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The Cloak of Death
My message to man is neither born, nor does it ever die, nor, having once been will it cease to be. Unborn, eternal, perpetual and primeval, it is not slain when the body is slain.
(from the parchments of Rennes-le-Château)
PROLOGUE
It was controlled chaos in somber twilight. The sounds of men shouting and shovels scraping against soil echoed across the winding valley, while long, dark shadows crept down the steep hillside and enveloped the tiny figures below.
The workmen in the pit scrambled across wooden beams needed to hold back straining earth, and rushed over packed soil at the bottom of the slowly growing excavation. They had to hurry. Because the warm sun's relentless movement would soon engulf them in nights cold darkness.
Dr. Benny Hostetter removed his tattered hat and patted perspiration from his face with an old, stained handkerchief. He was a gnomish little man, slightly over five feet tall. His hair was thinning, his nose was thick with a bulbous tip, and his posture was that of a scurrying simian. But, in the field of archaeology, there was no bigger man than Benny Hostetter. The temple looming before him would make him immortal.
Benny studied the overall form of the aged temple, distorted by the setting Sun's orange tint being painted over the French parish of Rennes-le-Château.
He could see that the building's outer pattern was Visigoth, a nice example of their later work. It stood near an early church consecrated to the Magdalene in 1059 and had remained untouched for centuries, until he and his crew removed the rock, dirt and debris that covered it. Now, the stone walls of the main entrance were feeling the warmth of the Sun for the first time in more than six hundred years.
Jennifer Farrell stood behind Benny in a group of students helping with the dig. "It's magnificent, Dr. Hostetter. I've never seen anything like it."
"No one has," Benny said without turning to face her. "There's no other structure in the world like this one. It's unique."
He shoved his hat onto his head and studied the progress. Benny was celebrating his fiftieth birthday by spending exorbitant sums of grant money to expose the temple's inner secrets.
His peers despised him and criticized him for this extravagance. But, his benefactors never complained, so why did the academic world scoff at his spending habits? He knew the reason: they were jealous of his success. Still, he had to be careful.
Benny understood the many dangers surrounding unpopular ideas in today's world. Reason and common sense are never used by academic powers-that-be when new ideas push them to the edge of their ability to understand and shove them into an intellectual reality that defies their preexisting moral values. Their minds will not accept logic in these situations.
If pushed too far, they would assault him with a righteous indignation powerful enough to smash him into the muck of academic obscurity and then hold him there until mire filled his nostrils and they ultimately suffocated his career. There was always a price to pay for success, especially if that success flew in the face of history and current morality. He had to be very careful.
A diesel generator was grinding, trying to start in the distance as Benny's foreman prepared to close the site for the day. When the engine roared to life, Benny motioned his students to follow him to the top of a rise overlooking the excavation.
He opened an old metal folding chair and his eager students gathered around him on the grassy slope. "Archaeology is a slow and painstaking process. But, tomorrow will be one of those rare occasions when you experience the real excitement of discovery." He settled back in the chair and crossed his short legs as the tower lights around the site started to glow, and his students sprawled on the grass at his feet.
"Tomorrow morning, we will all enter the temple's main chamber together. Tonight, we'll review some of the history of this area and prepare ourselves for what we may find inside the temple.
"This area of France has a uniquely interesting and mysterious past. There are many stories about it, but the one that has brought us here begins with Bérenger Saunière. He was the only parish priest in Rennes-le-Château in the late 19th and early 20th century. This was long after the Visigoth's disappeared from the area."
Benny's students had heard this before, but they remained attentive. Their excitement about tomorrow's prospects for adventure, money and fame showed in their faces.
"Bérenger Saunière was appointed priest of the Catholic church of Rennes-le-Château in 1885; the one we visited earlier this week. Later on, during his first major renovation of the church in 1891, he discovered wooden tubes hidden in a pillar supporting the altar. There were parchments in these sealed tubes left by his predecessor, Abbé Antonie Bigou. These parchments appeared to be written in Latin, setting out passages from the Gospels, but their real message was a cipher written in French. The first tube's parchment contained the hidden message:
'THIS TREASURE BELONGS TO BAPHOMET KING AND TO SION AND HE IS THERE DEAD'
"A separate parchment contained an even stranger message:
'SHEPHERDESS IS NO TEMPTATION THAT POUSSIN TENIERS HOLD THE KEY BY THE CROSS AND THIS HORSE OF GOD I COMPLETE (this could also be translated as DESTROY instead of COMPLETE) THIS DAEMON GUARDIAN AT MIDDAY APPLES.'
"The mention of Poussin in this cipher is very interesting. One of Poussin's most famous paintings, Les Bergers d'Arcadie -- the Arcadian shepherds -- has a mysterious Latin inscription: 'Et in Arcadia Ego'. A literal translation of this phrase is 'And in Arcadia I'. There's no verb in it. This made many scholars curious. As it turns out, 'Et in Arcadia Ego' is an anagram for 'I Tego Arcana Dei' or 'Begone! I conceal the secrets of God'."
The faces of his students showed confusion. This part of the story was different. They shuffled to new positions on the grass and turned their attention more intensely to Dr. Hostetter's words. Benny smiled.
"This is only one piece of the complex puzzle I'll be asking you to solve tomorrow," Benny said after his students settled into their new positions. "There are many others. Remember the inscription over Saunière's church? It was, 'Terribilis Iste Locus Este' or 'this place is terrible'. Also, the first thing you see when you enter his church, consecrated to Mary Magdalene, is a statue of the demon Asmodeus: custodian of secrets and guardian of hidden treasures."
Benny paused to gather his thoughts. He listened as a slight breeze carried the musty smell of recently turned earth up the hillside and rustled the thin, cotton clothing on the students around him.
"There are other clues I haven't given you before," he said with a faraway look in his eyes. "After Saunière discovered the parchments, he went to see his Bishop in Carcassonne. There's a lot of speculation about what transpired between these two men, but no one knows what really happened. We do know that when he left the Bishop, Saunière went straight to Paris to meet with Abbot Bieil, director of Saint Sulpice. And, when he got back from Paris, he was a very wealthy man."
Benny looked down at his students, making eye contact with each of them. "There was a lot of talk behind Saunière's back following his return from Paris. People wanted to know how he acquired his newfound wealth. My theory is that the Catholic Church paid Saunière for his silence. I think Saunière discovered more parchments after deciphering the clues left by Abbé Antonie Bigou and that it was these parchments that were discussed with high-ranking members of the Church during his visit to Paris. If these documents showed the linage of Jesus Christ -- which is what I have reason to believe -- the release of this information would have undermined the base of Catholic credo and possibly ended Christianity as we know it today. This gave the Church a very strong reason for keeping the information secret, even if they had to pay a sizable amount of money for Saunière's silence."
A murmur rose from the students at Benny's feet. "What are you saying, Dr. Hostetter?" an unidentified voice in the crowd exclaimed.
"I'm saying that Saunière had proof that Jesus Christ didn't die on the cross, proof that Jesus Christ survived the crucifixion and escaped to the South of France where he married Mary Magdalene and had children who became the great Merovingian dynasty of kings."
A roar of dissension and confusion rose around Benny. Some of the members of his class -- who came from France's most prominent Catholic families -- jumped to their feet and started shouting at him.
"Calm down ... calm down!" Benny shouted back at them, waving his hands to indicate that they should return to their seats on the grassy hillside. "I didn't say that I believe Jesus Christ survived his crucifixion. I said that Saunière believed it. Not only Saunière, but a lot of other people."
The confused students began settling back to the ground. Many of them were still frowning.
"Remember people. Archaeology is the scientific pursuit of truth," Benny said accusingly. "We don't judge truth, we just seek it out, wherever we find it and wherever it may lead us. You need to leave all of your prejudices at home. Even religious ones."
The students quieted and Benny returned to the folding chair.
"Now, back to what I was trying to tell you. One of the major assumptions we're working under is that Bérenger Saunière discovered documents he believed to be the genealogical record of Jesus Christ.
"From a historical standpoint, Saunière knew that Jesus Christ and Mary Magdalene were recognized as legitimate nobility from the Judaic Houses of Benjamin and David, making their children attractive additions to any house of questionable royal status. To develop your hypothesis, assume that his heirs married into the Visigoth families of the time and gave birth to the sacred Merovingian ruling family. It's even possible that the Visigoths in the area were also descended from the House of Benjamin, which fled to the Arcadia region of Greece and then north into France a thousand years earlier. We know that the Merovingians weren't wiped out by the Carolingians and that their lineage survives in some of the other royal families of Europe today."
Benny paused for a moment and scratched at his rather large nose. The sun was almost gone and high-pressure sodium lights were adding a yellow tinge to the landscape around them.
"Go back and read your notes about Le Prieuré de Sion, the secret society determined to implement a new Merovingian restoration in France. If Saunière were an agent of Sion it would explain a lot of the things that happened around here. However, one of the things it won't explain is what happened at Saunière's death."
Benny rubbed at the back of his neck and gazed at the sky for a moment.
"Before Saunière died in 1917, he called for a priest to administer 'Last Rites'," Benny said, looking back at his students. "After hearing Saunière's confession, the priest refused to give him absolution. This is a severe punishment in the Catholic Church. There's no record of what Saunière told the priest, but it must have made him very upset to refuse Saunière -- another priest -- absolution."
The students, sitting in front of their professor, created uncomfortable rustling sounds as they shifted to new positions.
"Also, review all of the lecture notes on Saunière's housekeeper, Marie Denarnaud; the Abbé of Rennes-les-Bains, Henri Boudet; and the first parish priest of Coustaussa, Jean Antoine Maurice Gelis."
Benny paused again, considering just how much information he should give his students. He had spent his life gathering these facts from scattered pieces of parchment and carved stone. It was his story to break to the world.
"I want each of you to prepare a paper that sets out your predictions for what we'll find inside this temple tomorrow. Make sure that you set out your reasoning in detail. You will hand them in to me before we enter the temple tomorrow morning and we'll review them tomorrow night to see how well you reasoned through the history of this region. I don't care if anyone gets it right. I just want to see your lines of reasoning."
Benny stood and folded his chair, indicating that the night's lecture was finished. The students around him gathered their belongings and followed him down the hill.
At the bottom of the hill, workers were piling into a waiting bus that would return them to their homes until another long workday began in the morning. The second bus in line was reserved for Benny's students. As they started filling the bus, Benny said, "Ms. Farrell, would you be willing to stay behind for a few minutes and help me with my material. I'll give you a ride back to the hotel in my car."
Jennifer smiled and said, "Sure, Dr. Hostetter."
Some of the students boarding the bus snickered and nudged each other. They all believed that Jennifer was more to Dr. Hostetter than a student. The rumors about them had run through the school like wildfire since she started last fall.
Benny walked up the waiting line of vehicles and made sure all of his students were on the bus. "Okay, take them home," he shouted to the driver of the lead vehicle with a wave of his hand.
Diesel engines roared to life and the tiny caravan started down a dirt road that would take them back to town. The buses moved slowly over the rough surface of newly cut soil, bouncing in potholes and rocking back and forth over the irregular terrain. Students huddled together in their bus, laughing and talking about the excitement of the coming day while workers in the lead bus smiled and calculated their earnings.
As the lead bus rounded a blind curve about a mile down the road, it slowed to a halt. Several large trucks were in the way.
When the bus driver leaned out the window to yell at the people blocking his path, men wearing fatigues and carrying rifles poured from the back of the trucks in front of him and rushed toward the small caravan of workers and students.
Large earth moving equipment pulled off the dirt road and rolled noisily past the questioning faces of the excavation team.
***
Benny and Jennifer had watched their friends and coworkers drive warily down the dusty path until the buses turned behind the first hill. They smiled at each other and walked back to the excavation hand-in-hand.
Jennifer squeezed Benny's fingers lightly. "That place is going to be buzzing tonight. You know what they'll be saying."
Benny laughed. "I know. Gossip is a wonderful form of relief. I don't mind them using us to take their minds off other things."
"Well, I mind," Jennifer said as she caressed her slightly swollen abdomen. "I have a reputation to protect."
"Sorry, babe. I'm afraid it's far too late to protect your reputation."
Jennifer's face flushed red and her smile faded.
Benny noticed Jennifer's sudden change in mood, but ignored it. He was concentrating on the task before him. There were only two guards left on the site and he knew they would be discrete. He had handpicked these two men himself.
"Grab that," Benny said, pointing to a shovel just inside the gate to the excavation. "We're going in."
"What? You mean we're going into the temple tonight?"
"Yes, we are."
"But what about everyone else? You promised we could all be here for the opening of the temple."
"What are you complaining about? You're here aren't you? I just want to make certain there's nothing dangerous inside there before we let everybody in tomorrow. You can wait outside if you want to."
Jennifer picked up the shovel and carried it in silence.
High-pressure sodium lights cast an eerie radiance over the abandoned excavation while Benny selected a chisel from the toolbox. He stood and they approached the temple's scarred face to study the front wall.
The structure was originally carved into the base of the hill. Later, someone sealed the door with stone and mortar and covered the exterior walls to make them look like a continuation of the mound.
Benny left Jennifer at the front wall and pulled a ladder to the sealed opening. He climbed to the top of the ladder, extracted a stiff bristle brush from his back pocket and began brushing loose soil from hastily carved letters in the stone lintel. The letters ET IN ARCADIA EGO appeared.
"My God!" Jennifer exclaimed at the foot of the ladder.
"I don't think so," Benny said. "Someone's, but not ours."
Benny climbed warily down the shaky ladder and approached the stone wall. He pulled the chisel from another pocket and slipped it into a crack in the wall.
He slowly started scraping mortar from a joint around the center stone of the sealed door. The dried material crumbled and fell easily from the crack as he worked faster, scraping with his chisel and clawing at the opening with his fingers.
"Here. Help me push!" he shouted excitedly.
Benny and Jennifer put their hands against the stone and pushed with all their might. A grinding sound echoed in the excavation as the stone wiggled and slid slowly inward. With a final grunt and surge of energy, Benny pushed the stone from the wall; it thudded against the floor inside the ancient structure.
"Quick, go get me a flashlight," Benny said as he strained to see into the dark recesses of the opening.
Jennifer rushed back to the old, rusty toolbox and rummaged through its contents until she found a long, metal flashlight. She grabbed the light and ran back to the opening.
Benny took the light from her hand and quickly leaned through the hole, sweeping its beam across the interior of the temple. Inside, he could see tables with wooden cylinders stacked on them.
"I found it," he said as he extracted himself from the hole and brushed dirt from his clothes. "I honestly found it."
Jennifer stared at him, wide-eyed and obviously excited. "What's in there?"
"Exactly what I was looking for. Help me pull the fan over here."
Benny and Jennifer wrestled an elderly twin-fan assembly to the open hole. One fan was designed to pull stale air out of the room and the other to blow fresh air into the room. The fans roared to life when Benny set the timer on the front panel.
"Okay, let's take a break while the fans do their work," Benny shouted over the din of the accelerating fan blades. He took Jennifer by the hand and led her toward the tables outside the excavation, away from the torrent of dead air rushing out of the temple.
The sounds of the fans diminished as they exited the site and climbed up a hill to a group of tables used for lunch by excavation personnel.
"You still haven't told me what you saw inside the temple," Jennifer said.
Benny pulled out a chair for her. "I can't be sure until we get inside. But I think it's the Visigoth Library of Rhaedae. The one that was supposedly destroyed by Henri de Trastamare in 1362. If I'm right, we're about to change the way the world looks at itself forever."
Benny walked to the other side of the table and sat in one of the chairs. He folded his hands, looked up at the sky and watched the setting sun play tricks with color. He could see yellow clouds sprinkled against a deep purple sky behind Mount Bézu. The decaying Knights Templar stronghold, jutting from the top of the dark mountain, was clearly silhouetted against the odd background.
Benny looked into Jennifer's eyes. "There's more to the story of Bérenger Saunière and Marie Denarnaud than I've told you so far. In 1885, Marie left her job in Esperaza to work for Saunière. She was only eighteen years old at the time she started to work for him and she continued to serve him until his death in 1917. During those thirty-two years, the two of them became very close.
"At Saunière's death, no will was found. He didn't have anything tangible to distribute. As it turned out, everything Bérenger Saunière acquired during his life was already in the name of Marie Denarnaud. This upset some people that were looking forward to getting their hands on the wealth Saunière had been flaunting for years.
"Records indicate that Saunière had purchased six pieces of land in Marie's name. On one piece of land, he built a two-story neo-gothic Magdala square tower with a full view of the countryside below; he used this as his library and office. On another, there was a three-story villa, Bethania, where his guests stayed. The bottom line is that whatever Saunière knew, Marie Denarnaud knew, and whatever Saunière owned, Marie Denarnaud eventually owned. That was the premise I was working under."
An air horn sounded in the distance and Benny jumped to his feet. "Come on, Jennifer. We can enter the chamber now."
Jennifer followed him down the grassy slope.
The sound of the air horn grew louder as Benny opened the gate to the excavation and moved toward the entrance of the temple. When he touched a switch on the unit, the irritating noise stopped and the fans started winding down.
Benny pulled at the fan that was blocking the hole into the temple. "Help me."
Jennifer grabbed the other side of the unwieldy contraption and they pulled it away from the opening. Benny stumbled while pulling the fans and leaned over to grab a pair of halogen work lights that had tangled around his feet.
He returned to the opening in the temple wall and tossed the lights through the hole. The halogen lamps were attached to a diesel generator and would provide more than enough light for them to see in the temple's central chamber.
Benny crawled through the gloomy opening first, followed closely by Jennifer.
It was dark inside, with only the reflected yellow glow of the lights outside illuminating the chamber. Benny wedged a piton into a crack between stones in the wall and hung the powerful halogen lamps on it before turning them on. The bulbs glowed yellow for a moment, then filled the room with intense, white light.
Benny swept his eyes around the temple's central chamber. It was approximately forty feet by sixty feet and there were tables strewn haphazardly around the stone floor. The tables were stacked with wooden canisters and there were bundles of parchments piled next to them. The front wall was made of cut rock and mortar with obvious irregularities where windows had been hastily filled before the building was covered. The ceiling was rough-cut from solid rock in a slight dome shape.
Benny breathed deeply. His lungs filled with the essence of his discovery and his mind expanded into the future: recognition, wealth, fame. Every particle of his body vibrated with excitement as his imagination created ghostly images, wrapped in priestly robes, that moved with a purpose around the room, arranging the canisters, sitting at desks, recording their knowledge and beliefs for those that would discover the library in the future.
Jennifer stepped around him and ran her fingers across the top of the nearest table, leaving a trail in the thick layer of dust. Benny joined her and picked up one of the wooden tubes from its surface. He turned it over in his hands, inspecting every aspect of the container before twisting it open.
Just as Benny was beginning to extract one of the parchments from the tube, he heard a rustling sound coming through the hole they had made in the temple entrance. He turned to see shadows brush over the opening and creep across the floor as two men with rifles in their hands climbed into the room. The men stepped to opposite sides of the opening, obviously waiting for someone else to enter. They remained silent and made no threatening moves.
"Who are you?" Benny asked, returning the tube to its table and looking back and forth between the two, armed men. "What are you doing here?"
A third man climbed lithely into the room and straightened up. He was tall: over six feet. His hair was graying at the temples and his eyes were the color of polished blue steel. The strange smile on his face was not reflected in his eyes.
"Thank you, Dr. Hostetter," the man said while pulling a nine-millimeter automatic from beneath his coat and pointing it toward Benny's head. The blast of the gun filled the room with a pressure that was felt as much as it was heard.
Jennifer screamed and crossed her arms over her unborn child as the stranger swung the weapon toward her.
Thus were the God of Light and The God of Dark born as one from the fires of creation. And with a great and terrible purpose, the Gods moved into the cool, black emptiness between balls of swirling flame spit out at their birth. Be ye warned, that as time passed and the Gods saw fit to create our ancestors, our ancestors perceived of the God of Light and the God of Dark in the only ways they possessed; thus, giving the Gods physical form and action that fulfilled our ancestor's desire to understand. And in this, our ancestors perceived of the Gods with little understanding and called the God of Light 'Good', and the God of Dark 'Evil'. As time passed, the hunger to understand grew and the ability to do so failed. Soon our ancestors denied what is and worshiped that which they called God and shunned that which they called Devil.
(from the parchments of Rennes-le-Château)
Twelve Years Later
It was half-past five on Wednesday afternoon. The sun was moving slowly toward darkness while rain clouds twisted in great arcs across the sky. Dr. Jennifer Farrell was sitting at her desk, massaging her temples and squinting at the printout of last week's test results.
She sighed and flipped at the spreadsheets with her fingertips. The sheets were nothing more than a theatrical prop. She was thinking about the problem that her boss, Sidney 'Sid' McMillin, was trying to hide from her. Jennifer knew she should be performing the initial investigation into Maury Furman's death but, for reasons that weren't explained to her and that she couldn't understand, Sid had called in an outsider to start the investigation.
Jennifer pushed the idle spreadsheets into the top drawer of her desk and locked it with a tiny key on her key chain before leaving her office. On her way to the parking lot, she walked past Maury's office, glancing at the locked door as she went by, thinking about the
annoying little man that had occupied the room next to hers for the last two years.
Jennifer had never liked Maury. But death wasn't something she had wished for him. Especially not from something she was working on. She was sure this was the reason Sid excluded her from the investigation. He was making certain that she was protected from any accusations resulting from Maury's death.
Jennifer's pace quickened down the brilliantly lit corridor. She had always known that men were useful, but not necessary, and it was just this type of male engendered ignorance that led her to the conclusion in the first place. Sid's present course of action simply reinforced her beliefs; all men were idiots.
Over the last year, Maury had proven himself to be a member in good standing of this overly predictable brotherhood of man by making his prurient interest in her obvious, even though he was married and in all other things held himself out as a pious defender of righteousness. Jennifer had accepted Maury's bazaar personality without question and dealt with his less than gentlemanly side easily.
She pushed aside these wandering thoughts as she waved at the guard sitting behind the front desk and walked into the frosty indigo of winter's nightfall. Her daughter had named the building 'Thor Store'. When Jennifer queried Mirissa about the unusual name, she was ready with an answer.
The front of the building reminded Mirissa of Mjollnir, the legendary hammer of the mythical God Thor, sitting on its head with the handle sticking up in the air. The seventeen stories projecting above ground were windowless, except the two top floors where Jennifer's office was located with the other doctors and scientists that inhabited Building Seven's elite area.
Building Seven was a dark, forbidding structure in bright sunlight. In the inky void of night, it was the black tower of evil that inhabited the nightmares of every innocent child at some time during his or her developmental years: at a time when dragons and trolls were real and moved as freely through the night as the blameless children they preyed upon, consuming flesh with desiccated fangs and fowling the air with their fetid breath. Now that Jennifer had vanquished the evil demons of her youth and traveled dark, back alleys of Hollywood's red-light district, she failed to experience the chills her place of work inspired in other people: less experienced people.
Overhead, storm clouds traveling with the currents of cold air moving around Barlow Springs, were slowly devouring the few stars still left in the sky and the full moon was bathing the trees with its remaining drops of milky radiance before disappearing behind the closing curtain. Jennifer glanced at the incoming storm while she negotiated the parking lot in search of her car and breathed deeply of the moisture and ozone in the air. She was enjoying the refreshing smells of the oncoming tempest. They reminded her of her childhood.
Jennifer tossed her thick auburn hair and climbed into her BMW. As she drove toward home, she cracked her window so cool air could flow over her face and the strange sounds of the dark night could caress her subconscious. Autumn was reluctantly giving way to winter.
***
Dark clouds hung in the sky and the sounds of rumbling thunder echoed in the distance. Diffused light, filtering through the thick, swirling clouds, made everything look gray -- as though some underworld creature had materialized and sucked the color from the landscape. Dr. Kyle Corbin tilted his head and studied the undeniable message contained in the sky above him. Being outside was not a good idea, not with all that static electricity looking for a place to go.
Kyle had landed in the small Arkansas town of Barlow Springs just minutes before he entered this nightmare. The moment his military transport plane touched down on the glistening tarmac, a nondescript Humvee with NCCR printed in black letters on the door pulled alongside and whisked him away.
His sullen driver had skipped the socially required introductions and collected Kyle like another piece of luggage. It was an insult to Kyle's penchant for order and the meticulous rules of conduct that made man civilized, rules that held man apart from the other animals that inhabited the planet. Kyle endured.
Kyle's face twitched and he adjusted the glasses on his nose. No one had ever told him that life was fair -- or even that life was supposed to be fair -- and each passing day carried proof that it never would be, at least, not for him. He was a man that had made a mistake and they were never going to let him forget it.
Kyle looked down at his feet and felt pity for the downtrodden soul he believed himself to be. He spent a large part of his time and energy pushing aside hopes and dreams and felt shame anytime unwanted positive thoughts crept into his mind. All he wanted from life was the opportunity to do good things, help people, and make his father proud of him. But he knew the unfairness of the world would never let that happen. Not for him.
For one brief moment, he had succeeded. He could still see himself standing in front of a room filled with people that looked up to him, who needed his help and respected his opinion. He could see himself in long, flowing robes with a towering cross at his back. His father was in the front row, smiling.
Thunder shook the dry earth under Kyle's feet and lightning washed the tangled landscape in white light, bringing him back to the present. He shook his head and looked at the silent man who had brought him here. His guide slipped between vines and limbs with a grace born of experience: movements of a man at home in prickly undergrowth and dense timberland.
Kyle stumbled over the rough ground. He pushed aside a limb in his path. It gripped his sleeve and he swore at the offending twig, before kicking at another branch in his way.
Kyle was almost six feet tall, but thin from lack of exercise. His hair was dark and lightly sprinkled with gray, his eyes were an unusual hazel color, and his facial features were short of handsome.
"Are you sure we're going the right way?" Kyle asked his unnervingly quiet guide.
The much larger man in front of him stopped and turned slowly. His face was cold and expressionless, his dark eyes as devoid of warmth as the chilly night air. "Yes," is all the man said before returning to his duty of leading Kyle through the forest.
Kyle and his guide continued to break, tear, and push their way through spiny undergrowth until they entered an open area. It was surrealistic: like something Dali would have painted if he had used varying colors of gray. Gnarled tree trunks stood like ghostly sentinels against the gloomy sky, stretching their anorexic arms upward, as though pleading for relief from the flashing electric display above. The stark image in front of them shifted as lightning crossed the sky, throwing shadows first to the left and then to the right, creating squirming figures of black on a gray background.
There was no life, not a leaf on a tree. Every blade of grass had shriveled and curled back onto itself.
"Wow," Kyle said in a hushed whisper, while his gaze followed the long, curving wall of live evergreens surrounding the barren area. He felt as if he should whisper here, as you would in a church or on other holy ground. But he knew there was nothing holy or sacred about the image before him. It was a cancer, a blight upon the land. It testified that true evil manifests itself in ways that man cannot understand; yet, he must understand to survive. Kyle knew this, sensed it in his soul.
Dead undergrowth crumbled under his feet when he stepped from the forest track. He knelt on the dry earth and touched a blade of grass that fell away from his fingers in a puff of fine powder.
Kyle stood and patted his hands together to clean away the dust. "If I didn't know better, I'd swear this placed had burned. It reacts like ash. But it can't have been a fire ... there's no charring." He was talking to himself, not really expecting an answer or even that his words would be heard and acknowledged by another sentient being; certainly not his uncomfortably silent companion.
Kyle stopped and listened. He heard no sounds of flying insects or rustling leaves in the branches over his head. There were no reassuring signs of life around him, only the sounds of the storm, which added to the palpable gloom, and the footfalls of his silent guide.
The two men traveled deeper into the strange land, companions only through a twist of fate, for neither man would have voluntarily chosen the other as a social counterpart. Should a stranger have seen them together in any surroundings, he would venture a curious glance at the two men traveling together: one stocky and rugged with tightly cropped hair, the other gangly and bookish in appearance. Had they been seen walking through this landscape of fantasy and fiction, the glances would have been longer and the curiosity more intense, for these two men could not be mistaken for benefactors of a noble cause, seeking to right some wrong perpetrated on the meek of the earth, or the purveyors of good tidings. Their bearing and actions foretold a more ominous intent.
When they approached the nearest tree trunk, Kyle pulled a small knife from the pocket of his slacks and unfolded the blade.
He rubbed his hand slowly across the tree's bark. "Could you hand me one of those sample bags?" A bright flash of lightning curled across the sky, creating dancing shadows all around them, followed by a loud crack of rolling thunder several seconds behind it. The storm was getting closer.
Kyle turned his flashlight toward his mysterious companion and watched as the big man shrugged an aluminum-ribbed hiker's pack from his shoulders. His guide was dressed in blue jeans, red flannel shirt and a thick goose-down jacket, while Kyle wore only a sports coat over his shirt and tie.
Kyle's guide removed a small plastic bag from his pack and handed it to Kyle.
"Thanks," Kyle said, taking the sample bag and considering alternatives, wondering where he should begin as he studied the thin, grayish layer of dust that covered the palm of his hand. What could have done this? There was no indication of a fire in this area and yet the powder on his hand looked like ash. Something seemed to have oxidized the tree bark without heat, but that was impossible. Kyle knew he had to stop making assumptions.
Fragile pieces of bark fell into the bag when he scraped the tree with his knife and a dry, musty smell filled the air. His companion picked up the hiker's pack with a dolly strapped to the outside and indicated that they should move on. The storm was rapidly closing in on them.
More dust, twigs and blades of grass dropped into sample bags as the two men worked their way toward the center of the area. Some samples remained intact as they fell into the bags while others crumbled at the slightest touch.
While Kyle collected the samples, his companion pulled a Nikon from his hiker's pack and started taking pictures. The flash of the camera made Kyle jump. He glanced at the man beside him and bent to the ground to study something unrecognizable. It could have been a small rabbit at one time. Kyle poked at the object with his finger, trying to force his thoughts away from the surroundings and searching for something to comfort the pain he felt in the pit of his stomach.
The odd click and flash of the camera continued to disturb the forest's solitude as they moved toward the center of the affected area. Kyle's guide finally stopped and turned toward him. "Over there," he said pointing toward a broad tree trunk standing in front of them.
Several bolts of lightning crisscrossed the sky from all directions, accompanied by booming and crackling noises that filled the air with the smell of ozone. The thunder was so loud that it pounded Kyle's eardrums and the earth beneath his feet vibrated, causing flakes of gray powder to fall from the trees around him like snow. He walked into the squirming shadows that surrounded the tree.
On the other side, Kyle discovered something that looked like an intricate sand sculpture of a man. He had recently seen a good example of sand sculptures outside the Breakers hotel in Palm Beach and the figure at his feet reminded him of the oversized rendering of George Washington molded from damp silica outside the hotel.
