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Chapter
One

 


The phone rang, startling Joe Meehan from an
already disturbed sleep. He sat upright. Disoriented, he swung his
legs out of bed, sat at the edge, and rubbed the backs of his hands
across his eyelids.

His mouth was dry and tasted like copper. He
looked at the bedside clock through red eyes as the phone rang a
second time: 2:03 AM. He could not remember what had plagued his
dreams but aching muscles in his shoulders and neck were testimony
that his rest had been fragmentary.

He reached out and picked up his cell phone.
When the phone rang a third time and he snapped his head to the
right, toward the sound; his landline was ringing. Very few people
had his unregistered number.

He stood up from the bed and left the
coolness of his bedroom wearing only cotton pajama bottoms and
walked down a short hallway to where the phone sat on a small
antique table. In the darkness he couldn't read the caller ID that
only stayed backlit for two rings.

He fumbled with the handset with fingers
that felt detached and incapable of perceiving, lifted the receiver
on the sixth ring, cleared his throat and asked, "Hello?"

Lightning flashed across the sky like
radioactive veins followed closely by a crash of thunder. He'd been
unaware of the storm and the celestial percussions in his sleep. He
held the receiver close to his ear and for a moment there was only
soft static and then the phone buzzed in his ear as another peal of
thunder wracked the saturated sky.

"Hello?" he asked again.

He was about to hang up when a female voice
asked, "Joe?"

"Yes. Who is this?" Sleep clung to him like
wet garments and his head felt muddled.

The woman was crying; he could hear the
waver in her voice. She said, "I’m so sorry, Joe, I know I
shouldn't have called you. I know you probably hate me, and you
have every right to, but I have no one else. I don't know . . .
what else to do."

"Who is this?" he repeated.

He ran the fingers of his right hand through
his hair, scratching his head roughly. He felt more disoriented as
each second ticked off. Obviously, the caller knew his name but she
must have mistaken him for someone else. As obscured as his
thoughts might be at the moment he was positive he wasn’t
acquainted with anyone who could be in such dire circumstance.

"I'm sorry, I think you must have the wrong
number," he said.

"Don't hang up," the woman cried. "Please,
don't hang up. Joe . . . this is Rachel."

For a moment he thought his heart had
stopped beating or had turned to lifeless stone. He stood stiffly
with the phone held tightly against his ear and realized his heart
continued to beat when he felt his pulse thrumming strongly in his
ears.

Although the apartment was cold he suddenly
felt fevered. Sweat trickled down his temples and between his
shoulder blades and imagined spiders started an eight-legged dance
down his spine.

"Rachel," he said softly, staring blankly
into the dark hallway. The name trudged earnestly from his lips; he
hadn’t spoken it aloud in years.

Thunder rent the sky again, close enough to
rumble through the windows and reverberate through the walls.
Lightning cast strange igneous shadows across the hall that looked
like spooky hand puppets.

His eyes burned and felt watery. Although he
tried to speak no words came out.

"I know what you must be thinking," she
said, her voice tear-stricken and urgent. "You have every right to
hang up on me now, you do, and I wouldn't blame you, but there's no
one else that can help me."

Suddenly his heart felt as though it were
congesting, ready to explode against his ribs. His mouth was dry.
His hands trembled and he felt powerless in controlling his own
motor skills. He could certainly understand his reluctance toward
her—hate was too strong an emotion—but he could not understand the
deep feeling in the pit of his stomach, wrenching it into knots,
corkscrewing it savagely.

"Joe, please," she said. There was now a
shiver in her voice and he imagined her teeth chattering and her
lips quivering as she spoke.

The desperation in her voice tugged as
painfully at his chest as the relentless knot that assailed his
stomach. After all, he'd once cared deeply for this woman. In fact,
he’d loved her once, a long time ago.

"Where are you?" His voice was just more
than a whisper.

"I’m outside the subway at Grand and
Milwaukee. Do you remember? Where we caught the gypsy cab after
senior prom?"

At this time in his life he should feel
nothing but melancholy for Rachel. Yet his chest constricted and
his stomach clenched with fear and sweat continued to trickle down
his temples and between his shoulder blades.

"Joe?"

"Yes," he said. "I remember. I’ll be there
as soon as I can."

"Thank you, Joe, I don't know—"

He put the receiver into the cradle before
she could finish. He wasn’t ready to be thanked. Although his lips
had formed words and his ears had heard her voice his mind
continued to reject the idea that Rachel was alive, that she was in
Chicago, and that she needed his help.

Thunder grumbled again and lightning flashed
like an omen through the small hallway.

A deep chill ran down Joe's spine and he
shivered.

He thought: What the hell is going
on?

He felt like he was standing on Mars without
life support and no ship docked for the journey home.

Back in his bedroom he dressed hastily,
pulling on a pair of blue jeans that he'd worn earlier in the day
and had tossed on the leather chair in the corner of the room. He
tugged a flannel shirt on over a white T-shirt, buttoned it
quickly, and stuffed his bare feet into a pair of L.L. Bean boots.
He pulled a Chicago Cubs baseball cap down snuggly over his
uncombed hair and sat again at the edge of his bed.

He felt wrong somehow, yet he couldn't put
his finger on anything tangible. He could see the storm in full
force outside the bedroom window as it made its way across
northeastern Illinois, moving toward Indiana. Dirty haze hung out
over the lake. A solitary buoy stood almost defiantly against the
cold, choppy water of Lake Michigan.

He walked to the window as lightning again
flashed across the sky and he saw his reflection for a moment in
the pane of glass.

His short-cropped brown hair poked out
around the rim of his baseball cap like porcupine quills. His
handsome face—freckled by beads of rain against the window—was
wrinkled with worry. Or perhaps a better word was dread. He thought
he looked like a lost boy.

He'd always found maintaining relationships
impossible after Rachel disappeared. He was often plagued by
nightmares he never remembered, sleepless nights when he felt
anxious for no apparent reason, and he often suffered sudden
changes in mood without provocation. Those women unfortunate enough
to have taken a romantic interest in him found themselves immersed
in a tidal wave of emotion that was too much baggage to negotiate
and they eventually moved on.

Looking at his reflection in the rain-beaded
window he realized he'd not felt this alone since Amanda, his last
girlfriend, had fallen out of love with him two years ago.

He'd gotten comfortable with Amanda and the
shock he’d felt when she'd broken off the relationship was the same
shock one might feel when a roommate decides it's time to strike
out on their own. He felt like a little boy who'd been purged of
his security blanket.

He paused at the window with one hand
against the cold pane wondering if he should just go back to bed,
close his eyes, and try to forget Rachel again. He'd been making
such great progress in overcoming his emotional hurdles over the
last two years. His nightmares were less frequent and his brooding
was almost a thing of the past. He started to feel that there might
still be hope for Amanda and him; that he could rebuild what he'd
unwittingly destroyed.

But now here was Rachel. He needed to face
her and put the melancholy behind him so that he could continue to
heal his soul.

He turned away from his reflection and left
his bedroom. He negotiated the apartment without turning on any
lights. He moved silently down a short corridor to the hallway
closet and grabbed his leather jacket. He paused once more in the
foyer to retrieve his keys and without hesitation he left the
apartment.

***

He saw her standing in the doorway of the
same apartment building they'd stood in all those years ago when
the gypsy cab had picked them up long after the public
transportation had ceased to run.

She was hugging herself, trying to keep warm
against the frigid rain and harsh Chicago wind. Her stringy hair
was plastered to the sides of her gaunt face. She no longer
flaunted womanly curves. The loss of weight was most shocking to
him. When he’d last seen her thirteen years ago, she’d been
sumptuous and full-bosomed—the essence of every pubescent teen's
fantasies. Now, she couldn’t have weighed more than 100 pounds
which made her seem emaciated on her 5-foot-8-inch frame.

She swam in what meager clothing she wore.
She had no coat or scarf to keep the wind from her delicate skin.
The torn T-shirt and scuffed jeans she wore were all that stood
between her and the brutal elements. She shivered horrendously, her
body’s attempt to generate warmth.

An icy fist hammered at his abdomen and
closed around his heart. He felt deeply ashamed that after taking
her call he actually considered going back to bed to leave her to
her own devices. Joe knew he had to put his feelings aside for the
moment, as hard as that might be. Rachel obviously needed help.

He got out of the Jeep and hurried to her.
The rain was cold enough to burn. He cringed as he pulled off his
coat and the frigid drops soaked his clothing. Throwing his coat
around Rachel's gaunt shoulders he was again shocked by her
thinness.

He pulled her close and led her to the Jeep
and helped her inside. Once she was inside he closed the door but
stood motionless, staring at her through the rain-beaded window. He
still adored her eyes, the shape of her nose, and the subtle curve
of her ears.

She would not meet his stare. Instead, she
tilted forward, laying her forehead against the cold glass and
watched her own reflection in the passenger-side mirror.

Moving quickly now Joe retreated into the
dry warmth of the Jeep and closed his own door against the cold
wetness. He buckled his safety belt and put the Jeep in gear but
did not drive off. She just stared out into the night, her head
against the window, her eyes seeing but unseeing. He didn’t know
what to say. There had once been a time when they shared only
comfortable silence but those days were long ago, from another
lifetime.

He pulled away from the curb. The rain
blanketed the Jeep and the pitter-patter against the roof was
eerily calming. The world would seem new and fresh in the morning,
having been cleansed of its impurities for a little while.

***

Joe led her into his apartment and locked
the door behind them. The sun was still half a world away and only
the pale artificial light of the Chicago skyline cut its way
through the darkness and spread itself thinly across the living
room.

"Sit down," he said as they moved out of the
foyer and into the living room. "I'll get some dry clothes."

He moved quickly out of the living room with
his boots sloshing and squeaking against the hardwood floors and
made his way to his bedroom where he removed his wet clothing and
put on a dry pair of shorts and a T-shirt. His skin was still cold
and the warm clothes were welcome.

After retrieving a pair of jogging pants and
a sweatshirt from the closet he grabbed a towel from the bathroom
on his way back to the living room. He returned to find Rachel
still standing where he’d left her with the leather jacket draped
over her shoulders. A puddle of water pooled at her feet and she
stared blankly across the living room, looking out the window,
seeming to stare beyond the lake.

He touched her arm hoping to pull her out of
her trance.

"Rachel," he said. The name still felt
strange leaving his lips.

She tensed when he touched her—as if he’d
sent an electrical charge throughout her body—and turned to look at
him. He saw something in her eyes he thought might be shame but he
pushed the thought aside.

Holding her arm he led her to the hall
bathroom and turned on the light. He laid the dry clothes and the
clean towel on the hamper.

"Put these on," he said but could not bring
himself to look her in the eye. "They’ll probably be a little big
on you but they’re really warm."

"Thank you," she said and once again averted
her eyes.

She stared at the floor as if she were sure
the meaning of life could be found in the complex pattern of the
ceramic tile.

He closed the door, leaving her alone with
her secrets.

In the bedroom he stripped the bed, putting
the sheets aside on the floor for the moment. At the linen closet
he retrieved fresh bedclothes and remade the bed so that she would
have a clean bed to sleep in.

After arranging three of the four pillows on
the bed he put the last with the pile of stripped bedclothes which
he would use as his bedding on the sofa.

Moving out of the room he stopped at the
hall closet to collect a quilt from the top shelf and brought it
out to the sofa. When he returned he saw her standing in the
bathroom doorway. She towel dried her hair and the result looked
like a failed attempt at a permanent. The haunted look in her eyes
remained.

"I’m exhausted," she said softly.

"Okay," he said.

Each time he spoke his words seemed so
inadequate for the situation. His mind still felt numb and he
couldn’t quite grasp the shocked strangeness of the situation.
Right now he should be demanding answers and she should be spilling
her secrets like a toppled glass of milk. Instead, they’d merely
exchanged a few lines of wooden dialog.

He felt absolutely disjointed and wished
this night would finally come to an end. In the morning he thought
things would make more sense. Just wishful thinking on his part
because although sleep was the ultimate healer, eight hours
wouldn't assure they’d both be capable of engaging in more
meaningful conversation.

He took her hand and led her down the hall
to his bedroom. She stopped at the doorway so suddenly that he
almost separated her wrist.

"You can sleep in my room," he said at first
confused by her abruptness. Then he saw the immediate fear in her
eyes. It hurt him to see that because he knew exactly what she must
be thinking and it made him sick to his stomach. She should know
him better than that no matter how much time they'd been apart; she
should know him.

He let go of her hand because suddenly she
felt so cold.

Now the knot in his stomach loosened and
queasiness took over. This was certainly not the time to confront
her and make her understand that he wasn't interested in sleeping
with her, certainly not now, and maybe not ever.

And he felt both guilty and angry when he
caught himself rubbing the hand that had held hers only moments ago
against his leg as if he were trying to wipe away something nasty.
He felt guilty because she'd obviously been through something
traumatic and he felt angry because she'd hurt his feelings.

Ignoring the startled look on her face Joe
moved quickly into the bedroom, brushing shoulders with her. The
physical contact, although brief and meaningless, made his stomach
churn even more.

Just get your shit and go, he told
himself.

He picked up the linen he'd removed from the
bed only moments ago. With the bedclothes bundled in his arms he
walked brusquely past her, this time making sure there was no
bodily contact. It was crazy that he should feel this way and yet
he couldn't stop himself.

"I’m sleeping on the couch," he said coldly
but could not bring himself to look at her. He knew if he made eye
contact that he might not be able to control his anger and he'd say
something he'd regret. He felt the heat of embarrassment rising in
his cheeks.

"Good night," he said.

He made it to the end of the hallway when he
stopped at the sound of her voice.

"Joe?" she called softly.

He paused for a moment, wanting to know what
she wanted to say but also not wanting to hear. Before she could
speak again he quickly got moving again into the living room where
he made up the sofa that would be his bed for what remained of this
night.

He lay down on the sofa and pulled the quilt
tightly around him trying to get warm again. He shifted his body
trying to find a more comfortable position. The sofa was cold
leather and springs and he could feel them digging into his legs
and flank. He continued to lay with his face toward the back of the
sofa, hands under his chin.

Although he couldn't be sure he thought she
still stood at the threshold of his bedroom. She must be feeling
awkward, frightened, and unsure. She stood in unfamiliar
surroundings, probably now regretting making the phone call and
reaching out for his help.

Standing in the cold, wet night probably
seemed like the better choice to her now that he'd thrown a tantrum
after she'd implied through her actions that she thought he wanted
to sleep with her.

He felt like a giant ass. He considered
going back to her to apologize and try to set her mind at ease when
he heard the sigh of the bedsprings and the rustle of
bedclothes.

Still lying motionless beneath the quilt he
was sure that he would be unable to sleep. He had a million
questions running pell-mell in his head, gnawing away at his raw
nerves. And he kept seeing himself dropping her hand as if it were
something disgusting.

Eventually exhaustion cleared his mind and
his last thought before he drifted off was Rachel is
home.

 



Chapter
Two

 


Joe woke suddenly and sat up on the sofa. He
was surprised to find Rachel sitting on the arm rest at his feet,
illuminated by the light of the skyline. Her hair seemed to glow in
the darkness as if it were alit. The sky was the color of bruised
plums and thick clouds the color of iron still hung heavily. The
rain had stopped falling and the night seemed preternaturally
still.

"Are you okay?" he asked. His voice was
thick with troubled sleep.

"Yes," she said in a subdued voice.

"Have you been out here long?" he asked.

His palms were wet with sweat and he rubbed
them harshly against the sheet that fell to his waist.

"For a little while."

"How long have I been asleep?" he asked.

"Only about an hour."

"And you?"

"I’m absolutely exhausted but every time I
close my eyes I’m reminded of terrible things."

He didn’t know how to respond. Silence spun
out into the room. For a moment he thought he could see her
fighting an inner turmoil. She seemed on the verge of elaborating,
of telling him the disturbing things that kept her awake at night
and that filled her every waking moment for the last thirteen
years. Her brow furrowed and her eyes squinted. She frowned and
looked away from him as if she could not bear his gaze.

But when she spoke she revealed nothing of
her past. She said, "Do you mind if I sit with you for a
while?"

"No," he said.

He pulled the sheet from his body and let it
hang over the back of the sofa. She left her perch and they sat
side by side in silence but this time it was not awkward; there was
a familiar comfort in it.

She stared out at the skyline and watched
the waves breaking against the shore. The view was breathtaking in
its simplicity. The water was rough, chopping as if it were
boiling, throwing chunks of slushy ice as it battered against the
rocks. The lonely buoy rocked rhythmically.

On the beach she saw a guard chair about ten
feet off the ground. No traffic moved across either stretch of Lake
Shore Drive. The Ferris wheel at Navy Pier was a hulking shadow
against the skyline.

"It’s beautiful," she said, still not
looking at him. "This place…this view is just…so stunning."

After a brief pause she said, "You’ve done
well for yourself, Mr. Joseph Meehan. I always knew you would even
if you didn't believe."

"I've done okay," he said, embarrassed by
her comments.

Even as a child his aspiration had been to
write books. Throughout childhood and into his young adult years
he'd made half-hearted attempts to write stories which were usually
fictionalized accounts of his play with friends. He always felt his
work was amateurish, and it was, but Rachel had always seen the
potential in those early works and encouraged him to keep pursuing
his dream.

Turning to him, she said, "Joe, do you know
what happened to my parents?"

He sighed deeply. Last year as he lay awake
in bed with tears in his eyes and hurt in his heart, he wondered if
the terrible news had reached Rachel, wherever she might be. He'd
been angry then, too. He'd thought that after all the years that
passed since she disappeared, the one thing that would bring her
back would be her parent's funeral.

"If you know, Joe, just tell me. I tried to
reach them..."

He didn't really know how to begin. The hope
he saw in her eyes took the wind right out of him. She had no idea
what happened to her parents last year on a cold winter evening.
Her eyes told him that death was the furthest thing from her
conscious mind. But she had to know and he had to tell her. And it
would break both of their hearts.

"Do you remember Dougie Adams?" he
asked.

She smiled and nodded not sure what their
childhood friend had to do with her parents.

"Dougie got married last December. I know a
December wedding sounds dismal but it was really beautiful. They
got married at Navy Pier and the reception was splendid and the
snow was falling outside. It was really beautiful.

“The priest married them in the Crystal
Garden with about 500 witnesses. I sat with your mom and dad. Your
mom was stunning in a lavender sequin gown. Your dad wore a
charcoal gray suit with a cornflower blue tie. Your mom and I
danced to Lee Ann Womack..."

He had to pause because he felt himself
losing it. He swallowed hard and bit the inside of his cheek,
determined not to cry. Lord knew he'd done plenty of that over the
last year.

Rachel sat silently beside him but now he
saw a different look in her eyes; one that said she realized that
what he was going to tell her wasn't good. And her eyes also seemed
to beg him to stop before he said what she didn't want to hear,
because then maybe if it wasn't said it wasn't true. But he
couldn't stop, wouldn't stop now because, although he knew this
would hurt her, he thought she deserved to be aggrieved.

"I heard it was midnight before the last of
the guests cleared out. Your mom and dad were among the last to
leave. They insisted on staying until the end and standing in that
insanely huge line to wish Dougie and his bride the best of luck
before they went to their honeymoon.

“I left around eleven-thirty myself because
I didn't care if Dougie went to his honeymoon without my best
wishes. I have trouble sleeping and I'd had a lot of wine so I said
my goodbyes to your mom and dad and boogied out of there."

Her eyes continued to say what her voice
would not. But Joe was determined to tell her so that she could get
her grieving done and then they could have a heart-to-heart and put
the past to rest. He'd done his grieving for Rachel over a stretch
of thirteen years—and for her parents this past year—and he was
ready to give her the same courtesy.

"The call woke me at three in the morning,"
he continued. "When the phone rang I knew something bad happened.
That's always the way it is when the phone rings in the middle of
the night. No one ever calls you at three in the morning to tell
you good news."

"Joe?"

Ignoring her he continued, "When a policeman
is on the other end of the line that just solidifies the idea that
you're about to hear something you don't want to hear. I went to
the police department and from there to the morgue. Everything was
happening so fast I couldn't react to what they were telling me. I
just needed some time to be alone...

"They drove down Lake Shore Drive because
your mom always loved to watch the shoreline. Maybe if they'd taken
the Kennedy or maybe if they'd left earlier—"

"Joe I don't want to—" she started but he
cut her off.

"They were just passing the Drake in very
light traffic when a man decided to go from the fast lane to the
slow lane and just swung across all three. Your father reacted as
he should; he pumped his brakes and when the SUV started to slide
he steered into it.

“But he lost control of the damn truck. It
was so heavy and the road was still wet and he just couldn't stop
the spin once it gained velocity. And as a few stunned drivers who
saw what was going on and managed to brake safely watched, the
Explorer broke through the concrete divider and guard rail and
plunged into Lake Michigan."

Rachel swallowed hard and turned to look out
the window at the dark water and Joe was grateful that he was
spared the look of wide-eyed horror he'd seen on her face, even if
it was only for a moment. His emotions were still so
conflicted.

He continued: "The Explorer plunged into the
water. The other few motorists who were on the Drive were getting
out of their cars and crossing the icy roads to see if they could
help. When they saw that the Explorer had disappeared into the lake
most of them just stood there and watched while others dialed
911.

“But this man...this homeless man—his name
is Jimmy Cooks—who'd been sleeping under one of the guard
towers...he just jumped right in. That water had to be cold as hell
and he jumped in. And after what seemed like too long, after the
other motorists thought that he'd drowned, he surfaced with your
mother.

“He lifted her onto the shoreline and went
right back down. Someone tried to revive your mother with CPR while
he went back for your father. But Jimmy couldn't pull your father
out because the impact of the concrete divider and the
vehicle—"

She put a finger to his lips, finally
forcing him into silence. Tears rolled down her cheeks and pooled
at the corner of her lips. With one slender hand she wiped them
away. She smoothed her hair back and sniffled making a valiant
attempt at getting herself under control.

After a while she asked softly, "Did you go
to the funeral?"

"Yes," he said. "I went to the wake and the
funeral."

He felt like a first-class shit now. But
she’d asked and he'd told her and now she knew.

"Please tell me about the service," she
said, which surprised him.

She continued to shed tears for her lost
parents but she was more composed than he'd been less than a year
ago when the phone had woken him at that ungodly hour. But she'd
had thirteen long years to steel herself. She'd probably considered
her parents lost long ago and with that she had come to terms. He
did not have that luxury.

"It was a lovely service," he said. "Your
parents were very well liked and the line of cars in the procession
was the longest I've ever seen. The floral arrangements were
beautiful and plentiful. Your dad's company went all out; it was a
regular botanical gardens. All of the eulogies were from the heart.
I even said a few words myself."

She looked at him, the terror in her eyes no
longer recognizable, but replaced by a deep sadness.

She said, "Were you close with my parents,
you know, after...?"

When she didn't finish the sentence he said,
"I was very close with your parents. In fact, your mother and I
relied on each other for emotional stability. We were our own
little support group.

“It was hard for her to be in the house all
the time with everything around to remind her of you. And it was
just as hard for me to sit through dinner with them and keep from
looking at the empty seat where you should have been."

"I'm sorry," Rachel said.

He could see she was struggling to keep her
tears from continuing to fall.

"I thought I could handle this but it's just
too much for me right now."

"What happened to you, Rachel? Where have
you been?"

"Please," she said and her tears continued
to fall.

Now her voice shuddered and trembled; this
was harder for her than knowing the tragic details that had
befallen her parents.

"I can't do this right now, Joe."

"All these years we never knew what
happened. All these years...your mother...she always kept the
faith. She never gave up hope that you'd be back. But I did."

"No more, Joe, not now."

He felt compelled to speak, to ask the
questions that plagued him and more importantly, get answers to
which he was entitled. For thirteen long years he'd been in an
emotional hell, in a dark place from which it had taken him so long
to break free from and he deserved to know the truth.

She reached for his hand and squeezed it and
that completely took him by surprise. Just an hour ago she hadn't
wanted to be touched. He remembered how she had stiffened when he'd
led her to the bedroom how her hand had grown cold.

Now her hand was soft and warm. She put her
head against his chest and snuggled closer to him. Bewildered by
her sudden need for affection he instinctively lifted his arm with
the intention of embracing her then lowered it again, not sure what
would be her reaction.

As if she sensed his apprehension she said,
"Just hold me for a little while, Joe."

He put his arm around her and pulled her
close to him. He could feel the hard sharpness of bones beneath her
flesh. Her skin was still cold but her forehead burned against him.
Damp hair tickled his chin and he could smell the scent of rain
still entwined in her locks. The burning questions were forgotten
for the moment and he laid his chin against her.

He also needed the human contact.

They remained that way for a long time, not
speaking, just holding each other, comfortable in their mutual
silence. The sky—still the color of plums—lightened as dawn
approached. Either the storm ceased or moved far enough East.

After what seemed like hours but was
probably less than half of one Rachel said, "I’d like to go to bed.
I'm so exhausted and I think my mind is finally ready to shut
down."

They left the living room, he in the lead,
and Rachel following closely behind. In the bedroom he went to the
bed and started to arrange the quilt and pillows for her, as if he
were going to tuck her in.

She touched his shoulder, stopping him.
"Stay with me tonight." She stood before him wearing only the
T-shirt he had given her. Her green eyes were ablaze. He stared at
her legs from mid-thigh down noting they were smooth and white.
Through the thin cotton of the shirt rose the outline of her erect
nipples. Although she was little more than a skeleton still within
its costume of skin to him she was an erotic sight.

The light of the skyline was behind her and
silhouetted her like an angel. Her hair framed her beautiful face
adding a fullness to it that was not there even an hour ago. She
looked so much like she had the last night they spent together
thirteen years ago.

