlights criss-crossed over the heads of the crowd and
highlighted Robert as he stood in front of a semicircle of pristine
flags.

‘He sure knows how to play the patriotic
card,’ Nicki said.

Every few seconds, the crowd cheered and
stabbed their placards into the air to greet the main points of
Robert’s speech. Campaign workers held up large signs saying,
alternately, Clap! Cheer! At the side of the hall,
long-legged cheerleaders in Stars and Stripes uniforms added more
excitement. The whole thing seemed closer to a Broadway show than a
political speech.

As Robert spoke, cameras flashed
repeatedly. Several TV crews were in position to film the speech
for the major networks. It was a key moment of the last week of the
campaign, one of the set pieces to be endlessly recycled on news
reports.

‘There’s one week left to save the
country,’ Robert said, adjusting the angle of his microphone then
jabbing his finger at a poster showing President Adam Rieper as the
Grim Reaper – Spiegel’s idea for milking the President’s
distinctive name. ‘Under that guy’s watch, we’ve become clapped
out, junked out, burned out. We’re lying flat on our faces in the
gutter. Forget the American dream: we’re not curing the world,
we’re infecting it.’ To a background of cheers, he beckoned Grace
Rebello onto the stage to join him. ‘You all know what you can do
about it. Take a step into the future. Choose the dream ticket.
Vote Montcrieff and Rebello next Tuesday.’

Sarah took an impulsive step forward,
cheering with the rest of the crowd, as Robert shouted over the
hubbub: ‘And remember – Don’t fear the Reaper.’ On cue, the Blue
Oyster Cult’s famous rock anthem blasted through Craigavon
Hall. Robert and Grace moved to the front of the stage and waved to
their supporters.

Sarah gave Robert a thumbs-up. He
gestured to the crowd to let him speak again. The music
stopped.

‘Is it possible to make this great night
even more special?’ he said. ‘There’s a person here tonight who I
just can’t get out of my head.’

Sarah was uncomfortable now, feeling as
if she had an icy hand squeezing her stomach.

‘I know I’m standing here in front of
thousands of you but my next remark is up close and personal.’
Robert gestured for the lights to be lowered. ‘Sarah, please come
out here.’

Sarah noticed Spiegel scowling at
her.

‘You’re on,’ Nicki said, giving
her a slap on the back.

Blinded by a spotlight, Sarah made her
way across the stage. In her stilettos, she had to walk painfully
slowly. She sensed Grace Rebello studying her. It was hard not to
think of Rebello as a rival, but the truth was she’d never noticed
any sexual chemistry between Robert and Rebello.

Robert approached, looking serious. As
he got closer, he winked. ‘Love the hair.’ He put his hand round
Sarah’s waist and kissed her neck.

What happens now? Sarah’s answer
came right away. Robert dropped onto one knee and took a blue
Tiffany box from his pocket. Sarah wasn’t sure if time had speeded
up, slowed down or gone into some indeterminate state.

‘Sarah, will you be my wife?’

Jesus. Sarah was hurled back to
her childhood. Twelve years old, she stood cowering in front of her
head teacher at convent school. Everyone had been asked to bring in
a picture of their parents on their wedding day so that a collage
called Marriage could be put on the classroom wall. She had
no pictures to show and everyone knew exactly why. Her classmates
called her ‘Gappy’ because of the space between her front teeth:
Gappy, the orphan.

When the others went home, she stayed
behind. Soon the wall was bare, and the garbage can contained three
piles: one for all the brides that she’d carefully separated from
the grooms, one for the grooms, and one for the grooms’ heads,
snipped from their necks.

She still had no idea why she did it.
Miss O’Mallen, the headteacher, nearly expelled her. ‘Sarah Harris,
you’re a wicked child. You’ve sinned against the sacrament of
marriage. I promise you, you’ll never wed. Never.’

The present snapped back. What was
Robert playing at? This was lunacy. They’d never discussed
marriage. Now this. No time to think. What if she said
no?

A few photographers, then more, emerged
onto the stage. A camera crew appeared too. Robert’s friends –
Spiegel, Henshaw and Longbottom – materialised, albeit with stony
faces and phony smiles.

Sarah looked down at Robert, still on
one knee, as dozens of cameras clicked. He opened the Tiffany box,
revealing an exquisite platinum ring, mounted with a sapphire
stone. Sarah felt faint. For some reason, she imagined the ring
lying beside a discarded Coke can.

The silence in the hall verged on the
deathly. Robert looked up, sudden fear in his eyes.

The more Sarah stared at the ring, the
more it frightened her. Something was wrong. Then she
remembered O’Mallen curse that she’d never marry. You always
thought you were so right, O’Mallen, didn’t you?

‘Yes,’ she said without conviction. She
was practically knocked over by the whooping that exploded from the
crowd.

Robert stood up. With a slick movement,
he pushed the ring onto her finger and gave her a spectacular
Gone-With-The-Wind kiss. She didn’t enjoy it here like this in
front of gawping strangers and eased herself away.

The media surrounded them, barking out
questions.

‘Thanks for coming,’ Robert said. ‘God,
it would have been embarrassing if Sarah had said no.’ Everyone
chuckled. They couldn’t help themselves. Robert could charm anyone.
‘Isn’t she gorgeous? I’m such a lucky man.’

Sarah knew she had to say something and
tried to compose a few inadequate sentences. ‘Hi, everyone. As you
probably know, I work for the FBI.’ She felt her voice quaking,
making her wish she had some of Robert’s easy charm.

‘If I screw up, she’ll be reading me my
rights,’ Robert interrupted. They all laughed again.

Photographers jostled for position.
‘Speak up, Sarah,’ a reporter shouted, pushing a microphone towards
her. ‘Tell us what you think of Robert.’

‘I, er…’ she began feebly. Get a
grip. ‘Robert’s the most extraordinary man I’ve ever met,’ she
said more confidently. ‘He’s smart and charming, an amazingly
dynamic man. Throw in the obvious stuff that he’s tall, dashing and
handsome and you have to ask how could I resist? Well, I couldn’t,
of course. Robert will make a truly exceptional president.’

Robert was delighted. She could see it
in his face.

‘This is one hell of a woman,’
Robert declared. ‘Sarah will revolutionise the role of First Lady.
She’ll be an inspiration to young working women everywhere.’

Sarah glanced at the faces of the hacks.
Even the old cynics with their hard eyes looked like they were
about to shed a tear.

‘Well, that’s it, everyone,’ Robert
said. ‘Now I want to whisk away my beautiful fiancée for some
quality time.’

As the cheers boomed around Craigavon
Hall, Sarah hoped she could disappear as people thronged around,
patting her on the back.

‘Good job.’ Nicki gave her a high
five.

‘I must speak to you later, Nicki. I
have a favour to ask.’

As usual, Spiegel was lurking around.
‘This way.’ He led them to an empty room, laid out for a kids’
party. ‘Sorry about this but I’ve been told the caretaker’s son is
having a party in half an hour,’ he explained. ‘Robert, you took me
by surprise out there. Stay here and I’ll be back in a few minutes
once I’ve got rid of the media.’ He disappeared again, leaving them
alone.

‘Spiegel was right about one thing.’
Sarah threw her arms round Robert to hug him. ‘That was a hell of a
surprise.’

Robert kissed her with the same passion
he’d just put into his speech. Sarah felt ecstatic. Then she broke
off and took a step back. When she looked at her engagement ring,
her stomach lurched. Almost mechanically, her eyes tracked down to
Robert’s left wrist.

Nothing there. Thank God. She
wondered why she’d even considered it. Something was spooking her
and it wasn’t just the red circles. When she first met Robert,
there was something unreal about it. Even the location was odd –
the FBI’s Art Gallery, where she spent a short stint before
beginning her current job. It was nicknamed the Ghouls’
Gallery – a place she was never likely to forget.
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The Ghouls’
Gallery

One Year
Earlier

People always
asked the same question: why do you them call them Ghost
deliveries? Sarah used to enjoy teasing them. Now she just snapped
out the response: ‘Because they’re from beyond the grave.’

Every year, the paintings of prisoners
who had graduated from Death Row to the execution chamber were
brought to an annexe of the main office of the FBI’s Behavioural
Analysis Unit in Manhattan, quickly furnishing the annexe with its
Ghouls’ Gallery label.

Most of the art was embarrassingly
amateurish and was put into storage in the basement for behavioural
psychologists to study, but the occasional painting showed genuine
talent, and these were the ones Sarah selected for public
display.

Today, she was less interested in the
delivery of a new batch of paintings and more concerned with
avoiding her assistant. Jenny Lavelle was obsessed with marriage.
Engaged for two years, her wedding day was still eight months away,
but that didn’t stop her bringing in a new wedding magazine every
week. ‘Just looking for ideas,’ she remarked gleefully each
time.

Sarah was convinced Jenny’s wedding
would be the most intricately planned in history. Every detail had
been considered from a hundred separate angles. She disliked
Jenny’s obsession for the simple reason that it invariably led to
Jenny quizzing her about her own love life and asking about the
type of wedding she would have.

Sarah had tried many times to declare
her love life, or rather lack of it, off limits, but Jenny never
took the hint. ‘Don’t worry, Sarah,’ she kept saying, ‘one of these
days you’ll meet your dream man. I’ve a feeling you’ll have the
mother of all weddings.’

Whenever she heard that sort of talk,
Sarah made her excuses and fled for sanctuary. That usually meant a
visit to the penthouse gallery where paintings by some of America’s
most notorious serial killers were displayed. Jenny thought it was
creepy and rarely ventured here, turning it into a refuge for
Sarah.

She didn’t like to admit it, but
sometimes she felt that if she were to paint a picture, it would
resemble one of these. They were all about dislocation, emptiness,
and, especially, loneliness. They tended to be set in remote
locations, way out in the countryside or in parts of the city where
no one ever ventured. They rarely featured more than one person and
that person always seemed to have his back to the viewer. There
were never any faces.

Sarah could stare for hours at the
strange, isolated figures in their desolate landscapes. She got the
impression that the figures were consumed with loss – of love,
innocence, freedom, dignity…whatever there was to lose. Although
she couldn’t see any faces, she knew they were all staring into the
distance, seeking to retrieve whatever it was that they had
lost.

That was exactly how she felt. Why did
her parents have to die in that car crash? In a blink, she’d lost
everything.

Rain lashed against the gallery’s
windows, battering the glass as if it were trying to break in.
After days of sultry weather, a huge thunderstorm had arrived.
Flashes of lightning ripped across the Manhattan skyline. Then came
booming thunder.

Sarah gazed down into the street. People
were scattering into whatever hiding places they could find. A
group of men in dark suits hurried inside the gallery. They’d
probably stay in the lobby for a few minutes and then leave when
the rain eased off, Sarah thought.

It was only a few minutes later when a
man in a grey suit and candy-striped tie entered the penthouse
gallery. For a moment, Sarah felt a wave of extreme…annoyance was
the first thing she thought of, but she realised it was stronger
than that – much stronger – revulsion. Then it was replaced
by the opposite. Tanned, blue-eyed and blond, the man was like a
hero from some romantic legend.

He gazed at her in an odd way. ‘Hello,
I’m Robert Montcrieff. Have we met?’

‘I’m sure I would have remembered.’
Despite her answer, Sarah was also aware of some vague familiarity.
‘I’m Sarah Harris and I run the gallery.’ She extended her
hand.

Montcrieff took it and seemed to hold on
for an extra second.

‘Your name,’ Sarah said. ‘I’m sure I’ve
heard it somewhere.’

Montcrieff smiled. ‘Well, I knew yours:
your colleague Jenny was keen we should meet.’

Sarah grimaced. So, matchmaker Jenny was
meddling again. She must have noticed that Mr Montcrieff didn’t
have a wedding ring and immediately concluded that two single
people were in need of being thrown together.