The thing at his feet was no sculpture. This was a man, laying on his side, clutching at his abdomen with his mouth open in what must have been a final scream or cry for help.
Kyle knew the man was dead. One of the stranger's thumbs had detached from his hand and fallen into the dust beneath his clenched fists, a clear sign that the stranger was no longer among the living.
Death was no stranger to Kyle; he had seen it in much more vivid detail than was portrayed by the sad looking thing that lay coiled at his feet. He searched his emotions to see what effect the sight of the man's dead body was having on him. He looked for sorrow, regret, distress ... something. But he was detached, wanting only to examine the anomaly, not concerned that this had once been a man with a life and people who cared about him.
Kyle knelt and touched the strangers chin with his fingers, only to watch the lower jaw crack away from the man's face and fall onto the grayish soil below, raising a puff of fine powder into the still air.
Lightning and thunder simultaneously pounded the surrounding countryside with the strength and intensity of a falling blacksmith's hammer. The sound reverberated between the mountainsides. "We need to get this out of here before it rains," Kyle said without looking up. His demeanor had changed in the last few seconds. He was confident and controlled, cool logic had taken over.
Kyle's fascination with the strange corpse on the ground had made him ignore his silent guide for several minutes. When he looked up, Kyle realized that his companion had already removed the rubberized body bag from the hiker's pack and assembled the light titanium frame strapped to the outside of the pack.
Kyle stepped away from the body and watched in silent fascination as his guide spread the bag next to the corpse and attempted to lift the powdery residue into its temporary coffin. The stranger's body broke into pieces, and Kyle's guide quickly gathered the chunks and transferred them unceremoniously into the black abyss of rubber and plastic.
When all of the pieces big enough to move by hand were in the bag, the guide used a small shovel to scoop the remaining dust and debris into the container. The whole process took only a few minutes, but it seemed much longer to Kyle.
To Kyle, time had stopped. He felt caught in a gray space in history that he knew would never be studied or discussed in polite society. Once before he had been in a situation that could only lead to bad endings. He feared he was in the second.
The guide retrieved his hiker's pack from the dusty ground and slipped it over his shoulders before placing the body bag onto the titanium cart designed to carry it. They were ready to go.
Velcro straps, circling the body bag to hold it in place between ridged uprights, creaked as the man started pulling it back toward the living forest line in the distance. Kyle followed silently behind, carrying the plant samples.
The sample bags filled with plant material seemed inconsequential under the circumstances and Kyle was wondering why he was here. It was obvious that his job had been to retrieve the body, and yet he wasn't a physician. He was a botanist. Nothing more.
Kyle's attempt to extract reason from the situation failed. He changed expressions frequently while he followed his guide and struggled with the unrelenting rush of confusion flowing though his mind. Distraction of thought resulted in several limbs in the face and a few extra stumbles and nicks for Kyle as he traversed the rough terrain.
A hundred yards before the two men reached their Humvee, the sky spread its fingers and released a sprinkle of moisture onto the land below. Kyle felt frosty liquid splashing on his face, punctuated by the intermittent sting of a water bead that had frozen in the clouds and failed to melt on its journey toward the earth.
Temperatures at ground level were above freezing, but the clouds existed at a much higher altitude where the temperatures were well below thirty-two degrees, resulting in a freezing rain from which nature selected certain intermittent member-droplets to reach the earth as liquid and allowed others to retain their icy state. It was an unfriendly environment, one that helped Kyle replace confusion with a concentrated effort to control the shivering of his muscles.
The rain quickly increased its tempo and grew into a ruthless deluge as they hurried toward the shelter of the Humvee. Kyle's guide reached the back of the vehicle first and threw the tarp forward to allow access to the storage bay. He tossed the hiker's pack inside and effortlessly lifted the cart with its grizzly burden into the trunk.
Kyle went directly to the passenger door and leapt into the seat. He was soaked to the skin and his teeth were chattering as his guide secured the tarp and climbed into the driver's seat beside him.
"I'm freezing!" Kyle said through chattering teeth. It was over seventy degrees when he left Florida and he was woefully unprepared for weather like this.
"Yeah, it's kind of cold," his guide responded in an uncharacteristic show of affability while starting the engine. "We're only about ten minutes from the Center. It'll be nice and warm in there."
The Humvee crept off the grassy shoulder onto the blacktop and accelerated into the night, its headlights reflecting off the raindrops pouring around them.
Kyle was thinking about crawling into the backseat to get some dry clothes out of his bag, but decided to wait until they reached their destination. His guide had thoughtfully turned up the heater and warm air was blasting from the vents, helping reduce his shivers to a manageable level.
The roar of the tires and the rhythmic whine and slap of the windshield wipers was combining with the warm air to make Kyle sleepy. He was rocking back and forth, rubbing his hands up and down his arms as the Humvee negotiated unlit streets toward their final destination.
The vehicle slowed as they approached a twelve-foot fence with rolls of concertina wire on the top. A gate blocked the road with a guard's kiosk on the left. At their approach, a uniformed man wearing a slicker stepped out of the small cube and approached the vehicle. The guard looked through the window and recognized Kyle's companion. He waved casually as he turned to walk back to the kiosk, where he activated the mechanism that retracted the gate.
When they entered the gate and rounded the next curve, Kyle saw a towering structure growing from the dark landscape. It was thicker at the bottom than it was at the top and glistened with sheets of rainwater rolling down its sides.
The Humvee's headlights raked the side of the structure as Kyle's guide swung up a concrete ramp toward a hundred-foot wide garage door in one end of the building's thickened bottom. His guide lifted a microphone from the console and spoke quietly into it for a few seconds. Kyle was unable to understand what was said over the noise of rain beating on the roof above him, but whatever it was, it must have worked because the door began to slide upward and light flooded from the cavernous room it was guarding.
Kyle's guide gunned the engine of the Humvee and it jumped into the vast expanse beyond the door. The room was large enough to house a commercial airliner. It had several metal doors in the far wall with letters and numbers stenciled on them, three huge metal plates in the floor, which Kyle assumed were hydraulic lifts, and it was completely empty, except for the two guards sitting at desks next to the far wall.
The solid concrete-block walls were painted yellow halfway up, and white the rest of the way to the ceiling. The ceiling was also painted white with pipes of all sizes winding across its surface. Some of the pipes had symbols and red arrows stenciled on their vinyl coatings, obviously understood by the army of men responsible for their constant maintenance, but undecipherable to Kyle.
The Humvee screeched to a halt mere feet from the far wall of the room and Kyle stepped out into the bright light.
"Hey, Orlando," one of the guards shouted to Kyle's guide. "Mr. McMillin called down and said you were coming in. He also said to tell you to hustle on up."
"We're on our way," Orlando said as he closed his door.
"Would it be okay if I changed into dry clothes somewhere?" Kyle asked. "I've got some in my bags."
"Sorry, Dr. Corbin. When the man says hustle, he means hustle. You'll have to change after you talk to Mr. McMillin."
"Well, can I at least take my bags with me? There has to be a restroom somewhere up there where I can get out of these wet clothes."
"Sorry. Not allowed," Orlando said, walking away from him.
Kyle threw up his hands and sloshed across the concrete floor behind Orlando.
***
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Jennifer swung the BMW into her driveway and looked up at the youthful face peering through living room curtains. The curtains swung closed and moments later Mirissa was running across the front lawn toward the car.
"How was school?" Jennifer asked, stepping from the car and giving her daughter a big hug.
"It was okay. Chad's still a creep though."
"What did Chad do to you today?" Jennifer asked, releasing her daughter and leaning back into the car to retrieve her purse and the bag of groceries she had purchased on the way home.
"You know. Same stuff. He just bugs me all the time."
Jennifer slammed the car door and started walking up the sidewalk to the front door of the house. "He just likes you. You might as well get used to it. That's the way boys are, and they don't change when they get older. If anything, they get worse. Did you know that boys think about sex once every fifteen seconds?"
"Not!" Mirissa said incredulously.
"It's a fact; tests have proven it conclusively. Every time a boy talks to you, he's thinking about sex."
Mirissa followed her mother quietly with a deep frown on her face.
The antebellum structure was surrounded by five acres of land with oak and pine trees strategically placed throughout the grounds. Lights blazed behind large windows on the first and second floors of their home. Mirissa didn't like the dark.
"Have you finished your homework?" Jennifer asked as she entered the house with her daughter in tow.
"Yes, Mom," Mirissa said with exasperation in her voice. She pushed the door closed behind them with a slam. "We didn't have much anyway. Ms. Leigh was out sick today."
"Don't slam the door."
"Sorry."
Jennifer laid her purse on the maple sideboard and walked into the kitchen with the groceries, shaking out her hair with her free hand. "Okay. Time for dinner."
***
Sid McMillin stood at the window of his office with his back held straight and his hands clasped behind him. He was a tall man, in good condition for his age with snow-white hair and matching mustache that gave him an almost regal look.
He was motionless as he watched the lightning outside paint eerie pictures in the night sky and listened as thunder played music to torment his soul. The affected area wasn't visible through the dark chaos outside his window, but he knew it was there. He had walked through the circle of white nightmare early that morning. Sid rubbed at his eyes and turned away from the window.
Some people would have described his office as modest, while others, who measure a man's worth by his possessions, would have described it as Spartan. Sid's station within the National Center for Carcinogen Research (NCCR) allowed him much more, but he had never been the kind of man that worried about other people's opinions or their pretentious trappings of wealth and power. There was no reason for him to pretend. He was a very powerful man and he knew it.
NCCR could close its gates and continue normal operation without contact with the outside world. It encompassed more than forty thousand acres in the foothills of the Ozark Mountains and employed most of the small town that played host to it. The Center's environment was complete: movie theaters, grocery stores, smelting plants, nuclear fallout shelters, and much more.
Before the words 'toxic nerve gas' and 'biological warfare' became political career killers, NCCR was the Department of Biological Operations (DBO): the only biological warfare center in the United States. The military decommissioned the base in the early 1970's and turned it over to the Department of Health, Education and Welfare (HEW) to build a new cancer research center. The federal government had funded reconstruction of the facilities, including Building Seven, Sid's domain.
Building Seven originally functioned as the missile assembly center of DBO, designed for creation of the rockets needed to deploy nerve gas and other chemical weapons. As such, the old building was constructed without windows. When HEW took over operation of the base, Sid's group retained control of Building Seven and five thousand acres immediately surrounding the building. Security windows weighing more than six hundred pounds were installed in the two top floors of the building where the offices were located. The rest of the structure housed laboratories, animal rooms and secure areas that were still without windows. DBO was now safely hidden from public view in the seventeen floors above ground and the fifteen subterranean floors of Building Seven. Other buildings within the razor wire protected section of NCCR housed local security checkpoints, storage, and various support personnel. The necessary work of discovering new, more deadly, chemical agents and their antidotes continued without interruption.
There had never been any question about the fate of biological warfare studies in the United States. The issue was too important to toss aside over something as simple and ineffectual as public outcry. The average person could never understand the need to prepare for all contingencies, or be trusted with decisions of this magnitude. It was people like Sid McMillin that made these decisions; people charged with the responsibility of protecting American citizens from themselves, as well as the more obvious enemies of the United States.
His fall into this obscurity superseded the creation of NCCR by decades. He had traveled the world in the service of his country, removing threats, retrieving secrets and developing new technologies. Unlimited resources, funded by illegal arms sales and untraceable financial transactions, created wealth that ensured his continuation and the continuation of his work long after he was gone. The public would remain safe from aggressors hidden in the shadow world Sid inhabited. He would see to that.
These concerns were always in his mind. But they were not alone. Sometimes, his thoughts turned backwards to a more important master. Even his soul, forged by the fires of conflict and death could feel the pain. It simply would not go away. He stiffened his spine and began the silent litany.
I was young, just out of West Point, having almost missed the war completely when I led my men into Berlin. We drove into the war-ravaged town at about the same time as other American and English forces were crossing the Rhine and the Russians were marching toward the city from the other side. As the war drew to a close it was an every-man-for-himself front, at least where the division of the spoils of war was concerned.
The German scientists, surrendering to American forces, left for a new life in a new world. The Russian volunteers were leaving in shackles. The word "Allies” was losing its meaning rapidly to an American military that still remembered the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939.
We traveled over miles of rough roads without any interference. With the death of their Fuehrer, the Germans had become a people without a leader, a child without its mother. The Allied forces were converging on all fronts without opposition.
We slowed as we passed through the remnants of Flakregiment 138. But, it wasn’t necessary. The German soldiers didn't bother to look up at us as we moved deeper into their Country. They just looked down at the soil on their boots.
When we pulled into an alley off the Luisenstrasse, I ordered my driver to send a scouting party to check out our objective. Time was short. I didn’t want to walk into the Russian advance guard.
"Yes sir,” the Sergeant said as he leapt from the jeep and ran toward the truck behind us.
"Corporal,” the Sergeant shouted as he pulled the flap on the back of the truck to the side. "Send somebody up there and find out what's going on."
"Yes sir! Barger, you and Palmer get out there and reconnoiter,” the Corporal ordered as he singled out two of the men lining the back of the truck. "I want your butts back here in fifteen minutes.”
The two young soldiers crisscrossed the Luisenstrasse, taking cover along the way in the alleys and doorways. With their M-16's clutched before them, they covered each other's progress. Intelligence had reported that the morale of the German army was broken, but there was always the possibility of a zealous sniper in the area.
As the two men approached the gray stone building that was the object of their investigation, they could see a black SS staff car parked in front. The German SS didn't need a leader. They were leaders themselves. German civilians they met along the way pulled back behind closed doors and shutters without a word of protest. The SS was a different story . . . .
"Mr. McMillin," his secretary said softly as she stuck her head through the door, interrupting his ongoing cleansing of the soul.
"Yes?"
"Dr. Corbin is back."
Sid selected a Havana cigar from the humidor on his desk and said, "Bring him in."
Pam closed the door softly as Sid eased into the leather chair behind his desk and clipped the end from the cigar. He turned his chair until he could see out the window again and listened to the sound of the rain against the glass.
Kyle stepped through the office door behind him. When Sid turned to look at the scientist, he suppressed a laugh. Water was pooling at Kyle's feet. His hair was plastered to his head and his clothes clung to him in dripping wrinkles. Sid motioned him to sit down.
"I'm afraid I won't do your furniture much good," Kyle said as he hesitantly approached one of the chairs in front of Sid's desk. "They wouldn't let me change clothes."
"I'm sorry about that. You can change in a few minutes," Sid responded as he waved a lighter under the tip of his cigar. "Were you able to finish your work before this storm hit?"
Kyle sat in one of the small captain's chairs and folded his arms over his chest. "I got the body out of there, if that's what you mean."
Cool air rattled through the metal vents overhead, blowing directly onto Kyle's soggy clothing. "You do realize that I'm only a botanist?" he said. "You're going to need other people working on this." Kyle held out his hands and began counting on his fingers. "You're going to need an M.D., a good chemist, and even a..."
Sid cut Kyle's dissertation short. "Everyone I need already works for me here at the Center. The only thing I didn't have was a botanist."
"I don't understand," Kyle said leaning back in his chair. "If you have all of these people working for you, why was I the only one removing all the samples? A medical doctor should've removed the body from the site."
"I'm not sure who I can trust yet," Sid answered, blowing a thick cloud of acrid smoke toward the ceiling. "That area just showed up this morning and the damn storm didn't give me time to organize a detailed operation. You were the best I could come up with on short notice."
Kyle squinted as the blue smoke drifted toward him, and he frowned. "Look, if I'm going to help you, you have to level with me. What's going on here? Where are the local authorities? There is a dead man in the lab."
Sid seemed to consider the request for a moment. "Part of what I'm going to tell you is classified and part of it isn't. To make it easy on both of us, you're to treat everything I tell you as classified. Agreed?" Sid tilted his head and waited for a response from Kyle.
"Okay. Go ahead."
Sid pushed up from his chair and walked around the desk. "When Congress turned this complex over to HEW in the early seventies, the military retained control of this building and the five thousand acres surrounding it. This is where we produce P-14 and I think P-14 is what caused the problem."
"What's P-14?"
***
The evening had progressed normally for Jennifer and Mirissa. They prepared dinner together, watched a little television and spent the majority of the evening checking homework and talking while rain pattered against the windows.
After putting Mirissa to bed, Jennifer retired to her bedroom and picked up a brush from her dresser. She sat on the bench at the foot of her bed and ran the brush through her hair. Her reflection in the mirror made her smile. At thirty-two she was still a very attractive woman: olive skin, thick auburn hair that framed her face and tumbled in flowing waves over her shoulders, liquid hazel eyes.
In time, Sid had been as easy to manipulate as the other men she used to reach her goals, even though their relationship had started differently than the other ones Jennifer had cultivated. The gun had made a big difference. So had Sid's willingness to use it. He wasn't like the other men in her life who were willing to do almost anything to make her happy. Sid was hard on the inside, difficult to reach. But still a man.
She laughed quietly to herself. Sid still believed he was manipulating her when she was the one doing the manipulating. All she had to do was make him think it was his idea and she could get him to do anything she wanted. Tomorrow morning she would take control of the situation.
Jennifer leaned forward and began brushing her hair toward the front.
***
Kyle buttoned his pajama top and climbed into the soft bed. He carefully fluffed his pillow and adjusted the covers around his waist before turning on the television with the remote control. He was too keyed-up to sleep. Sid had rented him a room in a bed and breakfast in town. The room was small, but clean.
Sid wanted Kyle to stay at the NCCR barracks, but Kyle put his foot down. Even with the money they promised him, the whole situation was starting to feel more like a kidnapping than a job.
And why was he really here? Sid's explanation was ludicrous, ridiculously unbelievable. Sid had to think he was an idiot if he believed Kyle was going to fall for the 'I couldn't trust any of my own people' line. Just ridiculous.
The picture on the television screen flashed from station to station as Kyle irritably jammed the button on the remote control with his thumb and readjusted his glasses.
He would start analyzing the samples tomorrow. They had actually created something as dangerous as P-14 and thought they could control it.
Stupid, just plain stupid.
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Thursday
Kyle awoke to the sound of an annoying buzz from the alarm clock next to his bed. He squinted and raised his hand to protect his eyes from the bright sunlight streaming through large French windows while he turned off the alarm. He could see tall trees sprinkled across the gently sloping hill behind the house, ablaze with shades of yellow, orange and red. Fallen leaves and pine needles blanketed the ground beneath them.
Kyle rolled out of the strange bed and wandered mindlessly into the adjoining bathroom to get ready for the new day. He removed his pajamas and folded them neatly, carefully pressing the seams with the palm of his hand before depositing them on one of the shelves next to the door. His eyes were partially closed and his mind barely at the edge of consciousness as he turned the handles of the old shower, causing stinging water to beat against his face and body.
Waking up wasn't something that Kyle did well. He never had a hangover because he rarely drank, and never to excess. But, he imagined that what he felt in the morning was akin to the feelings experienced by most people who spent the evening buried in a bottle.
It was probably some kind of penance. There was no other reason for him to wake up feeling like this: dark circles under his eyes, tired before the day even began. He knew his problems were more likely caused by poor eating habits than by divine intervention, but what fun was that.
The plumbing rattled in protest as Kyle turned off the water and stepped out onto the bathroom floor. He pushed his hair from his face, pulled a cotton towel from the rack and looked into the mirror over the sink. Condensation blurred his reflection. He wiped away the moisture with his hand and squinted at the face looking back at him. He was feeling better as he dug through his bag for a razor, almost human.
The revitalizing odors of bacon, grits, eggs, and freshly brewed coffee were filling the air around him. He shaved, dressed quickly and started downstairs to locate the source of these wonderful smells. They were making him hungry.
"Is that you, Dr. Corbin?" Samantha Hannon said over her shoulder.
"Yes, Ms. Hannon," Kyle answered, rubbing at his freshly shaven face and pulling out a delicate chair at the dining room table.
"Call me Sam, Dr. Corbin. Everyone does."
"Okay, Sam. But only if you call me Kyle."
"That's a deal, Kyle," Samantha said as she walked out of the kitchen with two platters filled with crisp bacon and scrambled eggs. "You dig in while I get us some coffee."
Samantha deposited the steaming platters in front of Kyle and returned to the kitchen. He scooped large portions of eggs and bacon onto the china plate in front of him and started eating.
"Did you sleep well last night?" Samantha asked from the kitchen.
"Like a rock. I haven't slept that well in a very long time, Sam."
"That's Great," Samantha said, coming back into the room. She set a steaming bowl of grits between the platters in the middle of the table and filled the cups in front of her plate and Kyle's with steaming coffee. "I'm always glad to hear that my boarders are comfortable. If there's anything you ever need, just give a holler and I'll get if for you."
"Everything is fine," Kyle said, spooning grits onto his plate. "Including this wonderful breakfast."
"Good," Samantha said, pulling out her chair. She sat down and patted the tight bun of gray hair at the back of her head.
"Am I your only boarder?"
"Yes, you are," Samantha said and reached for the platter at the center of the table. "We don't get many visitors. I just keep the place ready if there's a need." Samantha spooned eggs onto her plate and returned the platter to the center of the table. "It gets lonely around here sometimes with just me and Edgar to keep each other company."
"Edgar?"
"I'm sorry. You haven't met Edgar yet have you?" Samantha said frowning. She looked up to her right and said, "Edgar, say hello to Kyle."
Kyle followed her gaze to the top of a china cabinet against the dining room wall. A large yellow cat with piercing brown eyes was glaring back at him.
"Hello, Edgar," Kyle said cordially to the reclining cat. The cat closed its eyes and laid its head on its paws without responding.
"I'm afraid he's not very sociable," Samantha said apologetically.
"That's okay. I'm not much fun when I wake up in the morning either."
Samantha laughed and carved into the eggs on her plate. "You going to be here long?"
"I don't think so," Kyle said. "I'll know more after I get to the lab and see how much work has to be done this morning."
Samantha smiled.
"Maybe two weeks," Kyle concluded, biting into a crisp piece of bacon.
"Good," Samantha said and refilled her coffee cup. "We could use the company."
They continued eating in silence, with Samantha meticulously filling Kyle's coffee cup each time it started to get low or needed warming and adding more bacon, grits and eggs to his plate as his supplies dwindled. Kyle complained about the added food each time, mumbling that she was going to make him fat, but he always managed to eat it.
A horn sounded outside the house.
"That must be my ride," Kyle said, glancing at his watch. "I'd better get out there." He pushed away from the table. "Sorry about eating and running. Breakfast was wonderful."
"Don't you worry about a thing. Edgar and I will take care of the mess. You just get on with what you have to do."
Kyle grabbed his borrowed overcoat from the rack at the front door and rushed out to the waiting car.
***
Jennifer rubbed at her hair with a towel and looked critically at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. She thought her nose was too long and she really should do something about her nails. She started the electric hair-dryer and went back to work.
There was a soft knock at the bathroom door and Jennifer clicked off the dryer to see what her daughter wanted.
"Mom ... I have to go. The bus will be here any minute."
Jennifer quickly slipped into her robe. She needed to check her daughter's choice of clothing for the day. Sometimes, Mirissa's selections were questionable.
She opened the door and gazed down at her lovely little girl. Mirissa's streaked hair was brushed away from her oval face and she was wearing blue jeans with a light blue blouse and jacket that was acceptable for the steadily dropping temperatures. Mirissa's almond-shaped eyes twinkled up at her mother and her full lips stretched into a beguiling smile.
"Did you eat breakfast?"
"Yes, Mom," Mirissa intoned while twisting her face into an expression of -- I can't believe you asked me that. -- "And I've got my books, brushed my teeth and didn't forget my homework."
Jennifer gave her daughter a hug and pushed her toward the front door. There was work to be done and a boss to be confronted.
***
NCCR
Much of the morning was devoted to getting Kyle's picture taken and preparing his security badge so he could move through the building unescorted. When he finally arrived at his lab, he found that the body bag and other animal samples he gathered the night before were missing. The plant sample bags were still on the table where he left them.
Sid had explained that P-14 could cause oxidation without heat during their meeting yesterday. At least to that extent, Kyle's assumptions had been right. But, even with Kyle's persistent questioning, Sid offered no explanation about how P-14 worked or what it really was. He only gave Kyle the minimum parameters for determining whether P-14 was involved in plant and animal tissue breakdown.
The parameters used for P-14 were clear, but never conclusive. Three simple tests would tell him all he needed to know. The first set of tests would determine specific gravity, density, and mass of the residue. The spectroscopic analysis and microscopic study of the structure would tell him everything else. Once he determined the chemical content and structure of the plant samples, he would know what had broken them down.
The sound of the door to his lab swinging open behind him caught Kyle's attention. He turned and saw a beautiful, auburn-haired woman enter the room wearing an NCCR standard issue jumpsuit and high heels. "Hello Dr. Corbin," she said formally while extending her hand. "I'm Dr. Jennifer Farrell. You can call me Jennifer." She let go of Kyle's hand and took off toward the computer screen that glowed with the image transmitted by the microscope. "Is this one of the plant sections?"
Kyle had moved his mouth a few times but was unable to get a word out as Jennifer swept through his lab. "Yes," he said, joining her in front of the screen.
"Have you gone down to the cellular level?"
"I don't think I could even find a cell wall in that mess, much less a centriole or nucleus. I'm going to spin some of the material down in the centrifuge to see if I can isolate the chromosome bodies later."
Jennifer twisted at her hair while she studied the image on the monitor. "You're probably right. I haven't had any luck with the animal samples."
"You got the animal samples I collected?"
"Yes," Jennifer responded coolly. "I've never seen a human exposed to P-14 before. There really isn't much to work with."
"Then you know as well as I do that it's P-14, even without the rest of the tests."
"Yes, I know," Jennifer said without emotion. "The only things I can't figure out are how it got out of here and how it ended up in a perfect circle. As an airborne toxin it should've left a stripe through the woods as the wind carried it, not a perfectly round circle."
"Is there any chance that the contamination will continue to spread?"
"No. No chance of that," Jennifer responded. "P-14 goes inert in thirty minutes. It's safe after that."
"You said you didn't know how it got out of here," Kyle continued. "Don't you do atmospheric testing?"
"No. All of our tests are conducted under the most controlled conditions possible. Protocol strictly forbids atmospheric testing of any chemical warfare weapons," Jennifer stated absentmindedly, as though she was quoting from some prepared text that had become a permanent part of her long ago. "We have specially designed rooms and tanks where we simulate all possible weather conditions without endangering the public. All studies are conducted in sealed areas with no chance of a leak."
"Well, it got out somehow," Kyle said.
Jennifer sighed and arched her eyebrows. "Looks that way. But I don't know how."
"You hungry?" Jennifer asked.
***
Sid flipped through pages on his desk and puffed heavily on the cigar in his mouth, intentionally making Orlando Hollingsworth wait before being recognized. Jennifer had irritated him and he was taking out his anger on the next available person.
"So, how long before you've finished with the house?" Sid asked, finally pushing the papers to one side.
"It won't take long," Orlando said, straightening his large frame in the small chair. "I've got all the equipment we need. All I have to do is get it in place."
"I want it finished before I tell Kyle. The movers will be here tomorrow afternoon, which means I have to tell him in the morning. Can you get everything in place tonight?"
"That shouldn't be a problem. The house is fairly small and I'll be using wide area microphones and high-definition minicams."
"No cameras," Sid told him flatly and flicked ash from the end of his cigar into the brass receptacle on his desk.
"No cameras? You don't want any video? It's no problem for me to put in the minicams and they're impossible to detect."
"I'm not interested in watching this guy take a bath," Sid barked while he moved the papers back to the center of his desk. "No cameras! I just want to keep an eye on him for a couple of months, until he gets settled in. That's all."
"Don't worry," Orlando said with confidence in his voice. "This guy won't even be able to fart without us knowing about it."
"I'm not interested in his gastrointestinal problems either," Sid snapped before taking a slow, deep breath. He relaxed and softened his tone. "Just keep an eye on him for a little while."
***
Jennifer zipped the black body bag closed over the desiccated remains of Maury Furman after completing a long and arduous day of studying the tissues and organs. There was nothing more she could do with it. She would never be able to prove that he died from P-14 exposure, because there were never any detectable amounts left in the remains.
She walked to the sink and started scrubbing her hands. The tissue biopsies had revealed total cellular breakdown and dehydration. Jennifer had to assume that Maury was killed by P-14, since all of the tests met the specified parameters.
She dried her hands and walked over to her desk to call transportation and have the body moved to the hospital.
The weather report for the week was stuck under the telephone on her desk. She picked it up and started looking through it after confirming that transportation was going to move the body to the hospital. The report registered high winds Tuesday and Wednesday nights.
The circular pattern of the contaminated area was still bothering her. It was perfectly round. Nature was not capable of doing something like that.
Jennifer tossed the weather report across the room and watched as it fluttered to the floor, next to the wastebasket. She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. She knew nature was incapable of changing the rules. That meant someone was cheating. And she was going to find the person responsible.
Jennifer pushed the computer mouse slightly to refresh the screen on the far side of her desk. The graphics program was still active. Two images glowed, side-by-side, on the sixty-inch screen.
The image on the left was a satellite photograph taken just after discovery of the accident yesterday. The image on the right was taken this morning. It had fewer trees and bushes since the rain had flattened many of them into piles of white mud in the affected area. But there was something else bothering her about the pictures. She knew there was something there.
The Cray computer contained several complex programs that she could use to compare photographs, but nothing could replace the human eye. Jennifer moved the mouse until the angle of view for both photographs was identical. Slowly, she continued to adjust the screen until the images converged, drawing both pictures together at the center of the screen until one was directly on top of the other.
Nothing.
She moved the mouse again, pushing the images apart and back together, looking for some undefined difference between them.
Nothing.
She did it again.
Nothing.
And again.
Nothing.
Again.
Jennifer's eyes were getting blurry from watching the images bleed back and forth into each other, but she wouldn't give up. She knew it was there.
Again.
Nothing.
Again.
Jennifer momentarily froze her hand above the mouse. She squinted her eyes and nudged the delicate instrument once more to separate the two images. She leaned forward in her chair and glared at the screen.
Sure enough. By God! There it was.
Jennifer pulled the pointer across the center of the left image, creating a box. The image seemed to jump out at her as the Cray supercomputer enhanced and enlarged the center of the photograph. She clicked the mouse and the computer switched to the same section of the second photograph and then back to the first photograph again. There was no doubt about it. There was a metal object sitting at the center of the circular patch of affected area on the day it was discovered that was missing from today's photograph. It was time for another talk with Mr. Sidney McMillin.