"I’m sorry," he said at last. "I can’t,
Rachel, not now."

When she spoke there was no disappointment
in her voice but instead understanding.

"Yes. There’s so much you want to know and
so much I have to tell you. I think we both need some alone time
right now, even though I think we've both had plenty of that."

She leaned forward and kissed his lips and
he let her.

"Good night," she said.

He stood there a moment longer with the
warmth of her lips branded on his and watched as she got into bed.
She pulled the quilt below her chin and closed her eyes.

As he turned to go he stopped when she
asked, "Joe?"

"Yes," he said, turning back to look at
her.

"For the first time in years I feel
safe."

The awkward silence fell again, smothering
him like a funeral shroud.

In the past thirteen years since Rachel had
disappeared he'd only been with three women. Only one relationship,
the last, had shown any promise. Amanda Cardona was an extremely
patient, understanding and nurturing woman and she loved Joe enough
to try to find the source of his pain. He never understood why she
loved him so much but it hurt him deeply to know that he could not
love her the same way. And although she tried harder than most, the
outcome was inevitable. Eventually Mandy, too, had given up.

"Why won’t you allow yourself to love me?"
she asked one evening as they lay in bed. The cool yellow sheet was
at her waist. She wore a lavender camisole and her hair was tied
into a pony-tail. They'd been reading in bed because he'd been
unable to get an erection. It was their last conversation as a
couple.

"I do," he’d said.

Even to his ears that brief statement didn't
sound convincing. In his heart he knew the truth. He did love her
but he also loved someone else; the shadow of a woman.

"You’re a sweet guy and I love you deeply,"
she’d said, "But you're full of shit. I’m sure you do love me in
some way, a platonic way, but you have to understand that I need
you to love me the same way I love you, not like I'm your sister or
friend."

She'd sat up with her back against the
headboard and pulled the blankets up to her breasts. She pushed a
strand of brown hair back behind her left ear and said, "You just
have too many demons, Joe. And until you find a way to vanquish
them, there's no place for me."

And of course she had been right. He just
didn't want to admit it because he'd become comfortable with her
and her companionship was important. He didn't want to be alone.
He'd cried and she comforted him, told him everything would be
alright, that maybe there was hope for them, this wasn't the end,
but a beginning.

They'd remained friends but he regretted his
actions and inability to commit wholeheartedly to Mandy. She was
the best thing that happened to him since Rachel's disappearance
and he realized that too late. He'd analyzed the hell out of the
relationship and argued with himself that he just needed time to
heal; the logical part of his brain told him he was full of shit,
just like Mandy had said. Thirteen years was plenty of time to
heal.

Now looking at Rachel he knew that he still
loved her and that he’d never stopped. Mandy, in her infinite
wisdom, had hit the nail on the head. He had only one demon,
though, and she lay silently in his bed. And even after thirteen
years he still could not find it within his heart to slay her.

In the cool twilight of the coming day, he
suddenly felt a knot of dread fill his heart, because she had
demons of her own to slay and he feared they would all be coming
for her at once.


Chapter
Three

 


When he woke a few minutes before noon he
was surprised that he’d slept so long. His daily routine would have
had him up by five-thirty, showered, dressed, eaten breakfast and
in his downtown office by eight. Today, he would be running on an
improvised schedule.

In the bedroom he moved to the closet as
quietly as he could, not wanting to wake Rachel who was dead to the
world. From the top shelf he pulled down a pair of beige Dockers,
removed a white button-down shirt from its hanger and collected
underwear and a pair of black socks from a bureau drawer.

Pausing at the threshold between the bedroom
and the hallway he looked once more at Rachel. She lay with the
quilt pulled tightly around her. The bed seemed impossibly large
with her in it. A thin snore escaped from her slightly parted lips
but she did not stir.

Although his insatiable quest for answers
was briefly quenched last night the unanswered questions assaulted
him again upon waking. But he vowed to let her sleep as long as she
needed to before harassing the poor girl again, because he had a
feeling that she had not slept comfortably or well in a very long
time.

Trying to stick as closely to his routine as
possible he went to the bathroom where he ran his electric shaver
over his face until it felt smooth, worked the handles of the
bathtub until the water came out warm and then turned on the
showerhead to massage. He showered quickly, lathering with Irish
Spring and shampooing with Aussie. He toweled off, combed his hair,
sprayed trace amounts of Dolce and Gabbana across his neckline and
got dressed.

As he gathered his night-clothes with the
intention of depositing them into the hamper he remembered that
Rachel had worn some of his clothing last night when they came in
from the rain but he had not noticed what she'd done with her
own.

Setting his own clothes on the closed lid of
the toilet seat he opened the hamper and rummaged through it but
only found the clothes he’d worn over the last few days. A bit
perplexed he looked around trying to figure out where she might
have put the clothes if not in the hamper. When he found them in
the wastebasket beneath the sink he was even more vexed.

He retrieved her clothing as well as his own
and took all of the garments to the laundry room beside the kitchen
where he separated them onto the dryer. Opening the lid he adjusted
the timer to the appropriate cycle and started the washing machine.
He added liquid soap and then dropped his own clothes into the
machine.

Next he turned his attention to her clothes:
a pair of men’s jeans size twenty-eight, a green cotton T-shirt
size medium, a pair of women’s underwear size XS, and a pair of the
most run-down size seven Nike sneakers he’d ever seen.

The jeans were filthy with holes in both
knees and the T-shirt was wrinkled and torn in several places. The
shoes were scuffed and parts of the leather had worn leaving gaping
holes. He felt like an icy cold hand grip his heart. She had been
wearing these filthy clothes for God knows how long and she didn’t
even have a pair of socks to cover her feet.

Salty tears welled in his eyes confirming
once again that his feelings for Rachel still ran deep. It had
taken him a long time to resign himself to the fact that she was
gone from his life forever although he realized he'd never
accomplished that mission in the first place.

Her sudden appearance shocked him more than
he wanted to admit. His way of dealing had been to be hard and cold
toward Rachel. Now he felt like a gigantic ass holding the tattered
clothing in his hands.

Before he put her clothes into the machine
he searched her pockets and found a crumpled ten dollar bill and
some coins that amounted to one dollar and thirteen cents. He put
the money on the dryer and threw her clothing into the machine. She
had no wallet or identification and he didn’t remember her carrying
a purse.

He took the bill and coins and put them into
the pocket of his Dockers. He leaned forward with his hands against
the top of the vibrating washer and cried silently.

He knew the memory of her few tattered
belongings and the crumpled ten-dollar bill were images he'd carry
with him until he no longer drew breath.

***

It was just past one thirty and his stomach
growled as the first hunger pangs rumbled through his belly and
announced lunchtime. He made his way to the kitchen where he set
out a matte black ceramic dish and retrieved from the refrigerator
all of the fixings for a great sandwich.

He started out with two slices of thick rye
bread, then put down a layer of Swiss cheese, a layer of deli
corned beef, some slices of red onion, and topped it with a couple
of leaves of Boston lettuce and spicy mustard.

Still standing at the counter he devoured
the sandwich in eight huge bites and chased it with a glass of
unsweetened iced tea. His hunger still was not satiated. After a
brief moment of debate he made a second sandwich and poured a
second glass of unsweetened tea.

This time he carried the second sandwich and
tall glass of tea into the living room and placed them on the
coffee table. He would finish his lunch while he worked.

Several years ago after he started writing
full-time, he’d rented a very small office in Lincoln Park from his
cousin—who also happened to be his attorney—that had previously
been a storage room. Although small, it was a comfortable place for
him to write without the distractions of home and he was able to
maintain the serious focus he needed to be a successful
novelist.

He planned to go there this morning to
finish some rewrites that his editor returned to him two nights ago
but he didn't feel comfortable leaving Rachel alone for an extended
period of time. He knew that once he saddled up to his computer and
started hammering out words he'd end up at the office until well
into the evening.

In his study he removed a back-up copy of
his latest novel from a lock box that he kept on the top shelf in
the closet. Instead of sitting at the desktop he pulled down his
notebook PC from the same closet shelf and brought it back into the
living room.

He sat on the cold leather sofa and placed
the Dell XPS notebook computer down on the coffee table next to his
sandwich and sweat-beaded glass of tea and plugged it into the wall
outlet behind the sofa. When the PC booted he initialized Word 2007
and opened the current draft of his latest novel. He'd already
completed more than half of the manuscript and had the last half
mapped out in skeletal outlines.

Around bites of sandwich and sips of tea he
started to proofread previous chapters he’d outlined the night
before while planning out his work for today. He made several
changes and was moving onto a new chapter when the phone rang. He
picked it up on the second ring.

"Hello?" he asked.

It was Tamara Devine, his beloved literary
agent. She said, "I tried calling you at the office but obviously
you weren’t there. Are you playing hooky today?"

"No. I'm just working at home," he said.
"What’s up Tammy girl?"

"Are you sitting down? Of course you are.
Okay, ready, big drum roll here...I just got an offer from Scribner
less than an hour ago. I gotta tell you, Joe this is the sweet deal
we've been waiting for. This is definitely the contract that puts
you up there with the big dogs. You can go from poodle to Great
Dane overnight."

"Poodle? I thought I was at least a golden
retriever," he said.

"No, honey, you were always a poodle but a
very nicely groomed one."

"I was sure I was a golden retriever."

"Enough of those delusions, Meehan,” Tammy
said. “How come you're not bursting at the seams? This is freaking
fantastic news."

"I am bursting at the seams, honestly," he
said.

"Whatever you say, Mr. Stone Cold Joe
Meehan. You're always so lackluster in the emotional department,
what's up with that? Anyway, listen, can you swing by to look at
the details? Let your cousin look it over, frame it, whatever? We
can continue the debate about your hierarchy among the canine
writer's society if you’re so inclined to do so."

He thought it over, carefully choosing his
response. Tammy was a hell of an agent with superb contacts in the
literary world and a keen business savvy that helped her become one
of the top literary agents in the country. She was also a wonderful
woman who was fun to be with because she had a warped sense of
humor and could always find something amusing in anything, even in
death. But Tamara's sex drive was unusually high and was almost
always in hyper-drive.

He often thought that with a name like
Tamara Devine, she would be better suited for a life in adult
entertainment. Although she was pushing fifty she was extremely
attractive by anyone’s standards. Her face was striking, her body
well toned, and her full breasts were still firm and had defeated
gravity.

Tammy spent the better part of their three
year relationship as author and agent trying to get Joe in bed,
although that was a task she had yet to accomplish. Tammy was sweet
enough about the whole affair and never held it against him when he
declined her numerous offers to bed him. She understood that he
wanted to keep their relationship strictly professional; however,
Joe knew he was a conquest she needed to conquer and she was not
one to throw in the towel when the going got tough.

It was irritating but flattering at the same
time.

Talking to her now he envisioned Tammy in
her office sitting on that over-sized cherry wood desk that she was
so proud of, wearing something small and revealing. He had to laugh
at that idea because there was probably more than just a shred of
truth there.

"Sorry, Tammy," he said at last, bringing
himself out of the gutter, "I won’t be able to make it this
afternoon. I’m in the middle of something good right now. Why don’t
you tell me more about this fantastic deal over dinner
tonight?"

He had not suggested she tell him over the
phone because he knew that would disappoint her and she’d be sulky
the rest of the week. She would want to see the look on his face
when she told him the wonderful news. She would want to touch his
arm, hold his hand, and give him hugs and kisses to congratulate
him as she pointed out the best parts of the contract. He didn't
have the heart to deny her small pleasures.

"You’re on, babe," she said with perhaps a
bit too much enthusiasm. The tone made him suspect she had more on
her mind than just the contract.

"I’ll see you at the Charlie Trotters at
nine. I know the executive chef, so I’ll be able to get
reservations. Just don’t be late, Meehan. A lady doesn’t like to be
kept waiting."

"I’ll be prompt," Joe said. "Hopefully they
serve dinner to poodles."

He hung up with Tamara without telling her
that he would be bringing a dinner guest.

Better to ask forgiveness rather than
permission, he thought.

And he'd have more time to prepare for what
would surely turn out to be an uncomfortable introduction.

He wrote for another hour trying to fill in
the outlined chapters and bring them to life. When the phone rang
again it was an editor from Random House checking to see if he was
making progress with rewrites of his novel, And Then There Was
One.

The interruption was welcome and he decided
he was finished for the day. A glance at the clock told him it was
after three and the first shades of dusk painted the canvas of the
city just outside his windows. In a couple of hours evening would
fall and the bright lights of the world’s best skyline would force
its way into the living room.

After saving the document to his hard drive
and a back-up flash drive he replaced the flash drive into the lock
box and returned the Dell back to its original location.

Moving through the living room he collected
his dishes and took them into the kitchen where he washed the plate
and glass. He shut down the faucet and stood at the sink with his
hands planted on the marble counter. The house was so quiet and he
felt thrown off his game.

Normally he would have been on his way back
from his office—if it had not been an extremely productive
day—maybe picking up some dinner from Boston Market before heading
out to the gym to work out. On those days that he didn't work out
he'd have had the television tuned into the History Channel or TBS
for a Law & Order marathon. Sometimes even TLC's What
Not to Wear was good enough to fill the empty time until he
turned in for the night.

Now the silent apartment made him realize he
was jazzed with mixed emotions: elation and anxiousness, curiosity
and puzzlement coursed through his veins all at once. His feelings
were conflicted and it seemed like no matter what he considered
doing to keep his mind off Rachel would be unsuccessful.

Finally he decided what he really needed was
to leave the house for a while, to put some distance between
himself and Rachel. He needed some breathing room so he could
actually think clearly without his head being clouded by raging
emotions.

The image of Rachel’s tattered clothing
still weighed heavily on his mind. It was the image that most
impacted him because it really brought home the idea that she had
suffered in some way while she'd been gone. Whatever she’d gone
through was just as bad if not worse than his mental anguish.

What he thought she needed now was a fresh
start and he felt he could give her that much. It was the least he
could do for her whether they eventually parted ways or, doubtful
but not impossible, resumed their stale relationship.

Grabbing his coat and keys he stopped to jot
a little note to Rachel in case she woke and wondered about him. He
stuck it to the refrigerator with a Chicago Bears logo magnet and
left the apartment before he talked himself out of it.

Besides, Rachel needed a dinner dress.


Chapter
Four

 


Joe first noticed the man in the black suit
while standing in the checkout line at Nordstrom’s in the Old
Orchard shopping mall. The man was average height, his hair was
short-cropped in the style soldiers or Marines wore it, and his
suit was baggy, concealing his stature. There was nothing
out-of-the-ordinary about him. In fact, he was so non-descript that
Joe's writer's mind dismissed him the moment he turned away and
paid for the items he carried in his arms.

While browsing through coats at
Bloomingdales Joe again spied the man in the black suit leaning
against the wall of the fitting room with his hands jammed into his
pockets. He averted his eyes when Joe glanced at him and looked at
his watch, then started to whistle. He appeared to be waiting for
someone.

At Macy’s the man sampled cologne while Joe
checked out women's jeans. He sprayed various fragrances onto white
slips of paper and brought each to his nose but his eyes were
always focused on Joe.

In the food court they both sipped coffee,
sitting just three tables from each other. The man only glanced at
Joe a couple of times from the corner of his eye while he held his
java between his hands. Eventually he picked up a newspaper that
someone had discarded on a nearby table and feigned interest.

As Joe loaded bags into the hatch of the
Jeep he considered his encounters with the man in the black suit
coincidence until he looked up and saw him watching from the
doorway of Limited. This time the man did not avert his gaze but
instead made direct eye contact with Joe. He even smiled and his
mouth formed a crooked slash that made him look rather
unsavory.

Slamming the hatch and then climbing into
the driver's seat, Joe watched as the man continued to smile. After
a moment the suit man put his hands in his pockets, did an
about-face, and walked back into the store. Joe noted something
about that walk. It was mocking and just like his crooked smile, it
seemed to say “I know something you don't.”

When he saw the man in the black suit later
that evening he would realize there was nothing coincidental about
the man.

***

Rachel sat across from him sipping from a
mug of black coffee. She looked healthier than she had last night
and he found no trace of the deep sorrow in her eyes.

Joe finished washing the last of the dishes
from Rachel's late lunch and looked at his watch. It was just past
six in the evening and they needed to get moving if they were going
to make dinner on time.

"Why don’t you get ready so we can leave?"
he asked as he dried his hands on a dishtowel.

Since he returned from his shopping spree
and found her sitting in an armchair and watching television he
considered making mention of the dinner reservations and a planned
side-trip but kept putting it off. When he sprung it on her he
expected her to be surprised and she did not disappoint.

"Leave?" she asked.

He detected more than surprise in her
voice.

"What...where are we going?" she
stammered.

"I have a surprise for you," he said.

He folded the towel and hung it from one of
the cabinet handles.

"I don't think I'm in any state to go
anywhere right now, Joe. I need to get things together. I have to
make some plans and consider where to go from here. I need...I
don't...I don't even have clothes to-"

"I have that covered," he said.

He left the room before she could continue
her argument and returned a few moments later with the shopping
bags bundled in his arms. He laid the bags on the table in front of
her.

She immediately protested before he could
even open one bag. "No, Joe, you didn't have to—"

"I know I didn't have to but I did. It's not
much, just a few things, but it's a start."

He started to pull the items out of the bags
and separated them as he laid them out on the table. In all he'd
purchased two pair of jeans (one black and one blue), a pair of
chinos, three button down shirts (one a pale yellow, one white and
one light blue), and several pairs of white cotton socks and
panties that were packaged in cellophane wrappings. The dinner
dress and wool overcoat—with a scarf tucked into one of the
sleeves—were still zipped into their complementary garment bags and
were hung over the back of one of the kitchen chairs.

"I wasn't too sure of your sizes so I
guessed but I think I did okay," he said.

He lifted up the garment bag that contained
the gown and unzipped it. Pulling the garment out and displaying it
for her, he said, "You're my dinner date tonight and I wanted you
to have something nice."

She stood up, pushed her chair under the
table, and went to the bar where she leaned forward with her hands
on the edge.

She said, "You don’t have to do any of this
for me."

"I want to," he said. "I would really enjoy
your company. And I think you'd look muy caliente in this
dress."

She sighed. The gown was stunning, long and
black, sleek and smooth. Around the v-neck there were speckles of
bright Swarovski crystals that glinted under the bright kitchen
light.

"That's a gown," she corrected him and
continued to object. "And you really didn't need to do this,
Joe."

"It's a done deal," he said.

He started to replace the garment into the
cotton bag. She touched his hand, halting him.

"It's beautiful, Joe. It really is. And I
appreciate it very much."

"I should have asked you first," he
said.

For some reason he wanted to make things
simple when there was no way around the fact that this was probably
the most difficult thing in his life. He was acting like thirteen
years of separation hadn't even occurred.

"I realize how hard this must be for you. I
just show up out of the blue one night after all these years—"

"Thirteen years," he interjected.

"Thirteen years," she said. "I haven’t even
tried to explain what happened to me and I know that's not
fair—"

"We don’t have to do this now," he
interrupted again.

She smiled. "I couldn’t even if I wanted
to."

"You can tell me after dinner. Tomorrow is
good. And I'm free next week."

She laughed and said, "You still have the
patience of a saint."

Placing his hand over hers he said, "It’s
been a long, hard time without you. I've been angry, melancholy,
indifferent…hell, at one time or another I've experienced every
emotion you could name. After the way I came at you last night,
this may shock you, but now that you're here I almost don't want to
know what happened. Maybe it's best not to know. I just...I just
want you to stay."

He knew he sounded pathetic and he silently
cursed himself.

She put her other hand over his and squeezed
it gently.

"Maybe that's easiest," she said. "But
that’s not best. I think you have to know. I'm a shit for coming
back to you like this. I'm an even bigger shit for keeping you in
suspense. You could be getting yourself into big trouble—"

"I want to help, honestly, I do. Whatever
happened I still owe you that much."

"You might feel differently if you knew the
circumstances."

Joe squeezed her hands again. After a brief
pause, he said, "Obviously, we need to talk but you're not ready
and I'm getting hungry. So whatever it is I'm sure it could wait a
few more hours. Let's have a nice dinner before you drop the bomb
on me."

She chewed her lip and he could see that she
was bothered by the fact that she was keeping the truth from
him.

She opened her mouth to reply, stopped, and
then finally she said, "So you said you have a surprise?

***

After a short ride in his Jeep they arrived
at Life Storage, a climate controlled self-storage facility in
Wrigleyville. It was quarter past seven when he parked inside the
underground structure, exited the vehicle and moved around to the
passenger's side to help Rachel out.

She wore the black pair of jeans and light
blue button down shirt. Around her neck she'd wrapped the cozy blue
and yellow striped scarf that Joe purchased for her during his
afternoon shopping raid. The gray wool overcoat was cinched snuggly
around her small waist. She also sported a new pair of sneakers.
She must have felt absolutely fantastic to be out in the crisp air
in new clothes. At least that was his impression as she bounced out
of the seat and smiled.

"What are we doing here?" she asked.

"I said it was a surprise so hold your
horses."

She continued to smile as she took hold of
his hand.

"You know I'm very impatient so please
forgive my outbursts."

"You're forgiven," he said. "Just don't let
it happen again."

Holding hands they left the dry coolness of
the parking garage and entered into the pleasant warmth of the
facility. The lobby was a large open area splashed with plenty of
colorful florescent lighting. Plush chairs were spread throughout
the lobby. One wall was covered by a display of packing equipment
that included boxes of various sizes and shapes, bubble packing and
tape dispensers. Along a second wall several hand carts stood lined
up like soldiers and ready for use.

Joe went to the circular desk that stood in
the center of the room. The man behind the counter was about fifty
with a chubby red face. He was dressed in a pale gray uniform that
reminded Joe of a bellman at the Drake and was all too happy to
provide service.

"What can I do for you today, sir?" the
jovial man asked.

"I'd like to access my storage unit," Joe
said and pulled his photo identification from his pocket and showed
it to the portly gentleman. The man looked at the identification
card and then typed the appropriate information into the computer
terminal.

After a few seconds he looked up and smiled.
"Do you need any assistance with your unit, Mr. Meehan?"

"No, thank you," Joe said.

"Very well, sir, have a pleasant evening,"
the man said and pushed a button below the counter and a buzzer
sounded. "As a reminder we will be locking up in forty-five
minutes."

"Thank you, we won't need that long," Joe
said as he left the counter and took Rachel's hand.

Together they moved from the lobby through
an entranceway that opened into a corridor. Moving pass the service
elevator they made their way to the escalators and went up two
flights. Joe led her to the left down one long corridor. Automatic
lights on motion sensors activated and lit their way as they went.
At the very end of the corridor, before another corridor dissected
the one they currently walked down, Joe stopped in front of a 10 x
10 unit.

"Is this my surprise?" she asked. "You
rented a storage facility for me to move into? I'm not
impressed."

"Patience, grasshopper," he said and pulled
a small key from his pocket.

Using the key he opened the green Master
lock and disengaged the door's bolt mechanism. He bent over and
grabbed hold of the door and lifted it.

He stood back as the door slid upward and
slammed against the backstop. Taking her hand he stepped forward
and together they entered into the unit.

When he first set up the storage room he'd
brought in metal shelves that were four feet wide by eight feet
tall and had arranged all of the boxes in neat order. In the center
of the room was an aluminum folding chair and an oak wood TV
tray.

"What is this?" Rachel asked.

Releasing her hand and moving toward one of
the shelves he called back over his shoulder, "Sit down and I'll
show you."

She did as he asked and watched as he stood
in front of the first metal storage shelves and looked at the
markings on the boxes. After a few seconds he pulled down one of
the boxes from the top shelf. It was a file storage box like those
used by many offices. With a grunt he set it on the floor and
rummaged through the contents and produced a photo album which he
laid on the TV tray facing her.

"Oh, my God," Rachel said, one hand going to
her mouth and the other to her chest.

Realization finally dawned on her what this
place was as she stared in wide-eyed wonder at the photo album that
once belonged to her. The last time she'd saw the photo it had been
on the top shelf of her bedroom closet in her parent's house.

"Last year, just before the accident, your
mother called me. She told me that your father had finally worn her
down and she wanted all your stuff removed from the house. She
couldn't bear to give it to charity or throw it away so she asked
if I could figure out something. So I made this," he said, turning
in a circle with his hands held out at his sides.

"I never told your mother what I'd done with
your stuff because I was a bit embarrassed. See, she thought that
I'd finally gotten over you and that she was the last one to still
hold on to your memories."

Still shocked, unable to speak, Rachel could
only sit and listen as Joe continued.

"So I built this...shrine, I guess you'd
call it. I came here once before the accident and once after. I
took a photo of your parents to put in my office as a keepsake. I
haven't been here since. That last time was kind of emotional and
took me back to a place I didn't want to be."

"Oh, Joe," Rachel said and broke into tears.
"I can't believe you did this for me."

"Well, I did it for your mother. I really
didn't think I'd ever see you again."

"But you kept it still after she died.
Why?"

"I really don't know," he said.

He walked away from her, toward another set
of shelving units where he pretended to be reading the boxes. He
couldn't look at her like this. He still felt awkward around her
and he couldn't quite get his emotions in order.

"Here's a picture of you and I," she said
and wiped tears from her cheeks. "Remember this one?"

He looked over his shoulder at the picture
she was referring to. From this distance he couldn't make out the
facial features clearly but he knew the picture well. He had his
arm around her and she was wearing a cone-shaped birthday cap. Her
mother had taken the picture at his seventeenth birthday party.

"Yeah, good times," he said.