‘Jenny has some strange ideas.’ Sarah
began flicking her hair. She studied Montcrieff as he positioned
himself in front of a large exhibit. He moved like someone who knew
how to control a room, to direct everyone’s attention towards him.
An actor? She wished she spent more time reading newspapers
and watching TV. Her lack of knowledge of celebrities often caught
her out. Mostly, she stayed at home with her cat, drinking red wine
and trying to remember why she wanted to forget.

Montcrieff was looking at the only item
in the gallery that didn’t legitimately belong in the Death Row
collection. It was a framed photograph of a Peregrine falcon in
Central Park.

‘This is fantastic,’ Montcrieff said.
‘Did one of the prisoners take this?’

Sarah blushed.

‘Ah, I see.’ Montcrieff winked.

‘What?’

‘Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.’

Sarah stepped closer to him. She liked
the way his mind worked so quickly. He’d probably realised straight
away that a Death Row prisoner would never have been allowed to
take photographs in Central Park. Her embarrassed reaction must
have immediately revealed it was her own picture.

‘You came in here to get out of the
rain, didn’t you?’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t put you down as someone
interested in Death Row art.’

Montcrieff gave a faint smile and turned
to one of the most striking paintings. It showed a man in a black
trenchcoat standing in a wilderness, gazing out over a lake. From a
bright yellow sun in the top right corner of the painting, large
blue drops fell.

‘Solar Cyanide,’ Montcrieff said,
reading the title of the painting.

‘The man who painted that killed five
children in Tennessee,’ Sarah said. ‘His trademark was to kill his
victims on the hottest days of the year. He took them out to dusty
fields near isolated lakes and strangled them. Afterwards, he used
an eye-dropper to drip prussic acid onto their faces.’

‘Prussic acid is cyanide, right?’

Sarah nodded. ‘The serial killer claimed
he loved each of his victims, but that all love is poisonous. He
said that when he thought of love he imagined poison dripping from
the sun.’

‘I see: solar cyanide. Isn’t it
depressing being surrounded by stuff like this?’

‘I think everyone should come to see
these paintings.’

Montcrieff scanned around. ‘They’re all
so lonely. Sadness radiates from them. It’s almost
overwhelming.’

‘When did an art gallery last make you
feel that way?’

A man stomped into the room, with Jenny
a few steps behind, looking excited.

‘Mr Montcrieff, they want you over there
in thirty for the set-up. We have to go.’

Montcrieff shrugged and turned to Sarah.
‘It was nice meeting you, Miss Harris. I’m glad it rained.’

‘Likewise, Mr Montcrieff.’

Moments later Montcrieff and his
colleague had disappeared.

Jenny looked like she was about to
faint. ‘Have you any idea who that was?’

‘The name rings a bell, but I can’t
place him.’

‘Most of those men he came in with were
bodyguards,’ Jenny said. ‘There was a media adviser too.’

‘I’m not following. Is he a movie star
or something?’

Jenny clapped her hands. ‘Sarah, you’ve
just met the next president.’ She explained that Robert Montcrieff
was en route to Craigavon Hall on Fifth Avenue to announce formally
that he was standing for the presidency. Thousands of supporters
were waiting for him. Five TV networks had sent teams to film the
rally and reporters were present from all over the world.

At first it seemed incredible, but the
more Sarah thought about it, the less surprised she was. Montcrieff
was a rich, handsome man with charisma, a commanding presence, and
a quick mind.

‘And best of all,’ Jenny said, ‘he’s
single.’

‘Come off it, Jenny. I’ll never meet him
again in my life. Not that I think he was interested in me
anyway.’

‘I saw the way he looked at you.’

Sarah shook her head and turned
away.

****

The following
day, Sarah was at the gallery as usual, but she wasn’t paying
attention to the Death Row pictures. The plasma screen in reception
showed Robert Montcrieff’s formal declaration that he was running
for president. Far from writing him off as a hopeless outsider,
analysts were saying he had a chance, maybe a good one. Opinion
polls had already given him a rating only marginally behind the
President and his main Democrat rival.

To Sarah, it seemed so random that she’d
met a potential president. Without that thunderstorm, Robert
Montcrieff would never have come into her gallery. He would have
walked by and she’d never have known. Sometimes it frightened her
to think of how much of life was shaped by chance events like that.
Serial killers said that when they went out looking for victims
they usually encountered several likely targets. It was frequently
pure accident that they picked one rather than another. Maybe the
victim looked at them at the wrong moment in the wrong way; maybe
the victim turned right rather than left; maybe they stopped at a
traffic light, or crossed the road seconds too early or too late.
Maybe they had headphones on, were looking in a shop window, or had
bent down to tie a shoelace. It might be anything. Insignificant
details could mean life or death. People were walking around now
who would be dead if they’d done something infinitesimally
different. They’d never know how close they came to being a serial
killer’s next victim. Could life really be as haphazard as
that?

It was midday when the flowers arrived;
a grand bouquet of yellow carnations. The delivery guy had only
just stepped into reception when Jenny leapt on him. She grabbed
the bouquet with one hand, signed for it with the other then broke
into a grin as she thrust the flowers at Sarah.

‘I knew it,’ she said. She waved the
greetings card.

Sarah snatched it and read the
message.

‘Hi, Sarah,’ it said. ‘Enjoyed the
lightning show. Maybe I got hit and didn’t realise it. Dinner?’ It
was signed by Robert Montcrieff and there was an e-mail address
underneath.

Sarah gazed at it and all she could
think of was dice rolling in every direction. Her life had become a
casino game.

‘Start e-mailing, honey,’ Jenny said.
‘Even you couldn’t be dumb enough to turn down Robert
Montcrieff.’

Sarah took the elevator to her penthouse
sanctuary. The last thing she wanted was Jenny delving into her
feelings for Montcrieff. She’d only just met the man. OK, he was
gorgeous and about as eligible as you could get, but something was
wrong. Gazing at her picture of the Peregrine falcon in Central
Park, she felt a sensation of – the word that jumped into her mind
was betrayal. She shook her head and poured herself some water from
the dispenser at the back of the room. Nerves, she
thought.

****

Sarah had never
eaten in the Ludovico. With every table reserved for months
in advance, the idea of getting a last-minute table here was
ludicrous – except, of course, she was now the guest of a
presidential candidate. She nervously tapped her foot against the
polished floorboards. It didn’t seem right that she should be here.
From art gallery curator to one of the glitterati in one bound, all
thanks to a thunderstorm. She glanced around. It was weird having
security men at the adjacent tables. Whenever she went to the
restroom, one of them followed. Everyone kept staring at her,
whispering. She’d never felt more self-conscious in her life. Every
now and again she heard an odd snapping noise and wondered what it
was and why it was making her so agitated.

Thank God for Robert. He seemed
unconcerned about the waiters fussing around, the other diners
gawping, the security men twitching. There were no intrusive
questions, no awkward silences. She couldn’t imagine a more
charming man.

‘You took a chance sending me those
flowers,’ she said. ‘I might have had a boyfriend.’

‘For the things I want in life, I’d risk
everything. Besides, your friend Jenny said I ought to see her
single friend.’

Good old Jenny. Never one for
subtlety.

At the end of a lobster meal, followed
by a delicious sorbet sweet, the waiter served them coffee in
beautiful china cups. Their conversation during the evening had
studiously avoided work, politics, religion, and old love affairs.
They discussed art, favourite books, travel. Now they moved onto
dreams and Sarah was incredulous when she discovered they had one
in common. Both of them had dreamt on several occasions that
several of their limbs went missing during the course of their
working day. Complete in the morning, they were disembodied by
nightfall, a trail of their body parts left scattered around their
office.

‘I’ve never asked anyone what it means,’
Robert admitted.

‘I have.’ With easy access to the FBI’s
behavioural psychologists, Sarah had a ready supply of
well-qualified dream interpreters. ‘I’m told it means my life is
incomplete. Apparently I’m not giving sufficient attention to
important aspects of my life. Those are the limbs dropping from my
body. They’re crying out to me to take care of them. If I want to
be whole again, I must stop neglecting them.’

‘I don’t like the sound of that.’ Robert
frowned. ‘I guess the aspect of my life I’ve neglected lately is
romance.’ He leaned across and tidied a stray hair hanging over
Sarah’s eyes. ‘What about you? What are you neglecting?’ He put his
hands beneath the table.

Sarah tried to waft some air over her
face. Again, she heard a strange snapping sound. What was
it?

Robert leaned closer. ‘Do you believe in
instant connections? From the first second we met I felt there was
a bond between us. We have stuff in common, I’m certain of it. That
bolt of lightning – it was no accident’

‘I feel the same way,’ Sarah said
quietly.

Robert took both of her hands in his.
‘I’d like to see you again.’

Sarah looked at him but didn’t reply.
She felt as if thousands of butterflies were inside her, fluttering
their wings all at once.

‘I hope you say yes.’ Robert
shrugged awkwardly. ‘But I’d need to have your background checked
out to make sure there’s nothing embarrassing there. Not that I’m
expecting anything. You’re in the FBI, after all.’

The thought of Robert probing her past
appalled Sarah. Regardless of what the psychologists said, she’d
always understood what her lost limbs dream was really about. The
limbs were forgotten episodes from her past, and she didn’t want to
remember what they were.

‘So, do you have any secrets?’
Robert asked.

The question startled Sarah, but it was
something else that grabbed her attention. She now realised what
the snapping sound was – Robert was interlocking one hand with
another and making a clicking sound with his knuckles. For some
reason, the sound and the gesture made her feel sick.
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Wedding
Arrangements

‘What is it?’
Robert leaned forward and squeezed Sarah’s cheek.

‘I’m just trying to take it all in.’
Sarah gazed around the small reception room in Carnegie Hall, and
wished she could be at home, away from all of this. She hated the
attention, the photographers, the reporters, Robert’s cronies.

‘Well, you were fantastic out there.’
Robert hesitated. ‘Hell, I forgot to announce the wedding
date.’

‘We haven’t discussed it yet.’ Sarah
gave him a puzzled smile.

‘The date’s already arranged. It’s next
week – Monday.’

‘I hadn’t even said yes until
five minutes ago.’

‘Well…’

‘Anyway, Monday’s the day before the
election.’

‘Think of the feel-good factor. On
Election Day, every newspaper in the country will have our wedding
pictures on the front page.’

‘Robert, you can’t reduce our wedding to
a campaign manoeuvre.’

Robert sighed. ‘Sarah, remember we lay
under that cherry blossom tree last year and said we hoped we were
the kind of people who’d make any sacrifice for the one we loved?
Well, I love you and I’m asking you to make this sacrifice for
me.’

Sarah’s face reddened. ‘One week is
do-able, I guess,’ she replied quietly.

Robert took her hand, lifted it and
kissed it.

Sarah’s mind went back to that special
day under the cherry blossom tree. It was so perfect it
seemed almost unreal, as if some god had specially manufactured it
for her. Didn’t a Chinese philosopher say that you were blessed if,
in a lifetime, you could have one hundred days that came close to
your best day? She was hoping for thousands of days like that
one.

‘OK, we only have a week.’ She managed a
faint smile. ‘I guess everything is already planned. Tell me what
you have in mind.’

‘The mother of all weddings.’

Sarah remembered that Jenny predicted
that very thing. In a way, she was relieved that Robert was taking
control. Maybe she would have enjoyed getting involved with the
arrangements for a small-scale wedding, but Robert’s plans were
sure to be on the grand scale. Besides, as an orphan with no
parents and no family, she couldn’t get into weddings in the way
most women did. And she cut up those wedding pictures in her
childhood, didn’t she? Weddings had always made her
uncomfortable.

A bunch of kids burst in, escorted by a
flustered mum struggling to keep them under control.

‘I need to go!’ a boy wailed.

‘Right now?’ His mum rolled her
eyes.

‘Now!’

‘If you want, we’ll keep an eye on the
rest of them for you until you get back,’ Sarah said helpfully.

‘Well, I shouldn’t really leave them. I
mean, I don’t…’

‘Now!’ the boy repeated, even
more loudly.