Jennifer locked her door behind her and proceeded to Sid's office. Her high heels clicked a staccato beat on the hard floors as she moved rapidly through the corridors of the building and took the elevator to the top floor.
Enough was enough. Sid had been playing games with her from the beginning of this situation. It was time for him to come clean.
Jennifer stormed out of the elevator, pushed open the door to Sid's outer office and quickly breezed past his secretary.
"Dr. Farrell?" Pam queried. "Excuse me Dr. Farrell. Can I help you?" Pam jumped from her desk to try and stop the obviously angry woman.
Jennifer slammed the inner office door open. "Sid. We have to talk," she said shortly as she crossed the room to his desk.
"Mr. McMillin, I'm sorry," Pam said, standing in the doorway behind them. "She just wouldn't stop."
"That's alright, Pam," Sid responded, looking into Jennifer's eyes. "Everything is just fine. Ms. Farrell and I have an appointment."
"Okay, Mr. McMillin," Pam said with a frown on her face. "I'll be just outside if you need anything."
"No. It's okay, really. You can go home now. It's getting late."
Pam hesitated for a moment, watching Sid and Jennifer staring at each other. "Alright, Mr. McMillin. If you say so." Pam closed the door quietly.
"Why didn't you tell me you completed a delivery system for P-14?" Jennifer hissed at him as she coiled into one of the captain's chairs in front of his desk. "It's my project and I should have been informed."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"Get off it, Sid! I've seen the photographs. That's a charged delivery canister sitting in the middle of that mess. You built it and you used it to take out Maury Furman and I want to know why you did it, and why you didn't tell me about it first."
"You didn't have a need to know."
"I didn't have a need to know! It's my fucking project, Sid. How can you say I didn't have a need to know?"
"It has nothing to do with you, Dr. Farrell."
Jennifer leaned back in the soft chair and breathed deeply, trying to calm down. "I can't believe you're treating me like this. It's not like I'm some newbie research assistant around here. You and I have known each other for more than twelve years. Why are you making it so difficult for me to get the information I need to do my job? You do want me to do my job, don't you?"
Sid scratched at his cheek and smiled. "Come on, sweetheart. I'm just doing this for your own good. Sometimes I have to do things that aren't very pleasant and there's no reason for you to get involved in them."
"You used my project to kill him. That makes me involved."
Sid frowned and rotated his chair to look out the window. "I was killing two birds with one stone," he said and turned his chair back toward her. "No pun intended."
"Not funny."
"Sorry, that came out wrong. But we needed to get rid of Furman and we needed to test the P-14 delivery system. This seemed like a good way to do it."
"Why did you get rid of Maury?"
"You don't have a need to know."
"Sid!"
"This meeting is concluded, Dr. Farrell."
Jennifer threw her arms in the air and stormed out of his office.
***
Sid smiled at Jennifer's back. She still thought she was manipulating him when he was the one doing the manipulating. All he had to do was make her think it was her idea and she would do anything for him.
He had never regretted letting her live. Before the raid in France, intelligence indicated that Jennifer had an IQ off the chart with primary interests in math and science. Something he knew he could exploit. Her exceptional body and the willingness to use it to get what she wanted had been an added benefit, even though that part of their relationship had ended long ago.
Sid opened one of his desk drawers to extract a large file. He invested in human beings in the same way other people invested in stock. He bought them. Not always with cash, sometimes he made purchases with circumstances, but the result was the same. They became his property. The tab on the file was labeled 'John Clifford/Kyle Corbin'.
Kyle had been the property of the United States Government for almost twenty years, ever since he entered the Witness Protection Program. Since Maury was dead, Sid needed a new botanist. Now, Kyle Corbin belonged to him. Just like Jennifer.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
Dr. Sandra Wang peeked into her daughter's bedroom to make sure she was asleep and turned off the light. It was getting late, past midnight, she had lost track of time while trying to find justification for her actions in the DIRECTIVE and much of the night was gone.
The hallway to her bathroom felt unnaturally long because of her desire to sleep and the pain in her joints. Doctors had diagnosed her with Lupus four years earlier. Now, the Lupus was flaring; her kidneys were involved and her life would be ending much sooner than she had expected. Time was running out.
Sandra removed the brace from her right hand, pulled pins from her hair in front of the bathroom mirror, and let it unwind into unruly swirls before entering her bedroom and donning a simple flannel nightgown.
The bed squeaked and yielded invitingly as she lowered her aching body into the mattress's warm embrace. She closed her eyes and concentrated.
Almost immediately, a warm breeze filled with the sweet scent of honeysuckle and wildflowers caressed her cheek. Sandra smiled before opening her eyes and drank deeply of the unpolluted, perfumed air flowing over her bed. For a moment, the image faded and tried to slip away. There were swirling colors and distorted images moving before her eyes. She swung her legs from the thick down mattress of her bed and squeezed her eyes tightly closed, head down, breathing deeply until she felt the strength and vitality of youth again and the cool floor beneath her feet.
She slipped on a pair of spike heels to go with the leather she was already wearing and walked out the massive door of her room.
The Knight standing guard outside smiled at the sight of her. He was huge and dressed in chain mail hood, armor and a white mantle with a splayed red cross. One of his gloved hands was resting lightly on the sword at his side and the thick red beard that covered his face was neat and freshly brushed.
"Good evening, My Lady," he said as he bowed to Sandra.
"I hope you haven't been waiting too long Sir Philip," She responded, her smile revealing dazzling white teeth.
"The time that I wait for you is of no matter. But, I was becoming a bit concerned at your absence."
"Sometimes EarthWorld just doesn't want to let me go," she said with a girlish grin. "And since it's time away from you, it seems to pass even slower."
"My Lady is most gracious," the man responded as he reached out his hand and escorted her across the hallway to a spiral staircase.
Sandra and her Knight exited the palace together and moved through the crowd in its courtyard. Some of the people were dressed in peasant garb; others wore flowing robes and intricately embroidered finery. The people smiled and some bowed respectfully to her as she passed. They were her people and she loved them as they loved her.
"Sir Philip", Sandra said as they walked toward the stables, "do you feel up to a run this evening?"
Sir Philip Winston looked down into his Queen's seductive eyes and smiled at her. "What ever My Lady wishes, she shall have."
"Good, tell the stable boy to meet us at Arberry knoll with three horses," Sandra said with a secretive smile on her face.
"Why three horses, My Lady?"
"You will see," she said. "You will see."
Sir Philip left her standing near the gate to the city and instructed the stable boy. He then returned to Sandra's side and they walked out of the city onto the vast plain that surrounded Rennes-les-Bains.
Sparkling light enshrouded Sandra and her knight as they concentrated their wills, and a rushing of wind filled empty space as they flowed into animal forms.
Where Sandra and the Knight once stood, a large black wolf with silver accents and a smaller gray wolf now stood. They looked at each other and began racing across the grassy plain toward the forest line far to the east.
***
Reinhardt Zaveri sat on a grassy knoll wearing nothing but his boxer shorts with his arms around his knees. A granite altar stood silent watch at his back. Sandra raced toward Reinhardt across the grassy plain, her ears laid back and her tail flying out behind her. Sir Philip followed close behind.
Sandra slowed and sat back on her haunches in front of Reinhardt to await the arrival of her trusted companion. The smaller, gray wolf walked up and sat down beside her.
"Pack-Leader, why hast thou brought this ugly Human-Thing into NightWake?" The gray wolf asked.
"It hast beguiled me and I wou'st take my revenge on something," Sandra answered in the Language of the Wolves. "Wou'st thou prefer that I find solace in you, protector?"
"No Pack-Leader."
"I di'st not think so, my faithful servant."
Reinhardt tilted his head and stared at the two creatures before him with a tranquil concentration. The great black wolf shimmered and air rushed away to make room for Sandra's much larger human form. Two bright moons overhead accented her dramatic change into a graceful silhouette with an unnatural glow. Her dark hair swirled around her face and she laughed into the wind.
Reinhardt wore a puzzled frown.
"Hello Reinhardt," Sandra said.
"Hey baby," Reinhardt replied.
The smaller gray wolf at Sandra's side growled, shimmered and quickly grew into his Templar Knight form, reaching for the sword on his side.
"No Sir Philip," Sandra said, tenderly laying her fingers on his arm.
"But...My Lady!" The livid knight sputtered. "This worthless flatworm of a creature has insulted you."
"It's all right for now; he's here as my guest. Aren't you, Reinhardt?" She said smiling at the man sitting in the grass.
"You bet your cute ass, oh long, tall and sexy one," Reinhardt said as he stood up. "And your guest has a long list of social favors for you to perform on him."
Sir Philip screamed in rage and the steel of his sword sang as it slipped free of its scabbard.
"NO!" Sandra yelled as she moved between the two men, grabbing Sir Philip's shivering right arm that was poised to deliver a fatal blow.
"My Lady, you must allow me to behead this vile, oozing pestilence on our land. Honor demands that I take umbrage with this creature and dispatch him to the fiery depths of Bezu immediately."
"NO! You will listen to me! This man is not to be harmed!" She saw the pain in her knight's eyes and softened. "For now. I have plans for this one which I will give you the pleasure of carrying out for me," she said winking.
Sir Philip's eyes remained wide and his breathing was shallow and rapid.
"It shall be as you wish, My Lady," Sir Philip said sadly. "But it would be wise to warn this one against any further such statements, for I fear my control may be lost and my reflexes may act for me if I am pushed farther."
"Reinhardt, do you want this man to cut off your head?" Sandra said with cold logic in her voice.
"No way. If he did that, I'd probably wake up and never get you back. A dream like this is hard to come by." There was concern and worry in Reinhardt's voice as he spoke these words.
"Then you'd better be nice and keep your mouth shut. Because if you don't, I can assure you that Sir Philip will cut off your head."
"Okay. I will," Reinhardt promised.
The sounds of galloping horses approached from the distant city. Reinhardt turned to watch the stable boy riding toward them with three horses in tow.
With some assistance, Reinhardt finally mounted one of the horses before Sir Philip and Sandra mounted the other two. The four of them rode in silence back toward the castle with Sir Philip grudgingly leading Reinhardt's horse by its reins.
The strange entourage created quite a stir as they entered the city gates. People laughed and pointed at the funny looking man in boxer shorts, riding a black armored stallion.
The stable boy took charge of the four horses and Sir Philip led the way to the palace with Sandra on his arm. Reinhardt obediently followed behind Sandra and her Knight.
The buildings inside the massive outer wall of the city were made of stone, brick and mortar. The central road of the city was paved with stone and lined with shops and commercial areas, while the side roads were packed clay and lined with residences.
The people, buying, selling and going about their business in the bustling city, parted before the strange threesome as they proceeded to ride leisurely into the palace courtyard.
Once they reached the palace's central chamber, Sir Philip escorted Sandra up the stairs of the dais and seated her in an oversize throne. There were no other chairs in the room.
Suddenly, Sandra saw bright light and concrete walls in front of her. The throne room was gone. She heard the muffled sounds of a man trying to talk to her. It was an insistent voice. It wanted her to listen and be there with the man. There was a chair. There were ropes. It hurt. She covered her ears with her hands and unleashed a series of screams until she finally entered a dark void and returned to the throne room.
She opened her eyes and looked breathlessly at Sir Philip. She was shaking, sweating, frantic and afraid, but her knight was still at her side and acted as if nothing had happened. She relaxed at the knowledge that he was there to protect her, shook her head, blinked her eyes and focused on the task at hand.
"Reinhardt, I would like to ask you some questions if I may," Sandra said with dripping sweetness in her voice.
"Well," Reinhardt said as he shifted his weight from foot to foot, "I was hoping we could have some fun -- you know." There was a questioning look on his face, but he had lost some of his brashness.
"Oh, we will. I promise you that, but first you must answer my questions."
"Okay," Reinhardt said. His mouth twisted into a frown and he looked cautiously around the room.
"You've been doing some work with a man named Maury Furman haven't you?"
"Sure. What about it?"
"I'd like to know what he told you about the work he was doing with Dr. Wang."
Reinhardt's frown deepened and he lifted one foot to brush away a small rock stuck to the bottom of it. "He asked me to help him with some of the stuff he was working on with her. Nothing spectacular. You know, section this, and freeze that."
Reinhardt stopped talking and grinned at Sandra. "Hey, does this place have a dungeon?"
"As a matter of fact, it does," Sandra said. "A very well equipped one."
"With racks, whips, chains and stuff like that?"
"And much more," Sandra assured him.
"Alright! Enough talk, let's get naked and get it on," Reinhardt exclaimed, eagerly clapping his hands and rubbing them together.
Sandra sensed Sir Philip's tightening grip on the hilt of his weapon. "I'm sorry, Reinhardt. But I'm afraid you've got the wrong impression," Sandra said.
"Well, if we're not going to play in the dungeon, what are we going to do?" Reinhardt said disgustedly while raising his arms in a questioning gesture.
Sandra smiled.
NCCR
Friday
"Come on, Kyle," Sid laughed. "There's no such thing as being truly free. Everyone belongs to someone else. Anyone who needs money to survive, and gets that money from an outside source, is owned by the person that controls the source. Every person that has a job is owned by their boss, by a person that tells them what to do, how to do it and when to do it. Freedom is just a state of mind we've created to deal with our servitude."
"You're kind of cynical aren't you?" Kyle said. This wasn't the way he had intended to start his day.
"I think realistic is a better way to put it. The world is controlled by inalienable truths, as our constitution tells us. The constitution just failed to spell out the more important ones. Like, real power and control comes from the ability to destroy, not create. Someone that can destroy you has much more power over you than someone that can help you."
"You've been in the defense industry too long," Kyle said sarcastically. "You need some rest." Listening to Sid talk this way was making Kyle feel guilty about his own pessimism.
Sid laughed. "So, what are you trying to say? That all a person has to do is work hard, do the right thing, and success will come their way?"
Kyle didn't answer.
"You're living proof of that aren't you? Doing the right thing is what got you here in the first place. Here to your own little Garden of Eden, your sanctuary of freedom."
"Ok, you've made your point," Kyle said, looking down at his feet. "I don't suppose there'll be time for me to go back and say goodbye to my friends."
"The only friend you have is sitting right here in the room with you. It would be a good idea if you remembered that." Sid crossed his long legs and leaned back in his chair. "Without us, you wouldn't even last a week. I'm sorry about the move, but there's nothing we can do about it now. We'll just have to concentrate on making your relocation as painless as possible."
"So who am I now?"
"There's no need to change your name. This is just a relocation. Nobody's on to you."
"Then I don't understand why they have to move me."
"They told me you were being relocated and that I was going to be responsible for you. That's all I need to know. And that's all you need to know," Sid concluded with a stern look on his face. Their conversation was obviously over.
Kyle sat back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.
***
U.S. Marshals Office
LITTLE ROCK, AR
Stephen Gibson squeezed at his left knee under the desk. He had added a couple of miles to his morning run and now he was feeling it. The air was cold that morning, brisk and invigorating, the kind of weather that made him feel more alive than the sweltering heat of summer. Three miles weren't enough for that kind of weather. It called for more.
It was probably the last hill he came down where Kavanaugh met Markham that put the added stress on his joints and pulled the tiny muscle in his knee. Today was the first time he had included that section of the neighborhood in his morning quest to stay strong and healthy. He would just leave it out of tomorrow's run. There was really no need to push that hard anymore. The requirements of the U.S. Marshals Office were less stringent than the ones he had endured in the past.
Stephen scanned the top of his desk with his eyes. The stack of files was no shorter today than it was yesterday. No kindly fairy had come during the night and reduced the workload of paper generation he had to deal with.
"You've got yourself a new Hide," Alan Lahodny said, tossing another heavy file onto Stephen's already crowded desk.
"A what?"
"A Hide. You know ... a skin ... hidden ... a Hide."
"You've got to be kidding me."
"I'm serious. Take a look."
Stephen picked up the new file and opened it. "I'll be damned," he whispered as Alan walked away. The first page of the thick file contained a biography with a picture in the top right-hand corner. The name John Clifford/Kyle Corbin was printed across the top of the page.
"I've got a Hide."
***
NCCR
Even after twelve years of constant labor there were still decades of work ahead of the reclamation and translation teams working in Building Seven. They had manuscripts printed on thin sheets of copper, leather, parchment, papyrus and vellum collected from the dig in Rennes-le-Château. These manuscripts required a remarkable commitment, not only to the preservation and translation of the extraordinary collection, but also to the advancement of the knowledge relative to each fragment's construction, its durability, its preservation, its history and ultimately its effect on the future. Even if that knowledge would never leave the building.
The library's preservation laboratory 'B' consisted of a long, well-lit atelier buried three stories beneath the earth where several conservationists spent their time carefully patching bindings, using vacuum tables to prepare brittle gatherings for encapsulation, or treating them with a commercial aqueous solution for stabilization and deacidification. Traditional methods known to bookbinders for centuries, such as applying natural beeswax to repair leather bindings, were used alongside the most modern chemical and physical techniques.
At one of the tables, pages from a particularly old canister were presently being cleaned, deacidified, and stabilized before encapsulation and reconstitution into their original gatherings. A repaired rip here, a new clasp there. The lab's pace was purposeful, unhurried, thorough and precise.
In preservation laboratory 'C', a long table held individual pages of parchment: scheduled for splitting and arranged in order. The technician in the room was selecting one page at a time and moving it onto the working table. There, a clean sheet of ordinary paper, slightly larger than the original page, was placed into a mechanical roller that coated one side with clear, wet mucilage. The sheet was then glued to one surface of the brittle parchment, and the composite was placed into an envelope and pressed on a common book press for several hours.
When the first side had dried, a second clean sheet was coated with mucilage and attached to the other side. When both sheets had dried, the composite was carefully placed into a small crevice in the table, and with one smooth motion, the two new sheets were drawn apart, just as one would pull adhesive tape from a roll. Half of the parchment page with text remained attached to one of the new sheets and half remained attached to the other. The two separate sheets were then placed in a bath of fresh water that loosened and rinsed the mucilage and allowed the two pages, each printed on one side, to be removed and gently dried.
In the final step of the procedure, a new sheet of thin yet durable acid-neutralizing paper was coated on both sides with mucilage and the split pages reaffixed to each side. The new composite sheets were dried and pressed, and then trimmed to fit the sheet's original dimensions. The result was a strong leaf with all the visual characteristics of the original, but now usable without danger of crumbling or tearing from normal handling.
Vladimir Porchevick was working across the center viewing hub in preservation laboratory 'A', using an ingenious method of determining the precise species or subspecies of a particular parchment sample. Collagen from the parchment was isolated and subjected to an electrical current. This caused the collagen molecules to reform themselves in characteristic patterns as those of a goat, sheep or calf protein. Sandra was watching him work.
"Yes, it's remarkable. You and your people never cease to amaze me." Sandra said and gave him a big smile. "But, you said that you had something for me.
"Ah...yes," Vladimir said with a thick Russian accent he was unable to lose. "You said you wanted me to let you know anytime I found something new with a reference to the phrase 'Cloak of Death' we found on the earlier fragments."
"Have you found something?"
"Come. I will show you," He said and waved his hand, directing her toward the viewing chamber at the middle of the preservation and translation labs.
The massive room was full of tables displaying the pages and fragments that had already been preserved and translated. The lighting and environment in this section was carefully controlled and the parchments being displayed in this room were pressed under glass for increased protection. Vladimir took Sandra to one of the center tables and pulled a sheet of paper from a niche under a newly completed fragment.
"Here," he said, proudly presenting the page to Sandra, "is one I translated myself."
Sandra took the page and studied it. The top of the page displayed a photograph of the subject fragment and the bottom of the page contained a translation. Sandra expended a short glance on the photograph before going directly to the translation:
" . . . in an instant. As is required before the final crossing to otherworld these people shall fall before the Cloak of Death like dry chaff before a fire and it shall triumph against the . . ."
"May I keep this?"
"Of course. Is yours."
"And you'll let me know as soon as you're able to place the fragment with the rest of its page?"
"Instantly upon their discovery!" Vladimir said flamboyantly and then proceeded with a caution. "If we actually have the rest. You know that the fragment may remain orphaned. We may not be able to find its mother. And even if we do have the other fragments of its mother, it could be years before they are preserved, translated and placed with this child."
"I know," Sandra said. "Just keep me informed of the progress."
The concept Sandra was exploring had been born while she was working on an assignment with Sid in Paris. One conversation, one simple thought had forced a radical change in their plans.
It was at the Joules Verne, the restaurant atop the Eiffel Tower, where she met the archaeology professor for lunch. Professor Hostetter had been working on the restoration of a temple in the small parish of Rennes-le-Château and he wanted to tell Dr. Wang about it. His interest in her was much more than simple academic respect.
Dr. Benny Hostetter had found a large bundle of parchments earlier in the year that led him to the temple. He pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket and pushed it across the table for Sandra to read.
"My message to man is neither born, nor does it ever die, nor, having once been will it cease to be. Unborn, eternal, perpetual and primeval, it is not slain when the body is slain."
"Interesting," Sandra said. "Did you translate this yourself?"
"I deciphered it first and then translated it."
"You mean it was in code?"
"Technically, it was a cipher. A code is syllables of plaintext converted to corresponding symbols and a cipher is individual letters converted to other letters. The parchments are written as substitution ciphers of Latin plaintext, so I have to decipher them before I can translate them from Latin to English."
"I didn't know you could do that," Sandra said, working the compliments to keep him talking.
"Sure. All archaeologists are fair cryptanalysists. Many of the written texts that we deal with are in code, especially the religious works. Man started using codes almost as soon as he developed the written word. We have found composite codes and ciphers in Egyptian text, Hebrew, even in hieroglyphics. Keeping secrets has always been important to us."
"Yes. Secrets are important," Sandra said, nodding solemnly as the waiter placed fresh salads in front of them.
"I heard that the class you're teaching is pretty interesting too," Benny said, stuffing crisp lettuce and dressing into his mouth.
"The students seem to like it," Sandra said, picking at the salad in front of her. "It's designed to teach them mapping procedures based on the first thirty thousand nucleotide pairs in chromosome twenty-one. The ones that haven't been mapped before."
"Is that the whole chromosome?"
"No," Sandra laughed. "Just one part of it. The total human genome contains over three billion nucleotide pairs. These pairs are made up of four nucleotides: Adenine, Guanine, Cytosine and Thymine. But, there are only two possible combinations, since Adenine is always paired with Thymine and Cytosine is always paired with Guanine."
"Like binary code," Benny said.
"What?"
"You know, binary code. Like computer language, where a bit is always either off or on: zeros and ones. Or Morse code: dots and dashes."
Sandra blinked several times and looked across the room. "Genetic code ... message ... a message ... literally a message. What if this really is a code ... a message of some kind? That would explain why we've never been able to find a biological function for this material."
"What are you talking about?"
"If you were God, where do you think you'd hide a message for the life that you created?" Sandra said. She looked out the window and her eyes opened wider. "Where would you leave a message for the life-form to find when it evolved to a point that you'd want to communicate with it?"
"Slow down, Sandra."
"No! Listen to what I'm saying. That passage you translated, something about a message that wouldn't die when the body died. It continues to exist because it's replicated in the descendants of life. Think about it. A message in the genetic code itself, passed down from one generation to another until we finally develop the technology necessary to find it and decode it. It could be anything!"
"Slow down, Sandra."
"It could be a detailed description of our creation, or the secrets of the Universe..."
"Slow down, Sandra."
"...or direction to immortality, or..."
Benny leaned across the table and took Sandra's hand. "Slow down, Sandra!"
"...even the meaning of life itself." She ended in a whisper as her eyes focused and looked into his. "It could be anything."
Sandra shook her head to clear away the memory. She laughed and looked up at the two books written by Jesus Christ displayed in the center of the room. How young and foolish she had been. But, it wasn't her fault. The importance of Mitochondrial DNA was yet to be discovered. Everyone was still concerned with the nucleus of the cell. That's all there was. At that point in time, no one had known that there was more to it than that.
Sandra failed to notice the deteriorating weather when she walked out the door toward her car.
***
Kyle carried his suitcases into his new home. Sid had given him directions after their meeting and told him to take the rest of the day to move into his new house.
It was a nice enough place, nothing extraordinary, but certainly adequate for his needs. He dropped the bags on the living room floor and started to explore his new surroundings. The house was well furnished: sofa, television, and fully stocked refrigerator. If they were anything, they were thorough.
He opened the closets and drawers in the master bedroom, but found them empty. Not that thorough, he thought to himself. His clothes and other personal belongings would be there in a few hours according to Sid.
The house was a good size; about two thousand square feet with an acre of land. Three bedrooms, two full baths and a two-car garage large enough for him to convert one side into a workshop. The landscaping was unimaginative, but well maintained.
Kyle returned to the living room and retrieved his suitcases. He carried the bags into the master bedroom and laid them on the queen-size bed before pulling carefully folded shirts and pants from the bags and laying them on the bedspread. He plugged in his steamer to take out any wrinkles caused by packing before placing the clothes where they belonged. A fairly simple task given the few items he had brought with him. There would be much more serious work ahead when the rest of his clothes arrived. They would surely be a mess.
***
An unmarked van parked across the street from Kyle's new home. There were no windows in the back of the van and both side windows in the front were heavily tinted. Inside the van, an electronics console that would have looked at home on one of the space shuttles nestled comfortably.
Orlando adjusted the headphones on his ears and flipped through the computer settings, checking for clarity of signal from each of the microphones he had planted in the house. They were all working perfectly. There was little to hear, just the random clicks and scuffling noises Kyle was making as he moved around the house. Orlando was getting bored. He would be going home soon to test the equipment from his main control center. There was no reason to sit in the van when he could do the same job from home.
He checked to make sure that both recorders were running before climbing back into the driver's seat and starting the engine. As he had told Mr. McMillin, Kyle Corbin wouldn't be able to fart without him knowing about it.
***
Late that night, nine figures, wearing dark green robes of heavy broadcloth, walked in single file toward a vicious purpose. They were treading carefully down narrow steps that led to the floor of an enormous cavern, faces hidden from view by deep cowls atop long, flowing robes. Their sandaled feet carried the procession deeper into the recesses of the natural cavern, heads bowed in reverence, chanting softly in the room lined with torches.
This was a very hallowed day on their ancient calendar to be remembered and celebrated. The Nine each thought of their Order's history with pride as they moved to the far wall and their leader approached the pedestal standing against it. Sitting atop the pedestal was a silver reliquary, which their leader carefully opened to reveal the trepanned skull inside. He then returned to the group and the members prostrated themselves before the relic, speaking in unison. "Smile upon us as we do this in remembrance of them."
The Nine then stood and turned to the stone altar behind them. A naked girl lay on the stone slab, long blond hair forming a halo around her plain face, pail skin covering her slender body, motionless and yet breathing regularly.
The leader walked to the far side of the altar and slowly pulled a bone-handled knife from its stone scabbard. He held the knife before him and moved to the other side of the altar, holding the weapon's twin blades upright for the others to see.
When he reached the other side, the leader waited as the others gathered around him before pressing the two razor sharp points firmly against the girl's carotid artery, opening it and allowing twin streams of blood to spurt onto the cold stone. The Nine watched in silence as the pool of blood next to her neck grew and started to run down the incline into a groove carved in the altar.
As the groove quickly filled, blood followed the carved path to the end of the stone where another member of the Nine stood waiting to catch it in a metal bowl. The sound of blood dripping and splashing in the bowl echoed around the chamber as the girl's skin steadily lost what little color it originally contained and her breathing slowed until the movement of her chest stopped completely.
It was at this point that the leader again lifted the knife, cutting flesh from the now dead girls body and laying small pieces on a silver platter held by a third member of the Nine.
The bowl that contained her blood and the platter containing her flesh sat on the altar next to the girl's body. Eight of the members moved to benches across the room while their leader dipped a jewel-incrusted chalice into the blood, filling the vessel with the still warm fluid before wiping the outside of the silver cup with a soft cloth.
After cleaning the chalice, the leader picked up the tray in one hand and the jewel-incrusted cup in the other. His sandals made scraping sounds on the stone floor as he carried the chalice and the tray with pious righteousness toward the eight figures seated before him. It was a significant moment for them all.
The leader sat the chalice and the silver tray on flat surfaces protruding from the sides of a podium. He stood before the other members of the Order of Nine and threw the hood back from his head.
His deep, rich voiced echoed around the walls of the vast chamber as he spoke the invocation. "This we do in remembrance of them. Let us not forget." He then ate a piece of the girls flesh and drank of her blood before passing the chalice and the tray to the other members so they too could celebrate.
***
Samantha Hannon was going to miss Kyle. It got lonely in the big house that she called home. Edgar was good company, but it was always nice to have another human being around. She was glad that Kyle found a house and would be staying in town. She was sure she would see him again.
Samantha pulled the sleeve of her nightgown up on her left shoulder and looked at the bruise in the bathroom mirror. It was still tender to the touch. Dr. Wang said the flu shot would sting a little when Samantha got it, but the shot this year seemed to hurt more than the one she got last year. Just a sign of getting older she thought, less tolerance for pain.
Samantha walked into her bedroom and climbed between the sheets, pulling the wedding-ring quilt up under her chin. She was tired. Ready for a good night's sleep. Her eyes closed and she slipped silently into the darkness.
Samantha's eyes opened. She was now wearing a short flimsy nightgown, not the one she had worn to bed. It was covering a young, vibrant body, filled with life and energy. She was afraid and started to run. She ran through the twilight, not knowing where she was going. Her only protection was the nightgown, clinging to her firm body. Crashing sounds, in the tall grass to her right told her the creature was getting closer.
Fear gripped her chest.
She turned to a stand of towering trees on her left and sprinted toward their protective gloom. The air whipped her golden hair behind her and moonglow highlighted the floating convexities and concavities of her perfect thighs.
Stars looked down between dividing clouds and illuminated the strange landscape below as her bare feet skimmed over mossy ground and carried her between gnarled tree trunks. When she entered the forest line, the trees' spreading limbs dimmed the unnaturally bright light, protecting her from searching eyes as she burrowed deeper into the forest.
She turned her head and looked over her shoulder into the silent darkness. The creature was gone. Only the sounds of her running feet, padding against soft ground, could be heard. The creature had left to find easier prey.
She slowed to a walk, her lungs aching from the exertion, and wound her way through the strange forest until she came to a creek, bubbling gently over rounded stones formed by ages of rushing water. Her breathing was quick and ragged. She dropped to the muddy ground and stared at the shimmering spots of light on water racing into the unknown.
It was quiet. The only sounds were those made by the stream. Now, there was nothing to fear.