He turned again to face her and walked
toward the door. "Listen, I'm going to give you some privacy, let
you go through these things. It's been a long time and I’m sure you
missed your stuff. Anything you want just let me know and I'll pack
it up and take it with us."

"No, don't leave, Joe," she said.

She put the photo album down on the TV tray
and closed it. "I don't want to be alone here. Actually it was a
very noble thing that you did and I love you so much for doing it.
But...these memories are not really the place where I want to be
right now either. Opening that door hurts too much."

"I guess maybe this wasn't such a surprise,
huh?"

She laughed and wiped away the last of her
tears. "Oh, no, it was a surprise, and a good one, too. I guess I
forgot how sweet you really were. What a saint."

"Be careful," he said. "I have such a huge
ego that once you begin stroking it, it becomes a full time
job."

"Then I guess I'll keep the compliments to
myself."

"Well now, let's not be drastic," he said
and took her hand. "You can throw me a bone every now and
again."

"You got it, Fido."

"So, you want to get out of here?" he
asked.

She took one last look around and sighed.
She said, "Yes. But I'd like to come back some time; when I'm ready
to heal."

"Just say when," he said and turned out the
lights.

He pulled down the rolling door, secured the
latch and replaced the Master lock. He held the key out to her but
she didn't take it.

"Maybe you should hold onto it."

He dropped the key into his pocket. "We're
still on for dinner, right?"

She smiled and said, "I'll have to check my
calendar, but I'm sure I can fit you in."

They left the storage facility to get
changed for dinner.


Chapter
Five

 


Charlie Trotter’s restaurant, located in an
elegant residential style townhome in the Lincoln Park neighborhood
of Chicago, had long been one of Tamara’s favorite restaurants. The
dining experience was quite unique, with an extensive wine list,
popular patrons, and hefty menu prices. It was just the type of
place that attracted Tammy.

Joe realized that Rachel was dressed
properly in the black gown with Swarovski crystals and he was
underdressed with black jeans, a white button down shirt and a
brown tweed sport coat.

When the host inquired about their
reservations Joe gave Tamara’s name. The host was a slip of a man
with black hair slicked back and a pencil thin mustache that
matched his stature.

He regarded Joe with soulful brown eyes and
said, "Ms. Devine is already seated. However, sir, the reservation
is for two."

"Yes," Joe said. "There was perhaps a bit of
a misunderstanding. That’s entirely my fault. The reservations
should have been for three. I apologize. Is there a possibility you
could accommodate us? I would be much obliged."

A folded bill slipped from his hand into the
host’s.

"I’ll see what I can do, sir," the thin man
said as he shoved the bill into his coat pocket. The host left the
podium and rapidly disappeared into the dining area.

"He’ll just be a moment," Joe said.

"I feel like I’m intruding," Rachel
replied.

"Not at all. We just didn’t realize you
would be visiting when we made the reservations," he lied. "No
biggie."

"If there’s a problem you have dinner and
I’ll just meet you outside—"

"Nonsense. We’ll just find another
table."

At that moment the host returned before
Rachel could continue her objections.

"Right this way, sir, madam. We managed to
find a wonderful table and we have already moved Ms. Devine."

"Thank you," Joe said.

He took Rachel's hand and she followed close
behind as the host showed them to the newly arranged table. As they
approached Joe could already see the unpleasant look on Tammy's
face. He knew she would be upset now that there would be company.
Whatever plans she'd contrived to seduce him would have to be
scratched.

Tamara stood as they approached the table.
Her eyes shifted to their intertwined hands and then locked with
Joe’s.

"I didn’t realize we were having company,"
she said as she embraced him half-heartedly. She gave him a quick,
angry peck on the cheek.

Not good, he thought.

He had to stifle a laugh when he conjured up
an image of himself laying in a wooden doghouse with his chin over
his crossed wrists.

"Yes, sorry," he said. "I’d like to
introduce you to Rachel. Rachel, this is Tamara Devine, my agent.
Rachel will be staying with me for a while."

"Oh," Tamara said. Her brow furrowed more
deeply. "An old friend from college?"

"From childhood," he said. He pulled out a
chair for Rachel. "Please, sit."

He walked around the table and pulled the
chair out for Tamara before finally seating himself between the two
ladies.

"So, what brings you to Chicago?" Tamara
asked.

Joe said, "She was just passing through on
her way to visit relatives and she looked me up."

Tamara shot him a disturbing glare and then
again focused her attention on Rachel. "Visiting relatives? Which
ones?"

"My brother," Rachel replied immediately and
looked nervously at Joe.

"How come you’re not staying with your
brother?"

Before she could answer Joe said, "They
don’t have a lot of room and she’s allergic to their cat. Perhaps
we should get started. I’m starving."

Tamara turned sharply toward him. Her brow
creased so deeply her face appeared distorted for the moment.

If looks were daggers, he thought,
I’d be in a world of hurt right now.

"Don’t bother ordering for me," she said. "I
won’t be staying long."

She stood from her chair and picked her bag
up from the carpeted floor. Reaching inside she pulled out a large
yellow envelope and tossed it down in front of him.

"What’s this?" Joe asked.

His stomach was filled with butterflies and
he could feel his palms begin to moisten.

She said, "It’s the contract from Scribner.
Look it over with your attorney and tell me what you think."

He lifted the envelope but did not open it.
He could see that she was livid and he knew from experience it was
best to let her go. Tomorrow or the day after she'd forget about it
and life would go on. Tamara did not hold grudges which was
probably one of the reasons she was well-liked by all in the
business. She could argue for what she believed in but never did
she expect anyone to change on her account.

She took her shawl from the back of the
chair and put it over her shoulders.

"It was nice meeting you," she said and
extended her hand to Rachel. To Joe she said, "I’ll be waiting for
your call. For what it’s worth I wouldn’t pass this one up."

He stood and said, "Are you sure you can’t
stay?"

His stomach clenched and his chest tightened
with guilt. He hadn't meant to be so rude to Tammy but telling lies
was something he was never good at no matter how much he practiced.
And in his defense he didn't even know the truth; he only knew it
was better this way, without her asking so many questions he could
not answer.

"No. You two enjoy the evening," Tammy said.
"Besides, three's a crowd."

She walked past and touched his shoulder
briefly as she went but she did not look back.

He watched her go, surprisingly, with
regret. She didn’t deserve the attitude he’d given her. He'd have
to call her in a couple of days and patch things up. Maybe he'd
agree to cuddle with her on her sofa while they watched the newest
movie available On Demand.

"I’m sorry," Rachel said.

Finally when he saw Tammy exit the
restaurant with her coat buttoned tightly, he sat down. "Not your
fault."

"I feel like I chased her away."

"No, I did. She’ll be okay, though."

"She likes you," Rachel said. "In
a...womanly way."

He smiled. "You think so?"

"Uh-huh."

He drank from a glass of Fiji ice water
which the wait staff continuously filled.

"So are you ready to eat?"

"I guess we should look at the menu before
deciding," Rachel said.

“Well, this isn’t quite that kind of place.
The menu is fixed. If you wouldn’t mind, I could certainly order
for the lady."

"Oh, that would be splendid," Rachel said
quickly folding the menu and placing it down in front of her, a bit
embarrassed. "I eat almost anything, except the slimy stuff like
snails and oysters."

"Well, that's exactly what I was going to
order," Joe said.

"Now who's the wise-guy?"

"I prefer smartass, if you don't mind."

"Smartass."

When the waiter came, Joe ordered the
Grand Menu. Today, the Grand Menu consisted of Japanese
Kindai Bluefin Tuna with Wasabi; Chilled Snow Lake Trout with
Watercress, Sorrel, and California Crayfish; Four Story Hill Farm
Quail with Chorizo, Spring Onions and Clover; Grilled Diver Scallop
with Boudin, Pig's Tail and Pickled Fennel; Forty-eight hour
braised Short Rib with Chanterelles and fermented Black Garlic;
Young Coconut Granite with Lychee and Cachaca Jelly; Michigan
Raspberries with Angelica Ice Cream and Angel Food Tuile; Stewed
Rhubarb with White Chocolate Yoghurt and Coriander Shortbread; Milk
Chocolate Semifreddo with Carrot, Star Anise and Red Wine.

They both picked at every item, sampling the
fine cuisine. Most of it they thought was exquisite while some of
the items were good and some not so good.

For dessert they had an Olive Oil Ice Cream
which was not listed on the menu, paired with a Chocolate Nut Panna
Cotta, which they followed up with steaming hot coffee.

Carefully sipping the black brew Rachel
said, "I'm really sorry that Tammy missed out on such a wonderful
meal. I’ve never seen so many food items in one place at one
time."

"Don't worry about it. The thing about Tammy
is she's a very tough cookie and she bounces back quickly. She
doesn't hold grudges."

"Good, because I was feeling guilty about
her leaving… but I'm also happy that we had the chance to spend
this time alone."

Joe pushed the last of the Chocolate Nut
Panna Cotta around on the plate and said, "It almost feels like old
times except this isn't McDonald's and I’ve learned how to use the
silverware."

Rachel laughed. "You're always too funny,
Joe. I think that's what first attracted me to you."

"It wasn't my big ears, my crooked nose or
my charming smile?" he asked, finally popping the last bit of
dessert into his mouth.

"In spite of those things," Rachel said and
smiled sweetly.

Swallowing the morsel, Joe asked, "Well, you
know what first attracted me to you?"

"I hope it wasn't any of my body parts
because when I first met you I didn't even have boobies yet."

He almost spit out the coffee he'd
sipped.

Dabbing his lips with the napkin, he said,
"You were pretty sexy even without boobies. But what most attracted
me was your kindness."

She didn't expect that and she was thrown
into a breathless silence.

"Sorry, I'm usually not the type to say
mushy things like that but if we're being honest that's the
truth."

"That's a beautiful thing to say, Joe."

"Do you remember when we first met, back in
the fourth grade?"

"I remember," Rachel said.

"I was pulled out of the public school I'd
been in since kindergarten and moved to the magnet school in the
middle of the year. I hated it. I missed my friends and I felt so
lonely. I cried the whole first day."

"You were so cute in such a vulnerable
state."

"Ms. Seltzman tried to get me to relax but I
was such a spas-o-matic."

"But Ms. Seltzman was such a Neanderthal, no
wonder she couldn't calm you down," Rachel said.

She held the coffee cup between her palms as
if taking its warmth.

"And while most kids were smirking behind
their hands you raised yours and volunteered to be my welcome buddy
and shadow me until I felt like I fit in."

"Like I said, you were so cute."

"That's when I think I fell in love with
you," Joe said.

"I knew you had a crush on me but I didn't
think it was anything as serious as love."

"It could have been a crush. I was young and
confused."

"And full of hormones," Rachel reminded
him.

"I'm still full of hormones," Joe said.

"And you're still cute as hell," Rachel
replied.

After a moment of silence, Joe said, "I
better order some more wine because this night is getting better by
the minute."

Rachel smiled. "Let's not peak too
soon."

***

The man in the black suit parked the Hummer
on a deserted residential street across from Oz Park, a few blocks
away from the famous Charlie Trotter’s restaurant. He sat quietly
in the silky black Hummer with the engine idling and warm air
blasting out of the vents.

Although from the outside the vehicle
appeared to be the tame civilian version to any passersby, inside
it was definitely Government-Issued, with all the bells and
whistles; high-tech electronic devices that were capable of spying
on anyone at any time were embedded in the dashboard, arm rests and
seats. Such devices would draw suspicion from any curious onlooker
if their vision could penetrate the thick black window tint.

Through weary eyes he viewed the built-in
Global Positioning System screen in the center dash console. On the
color screen the detailed map of the Lincoln Park neighborhood
streets glowed brightly. A red square marked the restaurant while
the green triangle marked the Hummer's location. The signal from
the GPS unit was transmitted back to control. A digital log file
would be updated and sent to any other operatives currently working
this problem, although, as far as he knew, he was the only one in
the field.

This was the first time since the woman
escaped three weeks ago that someone had actually laid eyes on her.
She’d been a ghost until now.

With one meaty finger he pushed the tiny
silver button that shut down the GPS unit. The interior of the
vehicle went dark and he waited a moment for his eyes to adjust
before picking up the receiver for the SCOTTY—a communication
device that enabled video communication and data transfer including
Internet access and email from the field—and pushed the frequency
numbers into the touchpad.

It was time to check in and see if he would
be allowed to make a move. These days it seemed you couldn't even
take a piss unless you confirmed it with your CO. That was the
problem with the modern military. Politicians and generals were too
worried about how things would look if the media were present.
Everything hinged upon public relations.

Had it been his call to make he would have
simply stormed Meehan’s apartment hours ago and pulled out the
bastard’s fingernails one by one until he spilled his guts and
ratted out the girl. But contemporary doctrine did not tolerate
that type of ‘aggressiveness’ from soldiers.

His job pre-9/11 had been gratifying and a
hell of a lot of fun. When ‘interviewing’ a prisoner or detainee he
felt like a god. He was in control of everything in his world and
his captives. But that was before the rules of engagement had
changed so drastically. That was before the rules dictated by the
Geneva Convention were constantly thrown in your face if you so
much as looked at a detainee cock-eyed.

Now he was like a trained fighting dog that
had been suddenly muzzled and disciplined for doing exactly what
he'd been trained to do. The military now had strict guidelines on
what personnel could do to detainees. The worst he could do was put
a detainee in a stress position—unless the prisoner objected, in
which case he couldn’t do shit. Abu Ghraib was still an open wound
as far as he was concerned. You couldn't even sneeze on someone
without violating their civil liberties.

After hitting the send button he waited only
a moment before he heard the initial sounds as the appropriate
software scrambled the signal, directed the encrypted message
through satellite channels, and re-deciphered them on the other
end. When he heard three shrill beeps issue from the unit he typed
in his codename, Lone Wolf, and his first message and pressed the
transmit button.

Lone Wolf: Lone Wolf to Team Leader
acknowledge.

More sounds issued from the SCOTTY as the
software worked its magic. In a few seconds he heard the
appropriate response tone and read:

Team Leader: This is Team Leader. Code
in.

He typed his message and hit send.

Lone Wolf:
Alpha-bravo-niner-zulu-foxtrot.

He waited only seconds before the relay
passed safely.

Team Leader: What is your password?

Lone Wolf: Dogma.

Team Leader: Go ahead.

Lone Wolf: I have a visual on the girl and
male companion.

After a few seconds delay he read the
text.

Team Leader: Are you sure it's the girl?

"Christ, you think I'm a fucking idiot?" he
asked out loud. "Of course I’m fucking sure."

He typed:

Lone Wolf: I'm sure. Identification is
positive. One hundred percent.

After a brief pause the descrambled message
came in loud and clear over the SCOTTY.

Team Leader: Make your move as soon as you
can do so without drawing attention. Remember, this is a covert
operation. If you get caught, you’re on your own.

"No shit, Sherlock", he said. "I've been in
this business a lot longer than you've worn the uniform,
dumbass."

Team Leader: If you can isolate her that
would be to your advantage. Whatever you do, I need her back here
unharmed, copy?

"Christ, what an asshole," he said, "you’re
trying to tell me how to do my job now, shit-head?"

Team Leader: Don't fuck this up.

"Fuck you," he said. He typed:

Lone Wolf: I'll be discreet. She'll be back
in your hands in less than twenty-four hours.

The screen was blank for a moment. He
thought that communications had been severed and was about the turn
off the SCOTTY when his CO’s final communication appeared on the
screen.

Team Leader: Sooner. Out.

"Affirmative, sir," the man in the black
suit said and rolled his eyes. "I wish someone would put two slugs
in the back of your freakin' head."

Lone Wolf: Out.

He slammed the SCOTTY’s cover down hard and
winced at the harsh cracking sound. In the last eight of his
thirteen-year career he'd been on more field assignments than
anyone in his unit. Certainly he knew better than that uptight
piece of shit that was calling the shots these days.

"He doesn't know his own head from his ass,"
he said out loud.

From the passenger seat he lifted the manila
envelope and pulled out two photographs. The first picture was of a
tall man with brown hair and crisp blue eyes—Joseph Meehan. The
other was the picture of Rachel Hill. He flipped over the picture
of the man and using a red pen jotted down the personal information
onto a slip of paper and put it into his wallet. He didn’t want to
have to carry the pictures around while he was on the move.

After returning the pictures to the envelope
he turned off the engine and listened to the night silence for a
moment. The Hummer wasn’t the only vehicle on the quiet street. No
one inhabited the vehicles but the motorists who'd left their
vehicles could return at any time. Although he was sure that no one
would remember his exact features should they be asked to describe
him later it was always wisest to not be seen.

He didn't seriously entertain the idea that
he would be caught but he had been trained to be careful. He also
knew that sometimes you just had to trust your own gut because
rules never took into account all possible outcomes. There was
always the wildcard; the unexpected for which there is no
provision.

He hoped like hell for a wildcard. He
desperately wanted something unexpected to happen. He was getting
bored.

The silenced Walther P99 lay on the
passenger's seat and he picked it up, checked to make sure it was
loaded and stuffed it into his shoulder holster.

Stepping out of the Hummer he stretched his
legs, arched his back and sighed. It was a quiet night and the cold
evening air stung his lungs as he inhaled deeply. Turning away from
the vehicle he activated the alarm system and made his way to a
quiet bus shelter one block away from the restaurant that afforded
him an unobstructed view of the front entrance.

From the trashcan on the corner he plucked
out what was left of a Chicago Tribune and took it with him and sat
on the cold metal bench. After shifting his shoulder holster into a
more comfortable position he flipped open the paper and pretended
to read.

Before long he consulted the piece of paper
that contained the information on the back of the photographs. From
an inner coat pocket he retrieved the Garmin GP SMAP 60Cx, a
portable, hand-held GPS unit that could be deployed anywhere in the
field. He entered in the address of Charlie Trotter’s restaurant
and on a hunch he then entered in one of the two addresses he’d
written on the slip of paper. After a second, the coordinates
appeared on the colored screen, providing him with a street
map.

His lips moved as he reviewed the detailed
area map and then cracked into an evil grin. The location he’d
entered was no more than a few blocks away from where he now
sat.

Screw waiting around in the cold, he had a
better idea; call it a gut feeling.

He stood, threw the newspaper down on the
metal bench and pulled up his collar. He hunched against the cold
night air and walked back to the Hummer.

***

Joe and Rachel left the restaurant a few
minutes past eleven, trading the murmured excitement of the
restaurant for the calm silence of the Lincoln Park streets.

The night was cool and a chilled wind came
in from the east. They stopped outside the entrance so that Rachel
could adjust her scarf and cinch the overcoat belt snuggly around
her waist. After adjusting his coat collar he took her hand and
they started to walk slowly down Halsted Street.

"I think that was one of the best meals I’ve
ever had," she said.

Her cheeks were rosy from the sting of the
night air—or from the bottle of wine they shared, he couldn't tell
which—and he could see that she was genuinely happy, not just
saying what she knew he wanted to hear.

"There was so much food to sample and I was
pretty satisfied with all of it," he said.

"The Diver scallops were about as big as
your head," she joked and they both laughed.

Although he still felt badly that Tammy had
left without dinner and in a foul mood he was glad that he and
Rachel were able to spend the time alone. At first, he'd thought
the heavy secrets of her past would loom over them and he thought
they'd have little to talk about if not her disappearance.

As it turned out, although they'd been
childhood friends, they shared stories that were new and instead of
feeling like he'd been reunited with an old friend he felt like he
was just getting to know a new one.

"It feels so good to be out again," she
said. "The night is gorgeous and everything feels so normal. I
don’t want this night to end."

He puzzled at what she said but instead of
asking for clarification he looked at his watch and said, "The
night's still young and there’s plenty to do in the Windy
City."

They continued to walk slowly down Halsted
with the wind at their flanks. The street lights chased away the
shadows and steady flows of night traffic filled the evening with
soft sounds.

"Maybe another night," she said finally.

"Yeah, sure, some other time maybe. We don’t
want to get all worn out on your first night out."

"If you really want to do something
else..."

"Do you want to see where I work?" he asked
suddenly. He wanted to change the subject, let her off the hook.
"It’s not far from here."

"Sure," she said. “But I thought you worked
at home, as a writer.”

“Sometimes I do,” he said. “But sometimes I
need a more private place with less interruption.”

They walked two blocks west and one block
south and stopped in front of a twenty-story high rise.

"I’m on the seventeenth floor," he said,
pointing to one of the windows.

Some of the lights were on while others were
black and lifeless.

Together they entered the building, grateful
to leave the wind behind. Rachel stood just inside the entrance as
Joe exchanged a few brief words with the lobby attendant.

"Come on," he called to her after a moment
and they made their way to the elevators.

A car was already at the ground floor and
they got in and he pushed the button for the seventeenth floor. The
doors slid shut with a soft thud and the car jerked slightly before
it got moving.

After about thirty seconds of silence the
soft ping signaled their arrival on the seventeenth floor. The
doors opened and they stepped out. He led her to the left, down a
corridor and then right down another. They stopped at the second
from last door that was marked Thomas Meehan, Esquire.

"This is my cousin’s law office," he said.
"I’m just over here."

They went to the last door at the end of the
hall. The door had no markings or window.

"This used to be Tom’s storage room but he
rents it to me for next to nothing. I find it easier to work here.
When I’m at home there’re too many distractions. Although the phone
never rings off the hook, a mysterious force usually draws me to
the television."

He took his keys from his pocket and
unlocked the door. They stepped inside and he turned the lights
on.

"No television in here," he said. “Come
in.”

She moved into the room and he closed the
door. The man in the black suit stepped forward, holding the
semiautomatic pistol—equipped with silencer—in front of him. The
bastard wore a black knit cap on his head and a black overcoat over
his baggy suit but Joe recognized the crooked smile, and he felt
his stomach drop.

***

“Move over toward the desk, Mr. Meehan,” the
man said. “And don't make me tell you twice, please.”

Joe started to move slowly; although he
recognized the man from the mall he couldn’t understand his
presence in his locked office near midnight or why he'd followed
him in the first place.

"How did you get in here?" Joe asked.

"I picked the lock," the man replied
calmly.

Taking a step forward Joe asked, "What do
you want? Why are you here?"

"Just be quiet and don’t do anything foolish
and no one will be hurt," the man said. "Rachel, you stay where you
are."

"What the hell is going on?" Joe asked. He
was shocked the man called Rachel by her name.

To Rachel the man said, "How much does he
know?"

"He knows nothing," Rachel said. "Leave him
out of this."

The man was silent for a moment but his eyes
seemed to be everywhere at once, taking in the situation,
swallowing all the details. He held the gun on Joe and focused his
attention on Rachel.

Finally he said, "You’re lying, Rachel.
Shame on you."

"No!" Rachel said. "I'm telling the
truth."

"What the hell is this?" Joe asked, totally
confused. He took another step forward.

"Stay where you are, Mr. Meehan," the man
said, jabbing the gun in Joe's direction.

He stopped his forward movement and looked
at Rachel. His confusion was plain to see. "How do you know this
man?"

She didn’t answer. To the suit-man she said,
"I didn’t tell him anything. I swear."

"Well," the man said. "I can’t take your
word as Gospel, now can I?"

"I told him nothing, you have to believe me.
This has nothing to do with him. Just take me and leave him alone,"
she pleaded.

"You’re not going anywhere with this guy,"
Joe said.

She turned to him and said, "You don’t
understand. The less you know, the safer you are."

"What are you talking about?" Joe asked. For
the third time he repeated, "What the hell's going on?"

To the man she said, "Please. We can go.
I’ll go without trouble."

The man stared at her for a moment. His
brown eyes bore into hers, traced the lines of her face and focused
back on her eyes.

"I’m afraid I can’t do that." He turned to
face Joe and said, "Goodbye, Mr. Meehan."

"No!" Rachel shouted, knowing what was
coming.

Although she seemed to be in a panic-state
she was able to think quickly enough. With one thin hand she
reached out and flicked the light switch just a moment before the
man fired the pistol. The room plunged into darkness and a fraction
of a second later, an orange-red glare blasted from the silencer as
the bullet tore out of the barrel with a muffled thap and
then the room was dark again.

She jumped in the direction of where she
remembered the bastard last standing. With a meaty thud she slammed
into him and they both stumbled further into the room and went down
hard. As she went down she slammed roughly into the desk, the
corner digging painfully against her back while one of the man’s
elbows dug into her rib cage hard enough to make her gasp.

"Son-of-a-bitch," the man said.

He fell with her but he was already trying
to catch his balance. He was on his feet and pulling her up with
him more quickly than she imagined a man could move. He pulled her
in front of him and held one arm around her neck in a choke hold.
In his other hand he held the pistol in front of their bodies,
ready to fire at the first sign of movement.

"Mr. Meehan?"

"Get off of me," she shouted and tried to
pull free from his grip.

The man was strong and his arm did not
budge.

"Shut up," he said.

His grip tightened around her throat. He
started to walk her slowly forward, forcing her toward the light
switch.

"Are you injured, Mr. Meehan? We can get you
medical attention." He waited a moment and then said, "I don’t plan
to kill you. I just need to know what she told you. If she told you
nothing I’ll let you go."

"He’s lying," Rachel said and the man choked
her again, applying an insane amount of pressure with his meaty
fingers.

"Speak again and I’ll crush your windpipe.
Now move with me."

She let her body go slack.

The man put the gun to her head and said,
"Stand up and walk or I’ll kill you now."

"You won’t."

"Shit," he said.

Instead of shooting he hit her in the head
with the weapon. He pulled his swing at the last moment and the
glancing blow thudded against the back of her skull.

She cried out and tried to touch the spot
where the man had struck her. He tightened his grip again.

"Now move or I’ll knock you
unconscious."