‘Oh, come on then,’ the woman said and
led him away, nodding awkwardly at Sarah and Robert.

Robert winked at Sarah. ‘Did you see
that? – not a flicker of recognition from her. She must be voting
for the other guy.’

Sarah noticed that the remaining kids
had stopped talking and were staring at Robert and her.

‘I suppose you’ve already arranged the
venue,’ she said.

‘We can talk about it.’

‘Where do you suggest?’

‘How does this grab you? St Patrick’s
Cathedral. TV cameras will be there. We’ll bring Fifth Avenue
to a standstill. It will be huge.’

Sarah was raised as a Catholic, but she
had no idea about Robert’s religious persuasion. ‘Why not Vegas?
Just the two of us and a couple of Elvis impersonators. You know
the kind of thing.’

Robert eyed her curiously, obviously
unsure whether she was being serious or not. ‘I’ll tell you what,
let’s put it to the vote.’ He gestured towards the children. ‘Let’s
ask the future electorate what they think. Deal?’

‘Deal.’ This would be a
revelation. Sarah was certain the kids would choose Vegas.

Robert crouched down in the middle of
the kids. ‘You see the pretty lady? I’m going to marry her.’ The
kids booed, but Robert persisted. ‘Where do you think the wedding
should be? Right here in the fantastic Big Apple or in trashy Vegas
way out there in the desert? I have a dollar for everyone who gives
me the right answer.’

The kids held a quick conference.
‘Vegas! Vegas!’ they squealed. The smallest clapped his hands. ‘My
dad won a thousand bucks in the big black pyramid.’

Robert put his roll of dollars back in
his pocket and returned to Sarah, while the kids surrounded him,
demanding money. ‘A buck each if you say St Patrick’s,’ he
whispered out of the corner of his mouth.

‘St Patrick’s!’ they all shouted.



‘The people have spoken,’ Robert
announced.

The perfect politician, Sarah thought.
He could even get kids on the bankroll.

‘So, St Pat’s it is.’ Robert paid off
his little accomplices. ‘I’m glad that’s settled. I had to call in
a lot of favours to get it at such short notice.’

Sarah didn’t answer. She felt dizzy and,
for a moment, thought she’d faint. She heard herself saying, ‘Have
I been here before?’

‘What?’ Robert peered at her.

‘You…don’t you rush off now and bring
back a red rose? A horse and carriage is going past, with a newly
wed couple.’

‘What are you talking about?’

Sarah saw herself in a dream in which
everything was red. Wearing a red crop top and crazy hot pants, she
was waiting for someone. Not Robert.

‘Is something wrong?’ Robert asked.

‘I feel strange.’

‘Strange feelings aren’t allowed today.
Listen, are you sure you’re OK about St Patrick’s?’

‘It’s great.’ Sarah tried to give Robert
an enthusiastic kiss. The kids made gagging gestures. ‘Honeymoon?’
she prompted. She was still uncomfortably conscious of something
being way off beam.

‘We’re going to Monte Carlo,’ Robert
said. ‘You said you always dreamt of going there. We’ll fly out the
day after the election. It will be a double celebration. I’ve
booked the Wedding Suite in the Grand Hotel next to the
Casino.’

Sarah couldn’t argue with that. It
sounded perfect. An image flashed into her mind. She was lying in a
four-poster bed, rolling about in her wedding dress amongst
hundreds of colourful playing cards. Robert was laughing. When she
looked at the cards, she saw that they were all the same. She felt
giddy again.

Why only red queens?
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Alice Through the
Looking Glass

General Clark
sat alone in his office, thinking of Doyle’s parting words about
Dexter. We all know he’s one of the most dangerous men on
earth.

Christ, Dexter. It really was
him. Dexter had pulled off many incredible things in his life.
Faking his own death was well within his capabilities. As Warren
had suggested, did that throw doubt on Sarah?

Clark shivered. He daren’t think of any
flaws in Alice Through the Looking Glass. It was the entire purpose
of the Neulander Institute. Masquerading as a medical facility for
the treatment of severe psychiatric disorders, the institute was
the home of Special Military Intelligence’s research team. All the
stuff that Hollywood fantasised about in thrillers and sci-fi
movies, all the stuff that conspiracy theorists salivated over, all
the material that ‘alien visitation experts’ gave lecture tours on
– all of it was in the Neulander.

It was named after the obscure
17th century German philosopher Friedrich Neulander who
declared: ‘The purpose of mankind is secret. Uncovering that secret
is everything.’ That was the inscription above the front
doors of the institute. Everyone who passed through those doors
believed it implicitly. They saw themselves as a super elite.

To an outsider, the institute’s staff
would have seemed like ghosts, floating through the strangest of
universes. The institute offered direct access to the deepest, most
elemental parts of the human psyche.

Cryptographers, cosmologists,
sociologists, psychologists, psychiatrists, mathematicians,
anthropologists, historians, philosophers, and scientists of every
description were here. Their subject was the human mind. Why was it
the way it was; what were its capabilities, its properties, its
processes? Most importantly – how could it be changed? Why engage
in costly and damaging wars if you could manipulate the minds of
your enemies to make them obey you? That was the knowledge, the
power, SMI sought to acquire. Complete mind control of everyone,
everywhere, permanently.

He remembered the day two years earlier
when he revealed the true nature of the Looking Glass project to
the other members of the Committee. It was just three months after
Sarah shot Dexter in Central Park. Things had started so well, yet
in the space of a few minutes, he thought his world was about to
disintegrate…

Two Years Earlier

‘We’ve had problems,’ David Warren said.
‘Your daughter was in love.’

General Clark stopped, grabbed Warren by
the arms and pinned him against the wall. ‘Don’t ever call that
woman my daughter. Sarah Harris is an orphan. Understood?’
People were staring at him, but he knew no one would dare to argue
with a four-star general. Releasing his hold, his thoughts returned
to the nightmare that had preoccupied him for days. Soon, he’d see
Sarah in the flesh and that same anger that overwhelmed him every
time he was near her would grip him. He couldn’t let it get to him.
There was too much at stake.

‘OK, Sarah loved Dexter. So what? She
killed him, didn’t she?’ Clark watched as Warren took out a
handkerchief and mopped his brow.

David Warren, chief scientist of the
Neulander Institute, was fat and pig-like with a swollen face. The
former Columbia University professor of Psychology was fifty-eight
but liked to pretend he was twenty years younger. A vain and
pedantic prick, Clark thought. Nevertheless, he was a man on the
up, earmarked as a future CIA Director. No one doubted he was a
genius at getting inside broken minds. If he’d struggled to put
Sarah back together again, she must have been in a bad way.

‘Her mind was tuned into Dexter,’ Warren
said. ‘Her memories, her emotions, even her dreams. To unravel
that…I’m not sure we’ve succeeded.’ He shrugged. ‘She seems OK, but
who knows what she’ll be like years from now. It could all come
back. A powerful enough emotional trigger would tip her over. I
mean, if she ever found out she killed the love of her life…’

‘Save the propaganda. I just want to
know if she can do one more big op.’

Warren frowned. ‘Probably. I can’t say
for sure. The love element is particularly unpredictable.’

‘Love? Don’t make me laugh.’ Clark’s
body bristled. ‘Listen, there’s only one difference between love
and mental illness. Both are distorted versions of reality, except
with mental illness you don’t have to fuck the thing making you
ill.’ He almost spat as he said it. Love was something he’d come to
regard as a branch of pathology.

Warren took an object out of his pocket
and held it up.

Clark examined it: a locket on a silver
neck-chain. ‘Why are you showing me this?’

‘It contains a picture of Dexter. Sarah
always wore it.’

‘You think I give a damn? Get rid of
it.’

Warren returned the locket to his
pocket. They walked on in silence then Warren opened a door with
his security smartcard and led Clark into the complex that housed
the Neulander’s experimental labs. They marched through the maze of
whitewashed corridors, past men and women in white coats hurrying
in and out of labs, clutching clipboards and palm-sized
computers.

It was eight years, Clark realised,
eight long years since he last set foot inside the Neulander
Institute. Located in the outskirts of Albany, the remote capital
of New York State, it was the perfect location for a top-secret
facility.

He hated the smell of this place, like a
hospital where the floors had been mopped with a foul-smelling
cleaning fluid. As they went past each lab, he glanced up at the TV
monitors positioned above the locked doors, showing the experiments
going on inside.

Some of the rooms resembled torture
chambers, full of mazes, assault courses and electric shock
equipment. Others contained hi-tech machines, state-of-the-art
devices costing tens of millions of dollars that could monitor
every process happening inside a human body, especially inside the
brain. In other rooms, shaven-headed men and women in white boiler
suits were sitting like showroom dummies while someone in a lab
coat stood beside them, taking notes. The room that particularly
caught Clark’s attention was empty apart from a plastic seat and a
red light that flashed every half second. That was the room where
Sarah was taken most often.

‘The other members of the Committee are
in Lecture Room One,’ Warren said. ‘Sarah’s waiting in an
annexe.’

Clark grabbed his arm. ‘She won’t
recognise me?’

‘She still believes she’s an orphan, as
per your original instructions.’

Clark wished he didn’t have to go
through with this, but he had to be sure.

As they approached the room, Warren
halted. ‘When you see your dau… em, when you see Sarah, remember
that a week ago she was a basket case. She kept asking where Dexter
was. It was driving me nuts.’

‘I read your report. I’m fully aware of
the problems you’ve had. If Sarah is usable again, you’ll get your
reward.’

‘I want that promotion. I deserve
it.’

‘I told you, if everything’s OK, you’ll
get what’s coming to you.’

‘What about Grissom and Lassiter?’

Clark tensed up. Steve Grissom, Director
of the CIA, and Gary Lassiter, Director of the FBI, might ruin
everything. ‘Have you got a plan?’ he asked. ‘They might have to
be…’ He thought of the right words. ‘Dealt with.’

‘I have it all worked out,’ Warren said.
‘What happens to Sarah after this, now that she’s been
normalised?’

‘I’m making use of her art
background.’

Warren laughed. ‘You mean you’re
sticking her in the Ghouls’ Gallery?’

Clark disliked that nickname, but it was
accurate enough. The Ghouls’ Gallery was one of the FBI’s most
controversial projects. Although it was regarded in many quarters
as sick and tasteless, it had proved quite a commercial success and
supporters claimed it allowed ordinary people to get an insight
into the mind of murderers.

‘It’s ideal,’ Clark said. ‘It gets Sarah
away from frontline duty for a while.’

‘I guess so. The last thing we need is
for Sarah to suffer any traumas in the field.’ Warren paused. ‘But
the paintings are disturbing. Don’t you think that’s a risk?’

‘Sarah studied Art History at Columbia.
I’m sure she’s used to seeing all kinds of stuff.’

As they walked on, Clark said, ‘Tell me,
why do you think she and Dexter wore those crazy clothes in Central
Park?’

‘Maximum visibility. Dexter thought we’d
never try anything if there were too many witnesses. I mean, no one
was going to forget a couple dressed like they were.’

‘But we’ve never been worried about that
kind of thing. Dexter knew that better than anyone.’

‘His mind was coming apart.’

‘Do you think he remembered everything
that we did to him?’

‘I wouldn’t say that. At the end, his
mind must have been like shifting sands: chaos, frankly. He
wouldn’t be sure what was real and what fabricated. It was amazing
he kept his shit together at all. Most people would have gone
completely psycho.

‘What was for sure was that Dexter’s
stunt in Central Park made it easy for us to cover up the incident.
The cleaning unit told witnesses they were filming a scene from a
fantasy movie, hence why Sarah made no attempt to escape. One
detective kicked up a fuss, but he shut his face when he was told
his crack-cocaine habit might not look too good if anyone asked
questions. In any case, he never got the chance to find out Sarah’s
real name. As for her appearance, it has changed dramatically since
then. There’s no way the detective or any of the other witnesses
would recognise her.’