Samantha looked around the forest and glanced down at her own reflection in one of the stream's pools. Her hair was long and blonde, her face was the one she remembered seeing in mirrors as a young girl. She pushed her hands out in front of her and gazed at the long supple fingers covered by unblemished skin. She was young again. But this couldn't be possible. Sam was old but she had not fallen into the depths of senility yet. At least, not that she knew of. None of the doctors she saw on a regular basis had ever said anything about the possibility of her losing her mind.
She caressed the firm flesh of her thighs and slowly explored her body to be sure it was really hers. All of her senses were telling her that this was real. It was really happening, but surely it must be a dream. Surely she would awake and discover that she was still the old woman living with her cat in a small Arkansas town that she knew she really was.
A breeze rustled the leaves around her and she could smell sweet lavender in the crisp air. It was chilly. There were goosebumps rising on her forearm; a strange thing to happen in a dream. If it was a dream, then she might as well enjoy it for as long as it lasted.
Samantha stood up and twirled in the light of the stars, laughing at the sky above her. She was happy, ecstatic. It was all so wonderful.
There was a beautiful woman standing not far from Samantha. She stopped spinning to see what the woman wanted. The stranger was standing over a dead creature. Not a bear, not an alligator, Samantha had no idea what it was. She had never seen anything like it before. The stranger held the hilt of a sword in her hand that protruded from the creature's neck. For some reason, this strange sight failed to frighten Samantha. She began walking toward the woman to see what had happened.
"My beloved, Samantha," the woman said with a smile. "You've come home. Welcome."
Samantha's aged body lay still in her bed. The wedding-ring quilt still pulled up under her chin. A smile creased the already wrinkled skin of her face as she breathed her last breath. The pain was over.
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He came to her. His face was featureless and his body seemed to flow rather than walk. She turned and ran as she always did, but her legs were weak. It was like running in sand, every step an effort.
She ran faster, passing through darkness. Things in the dark surrounded her and she knew they offered no assistance. They belonged to him, as everything around her was his, and now he wanted her.
She continued to run through the dark with her hair blowing in the cold wind and her gown snapping around her knees. She slowed and he took her by the shoulders.
Jennifer awoke to an unusually loud knocking on her bedroom door.
"Mom, wake up! It's Saturday and we're going to the fair. Wake up Mom!"
"Okay . . . Okay I'm awake. Make me some coffee." Jennifer scrunched her face and ran her fingers though her hair.
***
BRANSON, MO
Beatrice Furman sat in her favorite chair in the living room, rubbing her fingers across the red binding of a book that Maury had given her three weeks ago. He had told her not to read the book unless something bad happened to him. Well, something bad had happened to him.
She stroked the book's soft cover again. The word Journal was printed on the red leather.
The book had made her nervous when Maury gave it to her and it was making her nervous again. She was afraid to read it because she needed Maury's help and feared that he would fail in his duties as a husband again, as he had done so often when he was alive.
Beatrice breathed deeply and said a silent prayer that the book contained answers, telling her what she should do now that Maury was gone. She had sent their two children to stay with her sister for a few weeks, because there was so much to do with his sudden death, and Beatrice was confused, looking for answers.
She pulled back the latch on the book's cover and heard bindings crackle as it opened. She began to read.
My darling Beatrice. It is my prayer that you should never read this, for if you do it means you are alone. I hope that if your time to act should ever come, you will forgive me as you deal with those things that must be accomplished. I know you will not understand much of what I have to tell you, but I am counting on you to find a way to understand. It is very important. I will begin with a brief history of the problem.
In 1919 twenty-five people sat in a Munich beer hall and listened to the first public speech of a young National Socialist German Workers' Party member. They called him both genius and maniac, and the holder of party card number 502 changed the face of history.
He began his autobiography in 1922 and finished it two years later while serving a jail sentence for high treason. During his time in prison he received gifts from all over Germany. It was under these circumstances, and under the attention of his secretaries and valet, that he completed Mein Kampf, a blueprint for the conquest of the world.
Adolf Hitler's road to the Chancellorship of Germany was paved with fiery speeches and cheering crowds. He swept aside the obstacles before him and led the Third Reich to war with a zeal that rivaled the armies of Alexander the Great.
The German Fuehrer's strategy was both psychological and physical. He believed that if he could break the spirit of the English people, the rest of the world would follow.
This quest led to the launch of the first prototype of the V-1 rocket at Peenemunde on December 24, 1942. Mass production of the pulsejet began at the Argus Motorwerke soon afterward. Most people in London referred to them as buzz bombs or flying bombs, but the German's called them Fieselers.
The Fieseler was the Fuehrer's first direct attack on the minds of the English people. The people of London didn't fear the sound of the throbbing pulsejet; they feared its silence. When the blue flamed engines shut down, the bombs fell indiscriminately onto English soil, raining death on the suburbs and residential areas more often than they struck military targets.
Historians have written about Hitler's mistakes with great relief. The German physicists, Hahn and Strassman, first split the atom on September 8, 1938. The consensus is that Hitler's decision to go forward with the V-1 and V-2 rockets, rather than production of the atomic bomb, saved the world from his domination.
Adolf Hitler's belief in the occult may have been the reason he decided to produce the V-1 and V-2 rockets. His twisted mind was more concerned with the way he won the war than it was with winning it. He had to purify the human race and provide a fruitful world for the Aryans to dominate.
When German scientists explained the nature of a nuclear explosion and how it would poison the earth, Adolf Hitler rejected their proposals. He wanted to exterminate the impure people infesting the planet, but he had no desire to destroy the world he intended to rule.
The idea of destroying all of the technological centers and inhibiting plant growth for decades was unacceptable. He wanted to eradicate the vermin without burning down the house, and the best way to do that was with chemicals or disease. If it was possible to rid your home of roaches with a biologically disruptive poison, why couldn't you rid the planet of non-Aryans the same way?
Engineers developed a delivery system for his toxin while chemists and biologists tried to prepare the toxin for delivery. The engineers were more successful than the biologists and chemists.
The Fieseler was a perfect delivery system for the Fuehrer's biological weapon. It had a maximum range of four hundred kilometers and could fly at four hundred and sixty kilometers per hour. Without endangering a single German life it would deliver massive amounts of toxin to the English people. The Fuehrer was promised a weapon so concentrated that small amounts would kill millions.
Several different biological weapons, developed by the German scientists, were tested in Jewish concentration camps in Poland and Germany. Along with learning how many blows a ten-year-old boy could sustain to the head from a rifle butt before he died and which sterilization techniques were the fastest and easiest, the camp doctors began testing hundreds of depraved chemical and biological compounds on their prisoners.
The Germans discovered compounds and viruses that effectively destroyed human life. Some were diseases that could infect a group of people and allow them to live for weeks, spreading death to everyone they managed to encounter. However, these were difficult to control and there was no vaccination available to protect the pure German race from destruction along with the mutants they were trying to remove.
There were chemicals that would destroy all human life in their path and dissipate into safe levels in short periods of time. But these vile chemicals oxidized everything, including plants. What would a world without vegetation be worth to the new generation of man?
As time passed, they loaded explosives into the Fieslers' warheads and fired them across the English Channel. They had to do something to carry on the war while the scientists searched for a cleaner, chemical solution. On June 15, 1944, three hundred and twenty-seven missiles dropped on London in a fourteen-hour period. This was the highest concentration of fire the Germans ever achieved. It was impossible for them to maintain and the military began to realize their failure.
September 1, 1944, a steam generator fired a piston up its one hundred and eighty foot ramp sending the last Fieseler from French soil toward London.
German scientists were never able to give Adolf Hitler the weapon he wanted, and the rest of the world never knew the true purpose of the Vergeltung-1 (vengeance bomb).
At the end of the war the public slowly became aware of the gas chambers that had killed people by the thousands. They were told about the butchery. But there was more.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
At a quarter-past eleven on a Saturday morning, Kyle looked over a metal railing toward a tree-covered valley far below him. The air was cold and the dawn sky was pink in the distance. A light breeze was swaying the tall pine trees that blanketed the Ozark Mountains. Birds were singing and fluttering from branch to branch and there was a smell of thatch mixed in the soft wind's currents. He was the only person standing at the scenic overlook of Barlow Springs. His new gilded cage.
A sound caught his attention and Kyle turned to watch a car pulling into the parking area behind him. It was a nondescript blue sedan with the driver as its only passenger. It turned into the parking stall next to his rental and a tall man, wearing a dark sports coat and tan pants, stepped out and walked slowly toward him.
"Mr. Corbin?" the man asked.
"Yes," Kyle said.
"I'm Marshal Stephen Gibson," the man said, and leaned against the railing next to Kyle, looking out at the scenery for a moment before pulling a leather wallet from his jacket pocket and passing it to Kyle.
Kyle took the wallet and compared the man's face to the picture on the identification. Stephen had blond hair, blue eyes and a boyish youth about him that reminded Kyle of some actor whose name he had forgotten. The picture on the identification was recent.
"Hello, Marshal Gibson," Kyle said while handing the badge and ID card back to the man standing next to him. He returned to the railing and leaned on his elbows. "How do you like the view?"
"It's beautiful. I come up here to go camping when I can find the time."
The two men studied the scenery in silence. The sun was climbing higher in the sky, pushing dark shadows in front of it.
"I don't suppose you want to tell me why I was moved here," Kyle finally said while large evergreens bent in an unusually strong gust of wind sweeping through the valley.
The wind moved on and a soft breeze took its place. "Sorry," Stephen said without turning.
"I didn't think so," Kyle said. He pushed away from the railing and turned toward Stephen. "So, what's next, Marshal?"
"Call me Stephen. It's safer that way."
"Okay. So, what's next, Stephen?" Kyle asked, sarcastically accenting Stephen's name.
A flock of sparrows exploded from the forest far below and Stephen watched them climb into the sky. He pulled a small white card from his pocket and handed it to Kyle. "I wrote my cell number on the back of the card. You can call me at anytime, day or night, if you have a problem."
"I feel better already," Kyle said.
"Sid McMillin will be your primary contact at work," Stephen continued without acknowledging that Kyle had spoken. "He's making all the arrangements to get you settled in here."
"In other words, I only call you if someone's trying to kill me."
"We need a code word for communicating. The word will be Smyth, S-M-Y-T-H. If you ever get a telephone message from a Mr. Smyth, I want you to meet me here at midnight on the day you get the message. The content of the message itself will have no meaning. It's just a way to let you know that I need to meet with you. Have you got that?"
"Don't worry, I've got it," Kyle said. "Smyth. Here. Midnight."
"I'll be around town most of today getting a feel for the area and checking the security arrangements. If you need me for anything, you can call my cell number on the card."
Stephen turned and walked back to his car. Neither man had offered a handshake to the other.
***
Stephen stopped at the small visitor's center at the bottom of the hill. It was closed, but there was a rack of pamphlets hanging on the clap-board wall outside. His eyes skipped over advertisements for the Onyx Cave and the Arkansas Natural Bridge to a pamphlet that contained a map of the area. He opened the map and glanced at it before getting back into the sedan.
Protecting Kyle was going to be a real problem and Stephen was unsure of which course he should follow. There were a lot of variables and too few solutions. He wanted to look around town and get used to the area before driving back to Little Rock tonight. The concept of showing up here some night during an emergency and stumbling through so many unfamiliar streets made him uncomfortable. A lack of familiarity with the area was one of the few dangers he could eliminate.
This was his first Hide. Protecting someone in the Witness Protection Program was more difficult than most assignments because there was little or nothing he could do to keep the man safe. He could only hope that the people looking for Kyle would never find him in the small Arkansas town of Barlow Springs. And, if they did find Kyle, Stephen hoped he could get there in time to protect him. The odds were against it. It was a two-hour drive from Little Rock. He could take the helicopter in an emergency, but even that might not help.
Stephen turned onto Cypress Street. The map said it intersected with Main after circling the perimeter. He would drive around town before visiting the local law enforcement facilities. They could give him an idea of the response time he could expect from the local sheriff's office if he ever needed their assistance.
***
Just after 12:00 noon, an old brown Ford topped Granite Mountain and the mousy woman behind the wheel could see rolling hills stretched out below her. She had resisted the urge to turn the car around and return to Branson on several different occasions. Barlow Springs was a long drive, a new experience for Beatrice.
Maury almost never let her out of the house by herself. But he was dead now. If anything got done, Beatrice would have to do it by herself. There was no life insurance and God only knew when the promised, government benefits would be approved. It could be months before she and the children had any money to live on.
Beatrice knew their meager savings would be gone by the end of the week if she paid the bills piled on the kitchen counter. She was taking the only action she could think of to alleviate the financial stress. It was a desperate action.
The car was stuffy and Beatrice wanted to crack the window, but it was cold outside, she had left her sweater at home and of course, Maury had failed to get the heater fixed. He never had time to do anything for his family. All he ever seemed to do was work. Even at that, he never made enough money. There was never any money for extras in the Furman home.
She bit her lip and turned the creaking Ford onto a gravel road lined with brightly colored trees. The trees had long trails of Spanish moss hanging from their limbs and drooped over the road like giant sentinels.
Beatrice lifted a torn scrap of paper from the dash as her car rolled slowly under the hardwood canopy and studied the directions scribbled on the paper. She wanted to make sure this was the right place. Her sense of direction had never been good.
Gravel crunched under the car's tires as Beatrice dropped the yellow paper onto the seat next to her and followed the winding road toward a well-maintained plantation house. She left her car in front of the house and walked up to the double doors that marked the entrance to the postcard image. Beatrice was ready for her first business meeting.
Before she could knock on the door, a tall, slender woman opened it unexpectedly. "Hello, Ms. Furman," Dr. Sandra Wang said as she motioned Beatrice into the house and led her to the library. "Why don't you wait here while I get some coffee?"
"Sure. I'll wait here," Beatrice said. She had never seen a place like this before or a woman like Dr. Wang. Beatrice stole a furtive glanced at the intimidating figure leaving the room before turning her attention to the contents of the library.
Stained shelves, filled with books, lined the walls. Beatrice read some of the titles as she walked slowly around the large room, but there was nothing there that she recognized, none of the books she saw on the grocery store rack. Most of the titles were unreadable, containing confusing words that were meaningless to Beatrice.
She touched the soft leather binding on one of the books and rubbed her hand gently over smooth marble that topped a small table against the wall. The room reminded her of the ones she saw in television movies. It was the place where the rich heiress kissed her lover while her father was away, the room where plans were made that would forever alter the course of history, the hideaway of an evil mastermind plotting to destroy the world. Considering the frightening content of Maury's journal, Beatrice could see this room serving just such a purpose.
She lifted her hand from the cool surface of the marble table and turned her attention to the paintings on the walls. The paintings disturbed her. They were strange. Beatrice walked closer to one hanging next to the bookshelf and squinted at small cracks running through the aging oils. The dark painting depicted a woman sitting at a desk, handing out pieces of paper to winged demons flying around her. There was a brass plate beneath the painting with an inscription:
Whatever is covered up will be uncovered and every secret will be made known.
(from the book of Luke)
Across the room, she studied another painting that depicted a naked man on his hands and knees. A woman in a long, flowing gown sat on the man's back with a sword lifted toward a dark, swirling sky. There was another brass plate beneath this painting:
Brought low, you will speak from the ground, your speech will mumble out of the dust, your voice will come ghostlike from the earth, out of the dust you will whisper. And your many enemies will become like fine dust, the ruthless hordes like blown chaff. It will happen suddenly, in an instant.
(from the book of Isaiah)
Sandra returned with a tray filled with coffee and cookies and stood in the doorway of her library, watching the frumpy little woman walk around the room. Beatrice was wearing a flowered dress and her hair hung like dirty mop strings around her chunky face.
Sandra steadied the tray in her hands and stepped into the library, causing Beatrice to jump at the sound of her shoes crossing the oak floor.
"All right, Ms. Furman, what can I do for you?" Sandra said as she positioned the tray on a table near the middle of the room and made herself comfortable.
"Well, like I told you on the phone, I'm Maury's wife," Beatrice said, her hands beginning to tremble as she sat in one of the chairs across from Sandra.
"And who is Maury?"
"You know who Maury is," Beatrice said in a stern voice. "I know all about what you two were up to. Maury wrote a journal." Beatrice leaned forward in her chair and shook a finger at Sandra, causing the white skin on her upper arm to flap back and forth like a dead fish swung by a wharf-seller's hand. "I figure you owe me, and I've come to collect."
"Could you show me this journal?"
"No way. I wasn't born yesterday," Beatrice said as she settled back in her chair. "I got it hid someplace real safe."
"You do?"
"Yep, and if you want it, it's going to cost you ten thousand dollars."
"My, that certainly is a lot of money. What makes you think I'd pay for this journal?"
"Because if you don't, I'm going to turn it over to the FBI and you're going to be in a lot of trouble. That's why," Beatrice said, leaning on the arm of the chair with a knowing smirk on her face.
"Hmm...well I guess you've got me. Bring me the book and I'll give you the money," Sandra said, her face forming an expression carved in stone. Inside she was furious. If Maury had kept a journal, it could be an inconvenience.
"Hu-uh. You give me the money and I'll mail you the journal."
"If I did that, how could I be sure you'd give me the book?"
Beatrice frowned for a moment. She was obviously searching her feeble brain for the right solution to this problem. She pulled at her nose and scratched at the trace of a mustache growing on her upper lip. Sandra was getting nauseous.
"How 'bout we meet somewhere in public and exchange them?" Beatrice spouted with an expression of triumph on her face. "I saw that on television once."
"Alright," Sandra said biting into a cookie. "When and where?"
"Tonight at the fairgrounds. Next to the spook-house at seven o'clock. With all those people around I won't have to worry about you trying something funny."
"You drive a hard bargain, but I accept your offer," Sandra said as she poured more coffee into her cup. "My son will bring you the money and exchange it for the journal tonight at seven o'clock."
Beatrice frowned again. "I guess that's okay."
***
IZZARD COUNTY FAIRGROUND, AR
The air was made cold and crisp by the struggle for dominance between fall and winter. A select number of leaves on the maples and other hardwoods were still spreading their bright colors over the landscape like the random placement of paint on an artist's palette, but many others were turning brown and falling away from the trees they had served so faithfully throughout the summer. During the day, the sun beat down on the earth, raising temperatures to over fifty degrees, but when the sun fell and the black veil of night claimed the land, cold northern winds caused people to pull their collars snuggly around their necks.
Mirissa was holding tightly to her mother's hand as they walked across the sawdust covered ground in the midst of a laughing, squirming crowd of people, moving like cattle toward the ticket booth where they could trade their money for admission to the wonders of the County Fair. It was early afternoon and the sun was shining brightly in a clear, blue sky overhead.
The lively crowd around them was thick and noisy. Mirissa brushed a lock of unruly hair from her face and anxiously searched between hips, knees and shoulders for some sign of her friends. She had spoken to Linda and Amy before leaving the house. They made plans to meet and find a way to extract themselves from the probing eyes of their parents so they could enjoy the fair without unnecessary restrictions.
She twisted her neck to look around Donald Hicks. He was parting the wave of people in front of them like an icebreaker cutting a wide path through the northern Pacific. Don had brought Mirissa and her mother to the fair and his size was proving useful in the throng of people impeding their progress.
"Amy!" Mirissa yelled across the throbbing crowd toward a small red-haired girl. Amy waved and pulled at her little sister Cathy. They ran up to Mirissa where all three girls began to bounce and squeal, hugging and greeting each other as though they had been separated for several decades, rather than the few hours between yesterday's exodus from school and the moment they clasped hands at the fair.
Their actions were appropriate in the festive mood of the County Fair. It was representative of the growing excitement on the other side of the chain-link fence that separated them from the loud music pumping from speakers and horns, the smell of cooking food being forced from grab-stands by oscillating fans designed to make the marks hungry, and brightly colored banners displaying nature's oddities. The Fair was a place they could forget the reality of everyday life and become immersed in frivolity and fun.
Don had walked away from the carousel of motion that Mirissa and her friends created in the churning line of people and returned with three admission tickets in his huge hand. The three merrymakers stopped spinning and looked up at him. All of the children in Barlow Springs called Don the 'Terminator' because of his six-foot four-inch frame covered by two hundred and twenty-five pounds of corded muscle. His face was gaunt: bones covered by tight skin with no fat to smooth the sharp features and a long purplish scar down the right cheek. He was an imposing figure that stood out in a crowd.
"Looks like she's found some friends," Don said as he handed one of the tickets to Jennifer.
"Yes. That's Amy and Cathy, a couple of girls from Mirissa's school," Jennifer said as she smiled at the three exuberant children.
"Mom...," Mirissa said sweetly while taking her mother's hand. "Can Amy, Cathy and I go to the fair together? Pleeeeeeeeeeeeease! We'll stay together and be careful. I promise." She flashed her finger across her chest in a cross-my-heart gesture. "Linda's going to meet us inside by the first-aid station and then there'll be four of us. We can't get into trouble if all four of us stay together. Pleeeeeeeease!" She gripped her mother's hand and started jumping up and down.
"Well, I don't know," Jennifer said, showing mock concern on her face. "You should really ask Donny. After all, he is the sheriff and he would know whether or not it's safe."
Don squinted as the three little bundles of energy turned on him. They rushed to his side and started a barrage that would have made any military general proud.
"Can we, pleeeease!" Mirissa chimed in with her friends as they surrounded the seemingly defenseless man. "We'll meet you and Mom right here by the front gate at five o'clock."
"Sure, sounds like a good idea to me," Don said.
He held one of the admission tickets out with his hand and waved it around in the air in an attempt to connect with one of Mirissa's writhing hands as she danced and shouted with her friends. Mirissa finally took the ticket from him and disappeared into the fair with her friends close behind.
Turning back to Jennifer he said, "I don't think they'll have any problems. There are off-duty officers all over the grounds and a lot of people around."
"You melted...face it," Jennifer said with the smile on her face growing wider. "You're a wimp."
Don smiled. "Really Jennifer I'm sure they'll be okay. There've never been any reported cases of violent crimes committed inside the fairground. There's been some pick-pocketing of course, but that's about it."
Jennifer laughed and linked her arm with his, leading him toward the entrance to the fair. "I know. She'll be just fine. She's very independent for her age and after all, she's my daughter. Mirissa knows how to take care of herself."
***
Mirissa ran down the eastern concourse with her two friends and stopped at a pavilion across from the first-aid station to wait for Linda.
"I'm hungry," Cathy said as she clutched one of the poles holding up the canvas top of the pavilion.
"You're always hungry," her sister Amy scolded. "And you're getting fat."
"I am not!" her little sister shouted back. Cathy was ten and had more of their father's stocky structure while Amy was slender like their mother. "Quit saying that!"
"Nick doesn't think she's fat," Mirissa said in an attempt to control the situation before it got ugly. "He wants her body."
"Mirissa!" Amy's shocked voice exploded.
"That's right," Cathy said. "He even asked me to go steady with him today."
"You're kidding!" Amy said as she turned to her sister with an expression of adult seriousness on her face. "What did you tell him?"
"I said yes of course, and he gave me this." Cathy reached up and held out a delicate ring strung over a silver chain around her neck.
Linda Wang came running up to the group of girls huddled around Cathy's new prize. "What's up?" she said as she joined the other three girls in admiring the ring.
"Cathy and Nick are going steady," Mirissa said.
"Wow! He's cute!" Linda said. She looked over her shoulder at her mother. "I can't go with you guys. My mom wants me to stay with her."
"Drag," Cathy said dropping the prized ring back against her chest.
"Yeah. But you know how parents are. They just don't get it. I gotta go." She hugged each of the other girls before running off to join her mother.
"That Dr. Wang's a weird one," Cathy said.
"My mom says she's okay," Mirissa said as they watched their friend run across the concourse. "I don't think she's any weirder than our moms."
"Yeah...well...I'm still hungry," Cathy said. "Let's get something to eat."
"There's a hotdog stand over there and they have fresh squeezed lemonade," Mirissa said. "After all, half the fun of going to the fair is eating junk food."
"You're absolutely correct, Ms. Farrell," Cathy said haughtily.
"Have you kissed him?" Amy asked her sister with a motherly frown on her face.
"Chill, Amy," Cathy said as she led the other two girls toward the hotdog stand. "You're just jealous because you don't have a boyfriend."
"That's not it," Amy said with a pained expression on her face. "Nick's in the sixth grade and I'm just not sure you're old enough for this kind of commitment. Maybe you should wait."
"You were going steady with Landon when you were ten."
"That's different."
"NOT!" Cathy snarled into her sister's face with her eyes squeezed shut and her mouth open wide.
Mirissa ignored the exchange behind her as she ordered three hotdogs with everything on them and three lemonades at the grab-stand.
***
Don dropped two quarters in the pay phone and dialed his office, while Jennifer stood next to him and watched. He reached down and turned his pager off and back on to clear the number. His cell phone never worked at the fairgrounds.
"I swear; if Walt's head wasn't attached to his shoulders he'd lose it," Don said with a disgusted look on his face. "I can't do anything without him calling me."
"Now...now, Sheriff. You can't be that way. He needs you," Jennifer said jokingly as she watched the crowd of people working their way past them.
The telephone was answered on the first ring. "Sheriff's Office."
"Okay Walt, what do you want this time?" Don said frowning.
"I think you ought to come back into the office," the deputy said haltingly.
"Walt," Don said with a wrinkle creasing his brow, "What's that noise?"
"Well. I think it's the alarm at the bank across the street."
"Is someone robbing it?"
"I don't know."
"Don't you think you should take a look and find out?"
Silence.
"No one's ever robbed the bank before," his deputy finally said with conviction.
"I know that Walt but there's always a first time for everything, you know. You really should run out front and take a look."
"Okay," Walt said. "You want to hold on while I look out the door?"
"Sure ... I'll hold on. Go ahead." Don heard Walt place the telephone receiver on his desk and the sound of footsteps on a wooden floor.
Soon he heard Walt picking up the receiver again. "I looked out the window and couldn't see anyone movin' around over there."
"Walt, I think you're actually going to have to go over to the bank to find out if it's being robbed."
Silence.
"Sheriff Baker used to say we should never go into a dangerous situation alone," Walt said defensively. "We should always have back-up for thin's like this."
"Call Mr. Thompson and have him go over to the bank with you. Since he's president of the bank, he's going to have to go in and reset the alarm anyway. Then you won't have to go in by yourself."
Silence.
"I guess that would be alright," Walt said. "You want me to page you again if the bank's really bein' robbed?"
"Yes, Walt. I would like you to page me if the bank is being robbed, but I would like you not to page me if it isn't. Do you understand?"
Silence.
"Okay, I'll call Mr. Thompson."
"Very good. I'll see you Monday morning."
"Or if the bank's bein' robbed," Walt reminded him quickly.
"Yes, Walt. If the bank's being robbed I'll see you today."
Don hung up the phone without saying goodbye to his deputy and leaned forward, supporting himself with his arms on the phone booth; he banged his head slowly against the phone.
Jennifer patted one of his massive shoulders with mock solicitude. "There...there now. It'll be okay."
The sun was just dropping to the horizon and the lights of the fair were coming to life all around them. The bark of auctioneers and concessionaires rose above the general roar of the crowd as they worked to bring people into their attractions.
"I don't think the bank's being robbed," Jennifer said confidently. "I'm sure Walt will be fine."
"I know," Don said straightening back up. "It's just frustrating sometimes."
***
Mirissa, Amy, and Cathy consumed nine hotdogs between them, walked through the smelly animal pens, rode the Tilt-a-Whirl, the Tip-Top and the Caterpillar and finally worked their way to the front of the Fun House. Wicked laughter was emanating from the huge witch's head, bobbing back and forth on top of the building while black cars, riding on hidden tracks, crashed through the metal doors that led into the evil unknown.
"I don't know about this," Cathy said softly with an expression of concern on her face while loud screams echoed from the dark interior of the Fun House.
"Come on," Mirissa said, grabbing Cathy by the hand and dragging her toward the man taking tickets in front of the building.
The barker was almost as frightening as the ride. He looked down at the three apprehensive children with cold black eyes. There were tattoos on both of his hands and a cigarette hung limply from the side of his mouth.
The three girls each handed him a ride-ticket and pounded up rickety steps to the dark platform. They crammed into one of the ancient, black cars as it moved slowly toward the entrance and watched the bar in front of them come down automatically, locking them in place.
"I don't know about this," Cathy said, wedged in the middle between Amy and Mirissa.
The front of their car slammed into the metal doors and entered an area of absolute darkness. They could see nothing at all. Their eyes worked rapidly to adjust to the musty gloom that surrounded them.
"I can't see," Cathy said anxiously.
"Just wait a minute," Mirissa answered. "I don't think there's anything to see yet."
They could hear muffled screams in front of them and the rattling of metal wheels rolling over the tracks beneath their car. The seat of their transport jiggled and bounced as they traveled through this darkened area designed to give the patrons of the Fun House time to adjust their eyes before the real terror began.
They banged through another pair of doors. Cathy started screaming from the unexpected shock and gripped the bar in front of her as they entered a room filled with strange and deformed creatures, painted with florescent paint that glowed from the dim light given off by hidden black-lights. Cathy continued her scream as a spider, glowing yellow and green, hanging from the ceiling, brushed past her head.
"Jeeeze! Cathy...chill!" Amy yelled at her sister. "They're just plastic. They can't hurt you."
Their car crashed through another pair of metal doors into a dark room with a spotlight near the other end. The three girls became silent and watched the spotlight intently.
Amy frowned and looked past her sister to get Mirissa's attention. "This is silly. It's not scar..."
Amy was cut off in mid sentence by a terrific blow to the stomach delivered by her screaming sister, who had also delivered a similar blow to Mirissa's mid-section as she reached out for support and protection from her two companions on either side.
Amy and Mirissa recovered from Cathy's attack quickly and blended their screams with hers as they gazed upon the apparition that had materialized in the spotlight before them. This was no plastic dummy; it was a real man wearing a white goalie mask and dark clothes with a real chainsaw in his hands.
The screaming continued and intensified as a roaring filled the air and rattled the walls when the demon before them started the massive saw. He raised the instrument of death above his head, revving the motor and swinging it back and forth, filling the room with the strong smell of gasoline. Just as their lives passed before their eyes and impending doom fell upon them like the Sword of Damocles, they crashed through the next pair of doors, leading into another chamber of horrors.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
Deputy Walter Prince was filling out a report form at his desk when he heard the front door open. He looked up and saw a tall men step through the door wearing a sports coat and tan pants. The stranger approached his desk and pulled a wallet from his coat pocket.
"Hello Deputy," the man said while handing him the wallet. "I'm Marshal Gibson."
The marshal pulled up a chair.
"What's a U.S. Marshal doin' in our boring little town?" Walt said while studying the identification. He was curious. Walt had never met a U.S. Marshal before.
"Just looking around," the marshal said, crossing his long legs and leaning back in the chair. "I wanted to stop in and let you know I was in town as a courtesy. We always cooperate fully with local law enforcement personnel."