Instead of moving she said, "Joe get out!
He’ll kill us both."

The man threw her to the floor and knelt on
top of her with his right knee. With one gloved hand he covered her
mouth. She bucked and kicked but his weight was too much and
quickly she gave up and lay still.

"Don’t listen to her," the man said. "This
matter is not your concern and we plan to leave you out of this. I
just have to know if she told you anything."

He waited for an answer but there was none.
He cocked his head to one side and listened trying to hear Joe
moving around.

After waiting a minute longer he said to
Rachel, "We’re going to get up and walk out of here. If you do
anything stupid I’ll be carrying your limp body out. If you
understand nod your head."

She nodded her head quickly, wanting to get
the bastard off her.

"Good," he said.

He waited another minute. "Are you dead, Mr.
Meehan?"

No answer.

"Yes, I suppose you are."

He put the gun against her neck and said,
"Not one word."

He stood and with one hand pulled her from
the floor. He quickly wrapped one arm around her neck again.

"Now move slowly but keep pace with me.
Don’t do anything stupid and you’ll be back without serious
injuries."

"Back to hell," she said.

"If that’s what you call it. But if you fuck
with me I’ll make sure you’re in a world of hurt before I take you
back."

Slowly they stepped through the dark room.
After nearly eight steps the man felt his back press against the
door. He switched the gun to his left hand and used his right to
grasp her. With his left elbow he flicked the light on. No body lay
in a pool of blood as he’d hoped. His eyes moved around the room
and stopped on the desk.

"Come out from there, Mr. Meehan. Let’s
talk."

"Joe. Stay where you are!"

The man released her from the choke hold
only long enough to grab the neckline of her coat. With an uncanny
force he swung her body around hard. She slammed into the wall
beside the door hard enough to cause the wall to shutter.

"I said not another word," he hissed. His
hand snaked out and grasped her frail neck. "Don’t make me tell you
again."

She tried to speak but fortunately no words
came or the bastard might have made good on his promise to cause
her greater pain. Her head lolled to the side a moment and she felt
as if she might faint. She knew if she fainted she would have no
chance to escape. She squeezed her eyes shut, took a deep breath
and opened them. And then she saw Joe.

The man must have intuited from her reaction
what was coming. He tried to turn and face Joe, who had used the
darkness and his familiarity with his office to circle around
behind them.

The man in the black suit’s left hand slowly
loosened its grip on her throat. His shoulder reflexively tucked
down and in as he started to rotate and at the same time he brought
the pistol up. Before he could turn 180 degrees Joe swung the
marble turtle paperweight—a gift from Amanda when she returned from
her last trip to the Galapagos Islands—and smashed it solidly into
the man’s forehead.

The man fell fast and hard. His head
jittered against the tiled floor and the gun skittered from his
grip and slid a foot or so out of his reach.

Joe lifted the paperweight, poised to strike
again, but he could see that one blow was enough. The man was
unconscious and was no longer a threat.

"Are you okay?" he asked Rachel.

"Yes. I thought he killed you or that you
were seriously wounded."

"The bullet whizzed right past my ear. I
heard it hit one of the crystal globes on the shelf behind me."

He turned to confirm what he had heard.
Several of the colorful crystal globes lay shattered on the shelf
and floor.

He took her hand and said, "Let’s get out of
here."

She started to move with him and then
stopped. "Wait," she said.

"What’s the matter?"

She didn't answer. She let go of his hand
and bent down beside the unconscious man. Pulling his coat open,
she started to rummage through his pockets.

"What are you doing?"

"Looking for his identification," she said
as she continued her search.

She found his passport in his suit jacket
and looked at it. The photograph was black and white and
unappealing. According to the phony document, this man’s name was
Bryon George, but Rachel knew his real name.

"Rachel, let’s get out of here."

"Just a minute," she said. She started
searching in his pants pockets.

"We don’t have a minute. He could have
someone with him."

"He doesn’t," she said.

"How do you know?"

"Just give me a minute."

Exasperated, he turned away from her and
poked his head through the open doorway. The hallway was deserted.
He turned back to her and said, "Just hurry."

In the man’s right hip pocket she found a
black billfold. It contained several crisp twenty dollar bills and
a folded white piece of paper. Joe’s home and work addresses were
scratched hastily in red ink.

"Damn," she said. She stood up and stuffed
the passport and the billfold into her coat pocket.

Taking a step away from the unconscious man
she stopped suddenly and bent down quickly again. She pulled up his
right pant leg and tugged down his black nylon sock. Sticking to
the flesh above his ankle was what she had been hoping to find. She
gingerly plucked the object from his skin and put it into her coat
pocket as well.

"What’s that?"

"I’ll tell you later," she said. She reached
over and picked up the pistol. She held it out in front of her.
"Take this."

He looked at the weapon as if it were road
kill. Reluctantly his hand came forward and accepted the pistol. It
was futuristic looking. The olive green polymer frame felt cold in
his hand but the weapon felt balanced even with the sound
suppressor.

"Be careful," she said. "It’s loaded."

"I know. A bullet whizzed past my ear,
remember?"

"Yeah."

After turning the pistol over in his hands
he had trouble finding any safety. The pistol didn’t have a hammer
and he was baffled.

"It has a trigger safety as primary and both
decock and striker safety as backup," Rachel said.

"What did you just say? English,
please."

Rachel pointed to the trigger and said,
"Just don‘t pull that and you’ll be fine."

"What the hell. What happened to normal
guns?"

"This is what James Bond uses now," she
said.

"I don't even want to know how you know all
this," he said.

He tried to put the pistol into his coat
pocket, but the silencer prevented it from fitting. After trying
his inside coat pockets and the hip pockets of his pants, he
finally settled on the tucking it into the waistband at the small
of his back.

"Well, I think I make a great 007."

"Hardly," she said.

"Can we get out of here now?"

"Let’s go," she said.

He moved toward the door and she followed
closely behind. At the threshold he stopped suddenly and she banged
into him.

"What?" she asked.

"Maybe we should call the cops," he
suggested.

"No. They can’t help me, anyway. The people
who are looking for me have a long reach. They’ll find me even in
protective custody."

"Who's looking for you? Why? I mean, what
the hell are you into?"

"I’ll tell you but not now. We have to move,
Joe. I promise I’ll tell you everything but we have to get out of
here."

He stood for a moment considering. He
decided he wanted to know what happened to her, where she had been
and why she had gone. But now more than ever he wanted to protect
her, to keep her out of harm’s way. He had failed in the past to do
that very thing, but he vowed he would not fail again.

He switched off the lights and followed her
into the hall. Using his key he locked the office door.

"What happens to me if someone finds him
there?"

"They won’t," she said. "He’ll be gone as
soon as he comes around. He won't be looking for a policeman to
press charges."

"Will he come looking for us?"

She was silent.

“Rachel? Will he come looking for us?”

She looked away and said, "No. Maybe. His
cover is blown so I don’t know. But they'll send someone else."

"Someone else? What do you mean?"

"Let’s go," she said. "I’ll tell you later
but we have to find a place to go. A place no one would know where
to look for you."

"We can go back to my place."

"We can’t," she said.

He stopped and faced her. He asked, "They
know where I live?"

She handed him the piece of paper with his
addresses written on them. "They know."

He looked closely at his name and both home
and office addresses scrawled in red on the small slip of
paper.

After a moment he looked at her. "How did
they find me?" he asked.

Before she could answer he asked the
question that plagued him most. "How did you find me?"

"That’s the million dollar question, Joe.
Now let’s get the hell out of here.”


Chapter
Six






Command Sergeant Major Carl "Hark" Harkenson
stood in the doorway of the room, now void of its occupant. The
sleeping chamber looked more like a prison cell than he cared to
believe. The concrete walls were windowless and painted a slate
gray. The only light emerged from one ceiling fixture covered in
heavy wire. He'd never given these quarters much thought, but now,
looking at it from the outside, really looking at it, he thought
the word cell was more appropriate to describe the space.

Being away from the Mountain for six months
had obviously sanitized his soul or had at least changed the way he
viewed the place. Although he didn't think it was possible he found
that the longer he was away from the Mountain the more his outlook
changed. It was almost as if a weight was lifted from his chest,
the air easier to breathe, and the small things in life seemed more
interesting.

He actually missed Washington, D.C. and his
new assignment, although he’d only been back at the Mountain for
less than an hour. Coming back to this place, especially under the
circumstances, seemed to be a physical strain. He could almost feel
his shoulders begin to sag beneath the imagined pressure.

This particular room contained a small cot
with the mattress rolled up and the olive drab blanket and pillow
lay on the exposed springs, a three-drawer dresser with a 19-inch
color television perched atop, a scarred cloth recliner and three
six-foot bookshelves.

He'd personally approved the shelving units
although it was against regulation; the girl who lived in this room
only a short time ago was special.

There was a haunted feeling to the room that
he didn't like one bit.

Hark stepped slowly into the room and
started looking around at the woman’s things. After thirteen years
of containment she’d managed to accumulate a myriad of trinkets. A
moment ago the room seemed prison-like, but now, from the inside,
it appeared to be a comfortable place. It felt like that because
she had made it that way. Everything the woman touched seemed
better for the contact.

He found himself wondering how she had
secured many of these items without his knowledge. As her guide he
kept a close watch over her, or at least he thought he did. She was
unable to access the outside so he assumed doctors or staff had
given these things to her every now and again and either he hadn’t
noticed or chose not to. There always was a soft spot in his heart
for the girl.

Hark perused the books on her shelves again
amazed that he hadn't really noticed all her belongings before.
Most were textbooks provided by the medical staff but there were
numerous magazines and journals as well as some well-read paperback
mysteries. Spending twelve hours each day in this room, she had
nothing but time on her hands when they weren’t forcing maps and
coordinates in front of her face. Apparently she chose reading for
enjoyment, more so than the television.

When he reached the third shelf he pulled
out a volume that depicted Navy warships wondering who in Mountain
had given this gift. There were a few Navy Corpsman in the
facility, although none resided on this level. The book was
oversized with a plush cover. Thumbing through the pages he saw the
tome detailed crew, weapons, cargo, and various other facts he
found very boring. He pushed it back in a little too forcefully and
the cardboard backing that was supposed to stop the books from
falling behind the unit popped out.

"Shit," he said.

Standing straight he pulled the unit away
from the wall and surveyed the damage. Several of the tacking nails
had come loose. Kneeling down with the intention of pushing the
nails back in with the ball of his thumb he noticed something
poking out from beneath the unit and fished it out.

A little perplexed he lifted the box and
took several quick steps to the battered recliner and sat down.

He set the box on his lap but did not
immediately open it. A nervous feeling nagged at his gut.

The box was black, about three inches deep,
twelve inches long, and nine inches wide. Pink roses were painted
on the box and were of such craftsmanship he at first assumed it
was an imprint pressed onto the box during manufacture.

Hark’s hands lay on the unopened box for a
few silent moments as if he feared its contents. Finally, he opened
the lid and peered inside.

He removed the journal and set it beside
him. He felt compelled to open it presently and read. Instead, he
continued to rummage through the box.

There were numerous loose pages of various
color, shape and size. Some were cut neatly and some were ragged as
if torn by hand. The script was written in anything from pen to
crayon.

After removing a few pages he recognized the
girl’s neat script—he'd seen her writing many times when she was
remote viewing a location and wrote out the coordinates on graphing
paper.

Setting the pages back into the box he
lifted the journal and opened the cover. The first page of script
was dated November 7, 2001. He perused a couple of paragraphs that
recounted how she'd spent her day in the viewing room, detailing
her assignments aimed at locating Al-Qaeda operations and supply
points. This was stuff he already knew because he’d been there with
her, guiding her.

He closed the book and put it aside again.
What he was most interested in was the goings-on just before the
girl escaped. He'd heard rumors from some of his senior staff that
bad things were going on under the supervision of Captain Shaker,
Hark's temporary replacement while he was in Washington as aid to
General McAllister.

Focusing his attention on the loose pages he
started to put them in order by date to try to build a better
picture. Apparently she'd been writing on whatever paper she could
get her hands on until someone had given her the journal. He was
halfway through his sorting when the voice startled him.

"What are you doing in here?"

Hark dropped some of the pages back into the
box and stood. He turned to face Captain Abraham Shaker.

"What are you doing in here?" Shaker
repeated.

The captain stood before Hark with his back
straight and his uniform starched as stiff as wood. The silver
butter bars that adorned each collar were so shiny it almost hurt
the eye to look at; all typical of a gung-ho officer who thought
too highly of his stature.

"I was just having a look around," Hark
said.

He leaned over and started replacing the
suspect papers back into the box and then dropped the journal on
top and closed the lid.

"I'm conducting an active investigation and
this room is off limits," Shaker said. "Even to you."

He noticed the box in Hark's hand and asked,
"What do you have there?"

Hark put the box under his arm and said,
"Nothing that concerns you, captain. And now that I'm back I'll be
taking over any investigation. You can brief me at a more
convenient time."

A large blue vein that stood out on Shaker’s
forehead had started to throb. His face took on the look of a young
child who was just told he couldn’t have a toy he’d been promised
and Hark felt like smiling.

"The hell I will," Shaker said. "Colonel
Matheson hasn’t relieved me of my duty and until he does I'm in
charge here. Now I asked a question and I expect an answer,
sergeant."

"Sergeant major," Hark said.

"What?"

"I'm a Command Sergeant Major in the United
States Army. If you want to address me by rank then get it
right."

"I don’t know about you, sergeant,
but I was trained to respect a superior officer. And contrary to
what you may believe, I am an officer and I demand the respect my
title extends me."

Hark was silent. He shifted the box from one
arm to the other. He didn't feel the need to argue with the slimy
little bastard. But he certainly wasn't going to turn the box over
until he figured out what the captain had been up to in his
absence.

"I'll ask the question again in case you
didn't understand. What's in that damn box, Harkenson?"

"None of your business," Hark said.

Shaker stood for a moment with his fists
clenched at his side and his mouth open. Hark could see
uncontrolled anger flash across the other man’s face, as if his
first impulse would be to attack and thrash. But the officer
quickly found his composure and straightened his shoulders even
more than humanly possible.

He looked up at the black man and said, "I
will talk to Colonel Matheson about this and you can be sure I’ll
draw up charges."

"Charges. Yes."

"Are you going to show me what’s in that
box, sergeant?"

"No."

"Have it your way," Shaker said.

He spun on his left heel in an about-face
and walked quickly away.

He stopped at the threshold and without
turning around he said, "I’ll expect that box and its contents on
my desk by 1100 hours. If it’s not, I’ll be meeting with Colonel
Matheson at 1101 hours."

Hark again chose to respond by remaining
silent.

After a brief dramatic pause Shaker moved
down the hallway, turned left toward the administrative wing and
was out of sight.

Hark was pleased that he had been able to
control his own anger. He supposed after more than thirty years of
service he'd grown accustomed to the young piss-and-vinegar
officers trying to throw their weight around, especially with the
enlisted men.

However, Hark knew that in battle, those
same officers would piss their pants and cry for their mothers.
They would look to men like him for leadership then.

As soon as the captain was gone Hark
returned to the recliner and reopened the box. He started trying to
put some order to the documents so that he could make sense of the
journal entries but decided he needed more privacy.

He wanted to know what the woman had written
in the diary. He wanted to know to what fate he had condemned
her.

***

The knock sounded softly at the door
breaking the almost vacuum silence. Colonel Leslie Matheson looked
up from the budget report he’d been sweating over line-by-line, and
said, "Come in."

The door opened noiselessly and Captain
Shaker entered the office. He stood just inside the entry at
attention.

"Close the door, captain," Matheson said.
"And come in for Christ’s sake." He closed the flap on the budget
report and moved it aside for the moment.

"Yes, sir," Shaker replied. He closed the
door and walked stiffly toward the desk. He stood in front of the
colonel at attention.

"Sit down," Matheson said, a bit irritated.
Although the captain was highly qualified in his area of specialty
he was too faithful to the doctrine even in the most casual
situations. Everyone thought he was a prick, present company
included.

Shaker sat, his spine so erect Matheson
wondered if he had been born with a stick up his ass or if he'd had
one surgically implanted as an aid to good posture.

"Sorry to disturb you, sir."

"Not at all," Matheson said. He would have
preferred the enervating budget report over Shaker but some things
were better left unsaid. "I wanted to see you anyway, captain."

"Yes, sir," Shaker said. "You go first,
sir."

"How is my project going?" Matheson
asked.

"Things are slow, sir," he said. He averted
his eyes to the report on the desk and then looked back at
Matheson. "My apologies, sir."

"Slow? Explain slow, please."

"Yes, sir. The other one seems to have
forgotten how to use his...talent, sir."

"Forgotten?"

"Yes, sir. He's been very unaccommodating,
inaccurate and lackadaisical. He says he can't focus. He's...
stressed. That was the word he used."

"Well, captain, light a fire under his ass
and see if that doesn’t get him to focus."

"Yes, sir."

"I want him primed and ready for the next
assignment so do what you have to do to make sure that he is."

"Yes, sir. I’ll be sure he’s ready,
sir."

Matheson looked at the other man for what
seemed an eternity before finally handing him a green folder. The
stamp across the front in black ink read TOP SECRET.

"This is the next target," Matheson
said.

Shaker opened the file and looked at the
photographs. He leafed though some textual documents and then
closed the folder. "What are your orders, sir?"

"Find him, captain. Plain and simple."

"Yes, sir. And after I find him, sir?"

Matheson hesitated a moment and said,
"Report to me his whereabouts. I’ll take it from there."

"Yes, sir." Now Shaker hesitated a second
then asked, "What about Harkenson? Will he be briefed?"

"Negative, captain. You handle this on your
own until I say otherwise. The sergeant major is going to be tied
up with something else for a while. You continue as scheduled with
your orders."

"Yes, sir."

"What about our search and recover
operation? Do you have anything to report on that?"

"Yes, sir. I have a man on that as we speak.
He has some leads he’s following up on. Good leads this time. He’ll
be in contact at 2200 hours. I’ll keep you posted, sir."

"Very good, Abraham. I’m counting on
you."

"I won’t let you down, sir."

Matheson grunted. "Now what did you want to
see me about?"

"I came to see you about Harkenson,
sir."

"What about Hark?"

"I was wondering what his assignment is?
Will he be taking over my—will he be taking over the
investigation?"

"I haven’t given Hark an assignment yet but
I think he’ll be acting in a consultant role."

"Will he work through you, sir?"

"Do you have a problem with Harkenson,
captain?"

"Well, sir, he purposefully disobeyed a
direct order."

"An order from whom?"

Shaker looked confused. "From me, sir."

"And what direct order might that have been,
captain?"

"Well, sir, I found him snooping in the
girl’s room and he found something."

Matheson raised an eyebrow. "What did he
find?"

"A box, sir."

"A box?"

"Yes, sir. I ordered him to give the box to
me and he refused, sir."

"What was in the box, captain?"

"I don’t know, sir. He wouldn’t give it to
me as I ordered. But I saw papers."

"What kind of papers?"

"Well, sir, I couldn’t really tell. Just a
stack of papers. But whatever it is the girl wrote it and maybe we
should inspect those documents."

"Perhaps we should."

"I’d like to file a complaint against
Harkenson, sir."

"I see," Matheson said.

Not for the first time did he begin to
question his judgment in bringing Shaker in to control the project.
A clash between Shaker and Hark could be very bad business. Things
were liable to get messy. And he had no doubt that Hark could make
the biggest mess.

He shifted in his chair and pulled in closer
to his desk. He leaned forward and crossed his hands. "Let me tell
you a little story, captain."

"A story, yes, sir."

"You wouldn’t know it but I was assigned as
a platoon leader in the 82nd Airborne Division, 3rd Brigade. It was
April of 1965 and our unit was alerted for action in response to a
civil war raging in the Dominican Republic. The 3rd was
spearheading the operation and was deployed to the Caribbean under
the codename Operation Power Pack. We restored peace and stability
by June 17th after silencing the rebel guns."

"I’m familiar with that operation, sir."

"Don’t interrupt, son, just listen," the
colonel said. "Anyway, it was during this time I met a young buck
sergeant, one of my squad leaders. He was a tough son-of-a-bitch,
as fearless as they come. His talents were wasted, if you ask me.
This sergeant should have been an officer leading a company but
that’s not how things work. After our services in the Dominican
Republic we saw no action but we trained hard, everyday. Finally,
three years later, the 82nd was called into action for the Tet
Offensive."

He held up his hand in front of him and
said, "Captain, I’m sure you heard about this one, too, but bear
with me. In January of 1968 the 3rd was alerted and within 24 hours
we were en route to Chu Lai. We performed combat duties in the
Hue-Phu Bai area of the I Corps sector.

“I was a captain then and leading Charlie
Company as we moved south into Saigon and fought the battles in the
Mekong Delta, the Iron Triangle and along the Cambodian border.
These were some bad battles and I lost a lot of men. A lot of young
officers were killed. I had to rely on my squad leaders at times to
run the platoons.

"In the 22 months that we fought in Vietnam
one of these squad-turned-platoon leaders stood out among all the
rest. That young buck sergeant, now a sergeant first class, was the
best of them. Because of his direct leadership and experience a lot
of men survived that might have otherwise died.

“I promoted him to company first sergeant
when we left that hell-hole. We were deployed three more times
starting in 1973. We saw action in the Middle East, specifically in
Zaire and Iran. By 1983 we were shipped to Grenada. I was leading
2nd Battalion, and that buck sergeant was now battalion sergeant
major. In 1988 he was promoted to command sergeant major, my second
in command when we invaded Honduras."

Matheson stopped talking for a moment,
gathering his thoughts. Shaker sat uncomfortably in front of him
but remained stiff as ever, with a glazed look in his eyes, just
waiting to be dismissed. The moral of the story was beyond his
grasp.

Finally, the colonel said, "You haven’t seen
battle, son. So I’m telling you this so that you understand
something. When you’re in battle, your most valuable men are your
enlisted men—the noncommissioned officers, anyway. In fact, the
noncoms are most vital because NCO’s keep the morale high and they
inspire men to fight ‘till death if necessary. Some NCOs,
especially those above the staff sergeant rank, have more
experience than the lieutenants and captains that are leading them.
The senior officers know this, and rely on these men during battle
to help them make the right decisions."

Matheson leaned back in his chair. He
regarded Shaker with much distaste although he did not show his
emotions openly. Over the years he had mastered the art of the
bluff.

He continued: "I wouldn’t have made it
through most of those battles without that buck sergeant. As a
matter of fact, he saved my life in Grenada. Do you know who I’m
talking about?"

"Sergeant Harkenson, sir?"

"Command Sergeant Major Harkenson, son.
We’ve seen thirty-seven years of combat together. That man has
forgotten more about war than you’ll ever know." Matheson stood up
now and Shaker stood, too, ramrod straight.

The colonel leaned over his desk, glaring at
the captain. He said, "Hark has earned the respect of many senior
officers and he’s certainly earned the right to eat officers like
you for breakfast and shit you out the next morning."

Spittle flew from his lips and heat poured
from his body. He was yelling now but he found that he didn't give
a damn. "Command Sergeant Major Harkenson takes orders from no one
but me. Do you understand that, captain? If I so much as see you
look at him wrong I will chew your ass up and spit you out. I’ll
cut you off at the knees and use the bloody stumps to whale on your
scrawny little ass. Do I make myself clear?"

"Yes, sir. Perfectly clear, sir."

"I am in command of this facility, captain,
not you. Hark is my business and none of yours.”

Sitting down but still feeling flushed by
his sudden anger, Matheson said, "You stay away from Hark and out
of his business from here on out unless you hear otherwise from me.
You have your own business to attend to. Now you get the hell out
of my office and take care it."

Shaker stood straighter yet and saluted the
colonel.

"I said you’re dismissed, captain," Matheson
said without returning a salute. "What the hell are you still doing
here?"

Without another word Shaker left the office
and closed the door slowly behind him. When he was gone, Matheson
sat back in his chair and sighed.

"Pretentious little prick," he said
to himself.

Matheson was fully aware of the fact that
Shaker was a sadistic bastard who enjoyed his work a little too
much. At his core he hated the slimy little bastard and abhorred
his very existence. But right now he needed him. Damn him to hell,
he needed a man with Shaker's exact flawed personality and
skill set.

God help him.

He pushed the intercom button and said,
"Corporal Cormier, get Sergeant Major Harkenson in here, please.
Thank you."

He had to make sure things were smoothed
over between Hark and Shaker. Suddenly, he had a very bad taste in
his mouth. He folded his hands across his chest and waited for his
old friend.

***

Harkenson's office in the administrative
wing was a corner office, which in the corporate world meant you've
hit the big time, but at the Mountain it didn't mean squat. Being
that the unit was housed on the 4th sublevel of Mount Weather the
corner office boasted no outside view of a major skyline. Hell, it
didn't have windows at all.

Instead, Hark had two large salt-water fish
tanks installed into the oak wood walls. Each tank was four feet
long, three feet wide and three feet high. Soft blue and amber
lights backlit the tanks. Often he would turn off all of the main
lights and spend quiet time watching the exotic aquatic life move
like angels through the resplendent blue water. The uncoordinated
movement of the fish and the soft hum of the filtering device made
a relaxing environment.

Although not a zealous reader, Hark had
several hundred volumes on three book shelves that stood against
another wall. Most of these were military in nature and were titles
on the U.S. Army Chief of Staff's Professional Reading list. Over
the years and through many promotions he'd acquired quite a
collection.

The furnishings in his office included a
large cherry desk and comfortable leather chair. In front of his
desk were two cloth chairs and against one wall, below one built-in
fish tank, was a brown leather sofa. An ottoman doubled as a table.
The floors were a pale oak that were waxed to perfection. At the
center of the room he'd chosen a simple deep red rag rug to cut
into the coolness of the room.