Warren opened the door to the lecture
theatre and the two men went in. The other members of the Committee
were seated in the front row of the tiered auditorium: Frank Doyle,
Director of the Defence Intelligence Agency, Jim Carson, Director
of the National Reconnaissance Organisation, Ted Boca, Director of
the National Security Agency, Gary Lassiter, Director of the FBI
and Steve Grissom, Director of the CIA. Clark knew that three of
them were ‘safe’. As for Grissom and Lassiter, Warren had assured
him everything was ‘under control’.

A white table and chair had been placed
at the front of the room. There was a lectern for Warren and a
plasma screen on the main wall.

Once he was seated, Clark signalled to
Warren to begin.

Warren cleared his throat and glanced at
his notes. ‘Well, gentlemen, you’ve seen the video of what happened
in Central Park three months ago. As you now know, Special Military
Intelligence has been working on a classified project. It’s fully
described in the documents I’ve issued to you, so I’ll run through
the highlights only.

‘In 1943, the OSS gave President
Roosevelt a top-secret briefing after they intercepted Soviet
intelligence communications saying that there was credible evidence
that Jews released from Auschwitz had fought for the Nazis on the
Russian Front as suicidal shock units. Somehow, the minds of the
Jewish prisoners had been hijacked and they’d become human robots,
dying in the service of their worst enemies. A weapon like that
couldn’t be ignored.

‘Under Operation Paperclip of 1947, Nazi
scientists, psychologists and psychiatrists who worked on mind
control programmes and other high-profile scientific projects were
secretly brought to the States. Nazi mind-manipulation techniques
were then used on African-American prisoners in jails in
Mississippi and Alabama, and on retarded inmates in mental
institutions all over the country. Hypnosis, narco-hypnosis, drugs,
radiation, psycho-electronics, electroshock, even brain surgery
were all used in the search for effective mind control.

‘Eventually, in 1950, all the unofficial
projects were brought together under the code-name Bluebird. Its
scope was later broadened and it was re-christened several times,
most famously as MK-Ultra. In 1990, General Clark gave it its
current name: Alice Through the Looking Glass.

‘In the documents I’ve given you, you
will see exactly how we…’

‘Pavlov’s dogs, huh?’ The man who
interrupted was Jim Carson, Director of the National Reconnaissance
Organisation.

‘Is this why we’ve been dragged out to
this godforsaken place?’ Gary Lassiter grunted. ‘This is a retread
of the stuff the CIA tried decades ago. They dropped that shit
because it was going nowhere. Are you telling us SMI have been
jacking off to it ever since?’

Clark frowned. Lassiter was living up to
his billing. It was true Alice Through the Looking Glass in its
earliest incarnations was a CIA operation, but they’d never
appreciated its true worth. Clark expected Steve Grissom to support
Lassiter, but the CIA man said nothing.

Warren took the interruption in his
stride. ‘Naturally, we began with classical techniques. As everyone
knows, Pavlov fed a dog every time a bell was rung and eventually
the dog salivated just on hearing the sound of the bell. He had
trained the dog to do something unnatural – to dribble when a bell
is rung. People are no different. You reward them when they do what
you want and punish them when they don’t. Before you know it,
they’re as compliant as any dog and dribble at the right times.
It’s the basis of religion, society, of all forms of social
control.

‘After, we moved on to sophisticated
operant conditioning involving positive reinforcement and negative
punishment, positive punishment and negative reinforcement.’

Lassiter laughed. ‘All the usual hokum,
huh? Sensory deprivation tanks, solitary confinement, sleep
disruption, subliminal manipulation. For Christ’s sake, you
probably recruited animal trainers. I know the CIA did.’

Clark swapped a glance with Frank Doyle,
Director of the Defence Intelligence Agency. Today, Doyle had his
arm in a sling after a riding accident. He might be a little worse
for wear but he was one of the most reliable men Clark knew. Doyle
wouldn’t let him down today. Would Warren?

‘All of the above,’ Warren said. ‘And
some extras. We drugged our subjects, bombarded them with microwave
transmissions targeting the temporal region of the brain. We stuck
electrodes in their brains, made them ill with LSD, subjected them
to days of narco-hypnosis. Bottom line is that we succeeded in
washing their minds perfectly clean.’

‘Yeah, right,’ Lassiter retorted
sarcastically, looking at his colleagues for support.

Clark was relieved to see that the
others, even Grissom, were ignoring the FBI Director. Then he
noticed Grissom dipping his hand in and out of his pocket. What was
he doing? Reaching for his cell phone; a pager? Something seemed
wrong.

‘We controlled everything,’ Warren
continued, ‘even when our subjects went to the restroom to take a
leak. We chose when to let sights, sounds, smell, touch, tastes
enter their lives. We played Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata or
Louis Armstrong’s What a Wonderful World to them. We recited
the poetry of Blake, Dante, Milton, Pindar and others. We filled
their heads with dozens of psychological triggers that could be
used to control them. Subliminal messages were implanted at every
level of consciousness. We made personal movies for them showing
life-changing events that never happened; yet, they believed them
implicitly. In short, we became their God.’

‘I get the picture,’ Lassiter said. ‘But
the CIA could have said most of that fifty years ago. What do you
have that really makes a difference? What’s new?’

‘Multiple Personality Syndrome is the
key,’ Warren answered. ‘We’ve discovered how to reliably create a
second, hidden personality within any person. This hidden
personality is entirely under our control. It’s always switched on
and it’s fully aware of the individual’s normal personality. The
relationship is asymmetric – the normal personality has no
awareness of the hidden personality. We can transfer control to the
hidden personality by use of a trigger. This is usually a codeword
or password, accompanied by a specific acoustic tone to safeguard
against accidental use. As you know, Sarah Harris’s password is
Red Queen.

‘It’s the task of the hidden personality
to execute our mission orders. The hidden personality is able to
manipulate the normal personality. It remains in control until
delivery is complete then it withdraws into the subconscious again.
While the mission is underway, the normal personality stays
practically intact, so no one should notice any abnormal behaviour
by the subject. The only exception is if the mission traumatises
the normal personality. Then signs of psychosis may appear. The
subject must be recovered for re-programming whereby we erase all
negative memories before redeployment.’

‘That’s what happened with Sarah, isn’t
it?’ It was Jim Carson who spoke.

Clark looked at Carson. With an
over-sized head and buckteeth, Carson’s appearance was
unprepossessing but he was a straight-down-the-line guy, completely
loyal, unlike Lassiter and Grissom. Once again, Clark’s gaze was
drawn to Grissom’s pocket. What did he have in there?

‘OK, you have a degree of control over
certain people’s minds,’ Lassiter butted in. ‘So what? We were told
we were here to be briefed on a revolutionary plan, something that
could change everything. Mind control didn’t change anything in the
‘50s and ‘60s. What’s so different now? I bet you haven’t overcome
the problem of residuals.’

‘Warren, bring Sarah out.’ Clark stared
at Lassiter. ‘You’re welcome to ask her any question about the
Dexter mission.’

Warren opened a side door and called to
Sarah.

Keeping his head down, Clark didn’t look
at the young woman who then walked into the room, whose soft
breathing he could now hear. He remembered the false ID she’d been
given in Central Park. Jane Ford: the maiden name of his
ex-wife, Sarah’s mother.

Jane? It should have been
Jezebel. Where was the bitch now? He’d resisted the temptation to
track her down, to find out what sordid life she must have fallen
into when she left him to take up with some fast-talking bum. Even
now, all these years later, his rage was raw. It was the one defeat
he’d suffered in his life. He’d been besotted with baby Sarah until
his wife told him he wasn’t the father. The cuckoo in the nest. All
the love he’d lavished on her was for nothing. Now the sight of her
made him want to retch.

He pretended to his colleagues that it
meant nothing, but inside it was rotting him, dissolving everything
within him capable of redemption. Sometimes he felt he was being
eaten alive by his memories of his unfaithful, lying wife. The
irony was that when he took baby Sarah to hospital for paternity
tests as part of divorce proceedings, the results confirmed that
she was his after all.

But there was no way back.

‘Sarah,’ Warren said, ‘your debriefing
will be over soon and you can go home.’ He gestured at his small
audience. ‘As you can see, we have several VIPs here today. I don’t
believe you’ve ever seen the Committee all together before. You
won’t recognise one of them. I can’t tell you who he is for
security reasons.’

‘I understand,’ Sarah said.

The voice sliced through Clark. So like
his ex-wife’s. For the first time, he raised his eyes. Sarah was
dressed in a simple white blouse and black pencil skirt, and was
smiling politely. Her long blonde hair had been shaved off after
the Central Park mission and had now grown back in its natural
chestnut colour. With her short hair giving her a Joan of Arc air,
she looked particularly striking. Clark’s heart thudded against his
rib cage. Nature is cruel, he thought. It shouldn’t remind you of
your failures…your humiliations. Yet, whenever he looked at his
daughter that was how he felt. That face, those copper eyes, every
expression, so like her mother. I can’t do this, he thought.
But he had no choice. He poured himself a glass of water, barely
stopping his hand from shaking. Lassiter smirked at him.

‘Sarah, for the benefit of our audience,
we want to run over some of the details of your mission,’ Warren
said.

This is it, Clark thought. Now
we’ll find out. He breathed in hard, trying to control himself.

‘I gave you everything in my written
statement,’ Sarah replied.

‘I know, Sarah, but we have to check
some details, make sure nothing was missed.’

Sarah shrugged. ‘OK, one more time. The
Delivery Manager contacted me and gave me details of the target. I
was told John Dexter would be in an underground parking garage in
Baltimore, expecting to meet a member of his organisation. I was
given the location of the parking garage and details of where I
should position myself to take the shot. I was told I’d have only
one chance.

‘Dexter showed up on time. No one else
was in the parking garage. I fired at Dexter’s chest from ten
yards, using a Heckler & Koch P9S pistol. The shot attracted
some people from another level of the parking garage. I got out,
using an agreed escape route. I learned later that Dexter was
declared DOA at the hospital. End of story. It’s all in the
report.’

Warren had done his job well, Clark
thought. Sarah had been implanted with a false memory of what
happened with Dexter. But it was so much more than that. Her whole
life with Dexter had been airbrushed away. Dexter had become like
one of those old Soviet politicians: standing next to Stalin one
day, erased from history the next. Triumphantly, Clark looked over
at Lassiter and Grissom. His pleasure didn’t last. Lassiter
appeared thoughtful but Grissom had stopped reaching into his
pocket and was now glancing at his watch every few seconds. Why was
he so interested in the time?

‘Sarah, how much did you know about
Dexter before the mission?’ Grissom asked, speaking for the first
time.

She looked at him in obvious surprise.
‘I knew what everyone knew. He was our top agent but he’d gone
rogue. He set up his own organisation and tried to recruit our
agents.’

‘Did you have any feelings for him?’

‘Pardon me? First time I saw him in the
flesh was that day in Baltimore. I was curious about why a guy like
that turned against us, but I figure you’re not going to tell
me.’

‘One last thing, Sarah,’ Grissom said.
‘Tell us what you remember about your father.’

Bastard. Clark had to stop
himself grabbing Grissom. Everyone knew that subject was
permanently off limits. Grissom held up his wrist and
ostentatiously looked at his watch. What was the jerk trying to
say? That time was running out?

‘OK, I think that’s enough,’ Warren
intervened. ‘Thanks, Sarah, you’ve been very helpful.’

‘Can I go now?’ Sarah shot a puzzled
glance at Grissom and then back at Warren.

‘In a minute, Sarah.’ Warren pressed a
button on the lectern and, a moment later, the door opened and a
man in a grey suit came in carrying a black cat with amber eyes. He
dropped the cat and it scampered over to Sarah.

Clark gave the newcomer a double take:
The Delivery Manager.

Sarah laughed, scooped up the cat and
pressed it against her cheek, before giving it a kiss. ‘God, where
did you find him? I was so worried.’

‘A little surprise,’ Warren said.
‘What’s his name, Sarah?’

‘Clever Kitty,’ she beamed. Smiling, she
tickled the cat under its chin, making it purr.