"Cooperate on what?"
"Nothing that would involve your office," the marshal said. "I just wanted to let you know I was in town."
"Well, I'd really like to know why you're here," Walt continued with a frown on his face. "If there's somethin' wrong, I think we should know about it."
"There's nothing for you to be concerned about, Deputy. I'm just here on an inspection tour."
"An inspection tour?" Walt said and tossed the black wallet back toward the marshal's lap. "I've been workin' in this office for almost thirty years and there's never been an inspection of the town before. What are you really doin' here, Marshal?" Walt was worried. If something dangerous was afoot, he wanted to know about it.
The marshal had grabbed the wallet out of the air without breaking eye contact with Walt. The man's reflexes were exceptional.
"I'm sorry, but I'm not at liberty to discuss the particulars of the case. However, I can assure you that there is no danger of violence in your town. This is strictly routine."
Walt held eye contact for a few seconds longer before scratching his chin and pushing his hat back on his head. "Okay. So you're just visitin' our fair town. Is there anythin' I can do to help?"
"You could tell me a little about what goes on here in Barlow Springs," the marshal said. "I'd like to get a feel for the area. And maybe you could tell me a little about your sheriff."
"Donny? He's a good man. I've known him since he was a kid. Met him right after his parents got killed in that car accident."
"Really?"
"Yeah, didn't have any relatives so Dr. Wang took him in. Strange woman, but she was nice to Donny and even adopted little Linda when she was orphaned too."
"Dr. Wang?"
"Yeah. She's been here for a long time. Came here when NCCR was still a military base. People say she's the main reason HEW took over the base and kept it from closin' down. Kind of a celebrity around here."
"Uh-huh. And Donny?"
"He was a good kid. Got into trouble now and then, but nothin' serious. Quite a football player in high school. Even got a scholarship to college but hurt his knee and couldn't play after his junior year. He finished up his degree in criminal justice, though, and came back here to Barlow Sprin's just before Sheriff Baker passed on. Guess it was a natural thin' for him to be sheriff. The Mayor appointed him personally."
"Really?"
"Yeah. They asked me if I wanted the job, but it's just not for me. I'm happy doin' what I'm doin'. Never wanted the hassles of bein' sheriff."
"That's interesting," the marshal said, glancing at the pile of papers on Walt's desk. "Anything exciting ever happen around here?"
Walt laughed. "Never much happenin' in Barlow Sprin's. It's always quiet around here ... except for that mummy they pulled out of NCCR the other day."
"Mummy?" The marshal uncrossed his legs and leaned forward in the chair.
"Yeah, it was weird. It was ol' Maury Furman, shriveled up like a dried raisin. Strangest thin' I've ever seen."
"Really?"
"Yeah. He looked just like those mummies you see in a National Geographic. You know, all white and shriveled up. Gave me the creeps."
"Do you know what happened?"
"Naw. It's one of those classified thin's they're workin' on out there. They never tell us anythin'...sort of like you," Walt said, looking accusingly toward the marshal.
"What happened to the body?"
"I don't know. I guess it's probably still over at the hospital."
"Hospital?"
"Yeah. It's over next to the entrance to NCCR. The people at NCCR run it sort of like a free clinic for the towns people. Really nice of them. Free medical care means a lot to the people around here."
"Really?"
"Yeah, NCCR does a lot for us. If that place ever closed, this town would just dry up and blow away."
Walt frowned. "Say! Is that why you're here? The body over at NCCR?"
The marshal hesitated. "No. I don't know anythin' about that," he answered slowly, working to accent his southern drawl. "But I'd sure appreciate it if you'd keep me informed about any other strange happenin's out there." The marshal passed one of his cards across the desk. "You know, just between you'n me."
***
IZZARD COUNTY FAIRGROUND, AR
At the prearranged time, Don and Jennifer found a table near the entrance to the fair and sat down to wait for Mirissa. The sun was setting behind the twirling Ferris wheel and the air was getting colder. Jennifer pulled the sleeves of her sweater down to help keep her warm.
Her thoughts turned to Kyle Corbin as she swished the ice in the bottom of her cup aimlessly. She knew that thinking about Kyle while she was out with Donny would be considered improper conduct for a lady, but proper conduct had never been important to her. She was more concerned with the reason Kyle had failed to ask her for a date at lunch on Thursday. And nothing on Friday either. This was very unusual. He certainly acted like he was interested in her. Jennifer pursed her lips. Maybe a more direct approach was called for.
"Here she comes," Don said as Mirissa and her friends emerged from the crowd.
Mirissa, Amy, and Cathy were bouncing down the concourse in front of Amy and Cathy's parents. The girls had run into them on the way to the main gate. Mirissa saw Don and her mother at the table and hugged her friends goodbye before running to meet her mom.
"Look what I won," Mirissa said to her mother as she climbed into her lap. Mirissa presented her wrist so Jennifer could admire the bead and string bracelet. "Amy and I are going to start making these and selling them at school. We figured it would cost us about fifty cents per bracelet for the beads and the thread and we could sell them for a dollar apiece."
Jennifer took her daughter's small hand and slowly turned it back and forth to get a better look at the bracelet. "Good idea," she said.
***
Stephen drove up to the emergency entrance of the small hospital and parked in one of the spaces outside. Bright lights were shining through the glass doors and he could see a young nurse sitting behind the counter inside. He unlocked the trunk of the car and pulled a clipboard from his briefcase. He knew that a man with a clipboard always belonged. No one ever questions the presence of a man with a clipboard.
The two glass doors hissed and slid away as he approached them. The woman at the desk, wearing a nametag with 'MARGUERITE RAMIREZ, RN' printed on it looked up. "Can I help you?" she said.
"Yes," Stephen said, flipping through the pages on his clipboard and rewarding Marguerite with a big smile. "I'm Harold Marks with the Wagner Funeral Home in Little Rock. They sent me to do a preliminary workup on...let me see here...yes, a Maury Furman. I believe you have him here."
"He's here," the woman said with a grimaced smile on her face. "At least what's left of him. Are you here to take the body?"
"No. Not right now. They told us that the body was in bad shape and might need special handling. I was sent to do a preliminary workup and determine any special needs for transportation and preparation."
"Well, I don't think you're going to have an open casket for Mr. Furman," Marguerite said as she opened the door next to her desk and showed Stephen into the hallway.
Their footsteps echoed in the bright corridor as Marguerite led Stephen around a corner toward double doors with the word 'MORGUE' stenciled above them. The hinges of the doors creaked as she pushed through them and moved to open one of the square panels on the far wall. She slid a tray out of the opening and pulled a sheet back to reveal Maury's body.
Stephen blinked. "I see what you mean," he said. "Do you think it would be okay if I took a sample back to our lab? I think we might need to use a cryonics chamber for transportation."
"Certainly, Mr. Marks," Marguerite said. "I'll get a sample bag for you."
***
Don had changed into blue jeans, red-checkered shirt, and a faded denim jacket after dropping Jennifer and Mirissa at their home and talking to his mother. He wouldn't be wearing his uniform tonight. Anonymity was his goal and secrecy his armor on this mission for the woman that had raised him and taught him the savage ways of the world. One of many missions he had performed for her over the years, partially because he feared his mother, partially because he loved her, but mostly because he enjoyed the work she provided, the excitement, torment and pain.
Vigilance was also in order. He watched the traffic moving around him, checking faces as he maneuvered the battered, green station wagon, that Sandra kept for hauling fertilizer and grass seed, on the crowded street. The sky overhead was dark and it seemed as though everyone in the city was crowded onto the narrow two-lane highway leading to the County Fair.
To his left, a towering Ferris wheel was visible over the treetops. He glanced at the yellow, red, and orange bulbs, accented by multicolored florescent lights on the large wheel spinning slowly against a star-filled sky. Squirming, laughing children rocked the car in front of him. He could hear screams of excitement when the children caught sight of the mammoth spinning wheel in the sky.
Don smiled, remembered and listened to the fair's activity, watching taillights of cars in front of him pour like glowing marbles into the unpaved lot the County used for parking when the fair was in town. Rough scraping of scrub grass on the bottom of the old station wagon filled the car with loud rasps that the children around him could imagine into sounds of clawing trolls hiding in dark recess of the ground underneath, the way he had imagined them as a child.
Off-duty police officers waved him deeper and deeper into the rutted field, making a few extra dollars to subsidize their meager salaries. He studied their faces, making sure that none of them recognized him and acknowledged his presence until the old relic was safely parked on the far side of the field where he melted into the crowd flowing toward the ticket booths like water through a funnel. He bought a ticket and pushed past the turnstile into the fairground.
Inside, there were two long concourses running the length of the fair, lined with barkers, concessionaires, jointees, jam-auctioneers and short-order-cooks selling their fantasies. Everywhere there was the sound of music and the smell of diesel fumes from big electric generators hidden behind the old wagons, brightly illustrated canvases and attractions. High above the tents and grab-stands were miles of wire, weighted by bright pennants and harsh lights.
Don slowed near the high-striker to watch a teen with purple hair trying to drive the small weight up to the bell with a wooden mallet. He laughed quietly to himself as the cylinder rose only a few feet and fell impotently back to its resting position.
He continued walking down the long corridor. Beatrice would be waiting for him at the Fun House at seven o'clock; it was a quarter to -- so Don took his time crossing the sawdust covered ground toward the east end of the fair.
At the eight-in-one near the Fair's entrance, a jam-auctioneer was playing the marks with the kind of skill it took years to develop, varying the pitch in his voice and waving his cane at fifteen-foot illustrations of the tattooed ladies and seven other oddities grotesquely illustrated on canvas behind him.
He looked to his left and watched as howling teens ardently pursued each other in the ageing Dodgem-Car pavilion, shouting veiled threats and challenges to their friends in other small cars connected to the electric grid overhead by flexible poles.
The wide fairways around him were alive with humanity and he could feel excitement in the air.
Don passed the Tilt-a-Whirl, the Caterpillar, the Tip-Top, and the Whirlwind before he finally came to the Fun House on the far edge of the fairgrounds. There was a grab-stand directly across from it. He ambled over the concourse to get a drink.
While waiting for his lemonade, he thought about the summer he worked a grab-stand. Carnies called them grab-stands because that was exactly what they were: just a small stand big enough to dispense food with nowhere to sit. All you could do was grab your food and stand around. He had been young and the work was hard. There were other experiences from that summer long ago that he decided not to remember as he accepted the large cup of icy liquid from the man behind the counter.
Don walked back across the concourse, stood next to a rusty oil drum being used as a trash can and waved at the bees swarming around it. He sipped his lemonade and watched the crowd flow around him like ocean waves swirling around rocks near the shore. He had seen Beatrice Furman at his mother's house that morning. It was going to be easy to pick her out of the crowd.
***
Beatrice had changed into a pants suit for added warmth and included a sweater under her coat. The temperature was falling rapidly and even the ample layer of fat she carried, and the additional layers of clothing, failed to keep the night's biting wind from reaching into her bones. The precious journal that would save her from angry creditors lay hidden in the bottom of an old canvas bag slung over her shoulder.
Beatrice had placed scarves on top of the book to prevent someone from seeing it when they looked down into her bag, because crowds made her nervous and she never trusted strangers: strangers like the ones rushing past her, as she shuffled down the long aisle between animal stalls trying to avoid body contact.
She had come in the back way, hoping to avoid some of the crowd, even though it meant that she had to walk through the rows of cattle, pigs, and horses. The smell of hay and manure was strong and it was making her eyes water and her nose run.
Beatrice wiped at her eyes and squeezed her nose between her thumb and forefinger when she exited the huge barn, blowing her nose onto the paved concourse outside. Finally, breathing fresh air again.
She was now convinced that they had made the right decision last weekend when Maury brought the family to the fair and they decided to bypass the smelly creatures. She shifted the uncomfortable bag on her shoulder, examined the bright skyline around her and continued down the concourse toward the eastern edge of the fair where the Fun House was waiting.
Maury had taken her and the children for a ride through the house of horrors and held tight to Beatrice as the goblins, axe murders, and creatures of the night swung out at them from recesses in the walls. His absence was weighing on her as the Fun House came into sight and touched her soul. The rickety building seemed to reach out with clammy fingers and stroke her; she shivered, but not from the cold. She shivered from the quintessence of the dark building she was approaching and the power it held over her future and the future of her children.
She looked across the gloomy structure at the cars rattling along their tracks, crashing into swinging metal doors that led into the dark interior and listened as recorded screams mixed with real screams coming from the people inside. The exit doors clanged open in front of her as one of the cars forced its way out of the maze of plastic spiders and florescent paint and two teenage girls threw off the bar holding them into the car.
It was already too late when Beatrice realized she was standing too close to the platform. The two girls pounded down the stairs to the ground and one of them bumped into Beatrice, causing the bag to slip from her shoulder and fall to the ground, spraying scarves across the sawdust and sliding the journal into a ditch.
Beatrice fell to her knees and clutched at the dirty white bag; then she scurried across the ground to collect the scarves. After replacing the journal in her bag, she stuffed the protective scarves over it again. Her head jerked from side-to-side and her eyes flashed around her like a frightened animal's as she searched the crowd for anyone who might have seen.
***
Don watched her like a cat stalking its prey as the mousy little woman cowered on the ground, gathering her belongings and returning them to the dirty white bag. Overhead, stuffed figures of witches and ghosts continued to parade around the top of the Fun House, rotating in and out of the structure like the movements of a Swiss clock while the witch's head bobbed back and forth, its painted face slowly flaking away with the passage of time.
It was seven o'clock and Don was laughing inside as Beatrice struggled from the ground and shifted her weight from one foot to the other as her apprehension grew. He walked back to the grab-stand and ordered a hotdog to go with his watery lemonade.
Time passed.
Don crumpled the wrapper that had protected his hand from mustard oozing out of the hotdog bun and tossed it into the barrel. It was almost half past seven and he had seen no watchers around Beatrice, so he pushed his hands into the pockets of his blue jeans and sauntered across the concourse to meet the woman he had been observing for the last half hour.
"Ms. Furman?" he said, pulling his hand from his pants pocket and offering it to the frightened woman. "I'm Don Hicks. Dr. Wang sent me."
Beatrice was gripping the bag so tightly that her knuckles were covered with blue and white blotches. "Hello, Mr. Hicks," she said releasing the bag just long enough to grasp his outstretched hand. "Did you bring the money?"
"Of course I did," he said with a smile on his face, causing the purplish scar on his right cheek to twist and wrinkle. "Did you bring the journal?"
"I want to see the money first."
"Don't you think we should step back here, out of the crowd?" he said, suggesting the back of the Fun House. "We wouldn't want anyone to steal all your money, would we?"
Beatrice glanced at the strangers around her.
"You don't want me to pull ten thousand dollars in cash out of my pocket and wave it in front of all these people, do you?" Don whispered conspiratorially into her ear.
"No," Beatrice said hesitantly. She waited only a moment before following Don around the corner of the vibrating structure into the shadows, where the dark building muted the sounds of the fair.
Don stopped and pulled a bulging envelope from the inside pocket of his faded denim jacket. As Beatrice walked up to him, he handed her the envelope and she opened the flap to look at it contents.
"I won't count it," she said. "It looks like it's all here."
"Now, can I see the journal?" Don said holding out his hand for her to produce the book.
She wiggled her right arm deep into the bag and wrestled the journal loose from the scarves. Don took the book from her outstretched hand and opened it, scanning the contents to make sure he had the right document. When he was sure he had the journal; he reached behind his back and pulled a dark object from his waistband. A black leather sap whistled through the air before crashing into Beatrice's temple. She sagged to the ground like a marionette with its strings cut.
Don glanced around quickly, making sure no one had witnessed the act before dragging her inert body closer to the building. A plastic syringe glowed in the dim light as he jabbed the needle deep into her arm, shoving the plunger until the thick, amber fluid inside embedded in Beatrice's shoulder muscle. The powerful drug would act quickly.
He opened the concealed door in the skirting of the temporary structure and rolled Beatrice's limp body between struts supporting the platform.
Don stood and looked into the darkness behind him. The Fun House backed up to the access road. He would be able to pull the station wagon right up to it.
His mother would be happy.
BRANSON, MO
Saturday Night/Sunday Morning
9:00 p.m.
The drive to Branson had taken some time, but Stephen wanted to talk to Maury Furman's widow before he went back to Little Rock. The little voice in his head was screaming at him. Stephen always paid attention to the little voice in his head. It had proven its worth over the years.
The shocks on the sedan squeaked as he turned into the driveway of the Furman home. It was a small Victorian house with a well-manicured front lawn. The porch light was illuminating lacy white curtains on the two front windows and a porch swing hung at an angle on one side.
Stephen walked up to the door and rang the bell. There was no answer. He cupped his hand against the window glass and peered into the living room before pulling open the screen door and trying the knob on the wooden door behind it. The knob turned easily and the door swung open on squeaking hinges. He walked inside and closed the door behind him.
"Ms. Furman?" he called into the silent house.
Stephen flicked the light switch on the wall.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
She struggled through deep swirling water, flailing her arms in the dark ocean that surrounded her, trying to drive herself toward the distant surface. She felt panic, heard sharp crackling noises in her ears and saw bright flashes of light.
Suddenly ... her eyes opened. She jerked upright against a hard straight-backed chair. Her hands were tied behind her and her ankles hurt. Beatrice Furman groggily looked around the room while she tried to shake off the effects of the drug that was coursing through her veins.
Rough rope held her against the wooden chair. It cut into the flesh of her wrists when she moved. The last thing Beatrice remembered was the black sap coming toward her and blinding pain as it struck her temple. The throbbing in her head told her that the memory was correct.
She began to struggle against the ropes, twisting her hands until the warm feeling of blood trickled down her fingers. Fear wiped away the pain as her efforts increased. She strained, pulled and jerked at her restraints, causing the chair to bounce noisily on the concrete floor, but the ropes held tight.
She stopped struggling for a moment. Humid air, filled with the smell of soil and dust, entered her lungs as she settled into the chair. Beatrice turned her head to look around the room for a way to escape. There were strange wooden devices, chains, and the sound of dripping water. She licked her lips. Her mouth was dry and she had trouble swallowing as she searched her memory for some explanation.
No memory.
No explanation.
It was the journal!
Her feet scraped against the floor as she leaned her body forward and inched toward the door. With each convulsion of her stomach muscles, she moved closer. She stopped. She could hear sounds outside the door: people moving around.
The adrenaline pumping through her system was clearing her mind. Damn Maury! Damn him! How could he have gotten her into something like this? It was his fault. It was because he failed to provide for his family properly. If he had been a good husband, Beatrice would have had the damn money she needed so desperately and this would never have happened.
This was the way it had always happened on her favorite television show.
The heavy oak door in front of her swung noisily outward on rusted hinges and Sandra Wang entered the dreary basement. Her dark hair swelled over her shoulders and the kind smile on her face revealed pearly-white teeth. "Hello, Ms. Furman," Sandra said. "I hope you had a comfortable evening."
Sandra was leaning on a black cane with a silver handle. She hobbled across the floor with Beatrice's frightened eyes following her every move.
"Ms. Furman," Sandra said with a frown, "there are pages missing from the Journal you gave my son. I want them...and I want them now."
***
BRANSON, MO
Stephen walked through the house, turning on lights and poking into corners. There was no one home. He was wondering what he should do next when he noticed a brown envelope under a recliner in the living room. He pulled the envelope from beneath the chair and made himself comfortable. The recliner was an excellent place to wait.
The envelope's flap opened easily and he removed several pages with torn edges. The handwriting on the pages was neat and well formed.
... been right. I don't know. These theories aren't as far fetched as you might think when you look at the facts with an open mind. The arguments are based in reality and on solid scientific proof. Sandra believes that the world will remain unenlightened until religious zealots stop persecuting people like herself and the masses stop cowering in fear of their own damnation: closing their eyes and having blind faith. People don't ask why Jesus Christ was born because they've been told he was born to save their souls and that looking beyond this simple explanation is sinful; they don't ask how he managed to save mankind because they've been told that his birth and death -- the simple fact that he existed and died for their sins -- has saved them. Sandra believes that people don't what to know how they were really saved. But she does.
Sandra believes that the shroud of eternal mystery surrounding the blood of Christ has been removed and that she has proven how his blood saved mankind. She laughs at the way people perform the ritual of communion: the act of symbolically drinking the blood and eating the body of Jesus Christ. In any other setting, these same people would be repulsed at the idea of drinking human blood and declare that the eating of human flesh was barbaric, sinful.
Sandra spent hours telling me how the Polynesian tribes of Maori, Rarotongans, Paumotuans, and Marquesans all practiced cannibalism. Even the native Tongans practiced cannibalism. Are their practices any different from those people who enter church every Sunday and partake of communion? Do they do it for the same reasons, even though modern Christians don't know what that reason is? Her questions were compelling.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
The trigger on the handle clicked as the gas pump cut off automatically and Don lifted the handle to push it back into the holder on the pump. It was late. Driving to Branson tonight wasn't on the top of his list of things to do, but his mother had made it clear that there were no options and the possibility of excitement was always present in any assignment he received from his mother.
He climbed into the big F250 4x4 and started the engine. Nothing in his life ever changed. No matter what age he attained; he would always be doing his mother's bidding, until she was gone. He pushed that thought away quickly.
Sometimes his thoughts were out of control. His mind created images that caused him to cringe, but he loved his mother. At least he should love her, respect her. She had been good to him, given him a home when he needed one.
Don waved at the attendant of the all-night service station and slowly edged out onto the deserted street. He knew his mother cared about him. Either that or she was an extremely clever woman, able to deceive him into believing a long and enduring web of lies. Don knew she was a clever woman, but he would never believe that his mother's love was contrived. He knew that if deceit existed, it was his own.
The F250's oversized tires hummed against the dark pavement as Don turned onto Highway 65 North and pushed the accelerator toward the floor. He slipped a CD into the stereo and turned the volume up slowly. The soft strains of the theme from Star Trek began to flow from the speakers as John Williams directed the Boston Pops.
***
BRANSON, MO
I'm not saying that Sandra's approach to religion made me believe any less in the existence of a force we call God. In fact, it gave me a stronger belief in the existence of some power much stronger than we are. However, she has convinced me that there are two Gods; two forms of energy. And the fact that we have played a game of semantics by calling one of them God and the other one Devil doesn't make any difference. Just as we know that antimatter exists- even though we've never held it in our hands -- because matter exists; we know there must be a God of Dark if there really is a God of Light. And neither God is stronger or more important than the other.
You see, Beatrice, our universe is built on certain laws that govern its very existence. One of these laws is equilibrium. For each action there is an equal and opposite reaction. For every positive there must be a negative. Religion, as we know it, violates this law.
There are literally hundreds of religions on our world that preach peace and love. Gandhi, Mohammed, Jesus Christ, no matter which religion you look at, it has been led by someone who believed in good and fought against evil; a positive force -- one of light, if you want to call it that -- fighting against a force of evil or dark. Well, where is the evil, the dark? There must be an equal level of dark, or negative energy, to balance all of this good, or positive energy. Otherwise, we would simply cease to exist. Any system that falls out of equilibrium is violently destroyed.
Sandra believes that there are millions of people coming together out there, in secret, to worship this negative force. I don't know how she thinks they maintain such secrecy. I would feel much more comfortable if I could see them, know who they are. If there was some dark menacing structure built across the street from every church on our planet with people moving in and out of it every Sunday, I wouldn't be so worried. It would all make more sense to me.
At first, I thought that these two forces would simply cancel each other out. But Sandra pointed out that they could only take action as long as they both agreed on it. It is only when they are at odds with each other that nothing happens. When they disagree, they are just two forces pushing against each other in opposite directions with equal strength that results in their standing still. You can do it with your hands. Just put them together and press as hard as you want to. As long as both hands are pressing with the same strength they stay in the same place; there's no motion. But if one hand starts to press harder than the other hand, they move.
Simple logic dictates that these two forces must exist. Something started all of this. From a scientific standpoint, we know that everything around us is acting on everything else. We have evolutionary change in the species, nuclear degeneration provides us with electrical power, wind is one molecule of air moving against another one and the stars and planets are all moving through space.
Sandra called the two powers that started all of this motion the Unmoved-Mover. Picture yourself looking down on top of a pool table. You see a ball roll across the green felt and hit another ball. When the ball it hit starts to move across the table, it hits another ball that starts to move and hits another ball, and so on and so on. Now, somewhere back there in this chain of events something had to make a ball move without being acted on itself. In other words, the Unmoved-Mover. The force that started the motion without being started itself. The two forces I have been describing combine to form the Unmoved-Mover. They are what started our Universe and we know they still exist because you can't destroy energy.
***
HARRISON, AR
Don's fingers drummed slowly on the steering wheel to the beat of New York, New York as the Boston Pops worked its magic. His window was cracked and the cool evening air was blowing his hair into crazy curls on the back of his head. He had planed to get a haircut, but the day's tasks had prevented his visit to the local barbershop. No matter. He would find time to get one in the morning.
He looked out the window to his left and then to his right. Tall trees stood on both sides of the dark road. There were no streetlights or houses on the long stretches of highway that connected small towns in northern Arkansas. Just silence. Don was enjoying the drive. He would get the pages from Beatrice Furman's house and get back home before midnight.
***
BRANSON, MO
The argument is that his wedding to Mary Magdalene was described in the Bible. It was when he performed his first miracle of turning water into fine wine at the wedding celebration in Cana. Jesus' mother was actually the one who told him to do it, and he told her that it wasn't his time yet, but he did it anyway. This shows that he was responsible for entertaining the guests at this wedding because he was the groom. Why else would he have done it?
There are many other arguments for this position as well. One is that he raised Lazarus from the grave because Lazarus was Mary Magdalene's brother and she asked Jesus to do it for her. Another piece of information that shows his close relationship with her is that Mary Magdalene was the first person he appeared to when he rose from the grave. Another is that many places in the Bible refer to Jesus as rabbi, which means teacher, and according to Jewish Messianic Law -- under which Jesus was raised -- an unmarried man cannot be a rabbi. And possibly the strongest argument is that they would have certainly written about the fact that he wasn't married if he never was. It would have been extremely unusual at that time in our history and would have made him seem strange. After all, he never advocated celibacy; in fact he encouraged people to marry and have children. There are lots of things that point to his having been married.
Sandra says that people should have realized years ago that the enigmatic character of Barabbas, portrayed in the current version of the Bible, was their son. She pointed out that in one of the early manuscripts of the Gospel of Matthew he was referred to as Jesus Barabbas. This would make sense if Jesus had a son named after him.
Now, consider the choice of the people on Passover to release Barabbas instead of Jesus. Would people not be more inclined to save the life of the child over the life of the father? Of course they would. Even today we would make the same choice if put into a position of having to choose between the life of a parent and the life of a child. And if the choice concerned the continuation of the bloodline of their King, the need to save Barabbas' life would take on an even more compelling image. Faced with such a fearsome choice, there could be only one answer from a beaten, downtrodden and suppressed people: we must sacrifice the individual to protect the bloodline. Our King will die, but his dynasty will live on and in this there will be hope for our future.
***
FRANCIS, AR
The Love Theme from Superman floated around him as the orchestra continued to blend harmonies into a magical opiate of sound. Don swayed to the music and let his mind drift in a state of thoughtless serenity.
His slowly closing eyes drifted toward the stars twinkling in the night sky. The constellation Orion was off to his right and the full moon glowed majestically on his left. There were no clouds and the air was crisp and clear: a beautiful night.
***
BRANSON, MO
Sandra showed me copies of the documents she found in the Bibliothèque Nationale. There were news clippings, letters, poems, pamphlets, notes and several genealogical trees. The genealogical trees supposedly showed the true linage of the Merovingian royal family. One of the documents contained a paragraph that struck me so much that I have copied it here for you:
"From she whom I desire to liberate, there wafts towards me the fragrance of the perfume which impregnates the Sepulcher. Formerly, some named her: ISIS, queen of all sources benevolent. COME UNTO ME ALL YE WHO SUFFER AND ARE AFFLICTED, AND I SHALL GIVE YE REST. To others, she is MAGDALENE, of the celebrated vase filled with healing balm. The initiated know her true name: NOTRE DAME DES CROSS."
According to this document, Magdalene is the goddess of Christianity. You see, Isis is the Egyptian mother goddess. Historians traced Isis to the Christian epoch as the Virgin Mary. But this document proclaims Magdalene as the 'Notre Dame'. This would be confusing to someone not familiar with the genealogies.
***
PROSPERITY, AR
Don swerved at the last second before hitting a deer in the road. The truck's tires squealed and its headlights gyrated, illuminating pavement, then grass, then trees, then pavement again. Don's heart was racing as he straightened the truck and continued up Highway 65.
The Boston Pops dynamic rendition of Overture to A Chorus Line was coming from the stereo speakers. The soaring horns and whispering strings helped Don calm down and resume his appointed task. His mother was waiting.
***
BRANSON, MO
The legend of the Holy Grail has been handed down over the years. There are several versions. In the earliest versions of the story, the Holy Grail is called Sangraal or Sangreal. These names were later separated into San Graal and San Greal respectfully. Sandra believes that the words were separated improperly. She believes the proper separation would result in Sang Raal and Sang Réal, which mean Blood Royal.
***
CRICKET, AR
Don was getting sleepy. He had jerked awake twice in the last fifteen minutes, just before drifting off the road. The Boston Pops salute to the Oscars wasn't doing the job. It was time for a change of music. It was time to break out something that could really rock his world
***
BRANSON, MO
Mitochondrial DNA is inherited exclusively from mother to children. Therefore, you would expect mtDNA to provide a good estimate of the time that has elapsed since the common maternal ancestor of all human beings existed. Following this line of reasoning, biologists developed the controversial 'mitochondrial Eve' hypothesis and estimated that this common maternal ancestor of all human beings lived between 100,000 and 200,000 years ago. However, as is often the case, the true mutation rate of mtDNA wasn't known at the time of the original study, but was extrapolated from evolutionary assumptions. Sandra proved her findings by using exact measurements of the mutation rate for two subjects of known genealogy.
She did this by studying a region in the mtDNA known as the 'control region', which was thought to be without function. Sandra's study found that there is about one mutation every thirty-three generations in part of this region known as section 427. Thus after thirty-three generations, two individuals would be expected to differ by about two mutations, since mutations could occur along two lines of inheritance. After a hundred generations, two individuals would be expected to differ by about six mutations, which is close to the value that is actually observed in Sandra's study of her two current subjects. This puts the age of their mtDNA at about a hundred generations. Of course, there is some variance in the calculations and resulting findings because of fluctuations in the actual mutation rate.