Entering his office with the rose adorned
box under one massive arm, Hark closed the door behind him and
flicked the dead bolt in place. He wanted privacy so that he could
have a closer look at what the girl had hidden away. He needed to
see what was going on in the six months he'd been in
Washington.

Moving to his desk he took a yellow legal
pad and pen before retreating to the sofa where he sat. He placed
the box on the ottoman in front of him but let it sit unopened.

In his ears he could feel his pulse beating
as he breathed deeply through his nostrils. Opening the box and
going through the contents was proving to be more difficult than he
expected.

With his temporary assignment to Washington
for the last six months he'd felt a deep feeling of satisfaction.
On a daily basis he met with numerous politicians, senior officers
and civilian staff who were all in the throes of serving their
country and the war effort. The war was highest on everyone's
agenda and it was busy work. Most days were spent in congressional
meetings and tactical planning sessions listening to strategies,
interpreting policies and advising senior officers and the Joint
Chiefs of Staff. Although the job could be intense, he felt more at
ease there than in the Mountain.

He was billeted in downtown Georgetown on M
Street and had a gorgeous view of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal. On
his first night in his new quarters he toured the Ohio Canal on one
of the local boats. On most evenings he jogged along the shoreline
trails, deeply breathing in the moist, fresh air. Everything was
vivid and open. It was a sharp contrast to the subterranean
standards of living he'd grown accustomed to after thirteen years
in the Mountain.

Now, being back at the Mountain even in his
office that had always felt comfortable and inviting in spite of
the environment outside the doors, everything seemed tight and
processed. The air tasted canned, the water gritty, and the
atmosphere stale.

Although he didn't like it he was back and
he had business to attend to. His reassignment to the Mountain,
although only temporary, required him to provide support to Colonel
Matheson in the search and recover operation. That seemed simple
enough and under normal circumstances he would have done everything
in his power to complete his objectives.

But these were not usual circumstances.

Two months ago, before Rachel Hill had done
what most thought impossible and escaped from Mount Weather, Hark
had received an anonymous message from one of his senior NCO's who
either set up and supervised many remote viewing sessions or
provided security on the fourth sublevel. The message, although
somewhat vague and light on details, hinted at unscrupulous
treatment rendered toward Rachel and Albert.

Against his better judgment he destroyed the
message—an action he immediately regretted—but he felt there was
not enough information to warrant intervention. No further
communication about the atrocities had arrived at his quarters and
he took that to mean that things had worked themselves out.

Obviously, he'd been wrong. Although the
anonymous message had not contained any details as to the extent of
the mistreatments he now suspected it had been serious. He
remembered the slip of paper—composed on a typewriter and
unsigned—as it lay burning in the sink. He now feared that action
had been a grave mistake.

Only one way to find out, he said to
himself as he lifted the top of the box, exposing the neat pile of
paper and the tablet.

Since he had established that the loose
papers were older documents during his preliminary inspection of
the contents in the girl's room he focused his attention on the
tablet. Opening the cover, he noted the date of the first entry was
one year ago. If there were going to be any incriminating remarks
in the journal they'd have to be sometime during the six month
period he'd been in Washington.

Flipping through the pages he found what he
was looking for at the center of the journal. He was surprised to
see that only two weeks after his absence the brutalization had
begun. His lips moved as he silently read through entry after
entry. His stomach began to clench and heave as he turned each
page. He felt sick. He felt enraged. He felt like crying. Each new
page seemed to introduce a new horror. Rachel's detailed
description of each new act was enough to make him want to
puke.

After reviewing one month of almost daily
entries Hark closed the journal. His hands were shaking. His heart
beat too quickly in his chest and a cold sweat broke out all over
his body. Leaning back on the sofa, he put his hands over his eyes
and breathed deeply, trying to fight the urge to vomit.

"This can't be happening," he said out loud.
"No way this is true."

Yet he knew in his heart it was. And
although Rachel had named the man who had been responsible for the
torture and psychological abuse, Hark would have known who the
perpetrator was anyway.

Abraham Shaker, Captain, United States
Army.

The sadistic bastard had personally arranged
and participated in all of the unspeakable tortures. The slimy
maggot had probably enjoyed every moment, had probably been
grinning as electric shocks tore through their bodies, his grin
spreading wider as each minute passed while they lay in the
deprivation chamber, and expanded more than humanly possible while
they went hungry and were forced to stare at scrumptiously prepared
meals laid out in front of them, but beyond their reach.

The sudden rap at his office door startled
him. His hands flew away from his face and he stood immediately.
His heart still hammered in his chest and he wiped his moist palms
against the legs of his pants.

"What is it?" he asked.

The voice belonged to Hark's aide, Corporal
Marvin Cormier. "Excuse me, sergeant major? The CO would like to
see you on the double."

Shit. What an inopportune moment for
Matheson to call him into his quarters. He looked down at his watch
and noted it was 1120. Shaker had been to see the old man, as
promised.

"Tell him I'm on my way," Hark said.

After a brief moment of uncharacteristic
indecisiveness, Hark picked up the box and the journal and strode
over to the wall of bookshelves. Without giving much thought to the
books he chose he started to pull out volumes one at a time and
stuff several sheets of the girl's writings into each book. He went
through nearly thirty volumes before all the contents of the box
were safely hidden away.

All that remained was the journal. Looking
around for a secure spot to put the journal, every place that he
could think of was too obvious.

On the move again with the journal in his
hand he entered the privy and looked around. The medicine cabinet
was out of the question. So was behind the commode. After a moment
the perfect spot presented itself.

Back at his desk he rooted around until he
found a large Ziploc storage bag that contained used pens and
pencils that he couldn't bring himself to throw away. He was not
the fiscal agent but growing up poor with twelve brothers and
sisters taught you how to be frugal. It was a habit he never could
quite break.

Emptying the jumble of old pens and pencils
into his middle desk drawer he placed the journal into the bag,
zipped it up, and used tape from his desk dispenser to seal it as
well as he could. Although he didn't think it would remain
waterproofed for any extended period of time, it would do in a
pinch.

Taking the sealed journal back to the privy
he lifted the commode tank cover and placed the journal into the
tank. It floated for a moment, then slowly flipped onto its side
and sank to the bottom of the nine inches of water. He replaced the
lid and went to the sink to wash his hands. In the mirror he saw
his reflection and he was frightened by his appearance. He looked
sick. His face was ashen and his eyes were bloodshot. He splashed
cold water on his face and dried off with a towel. It did nothing
to help his appearance.

After inspecting his uniform he took the
rose adorned box and dropped it into the bottom drawer of his desk.
He didn't care who found the box or what they did with it. It was
the contents that he needed to protect, especially the journal.

With a deep sigh he left his quarters and
went to see Colonel Matheson. For the first time in more than
thirty years he did not look forward to seeing his old friend.

***

Harkenson sat across from Matheson and
watched as his commanding officer measured two fingers of bourbon
into two tumblers. He appeared casual although beneath the surface
his blood was boiling. Like the old man, Hark had learned to mask
his emotions. It was part of being a leader in combat.

"Sorry I don’t have any ice," Matheson said,
pushing a glass of the whiskey toward his friend and lifting the
other just under his nose. "Machine's all screwed up again.
Engineers think my ice machine is low priority."

"Good whiskey needs nothing but the glass,"
Harkenson replied and the old man smiled.

"Sometimes not even a glass," Matheson said
and sipped his whiskey and set down his glass. He took a long, deep
breath and exhaled.

"I just spoke to Captain Shaker," Matheson
said. His liver-spotted hands surrounded the glass and he started
turning it, watching the whiskey slosh around.

"And what did he have to say?" Hark asked,
although he already knew the answer. The deadline Shaker had given
him to turn over the box and its contents had come and gone. And
like a good little soldier Shaker had followed through with the
code of conduct and had filed a complaint with the old man.

"He told me you disobeyed his direct order."
Matheson looked at Harkenson and smiled.

"That’s what he said, huh?"

"That’s what he said."

"I guess I did," Hark said. He picked up his
whiskey but did not drink.

"So what was the order?"

"He ordered me to give him something I found
in the girl’s room. I refused."

"What was in the box?" Matheson asked. He
raised the glass to his lips and sipped the brown liquid again as
he eyed Hark.

Harkenson was not a bit surprised by the
question. Shaker had obviously already filled the old man in about
the situation and now Colonel Matheson was feeling him out, trying
to subtly dig for answers.

"Nothing but some doodles and poems," Hark
said. His voice did not betray his true feelings. He felt like a
gang of snakes were wriggling and slithering in his belly. His skin
felt cold.

"Then why not give it to him?"

"Because he’s an asshole," Hark replied
firmly.

Colonel Matheson chuckled. "I’ll second
that."

For a few moments he watched Hark as he
sipped his whiskey. Then he asked, "Poems and doodles, huh?"

"Doodles and poems."

"Love poems?"

"I don’t know," Hark said. "I didn’t take
the time to read them."

"Maybe I’d like to take a look at them. If
she’s anything like Frost she has more talents than we think."

"If you want," Hark said, knowing he’d stay
up all night and write poems in crayon, marker, pen or pencil if he
had to just so he’d have something to hand over to the old man but
he wasn’t prepared to give up what he’d found. Not until he
satisfied himself that the old man wasn't involved in the
disgusting acts of inhumanity.

To change the subject he said, "Is Shaker
bringing charges against me?"

"He thought he was," the colonel said and
laughed. "I told him the only one that gives you orders around here
is me. Then I told him to get his candy-ass out of my office."

Harkenson smiled. "You called him a
candy-ass?"

"Well, not exactly. I think my words were
‘get the hell out of my office’ or something like that. But I was
thinking he was a candy-ass. Next time, I’ll be sure to let him
know that."

"Good deal," Harkenson said.

He finally took a drink from the glass. The
whiskey burned on the way down but he enjoyed the heat. He, too,
had his feelers out trying to figure out if Matheson really knew
what was going on or Shaker had gone rogue. The final alternative
was the girl was just full of shit, making up fantasies to amuse
herself during her incarceration. He seriously doubted the
latter.

If anyone is full of shit, its
Matheson, he thought. But still he did not want to believe it,
even in the face of overwhelming evidence. The snakes still coiled
in his belly. He was torn by indecision. It would be easy to cast a
blind eye on what he'd seen in the girl's diary and go on about his
business in Washington.

"Well now that that’s taken care of what I
really called you in here for is this." Matheson opened the top
drawer of his desk and pulled out a white envelope and tossed it on
the desk.

"What’s that?" Harkenson asked.

"It’s your letter of recommendation form for
the appointment to Sergeant Major of the Army."

"You’re supposed to send that out yourself
with your seal on it, Les. It's not official if you don't."

"I know," Matheson said. He stood up and
took his drink with him. "I would sign and seal the damn thing if I
was giving you the recommendation. But I'm not."

"What do you mean? You’re not recommending
me? Then why did you even assign me to General McAllister?"

"Well, that was only temporary," Matheson
said. "Look, Hark, I know how badly you want that appointment. I
know you've been enjoying your time with the politicians. And I
don't blame you one bit. It’s what you’ve worked for your entire
career. Hell, we’re all working for promotions and anyone who tells
you different is a damn liar. But the thing is I need you here
now."

"Les," Hark said, trying desperately not to
show the anger he felt coursing through his veins at the moment.
"The truth is without the girl there is no project. She was the one
and you know it. What good can I do here now?"

"Bullshit," Matheson said. Taking his drink
he moved across the room and stood beside a trophy cabinet and set
his glass on the shelf. "We still have the Indian."

"Akron doesn’t have it. He’s sporadic at
best and rarely correct."

"But he hits sometimes and even sometimes is
good."

"Not good enough," Hark said. "Look, we had
a good run. You can get someone new in here and build it up again.
Maybe you'll have better luck finding viewers—"

"We’re working on getting the girl back,"
Matheson said.

"Oh," Hark said a bit surprised. He swiveled
around in his chair to face the colonel. "What’s the status on
that?"

"We have leads. I’ll know more tonight.
You’ll be briefed, of course."

Hark held his drink and silently stared at
the colonel. Although he and the old man went way back and had, in
fact, shared fox holes in 'Nam when the shit hit the fan, he found
it harder and harder to trust him after what he’d read of the
girl’s diary.

The old man keeping him out of the loop on a
search for the girl was one thing but if he knew about what was
going on and had done nothing to put a stop to it that was a whole
other ball game.

Wanting to blurt out what he’d found while
reading the girl's diary entries in his room he forced himself to
hold his tongue. Deep down in his gut he did not want to believe
that his old friend could be party to the cruelties the girl
described in her diary. Not this man who had shared wet and putrid
foxholes with him. Not this man, who Hark had carried, wounded,
through a mile of jungle and flying bullets. Not this man; but Hark
knew full well that only Matheson could have authorized the use of
such brutal actions.

Not this man.

At one time he'd been proud of Project
Hindsight—that and all the names it had been reassigned over the
years that he'd been part of—and would have done what he could to
see it through.

Now he only wanted out. He no longer wanted
to be part of what was going on. It had become a different animal
and he no longer felt that he could continue to nurture it.

"I’m burnt out, Les," he lied.

Although he had come in here with every
intention of staring down the colonel and having him admit what
he’d done, he really didn’t think he could bear to hear the truth.
It was easier this way.

"I honestly couldn’t care less about getting
the White House position. I just want out."

"Hark, you practically built this
project—"

"It was around long before you and me,
Les."

"Nevertheless, we saw the only real progress
in the history of the project. No monitor has done as well as you.
You work well with the subjects. They trust you and only seem to
respond—with any confirmed results—to you."

"They seem to respond to Shaker," Hark
blurted out.

The colonel nodded and picked up his drink.
He moved across the room and sat back behind his desk. "They do,
but it’s not the same. Hark, they just don’t trust him."

"Does he give them reason not to?"

He felt as if he were being sucked into this
conversation, anyway.

Matheson avoided the question. He said,
"Look, Hark, we’ve been together a long time. Don’t break up a
winning team. We’re doing important work here."

"I used to think so. But now...I just don’t
know."

"Saving lives is always important," Matheson
said. "We’ve seen a lot of men die—good men who fought bravely for
their country—all because of bad intelligence. Our intelligence is
reliable. We save lives because our intel is the best."

"But at what cost? We keep people locked up
like animals."

"Damn it, Hark, don't start letting
philosophical arguments into the equation. You know as well as I
that you have to make some sacrifices to complete your objectives.
I’d say these sacrifices are minimal."

"Minimal?" Hark asked. He stood now,
forgetting his drink. He planted his hands on the desk and leaned
forward. "We’ve condemned them to a life-sentence. These people
have no life for Christ sake! Who the hell are we to take that away
from Rachel and Albert?"

"If taking their lives saves the life of a
hundred or ten or even one soldier, then God damn it, I call that a
fair trade."

"You can’t trade lives like they’re baseball
cards, Les."

"Oh, come on, Hark! We’ve sent men knowingly
to their deaths so don’t play innocent with me."

"That was during war—"

"We’re at war right now in Iraq; in
Afghanistan. We’re always at war, whether it’s hot or cold!"

"The war is out there not in this mountain
and not with these people. Don't you see how wrong it is, what
we're doing to these people for the sake of your own personal
agenda?"

"What the hell are you talking about?"
Matheson asked. He pushed his drink aside; he no longer had the
stomach for the booze.

"I know about Senator Harris," Hark said.
Rachel's diary had detailed a particularly gruesome shock-therapy
session where Shaker had demanded she tell him the whereabouts of
the senator. "Don’t tell me that General McAllister cleared RV on
the senator. If you do, you’re full of shit."

Colonel Matheson was silent.

"I know about the starvation," Hark
continued. "I know about the sleep deprivation and the shock
therapy."

"Sit down, Hark. I see I have some
explaining to do."

"I know about the God damn sensory
deprivation chamber, Les!"

He slammed his fist down on the desk hard
enough to knock down some photographs and tumble the colonel’s name
plate.

"Sit down, Hark, and let’s talk," Matheson
said and Hark knew everything he’d read in the girl’s diary was
true.


Chapter
Seven






Joe and Rachel stood two blocks away from
his apartment building. From their vantage point they had a clear
view of his building. They were looking for anyone suspicious and
Joe felt like an ass.

"I have no idea what I’m doing," he
said.

"You’re looking for suspicious people."

"Yes, but everyone looks suspicious after
what just happened."

"Well," she said quickly surveying the block
behind them. "Look for someone milling around and doing what we’re
doing."

He looked over his shoulder at her and then
continued to look up the street when he saw that she was serious.
He felt like one of the characters in his novels and he felt even
more like an ass.

"Better to be a safe ass than a sorry ass,"
he said.

"What?"

"Nothing. Keep looking."

After a few more moments of spying, she
said, "I think it’s clear."

He waited a moment longer, concentrating his
attention on each of the cars parked along both sides of the
street. When he was pretty sure that no one watched them from any
of parked vehicles, he took her hand and started walking toward the
building. They moved quickly up one block and paused again. He
checked the street one last time and then they jogged the rest of
the way.

They paused outside the entry long enough
for him to peek inside the glass doors and be satisfied that no one
out of the ordinary was in the lobby.

"When we go in you hang back until I motion
for you," he said.

"I’ll follow your lead," she replied.

Taking a deep breath, he stood straight,
pulled open one of the glass doors and stepped into the lobby.
Rachel followed him in and stood to one side of the door as he
walked up to the front desk where the evening security officer was
posted.

"Good evening, Mr. Meehan."

"Good evening, John," he said. He put his
hands on the counter, noticed they were sweating, and plunged them
into his coat pockets. "Has anyone come asking for me this evening,
or this afternoon even?"

"Funny you should ask," John said. He
reached below the counter and pulled out a yellow legal pad.
"Around seven a guy stopped by. Asked what apartment you were in.
Since he didn't already know, I figured he wasn't a friend of
yours. I told him you were unavailable and asked if I could take a
message. He said no and left."

"Do you remember what he looked like?"

"He was average height, about five-eleven.
He probably weighed two-hundred to two-ten pounds. He had a
Ranger's haircut and that baggy suit jacket was two sizes too big,
like you'd wear if you were packing in a shoulder holster."

"You mean like a gun?" Joe asked.

"Can't be sure," John said. "I didn't
actually see anything but it's just a hunch."

John had been a Chicago police officer for
fifteen years before getting into the private security business.
His hunches were usually as good as truth.

"I saw him earlier today at the mall," Joe
said, but didn't dare tell John about the incident at his
office.

"Did he approach you? Did he say anything to
you?" John asked.

"No. I just kind of saw him hanging around,"
Joe said. "To tell you the truth, I think I’m being followed by an
overly enthusiastic fan."

"You mean you’re being stalked?"

"Well, something like that," he said.

He hated lying, but he couldn’t tell John
that he and his female companion were being stalked by—hell he
didn’t even know who was after them.

Joe continued, "It’s probably nothing as
horrifying as that. He’s probably just trying to get the nerve up
to ask for an autograph."

"You can’t trust people like that, Mr.
Meehan," John said. "One day he’s following you around the city,
the next he's inside your apartment sitting around in your smoking
jacket, watching your home movies and pretending he’s you."

"I don’t know about that," Joe said.

He was feeling very uncomfortable at the
moment. He was too aware of the silenced pistol digging into the
small of his back, the same pistol John suspected the man in the
black suit had been packing under his over-sized coat.

"Seriously, Mr. Meehan, you can’t just
dismiss a nut bag like that. He could turn out to be some sort of
serial killer who’s got a bunch of baby fetuses buried in his
backyard under the above ground swimming pool."

"Jesus Christ, John—"

"I’m just saying don’t dismiss this guy so
easily. He doesn't look like he's joined your fan club. I’ll walk
you and your lady friend up to the apartment just to make sure
everything is okay. Now, don't get worried, I'm not saying he's up
there but I took a bathroom break about ten minutes after he left
and I'd like to walk you up for my own piece of mind. And I'm going
to leave his pedigree for the morning guy so he can be on the
lookout."

"Sure," Joe said.

He turned to Rachel and motioned for her.
She followed the two men—John first, then Joe behind him—into the
elevator. After less than a minute the elevator hummed to a stop
and the doors slid open.

John stepped out into the corridor with one
hand on the butt of his revolver. He looked quickly both ways and
said, "Come on."

As they stepped out of the elevator Rachel
whispered, "What did you tell him?"

"That I was being stalked by a fan," he
whispered back.

"Oh. That's believable."

When they were outside his apartment John
asked for the keys and Joe handed them over.

"Wait out here until I call you in," John
said.

"Okay."

"Which key is it?"

"This one," he said, pointing out one of the
keys.

"Move back away from the door."

Joe took a step back and ushered Rachel
behind him.

John stuck the key into the deadbolt and
disengaged it. He paused with his hand on the butt of the revolver,
perhaps debating pulling it out.

After a couple of seconds his hand moved
away from the gun and he said, "If you hear anything going on when
I go in, don’t come in here. Just run as fast as you can down to
the main desk and push the red button underneath where I sit."

"Okay," Joe said.

"I mean it," John said. "No hero shit. You
hear something, you hightail it and get some help."

"Don’t worry. I won’t try any hero
shit."

The black man stared at him for a few
seconds as if he weren’t quite satisfied that Joe would actually do
as instructed. When he either realized that he couldn’t control
what Joe would do or he figured that no one was really in the
apartment anyway, he pushed open the door and stepped inside.

As soon as he was inside Joe turned to
Rachel and said, "If you hear anything going on inside there, you
run downstairs and push that button."

"And what are you going to be doing?"

"I’ll be in there trying some hero
shit."

"But you just told John—"

"I know what I told him but there’s no way
I’d leave him in there if he’s in trouble."

"Well if you go in, I’m going in."

"No, you’re not."

"Yes, I am. Besides, if someone’s in there
making trouble it’s my fault."

"Well—" but couldn’t really find any
argument to what she’d just said.

"What?" she challenged him.

"I’ve got the damn gun," he finally said.
"So I go in."

"You go in first then I’ll follow."

Exasperated, Joe sighed loudly.

Before the argument could continue John
stepped out of the room and said, "No one’s in there, Mr.
Meehan."

Joe said, "Thank you, John."

"Yes, thank you, John," Rachel said.

John nodded his head. "No problem. If
everything is okay now, Mr. Meehan, I’ll be getting back to my
post."

"Yes, John, we’ll be fine. Thank you again
for your help."

"Good night," John said.

When John was gone they went into the
apartment and closed and locked the door. He looked around the
living room and said, "Where to start?"

"Get some clothes and cash," Rachel said.
"If we’re on the run we’ll need clothes and cash more than
anything."

He went immediately to his office—wondering
why he was so ready to dive into unknown danger, but not caring at
the moment—where his wall safe was located behind a very well done
replica of Starry Night. The painting swung back easily on
hidden hinges and he entered his code by turning the dial right,
left and then right again.

He pulled open the door of the unit and
removed several manila envelopes, each containing a small stack of
cash. Without counting the cash he put the envelopes on his desk
and removed the disks that contained his novels, then closed and
locked the safe and swung the painting back into place.

At the closet, he removed his laptop
computer and its carrying case. He put the laptop into the leather
case and then stuck the disks and the cash into one of the side
pockets.

He found Rachel in the bedroom with several
pieces of his luggage laid out onto the bed.

"I didn’t know which one you wanted," she
said.

Joe took the smallest bag and packed some
underwear and toiletries. "I have a feeling we’ll need to travel
light," he said. "We’ll get some clothes later."

"Okay," Rachel said. "We should get out of
here soon. They may send more operators."

"Let’s go," he said.

In the lobby, Joe asked John to call a
taxi.

"Where are you off to?" John asked.

"I’m going to stay with a friend for a
couple of days," Joe said.

"That’s a good idea, Mr. Meehan, but that
doesn’t solve the problem. If this guy comes poking around in here
again I'm going to detain him and have Chicago's finest talk to
him. Read what I wrote about his description and tell me if it
jives."

Feeling that the clock was ticking and
wanting to get out and moving, Joe read the description that his
favorite security man had written down.

He found that it was difficult to give any
better description even if he hadn’t felt pressed for time. The man
in the black suit was like a hazy memory. He was plain and
forgettable as he was probably intended to be.

"Looks good to me," Joe said. "I hope this
is just a misunderstanding."

"Yeah, me too," John said.


Chapter
Eight






The Yellow Taxi pulled into the driveway of
the Glenview home and sat idling while Joe dug into his pocket and
pulled out a twenty and a ten and shoved it into the driver’s
hand.

"Keep the change," Joe said and got out of
the taxi.

He shut the door and stood in the rain while
he watched the cab reverse out of the driveway and head north down
the quiet residential street. He remained in the middle of the
driveway, putting one hand up to keep the rain out of his eyes
while he surveyed the street.

"I don’t think we were followed," Rachel
said. She stood beside him with one hand on his back, and the other
touching his arm.

"I just want to be sure," he said.

"Let’s get out of the rain, please. I’m
freezing."

He looked at her. The rain had pulled her
hair straight and she shivered even with the heavy overcoat belted
tightly and the scarf wound around her neck. He remembered her just
one day ago standing in the rain and looking like a pathetic,
underfed puppy. Now she looked like a well-groomed rather than
pathetic, underfed puppy.

"Come on," he said.

In single file, they walked the length of
the driveway and up two concrete steps to the relative dryness the
awning provided. He rang the bell and waited. After about thirty
seconds the lock disengaged and the door opened revealing a
stunningly beautiful woman with straight brown hair and almond
shaped blue eyes. She wore a pink camisole and light grey jogging
pants.