Warren nodded to the Delivery Manager.
He took Sarah by the arm and led her away. A second later, the door
closed and she was gone.

Clark shook his head. Thank God, it was
over…just Lassiter and Grissom left to worry about.

‘So, Mr Lassiter, what do you think of
the job I did on Sarah?’ Warren asked.

‘She seems normal,’ Lassiter answered
flatly.

Clark almost smiled. Warren had done
excellent work. It was incredible – miraculous – the way
Dexter had been flushed out of Sarah’s system. But, always, there
was that same worry – would it stay that way? A single emotional
shock, if it were big enough, could change everything. He’d never
tell Lassiter and Grissom that, of course. They mustn’t know of any
drawbacks. The Committee had to back the plan unanimously. One way
or another, those two must be persuaded.

‘Did the CIA ever manage anything like
this?’ Warren asked Grissom.

Grissom shook his head. ‘Residuals
usually kicked in quickly. Most of our subjects went loco straight
after an op.’

‘What exactly are residuals?’ asked Ted
Boca, Director of the National Security Agency.

‘You can’t fully reprogramme a mind,’
Warren replied. ‘There are residual memories, residual behavioural
patterns. Traces of the past manage to cling on in places. It can
lead to mental health problems, and ultimately to psychosis.’

‘So, you admit Sarah will go nuts one
day?’ Lassiter said. ‘She’s a ticking bomb, huh?’

‘I acknowledge that residuals may still
be a problem,’ Warren commented, ‘but we think we have much better
control nowadays. The bomb, as you put it, may never go off.’

‘Yeah, but now we know the truth about
Dexter. You haven’t said so, but it’s obvious he was part of your
mind control programme too. He left the reservation, didn’t he?
That’s why Sarah killed him.’

For the first time, Warren seemed
embarrassed. Clark felt the same way. Until today, none of the
other members of the Committee were aware of Alice Through the
Looking Glass. Of course, they were fascinated when they heard that
Sarah shot SMI’s star agent, especially since it was common
knowledge that they were lovers. Obviously, it was no ordinary op.
They started asking questions and now he and Warren had been forced
to supply answers before they were ready.

‘Yes,’ Warren said, ‘Dexter was a
programmed assassin.’ He coughed nervously. ‘And, yes, he suffered
from residuals. But you must remember that he completed forty-nine
successful missions. As you know, he was given the Distinguished
Intelligence Cross three times – awarded by the President himself.
That makes him the best agent this country ever had. What better
proof could there be of the effectiveness of Alice Through the
Looking Glass? And when things began to go wrong, we were able to
carry out an effective cleaning operation, using a second
brainwashed agent. Even though Sarah loved Dexter, our programming
was strong enough to make her obey our orders.’

‘What happened to Sarah’s memories of
Dexter?’ Lassiter asked.

‘They’re still there, but we’ve pushed
them deep into her subconscious.’ Warren gave an odd smile. ‘I’ve
given her other things to think about. A dead falcon, Mississippi
and wedding photographs, amongst other things. Cognitive dissonance
is the key. Would you like me to explain?’

‘Spare us the psychobabble,’ Lassiter
snapped.

‘Aren’t you impressed?’ Clark
interrupted. ‘Surely, you can see the potential?’

‘OK, I concede that this is clever
stuff, but how is it going to change the world? The CIA did tricks
with this baloney decades ago. In the end, it didn’t amount to a
hill of beans. That’s why they dumped it.’

Clark ignored Lassiter and turned to
Grissom who’d remained oddly restrained throughout, apart from that
one intervention when Sarah was present. Again, Grissom looked at
his watch.

Now Clark did the same. It was 12
o’clock, time for the news round up. He noticed two things: Warren
was peering at him and Grissom was again reaching into his
pocket.

No time to worry about it. Clark
switched on the plasma screen. It showed a live feed from CNN. A
message ran across the bottom of the screen saying, ‘Breaking
News…’

A newsreader said, ‘Multi-millionaire
property magnate Robert Montcrieff, owner of a chain of a highly
profitable upmarket health clubs, nightclubs, restaurants and
leisure centres, has refused to deny growing speculation that he
may launch a bid for the presidency on a radical independent
ticket. Analysts believe that the charismatic 37-year-old bachelor
will throw his hat into the ring if a series of private polls
currently being conducted by his advisers suggest he will be a
serious contender. It’s thought that his running mate is likely to
be Grace Rebello, the glamorous African-American professor of
economics at Harvard, widely tipped as a future Nobel Prize winner.
Commentators have said this would be a formidable team that could
capture the imagination of many voters disillusioned with
mainstream politics.’

A video-clip showed Montcrieff
addressing a prestigious audience at a business conference in
Chicago. He stood in front of a line of American flags, making him
look the perfect patriot. ‘For the Washington elite,’ Montcrieff
declared, ‘politics isn’t public service, it’s
self-service.’ To rapturous cheers he concluded by saying,
‘If the political establishment refuses to give America a
government she can be proud of then the time has come when others
must provide the leadership that this great nation demands and
deserves.’

Warren, a friend of Montcrieff, had long
predicted that this energetic, handsome man was destined for great
things. If he ran for the presidency and won then the Committee
would have easy access to the new president. That was the easy
option. Clark had something very different in mind.

‘What has any of this got to do with…’
Lassiter stopped in mid-sentence then nodded. ‘I get it. Sarah
Harris is going to have a close encounter of the fatal kind with
the President, is that it? Or maybe you think this Montcrieff guy
will make it to the White House and you want to...’

Clark turned off the TV. ‘It’s time for
me to tell you all exactly why I asked you to come here today.
You’ve been given the flavour of Alice Through the Looking Glass,
but I’ve said nothing about…’ He looked at each of them in turn.
‘The precise objectives.’

‘I’ve heard enough.’ Steve Grissom stood
up. ‘What you’re talking about is treason.’

Clark stared at his rival. ‘Every
patriot has a duty to preserve his country. We’re in a position of
unique power. If the time comes when the prevailing administration
cannot protect the interests of the country, the burden falls on us
to give the country the government it needs. We must be ready to
move at any moment. All the necessary machinery is in place.’

‘It’s the people who change governments,
not us. There’s a thing called an election, or had you
forgotten?’

Clark bristled. ‘You support this
administration? After everything that’s happened?’

‘Maybe the government isn’t America, but
the people are,’ Grissom replied. ‘And they voted the government
into power. Live with it.’

‘I told you, we must be ready for all
eventualities. In these uncertain times, civil administration may
not always be appropriate.’ Clark glanced at his colleagues and saw
several of them nodding. ‘If terrorists wiped out the
administration, we all know that regardless of the legal niceties
we’d take charge. There would be no alternative. Equally, if the
administration lacks the will to do the things required to protect
this country, are we not duty-bound to intervene?’ Astonishingly,
Lassiter was nodding. Everyone was on board except Grissom.
‘Drastic times demand drastic actions,’ Clark said. ‘I believe this
decade will be the most critical in America’s history. The question
is whether we’re strong enough for the challenges that lie
ahead.’

‘But it’s much more than that, isn’t
it?’ Grissom said. ‘You guys want to be the judges of whether the
government is up to the job. Hell, it sounds as though you’ve
already reached the conclusion that it isn’t. Are you planning a
coup?’

‘We want you to join us.’

‘I believe in the Constitution.’

‘Get real,’ Clark said. ‘If you love
your country, you’ll know that sometimes to protect your country
you must be strong enough to protect it from itself. Survival isn’t
compulsory. We must have the will to do the unthinkable.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘When Adolf Hitler wanted to seize power
in Germany, he knew he needed a crisis. When one didn’t come along,
he created it himself. He burned down the German parliament and
claimed a Dutch Jew was responsible. He demanded emergency powers
and got them.’

‘So, you’re going to engineer a crisis;
manipulate the election somehow and get yourselves into power, or
one of your puppets. This Montcrieff guy, is he...’

‘Mr Grissom…who says the next election
will take place?’

‘You’re joking, right? Let me see if I’m
getting this. Alice Through the Looking Glass has provided you with
a whole gang of brainwashed, pre-programmed sleeper assassins to
get rid of anyone who opposes you. One for the President, one for
the Vice President, one for every person in the presidential
succession. Then you guys will step in to fill the vacuum. Am I
warm?’

‘You can choose to ignore the lessons of
the modern world, but we won’t. Military operations against our
enemies aren’t the answer – just look at the mess we got into in
Afghanistan and Iraq. Now we’re zeroing in on something completely
different. I’m talking about mind control, private and public,
local and global. All of our enemies will be subdued without a
bullet being fired, without a single body bag being flown home.
Total security for America. Forever.’

‘You really mean this, don’t you? You’ve
actually planned it.’

‘Are you with us or not?’

‘Pax Americana and all that bullshit?’
Grissom said. ‘America über alles. You want to make the rest of the
world our slaves.’

‘I take it that’s a no.’

Before Grissom replied, the doors on
either side of the auditorium burst open. Ten agents in dark suits
flooded in, accompanied by a man whom Clark immediately recognised
– the Attorney General.

‘Right on time.’ Grissom pulled a
document from his pocket then looked at Lassiter. ‘Gary, whose side
are you on?’

Clark expected Lassiter to join Grissom.
Instead, Lassiter said, ‘I’m sorry, Steve. ‘It’s like Clark says –
to defend America, we must have the will to do things we can barely
imagine.’

‘In that case, I have a warrant for the
arrest of every one of you, signed by the Attorney General. As you
can see, he has now joined us with several of my agents. The charge
is treason. I’ve recorded everything said in this room in the last
half hour. It confirms what we already suspected.’

Clark looked at his colleagues. This was
impossible. Warren had assured him that every aspect of security
had been handled. There had been no leaks. He watched in silence as
Grissom made his way to the front of the room and stood beside the
Attorney General.

It was over. He was finished. They all
were. Lassiter too. Why hadn’t the FBI man taken the chance to join
Grissom and save himself? Then he noticed Warren moving towards
Grissom. Grissom’s agents glanced at Warren, but did nothing.
Warren pulled out something from his inside pocket. A hypodermic
needle? Hee plunged it into Grissom’s neck. It was over in a
second. Grissom slumped to the ground making a gurgling sound.
Froth trickled from his mouth.

Clark gazed at Warren, remembering what
Warren had said earlier about having it all worked out. He must
have discovered Grissom’s plans. Did Lassiter know too? He realised
two things. Warren had secured his promotion…and the final obstacle
to Alice Through the Looking Glass had just vanished.

He thought of what would happen now. The
preparations for seizing control of the government would be rolled
out soon. They would revolve around Robert Montcrieff; a candidate
whom Special Military Intelligence analysts predicted had an
excellent chance of being elected the next president. A single man,
though not for want of offers, Montcrieff was in need of a wife for
political reasons. The signal to begin the final phase of the coup
d’état would be an incident that would shock the world, involving
Montcrieff and a uniquely eligible young woman.

Sarah Harris.
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Memories

Those damned
circles. Several times that night, whenever she saw any glamorous
young men and women, Sarah found herself staring at their wrists.
That wasn’t the only thing preoccupying her. Every time she caught
sight of her own engagement ring, she shuddered. No matter how
beautiful and expensive it was, it seemed wrong in every way.

She forced herself to smile, convinced
that if she stopped she’d look like the saddest woman on earth. Why
had she got herself into the dumb situation of having to answer an
embarrassing personal question for Nicki’s benefit? Her friend was
peering at her, awaiting her answer. Robert was sitting back on the
expensive green leather sofa, grinning. Spiegel was there too,
taking a sudden and unexpected interest. She thought back to how
she’d got into this ridiculous position.

At Craigavon Hall, Spiegel and Nicki had
returned to rescue Robert and her from the kids’ party. Minutes
later they were back in Robert’s campaign headquarters in Fifth
Avenue, being sprayed with champagne, Formula-1 style, by Robert’s
campaign team. Everyone said the pictures from Craigavon Hall had
played fantastically on TV. The on-air proposal was a sensation and
news commentators were already talking of a new Camelot.