What's really frightening about these studies is that one of her study subjects was her daughter. I can't imagine the pain that poor girl must have endured to give her mother the evidence she needed to prove her theories.
***
RIDGEDALE, MO
Tchaikovsky's Piano Concerto no. 1 in B flat minor was blaring from the speakers. Don had turned up the volume to get his blood pumping. He was slapping the steering wheel and humming along with the Berlin Symphonic Orchestra. Nothing could wake a person up better than a little Tchaikovsky.
Don pushed harder on the accelerator and the truck growled as it sped down the two-lane highway into Branson. He would be there soon.
***
BRANSON, MO
What if she is right, Beatrice? The total human genome contains over three billion nucleotide pairs. These pairs are made up of four nucleotides: Adenine, Guanine, Cytosine and Thymine. But Adenine is always paired with Thymine and Cytosine is always paired with Guanine. There are only two possible combinations: AT and CG. A binary code. Just like Morse code, or computer code.
***
Don entered the city of Branson and turned west onto Highway 76. He looked around as he drove past the 76 Music Hall advertising the Ozark Mountain Jubilee, the Thunderbird, and the Starlite where the American Kids were playing. Around the curve, the lights were still on at Mickey Gilley's place.
Branson's reputation as the 'New Las Vegas' was growing. There was no gambling, but the shows were excellent. Don especially liked the Acrobats of China he had seen at the Wayne Newton Theatre. He had been in Branson on several occasions to see the shows, but Don had never been in the residential areas. He slowed down and started studying the street signs.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
Sandra sat down at her PC and punched up her Old Testament Code program. She needed something to do while she waited for Don.
The computer monitor blinked and the program displayed its opening screen. Sandra sat for a moment to decide what information she wanted to explore.
She had written the short program for her PC using Turbo-Pascal. It was a simple program; patterned after the one she developed many years before for use on the Computers at NCCR. She coded the original program after reading a paper Isaac Newton wrote in 1696. Newton -- the man who described the mechanics of our solar system and defined the force of gravity -- was obsessed with the idea that there was a hidden code in the Old Testament of the Bible. He learned Hebrew and spent most of his life trying to find and decipher the code. Ultimately, Newton failed in his quest. But, Sandra's research discovered others who were more successful.
Approximately sixty years ago, a rabbi in Prague discovered something interesting. If you skip fifty letters at the beginning of the original Hebrew version of the Book of Genesis, and then another fifty, and so on, the word 'Torah' is spelled out. Following the same process in the Book of Numbers, the Book of Exodus, and the Book of Deuteronomy had the same results. This fueled Sandra's fire. She needed to succeed where the others had failed. She needed to know what secrets the message within the Bible held.
Both programs' databases consisted of the Old Testament of the Bible in its original Hebrew version. The information had been entered into each database without spaces between the words. This resulted in a database with 304,805 letters. To this database, Sandra added two more books discovered at the archeological dig in Rennes-le-Château that declared their author to be Jesus Christ himself. Any researcher unaware of the author's identity would have classified the books as Gnostic writings in the Hebrew language. They were extraordinary in their content and preservation and added another 94,246 letters to the 304,805 of the Old Testament for a total of 399,051 letters to be searched as a two-dimensional array.
The program worked by searching this letter string for words or phrases hidden by a skip code. It started with the first letter of the string and read every possible sequence, looking for corresponding words or phrases that were spelled out with skips of 1,2,3, all the way up to 5,000 letters. It would then repeat the search starting with the second letter of the string, and so on until it reached the last letter of the letter string.
The program on her PC was limited in its ability to determine related meanings in the discovered words and phrases, but it helped her find new searches to run on her Cray at NCCR.
Sandra placed her hands on the keyboard and typed BAPHOMET. The program started to run and switched screens: 'PLEASE WAIT -- THE DIRECTIVE IS SEARCHING.'
***
BRANSON, MO
Don stopped down the street from the Furman house. There was a sedan parked in the driveway and the lights in the house were on. If there was someone in the house, it could pose a problem for him. But not much of a problem. What his mother wanted, his mother got.
He snapped a pair of surgical gloves on his hands, stepped out of the truck, and stretched to loosen his stiff muscles. The sky was clear and the air was cold. Much colder than it had been in Barlow Springs. But cold had never bothered Don. He filled his lungs with the crisp, clean night air and blew out a large cloud of condensation into the frigid dark. It was exhilarating.
The exhilaration squeezed at his gut, like a snake settling into its coil. He studied the landscape around him.
A long line of Pine trees and brush separated the Furman house from its closest neighbor on the left. The neighboring house was also Victorian, sitting on the corner lot. The windows were dark. Either the house was empty or the owners had retired for the evening. Don decided to go around the neighbor's house and come up behind the Furman's place. He wanted to peek through a few windows and see what was going on before walking up to the door.
The dark Victorian was similar to the Furman's small house, but it was gray with white trim instead of all white and the porch was larger, wrapping around the building. Don studied the front of the structure and walked carefully across the yard to slip down the left side. There was a small mercury-vapor streetlight on the corner. Don looked up at the light and crouched down below the level of the windows as he moved toward the back of the house.
He had never been in the military, but skulking through the night was something he had practiced on many occasions. It had been a big part of his life and he enjoyed it. As a child he roamed freely through the streets of Barlow Springs in search of excitement and adventure, but Barlow Springs had always been a quiet town. Excitement was hard to come by, so Don made excitement. Sometimes he made excitement with the pellet gun he got for Christmas; sometimes he did it with firecrackers. As he got older, he made it with his fists. These were good memories. Tonight had already been exciting and he was sure there was more to come.
Don smiled and continued to move down the row of small bushes by the wraparound porch while his eyes searched for twigs or other objects that might alert someone to his presence.
A dog barked in the distance. He hesitated for a moment and realized that the dog was too far away for its barking to be aimed at him. There was nothing to worry about. There were no other lights in the houses around him and nothing was moving in the chilly night air but leaves and brush. He glanced at his watch and slipped around the corner into the backyard.
Here it was much darker. The house blocked the streetlight's illumination. Don's eyes adjusted slowly until he could see shapes on the ground and shadows created by the glowing moon above him. There was a swing set near the center of the yard and a tricycle turned on its side. He stepped over the tricycle and moved farther down the yard to an area of brush between the houses that looked easier to traverse.
He had just wedged his chest and arms between two prickly bushes when he heard the sound of a car starting. His head jerked up and he tore viciously at the stiff brush as he pushed through into the Furman's backyard.
He was swearing quietly to himself as he rushed toward the house, looking up at the windows. They were dark. Whoever had been inside the house was leaving. Don started to run faster across the backyard and tripped over something hidden in one of the shadows. He swore again, got up and ran toward the front of the house, but he was too late. The sedan was turning the corner as he rushed onto the Furman's front lawn.
He considered getting into his truck and chasing the car to see who had been in the house, but decided against it. Getting the pages back to his mother was more important. She was waiting for him.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
The PC chimed, indicating that it had completed the search. Sandra quickly swallowed the tablet she had taken from her medicine cabinet and walked back to the computer. She adjusted the wrist-brace on her right hand and sat down to call up the results screen. The computer beeped and displayed something that looked like a crossword puzzle. Hebrew characters filled the computer screen with squares, circles and many other geometric symbols surrounding some of the characters. Sandra engaged the internal Hebrew/English translator and studied the results:
HOLOCAUST OF ISRAEL
WILL YOU CHANGE IT
THE YEAR OF BAPHOMET
YOU DELAYED
She switched to the second page:
HOLOCAUST
THE YEAR OF BAPHOMET
She switched to the third page:
WORLD WAR
THE YEAR OF BAPHOMET
She frowned, leaned back in her chair and toyed with the pendant hanging from a delicate gold chain around her neck. The pendant was handmade from the finest Italian gold, carved by the skilled fingers of a master craftsman who had worked for many hours on the complex design. At first glance, it was most often mistaken for the caduceus: the symbol of the medical profession depicting two snakes twisted around a winged staff. Upon closer inspection, it would be revealed as the intricate spiral of a DNA double-helix molecule coiled around a stylized cross. She looked up from her thoughts at the clock on the wall. It was getting late and she was wondering what could be keeping Donny.
***
Stephen checked into a motel outside Branson and carried the envelope and a brown paper bag up to his room. There was no luggage to worry about. Normally he would have brought an overnight case with him. He always did. He kept one packed at all times and was angry with himself for not throwing the bag into his car before he left.
There had been no reason to think he would need to stay overnight. This was supposed to be a simple recognition meeting, just a face-to-face so Kyle would know what he looked like. Anyway, there was nothing he could do about it now.
Stephen dropped onto the king-size bed without removing his clothes and laced his fingers behind his head.
This had been a very strange day. One of those days that made him think about finding another line of work ... someday. First, there was the mummy, and then there were the bizarre pages in the mummy's house. Maybe he was reaching.
His only responsibility was to his Hide. This stuff really was none of his business, except that his Hide was working at NCCR and there were some strange things going on around there: things that might end up getting Kyle hurt ... or killed. That would be just perfect. Losing his first Hide to something that had nothing to do with the reason Kyle was in the Witness Protection Program in the first place.
Stephen looked around the room and wondered what he could do for fun. He was too keyed-up to go to sleep. Actually, this was pretty much the way things would be going if he were at home.
***
Don slammed the paperback book on the floor and swore at it. It was the last book on the shelf. He had been tearing through the house for hours, looking for the missing pages from Maury's journal. His mother would be furious. The cell phone on his belt started to vibrate again.
Don walked into the bedroom without answering the phone. Sheets and torn pillows adorned the floor. He pulled the knife from his pocket, slit open the mattress on the bed and shoved his massive arm into the stuffing, pulling several handfuls out of the mattress before sighing and sitting on the bed. It was hopeless. The missing pages were not in the house.
It was one o'clock on Sunday morning. He should have followed the car.
NCCR
Monday
There was no sign of the Russian advance guard and the street was clear all the way to the research library. With this information firmly in hand, two soldiers returned to our outfit over the damp cobblestone street with smooth, cat like, movements.
Their Sergeant was standing next to the truck, his hands on his hips and a stubby cigar sticking out from between clenched teeth as they covered the last fifty yards at a run.
"The road's clear Sergeant,” Private Palmer explained as he ran up to the truck. “But there's an SS staff car right outside the library."
"What about the Russians?” The Sergeant asked around his cigar stub.
"No sign of them sir."
"Okay. Let's move out!” Sergeant Buchanan shouted as he waived toward the column of men waiting behind him.
***
Oberleutnant Kinderlen stood stoically in his tan SS uniform, his cap pulled tight around his forehead and his hands clasped behind his back as he observed the progress of his two assistants.
Klaus Kinderlen, born in the late twenties, grew up in the turmoil of the Fuehrer's rise to power. His Uncle had shaken the Fuehrer's hand at his first speech in a Munich beer hall and his brother had gone down with his ship in the river Plate in 1940. The news of his Fuehrer's death simply would not register in his mind. The war could not be lost, would not be lost as long as Klaus Kinderlen was still alive.
"Be careful with that you idiot!” He shouted at one of his frightened assistants. "That's not a sack of potatoes you're moving around."
"Oberleutnant, we should be leaving. Word has come that the Russians will be here at any moment,” the fair-haired boy placing high explosives on the floor implored. "You've heard the rumors about what they're doing to SS officers. You must save yourself."
"For what?” Klaus spat. "The Fuehrer was right when he said that it 'doesn't matter what happens to those left behind -- for the best have fallen'. You may want to spend the rest of your life under the thumb of these fools, but I don't."
"But Oberleutnant, you might be able to make a difference if you live.” The hero worship was obvious on the boys face. "You must get out of your uniform and move into the hills with the others so you can help plan the Reich's future."
Klaus just stared toward the door. He didn't have time to argue. It was true that the Russians were on their way but he still had time to finish his last assignment. The echoing sounds of rallies held by the Fuehrer in Munich and Nuremberg were still ringing in his ears. The image of pressing throngs and outstretched hands, raised in salute to the Fuehrer, danced before his eyes. He would live to see them pay…
Sid jumped and grabbed at the insistent, ringing telephone on his desk.
"Yes?"
"Mr. McMillin, this is Jean McLeod at the clinic. We have another body, sir."
"Another body?"
"Yes, sir. I'm afraid so."
"Who is it?"
"It's Mr. Zaveri sir. Ms. Farrell's assistant."
"What happened to him?"
"I'd rather not say over the phone, sir. I think you should have a look at him. It's kind of strange."
"I'm on my way."
Sid hurried into Jennifer's office and physically snatched her from her desk. He relayed what he knew about the situation to Jennifer as they raced to his car and drove to the clinic. When they arrived, Sid stormed through the backdoor with Jennifer close at his side and worked his way down deserted corridors to the morgue.
"I want to know what happened and I want to know in a hurry."
"Yes sir," Jennifer said quietly with a stunned look on her face.
Sid realized that Jennifer had been working with Reinhardt Zaveri for more than two years and that she counted Reinhardt as one of her friends. This would be difficult for her.
He watched Jennifer enter the double doors to the morgue and took a seat on the bench outside.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
A woman's voice answered the phone on the second ring, "U.S. Marshals office. How can I direct your call?"
"Hello, Bonna. It's Stephen. Is Alan around?"
"I don't think he's in his office, Stephen, but he's around here somewhere. You want me to page him for you?"
"Yes. If you would. It's kind of important."
"All riddy diddy. Hang on."
All riddy diddy? Stephen thought. That woman gets stranger every day.
Alan picked up a few seconds later. "Lahodny."
"Hey, Alan. It's me."
"Stephen. How is the frigid north?"
"About the same as the frigid south; and I need a favor."
"Shoot pardner."
"I need a background check on some of these NCCR people. Got a pencil?"
"Hold on a minute," Alan said. Stephen heard the sound of rustling paper. "Okay. Go for it."
"First name is Sid McMillin. He's the head of the National Center for Carcinogen Research up here."
"Yeah."
"Dr. Sandra Wang."
"Uh huh."
"Maury Furman. He was one of the researchers at NCCR."
"Was?"
"Don't ask."
"Okay. Who else?"
"Dr. Jennifer Farrell."
"Uh huh."
"And that's about it for now," Stephen said. "See if you can get me some general info on NCCR while you're at it."
"Not a problem. How soon you need this stuff?"
"Today, if possible."
"Okay. Give me a couple of hours. I'll give you a call when I've got it."
"Thanks. I'll talk to you later. Oh! By the way," Stephen continued quickly, "be sure to check on any organizations these people belong to. I'm especially interested in any fringe groups. You know the types."
"Weirdo-wackos?" Alan asked.
"You got it."
"Okay. I'll be in touch."
Stephen hung up the telephone and shoved his pancake holster under his belt. He had checked out of the room in Branson and found a new room at the Spelunker Motel in Barlow Springs on Sunday. There was no leaving this alone. He needed some answers before going back to Little Rock. The circumstances surrounding the odd death of Maury Furman directly affected the safety of his Hide.
He knew that investigating the death of Maury Furman would meet resistance from his superiors and from local law enforcement in Barlow Springs, but he had no choice. He would meet resistance from within his own department head-on and work around any local conflicts. This was his watch and Kyle Corbin was not going to die on his watch.
***
NCCR
Kyle finished as much of the breakfast on his tray as he could force himself to eat and glanced around the cafeteria one last time before leaving. Jennifer had said she would meet him for breakfast, but never showed up. He was worried. Something might have happened to her. He was more worried that maybe nothing had happened to her; that she had changed her mind about wanting to spend some time with him.
Kyle was a meticulous, orderly and logical man. He never engaged in flights of fantasy and he was always skeptical. He and Jennifer had spent some time together in the lab and eaten a quick lunch together. That was all. Now he was in a sweat because she missed a simple breakfast meeting. This wasn't like Kyle and it worried him. No woman had been a serious part of his life since the deaths of Theresa and David.
Not deaths, Kyle reminded himself. They were murders. Even after more than twenty years, memories of the way his sister and nephew had died haunted him: so quick; so brutal. He could still see the deep red color of the blood in David's crib and the almost black, pool of fluid that surrounded his beloved Theresa. He had trouble remembering the details of their faces. He needed pictures to help him remember what they had looked like.
Not true of the cruel way they died or the trial that followed. He needed no help remembering any of these things. The image of Michael Gene Kaser on the stand denying his involvement in the murders, the sound of the jury foreman saying 'Not Guilty', these things always stayed clear and sharp in his memory. As did the images of blood surrounding the two people he had loved most in his life.
Kyle shook his head silently. Even now, after all these years, none of it made sense. None of it was fair. He knew that. He had always known that. He also knew there was nothing he could do about it. So, he turned to education and objective logic to retain his sanity. He had buried himself in scientific studies for years and watched Star Trek. Mr. Spock was his hero: cold, unfeeling logic and academic excellence his keys to survival.
Kyle picked up his still half-full tray and walked slowly to the trash receptacle near the door. He brushed the remainder of his breakfast into the can and placed his tray on the stack awaiting attention by the dishwasher before returning to his lab. It was going to be a very long day.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
Jennifer walked slowly through the morgue doors and pulled the mask from her face, letting it fall to her chest on the two remaining strings tied around her neck. She sighed heavily and looked at Sid as he stood and walked the short distance to meet her.
"Well?" Sid inquired with raised eyebrows.
"There are some things I can't be sure of because of the condition of the body. The fire was intense. But I think he was skinned and his eyes were removed before the fire started."
"Anything else?" Sid asked.
"Anything else!" Jennifer exploded. "You act like you didn't even know the man. He was my friend and I thought he was yours too."
"He was, Jennifer." Sid put his arm around her shoulders. "I'm sorry, but I really need to know what's happening around here. I need to know who did this and why."
"Wait a minute," Jennifer said, shrugging Sid's arm from her shoulders. "You sound like you expected something like this. How did you know it was more than a fire? Did you have anything to do with this?"
"No, Jennifer...No...I had no idea. It was just something Jean said when she called that made me think there was more to it. That's all."
Jennifer eyed him suspiciously for a moment. "Okay, I'll take your word for it. But I'd better not find out anything different on this one. Reinhardt was a good man. He wouldn't hurt a fly and I will be PISSED if you did anything to hurt him." Jennifer hesitated for effect and glared at him. "I swear I will."
Sid put both hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes. "I give you my word. I had nothing to do with Reinhardt's death."
Jennifer waited, looking into Sid's steely eyes, studying them for any signs of deception. "Okay," she finally said, apparently satisfied with his answer.
Tears started to form in her eyes. "Sid, don't let me down on this one. Maury was one thing, but you know Reinhardt is something totally different."
Sid pulled her head to his shoulder. "I know. He was my friend too."
***
Stephen returned from purchasing supplies at the Caverns tourist shop across the street from his motel. The Spelunker Motel was full of people that had come to explore the network of caves nature had carved in the Ozark Mountains and Stephen wanted to fit in.
Unlike the other occupants of the motel, Stephen had no plans for visiting the caves, but he did plan to do some exploring. He planned to move around town and ask discreet questions, see what he could learn.
He tossed his jacket on the only chair in the room and started pulling items from the large plastic bag on the bed. As he pulled each item from the bag, he tore off the tag and dumped it onto the flowered bedspread: new blue jeans, jean jacket, checkered shirt, socks and hiking boots. He would have difficulty justifying the receipts to accounting.
The cell phone on his hip began to vibrate.
"Hello."
"Stephen?"
"Yeah, Alan. You got something for me?"
"I've got something, but you won't like it.
"What do you mean?"
"To start with, your man Sid McMillin isn't the head-dog at NCCR."
"He's not?"
"No. And to top it off, the HEW people I talked to in Washington have never even heard of the guy. Or any of the other people on your list either."
"What?"
"That's right. As far as people in Washington are concerned, the director at NCCR is named Samuel Levi and the people on your list don't exist. But that was when I called DC's main office. When I called the number you gave me, I started getting some answers, right up to the point where I got slapped down hard and fast by none other than the DoD."
"The DoD," Stephen said with a laugh. "What does the Department of Defense have to do with anything? This place is run by HEW."
"NCCR is run by Health, Education, and Welfare and they've never heard of these people."
"Oh man, that's just great. What is this? Some kind of spook cell or something."
"I don't know. And I'm never going to know. It came straight from the top, no more questions about these people and there are no answers forthcoming. Be careful man, whoever these folks are, they carry a big stick and I'm sure they wouldn't mind using it on you."
"Great! Just fucking great! How am I supposed to do my job like this?"
"The hard way it looks like," Alan said. "You coming back?"
"Not for a few more days. Can you cover for me?"
"No problem on this end, but you better watch your back out there. You sure you don't want me to come up and give you a hand?"
"No. Not yet. Maybe later though. Let me know if you hear anything else."
"You got it. And be careful."
"I will. Thanks."
"Sure, man. Talk to you later."
Stephen replaced the cell-phone on its clip and looked up at the ceiling. He was asking God what he had done to deserve this headache. Of course, there was no answer, but it never hurt to ask.
Even if there were no real answers coming out of Washington, there was one thing he did know: Maury Furman and Dr. Sandra Wang were both whacked, at the very least -- lunatic fringe. He knew this much from the papers he took from the Furman house. Maury was dead, but Dr. Wang was still out there walking around. Where there are two nuts, there are usually a lot more. He would keep looking.
First on his list was a visit to Dr. Wang's house. If the powers-that-be were going to be uncooperative about his request for information, then he would go out and get it himself. After all, it would be a lot more reliable if he got the information for himself. With the circumstances surrounding NCCR, he knew that any information his office gave him would be unreliable. It was much better this way.
Stephen headed back to the tourist shop. There were items he needed to add to his shopping list.
***
NCCR
Jennifer was sitting at the desk in her office, thinking about Reinhardt. His death disturbed her, frightened her. Who could have done such a thing? She hoped Sid was telling the truth about not being responsible for Reinhardt's death.
Dr. Wang walked through Jennifer's door. "I'm so sorry, Jennifer. I know how close you and Reinhardt had become."
Jennifer looked up. She felt numb, fuzzy. "Yes. It was terrible."
Sandra touched her shoulder. "Let me have your arm, honey. I need to give you something."
"What is it?"
"Just a flu shot. There's a really bad strain out there this year and everybody has to get one."
Jennifer mechanically unbuttoned her lab coat and slipped it off her shoulder. "Would it be okay if Mirissa spent the night with Linda at your place? I need some time alone."
"Of course it would, sweetie. Don't you worry about a thing. I was planning to take the rest of the day off anyway. I'll even pick her up from school."
"Thanks," Jennifer said as she felt a slight sting in her left shoulder.
Sandra replaced the plastic cap on the syringe and dropped it into her lab coat. "There've been some reports of people having very detailed dreams after receiving this particular vaccine. If you should happen to have one of these dreams, I would like you to make notes about it in as much detail as you can remember. It would help me keep a record of the results."
"Sure," Jennifer said absentmindedly. "I'll write it down for you."
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
Don's mother wasn't happy. There had been no overt signs of her anger. There never were, but Don knew how angry she was. He had failed her and this wasn't acceptable. Promises were made, promises he had to keep. He would find the pages and bring them to her.
"Good morning, Walt," Don said as he walked through the front door of his office. "Anything exciting going on?"
"Nothin' to speak of," Walt answered in his slow southern drawl. "Did get to meet me a real live U.S. Marshal though."
"A what?" Don froze in the process of placing his hat on the rack by the front door.
"A shure-nuff member of that honorable group of men we refer to as 'Sir' when we get to talk to them at all," Walt said jokingly. "A United States Marshal. Right here in little ol' Barlow Sprin's."
"What the hell did he want?" Don said. He placed his hat on the peg and sat nonchalantly at his desk.
"Nothin'. Just chewed the fat for a while. Said he couldn't tell me what he was up too. How rare: a Fed not tellin' us what's goin' on."
"Yeah. Bastards," Don said and shifted some paper on his desk. "He must have said something though."
"Well, he said there wasn't nothin' for us to worry about. He wasn't goin' to be shootin' up the town. Just wanted some information about Barlow Sprin's and he asked about you."
"About me?"
"Yeah. But don't worry. I lied and told him you was the best sheriff that ever walked the planet." Walt smiled at his little joke.
"Really."
"He did take an interest in our mummy."
Don froze again. "Mummy?"
"You know. The Furman fella from up NCCR."
"Yes. I know. What did he want to know about Maury Furman?"
"Nothin'. It just came up in the conversation. What's happenin' with that anyway?"
"Just closing it as an accident. I'll try and get the paperwork done today."
"I figured as much," Walt said without concern.
***
Stephen sorted the newly purchased items on the bed: backpack, flashlight, compass, and canteen. More things he would have trouble explaining when he turned in his request for reimbursement.
He had changed into the jeans he purchased earlier and transferred the contents of his pockets to the new clothes. It was still fairly early in the morning and he wanted to get started.
He had learned that the land surrounding the Star Stalactite Cave adjoined Dr. Wang's property and he wanted to do some walking around while she was at work, hoping that no one else would be at the house during the day.
He stuffed the flashlight and other supplies into his jacket pockets and the tan backpack, swung the new backpack over his shoulders and looked in the mirror. He would pass. He looked just like all the other cavers walking through the woods this time of year.
The drive to the Star Stalactite Cave was short and beautiful. Even with the problems surrounding his visit, Stephen was able to appreciate the bright yellow and crimson of the leaves that decorated trees lining the road. The air was crisp with a clean, fresh odor he never noticed in Little Rock. Probably because the air in Little Rock smelled of smog, mold and improperly burned gasoline, like most other cities of its size.
Stephen turned the sedan into a dirt parking lot and walked up to the visitor center to purchase a ticket to the Star Stalactite Cave. There were two other cars in the lot, but there would be few people around to see what he was doing. The people who were around would be busy with their own explorations.
Ticket firmly in hand he proceeded down the dirt trail that led into the woods, his hiking boots kicking small puffs of dust into the air behind him. The entrance to the cave was about two hundred yards from the visitor center. He pulled the compass from his pocket and left the path about halfway to the cave entrance to walk toward Dr. Wang's property.
Stephen loved to camp and he was experienced at traversing the woods of northern Arkansas. This time of year was perfect. Most of the biting insects had disappeared for the winter and he enjoyed the exercise of hiking in the cool air. The sun was shining and the sky was blue and cloudless. Not a bad way to earn a living.
He looked down at the compass and studied the landscape in front of him. There was an old fence snaking its way over the next hill. He was sure this was the boundary between the reserve and Dr. Wang's property. Stephen placed the compass in his jacket pocket and trudged up the hill toward the fence.
A squirrel leapt from one branch to another over his head as he struggled over the rusted wire. The noise startled him, but he laughed when he saw the squirrel shaking its tail and watching him intently. The going was easier after he started down the other side of the hill. Dr. Wang's house was somewhere on his right.
Flat stepping-stones made crossing the creek fairly simple. The stones had arrows carved in the tops that pointed toward a group of Indian burial mounds in the distance. The mounds seemed to be intact. Stephen was glad they were undamaged. Souvenir hunters, looking for pottery and arrowheads, had ravaged most of the Indian burial sites found in the Ozarks. Apparently, Dr. Wang's interest didn't include Indian artifacts.
Stephen stepped from the last rock in the creek onto the other side. He climbed over a boulder at the base of a hill and pushed against a bush that felt funny in his hand. He looked at it closely. The leaves of the bush were made of silk. The plant wasn't real. He crouched and studied the area around the plant before pulling it away from the hillside. It was concealing a small opening in the rock face. A cave. Someone had intentionally hidden the entrance. If someone took the time to hide the entrance, there was something inside they wanted to keep from prying eyes. Stephen pulled the flashlight from his backpack and climbed through the opening.
***
Don walked in the front door of the Barlow Springs Emergency Medical Center. The woman behind the counter looked up at him. "Hi, Don. What brings you out here this morning? Not feeling poorly are you?"
"No Cindy. I'm fine. I just came out to pick up the death certificate for Maury Furman. I need it for my report."
"Yes. Your mom said you'd need a copy," Cindy said, leaning down and pulling a manila envelope from beneath the counter. "I've got your copy right here."
"Great," Don said casually, taking the envelope from her outstretched hand. "Did they pick up the body yet?"
"Not yet. A man came by from the funeral home a few nights ago to take a look at the body, but they haven't come to get it yet."
"Somebody from Hail, Taft?"
"I don't know. Marguerite was on duty that night."
"Is she around?"
"I think she's back in the lounge. You need to talk to her?"
"If you don't mind. I need to get some details for the report."
"Have a seat. I'll get her for you."
"Thanks."
Don ignored her invitation to sit in one of the chairs surrounding the lobby and walked over to the window. The parking lot outside was nearly full, but there were only three people sitting around the room waiting for attention. The rest of the cars belonged to the staff or people already inside. Don had never liked hospitals. They smelled of disinfectant and made him nervous.
"Hi, Donny. You need to talk to me?"
Don looked back at the woman walking through the open door behind the counter. "Yes, Marguerite. I wanted to ask you a few questions about the man that came in to look at the Furman body."
"You mean the one from the funeral home?"
"That's right. Was he from Hail, Taft?"
Marguerite frowned and thought for a moment. "No. He wasn't. He said he was from a place in Little Rock. Don't remember the name of it. Come to think of it, that's kind of funny. I thought Maury lived up in Branson. I didn't know he had family in Little Rock."
"Did he say anything else?"
"Not much. He just wanted to look at the body. Took a tissue sample with him too."
"You remember what he looked like?"
"You bet," Marguerite said with a big smile on her face. "Tall, good-looking man, coat and tie type with blond hair and to-die-for dimples."
"With tan slacks?" Don said.
"Yeah. How'd you know that?"
***
Stephen swung the flashlight beam around the vast cavern. Huge stalactites and stalagmites dominated the monstrous room. His beam barely reached the far wall. He could hear the sound of dripping water echoing in the distance and the air inside the cave was noticeably colder than the outside temperature.
He stepped slowly around the wall to the left on a well-worn path. It was leading him toward the sound of dripping water. Stephen followed the path to a small underground lake tucked away in a niche in the wall that swelled out into a remote area of the cavern. He gazed into the reflective surface of the water for a moment before swinging the flashlight to the right and steadying the beam on an object in the center of the room. The object was hidden from the entrance to the cave by large limestone formations.
Tiny pebbles rattled down the gradual slope as he worked himself down to the floor of the cave and walked up to the obviously manmade object in the middle of the room. He studied it carefully. It was a large stone slab, supported by a rock pedestal. A deep groove was cut down one side of the slab that ran off one end. The slab was about seven feet long and three feet wide with dark stains covering its surface around the groove. There was something white sticking up from the far side.