Joe said, "Sorry to bother you, Mandy, but
we had no place to go."

He'd borrowed the cab driver's cell phone to
alert Amanda of their arrival at such an ungodly hour. He thought
he’d woken her but she’d obviously been awake. Her hair was still
silky and she hadn’t taken off her make-up yet.

"Get in here," Amanda said as she held open
the screen door. "Hurry before you catch cold."

They hurried inside, both standing in the
entrance alcove shivering and dripping. Rachel stood close to Joe
gripping his arm tightly.

"Let me get you some towels," Amanda said.
"You’re both shivering. Joe, take her into the den and turn the
heat up."

She left them in the foyer and moved
purposefully down a hall and disappeared through a door on the
left. From somewhere in the house they could hear the sounds of
classical music.

He took Rachel's hand and led her to the
left through the living room, down another short hallway and into
the den. The room was dimly lit and fantastically inviting.

The classical music floated around the room
via surround sound. The Brazilian teak floor smelled of lemon. The
dark brown leather sofas looked comfortably worn. An area carpet
lay in the center of the room. The complex swirls of red and maroon
and beige was pleasant on the eye, yet subtle enough not to hold
the attention too long.

Rachel sat on the sofa in the middle of the
room and sank comfortably into the warm leather while Joe found the
thermostat on the wall and adjusted the temperature.

On the table in front of her were a tented
book and a cup of steaming peppermint tea. The heat and the aroma
stirred a deep hunger inside of her. She touched the porcelain cup
and let the warmth run up her fingertips.

"Here are some towels," Amanda said as she
entered the room with huge terry-cloth towels bundled in the crooks
of her arms. "Take off those clothes and I’ll find something for
you to wear."

Before Rachel could object Amanda was out of
the den and moving somewhere else in the house.

Joe came to her and sat next to her on the
sofa. He clutched her hand and said, "How are you feeling?"

"Cold," she said and shivered at the mere
mention of the word.

He opened one of the huge towels and spread
it across her shoulders. He rubbed his hand quickly up and down her
back trying to rub some heat into her.

"We should get out of these clothes," he
said. "Amanda will get us something to wear."

He led her out of the den and down another
hallway, this time moving further toward the back of the house.
They entered a bedroom that contained a beautiful canopied bed made
of red mahogany, a bureau, chest, wardrobe, another leather sofa,
several bookshelves and a huge walk-in closet.

Picking up a picture of Joe and Amanda from
the bureau, Rachel said, "Is she—no, never mind. That’s not my
business."

"What?" Joe asked, taking the picture. He
held it in both hands and slid his thumb over the glass. "Is she my
girlfriend?"

"It’s not my business, Joe."

"She used to be," he said. After a deep sigh
that he wasn't aware of making, he put the picture back on the
bureau. "But I made life hard for her and I pushed her away."

"I’m sorry," Rachel said.

"Don’t be sorry. I think we’re better
friends than lovers."

***

The master bath was on the other side of the
closet and sported a hot tub, separate shower stall, dual vanities,
and a commode hidden discretely behind a privacy wall. While Joe
tracked down dry clothes, Rachel undressed, cringing at the
wrinkled mess that was once a lovely gown. She gingerly hung it
over the privacy wall and started trying to smooth as many of the
wrinkles as she could with her bare hand. After a few minutes she
gave up when she realized it would need professional attention.

Her heart sank deep within her chest as she
looked at the gown. It was a gift from Joe and she was devastated
that it was ruined. She turned away from the gown, went to the
vanity and started washing her face with warm water. The heat felt
good against her cold skin and she wanted nothing more than to fill
the tub with steaming hot water and soak her cold, tired body for
eternity.

With the towel she dried her face and did
what she could with her wet hair, then wrapped the oversized towel
around her body like a sarong. She stood looking at herself in the
mirror and thought that if she needed to compete against Amanda for
Joe’s affection she would lose severely. Even thirteen years ago,
when she was younger and her body had supple curves she would not
have been able to compete with Amanda’s classic beauty—the blue
eyes shaped like almonds, the high cheek bones, the oval face,
flawless complexion, and hair as fine and soft as Japanese silk.
Although petite, Amanda’s body was perfectly proportioned, tapering
at the waist and flaring at the hips. She truly was a Latin
beauty.

Turning away from the mirror, Rachel opened
the bathroom door and stepped into the closet. She stood for a
moment and let her eyes move around the room. There were so many
beautiful silk blouses, cashmere sweaters, flawless dresses, fitted
slacks, supple leather shoes and warm woolen coats that she felt
almost overwhelmed.

Not only was Amanda Cardona classically
beautiful but she was classically rich, too. All Rachel possessed
in her vast empire was eleven dollars. It was crumpled up and
stuffed into the pocket of her jeans. And she didn’t really even
have that because her jeans were back at Joe’s apartment, probably
being searched right now by men in black suits with silenced
pistols.

She touched a silk blouse and ran the smooth
fabric through her fingertips imagining how it would feel against
her breasts and stomach if she wore it.

She stooped down and fondled a pair of
leather shoes that looked so soft and comfortable they would make
wonderful beds for a family of fictional mice.

In the bedroom she sat for a moment on the
edge of the bed, enjoying the spaciousness. The room she'd been
kept in for thirteen years had been small, gray and pretty much
claustrophobic. To her, this bedroom seemed the size of an
apartment, in which she would have gladly lived if she weren’t
being hunted.

After a few minutes, when Joe did not
return, Rachel stood from the bed and went to the bureau.

Wonderful bottles of perfume were scattered
across the wood top. A silver brush and mirror set lay gently atop
a swath of red silk. In the center was a large jewelry box adorned
with gold knobs and handles.

She picked up a small porcelain figurine and
turned it gently around in her hands. As a captive, she’d managed
to collect numerous figurines over the years but she'd been forced
to leave those behind when she left hell.

This figurine was a fragile ballerina,
poised on one toe, hands held above her head. She had one almost
like it perched atop one of her bookshelves.

"Here are some warm clothes," Amanda said,
entering the room and placing some folded garments on the bed.

The voice startled Rachel and she gasped,
almost dropping the figurine. She quickly put the gentle glass
miniature back in its place and turned to face Amanda.

Her cheeks flushed and she said, "I’m sorry,
I was just admiring your things."

"I didn’t mean to startle you," Amanda said
and walked over to her. She touched Rachel’s arm and gave it a
slight squeeze. "You admire whatever you like."

There was a moment of silence that was
definitely uncomfortable, at least for her.

Amanda said, "Let me just get your soaked
clothes and I’ll leave you to get dressed in those dry things."

"I appreciate what you’re doing for us,"
Rachel said.

"My pleasure," Amanda said as she
disappeared into the closet. A moment later she returned. She had
placed Rachel’s gown on a hanger.

"Oh, look at your poor gown."

"It’s ruined," Rachel confirmed.

"Don’t fret. I have a wonderful dry cleaner.
She’ll have this fixed up just like new."

"You don’t have to go through that
trouble."

"No trouble," Amanda said as she walked with
the gown to the door. She stood with one hand on the knob and said,
"Why don’t you get dressed and meet us in the den. I’ll have tea
ready."

"Thank you."

Amanda closed the door behind her.

She went to the bed and ruffled through the
clothing. There was a button down white blouse and a pair of khaki
slacks. Although she had no hope of filling the bra Amanda had left
for her she was eager to slide into the silk panties.

She un-wrapped the towel from her body and
hung it over the back of one of the two wing back chairs and
started to dress. She thought about how she would tell them what
had happened to her—what was happening to her—over the last
thirteen years.

Nothing came to her.

***

Rachel entered the den and was surprised to
see Joe sitting on the leather sofa dressed in a flannel shirt and
jeans, but then she realized that Joe must have left clothes here
for those times he spent the night.

He and Amanda had been lovers after all.

"Please sit down," Amanda said as she
started to pour hot tea into a fine white tea cup. She placed the
cup on a saucer and moved it across the table close to where Rachel
sat.

"Thank you," Rachel said, picking up the cup
and saucer, glad of the warmth the tea generated. She still felt so
cold.

There was an awkward silence that lasted
only a moment and then Joe said, "I’ve told Mandy as much as I
could about what’s going on. I told her about your call in the
middle of the night and about the man in the black suit in my
office. I hope you don’t mind."

Rachel carefully sipped her tea. "I wouldn’t
have it any other way," she said.

When she looked up, two sets of eyes were
upon her. She knew they were waiting for her to tell them
something, to clarify some of the many questions dripping like
honey from the tips of their tongues.

Ready to oblige she reached into the pocket
of her borrowed pants and pulled out what she had taken from the
man in the black suit.

She held it out in front of her; it was a
beaded chain with two small, engraved silver plates hanging at the
end, each edge surrounded by black rubber to promote silence.

Placing the chain on the table she slid it
across where it landed in front of Joe. He picked it up and looked
at her, puzzled.

"Dog tags?" he asked.

"Yes," she said. "I took those from the man
in your office. They always keep them somewhere on their
person."

"Is this what you took out of his sock?"

"Uh-uh. That’s a common place to hide
them."

Joe looked at the dog tags more closely. The
tag read:

 


Manning

Thomas P

207 59 6852

O Pos No Rel

 


"I don’t understand. What was he doing with
dog tags? Why was he hiding them?"

She sipped her tea again and held the cup
between her palms, relishing the warmth.

"The tags are his; he was hiding them
because he's traveling under a false identity. His passport says
his name is Byron George. His real name is Thomas Manning. He’s an
Army Master Sergeant and he works for the men who have been holding
me captive for thirteen years."

“The Army abducted you and has been holding
you hostage for thirteen years?" Joe asked.

"I guess you could say that. The Army's been
holding me captive in a secret military base for the last ten
years, but we moved around different places in between. Manning
works on the security team at the Mountain. Most of the personnel
are Army. There are a few Marines but they’re in charge of outside
security."

There was a long, silent pause that fell
over the room. Rachel continued to sip her tea while Joe and Amanda
looked dumbfounded.

Finally, Amanda said, "If you wouldn’t mind,
Rachel, I’d like to hear what happened to you."

"Why would the Army hold you captive?" Joe
asked.

"Because of what I know about Project
Hindsight,” Rachel said. “But mostly it’s because of what I can
do."

"I don’t understand," Joe said.

"I know you don't. This is all coming out
wrong. Let me just start at the beginning."

"That’s the best place," Amanda said. She
unconsciously pushed a strand of fine black hair behind her ear
while she folded one leg under her.

Wow, she’s beautiful, Rachel thought.
And I’m your average Jane.

Rachel said, "I was in the middle of my
junior year of college when I started working on my senior capstone
project. I decided to research clairvoyance and the only person in
the Psychology department that was an expert on the topic was the
chairperson. He was published and well respected by those in the
field. He’d spent years researching other things like mind control
and remote viewing.

"He was more than happy to help me with my
project and we started meeting regularly. I worked on my paper for
the rest of the semester and finally turned in a draft in the
beginning of senior year.

"After he read it he told me about a new
area of study, remote viewing, and he suggested that I tie my
research in with it.

"The theories out there were that people
showing signs of clairvoyance could somehow gain vital intelligence
for the government without the risk of sending spies into foreign
countries. He was very convincing, I’m afraid, and I couldn't wait
to get my hands on the research.

"He produced some stunning data that proved
that some agency was already working with clairvoyants with
recordable results. He wouldn’t tell me where he got the data and
he wouldn’t let me remove it from his office.

"I suspected that I was looking at
classified documents, but it was all so fascinating that I didn’t
care where it came from. After weeks of pouring over the data, I
focused all my attention on remote viewing and abandoned my
original project."

"I remember you working overtime on your
senior thesis," Joe said. "I was a little jealous that you were
spending so much time at school and not with me."

"I was just so caught up in reading the new
data that came in every week that I never stopped to think about
anything else. Not even you, Joe. I was so…obsessed.

"During my last semester, Dr. Miller, the
chair, invited me to a viewing where I would be able to witness an
on-going government sponsored experiment. They were going to
demonstrate remote viewing.

"I didn’t even take a moment to think about
it. I just said yes. And then I lost everything that was dear to
me."

***

Captain Shaker stood in the doorway of the
girl’s room. The entrance was blocked by yellow strips of tape that
warned against entry, as he’d instructed to be placed after finding
Hark inside. He did not breach the barrier but instead surveyed the
room from where he stood.

It bothered him that he had not thought to
search behind the bookshelf. He had taken what he'd seen at face
value and did not think the girl had been devious enough to have
hidden away damning evidence.

He'd been wrong. He abhorred the idea that
he'd been mistaken.

No doubt the box that Harkenson had found
contained evidence of what Shaker had been doing while the sergeant
major was away. He needed to get that box and its damnable contents
back at any and all costs.

He wasn't going to let Harkenson ruin all
that he had worked so hard to build up.

Turning away from the doorway he was
surprised to see the soldier standing ten feet behind him. He
hadn't heard anyone approaching.

“Are you okay, sir?” the soldier asked.

“Yes, soldier,” Shaker said, standing up
straight and tall. “How long have you been there?”

“Just for a moment, sir. You looked like you
saw a ghost or something.

“I'm fine, private,” Shaker said. He
smoothed his hair with his right hand. “What are you doing
here?”

“Looking for you, sir.”

“What do you want, private?”

“There's incoming for you on the SATCOM,
sir.”

Shaker cleared his throat. If a message
awaited him on the satellite communication, it had to be Manning.
That meant he'd made contact with Rachel. That was excellent
news.

“Very well, soldier. I'll be there
momentarily.”

“Thank you, sir.”

He watched the private move down the hall
and out of sight before he turned back to the room. Pushing through
the tape with the palm of his hand, Shaker entered the room and
looked around.

The woman had so many unauthorized items in
this room that he could not believe someone had not been brought up
on charges for disobeying direct orders and doctrine.

Of course that someone was the sergeant
major but he was protected by the colonel, untouchable.

“I’ll touch you plenty when this is all
over,” he said and left the room.

He hurried down the corridor to his office.
He was in no mood for typing and decoding messages so he switched
to voice operated communication, picked up the headset and said,
“Code in.”

After a moment of silence, just enough time
for the man on the other end to switch to voice, the man said,
“Alpha-bravo-niner-zulu-foxtrot.”

“What is your password?”

“Dogma,” Lone Wolf said.

“Go ahead,” Shaker said.

“I lost the target,” Lone Wolf said.

“Say again your last,” Shaker said. Either
he heard that last transmission incorrectly, or someone was in deep
shit.

“I said I lost the target, sir.”

“What do you mean you lost the damn target?
You had confirmed visual. You were tracking for Christ sake.”

“I did confirm visual and I isolated her as
ordered. But I was ambushed and target was not secured.”

“You've got to be kidding me,” Shaker
said.

There was a long moment of silence before
Lone Wolf said, “I underestimated the target.”

“That's all you have to say? You
underestimated the goddamn target? You are a trained professional
soldier, a master of martial arts, well versed in the use of any
and all weapons and you underestimated the girl?”

Shaker squeezed the headset against his
ears. He could feel the vein in his forehead begin to throb. Heat
baked off his skin like bad sunburn.

Control yourself. Be cool. Don't blow a
gasket, he told himself as he tried with every fiber of his
being to gain some control over his growing rage.

“What is your current position?” he asked
through clenched teeth.

“My position is downtown, sir.”

Downtown was the prearranged codeword for
Meehan’s office, located in downtown Chicago.

They were so close, damn it. They had the
girl and the bumbling idiot had let her slip away. He needed to act
quickly now while the trail was still warm. If the girl could not
be retrieved, the project would be finished, scratched. Colonel
Matheson would have his ass but he took comfort in the knowledge
that if he went down he wouldn't go down alone. He’d kept detailed
notes of all of his conversations, directives and sessions.
Although he had done so originally so that he’d be able to rehash
and relish his sessions, these documents would serve well should a
courts martial be ordered.

“I'm sending reinforcements so stay where
you are for the time being. As soon as help arrives, contact me for
further orders. Do you copy?”

“Affirmative,” Lone Wolf answered.

Shaker removed the headset and threw it down
onto the desk and ran his hands through his sweaty hair trying to
massage the throbbing ache that started at his temples only moments
ago. He hated the damn headaches. He knew they were brought on by
his explosive temper but because he dealt with idiots every day
there was nothing he could do about it.

“Private!”

The door opened and the private stuck his
head in. “Sir?”

“Get Sergeant Montgomery in here on the
double. Go.”

“Yes, sir.”

Shaker sat in one of the chairs at the main
control panel and put his elbows on the desk and his head in his
hands. Things were deteriorating at an alarming rate since the girl
had escaped.

And just how she’d escaped still remained a
mystery to everyone who knew about it. He couldn’t figure, no
matter how hard he tried, how the girl could have gotten pass the
world’s tightest security. It was absolutely impossible unless she
possessed the superhero power of invisibility.

“Or someone who knows the security helped
her out,” he said out loud.

Although the colonel would cut off his left
nut if the good sergeant major asked him to, he was a fool to think
Harkenson didn’t have his dirty little hands all over the
situation.

Harkenson had been with the program too
long. He’d gotten too personal with the subjects; that was evident
in all the contraband in the girl’s room. He’d gotten too attached,
too emotional. It was only a matter of time before he’d begin to
feel pity and decide to “do the right thing”.

The problem was that Colonel Matheson had
given Harkenson too much freedom to run the project. Whenever
Shaker wanted to push the subjects a little harder, to motivate
them to work a little longer, Harkenson was all over him like a
cheap suit. And the bastard knew he had the colonel behind him, so
he didn’t fear the captain.

It was a blessing when Harkenson had finally
been reassigned to Washington, leaving Shaker to his own devices.
Only then did he begin to recommend more extreme actions that would
produce the desired outcomes.

Why the hell Matheson had brought Harkenson
back he could not understand. Obviously Matheson had something in
mind, but he wasn't letting Shaker in on his reasoning.

“The colonel's a fucking hypocrite,” he
said. “He’s shared foxholes with the man, so he doesn’t want him
hurt, but he’s trying to shit all over the project in the
meantime.”

The knock startled him and he spun around in
the chair and stood up. “Come in,” he said.

The door opened and Master Sergeant
Montgomery entered the room. He stood in front of Shaker at
attention.

“Sir.”

“Sergeant Montgomery, close the door and
have a seat.”

“Yes, sir.”

The two men sat across from each other in
leather office chairs, almost knee to knee. Finally, Montgomery
said, “You called for me, sir?”

“Yes, sergeant. I have a covert operation
for you. I’ve sent Sergeant Manning on a search and recover
operation but he seems to be having some trouble and requires
assistance. You are to rendezvous at his current position,
reacquire the trail, and bring back the target. Once you’ve
arrived, Sergeant Manning will give you the details of the target
package at which time I will inform you of what the next move will
be.”

“Very good, sir.”

“I need you to turn up the heat, master
sergeant. The longer the girl is out there, the greater the risk of
exposure. If that happens, the project is doomed. You
understand?”

“Yes, sir. I understand.” Montgomery
said.

“Very well. I think you'll need to check out
Mr. Meehan’s girlfriend,” Shaker said, looking at a manila file
folder, obviously his intelligence report. “Amanda Cardona. She
lives in Glenview. I think that’s where they’ll head next.”

Shaker closed the file and proceeded to
place it into a large white envelope.

“They’re probably looking for help and I’m
betting that’s where they’ll go. You’ll find everything you need to
know about her in this envelope.”

***

The room looked like an execution chamber,"
Rachel said. She no longer felt chilled, but the warmth of the tea
still felt good in her hands. She cradled the cup as she continued
to speak.

"At the front of the room was a big window,
about six feet high and fifteen feet wide. Rows of built-in chairs
were set up in semi-circles, eight chairs per row and six rows.

"When I walked in I immediately noticed
Representative Harris at the front of the room talking to a colonel
and a major general. Some doctors in white coats stood around them
with clipboards, talking to themselves in whispers.

"We sat at the front of the room, in the VIP
section, and Dr. Miller told me I should be absolutely silent and
not speak to anyone for any reason. He reminded me what a privilege
it was to even be in this room, that what I was about to see would
change the way I thought about the capabilities of the human
mind.

"The VIP section was a small booth that was
enclosed from the main audience chamber, but was furnished with two
way mirrors, so we could see out, but others could not see in.
There were six of us in the VIP room who had all been brought in by
other contacts, like Dr. Miller, who were in some way associated
with the project.

"After a few moments, a soldier entered the
room and told us that we had to sign a secrecy document that would
prohibit us from telling anyone what we'd seen. The penalty would
be prison or worse.

"Dr. Miller leaned over and whispered in my
ear. ‘You’re about to witness history in the making. You're about
to see what few eyes have seen. This is going to blow your research
wide open. It’ll open doors to places you may have considered
locked, bolted and barricaded.’

"Of course, this excited me greatly. After
what I’d read about remote viewing and the data that he put in my
hands almost every week, I couldn’t contain my excitement. I was
about to see a live experiment."

She paused a moment and stood up from the
sofa where she was sitting next to Joe. "All of a sudden I have all
this nervous energy. I feel like Forrest Gump and I just want to
run, run, and run."

"You’re welcome to pace the room," Amanda
said. She stood up and walked to where Rachel stood. "I know this
must be hard."

"Yeah," Joe said, turning his body on the
sofa so that he could face them. "You could do this another
time."

"No," Rachel said. "I have to do this now so
that you understand what they’ve been doing. If anything happens to
me, you can tell someone. This has to go public."

"I’ll tell anyone you want me to," Amanda
said and squeezed Rachel’s elbow.

"What happened after Dr. Miller told you to
stay quiet?" Joe asked.

"He left me in my seat and he made his way
around the main room, shaking hands with the doctors. He spoke at
length with the representative and then he made his way over to the
brass.

"He stood between the general and colonel
with his arms crossed over his chest and making the men laugh. They
looked so proud in their dress uniforms with five-inch salads and
shining silver and brass medals.

"After what seemed like hours, one of the
white coats came to the front of the room with a microphone and
said, ‘Gentlemen, if you’ll please.’ He waited for the conversation
to die down and said, ‘If you will all kindly take your seats, we
can get started momentarily.’

"The men all nodded and shook hands and
finally made their way to the empty seats. When Dr. Miller came
back he was breathless with excitement.

"I just sat there quietly, even though I
wanted desperately to know how he knew these men, about this
project, but I was afraid to ask any questions for fear he would
ask me to leave the room before I saw the presentation.

"After a few moments, everyone was seated
and the man with the white coat tapped the microphone and said,
‘Gentlemen, I’d like to welcome you all on behalf of the Consortium
of Project Stargate.’

"Everyone applauded and people were
chattering nervously and I could understand what they were feeling,
because I was feeling it too. Dr. Miller was so high-strung that he
kept rubbing his hands together so hard that I thought I could
almost feel heat being generated.

"After the applause ended, the man said, ‘I
hope you all brought copies of the secrecy contract you signed–’
and everyone laughed ‘–because what you are about to see is
classified.’

"That comment scared me, but Dr. Miller
patted my leg and told me it was all part of the act. I sat
riveted, listening as the man told us about the project.

"He told us that what we were about to see
was the result of years of experimentation by numerous agencies.
The demonstration would be live and the participants would have no
idea that they were being watched by our group. We were told that
we were viewing an actual working environment and interaction
between the viewer and monitor."

"What are viewers and monitors?" Joe
asked.

"I’m getting there, Joe," Rachel said. She
sipped some of the hot tea and took a moment to compose her
thoughts.

***

Rachel sat wide-eyed as she watched the man
in the white coat speaking into the microphone. His words were like
miracles to her ears; each new word was mysterious and
wonderful.

"What you are about to see," the man in the
white coat said, "Few have seen before. This is a live
demonstration and has not been rehearsed in any way. And without
further ado..."

The speaker raised his hand and the lights
in the room dimmed. There was a series of oohs and aahs around the
room as the window behind the speaker came to life. The room behind
the glass was a dull, non-descript grey. Nothing adorned the walls.
A simple light fixture cast yellow light into the room. At the
center was a six-foot wooden table with one chair on either end.
Seated in the chairs were two men. The men faced each other and
were speaking, but no sound filtered out of the room.

"At this time, I’d like to call forward Dr.
Miller, who is part of our project team. Dr. Miller will provide
commentary for the demonstration."

When Dr. Miller stood, Rachel gasped and her
stomach clenched tightly; she felt as if she were on an elevator
that suddenly dropped several floors. He stood and patted Rachel’s
knee and made his way purposefully into the main room, down the
aisle to the front of the room. He shook hands with the speaker and
took hold of the microphone.

Dr. Miller waited for the speaker to return
to his seat and then said, "I’d like to thank you all for coming.
Your continued support on this project is vital for its survival.
Not only has this project changed—continues to change—the way we
gather intelligence, it has also shed light on some of the
mysteries of the human psyche."

He paused a moment for dramatic effect and
continued. "And the support of men like you has made it all
possible."

Applause erupted around the room, less
subdued, as these men were now applauding themselves.

When the room quieted, Dr. Miller continued.
"Throughout the course of this demonstration, I will provide
commentary regarding what you are seeing, and hopefully clarify the
data being reported. I will be more than happy to answer any
questions at the conclusion of the program. I ask that you hold all
questions until the end so that we do not lose track of events when
I pause to provide answers.

"My associate is passing out some paper and
writing utensils. You may use these to take notes about what you
are observing, to perhaps formulate questions. However, these will
be collected before you leave and will be destroyed, whether you’ve
written on your sheet or not.

"The room behind me is equipped with sound,
which I will turn up momentarily. You will hear what is going on in
the room, just as the monitor does. We ask that you remain silent
and turn off any noise-making devices at this time. If you are
disrupting the session in anyway, you will be asked to leave."