Sarah had stepped back as Robert made a
neat little speech to his team. ‘This is the best day of my life,’
he announced amidst the cheers. ‘But you know my philosophy – the
best is yet to come.’

His staff were ecstatic, no doubt
picturing themselves in Washington DC, going in and out of the
White House every day, giving interviews to CNN, dining in the
finest French restaurants. They could smell how close to power they
were. She wished they could transmit that same exuberance to her.
She’d never felt so flat.

‘Ten jeroboams of champagne are on their
way,’ Robert declared, ‘and the finest beluga caviar. No one
deserves it more than you guys.’ Then the final payoff. ‘A week
tomorrow, I’ll be married. The following day I’ll be President
Elect. The day after, Sarah and I will be in Monte Carlo on
honeymoon, but you guys will be partying in the Bellagio Hotel in
Vegas for five days, all expenses paid. I’ve reserved a High
Rollers table for you.’ Wild yelling at that.

That was the moment when Nicki seized
her chance. ‘Sarah, that favour you were asking for back in
Craigavon Hall?’

Ah yes, the favour. Their conversation
was brief. ‘Nicki, I want you to be my Maid of Honour.’

‘Well, I have to warn you,’ Nicki
replied with a wink, ‘I’m no maid and I have no honour.’ The
infallible law of TINSTAAFL – there’s no such thing as a free
lunch – then applied. An exclusive interview with the happy
couple was Nicki’s price. Happy couple? Sarah hoped she’d
cheer up soon. She didn’t want to spoil things for Robert.

She expected Robert or Spiegel to have
objected to Nicki’s suggestion, but they all thought it was a great
idea. So all four of them had retreated to the Media Room and were
now sitting on luxury leather sofas, sipping champagne, surrounded
by paintings by up-and-coming artists. As for Nicki, she was going
for the personal angle, ‘the stuff the readers really want to
know.’

It was Robert who playfully prompted
Nicki to ask the dreaded question. ‘Go on, Nicki,’ he said. ‘Ask
Sarah why she has a model of an old Mississippi steamer in her
apartment.’

Sarah had never managed to work out a
smart response to that question. ‘You can thank my teeth,’ she
responded at last.

‘Teeth?’

‘The gap between my two front teeth.’
Instinctively, Sarah brought her hand up to cover her mouth. ‘I’ve
been self-conscious about it ever since I was a kid.’

‘I’m not getting it. What’s the
connection?’

‘I got a complex when a teacher at
school made me spell Mississippi,’ she said quietly. ‘I tried so
hard, but when I got to “s”, I made this high-pitched whistling
sound through the gap. The other kids thought it was hilarious.
“Stand on the table, Sarah Harris,” the teacher ordered. “Spell the
word all the way to the end.” The taunts from the other kids got so
bad I ended up going to speech therapy for months afterwards. I had
to learn how to breathe differently, change the way I moved my
lips, even use my tongue differently. It was horrible.’ She ran her
finger over her lips. ‘Now, when I smile, I make sure I keep my
lips together.’

‘Why don’t you get veneers or
something?’ Spiegel interrupted. It was what everyone asked, as if
to have less than perfect movie-star teeth was an affront to
nature.

‘I’ve never got round to it,’ Sarah
replied. ‘I can’t imagine myself without my gappy teeth now.’

‘I don’t know why you want to be
reminded of that kind of childhood trauma,’ Nicki said. ‘Shouldn’t
you ditch the steamer?’

‘Who can forget?’ Sarah stared glumly at
the floor. ‘I suppose it reminds me of where I’ve come from. Who I
am.’

‘Robert, what do you think?’ Nicki
asked.

‘I wouldn’t change a single thing. I
love Sarah just the way she is.’

‘And have you got any
Mississippis in your cupboard?’ Nicki said to Robert.

‘How about this? I’m fascinated by an
obscure poem called Samson Agonistes by Milton. Every day I
find myself saying a few lines from it, sometimes whole verses, but
I don’t remember ever having learned.’

‘Weird,’ Nicki said. ‘What’s the poem
about?’

He’s never told me about this,
Sarah thought.

‘The trials of Samson after he was
captured by the Philistines.’

‘Samson, as in Samson and Delilah?’

‘Yeah, that one – so don’t let Sarah
come anywhere near me with a pair of scissors or I might never make
it to the White House.’

Nicki laughed and scribbled a few notes
in her notebook, but a moment later, she couldn’t stifle a yawn. ‘I
didn’t get home until six this morning,’ she explained. ‘I was
covering another story.’

‘What story?’ Sarah asked.

‘I’m researching an article on the
world’s most controversial nightclub.’

‘You went there?’

Nicki nodded. ‘My fifth visit.’

‘Does it live up to its rep?’

‘Believe me, there’s no place like
Prohibition A.’ Nicki turned to Robert. ‘Have you been?’

Robert shook his head. ‘I’ve heard so
many things about that place.’

‘It’s all true,’ Nicki said gleefully.
‘You know what, it’s the perfect place to take Sarah for her hen
night. Trust me, it’s an experience, a
once-in-a-lifetimer.’

‘You must be kidding.’ Sarah couldn’t
imagine ever going to Prohibition A. It was one of the most
secretive places in Manhattan – Jesus, in the world – and was a
magnet for every rich young socialite in Manhattan. It probably had
the wealthiest clientele of any place on earth. The most bizarre
rumours circulated regarding what the super-rich partygoers got up
to. It occurred to Sarah that it was exactly the sort of place that
would attract the red circle people.

‘Come on, just the two of us,’ Nicki
enthused. ‘Wednesday or Thursday night is good for me.’

‘A future First Lady to go to a place
like that,’ Robert said. ‘You just want to get yourself a scoop,
don’t you, Nicki?’

‘Suit yourselves. Sarah, if you change
your mind, let me know.’

Spiegel’s cell phone rang. ‘Let me take
this.’ He had a brief conversation then stood up. ‘Sorry, Robert,
I’m afraid I have to take you away. A consortium from Wall Street
is in the Red Room. They want to make a big donation. I need you to
meet and greet them, maybe give a quick speech.’

‘Money talks,’ Robert said with a shrug.
‘Got to go.’

‘That means I’ll need another anecdote
from you, Sarah.’ Nicki frowned. ‘I can’t believe I’ve never asked
you about that steamer. I’ve seen it loads of times and never
thought anything about it.’ Waving her pen, she said, ‘I think I
have something – another thing I missed.’

‘What?’

‘Above your fireplace, there’s a large,
framed photograph of a bird perched on a falconer’s glove. I think
you told me it used to hang in the FBI’s art gallery. I thought you
just liked the picture, but maybe there’s a story there.’

Sarah sat back. ‘I took that myself when
I was a kid.’ A knot of emotion grew in her throat. ‘It was a
beautiful day. A falconer was giving a demonstration in Central
Park. I saw this little dot circling high up then plunging down at
incredible speed. As it swooped, my stomach lurched.’

Whenever she talked about it, she felt
tears building. ‘When the dot came closer, it transformed into this
most fantastic bird. I’ve never seen anything so exciting. It
snatched a piece of meat left for it, before soaring into the sky
again. Later, it came back to rest on the falconer’s glove and let
me stroke it. It was a Peregrine falcon, with a black head and dark
brown eyes with yellow rings. I remember it had a fabulous
white-tipped tail and an amazingly proud look in its eye.’

‘It made a big impression, huh?’

Sarah bowed her head. ‘It was dead ten
minutes after that picture was taken.’ The horror flooded back. ‘It
took off on another flight but when it came back, it wasn’t flying
right. One of its eyes had been put out. Someone had shot it with
an air rifle.

‘With its good eye, the falcon stared at
its master. It’s weird but I remember thinking I could hear it
thinking: “I can’t bear to live like this.”

‘The falconer started crying. He said –
and I’ll never forget this – “The strong can’t be weak.”
With one twist of his hands, he snapped its neck.’ She felt herself
choking. ‘I dreamt about that bird for days afterwards, remembering
how high it flew, that bewildering speed, how beautiful and free it
was.’

‘Sad story,’ Nicki remarked.

Sarah nodded. ‘Things like that stay
with you.’

‘Did the falconer do the right thing?
Shouldn’t he have tried to patch it up?’

Sarah shook her head. ‘I would have done
exactly the same thing.’

‘I don’t know. It seems such a
waste.’

Sarah didn’t want to talk about it
anymore. She steered the conversation onto trivia. Mercifully, the
time passed quickly, without any more painful questions.

The door opened and Robert’s head
appeared. ‘Sarah, can I have a private word?’

Sarah apologised to Nicki and stepped
outside, wondering what was up.

‘David Warren called a few minutes ago,’
Robert said. ‘He was offering his congratulations on our
engagement. He’s invited us over to that crazy castle of his
tomorrow night to celebrate our engagement. He’s having a special
party.’

‘I can’t stand him, Robert. Can’t we go
some other time?…like next century.’

‘I don’t want to offend him. He’s always
been friendly towards me. Don’t you want to see his castle again?
He claims he’s hired a top French chef. Some movie stars are
turning up too, he says.’

‘What about Nicki? Can she come?’

‘You know Warren loathes her.’

Sarah shrugged. She wasn’t keen but she
had to admit there was nowhere quite like Dromlech Castle. But
first, she had other things on her mind. She grabbed Robert and
kissed him. ‘Let’s go back to my apartment.’ Tonight of all nights,
she wanted to feel genuine elation. Was sex the answer? She prayed
it was. ‘The champagne has gone straight to my head.’ Even as she
spoke, she found red circles dancing in front of her eyes.
Thousands of them, dripping with blood.
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The Neulander
Institute

General Clark
sat in his office in front of his computer, staring at the final
paragraph of the amended plan. Soon, he’d present it to the other
members of the Committee and then he’d discover how committed they
really were.

When he heard Sarah and Montcrieff’s
decision to have their wedding in St Patrick’s Cathedral on the eve
of the election, it gave him an opportunity he could never have
anticipated, yet perfect in every way.

It took him only a moment to devise the
new plan. To ordinary people, it might seem grotesque, but the
Terror Age, like every other age, required its martyrs, its
sacrifices, its acts of breathtaking boldness. He’d do anything for
America, to see it rise above all other nations with a power and
glory the world had never witnessed before. He’d even feed his own
daughter into the flames of destruction. That was what was required
of patriots.

Everyone is scarred by the past, but all
of his scar tissue had a single cause. It was created, layer by
sickening layer, by his broken marriage. This was a particularly
bad time for him, days before the thirtieth anniversary of his
wife’s leaving him. Sarah was now the same age as Jane was back
then. It gave him such an odd feeling when he watched her shooting
Dexter in Central Park. A traitor to love, just like her mother.
Was it a congenital defect, passed from mother to daughter? Sarah
was a monster, capable of the worst possible crime against the man
she claimed to love. No, even he couldn’t believe that. Unlike her
mother, Sarah didn’t know what she was doing.

He remembered a conversation where he
pointed out to Warren that Sarah had killed the love of her
life.

‘We brainwashed her, remember?’ Warren
had retorted.

That was true, but was it an excuse,
really an excuse?

Even now, Clark couldn’t shake free of
the memories of what the Looking Glass project had done to Sarah.
By the end of the first three months, it was obvious she didn’t
know who she was. When they held up a mirror in front of her, she
didn’t recognise herself.

He remembered entering a top-security
laboratory and finding himself confronted by a spectacle that
stunned him. Sarah and Dexter were suspended in huge, transparent
isolation tanks filled with yellow liquid and streams of bubbles.
All kinds of tubes were sticking out of them. The extraordinary
thing was that they were naked and hairless. Even their eyebrows
had been removed. Until then, Clark had never realised how hair
defines appearance. Take it away from people and all that’s left is
a collection of indistinguishable shop dummies.