The white protrusion seemed to be pulling Stephen toward it like a magnet. He walked around the stone platform and grabbed at his gun as metal clanging echoed around the chamber, magnified many times by the shape of the cavern and its unyielding rock walls. He looked down at the stainless steel bowl on the floor that he had kicked with his foot. It was shining brightly in the flashlight beam. This place was starting to make him jumpy.
He stepped around the metal bowl and gripped the white object balanced on the slab. The sound of metal scraping against rock echoed in the room as a blade slid from a slit in the stone when he pulled on the knife's bone handle. He held it up and shined the light on the dangerous looking weapon, turning it slowly to study its design. He was beginning to perspire in the frigid air as he replaced the knife in its stone scabbard.
Stephen swung the light around the room again. He was sure there was more to see. Deeper into the natural cave, his light fell on a podium standing by three rows of rough, wooden pews. He approached the podium and ran his fingers over its surface, feeling the cracks and scars created by time and tried to imagine the words spoken behind it. The images he formed in his mind were dark and sinister: a shadowy temple where chants in strange sounding languages echoed and necromancy was practiced to evoke the powers of an evil God. Even now, he knew there was more to this place than he had discovered as he pulled his eyes away from the compelling area of shared secrets to continue his explorations, looking for answers to questions his mind feared to ask.
Stephen moved toward the deep shadows of this world, more rightly found in a nightmare of Gothic fiction, and followed his flashlight beam slowly into an adjoining room. Cedar paneling created a wall on one side of the much smaller crypt with nine dark-green robes hung from hooks screwed into the paneling. On the other side of the room, a large hole dominated the area where wall and floor failed to meet. He knelt at the edge of the natural opening and shined his flash-light into its inky recesses. The dark cavity refused to reveal its depths to the lantern's powerful beam.
Stephen studied the sharp rim around the opening, picked up a stone and dropped it into the hole, waiting to hear it strike bottom. Several seconds passed before he heard a tiny splash at a great distance. His heart was beating faster. He had expected to find something, but not this.
Stephen crouched back on his heels and considered the possibility of taking the robes and the knife with him, but decided against it. There would be time for that later. He needed to finish his search of the grounds and he wanted to get inside the house. A sick feeling in his gut was telling him that this story ended elsewhere.
***
Don sat at his desk and twirled a pen in his fingers. He was sure the man who looked at Maury's body was the marshal Walt had described. The marshal had even taken tissue samples with him. This was not a good sign. Maury's death was completely outside the man's jurisdiction. What did he think he was doing; and what was he doing? Why was he interested in the death of Maury Furman?
Don had sent Walt to the bank on the pretence of getting more details for the alarm report. He really wanted to get him out of the way while he called his mother. She should know about this.
Don picked up the phone and dialed his mother's cell number.
"Hello."
"Mother?"
"Hello, son. Have you recovered the pages?"
"Not yet, Mother. There's something else I wanted to talk to you about. There's a U.S. Marshal in town asking a lot of questions."
"There is?"
"Yes. And he's asking questions about Furman."
"That's disturbing news, Son. What are you doing about it?"
"I just found out about it a few minutes ago. I'm going to start working on it now."
"In other words, you don't know what to do about it and you called Mother to find out."
"No, Mother. I can handle this."
"You will locate the marshal and explain to him that this is none of his business. If that doesn't work, then you will let me know and I'll take care of him personally."
"Yes, Mother."
***
"I couldn't get into the house. There was a car out front and I could see a woman through one of the windows. Dr. Wang must have stayed home today. I started to bring some of the stuff I found in the cave out with me, but I didn't have a warrant. None of it would have been admissible as evidence."
Alan sighed into the phone. "Did I fail to make myself clear the last time we talked? I told you these people are untouchable. The word 'untouchable' came from so high up that I don't even know who it was."
"Alan! I think this woman is carving people up in a cave in her backyard. She's a wacko of the highest order. We can't just ignore this."
"I don't think you have a choice. I don't like it any more than you do, but I wasn't given any options in this thing. Your Dr. Wang is not to be disturbed. Finito, end of discussion."
"Alan!"
"I'm not kidding, Stephen. Leave these people alone."
"Jesus Christ! We could be looking at a serial killer here. Maybe a whole nest of them."
The telephone was silent for a moment as Alan considered the options before relenting. "Okay. I'm with you, but this has to be off-the-record. It's just you and me. We can't expect help of any kind. What we can expect is to get fired if we don't do this the right way."
"I know. Thanks."
"Don't thank me yet. I may've just signed your death warrant."
"Let's hope not," Stephen said. "Then who would keep you entertained?"
***
NCCR
It was half past two o'clock and Kyle was sitting at the desk of his newly decorated office. It was nice, but he still preferred his less extravagant office in Florida.
He meticulously stacked the colored post-it notes next to his computer monitor and lined up the legal pads on the edge of the desk. Jennifer walked through the door without knocking. Her hair was loose around her shoulders and she was wearing a short black dress that was at least two sizes to small for her exceptional figure. High heels accented the carefully chosen ensemble and the long, white lab coat had been left behind.
"Kyle, I'm sorry about this morning," she said and sat in one of the leather chairs on the opposite side of his desk. "Something came up that I couldn't control."
"That's okay," Kyle said with the sound of relief in his voice. "Breakfast in the cafeteria isn't much to miss I'm afraid."
"That's not it," Jennifer said. She crossed her long legs and the black dress crept higher on firm thighs. "I missed being with you."
Jennifer's penchant for directness tended to have a negative effect on Kyle's ability to communicate. He was at a loss for words ... again.
"But, I'm going to make it up to both of us," she continued without waiting for a response. "How about dinner. My treat."
"No. I mean yes. I'd love to have dinner with you." Kyle shook his head. "But you shouldn't pay for it. I should."
"Don't be ridiculous," Jennifer said, standing and moving seductively toward the door. "I asked you. Remember?" The door closed behind her before he could formulate a response.
The remainder of his day would be a loss, until he saw her again.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
It was almost 4:30 in the afternoon, time for Walt to go home when the phone started ringing. He decided he should answer it on the forth ring. "Sheriff's Office."
"Hello. Is deputy Prince in?"
"Speakin'."
"Hello Deputy. This is Marshal Gibson. We met the other day."
"Of course, Marshal. What can I do for you?"
"Nothing much. I was just checking in to see if there were any new bodies in town," Stephen said with a laugh.
"What are you, psychic?"
"Huh?"
"You mean to tell me you already heard about Zaveri?"
"I'm sorry, Walt. I was just kidding. Has there really been another death."
"Not just one; we got two bodies for you today. Ol' Ms. Hannon passed on in her sleep. I don't think you'd be interested in that one, but the other one. Son! Death is not the way to put it for poor ol' Reinhardt. His body is worse than Maury's. He was skinned and his eyes were plucked out." Walt paused for effect. "And that was before he died."
The phone was silent except for the hiss of the carrier wave.
"You still there, Marshal?"
"Yes...sorry. That one caught me off guard."
"Shucks. A big Fed like you? I figured this would be ol' hat for you, Marshal."
"I take it this just happened."
"Yeah. The sheriff's out at the hospital doin' the paperwork on it now. Been the biggest week for dead bodies I ever seen."
"I'm sure," Stephen said thoughtfully. "You say the sheriff's at the hospital with the body right now?"
"Sure is."
"I think I'll run out there and introduce myself. See if there's anything I can do to help."
"I'm sure Donny would be right proud to have your help, Marshal. Tell him I said 'Hi' when you get out there."
"I'll do that, Deputy. Thank you."
Walt hung up the phone and smiled to himself. Donny was not the kind of man that would like Marshal Gibson. Walt liked him okay, but Donny wasn't in a good mood. This should be an extremely interesting meeting. He wished he could be a fly on the wall for this one.
***
Mirissa sat on the edge of Linda's lower bunk bed kicking her feet. The room seemed big to her. The walls were adorned with shelves filled with expensive toys and the elegant furniture was expertly accented with bright colors and girlish frills.
"What are we watching tonight?" Mirissa called out to her friend in the adjoining bathroom.
"Slasher's Revenge," Linda answered through the closed door.
"Wow! How'd you talk your mom into letting us watch that one? She thinks horror movies'll rot our brains."
"That's for sure. I don't know what's gotten into her today. She's been kind of stony lately."
"Must be," Mirissa commented honestly. "I'm sure my mom would've put a quick veto on that one."
"Yeah. We really got lucky this time."
The sound of a flushing toilet could be heard in the bathroom and Linda Wang stepped out into the large bedroom to join Mirissa. "And on a school night too. Both our moms are acting a little strange."
"Yeah," Mirissa observed with a frown on her face. "Wonder what's up with them?"
***
Stephen walked through the door of the hospital and approached the woman behind the counter. The sun was low on the horizon behind him.
"Hello. I'm Marshal Gibson," he said, extending his badge for the woman to examine. "I'm here to see the sheriff. I think he's with the body of a Mr. Zaveri."
"Yes, Marshal. I believe he's back there. Follow me please."
The nurse led Stephen through stark hallways and pushed open large, double doors under the 'MORGUE' sign. She looked into the room and then motioned for Stephen to go inside. "That's him over there," she said as she held the doors open for him.
He walked into the morgue toward a large man in uniform.
"Are you Sheriff Hicks?"
"Yes. Who are you?"
"My name is Stephen Gibson," he said, and flipped open his badge. "I'm from the U.S. Marshal's office in Little Rock."
Don looked at the badge without taking it from Stephen's outstretched hand. "What can I do for you, Marshal?"
"I heard about Mr. Zaveri and just came by to see if you needed my help." Should have worded that better, Stephen thought to himself.
"Where did you hear about Mr. Zaveri?"
"Your Deputy told me about it."
"He did, did he?" Don straightened to his full six-foot-four-inch height and looked down at Stephen. Stephen was several inches shorter and carrying a lot less weight.
"Well, Marshal. I don't need your help. This is outside your jurisdiction and I'm not too happy with the way you got in here the other night to poke around Maury Furman either."
"I'm sorry about that, Sheriff. It just seemed the most expedient course at the time. It was late and I didn't want to disturb you."
"What's your interest in Furman and Zaveri?"
"Nothing specific. Just trying to be helpful."
"I doubt that," Don said coolly. "What are you really doing here in Barlow Springs, Marshal Gibson?" Don exaggerated the pronunciation of his name in an uncomplimentary fashion.
Stephen spoke firmly and without hesitation. "I'm sorry, Sheriff, but I'm not at liberty to talk about that."
"Uh-huh. Not at liberty to talk about it. Well I tell you what," Don said, shifting his weight and putting his hands on his gun belt. "Why don't you just find your way out of my town, Mr. Not-At-Liberty. We don't need you around here." Don was starting to raise his voice and his face was flushing red. Stephen had seen the signs before.
"Look, Sheriff," Stephen said, trying to placate the obviously angry man. "I don't mean to step on your toes, but I have a job to do. I would appreciate your cooperation."
"I already told you, Marshal. You are not welcome in Barlow Springs and I want you out of my town."
"I'm sorry. But I can't leave yet. Frankly, I was hoping we could help each other."
"No chance of that," Don responded quickly.
The two men held each other's gaze for several seconds before Don spoke. "I'm going to give you till tomorrow morning, Marshal." Don lowered his voice and continued to speak. "I want you out of Barlow Springs tomorrow."
***
After a quiet dinner of juicy Steak and Lobster at Cajun's Wharf, Jennifer took Kyle for a walk along the Buffalo River. It was cold, but neither one of them seemed to notice. A strange silence stood between them and Jennifer decided to break it. "So. What's a nice boy like you doing in a place like this?" She said.
"What?"
Jennifer just smiled at him.
"Sorry," Kyle said and laughed. "Is it really that bad?"
"No," she said with a smile. "I was just trying to start a conversation."
"Okay. Let's see. Something I haven't already told you," Kyle said, watching his feet as they moved across the stone pathway.
"I'm not too good at talking about myself." They stopped walking for a moment and Kyle looked up at the stars.
Jennifer waited patiently: a practiced listener.
"I was raised by very religious parents," Kyle said. "They were good people ... knew their God well and had a very close relationship with him. They were content with incomplete answers and I never was. But, I felt compelled to make them happy. So, I went to a seminary after high school."
Kyle turned and began walking along the river again. Jennifer followed. "This is hard for me," he said. "I don't like talking about my failures."
"None of us like to talk about things we perceive as failures in our lives," Jennifer said. "But, sometimes it makes us feel better."
Kyle laughed again. "I don't think this is going to make me feel any better," he said. "I don't know why I'm telling you this."
"Because you want too," Jennifer said quietly.
Kyle glanced at the expression on Jennifer's face. "Well, I think I'm going back a little bit too far in time," he said.
Kyle stepped over a flagstone pushed out of the ground by a tree root. "I've never been married, but I've been close to people in my life," he said. He had been putting off this part of the conversation all night, but it had to be dealt with eventually.
"Lots of girlfriends, huh," Jennifer said.
"No," Kyle said. "I was very close to my sister and her son. I guess you could say I was the surrogate father in the family when David's real father left them just after David was born. They moved in with me and we had a good life together."
"Do you still see them?"
"No," Kyle said softly, almost in a whisper. "They were both murdered in my home. I was the one that found the bodies."
"My God." Jennifer whispered. "That must have been awful for you. I'm so sorry."
"It's been more than twenty years since they died. I just thought you should know about it. That's all."
"But how do you deal with it?"
"I don't," Kyle said. "No one should ever have to live with the experience of outliving their child. For all practical purposes, David was my son.
"It's feels like I'm a piece of glass that's been shattered and put back together. The deformities, gaps and edges never heal, never go away; they're always with me. I've just learned to function that way."
Jennifer moved up next to him on the pathway and matched his pace. "Why did you want me to know?"
He stopped and looked away from her toward the water. "I'm not sure. It's been a long time since there was someone in my life that I was truly close to." He turned to face her. "Maybe I want to scare you away. Maybe I want you to feel sorry for me. I just don't know what I want."
"At least that's a start," Jennifer said. "At least you know that you want something. Maybe we want the same thing."
"What's that?"
"My answers won't be any better than yours," she said.
They took each other's hand and finished their walk around the River Edge Trail before returning to the restaurant parking lot. Most of their conversation that evening was a benign exchange of pleasantries, designed to be painless and devoid of effort. Some of it exposed weaknesses and scars on both sides. Overall, it was a good beginning.
Jennifer pulled the BMW into her garage and closed the door. When she stepped from the car, she simply expected Kyle to follow her. He did. Without comment or question.
They walked through the garage door into the kitchen where Jennifer went to him and slipped her arms around his neck; he looked into the infinite emotions expressed by her eyes and felt the last vestige of the day's tensions falling away. Her yielding body pressed against his as they leaned forward and touched their lips in a tentative kiss.
The Moon's platinum rays flowed steadily into their sanctuary and a cold evening breeze sang its song in the leaves and branches outside. No words were necessary. They walked hand in hand up the dark stairs to the bedroom and embraced in the doorway. Their mouths touched, demanding as temperatures climbed and blood coursed through their veins.
Kyle ran his hands up Jennifer's sides, feeling the thin material of her dress, heated by the yielding flesh underneath. An almost painful, ancient desire, burning deep in the human genome and shared with all other forms of life, increased his heart rate and took control from the civilized rules that govern everyday life.
Slowly, he slipped his arm behind her knees, lifted her from the thick carpet, and carried her to the bed. Their eyes locked as Kyle lowered her to her feet and reached behind her to work the zipper that would relieve her from the confines of her clothes. The silken dress fell to her ankles with a sigh and his hands came alive on the smooth, pliant warmth of her body.
Jennifer responded and her hands climbed to his shoulders to slowly trace the line of his jacket until she found and opened the buttons on his shirt.
The sounds of night animals singing on the ground below could reach their ears but not their minds. They became one: their bodies moving on cool sheets, afraid the feelings would stop at any moment. Anxiety and need drove them as Jennifer's arms and legs tightened around his body.
Instinctively, they overcame their uncertainties and responded to the inner rhythms of their bodies. Their passion intensified, each partner matching the other until time stopped, reality receded, and the stars in their black velvet curtain exploded into a dazzling display of light, allowing reality to return, but with less of its pain.
Neither of them felt like talking. Their actions had served their purpose and helped relieve the unbearable tensions building inside. If anything more existed, they would find out later. There was plenty of time for them to learn each other's hidden traits. Jennifer rested her head on Kyle's shoulder and draped her arm over his chest. Soon, she was asleep.
***
Orlando had parked the van across the street from Dr. Farrell's house. He had been following them all evening and settled in to enjoy the show. The bugs in Kyle's house had recorded their earlier telephone conversations and Orlando had known exactly where to pick them up: at the restaurant.
He had to wait for hours before he finally saw them come out and take their little walk to the river. Luckily, they had come strait to Jennifer's after their walk.
The van's built-in laser microphone scanned the windows in the house until it locked onto the sounds coming from Jennifer's upstairs bedroom. Kyle Corbin was a little less boring tonight, Orlando thought to himself. He regretted the lack of a video camera link in Jennifer's bedroom, but he did have the thermo-scan camera. The blue, yellow and red differentiations in heat signals formed recognizable images in interesting positions, but it would never take the place of real high-definition video.
***
Stephen sat in his car, directly behind the white van parked outside Dr. Farrell's house. He had come in hopes of searching the house while she was away and found the van in place when he arrived. He had recognized it as something unusual immediately. There was a boom -- expertly designed and concealed in a custom built depression in the top of the van, making it almost invisible to the casual observer -- with an antenna attached to the end that could be deployed to transmit data to an Orbiting Satellite Communications Platform (OSCAP). It was state-of-the-art, expensive and unspeakably out of place in this sleepy little town. Even more interesting was the license plate on the van. It was Government Issue. Someone else was keeping tabs on the good doctor.
***
The Moon continued to trace its path across the sky as Kyle lay on his back, lost in Moon rays playing across the deck outside the sliding glass doors. He turned and watched her sleep. Jennifer kicked the covers from her body and her naked skin became accentuated by moonglow. The touch of the Moon's pearly light created pockets of shadow and swirling lanes of milky texture on her exquisite body.
When Jennifer's breathing became slow, regular and shallow, Kyle gently removed himself from her embrace. He silently walked through the sliding glass doors that led from her bedroom to the balcony outside and leaned against the railing surrounding the deck. A gently sloping hill led from the back of the house to a bubbling stream and he watched as silver tinted leaves waved in the cold evening air. The arresting scene held him captive until the sound of a crack -- like tiny thunder -- came from the bedroom, jerking him back to reality.
Kyle rushed through the door. The bed was empty. Jennifer was gone.
***
"You lost it?" Alan said. He was still at the office. Stephen caught him just as he was preparing to leave.
"Give me a break. You've blown a few tails in your time too."
"Did he know he was being followed?"
"I'm not sure. He jumped down a side street, made a couple of jogs and just disappeared."
"No big deal. The plate has to be NCCR. I figure your Sid McMillin is keeping tabs on his chickies."
"That's what I think too. Can you get that stuff to me in the morning?"
"I'll have to use a messenger service to get it there by morning. Accounting is going to be all over my ass." He laughed. "Hell, I don't even know what some of it is. Are you sure there was an OSCAP link on top of that thing?"
"I'm sure. We used smaller versions in the Teams every day. This was the biggest one I've ever seen. I can't imagine what its power base is."
"You Seals give me hives," Alan said. "You see plots and techno-babble on every corner."
"Not this time. This is for real. You were right about the kind of people we're dealing with."
"Man. I just hate being right all the time."
Jennifer stood in front of a decaying castle with the night's warm air blowing gently over her naked body; she turned her gaze upward and watched the woman silhouetted on the castle's battlements far above. The silent, black silhouette was tall with blowing hair and her long flowing gown was moving with the wind in front of a deep purple sky.
Jennifer's gaze dropped from the motionless figure above and trickled down the ancient ruin growing from the mountain peak like a malignant mole. She saw roughhewn stones scarred by ancient battles long lost or won and moss, mold, roots and vines had found homes in the cracks between the stones. Crumbling mortar, which had fallen from the joints between the stones, littered the land around the castle and the dark wood of the front gate was almost black with age. A giant rock lintel above the gate was deeply carved with the words ET IN ARCADIA EGO.
Somehow, the Latin inscription was familiar, as everything around her was familiar, but the meaning of the words was only a vague tease around the fringe of her mind. She concentrated harder. The words ET IN ARCADIA EGO danced as her eyes glazed and she turned inward to study them.
ET IN ARCADIA EGO; her subconscious mind whispered the words to her conscious mind; they were important; she knew they were important; she knew she should remember them. But, the reason she should remember them eluded her.
When Jennifer returned from her introspection, the woman that had stood above her was gone. She was alone in front of the dark presence of the castle and a strong desire to sleep was making her eyelids heavy. Jennifer lowered herself to the soft grass and closed her eyes.
She awakened at home, in her bed alone. Kyle was gone. Jennifer looked at the rosy dawn sky outside the sliding glass doors to her bedroom and pulled the sheet tighter around her. The sound of running footsteps, coming up the stairway, drew her attention toward the bedroom door.
"Jennifer!" Kyle said, rushing into the room. "I was worried sick. Where have you been?"
Jennifer was puzzled. "I've been right here. I just woke up and you were gone. Where have you been?"
"I've been looking for you; you were gone all night. I didn't know what I should do, who to call. Don't you remember any of this?"
"I had a pretty strange dream," she said, scrunching her face and rubbing her hand over her eyes.
Kyle walked over to the bed and plucked a blade of grass from Jennifer's hair. "Did this dream have grass in it by any chance?" he said with accusation in his voice.
Jennifer took the blade of grass from his hand and frowned. She tossed the grass to the floor and let the sheet fall away from her breasts. "Come back to bed. We'll worry about it later."
***
The messenger arrived with the package from Alan before dawn. Stephen unpacked the equipment and drove out to Dr. Wang's immediately afterward. He was presently crouched behind a bush, watching as Dr. Wang and two young girls climbed into a Mercedes and started down the long driveway.
He waited for the car to exit onto the street and go around the corner before turning his binoculars toward the house to study the windows. No movement inside. The laser microphone on the ground beside him was still scanning the widows, listening for sounds. It was reporting silence in all rooms. He decided the house was empty and returned the equipment to his pockets. It was time to go in.
The house was an imposing structure. By anyone's standards, it would be classified as a mansion. County records told Stephen that it was built before the Civil War and that all of the plantation lands had been sold except the forty-acre tract the main house was sitting on. Sandra had purchased the house for an obscene amount of money. Ms. Wang obviously didn't need to work. Not if she could afford a house like this.
The colonial's clapboard walls were painted white and the sharply pitched angles of the new roof were covered with slate tiles. The old wooden windows had been replaced with thermopane reproductions that blended perfectly with the existing architecture. No expense had been spared in maintaining the landmark in pristine condition. However, it was still a house and Stephen knew he would be able to get inside without any problems ... now that Alan had armed him with the proper tools.
He pulled one of the scanners Alan had sent him from a pouch on his belt and activated it. The scanner emitted an invisible laser that swept in front of him as he walked toward the house. If it intersected another beam, an indicator on the LED readout would blink rapidly, a directional indicator would show Stephen where the other beam was located and the scanner case would vibrate. He had disabled the audible alarms. The scanner was also checking for a variety of other intrusion warning devices. He was being very careful after his encounter with the surveillance van last night.
When he reached the back door, he studied the device in his hand and felt around the doorframe for hardwired alarms. Nothing appeared to be guarding the house. This surprised him. He had expected to find some type of security around her residence, at least one of those cheap home protection systems. He knew Dr. Wang had something to hide and expected her to take precautions. Maybe her megalomania was so advanced that it made her feel invincible. He hoped so. That would certainly make his job easier.
He dropped the scanner in the pocket of his blue jean jacket and turned the doorknob, gently pushing against the door. It was locked. He pulled a leather case from his pocket and extracted a lock-pick. Stephen opened the door as quickly as a person with a key.
He stepped inside and glanced rapidly around the kitchen. It was neat, clean and modernized at some time in the past. The old hearth that had once been a large part of plantation life was still there, dominating one wall of the large room. Stephen closed the door behind him and retrieved the scanner from his pocket, activating all of its capabilities.
In addition to the already functioning sensors, two new ones came online. The small scanner was now emitting a high frequency tone - slightly outside the human hearing range - and listening on a broad band of frequencies to see if anything was transmitting the sound. If there were microphones in the area that picked up sounds and transmitted them to a remote receiver, the scanner would find them. The scanner was also monitoring all possible video channels and searching for local recording equipment. So far, there were no security devices. Stephen removed a strap from the scanner's pouch and hung it around his neck. He would feel a steady vibration against his chest if it detected anything.
He walked across the kitchen to what had once been servant's quarters. The rooms were now being used as storage. There was nothing of interest in here, so he returned to the kitchen and exited the French doors that led to a breezeway with glass on both sides. The kitchen was separated from the main house to prevent cooking heat from spoiling the breezes of spring and fall. This helped to keep the house cool in the seventeen hundreds. The doors on the far side of the breezeway were open to a large dining room. The size of the room made Stephen feel like a midget in a giant's home. The furniture was large, dark and heavy, accented by marble, china vases, candles, lace, and delicate silver settings. A crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling, fifteen feet above. The mahogany dining room table sat on an antique carpet patterned with roses and vines. The table could serve more than thirty people at one time.
The soles of Stephen's hiking boots were making a lot of noise as he walked across hardwood flooring into the foyer. So far, there were still no signs of life in the house.
He turned toward the front door and walked past one of the two staircases that curved upwards to the second floor. The staircase on the far side of the foyer had a handicap lift running up the railing and Stephen wondered if the lift was for Dr. Wang.
The walls of the library in front of him were lined with dark cherry shelves, filled with books. A massive, intricately carved desk sat at the far side of the room. Stephen moved immediately to the desk and sat in the leather office chair behind it. The drawers of the desk slid silently on metal runners as he pulled them open. They contained ordinary office materials: pens, paper, and envelopes ... until he pulled on the lower left-hand drawer. It was locked. Not a problem for Stephen. He opened it with off-handed ease.
There were several sheets of paper on top. When he dug under the papers, his fingers closed around a large, hardbound book. He pulled it out and laid it on the desk. It was red, with the word Journal printed on its cover.
***
"Kyle, I'm telling you I can't remember anything except that strange dream about a medieval castle. As far as I know I never left the room."
"Okay, you were just sleepwalking. That's all."
"I don't sleepwalk."
"Then how do you explain your disappearing act... and the grass in your hair."
"I don't know," she said disgustedly.
The BMW turned into the parking lot at the Cajuns Warf restaurant. Kyle's rental was the only car left in the lot. He stepped out and held the door open.
"Are you sure you don't want me to drive you to work?"
"I'll be fine," Jennifer said. Don't worry about me; I can take care of myself."
"I'm sure you can," he said quietly. "I'll see you at the office."
He closed the car door and watched Jennifer drive away.
Stephen turned the car around and pulled out of the dirt parking area in front of the Star Stalactite Cave. He removed his cell phone from the clip on his belt and pushed a speed dial button that would connect him with Alan's direct line number.
"Lahodny."
"Hi, Alan."
"Nobody's shot you yet, huh."
"Not yet. Remember those pages I was telling you about. The ones I found in the Furman house?"
"Yeah. Weirdo wacko stuff."
"Well, I found the book they were torn out of in Dr. Wang's house."
"Really. And I suppose you took it."
"Of course I did, but I relocked the drawer it was in before I left."
"Oh, that's good. Now she'll never notice that it's missing." Sarcasm was dripping from Alan's voice.
"Back off, Alan." Stephen said. "Anyway, I wasn't surprised that she had the book, but the fact that I found it is surprising. Her security is pretty lax."
"Yeah ... not everyone was a big time Seal like you, Stephen." Alan jabbed at him. "Some of us just normal people don't find intrigue behind every bush."
"Yeah, right," Stephen said while turning a corner. "Anybody doing what this lady's doing should pay a little more attention to keeping it quiet."
"Got her dead to rights, huh."
Stephen scowled. "Not enough yet. All I found in the house was the book."
"No disemboweled bodies in the closets? Gee. That must have been really disappointing for you."
"Alan, I am certain this woman is dirty. I'll find the evidence. I just need more time. You get anything back on those tissue samples I sent you?"
"As a matter of fact, that report is laying right here on my desk. I had to dig through a pile of techno-babble, but the bottom line is that they don't know what happened to the poor guy. They've never seen anything like it before."
"Uh-huh. No surprises there. I've sure never seen anything like it before. Got to have something to do with whatever it is these people are working on out there."
"Probably. And that's off-limits. Remember?"
"I remember. Don't worry, I'm being very careful to keep a low profile."
"I bet you are. Just wearing bright orange without the flashing lights for buttons this time?"
Stephen sighed heavily into the phone for Alan's benefit. "Yeah. No flashing lights." He was wishing that Alan would take this more seriously.
***
"That marshal's been asking questions all over town. We've got to do something about him."
"I know, Mother. I'm working on it."
"Work harder."
"Yes, Mother. I will."
Sandra hung up the phone just as Jennifer knocked on her door.
"Come in."
"Hi, Sandra," Jennifer said walking up to the desk. "You were right about those odd dreams." She handed Sandra a piece of paper. "I put down as many details as I could remember. Looks like I might have done some sleepwalking too. I've never done that before."
"Oh, Jennifer...I'm sorry. I should have told you about that. Several people have reported incidences of somnambulism after receiving the vaccine. I hope you didn't hurt yourself."
"No. I just went outside and wandered around for a while. I woke up in bed with some grass in my hair."
"Well, that's good news. I'm glad nothing serious happened. I would have felt awful if you'd been hurt. Any other strange reactions?"
"No...that's everything I remember. How long can I expect the dreams and sleepwalking to go on?"
"They shouldn't last much longer. The effects are temporary."
"That's good." Jennifer said. She paused to think for a moment. "You know, it's funny that I've never heard of this vaccine or its side effects?"
"Not really. It hasn't hit the medical journals yet. I've got a friend over at NIH that was telling me about the reactions."
"I see. How were the girls last night? Give you any trouble?"
"No. They were both perfect little angels. They ate dinner and spent the rest of the night in Linda's room watching television. Must have had a good time. They were still laughing this morning when I took them both to school."
"I really do appreciate your keeping Mirissa for me last night. I needed the time alone."
"I know you did. Reinhardt's loss has affected all of us, but you two were really close."
***
Kyle closed his closet door and walked into the bathroom to take a shower. His night with Jennifer was both exhilarating and disturbing. The woman was very confusing.
There was something out of place in the bathroom. He was unable to put his finger on it immediately and then he realized that there was a litter box on the floor, right next to the shower. How could he have missed something like that and where in the world had it come from? He walked quietly out of the bathroom, through the living room and into the kitchen. There was a food bowl and a water bowl, both filled properly, sitting next to the cabinets under the sink.