Men started to move restlessly in their
seats as they reached for pagers and other electronic
communications devices and silenced them.

When he was satisfied that he would not be
disturbed, Dr. Miller said, "Let me introduce you to the men in the
room behind me. The gentleman on your left is Dr. Weaver, a
long-time member of our staff. He will be serving as monitor this
afternoon. A monitor’s responsibilities are to provide enough data
for the viewer to get started, to sort the data that he gets from
the viewer and decide what is irrelevant. And to make sure the
viewer does not get side-tracked. In other words, the monitor is a
guide for the viewer.

"On the right is our viewer, Marine Corp
Captain Roger Arthur. Captain Arthur has been working with us for
eight months now and is very important to our project. You see,
Captain Arthur has no paranormal background. He has been trained as
a remote viewer using methods created by our staff over the last
twenty-five years."

***

Rachel returned to the sofa and sat down,
crossing her arms over her breasts. She hated reliving the past,
but she knew she had to if she were going to make anything of her
future.

"I don’t suppose I have to tell you that the
men in that room were stunned by that comment," she said. "I felt
my heart swell up in my chest and my hands grow clammy in
seconds."

"What exactly is the program? How are you
involved?" Joe asked.

"I’ll tell you everything, Joe, I promise.
You deserve to hear this, all of it. I've wanted to tell you since
you picked me up out of the rain two nights ago. The time wasn’t
right then. It is now, but this is still hard for me."

Amanda poured more tea and adjusted the
temperature in the room now that Joe and Rachel had dried off.

Rachel continued to sit with her arms across
her breast, glad for the small distractions Amanda provided. She
still felt chilled inside. She gratefully accepted more peppermint
tea and closed her eyes, casting her memory back thirteen
years.

"As I said, what Dr. Miller told them
thirteen years ago put them to the floor. I learned most of the
details of the project later, but those men knew the details and
they knew the significance of Dr. Miller’s statement.

"The project went under several names over
the years since its induction; Scanate and INSCOM by the CIA,
Sunstreak, Grillframe and Center Lane by the DIA, and Stargate when
I first knew of it.

"The program originally consisted of two
separate activities; an operational unit that employed remote
viewers to train and perform remote viewing intelligence and a
research program maintained separately from the operational unit
with its mission to monitor the results and produce data
reports.

"The program came about because the CIA grew
concerned about reports of Russian investigations into psychic
phenomenon. Between 1969 and 1971 the U.S. determined that the
Russians were very much engaged in some sort of psychic espionage
research and it was suggested that the Russians were spending the
equivalent of 2 million U.S. dollars a year on whatever they were
working on.

"Just a few years later they it was
estimated that the Russians were spending five times as much on
their research. The amounts of money and personnel devoted
suggested that the Russians must have experienced some
successes."

"So the United States decided if the
Russians were doing it we should be too?" Joe asked.

"Exactly,” Rachel replied. “The initial
program was funded by the CIA. It was called Scanate, short for
scan by coordinate. The starter program saw some progress and soon
Stanford Research Institute, SRI for short, was beginning to
research remote viewing.

"The research project was headed by some men
that were once with the NSA and considered themselves
Scientologists. They focused on a few folks from the Church of
Scientology who were thought to possess some sort of psychic
abilities.

"Any of these individuals who showed signs
of psychic talent were trained to harness and use those talents for
psychic warfare. These viewers were required to show at least 65%
accuracy to qualify for the program."

"And who judged the accuracy of these
viewers?" Amanda asked.

"Accuracy was judged by SRI personnel who
were also part of the Church of Scientology."

"I see," Amanda said. "That does not seem
very objective."

Rachel continued, "In the late seventies the
Army Assistant Chief of Staff for Intelligence System Exploitation
Detachment was charged with evaluating what damage the Russians
could do with remote viewing. I think they called the program then
but it consisted of soldiers and civilians that were thought to
possess natural psychic abilities.

"The SRI program was integrated into that
program and hundreds of remote viewing experiments were carried out
at SRI well into the eighties."

"Didn’t anyone question the money being
spent on this project?" Joe asked. "I mean, how could they justify
that amount of spending with accuracy results being provided by the
same firm running the tests?"

"Good question. And someone else thought of
that very thing," Rachel continued. "In the early eighties the
program was entitled Center Lane Project and key personnel from the
previous projects started developing a set of instructions which
would theoretically allow anyone to be trained to produce accurate
target data.

"The existence of the program was reported
in the mid eighties by a columnist and shortly after the National
Academy of Science’s National Research Council immediately launched
an evaluation of the remote viewing. The results were very
unfavorable."

"And yet the program was allowed to continue
operating," Amanda said.

"Yes and no," Rachel said and took another
sip of her peppermint tea. She set the cup and saucer down on the
table in front of her. She still felt an inner chill; she knew
talking about Stargate, not tea, was the only thing that could take
that inner chill away.

She sat back further into the sofa and said,
"Because of the reported findings the Army funding ended. The
program was just renamed and was transferred to the DIA’s
Scientific and Technical Intelligence Directorate.

"The program was transferred to Science
Applications International Corporation in the early nineties and
was again renamed to Stargate.

"There were more than forty people on staff,
including 23 remote viewers who served in the program at different
times. At its peak there were as many as seven full-time
viewers.

"Three psychics worked out of Fort Meade for
the CIA up until the mid-nineties. The psychics were sometimes made
available for other government agencies that knew the right people
and requested their services. For a while, I was one of those
three."

"Jesus Christ," Joe said. "I thought you had
become part of the research team, not that you were a viewer."

"I made the same assumptions," Amanda
said.

"I could see how you might come to that
conclusion from the little I’ve told you."

"How did this happen?" Joe asked. "I never
knew you had psychic abilities, or that you were even interested in
the paranormal."

"I didn’t have psychic abilities, but this
will all become clear if you’ll bear with me.

"During the time I was with the project, it
was plagued by poor unit morale and poor performance and very few
accurate results. In 1995, the program was ordered to be
transferred to the CIA and the CIA was instructed to conduct a
retrospective review of the program.

"The American Institute for Research—yes,
another acronym, AIR—was contracted to evaluate the program. The
final recommendation by AIR was to terminate Stargate. The CIA
found no cases where psychic phenomenon was responsible for
providing any useful intelligence and soon after Stargate was no
more."

"So what happened to you over the next ten
years if the project was terminated?" Joe asked.

"The project wasn’t terminated. Not really.
That afternoon that Dr. Miller took me to see the demonstration
assured the continuation of the program.

"On that afternoon, he proved that viewers
did not have to possess any natural psychic abilities to function
well as psychic spies. In fact, he recruited me later that night,
so to speak, and over the next year I was trained as a remote
viewer.

"I worked with the CIA for three years until
Stargate was terminated. The project was simply renamed Project
Hindsight and the Army again claimed jurisdiction.

"Under the direct supervision of Colonel
Matheson, with Command Sergeant Major Harkenson overseeing
operations, one mile beneath Mount Weather, we continued to forge
psychic operations."

"So you actually signed on for this
project?" Joe asked.

He was clearly disturbed that he hadn’t
known about her studies in the paranormal, even though they'd dated
for three years and had known each other for nine.

He seemed even more disturbed by the thought
that she had actually volunteered for a program like Stargate and
disappeared without so much as a word to anyone.

"I was recruited, but not given an option,"
Rachel replied. "That afternoon, when the lights went back on and
the room was rent with a million questions, Dr. Miller came to me,
escorted me to a quiet room and bid me wait his return. It was near
two hours later before he came back.

"When he finally did come, he was with
Lieutenant Colonel Matheson, who seemed all too pleased to make my
acquaintance. They called for refreshments and we sat down and
talked like we were old friends."

She paused a moment and lowered her head
into her hands, suddenly too overwhelmed by the clarity of her
memories.

Joe stood and started toward her, but she
halted him with one raised hand.

"I’m okay. It just all seems so suddenly
clear. I feel like I’m reliving a past I wish was never mine to
live."

"You take some time if you need it," Amanda
said. "You could lie down on my bed if you like."

Rachel smiled. "You’re too kind, but I’m
okay."

She took another moment to gather her
thoughts and said, "Dr. Miller said he’d told Colonel Matheson
about my interest in remote viewing and about my research paper. He
said that Matheson, being a good friend who owed him a favor, would
allow me access to the main facilities to get my research first
hand.

"At that moment, I couldn’t have wanted
anything more. I told them how grateful I was for the chance at
research and how indebted I was. And now I realize what I fool I’d
been, a naive little girl who should have known better.

"Colonel Matheson had conditions, of course,
before he would allow me access to his restricted area. I was told
I could not divulge the whereabouts, nor the specifics of the
project, this would protect the individuals who were currently on
staff. I would have to sign a document, he told me, censoring me
from divulging any sensitive government information.

"The six others who'd been in the VIP room
were also present. They were all given the same opportunity. We
were handed a $2000 check and told that we would act as junior
scientists for one week.

"I agreed. I agreed to it all. The last
condition I thought about more carefully and it should have raised
alarms in my head. But my head was so filled by what I’d seen, I
couldn’t have been thinking rationally no matter how hard I
tried."

"What was the condition?" Joe asked.

"That I leave with him immediately on a
plane to Bluemont, Virginia, that I tell no one where I was going
until we reached the operation facilities. It was a matter of
national security, of course."

She stopped and looked at Joe. There were
tears in her eyes and when she spoke again her voice quivered.

"I wanted to tell you, really I did. I sat
there and thought about you and still I said okay. But I didn’t
know. I didn’t know I wouldn’t see you again. I didn’t know."

The tears finally came for Rachel. She
curled up on the sofa and cried like she hadn’t cried in a long
time.

And when Joe went to her, she didn’t stop
him. Instead, she folded into his arms and put her face against his
chest and let out thirteen years of tears and frustration.


Chapter
Nine






“A little more than six months ago, General
McAllister ordered an incentives program,” Matheson said. “He felt
that with the right triggers, our remote viewers could improve
their abilities vastly and move psychic operations to the next
level.”

“What the hell do you mean an incentives
program? Rachel and Albert were tortured for Christ's sake.”

“Hark, you're gonna have to calm down if
we're going to talk about this. I know you're surprised by this
revelation, but I think once you hear it out, you'll be a little
less excitable.”

With his head still throbbing and his
stomach still in knots, Hark sat back down. He took a deep breath
to calm his nerves.

“Nothing you can say is going to change the
way I feel about what's been done,” Hark said. “But you go ahead
tell it. I want to hear it from you.”

“I know this is hard for you, because you
think you had me all figured out—”

“I've known you for thirty-seven years,
you're goddamn right I thought I knew you!”

“And if you knew me as well as you thought,
you’d know that I follow all orders, whether I agree with them or
not.”

“Now you're going to tell me that you were
ordered to torture Rachel and Albert? This is getting better by the
minute, Les.”

“Just listen to me now, and quit getting me
sidetracked,” Matheson said. “I was ordered to create an incentives
plan. General McAllister had his orders to provide more
intelligence that would lead to the capture of public enemy number
one and top Al Qaeda members.

“Someone took notice when Rachel provided
the intel that led them to Saddam Hussein. They're appetites were
whet and the greedy bastards got a hard on. They thought for sure
we'd have Bin Laden in a couple of weeks with intel like that.”

“So you're telling me Washington was putting
pressure on McAllister to provide more intel, because they were
just so damned pleased with finding Sadam? No one besides
McAllister and some very select few generals know about Hindsight.
How the hell did they know who produced the intelligence?”

“Washington doesn't know shit,” Matheson
said. He reached into the bottom drawer and pulled out the bottle
of Jack Daniels again. He poured a few more inches into his glass,
but didn't bother to offer any to Hark.

“Then this is all McAllister, looking for a
promotion off finding some of the biggest names in the war in
Iraq,” Hark said.

“Not that simple, but I'm sure that's part
of it.”

“So he thought that by torturing Rachel and
Albert, he'd get the results he wanted.”

“McAllister doesn't know exactly what my
incentives plan is, and he doesn't want to know. My orders were to
get the intel anyway I could.”

Hark was again stunned. “The shock therapy,
the starvation, and the deprivation chamber, were your ideas?”

Matheson gulped whiskey down and set the cup
on the desk blotter. Holding the cup with both hands he said, “I
don't know anything about human psychology, except what little I
learned leading men into combat. When I got my orders, I knew I'd
have to find someone who was an expert in the field, who would know
how to reach a person, mentally and physically. So I commissioned
Shaker. His work with the CIA was exemplary.”

“Shaker's a damn spook?” Hark asked.

“For nine years. Aside from the field
experience, he's got a Doctorate in Behavioral Psychology from
Harvard. He's one of the most highly decorated and most sought
after interviewers in the service.”

“He's Hitler reincarnated,” Hark said. “He's
Stalin. Holy shit, Les, how could you let him do these things?
Rachel and Albert are human beings.”

“Like I said, I had my orders,” Matheson
said, and finished the last of the whiskey in two swallows.

“Fuck orders. This is beyond orders. If you
had any shred of decency you would have told me about this and we
could have resigned our posts.”

“Don't talk to me about decency,” Matheson
said. “You saw the damn video of that Berg kid when those bastards
cut off his head while he was still alive. And you have the nerve
to talk to me about decency?”

“So two wrongs make a right now,” Hark said,
incredulously. “You actually believe that torturing Rachel and
Albert is justified, because it could lead us to the bastards that
are killing Americans?”

“You're damn right I do!” Matheson shouted,
slamming a fist against his desk. “What the hell do you think we do
here? We built this project so that we could get accurate
intelligence and minimize the loss of life during times of war. If
putting a little shock into those two every now and again gets them
to do what they do better, if it saves the life of even one
soldier, then I believe it's justified.”

“I can't believe I'm hearing this,” Hark
said. “I can’t believe what you’re saying.”

“Believe it.”

“Why didn't you tell me about the incentives
program? Why not bring me into the loop?”

“Look at how you're acting, Hark. I knew
that if I brought this to you, you'd react just like you are now. I
know you better than you know me, my friend. Your morals are too
solid, you're too squared away to do what needed to be done.”

“So you reassigned me to Washington and
called in Shaker with his little doctor bag and the two of you went
to work?”

“That's about right,” Matheson said. He
poured more whiskey into his glass and took another swig.

“So if you knew I couldn't stomach it, why
the hell bring me back now? Why not just leave me on my bullshit
assignment in Washington and carry on your dirty deeds?”

“Because I need you to help us get the girl
back.”

Hark was surprised in to silence. Recovering
quickly, he said, “I'm sure you have plenty of resources, more than
you'd need for any search and recovery mission. You don't need
me.”

“You're right. I have everything I need at
my disposal. But you know the girl better than anyone else. You've
spent the most time with her and she trusts you like nobody's
business.”

“My morals are too solid to be a party to
torturing Rachel and Albert, why would you think I'd help you find
her and bring her back to a living hell?”

Matheson sighed. He pushed his whiskey glass
aside, slid back his chair and leaned backward. “For old times’
sake.”

“That's not going to happen, Les,” Harkenson
said. His insides were wound tight and his hands felt like lead. At
the moment he wanted to smash the colonel’s face.

“Look, Hark, what choice do you have? It's
an order and you've got to follow it.”

“I'll resign.”

“If you do, I'll make sure you're
dishonorably discharged first. Kiss your benefits goodbye.”

“You wouldn't do that, Les. I don't believe
you'd do that to a comrade.”

Matheson sat up straight and pulled in close
to the desk. He looked Harkenson square in the eyes and said,
“Don't try me, old friend. I believe in God and country in that
order. Then friendship a distant third.”

Hark was in a tight place. The old man had
left him no room to wiggle, no space to maneuver or flank. He
either went along with the crazy bastard, or risked his career and
pension. He had to choose the lesser of two evils.

“And if I do this, if I help you find
Rachel, what then?”

“You can stay or you can go back to
Washington. You can have the Sergeant Major of the Army position if
you want it.”

“Just like that?” Harkenson asked. “I get
the Sergeant Major of the Army post?”

“Yep,” Matheson said. He folded his hands
together in front of him. His face remained cold, calculating. “And
frankly, Hark, I don't see us working together in the future so I'm
pretty sure which way you'll be leaning when you make that
decision.”

Still stunned by the cold betrayal of his
best friend, his comrade, his commander, Harkenson didn't know
which way was up. He felt like his mind was short circuiting.

“So what's it going to be?” Matheson
asked.

Harkenson remained silent, conflicted.

“Look, Hark, don't make this hard. I know
you're afraid you'll stain your soul if you do this, and you
probably think you can't live with yourself. But you'd be surprised
what people can live with, what dirty secrets they hide and keep on
surviving and thriving.”

After a moment of continued silence,
Matheson continued, “I don't even need you to stay here. Just talk
to me, tell me what I need to know about her to get a good bead,
then we'll take care of the rest. You can be back in Washington
tomorrow and forget this ever happened. Go on those jogs you love
so much. Those boat rides you like to take. Get some fresh air. Rub
elbows with the politicians.”

Matheson got up from his chair and walked
around to the front of the desk and sat on the edge. Facing Hark,
he said, “What's it going to be, soldier? Are you going to follow
orders or are you an insubordinate son-of-a-bitch who'd rather give
up his lifelong career, his goals, and his accomplishments, all
because he's too afraid do the deed?”

Harkenson put his head in his hands, rubbing
his eyes roughly with his palms. He said, “Can't you give me some
time to think about this?”

“Time is something I have very little of, my
friend.”

“Just give me until tomorrow morning. Just
let me think about this a little bit.”

“If you think about it too much, your
conscience will get the better of you, Hark. It'll eat away at you
and consume you like a k-ration.”

“Damn it, Les, just give me until
tomorrow.”

“Quit being a damn indecisive little shit.
You're a goddamn command sergeant major. You make the hard
decisions on the spot. You don't wait or you die. So what's it
going to be?”

“You're still a fucking ball-buster,” Hark
said, removing his hands and looking the colonel in the eyes.

“Damn right.”

“Fuck it. I'm going to do this last thing
for you and then I expect that you're going to follow through with
your end of the deal.”

“Consider it done,” Matheson said.

Harkenson stood, pushing the chair away from
him with the backs of his legs. “I'm not going to do this now,
though. I'll tell you everything you want to know tomorrow.”

“You'll tell Shaker. He'll be asking you the
questions and you just give him the answers.”

“Whatever you say, I just want to get this
over with and put it all behind me.”

“That's the spirit,” Matheson said, slapping
Harkenson on the shoulder.

“Are we done here?” Hark asked. He needed to
get the hell away from the slimy bastard.

“You're dismissed,” Matheson said.

Hark stood, but didn't retreat just yet. He
asked, “I understand why you'd want the girl back, but why would
you target Senator Harris? He's been on board with the program as
long as you and I.”

Matheson sagged into his desk chair and
grabbed his glass of Jack Daniel's. He said, “Harris has too many
aspirations. You know, he's thinking about running for president in
2012.”

“Maybe I'm missing something here, because I
don't follow.”

“Apparently, Harris has requested that we
use RV to provide him with information on certain future
presidential hopefuls. His plan is to have stacks of dirt on anyone
who has plans to run against him, and plant the seeds of doubt in
the hearts and minds of the voters. Problem is I think General
McAllister has plans to run for office, too. Unfortunately for
Harris, McAllister gives the orders, and I follow. Simple as
that.”

“You're a sick man, Les. I think you need
some professional help,” Hark said.

Matheson shrugged his shoulders. Opening the
humidor on his desk, he retrieved a cigar, clipped off the end and
lit the stogie.

Harkenson turned and left the colonel's
quarters without another word.

When the door closed behind him, he leaned
back against it. Suddenly his legs felt weak, like they were too
thin to support his massive frame.

In the 'Nam, he'd carried Matheson through a
mile of jungle and hot bullets. His legs had been pillars that had
moved the Earth beneath his feet. Now they felt like twigs, bending
against a moderate wind.

Although he'd just made a deal with the
devil, he had no intention of holding up his end of the bargain.
He'd been presented with two options, dishonorable discharge, or
obeying the orders and going against his morals. But there was a
third option and if he had the balls to follow through with it,
he'd be leaving his career behind, but also bringing Project
Hindsight to its knees.

***

Although he could hear the soft hum of the
HVAC unit running, Matheson's quarters felt too warm, too cramped.
Sweat stood out on his brow and the back of his neck felt hot like
sunburn.

He stood up from his chair and puffing on
his cigar, he took both tumblers into the privy, pouring the
remains of Hark's whiskey down the drain. He rinsed the glasses and
set them on a corkboard tray that stood on the commode tank.

After drying his hands on a white cotton
towel that boasted the United States Army seal, Matheson went to
the medicine cabinet and pulled out a bottle of ibuprofen. His head
was pounding and his stomach suddenly felt sour with the booze. He
popped three tablets into his mouth and washed them down with cold
water.

Again at his desk, he sat down and set the
stogie on the edge of a glass ashtray. From his middle drawer, he
retrieved his copy of the mission package he'd given Shaker earlier
in the day. Opening it, he looked at the first photo of Senator
Harris, and he knew everything Hark had said was true.

He’d told Hark that Major General McAllister
was most likely in this for the promotion. McAllister wanted to be
a four-star general and savior of the United States before running
for the presidency in 2012.

But what Matheson hadn't told his old friend
was that there were too many retired colonels out there that had
never made general after long and storied careers. He wanted a star
on his shoulder before the year end.

He cringed at how selfish that sounded, even
when the words were not spoken aloud. What kept him going, even
when the limits of his moral character had long ago been overrun,
was the fact that he was a dedicated soldier, that he put his
country above all else, he respected the chain of command, and
carried out his orders to the best of his ability. He was the
ultimate patriot.


Chapter
Ten






Albert Akron sat patiently in his chair, his
brown eyes never leaving Lance Corporal Johnson. He knew he was
making the young marine nervous, so he kept right on staring at
him. At the Mountain, at least in Psychic Operations, there was
little opportunity for entertainment. And right now, Albert was
having fun.

"You know, you’re making me nervous?"
Johnson asked.

"I know," Albert said and continued to
stare. Although he could not actually read minds, he could intuit
such intangibles as emotions, among other things. To Albert, each
emotion was associated with a color. In this case, he sensed
orange. Johnson was not quite afraid, which would have been maroon,
but he was leaning in that direction.

Johnson wore blue pants with a red pinstripe
down each leg. His khaki shirt was super starched and tucked neatly
into his pants. The chevron with crossed rifles on each arm looked
bright and crisp, as if he’d sewn them on the night before.

Albert knew all about the comings and goings
at the Mountain, through his intuition, but also because he kept
his ear to the ground. He knew Lance Corporal Johnson was a Marine,
when most men who walked around on this level were Army personnel.
He wondered who Lance Corporal Johnson has pissed off to draw guard
duty down in Psychic-Ops.

Not many men in the Mountain even knew what
went on at the 4th sublevel; they only knew that the people here
were supposed to be psychics who performed voodoo or some other
crazy shit.

Albert liked staring at Johnson because it
was fun to watch a nervous Marine, which he thought was an
excellent example of an oxymoron. Marines were fearless. Marines
did not even die without permission. Besides, there was nothing
else interesting in the room to look at.

The "viewing room", as it was called, was
nothing more than an 8 by 10 square with cold grey stone walls,
concrete slab floor and ceiling, and a light fixture covered in
wire mesh. In the center of the room stood the four-foot table and
two chairs where the viewer and the monitor sat during the viewing
session.

On the table in front of him lay a simple
tape recording device and a dream of clean typing paper. The pens
and pencils he would use to write or draw would be supplied by the
monitor when he arrived.

This room was the complete opposite of the
flashy million dollar room used when the upper echelon brass came
down in their dress uniforms and polished medals to watch what
their best kept secrets could do. That room was well-lit with lots
of computers and gadgets, all of which were useless to the viewer.
It was all just so much glam.

Albert’s favorite part about the million
dollar room were the walls that illuminated and became a virtual
globe, where the water shimmered and virtual cloud clusters floated
over the respective land masses. It reminded him of his childhood,
spent on the reservation, looking up at clouds, watching for the
ancestor spirits. The million dollar room was only used to impress
the wealthy. It was another way to raise money to fund the
top-secret project that had officially been shut down in 1995.

The room he sat in now was where they got
down to real business. This room was where men were located and
targets assigned. Most men who were located by remote viewing wound
up dead, but that did not concern Albert much. Most of those men
were scum, dictators who ran their countries with an iron fist and
more often than not resorted to genocide to cleanse the masses.

"Why don’t you stop looking at me?" Johnson
asked. He tried to keep his eyes forward and his face
expressionless like any good Marine would, but he failed
miserably.

"Okay," Albert said and kept staring at
Johnson. His eyes focused for a moment on Johnson’s firearm and
then he looked up into the lance corporal’s eyes. "Why are you
here?"

Johnson looked confused by the question
(Albert saw lavender). His eyes immediately moved forward and then
swung left again to stare at the Indian, taking in the long black
hair tide back by leather strands, the tattoos of animals that
adorned Albert’s arms.

"What do you mean? I’m guarding you,"
Johnson said.

"From whom are you guarding me?" Albert
asked. He didn’t feel particularly threatened at the moment.

"I’m not guarding you from anyone. I’m
guarding the door."

"Now you’re guarding the door?" Albert
asked. He leaned back into the chair and put his feet on the table.
He was enjoying himself and that was something that he didn’t often
get the chance to do. "From whom are you guarding the door?"

"From you."

Johnson no longer appeared nervous (orange),
he looked downright frightened (definitely maroon). Albert could
see that the Marine must have thought he was as crazy as a
syphilitic mad-cow. And when you were built like a bull and crazy,
well, that was a combination that scared the shit out of most
men.