Does that belong to me, he had
thought. If only it were Jane and not Sarah. How had it come to
this? How had he come to this? He wasn’t religious. Even as
a kid, he lacked the inclination, the ability, to have faith. His
parents were Jehovah’s Witnesses and did everything they could to
‘save’ him. Escape couldn’t come quickly enough and it arrived in
the shape of a Turing scholarship to study cryptography at
Harvard. His youthful love of chess, crosswords, puzzles,
mathematics and computer programming provided him with the ideal
background.

He came top of his class at Harvard. No
late-night boozing for him, no nightclubs, no frat parties, no
girlfriends, other than the occasional fling to prove he wasn’t a
freak. He smiled wryly – even the Jehovah’s Witnesses might have
approved of his prudish lifestyle.

From Harvard he went to the Defence
Intelligence Agency, via the Marine Corps training programme to get
him physically fit and introduce him to the military way of life.
He was still proud of his trim waistline. He was only ten pounds
heavier than he was at twenty-one. His mentors allowed him to
attend classes on military strategy at West Point, where he became
an expert in the tactics of the great Carthaginian general
Hannibal. He had no complaints about the training he’d received.
They had identified him as a high-flyer and he didn’t disappoint.
Everyone was impressed with his efforts, his dedication. So, at
just twenty-six, he was assigned to the Neulander Institute, a new
facility at the forefront of research for the intelligence
community. In this disinfected setting, like the most high-tech of
hospitals, he was introduced to the bizarre world of Special
Military Intelligence. Officially, no such agency existed.
Unofficially, it was the most powerful in the world.

After the public relations disasters of
the Nixon era, all of the CIA’s most controversial projects were
terminated, judged unacceptable to the American public. That was
the usual bureaucratic camouflage. A new group was established that
had learned the lessons of the past. Special Military Intelligence
was the CIA with the gloves off, so secret that scarcely anyone who
wasn’t in SMI was in a position to know anything about it.

A web of ‘shell’ organisations shielded
the SMI from prying eyes. All SMI personnel were registered as
employees with the shells and had fictitious jobs. SMI’s money was
filtered through the shells, which also owned all of its property.
As far as the outside world was concerned, only the shells existed.
So, no awkward questions, no committees from Capitol Hill to be
appeased, no journalists snooping around. Only the finance
committee, comprised of retired members of the intelligence
community and reporting directly to the National Security Adviser,
was permitted any access to SMI, simply to prove that the budget
wasn’t being squandered.

SMI now handled all of the old,
discredited CIA projects, but it had analysed in detail where each
went wrong, and remedied the errors. Now the past’s failures had
been transformed into miracles of innovation and effectiveness.

It was SMI’s job to bring the impossible
into the world. Their work had reached its culmination in Alice
Through the Looking Glass. But Clark wasn’t so much concerned about
how to make someone a brainwashed assassin as what to do with the
assassins when you had them. He left the other details to Warren, a
man born with an excessive curiosity about the minds of others.
Perhaps, he shouldn’t have given Warren so much autonomy, but SMI’s
leading scientist had never done anything to suggest that the trust
placed in him was misplaced, even though he was fond of making the
most provocative of remarks. Warren once said that his greatest
wish was to be the perfect conman, capable of conning everyone all
of the time. He wanted to be so adept in understanding behaviour
that he would always know the right buttons to push.

Am I conducting an experiment on my
own mind? How often had Clark entertained that thought? Maybe
‘soul’ was a better word even though he hated its religious
overtones. Was it possible he was testing his own soul to
destruction? Following the Looking Glass project to its logical
conclusion led, he knew, to Sarah’s death. He might not deliver the
fatal blow, but it would be his work all the same. Simple cause and
effect. Could he stand by and watch his own flesh and blood die?
The time wasn’t far off when he’d learn the answer.

He could almost bring himself to feel
sorry for Sarah, but that would practically be an admission of
guilt. None of it was his fault. Jane was the one who deserted
Sarah when she was a toddler. What did he, a military man, know of
raising children? As every year passed and Sarah’s resemblance to
her mother grew stronger, he treated her more harshly, taking all
his rage out on her. He sent her to a Catholic convent school
knowing how much it would infuriate his parents who loathed the
Catholic Church. His hope was that he would be able to forget her,
but instead he sent her a birthday card every year, reminding her
of the treacherous, poisonous nature she’d inherited from her
mother. Their common sin.

Now, though, he didn’t want Sarah to
have any knowledge of his existence. He’d given Warren very
specific instructions, so Sarah had been brainwashed into believing
that he and his wife were killed in a car crash when Sarah was
five, leaving Sarah as an orphan. To help conceal her true
identity, she was given the name ‘Harris’ – the maiden name of
Clark’s mother.

Ordinary people would never comprehend
the way he treated his daughter, but his world was far beyond them.
That’s why he was in charge of SMI while they stacked shelves in
supermarkets. They could no more understand his motivations than he
could sit down and watch one of their daytime chat shows.

Not one of them could have conceived of
his alarm call to America, the final act that would show the people
that everything had changed once and for all. He had decided to
attack the bedrock of civilisation, the true evil from which all
the rest of the corruption flowed – marriage. To defile
that, to associate it with the greatest of sins, to link it forever
with tragedy and horror, that seemed to him like an act of the
greatest benevolence towards mankind. Such acts demanded the
ultimate sacrifice.

In a week’s time, Robert Montcrieff, the
likely next president, would stand with Sarah in front of the high
altar of St Patrick’s Cathedral. The whole world would be watching
his televised wedding. But Montcrieff would never leave the
cathedral alive.
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Mirrors

‘Give the guy a
break. Sometimes I think you don’t like any of my friends.’ Robert
shrugged as he pressed the elevator button. ‘Anyway, I won’t let
you spoil my story. Tommy told me this amazing thing about how a
new hotel solved a PR disaster. Complaints were flooding in about
how slow the elevators were, and the hotel realised it had a crisis
on its hands. The cost of redesigning them or building new ones
would have put them out of business, so they brought in a
psychologist and asked him to come up with a solution. Within five
minutes, he had the answer. By the end of the day, his solution had
been implemented. The following day all complaints stopped. Many
customers enthused about how much faster the elevators were even
though they hadn’t been touched in any way.’ Robert smiled. ‘Want
to guess what the psychologist’s answer was?’

Sarah shook her head. She didn’t have
the energy for this game. She wanted the elevator to go faster, to
get back to her apartment, close the door and shut out the
world.

‘Mirrors,’ Robert said. ‘Next to
every elevator, they fitted a long mirror. Instead of waiting
impatiently, the hotel’s customers could now stare at themselves,
and time suddenly passed in a blink.’

Sarah usually enjoyed anecdotes like
that. Tonight it was different. For a moment, Robert seemed like a
stranger. Or was she the stranger? Last time she felt this
way…she shivered. She was back in that dark underground parking
garage in Baltimore, waiting for John Dexter to show up. Dexter was
the best in the business, America’s top agent. Would she be able to
surprise him? Everyone said he had a sixth sense for sniffing out
trouble.

‘Are you all right?’ Robert asked.

‘Too much excitement for one night.’
Sarah gave a feeble smile as she ushered Robert along the small
hallway and into the lounge. A compact, fashionable room, the
lounge had gleaming maple floorboards and lilac-painted walls.
There were two expensive white leather sofas, a glass dining table
with matching coffee table, a plasma TV and a top-of-the-range
Zarconium sound system. She was glad to be home.

‘What’s so funny now?’ she asked. Robert
was chuckling almost sinisterly as he stepped into the lounge.
‘Another of Henshaw’s anecdotes?’

‘This should cheer you up. I’m reading a
description of you from the evening newspaper.’

‘What’s the damage?’

‘Listen to this. Tall and slim, Sarah
Harris is five foot nine and one hundred and thirty pounds, with an
athletic build, no doubt first honed by the tough training camp she
attended at the FBI’s academy in Quantico. Of course, her standout
feature is that killer Louise Brooks bob of hair. To top it all,
she’s smart and capable – a prominent figure in the New York FBI.
Mr Montcrieff has picked himself a winner. As you may have noticed,
I’m a bit of a fan too. But, for some of us, casting envious
glances is our allotted task in life. Welcome to the battalions of
losers, dear reader. Miss Harris need have no such worries.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ Sarah said.

‘I’m serious. I think I’d hire extra
security if I were you. Sounds like this journalist is going to be
stalking you soon.’

Robert thrust the newspaper into her
hand. He’d used a red pen to ring the article.

But the reality is so dull, Sarah
thought. And no mention of her gappy teeth.

Robert hung up his overcoat. ‘So, when
do I get the hot action you promised me?’

‘Whenever you like.’ Truth was Sarah
just wanted to go to sleep, but she was scared of what her dreams
would bring. Red circles and red queens, no doubt. No other case
had affected her like this. It wasn’t even a formal investigation
yet. Why was it getting under her skin so much? It had wrecked her
enjoyment of her engagement. She felt so much pressure to say
everything was just great when she felt as though the ground was
giving way beneath her feet.

Robert put up his hands in mock
surrender. ‘Actually, I need some food first or I’ll have no
energy. I’ve had a glass in my hand all night – I haven’t
eaten.’

‘Food?’ Sarah teased, trying her best to
maintain the illusion of being a seductress. ‘I bet that reporter
from the evening newspaper wouldn’t be worrying about food.’

Robert flopped onto the sofa. ‘I’m
shattered. That took it out of me tonight. Maybe it was having all
that champagne on an empty stomach.’

‘Excuses, excuses.’ Sarah poked him in
the stomach. ‘You’re such a let-down.’

Robert shrugged. ‘I’m pathetic, huh?’ He
seemed to have tuned into her downbeat mood. ‘What are we
like?’

‘We’re just winding down, that’s all.’
Sarah started pacing round the room. ‘You’ll need to let me see all
of the arrangements you’ve made for the wedding.’

‘Is that what’s getting to you?’

‘No, um, something at work. What about
you?’

‘I can’t be myself. I have a fake smile
permanently stuck to my face. Everywhere I go I have to be upbeat,
shaking everyone’s hand. I hate it.’

She sat down beside him and stroked his
hair. ‘I could never do it.’ But she was doing it right now, faking
it. In fact, her whole life seemed fake in some indefinable
way.

‘I’ve become this ridiculous, phony
showman.’ Robert rubbed his head. ‘Maybe conman would be a better
word.’

Where had all of this come from so
suddenly? It made Sarah nervous. She thought of how weird Robert
was the last time they had sex; that crazy moment when he almost
bit a chunk out of her ass. Flesh, that’s what he said, as
though he were some kind of cannibal. What did he mean by it? She’d
been too scared to ask.

‘You know what,’ Robert said in little
more than a whisper, ‘I’m a person impersonator. Everything about
me is false.’ He leaned over and kissed Sarah. ‘I only feel real
when I’m alone with you.’ He put his finger on the tip of her
nose.

Sarah kissed him, and felt sick. They
sat silently for about ten minutes, holding hands. A person
impersonator? What a strange phrase to use, but it summed up
how she was feeling about herself. ‘I’m going to rustle up that
food you were talking about.’ She hoped it would take her mind off
things.

Robert put his hand on her thigh. ‘Let
me do it.’

‘Since when did you know how to
cook?’

‘This will be a presidential
special.’

He went into the kitchen, put on an
apron and began slamming things around. Curling up on the sofa,
Sarah sipped some red wine. She put on a compilation of chill-out
music, hoping it would soothe her. Instead, she felt more agitated
than ever. I should be calling mom and dad to tell them about my
engagement, she thought. Tears welled in her eyes. Why did
my parents have to die? She could hear Robert swearing in the
kitchen. He was frying bacon. Would it make her throw up?

He emerged, holding the large silver
tray she reserved for Thanksgiving dinner, with the food concealed
under a silver dome.

‘Dinner is served,’ he declared, placing
the silver dish in the middle of the table. He poured two glasses
of champagne from a bottle of Krug that had been chilling in the
refrigerator. ‘You lucky woman,’ he said with a
grin.

‘OK, what have you come up with?’ she
asked as they sat down at the dinner table.

Robert lifted the domed lid with a grand
flourish.

She stared in disbelief at what was
underneath: four white-bread sandwiches with butter melting from
the sides. She cautiously lifted the top slice off one of the
sandwiches. Underneath were several rashers of bacon smothered in
tomato ketchup. Revolting.

‘I’m fired, huh?’ Robert said.

All Sarah could do was laugh. ‘If you
were as bad in bed as you are in the kitchen, I’d call the whole
thing off.’ She picked up one of the sandwiches. ‘Is this safe?’
After one bite, she put it down. ‘I’m not hungry.’

‘That’s a no-no to the presidential
special, huh?’ Robert ate his own sandwiches in silence.

As she studied her future husband, Sarah
thought back to the day at school when she cut the heads off the
pictures of the grooms. Why had she done it? A fear of marriage?
Did she have some sort of phobia? Maybe she should see a shrink.
Nicki did a few years back and said it was really helpful.

‘I’m sorry for springing all of this on
you,’ Robert said when he’d finished. ‘It was unfair.’ He picked up
the bottle of champagne and led her back to the sofa. ‘I’ll make it
up to you, I promise.’

She nestled into his lap. As she reached
up to stroke his hair, she noticed he was gazing at the picture
above the artificial fireplace – her framed photograph of the
Peregrine falcon, the one he’d first seen in the Ghouls’
Gallery.

‘It’s beautiful,’ Robert said. ‘You
could have been a photographer.’

Whenever Sarah stared at it, she felt
odd. Sometimes, it seemed to put her into a trance-like state and
she was convinced she could stand in front of it for hours, gazing
at it like a zombie. It was spectacularly well shot. Everyone
always commented on how professional it was. The odd thing was that
she had no memory of actually taking the picture, or what camera
she’d used, and she’d never got close to taking any picture as good
since.

Robert’s attention turned to the glass
display cabinet. ‘So, there’s your famous old steamer. I’m sorry
for embarrassing you in front of Nicki.’

His cell phone rang and he got up to
answer it. The ring tone was the Mission Impossible tune.
Sarah figured you could tell a lot about someone from which tune
they chose for their ring tone. Someone who thinks he’s a joker
always has a zany tune. A film buff chooses an obscure movie sound
clip. Fashionable people had the latest trendy TV programme or hip
cartoon. Drama queens chose an operatic tune. Sometimes it scared
her just how easy it was to pigeonhole people. She wondered what
people would think of her choice – the sound of the helicopter
blades from Apocalypse Now.

Robert spoke briefly to Tommy Henshaw
who was outside with the security team. When he was done, he
glanced at this watch. ‘I have to be out of here at seven am. That
means we have all night for…’ he glanced towards the bedroom.
‘…what you promised me.’

Sarah looked at him. Any woman would
give anything to be here with him like this.

He put an arm round her waist, another
under her legs and scooped her up. ‘You know, I had a dream about
you last night.’

‘What was it about?’

‘Let’s just say it put a smile on my
face. You were wearing a silver satin camisole that clung.
You had open-toed silver high heels and your toenails and
fingernails were painted silver. But your best feature was a silver
mask that fitted your face like a second skin. You were like a
beautiful cyborg.’

‘And I guess I did all kinds of
disgusting cyborg things to you?’ Sex, suddenly, was the only thing
that Sarah thought might relax her. The harder and faster, the
better. An explosion of energy. Then deep sleep. Oblivion. No more
red circles or red queens.

‘You’d better believe it.’

‘And now you’re going to describe those
things to me, huh?’

‘I’m going to do better than that,’
Robert laid her down on the bed. ‘I’m going to show you.’

Sarah closed her eyes. Oh my God.
She had a terrifying picture in her mind of decapitated bridegrooms
in their wedding-day morning suits, hundreds of them. Not cut-up
photos, but real people. She recognised two of them. One was
Robert. The other was John Dexter.
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Connections

‘Hey, wait up
Sarah.’ Mike Lacey’s Brooklyn accent was unmistakable. ‘Man, I
didn’t expect to see you in the office today.’

Sarah had just emerged from the elevator
and was hoping to reach her office without bumping into any of her
colleagues. No such luck.

‘Hi, Mike.’ She wearily turned to
acknowledge her colleague. Wearing a cream suit, pink shirt and
bold red tie, Lacey resembled an extra from The Great
Gatsby.

‘In fact, I wasn’t expecting you back
here ever again,’ Lacey said. ‘Aren’t you resigning, or at least
taking a long, long time off?’

‘I’m not sure what I’m doing
right now, Mike. I’m going to see Dargo to talk it over.’

‘Well, I guess I should do the
traditional thing and offer my congratulations. I knew Montcrieff
was making a big announcement, but I wasn’t expecting
that.’

‘Tell me about it.’ Sarah frowned. It
still hadn’t sunk in that she was going to be Mrs Montcrieff in a
few days. God, maybe First Lady. As for her job, she’d only touched
on it with Robert. Was she being impractical by wanting to keep
doing it? Luckily, Robert seemed to approve, although he insisted
she’d have to put up with two secret service men shadowing her.
She’d left them in the reception area and said she’d hook up again
when she was ready to leave. They weren’t happy, but she was
determined to stop them trailing after her the whole time. Besides,
she was in an FBI office. You couldn’t get much safer than
that.

‘Is it scary?’ Lacey asked.

‘Is what scary?’

‘Your picture,’ Lacey said, ‘it’s
everywhere. Newspapers, TV, the lot.’

‘Let’s not go there.’

‘That bad, huh?’

‘I’ve been under siege.’ Sarah recalled
with a shudder the army of media people camped outside her
apartment block that morning, doing everything they could to hassle
her. Robert, by leaving early, had managed to avoid most of them.
She had certainly needed her secret service escorts to help her
shove her way through the throng to get to her car. A TV camera
almost hit her in the face when some jerk pushed forward to get a
better picture.

‘Well, those engagement pictures were
certainly excellent publicity for Montcrieff’s campaign.’

‘Don’t be so cynical, Mike. We’re in
love.’

‘If you say so.’ As soon as he said it,
Lacey apparently regretted it. ‘I’m sorry, that was mean of me. I
guess I’m feeling a bit tender at the moment. I’ve gone from hero
to zero in the romance stakes. I keep striking out.’ He shuffled
uneasily. ‘I just can’t seem to get my shit together when it comes
to relationships. I think I’ve acquired a fondness for, um,
out-of-reach women.’ He stared at the floor.

Sarah quickly changed the subject.
‘Mike, ever since you mentioned those red circles yesterday I’ve
been having such weird experiences.’

‘Hey, me too. You see, we have so
much in common.’

Their conversation dried up. Sarah felt
her old awkwardness returning. ‘I have to go now.’

‘Am I turning into Dargo?’ Lacey asked.
‘Could you ever imagine him dating?’

‘It’s been tough for him.’ Bizarrely,
Sarah found herself defending her boss, something she scarcely
thought possible. ‘After his divorce, he just bottled everything
up,’ she said. ‘He loved his wife, talked about her all the time. I
hear he was quite a nice guy in those days. Then the ice age
descended and every emotion froze solid. He’s not the first to
react that way to a bad break-up.’

‘Old iron-ass, huh? Anyway, what’s next
for you? Is Robert taking you out tonight to show you off to his
admiring public?’

‘We’re going to Dromlech Castle,
actually.’

‘Man, I’ve always wanted to visit that
place.’

‘Yeah, but that means I’ve got to endure
a night with David Warren. I think I’d rather hang out with Count
Dracula.’

Lacey nodded. ‘Warren gives me the
creeps too.’

‘I didn’t realise you’d met him.’

‘No, I’ve only seen him on TV, but
there’s something about his eyes.’

Sarah knew exactly what he meant. Warren
had a way of looking at people that made it seem as if he could see
inside their heads. No one with secrets ever felt comfortable in
his presence. Oddly enough, the rumour was that he had more secrets
than anyone.
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Towers and
Dreams

Warren’s
nickname was ‘Piggy’ and that was exactly how Sarah regarded him.
The only thing he had in his favour was his crazy castle. He liked
to tell interviewers that it was an old-fashioned folly, pointless
but beautiful, like most of the best things in life. If Sarah
remembered right, it was a re-creation of some Scottish castle that
Warren visited as a kid and couldn’t get out of his head. The story
went that he swore to build a homage to it back home in the
States one day and Dromlech Castle was the result. It was located
in Long Island’s most scenic bay, in a spectacular Gothic setting
overlooking the Atlantic. No one knew where the money came from:
thirty or forty million dollars by all accounts. Word had it that
Warren had his stubby fingers in several pies that weren’t
altogether legal, but no one could prove a thing.

‘Who’s going to give you away at the
altar?’ Warren asked. ‘I mean, without your father…’

‘I haven’t decided.’ Sarah couldn’t
believe she’d ended up stuck with Warren. He always peered at her
in an odd way, as if studying a sample under a microscope. She had
to be polite to him given who he was, but she wanted to get out of
this situation fast. At least her conversation with Dargo earlier
that day had gone well. He was relaxed about her engagement and
said he’d give her ample time to decide what she wanted to do. In
the meantime, he was happy for her to come and go as she pleased.
He thought the publicity would be good for the FBI.

As she gazed at the castle’s grand hall
with its timber frame, stone floor, crystal chandeliers and
abstract paintings, she couldn’t hide her agitation. Every now and
again, she caught sight of a tall, dark-haired man in a tuxedo,
weaving through the party guests but not stopping to talk to
anyone. Although she never managed to get a good view of him, he
bore a startling resemblance to a former boyfriend. That was all
she needed. Her break-up with Tom had been ugly. If that’s who it
was, there was bound to be a scene. She had a weird feeling he was
watching her constantly, not in any obvious way – like a guy in a
surveillance op. A pro.

She glanced over at Robert. Jacob
Spiegel had steered him in the direction of Ed Reese and Lana
Farezi, stars of the new blockbuster Bluebeard’s Revenge.
The movie was getting its world premiere here tonight, ensuring
that the media pack had turned out in full force, especially since
the young movie stars’ on-screen chemistry had raised feverish
speculation about an off-screen romance.

‘It will be excellent publicity for you
to be seen with the stars,’ Spiegel had assured Robert. ‘You’re
sure to pick up the 18-25 vote.’

Now Robert was chatting with the
glamorous couple and getting checked out by the beautiful Lana.
Bright lights shone on them as photographers and camera crews
jostled for good positions.

Sarah stood in semi-darkness, watching
from a distance. Dressed in a glitzy silver cocktail dress she
ought to be shining, but all her sparkle had gone. Being alone with
Warren was a pain in the neck.

‘A coup, huh?’ Warren said in his smarmy
voice.

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s not every day you get the premiere
of a Hollywood blockbuster in your own home, is it? He gestured
around. ‘Did you realise the whole thing was filmed right
here?’

‘I thought I recognised a few things.’
Sarah was wondering how long she’d have to spend with him. She
wanted to find the right tone for him to take the hint and leave
her alone.

‘I got a decent pay-day from the
producers,’ Warren remarked. ‘I needed it. You wouldn’t believe how
much it costs to run this place.’

‘I guess a maid coming in twice a week
for three hours doesn’t do it.’

‘No, not quite.’ Warren swirled his
glass of brandy. ‘It keeps getting more expensive. I’ve just hired
a new gardener to look after the maze. I got a designer in from
England to build the thing. He finished it last week after a year’s
work. It’s the most elaborate in the world, so he tells me, with a
unique trick feature. It has a mechanically operated section of
hedge that can be activated to make it close over the entrance
moments after a “victim” enters. Then the only way out is through a
hidden trapdoor in the centre.’

‘Ingenious,’ Sarah commented.

What a jerk, she thought.
Spending a fortune on every kind of nonsense.

‘I showed it to Robert earlier. He loved
it.’ Warren took a slow sip of his brandy. ‘Did you like the
film?’
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