"I have nothing against the door," Albert
said. His feelings were hurt by the accusation. "Why would I attack
the door?"

"To get out," Johnson replied. Sweat
trickled down the lance corporal's right temple.

Albert knew that for this Marine, the room
suddenly felt too small and he felt too alone. He said, "And if I
got out, where would I go?"

"You would escape."

"Escape from this place?" Albert asked,
sweeping his arms around the room. "This is the most heavily
guarded place on the planet."

"But the girl escaped," Johnson said, almost
triumphantly.

"Oh, yes, the girl," Albert said and put his
hands on his head and smiled. "I’d like to know how she did
that."

"You and everyone else in this place,"
Johnson said. He was beginning to relax now (dark blue). A moment
passed in silence and Johnson said, "What do you guys do in here?
We only hear stories."

Albert took his feet down from the table and
pulled a sheet of paper from the ream. From the inside pocket of
his vest he produced a felt-tip pen he’s stolen from a previous
session and started doodling. It was no longer fun staring at the
lance corporal now that he’d gotten past his nervousness (now light
blue, which signaled full calm).

"That’s classified, lance corporal," Albert
said, "I don’t think you’re cleared."

"I’m here, aren’t I?" he asked and raised an
eyebrow.

"Guarding a door," Albert reminded him.

He was getting bored. Now that Johnson had
gotten over his nervousness, the lance corporal was going to be
asking all kinds of questions that Albert didn’t want to
answer.

***

Johnson was quiet again, probably
formulating his next series of questions when the door opened up on
his right. He jumped and almost squealed with fear (big-time
maroon), but he’d had enough training drilled into him to close the
squeal in his throat.

Captain Shaker strode purposefully into the
room and stopped at the opposite end of the table. Without looking
back he said, "Lance corporal, report to your sergeant. You’re
dismissed."

A moment later when he heard the door close
he said, "Sit up straight, Akron."

Albert sat up straight for a moment and then
leaned back into his chair. With his eyes never leaving Shaker’s he
said, "I’m a civilian, not a soldier. I don’t take orders. But
‘please’ usually works well enough."

Shaker leaned forward and placed his hands
flat against the table. He tried to keep his back as straight as
possible. "You are United States Government property, Akron.
Therefore, I own you. And you will obey my orders or you will pay
the consequences."

Albert continued to stare, but said nothing.
In those eyes the Captain could see a deep hatred, but he knew
there was nothing the big, dumb Indian could do about it.

"Did you want to say something?" Shaker
challenged.

Albert shook his head and squinted his eyes.
"What do you want?"

Now that the Indian was behaving, Shaker
stood erect. "You’re going to find two people for me today, and
neither of us is leaving this room until you do."

"Then we’re in for a long day," Albert said,
"I hope you packed your lunch."

Shaker moved around the table in four quick
strides until he was beside Albert. He leaned forward carefully,
trying consciously to keep his back erect. His face was less than
an inch from the Indian and he could smell the other man’s
sweat.

"You’re not fooling me. Your RV is accurate
and you can do it any time you please. Today you stop playing your
games. Today you will find what I’m looking for. Do I make myself
clear?"

"Where's Sergeant Major Harkenson? I heard
he was back, I bet he’d have something to say about the shit that’s
been going on around here."

"Fuck Harkenson!" Shaker shouted. Flecks of
spittle left his parted lips, spraying on Akron’s cheek. He was
surprised that word of Harkenson's temporary return had spread so
quickly. "He's as good as gone. You’re dealing with me now,
understand? If you don’t wise up on your own, I’m going to teach
you. And I assure you if I teach you it will be painful, but you’ll
never forget the lessons."

"You can do what you want to me," Albert
said. "But when I get a chance, I’ll make sure Colonel Matheson
knows all about this and then you can kiss your ass goodbye, little
man."

Shaker laughed into Albert’s man’s face,
again spraying saliva. "Who do you think sent me here? Who do you
think authorized the use of our new equipment? Who do you think
gives me my orders?"

Suddenly, Albert didn’t feel well. He knew
Shaker wasn’t lying. To have the chamber and chair brought into
this place would require more authority than the captain possessed.
A great deal more authority.

With Matheson and Shaker working together,
his only hope was that Harkenson was still sympathetic. He needed
to see Harkenson before Shaker forced him to do something he didn’t
want to do.

Shaker mistook Albert’s silence as
acquiescence. He moved back to the other side of the desk and sat
down. There were two manila envelopes in front of him. He removed
the contents of the first envelope and placed them in front of
Albert. The photograph was an 8 by 10 color shot.

"This is target one. Senator Harris."

He removed another photo from the second
manila envelope and placed it in front of Albert. When the Indian
gasped, Shaker smiled.

"This is target two. Rachel Hill."


Chapter
Eleven






It had taken some time, but she finally
managed to regain her composure. When she felt she could go on
without her voice wavering, Rachel said, "After flying on two
helicopters and a private jet, we landed two hours later at an
empty hangar where we were transported via Jeep to a mountain base
facility. I didn’t know at the time that I was standing just
outside of the infamous Mount Weather."

"What’s Mount Weather and why is it
infamous?" Amanda asked.

"I’ve read about that place," Joe said.
"It’s supposed to be some sort of self-contained facility with
dozens of buildings…a virtual city underground. I thought it was
bullshit. Conspiracy theory stuff."

"Not bullshit," Rachel confirmed. "It’s all
that and more. The Mountain has its own water supply with
underground ponds. There are offices and dormitories, streets and
sidewalks. I’ve been in the hospital ward and the cafeteria many
times in my stay there. It’s just like any hospital in any city in
the United States. Sometimes, you even forget you’re
underground."

"What’s the purpose of such a place?" Amanda
asked. "Who runs a place like that? Why did they keep you
there?"

"Mount Weather is the underground command
center for the Federal Emergency Management Agency. It’s a hub,
with over a hundred federal relocation centers. It's supposed to be
the backbone of America’s 'Continuity of Government' program."

"Like if there’s a nuclear war or martial
law, the President and his people are relocated to Mount Weather?"
Joe asked.

"Or when terrorists fly planes into the
Pentagon," Rachel said.

"I’ve never heard of this Mountain and
this…Continuity program," Amanda said. "Does anyone in Congress
know about this place?"

"They do, but obviously they don’t care,"
Rachel said. "There was as subcommittee that got wind of it and
questioned just several people, among them a retired Air Force
General who told them he was not at liberty to discuss what is the
role and mission of Mount Weather, or the precise location.
Congress left it alone."

"If this is the home of the secret
government, why were you there?" Joe asked.

"One of the many things they do at the
Mountain is play war games. There are about two hundred and forty
military personnel who work at the Mountain. They study how to
manage a wide range of problems associated with both war and
domestic political crisis.

"As a matter of fact, right after Hurricane
Katrina, they were already working on scenarios that made active
military units first responders should disaster strike again. It
was a top priority for several weeks and caused a lot of buzz, even
in our unit.

"My unit—the Psychic Operations Unit—is on
one of the numerous sublevels of Mount Weather, under the command
of Colonel Matheson. That’s where I was kept for ten of the
thirteen years in captivity. That’s where I met Albert."

"Who’s Albert?" Joe asked, now a little more
curious about this mysterious man than the secret mountain
facility.

"Albert is the beautiful Navajo man who
helped me escape from that god forsaken place. He’s a remote viewer
who does people. I do places. We were two of twenty-two who were
brought to the Mountain for training and were the only two who
showed high accuracy rates. We were the ones that kept Project
Hindsight alive the last seven years."

"I still don’t understand what it is you do
or how this all happens," Joe said.

"We were trained to use psychic abilities to
gather military intelligence, to find people and places through
psychic channels. It’s a safe and effective way of gathering
intelligence without exposing the fact that the United States is
spying on its enemies and allies."

"So for thirteen years you spied for the
government, using psychic methodologies that you learned through a
training program?"

"You got it."

"If you knew they were keeping you because
you could do that, why did you keep doing it? I mean, why didn’t
you pretend you lost the touch?" Joe asked.

“Project Hindsight’s goal in the beginning
was to explore psychic operations and keep up with the Russians,
but after 9/11 the focus shifted to protecting the country from
further attack. We operated secretly, our existence known to very
few individuals. Our handlers provided intelligence to other
agencies, like the CIA, FBI, CID, NCIS and other law enforcement
agencies, with their sources always non-disclosed to anyone without
above top secret clearance.

“If you’ve been watching the news, I’m sure
you’ve heard about many foiled terrorist attacks. Albert and I
provided the intelligence to those agencies. We support the war
effort by providing information to our handlers who pass it to the
commanders in the field, who act on that information, never really
knowing where the intelligence came from. We felt like we were
actually doing some good.”

“Then why leave now?” Joe asked. “If you’re
doing good what changed your mind?”

“Things started going badly. The program’s
focus shifted, people began to abuse their powers of authority.
They wanted us to do things that we morally objected to. Even then,
we couldn’t just stop. We’d heard that others who refused
assignments were permanently removed. And I don’t mean asked to
leave the Mountain. I mean, if we’d done what you suggested, we
would have disappeared, been buried somewhere on the Mountain where
no one would ever find our remains in a million years."

"That’s horrible," Amanda said, “I’m
disgusted by the idea of the government killing its own people just
to keep its secrets. That’s the stuff of books and movies, not real
life.”

"It’s real," Rachel said. "Even though we
were scared shitless most of the time, we didn’t give up planning,
though. Eventually, we decided that we would feign gradual loss,
become less accurate and provide sporadic intelligence. Our plan
was to give them as little as possible without committing suicide
and buy ourselves some time and figure a way out."

"And how did that work?" Joe asked.

"It made things worse. For a while, there
were no repercussions and we were proud of ourselves. We actually
started to hope again.

"Sergeant Major Harkenson was always good to
us and he was a patient man and never for a moment thought that our
fading track record was anything less than a slump. But Colonel
Matheson got a hard-on over some extremely good intelligence we’d
been providing. He felt that with the right incentives and proper
motivation, we’d be capable of more. And he ended up bringing in
Captain Shaker and sent Harkenson to Washington.

"Then things got bad fast. Shaker caught on
to our sham quickly and brought in the torture devices. First he
tried to starve us, but when he realized we might die or that the
brain might be adversely affected from lack of nutrients which
could have an impact on our viewing capabilities, he switched his
tactics. He brought in shock therapy and then the deprivation
chamber.

"That sadistic son-of-a-bitch would shock us
or ‘prod’ us as he called it. Sometimes we’d have burn marks on our
body from the electricity he pumped into us. After that first shock
session, Albert told me I should start being more accurate while
his accuracy continued to decline.

"I think when Shaker decided shock-therapy
wasn’t enough to turn Albert around he brought in the deprivation
chamber. I’ve only been in there twice for thirty minutes each time
so that I would get a taste of what waited for me should I have a
relapse. But poor Albert’s been in there over twenty times,
sometimes as long as 72 hours."

"I don’t even want to know what that is,"
Amanda said and shuddered. "I can’t believe you went through
something so horrible."

"Albert went through more. He became the
target for Shaker and I became the prize, although not valuable
enough to be completely out from under Shaker and his sadistic
ways.

"And since Albert helped me escape, I feel
absolutely devastated knowing that he’s still there with that sick
bastard, probably enduring god knows what horrors."

"How did you escape from the Mountain?" Joe
asked. "I mean a place like that has got to be crawling with
security."

“On the inside, the Mountain has various
layers of electronic and manual security check points. On the
outside it’s protected by a ten foot high chain-link fence with
razor wire, and armed guards with scoped M-14 rifles who are expert
marksmen. No one inside or outside ever saw me, though, because
Albert knew where they were at all times and he told me how to
avoid them.”

"He told you?"

"Yes," Rachel said. "He told me through
telepathy. Albert is so much more powerful than I. He’s a true
psychic with many capabilities that you can’t learn. He thinks it’s
caused by radiation from when the government tested bombs in the
desert, exposing his ancestors’ to deadly particles."

"How did you get passed the electronic
security?" Joe asked.

"That was the easy part. I don’t know
exactly how it worked or the principles behind it, but Albert made
some kind of device that really messed with the security
electronics. It was the size of a deck of cards. I carried it in my
hand as I passed the equipment and the device scrambled something
or other in the motherboards and allowed me to bypass."

"How could this Matheson and Shaker not know
that Albert has these psychic abilities?"

"There’s no way to look inside someone’s
mind and take inventory of their abilities." Rachel said. "Albert
is also a talented actor and he managed to fool everyone in the
program. As far as they’re concerned, I’m the prodigy."

"By making them think that, hasn’t he put
you in danger?" Amanda asked.

"He did it so they wouldn’t torture me
anymore. Albert knew that if they thought I was more valuable,
they’d be less likely to harm me. If they needed me, they’d protect
me."

"Why didn’t Albert escape with you?" Joe
asked.

Rachel stood again, suddenly cold once more.
That was the thought that plagued her in her sleep.

"He thought that if we’d both escaped,
Matheson would launch a large scale manhunt, using every available
resource at his disposal. With one of us still in captivity, he’d
be forced to use minimal manpower because he’d have to keep the
project moving forward."

"I like Albert," Amanda said.

"I love Albert," Rachel said. "He’s been my
best friend for the last seven years and it tears me up inside that
I had to leave him in that place."

"Do you think Albert told them how to find
me?" Joe asked.

Rachel paused and said, "No. Albert’s been
trying to protect me since the very first day. There's no way that
he’d have given you up."

"Even if they put pressure on him? More than
he’s had before?" Joe asked.

"He’d die first," Rachel said
matter-of-factly.

After a moment of silence, Joe asked, "How
does Albert find people?"

"He uses psychic channels, just like I do
when I remote view locations. They show him a picture of a person
and give him a map and he can point to where is that person. It’s
difficult to explain what actually happens. There’s no psychedelic
light show or trances, or metaphysical separation of body and mind.
It’s almost more like…an intuition. It’s like something pulling at
your gut and you just know."

"If Albert didn’t help them, how do you
think they found me?" Joe asked.

"These people know all sorts of things, Joe.
They’re a very deep, very dark part of the intelligence community.
No one can hide from them if they really want you found. They have
all local and federal agency information at their disposal any time
they want. Whatever the government knows about you, they know about
you."

"But certainly they’d have to have a
warrant, some legal reason to get access to that kind of
information."

"No, they don’t."

"This is crazy," Joe said, exasperated.
"They can’t just invade our privacy like that. There’s got to be
rules."

"There are rules, but they don’t necessarily
follow them. They’re truly above the law."

Before Joe could respond, Amanda said
suddenly, "If they could find Joe’s home and office, won’t they be
able to find you here?"

***

“This thing isn’t functioning,” Montgomery
said, tapping the in-dash GPS unit with his forefinger. He hunched
over in the passenger’s seat squinting his eyes in the dark cabin.
He’d been on a helicopter for a little more than an hour and he’d
had little sleep. He was exhausted, hungry and a bit irritable, but
those were normal operating conditions for men in the Unit. Now,
only two hours after leaving the Mountain, he was in action. He
loved his job.

“Did you put the right coordinates in?”
Manning asked. He picked up the intel file and tossed it onto the
other man’s lap. “Check it again.”

Montgomery picked up the intel file, opened
it and pulled out a printout. He reviewed it under the map light,
and scanned the information that he’d entered into the GPS unit.
“The coordinates are right. This thing is fucked up.”

Slamming on the brakes, Manning pulled the
vehicle to the curb under a large oak tree. He scanned the area
quickly to be sure no neighborhood watch guru was keeping an eye
out, ready to dial 911 on a cell phone.

He grabbed the data sheet from Montgomery’s
hand and used his own map light to look at the document. Pushing
some buttons on the GPS unit, he re-keyed the address and
coordinates into the unit and waited for the display to
recalibrate. After a moment, the small green dot that represented
the Hummer appeared, and the red dot, signifying the target
coordinates appeared in the same place it had been.

“Son-of-a-bitch,” Manning said, throwing the
printout over his shoulder where it fluttered and rustled onto the
back seat. “This thing is FUBAR or Shaker gave us some bad
intel.”

The two men sat in silence, both frustrated
beyond their limits. One thing that Special Forces operators hated
above all else was bad intelligence. Their operations depended on
accurate intelligence, and usually SF operators were the ones
gathering it. This time, Shaker had probably used some of his
contacts in the CIA to provide the canned information.

“Let’s drive by that location again,”
Montgomery suggested.

“It’s a damn church,” Manning said. He
pulled a cigarette out of his shirt pocket and lit it with a Zippo
lighter. “That intel is messed up. It’s a waste of time going back
there.”

“So what then?” Montgomery asked.

“Let me think a minute,” Manning said and
puffed on his cigarette. He grabbed the file from Montgomery and
started to sift through the pages of documents it contained. One by
one he tossed the pages into the back seat over his shoulder, each
time blurting out, “useless” or “fucking useless” until he had
exhausted all the paper and tossed the empty folder over his
shoulder.

“This is bullshit,” Montgomery said. He
shifted in his seat, unbuckled his seatbelt and climbed into the
back. As he started putting the documents back into the folder he
said, “Is this the kind of intel that blew the op in the first
place?”

“Yeah,” Manning lied. He looked down at his
right hand and had a brief vision of wrapping it around Shaker’s
throat and squeezing the life out of the bastard. Stupid mistakes
made by officers could spell the end of an enlisted man’s career.
He was certainly not about to lose his place on the SF teams
because of a bumbling idiot like Captain Shaker.

He rolled down the window and tossed the lit
butt out into the rainy night. Putting the Hummer in gear, he
slammed on the gas pedal and the vehicle raced away from the
curb.

“Hold on,” he said to Montgomery who slid
against the door. “We’re not done yet. I’m a fucking genius. Too
smart to be an officer, that’s for sure.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Montgomery said, trying
to put the remaining documents into the folder while trying to keep
from flying across the backseat. “That’s not saying much,
though.”

***

Although the room had gotten comfortable, it
suddenly felt too cold to Amanda. Her hands felt like she’d been
handling ice and goose-flesh bristled on her arms.

"Now calm down," Joe said, as Amanda stood
from the sofa and went to the thermostat.

"That won’t help," Rachel said.

Adjusting the thermostat to a higher
temperature anyway, Amanda said, "I am calm, I’m just asking a very
serious question."

"They found me because Rachel and I had a
history,” Joe said.

"You were her boyfriend a long time ago,
Joe," Amanda said. "You had history, but it’s ancient. They
wouldn’t have wasted resources on you if they didn’t already know
she was with you."

"Let’s not jump to conclusions," he said. "I
was an obvious person to watch. If they know as much as Rachel says
they do, then they’d know her parents had passed, that she has no
family. They’d figure that she’d contact me sooner or later."

"You and I have history. Doesn’t that make
me an obvious person to watch?" Amanda asked. She still stood next
to the thermostat, and reached out and turned the temperature
higher.

"Yes, but they can’t know that." Joe said.
"If they were watching me, it would only have been after Rachel
escaped. There would have been no reason to watch me before, while
she was still at the Mountain. And if they’d been watching me after
she’d escaped, they wouldn’t know about you. I mean, we haven’t
been together in months."

"That’s true," Amanda said. She left the
thermostat alone and returned to the sofa.

"We’ve never lived together," Joe continued,
trying to assuage her fears. "We don’t file taxes jointly, we’ve
never checked into a hotel room as Mr. and Mrs. Meehan.”

Amanda sucked in air suddenly and grabbed
Joe’s hand. She said, "Oh my god, the marriage license."

Joe sat in stunned silence, his mouth opened
and his eyes wide. Suddenly his hands were freezing.

"What marriage license?" Rachel asked.

Amanda turned to her and said, "About a year
ago, Joe and I were going through a rough patch. I was being a real
kook and kept pressuring him to commit more of himself to the
relationship. So, instead of buying me flowers and promising that
he’d be there for me, the dork drags me down to the Skokie Court
House and we get a marriage license."

"That’s not good," Rachel admitted.

"I can’t believe I forgot about that," Joe
said. He had the copy of the license in his wall safe at home. "We
never did anything with it, though."

"No, we never did. But it’s something that
can connect us. And to get the license, we had to have blood work,
provide names, addresses, social security numbers, mother’s and
father’s name, phone numbers, everything you can think of that
someone could use to find you if they were really desperate
enough."

"These are very desperate people," Rachel
said.

"Just because it exists doesn’t mean that
they have that information," Joe said. "Maybe they haven’t dug that
far into my personal life."

"Oh, they’ve dug," Rachel said, "count on
it."

Joe, clearly exasperated, stood from the
couch and then sat back down again. He suddenly felt so useless and
defenseless. "They can’t have just gotten that information without
a warrant. They just can’t."

"Joe, honey, weren’t you listening to
Rachel’s story?" Amanda said. She took his hand again and rubbed it
softly. "They don’t need warrants. They have a long reach and can
dig into any shadowy corner if they wish."

The room was again silent and they could
hear the hot air rush into the room through the heating ducts. To
Rachel, Joe said, "How long do you think we have until they come
looking here?"

Rachel shook her head. "We’ve been here,
what a couple of hours? Then probably not long."

***

Bouncing hopelessly in the back seat of the
Hummer, Montgomery pulled himself up using the headrest on the
passenger’s seat. “What do you have in mind, Tom?”

“Did you see any convenient store
anywhere?”

“No,” Montgomery said. “This isn’t the kind
of neighborhood where you find a local corner store. You have to go
back to the main streets.”

“A waste of time,” Manning said, referring
to the screw up with the coordinates. “How do I get the hell out of
this place? The streets all look the same.”

Still holding tight to the headrest,
Montgomery directed Manning through the meandering maze of the
too-quiet residential streets that were scantily lit. The streets
were relatively empty, save for a few cars parked on the curb.
Trees lined most of the front lawns and curb side.

Most of the vehicles were late model BMW’s,
Mercedes or Volkswagens. The homes were all pushed back from the
sidewalk with neatly manicured lawns and a variety of
ornamentations. Driveways were paved or graveled with gardens
alongside, leading to garages painted white or pastel.

After several minutes of constant turns and
stop signs, they finally exited the neighborhood onto the main
road. Moving east on a hunch, Manning found what he was looking for
a few street lights up.

Pulling the Hummer into the gas station, he
threw the vehicle into park and jumped out leaving the driver’s
door wide open. As he headed into the extremely well lit structure,
Montgomery got out of the backseat and stretched his legs.

Moving to the tailgate, he lifted it open.
Normally, a set of interior lights would have come on to illuminate
the space, but Manning has disabled them by removing the bulbs. He
did not want to make it easy for any passerby to have a quick peek
at the equipment stored in their custom rig.

Leaning over, Montgomery used both hands to
pry up the faux floorboard using two finger holes that were
expertly cutout to allow easy access. The hinged panel opened up to
a spacious custom storage unit embedded in the sub-floor of the
rear storage compartment. Seated snugly in black memory foam
padding were two HK-36 carbines, one below the other. There were
two empty spaces for the M-9 pistols which the two men currently
carried in shoulder holsters. A slew of magazines for each of the
carbines and pistols were stacked upright in the foam. There were
12 thirty round magazines for the carbines and 4 seventeen round
magazines for the M-9 pistols.

This was a relatively small arsenal, but it
was more than enough firepower for most jobs. Special Forces
operators were far different than the media or movies often painted
them. They were not the gung-ho, merciless killers that many
believed them to be. In fact, most Special Forces operators were
disciplined enough, with more than enough experience to use their
wit and cunning to resolve situations before violence erupted or
the use of deadly force was warranted.

However, they were never ill prepared for
missions, and they firmly believed in having the right equipment on
hand for the job.

Both he and Manning already carried pistols,
but they did not carry extra magazines. Reaching in, he pulled out
two of the pistol magazines and jammed them into his coat pocket.
He closed the panel, making sure that the floor board was seated
correctly and latched securely, and then slammed the rear door
shut.

Moving around the front of the vehicle, he
joined Manning, who had a yellow pages directory laid out on the
hood. His reading glasses were perched on the end of his nose and
he was hunched over the book straining to read the fine print. He
looked more like a middle-aged professor than a highly trained
operative with more than 15 years of combat experience.

“You need some help?” Montgomery asked as he
pulled one of the magazines out of his pocket and put it down on
the hood of the vehicle in front of his friend.

“Fuck you,” Manning said, snatching the
magazine up and putting it into his own pocket.

“I just mean my younger eyes probably won’t
have as much trouble.”

“Gotcha!” Manning yelled, ripping a page
from the yellow pages and holding it up as though it were a trophy.
“And fuck you again,” he said to Montgomery as he laughed
heartily.

“Let me see it,” Montgomery said and
accepted the torn page. He looked it over and sure enough, they’d
been given some bad intel. “They transposed the damn street
address. Freakin’ CIA analyst geeks.”

“Get in,” Manning said. “Punch that into the
GPS.”

The two men started for their respective
doors and Montgomery said, “Don’t forget to give the terrorist his
phone book. He might need to dial up Osama mama.”

Manning laughed. He stopped and went back to
the hood where, in all his excitement he’d forgotten the directory,
and scooped it up. “It’s mine now. Let that A-rab bastard get
another one. He’s got enough money to fund Al-Qaeda. I’m sure he
can afford another one.”

“You’re such a prejudiced ass,” Montgomery
said as he slid into the passenger’s seat and closed the door.

“You called him a terrorist, not me.”

“Should I have been more politically correct
and called him a tango?”

Montgomery, obviously in a better mood for
having found the right address in the phone book, punched his
friend on the shoulder. “Tango isn’t a politically correct term.
It’s military jargon. If you want to be politically correct you’d
have to call him a suspected terrorist.”

“Look, I think the suspected terrorist wants
his literature back,” Manning said and pointed toward the
structure.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/12043
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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