Kyle looked around the kitchen and returned to the living room, checking in corners and high spots. He found Edgar sitting on top of his television, watching him with stoic calm.
***
NCCR
"I should have thought of it myself. Jennifer and Kyle. A relationship between these two could be a very good thing. It should make keeping them happy with their positions here at NCCR easier."
"Yes sir," Orlando said. "I was just thinking that -- with this development -- you might want me to put some surveillance equipment in Dr. Farrell's house. It's a pretty good bet that Kyle will be spending some time there in the future."
"Yes. I'm sure you're right. Let's get some ears in there."
"I'll get it done today, sir."
Orlando planned to add some eyes to the ears he was going to put in Dr. Farrell's house. He might as well get some video while he was at it. "There is one other thing. I'm sure it's nothing, but for a few minutes last night I thought I had picked up a tail."
"A tail? You think someone was following you?"
"I'm not sure, sir. There was a sedan that stayed with me for a few blocks, but it disappeared after I made a few quick turns. I guess it could have been a coincidence, but I thought you should know."
***
Kyle called Samantha Hannon's Bed and Breakfast before leaving home to ask her why Edgar was visiting and spoke to a Deputy that answered the phone. The Deputy told Kyle that Sam had passed away in her sleep. The news struck Kyle. He had only known Sam for a short time, but he was sad that she was gone. She was a nice woman and he would miss her. But, Edgar's presence was still a mystery.
During the drive to work, he decided that Sid was responsible for Edgar being at his house. No one else knew that he and Sam were acquainted. Sid probably reasoned that Edgar needed a home and Kyle needed a pet, simple solution.
Kyle would have to think about Edgar. Maybe he could stay.
When he reached his office, he found paperwork on his new project for NCCR. He would be working on a strain of cotton that was resistant to boll weevils. He had money, facilities, three new assistants, everything he could possibly need.
He was not happy. The project had merit, but he knew it was just 'make work' that Sid had given him to keep him busy and uncomplaining. But, maybe not. He didn't know.
It was difficult for him to think. Kyle was tired. He rarely went without sleep and last night had been hard on him. Jennifer had been hard on him. She was a constant source of wonder: beautiful, smart, funny and infuriating. Where had she gone last night and why had she done it? Was she testing him, trying to see how far she could push him before he cracked? Was it a power play? Did she go out to meet someone else? Questions and concerns swam through his sluggish mind. It had all been so strange.
One minute she was there and the next she was gone. At first, he assumed she went to the bathroom and would return shortly. He had waited...and waited, but she never returned. After almost twenty minutes, he got dressed and began searching the house for her, concerned for her safety.
He had searched every room, calling her name; trudged through the dark grounds around the house; waded across the stream in the back; ever vigilant in his search of the shadows and irregularities permeating the property. For hours he walked, probed through the undergrowth, pulled aside bushes, and scoured the briar-infested countryside.
She made him angry. She made his heart pound. She inspired the most irritating, confusing cornucopia of emotions he had ever experienced, and he wanted more. He must be crazy, masochistic in some hidden core of his personality. What else would explain his desire to be with a woman that tortured him so expertly? He snarled at himself.
Enough was enough. He was going to put a stop to this right now. He would talk to her, explain that it was not working out and revert their relationship to a purely professional one. Yes, that was it. There was no reason for him to put up with this any longer.
The telephone on his desk rang and his heart raced with joy. Maybe it was Jennifer.
***
"Okay. Looks like you're making pretty good headway. The new P-14 tests will be ready to go next month. Is that right?"
"Yes. I haven't talked to Kyle about the new plant studies yet. I'll get to that when I've set the new P-14 parameters for all the animal studies." Jennifer flipped through the papers on her lap. "I'm going to need a new assistant to stay on schedule."
"It's already in the works. HR will be bringing in some people for you to interview early next week."
"Thanks."
Sid studied her face in silence for a moment. "You doing okay?"
"I'm fine," Jennifer said, looking up from the stack of papers in her lap and smiling at Sid. "It'll just take some time."
"Anything I can do for you?"
"No. I just need to keep myself busy." She frowned and rubbed at her left shoulder. It was still sore from the flu shot. "That flu shot was a bitch, wasn't it?"
"Flu shot?"
"Yeah. You know. The one everybody's getting. You haven't gotten yours yet?"
"No. I haven't heard anything about it. You think I should put out policy on it? If it's bad enough, we should get the people around here covered."
Jennifer's instincts sent a cold chill down her spine. "Oh, I was just reading about it in one of the journals and decided to get one. I don't think we should subject everyone in the place to it. You know how these things go; sometimes the cure is worse than the disease."
"Okay. If you say so, but be sure to let me know if you change your mind. I'll get some serum in here and have the whole place inoculated. We can't afford an epidemic."
***
Sandra entered the letters XQT into the terminal and the DIRECTIVE started to run on her Cray. She turned around and looked at the equipment behind her. There were five units. Each unit was pentagonal in shape, about four feet across and six feet high. The largest of the five components was the central main-frame processor; the other four were memory banks, arranged around the mainframe in an overall cruciform configuration.
The DIRECTIVE was running in standard Defense Department computer language: ADA, named after Lady Ada Lovelace, Lord Byron's daughter. It was the program Sandra had written years ago and constantly updated by adding information and programming revisions. She relied on it to keep her on track. The new PC program was helpful, but this one was the ultimate problem solver. The Cray's ability to crunch numbers was unsurpassed. Even though the program was millions of lines of code in length, she would have an answer to the question she had asked the DIRECTIVE in less than ten minutes.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
Orlando parked his van in front of Jennifer's house. He had placed magnetic signs on the sides of the van that proclaimed in large red letters that the 'Bug Doctor' was at work, a clever word game that Orlando enjoyed. He pulled a large yellow spray canister from the back of the van and walked up to the front door of the house in his light blue coveralls. He rang the bell and waited a few seconds to make sure the house was empty before opening the door with a key. Sid was good to his employees. He always made sure they had a house to live in.
Orlando silently closed the door behind him and walked into the downstairs storage closet. He carefully placed the yellow spray canister at his feet and opened a small door next to the primary breaker panel in the wall. Behind the door, he found a gray metal plate held in place by four large screws. The plate was about one foot square with the main electrical breaker located in the center of its flat gray surface. Throwing this breaker would have turned off all of the power in the house. This wasn't Orlando's plan. Instead, he removed the four screws holding the cover in place and lifted it gently from the cabinet, revealing the incoming power lines and nine white wires coming out of a vertical conduit that were screwed into a junction panel. An unskilled person would think nothing of the extra wires.
Orlando touched the white wires tentatively before kneeling on the closet floor and leaning the gray cover against the wall. He lifted the yellow spray canister onto his lap and slowly unscrewed its false bottom. The container opened easily and he dumped its contents onto the floor, scattering an assortment of minicams and electronic surveillance equipment on the carpet. He sat the canister and its false bottom aside and spread the voyeurs menagerie on the floor with his fingers, finally selecting an unmarked box from the pile and turning it over in his hands to inspect it before standing up and testing its fit in the breaker cabinet.
The box fit nicely into the open area of the cabinet and Orlando pealed waxy paper away from the adhesive strips located on the back of the box before pressing it into the cabinet and gluing it into place. He then unscrewed the nine white wires from the junction panel and connected them to different terminals on the side of the box. After the wires were connected, he attached the transmitter's power lines to the main circuit breaker and clamped its slender antenna to the metal conduit leading out of the breaker cabinet to bring the transmitter to life.
Microphones installed around the house and in the local telephone system before Jennifer moved in were now alive and listening in every room. The transmitter, Orlando just installed, was busy digitizing the sounds and sending them to receivers in the van outside and to Orlando's private residence. The microphones were originally placed in the house for just this kind of contingency.
Now for the video. Orlando wanted to make sure that all of the critical areas were properly covered. He was certain the entertainment value would be worth the effort of installing the minicams. After all, Jennifer Farrell was an attractive woman.
***
NCCR
Jennifer studied the paper in her hand. She had run a full toxicological screen of her blood, looking for as many different toxins, poisons and drugs as she could imagine. The tox-screen had come up negative on everything. Maybe she was just being paranoid. Even without looking, she knew there was an inoculation available for this year's influenza; there always was. But, was that what Sandra had given her? There was no way to tell for sure, no specific test she could run that would answer the question and alleviate her concerns.
Jennifer's first thought was that Sandra had given her a mild tranquilizer to help her get past Reinhardt's death, but no tranquilizers had shown up in the tox-screen, so that was out. What else could it have been? It could have been a flu shot. That was what Sandra had told her. Why was she having trouble believing it? Part of the problem was Sid's position that there was no policy for inoculating Center personnel. That was how Sandra had explained the injection; everyone was getting a flu shot. But everyone was not getting a flu shot. Sid had never heard anything about it and he would have been the one that ordered it in the first place; if it was a flu shot. If it was something else, what was it and why had Sandra lied about it?
Jennifer tossed the report on her desk and breathed deeply. She was worried and she had no explanation for the insecurity that was eating away at her. She felt fine. The only difference she had noticed since Sandra gave her the injection was the strange dream and the sleepwalking that went with it. Maybe they really were a result of the injection. She should check the Web for information on the current influenza inoculation and see if Sandra was telling the truth about its side effects.
But first, she was going to call the clinic to see if there was an inoculation program in place for the public. They would have up-to-date information on hand if they were administering influenza inoculations at the clinic. She dialed the duty nurse's station and waited for an answer.
"Duty station, Nurse Ramirez speaking."
"Hello, Marguerite. This is Dr. Farrell. How are you doing today?"
"Just fine, Doctor. And how are you?"
"Just great, Marguerite. Just great. Listen, I was calling to find out if we have an influenza inoculation program working at the clinic this year."
"Sure we do, Doctor. We've got a few people over fifty around here", Marguerite said jokingly, "and we always provide free flu shots in the fall. This year's influenza strain is pretty nasty. We're recommending them to all of our at-risk patients. Poor old Ms. Hannon just got hers the day before she died."
"Ms. Hannon?"
"You know. Sam. The woman that was running that Bed and Breakfast down on Pine Street?"
"Oh yes!" Jennifer exclaimed. "I remember her. I stayed at her place when I first moved here."
"That's her. Everybody around here knew Sam. She was always there with a smile and a kind word. She'll be missed around here."
"Yes, I'm sure she will. Do we have a cause of death for her yet?"
"I haven't gotten the death certificate from Dr. Wang, but I'm sure it was age related. She was eighty-four you know."
"Yes, I'm sure that's what it was."
"You don't think it had anything to do with the flu shot do you, Dr. Farrell? That would be just awful if it was."
"No. No, Marguerite. I'm sure it didn't have anything to do with Sam's death. But have there been any unusual side effects associated with the serum?"
"Nothing other than the usual complaints you get with the inoculation: some discomfort, that sort of stuff."
"No reports of vivid dreams or sleepwalking?"
"Well, now that you mention it, there have been some reports like that. Is there something wrong, Dr. Farrell?" The tone of Marguerite's voice was expressing real concern now.
"No. There were just some reports of possible sleep disturbances in one of the journals. Would you let me know if you get any more reports about problems with sleeping from your patients that have received the inoculation?"
"Oh," Marguerite said, with the sound of relief in her voice. "Of course, Doctor. I'll give you a call if anything comes up."
***
Sandra shut down the program and sighed at the blank computer screen in disgust. The DIRECTIVE was being unusually cryptic in its answers lately. It had never spelled out the answers to her questions with any great detail, but the responses she was getting lately seemed more guarded than usual. As though the DIRECTIVE was holding something back. She knew that the 'End of Days' was near. Maybe that was why the answers were more difficult to understand: as the final solution grew closer, Sandra was being pushed harder to make her own decisions. Or, the line between the possible futures was growing dim. In either case, the choices she made over the next few weeks would be the determining factor in whether or not her goals were achieved. She needed to find the solution quickly. Her lupus was flaring again and the time she had left was in doubt. Her biggest concern was the results of her most recent blood tests. They were starting to show a pattern that could ultimately lead to kidney failure. If that happened, death would be close on its heels.
This fear of a premature death had pushed her into making rash decisions. Now, the retrovirus was having unpredictable effects and the human trials she was running were tragically dangerous. It was too soon to be testing the gene-splicing virus on human beings. She should have run another month of animal studies before moving to human subjects.
It was too late to run the tests now, she thought. Sandra had ordered the retrovirus into production a month ago and it was in distribution worldwide. In the United States it was being disseminated as an influenza inoculation; in other parts of the world it was being touted as a cure for each countries most frequent ailments. Turning back was out of the question, and besides, she knew it worked. The retrovirus was a type of Ribonucleic Acid (RNA) virus that, unlike other RNA viruses, reproduced by transcribing itself to the form of Deoxyribonucleic Acid (DNA). An enzyme called reverse transcriptase would then allow the retrovirus's RNA to act as the template for this RNA to DNA transcription. The resultant DNA inserted itself into a cell's DNA and was reproduced along with the cell and its daughters. This permanently incorporated the new string of recombinant DNA Sandra had created in the lab into the genome. She called the new DNA string the Jesus Gene.
More than a hundred people in Barlow Springs had been injected with no adverse reactions -- yet. Each person injected had recorded their dreams for Sandra's review and their dreams proved that the new gene was doing its job. Sandra was convinced that the retrovirus and the recombinant DNA were working properly.
Sandra retrieved the cane from its place against the wall and used it to help her walk back to her office. The pain in her joints was severe. She had started using growth hormone again to increase her energy level and help with the lupus flare, but it wasn't as effective as it had been in the past. She was still tired all the time and the constant pain that clawed and chewed its way through her joints was pushing her toward a deep depression. Time was definitely growing short.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
Orlando was sitting in his attic, preparing a peanut butter and jelly sandwich from provisions he kept in the refrigerator next to his workstation. The attic was one large room that had been heavily insulated and crammed full of computers, screens, satellite receivers, transmitters and every other electronic device he could find to purchase with the unlimited funds he had at his disposal. He referred to it as the "toy room" and spent as many working hours as he could justify in the room and practically all of his free time. A fifteen-thousand-dollar television monitor adorned the wall behind his workstation. It was above and behind the computer screens. The monitor was six feet long, four feet high and only four inches thick. It was presently displaying a high-definition image of Mirissa making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich in her kitchen. Not the most exciting show in town, but Orlando had high hopes for the system's future.
He took a bite out of his sandwich and sipped at the ice-cold milk in his glass while watching Jennifer's daughter add potato chips to her plate. She was almost as pretty as her mother.
***
Stephen dialed the Furman's home phone number again. It was half past four in the afternoon and there was still no answer. He really wanted to talk to Beatrice Furman and impulsively decided that he would drive to Branson to corner her when she came home. He pocketed the cell phone and turned his sedan away from the motel toward highway 65 North. He had just left the County Records Office where he had gathered information on more people in Barlow Springs he found interesting, like the equally untouchable Sid McMillin and Sandra's son, the ever-congenial Sheriff Hicks.
It would be dark soon and everyone would be coming home from work. There was nothing else he could do in Barlow Springs tonight. Might as well make the best of his time. It was better than sitting around his motel room twiddling his thumbs.
***
NCCR
The suspense was driving him crazy. He needed to talk to Jennifer. Kyle had dialed her extension at least five times throughout the day without getting an answer. He was just reaching for the telephone to try a sixth time when she breezed confidently through his door without knocking.
"Hello, Kyle," Jennifer said, sitting in a chair across from his desk. "I hope you aren't too busy for me."
"Well, it's been a pretty hectic day," Kyle said with cold detachment while rearranging meaningless papers on his desk. "But, things have slowed down some. I meant to call you for lunch, but never seemed to find the time."
"That's okay. I've been tied up with Sid most of the day. And speaking of all tied up, are you busy this weekend?"
Kyle felt the sexual overtones in the question and tried to formulate a witty comeback without success. All he managed to do was blink several times before she continued.
"Mirissa is spending the weekend with a couple of her friends and I thought we could get together and have some fun." Jennifer leaned forward in the chair and allowed the front of her lab coat to open slightly, revealing a hint of the black lace bra she was wearing.
"Sure," Kyle said, adding a glib tone to his voice as he adjusted his glasses on his face. "I guess I could work you into my schedule."
"Excellent," Jennifer said, standing and walking toward the door. "I want to go over the P-14 plant studies with you for the new battery of plant and animal studies I'm planning."
She left a vacuum in the room, taking all the light and air with her when she left. For a moment the room had been vibrant and alive with her presence, now there was only the institutional smell of disinfectant. Kyle removed his glasses, blew a sigh of relief into the quiet room and smiled.
***
BRANSON, MO
Stephen pulled into the Furman's driveway, turned off the car's headlights and walked up to the front door, which was standing slightly ajar, allowing dim light to fan out onto the front porch. He called Ms. Furman's name and pushed the door open slowly, immediately drawing his gun at the sight of the living room.
The room had changed dramatically since his first visit. It had been destroyed: furniture was turned over, books and sundries were scattered haphazardly and cheap paintings had been stripped from the walls and torn from their frames. Someone had tossed the place like a professional, even pulling the wall-to-wall carpet up around the edges to check underneath.
Stephen's gut twisted. He instinctively knew what the intruders had been searching for when they destroyed the house; they were looking for the papers he had taken from beneath the recliner. The recliner that was now laying on its side: upholstery ripped, shredded stuffing pulled from its insides, wooden frame cracked and protruding in jagged pieces from every angle. A piece of furniture redesigned by anger and frustration.
Stephen listened intently to the silence in the house and stepped cautiously inside, calling Beatrice's name a second time before closing the door behind him. It was getting late, but a small lamp still burned on the floor in the living room, providing enough light for him to see the destruction.
His movements were slow, watchful with furtive glances searching dark shadows and possible hiding places. Each new room he inspected revealed more of the destruction found in the living room. Nothing had been spared. But so far there was no sign of Beatrice Furman. Or her dead body.
Stephen was hoping that no harm had come to Beatrice because of his actions. The ruined inanimate objects of the house had obviously not revealed the whereabouts of the materials sought by the intruders and, since Stephen had removed the pages written by Maury Furman, Beatrice wouldn't have been able to tell the intruders where the pages could be found. Please don't let her be a part of this carnage, he thought to himself as he continued his stealthy search of the house.
He looked into each room and finally realized that Beatrice wasn't in the house. Stephen breathed a sigh of relief and returned his weapon to its holster. He then conducted a second tour of the house, directed toward studying the details of the destruction more closely. It ultimately revealed nothing more than the first hurried examination of the premises. Stephen understood that the absence of Beatrice Furman's body didn't mean she was safe, it meant she was missing.
On his drive back to Barlow Springs, Stephen used his cell phone to make an anonymous call to the local police in Branson and tell them to check the Furman home. He was in no mood to answer their questions at the moment, but he wanted to get the local authorities involved in trying to find Beatrice Furman. He wasn't optimistic about what they would find, but it was worth a try.
***
NCCR
Sid was sitting in the back of his limousine mentally kicking himself for telling Jennifer he was unaware of the flu shots. She had caught him off-guard and he had bungled his answer. God! He was getting too old for this. He would never have made a mistake like that when he was younger. If he had, he would be dead by now.
There was no chance that Jennifer had missed the mistake. He knew she had caught him in the lie. Because she started lying herself when he said it, lying about the circumstances in which Sandra had given her the injection. That meant Jennifer was suspicious and would start poking around, looking for answers. That was how she worked. God help me! Why had he done something so inexplicably stupid? It would have been so simple if he had just told her the truth: that he knew about the flu shots and everything was okay. But no! He had to deny knowing anything about it. What an idiot! He had to find a way to cover his mistake, a way to get Jennifer off the trail.
He would have Sandra issue a memo about the flu shots directly from her office, as if she had bypassed him. He knew this was weak, but he had searched his brain all afternoon and had come up with nothing better. Weak. Really weak.
The limo pulled up in front of Sid's house on the outskirts of the Center's grounds and stopped at his front door to let him out. Sid relaxed for a moment and smiled at his home. He liked living on the base, close to the operations. He had always lived for his work. That was why he was so good at it.
Until now! God! How stupid could he get? Sid's anger took over again and he went back to kicking himself. He knew Jennifer was going to be all over this if he failed to act quickly. His solution to the problem had to be decisive and effective. Most of all it had to be believable; Jennifer wouldn't be fooled easily. He liked the girl and he definitely didn't want anything bad to happen to her. Not this close to the end.
"Sir," Orlando said solicitously as he opened the door for Sid. "We're here, sir."
Sid stepped out of the car with a scowl on his face. "I know we're here, Orlando," he growled. "I can still see, you know."
"Yes, sir," Orlando said with a smile. "Will you be needing me anymore this evening?"
"No, I won't. Get out of my sight."
Sid walked into the house alone.
***
Bastard! Orlando thought as he warily closed the door to the limo and watched the old man walk into the house. He's really in a bad mood tonight. I wonder what's gotten into him?
Orlando continued to watch the door of the house while he walked around to the driver's side and started the car, as though he was afraid that Sid would come back out and want something. But the door remained closed.
Oh well. Who cares? Orlando thought to himself. There might be something fun on television tonight.
Sid's house was on the outskirts of the Center's grounds. Orlando looked into the rearview mirror at the estate as he moved down the circular driveway, paved with decorative concrete shapes set into the hard ground and lined with glowing low-voltage lamps. He could see ancient hardwoods, almost bare of leaves, having lost most of their foliage to the encroaching cold of winter, and towering pines staunchly retaining their dark green needles in the face of frigid winds.
The fountain in the center of the drive changed colors as a wheel of multicolored Mylar turned before lights hidden in the churning water. A sight that would soon grow silent and motionless as the gardeners drained the water and prepared the fountain for the subzero temperatures of an Ozark Mountain winter.
Orlando silently reflected on the changing weather while watching windows begin to glow with lights as Sid moved through the house throwing switches. Orlando was looking forward to the hard winter ahead. It was his favorite time of year.
The limo turned smoothly from the driveway onto the street designated as HR4 and accelerated toward the exit gate. There was only one gate to pass through before getting to highway 65, because Sid's house was on the outskirts of the five thousand acres controlled by the Center.
Orlando drove quickly, ignoring the possibility of other traffic, because there could be no other traffic on HR4. Orlando had personally designed the roving patrol schedule and knew the guards wouldn't be coming down the street to check security at Sid's estate for another half hour. He also knew there was no chance of meeting any other variety of traffic inside the Center's control area. This area was secure. Orlando made sure of that.
The asphalt street turned sharply along the outside perimeter of the second security fence in the Center's design. Orlando glanced at the expanse of electrified steel mesh and concertina wire on his right, always the consummate security specialist, looking for breaches in the fence, but there were none. Even if there had been breaks in the fence, they would have been discovered immediately, long before Orlando could find them visually. The alarms would have sounded before an intruder could make his first cut in that fence. Orlando laughed to himself as he drove toward Dexter gate.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
"I know that, Alan," Stephen said as he slowed to let the limo pull out in front of him.
"Everything these people do is covered by the National Security Act. You remember that one don't you: Title eighteen ... section seven-nine-three? We've both signed the agreement. There's nothing you can do about it."
"All people have to be held accountable for their crimes, Alan. I don't care who they are."
"Look, Stephen. I know what happened on your last mission and why you left the Seals. I know what happened to those kids and it really wasn't your fault. Sometimes bad things happen to good people and sometimes, good people have to do bad things. That could be what you're dealing with here. And I think you're letting your personal life cloud your judgment."
"I don't buy it, Alan."
"Well, I still think it's about time you came home. People are starting to ask questions about where you are, what you're doing, and why you needed all that equipment. I don't know how much longer I can cover for you."
"You've got to give me more time, Alan. Please."
"Man, you are really stubborn," Alan said with irritation. "Okay. But you have to get back here soon. Susan and the kids are driving me crazy, I haven't had a good steak since you left and if I watch much more of the stuff on television, my brain is going to harden into a rock. We've got to go out and have some fun!"
"I know. I'm working on it!" Stephen exclaimed with a smile on his face. "I swear; one more week and I'll be finished."
"Funny? I think that's exactly what you told me last time."
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
Wednesday Morning 2:25 a.m.
Jim Mitchell's son was sleeping soundly at home with his mother; probably dreaming about some video game or maybe reliving the excitement of eating the chocolate cake his mother had brought out last night to celebrate his tenth birthday.
The fly rod and tackle box his father had given him was still sitting unused in the garage. It would remain unused until his father returned. As always, Jim was not allowed to tell his son where he was going, what he was doing or when he would get back to take his son fishing for the first time. He would not be allowed to call his wife tonight and tell her he was okay or ask how the PTA meeting she would have attended alone had gone. This was the life he had chosen for himself and his family. They understood.
Lieutenant Mitchell scanned the instruments of the C-5A Galaxy transport and made minor adjustments to the trim while city lights sparkled on the ground far below. It would be another four hours before the sun climbed above the horizon and he had orders to land, get the cargo loaded, and get back in the air before that happened.
"Coming up on it, Jim." Lieutenant Paul Evans, his copilot, said from the right-hand seat. "Runway lights are visible."
"I've got 'em." Jim responded as he saw the white runway lights surrounded by the blue glow of taxiway indicators in the distance. "Turning forty-five degrees to access glide path.
"Roger that."
Paul pulled the radio microphone from its stand to request clearance. "NCCR tower, this is Galaxy Lima 1227 at outer marker, requesting permission to land."
The receiver crackled with an immediate response. "Galaxy Lima 1227 this is NCCR tower. You are clear to land runway nine-right."
"Roger NCCR tower, landing nine-right. Galaxy Lima 1227."
The crew had been instructed to use minimal radio contact and follow strict communication procedures that varied from their normal operations. There were no questions asked about these unusual procedures -- not by the pilots of the crew -- this flight was highly classified.
The mammoth cargo plane floated down from the dark sky until its wheels screeched against the tarmac, tossing clouds of black smoke into the frigid night air that spread the odor of burning rubber. Lieutenant Mitchell cut the power and applied steady pressure to the breaks with his copilot, turning the behemoth onto a taxiway behind a bright yellow "follow me" cart that rushed out to meet them. The tiny tractor with the sign on the back led them to a well-lit section of the airfield behind two C-130s that had arrived earlier.
Jim and his copilot went through the plane's check list: shutdown procedures, while their loadmaster took over the loading of the C-5A, Lady Larceny.
***
Sergeant Bartholomew "Bart" Benson had felt the gentle descent of the plane and the shock of the tires grabbing pavement that signaled his time had come. As the loadmaster, he was responsible for the overall welfare of the plane and the other six airmen that answered to his commands. He unbuckled his seatbelt and shouted at the other men inhabiting seats on the upper deck, directly behind the flight crew. His men responded immediately to their leader's directions and thundered down to the loading platform, to lower the ramp as the plane's engines wound to a stop.
Then, they sat on the ramp and watched as men in a hanger behind their plane -- some wearing street clothes and some wearing coveralls -- milled around unmarked crates.
***
The hanger behind the newly arrived C-5A was alive with activity. There were three sets of specialized technicians working inside. The first set of technicians, Tomahawk specialists wearing white coveralls and green armbands, was working feverishly to remove the anti-ship warheads from the Tomahawk missiles and install the new warheads. The second set of scurrying technicians, more Tomahawk specialists, but wearing white coveralls with dark blue armbands, was busy removing the normal ship-hunting guidance systems from the missiles in preparation for replacing them with terrain-matching systems that would be used with the new warheads.
The third set of technicians working on the project, guidance system specialists wearing street clothes, was painstakingly attaching delicate electronic equipment to each of the terrain-matching guidance systems, one at a time. When the guidance system specialists were sure the connections were perfect, they generated a test signal to each control box individually and watched their screens to determine if the responses generated by the guidance computer were correct.
Three out of four guidance boxes were passing the tests. The boxes they were discarding only had minor problems, but the order of the day was zero tolerance. If there was a glitch -- no matter how minor it may seem -- the box was not acceptable for this mission.
The guidance systems that passed the tests were forwarded to the second set of Tomahawk technicians for installation after the ship-hunting systems were removed. It took an average of one hour per missile to run the required tests, install a new warhead and guidance box and mount it in the launch canister. They were behind schedule and even with the large number of technicians working on the project, the C-5A would be lucky to get off on schedule, but it would definitely be in the air before sunrise.
Orlando stood at the left side of Building Seven's loading bay, watching the crews go about their jobs with cool efficiency. Three oversized tractor-trailers were parked on the three scales in the floor while others waited patiently outside for their turn at the loading dock.
Behind the three waiting trucks, large elevator doors opened and closed in the far wall as steel I-beam pallets with tanker-sized gas canisters were carefully moved from the elevators onto the waiting trucks. When each truck was loaded with as many pallets as it could carry, a small laser lifted from the floor and the scales beneath the tractor-trailer fed data to the laser's computer, causing it to shine at the exact center of gravity for the loaded truck. A technician then painted a yellow "X" on the truck's center of gravity so it could be properly aligned when the truck was loaded on its transport plane.
***
The two C-130s had taken off at 3:30, loaded with strange tractor-trailer trucks carrying high-pressure gas canisters, and a second C-5A had taxied in behind Lieutenant Mitchell's.
Lady Larceny's loadmaster and crew were pacing back and forth as they watched the second C-5A, with 'Mother Lode' painted proudly on her prow, balance her cargo.
Mother Lode's crew was positioning an oversized tractor-trailer that had just finished inching up the plane's ramp. The flight crew worked with the truck driver to scrupulously align the yellow "X" on the truck with a matching number on the plane's cargo bay floor before the truck driver was taken from the field in a white Humvee. Now, the C5's crew was rushing to attach steel cables to eyes on the truck that would hold it in place. Shifting cargo was something a C5 rarely survived when it was carrying this much weight, bad news in a plane with no ejection seats, a fact that helped build the C5s undistinguished record.
***
Orlando watched as the last of the big tractor-trailers rolled out of the loading bay. Right on time. The whole operation had gone very well, something everyone involved could be proud of and use to his or her advantage in the future when raises were at issue.
Orlando took the elevator to Sid McMillin's office and knocked on his door. There was no receptionist available at this hour of the morning.
"Come in." Sid's muffled voice called from inside the office.
"Sir," Orlando said proudly while closing the door behind him. "The last truck has left the loading bay. We're right on schedule."
"What about the Tomahawks?"
"I had radio contact with the hanger ten minutes ago that indicated they were loading the aircraft. They should be finished any minute."
"I want you to go out to the field and personally watch the last plane lift off. Call me immediately upon its departure."
"Yes sir. I'm on my way."
Orlando left Sid's office a happy man. A small part of his jovial attitude was attributable to a job well done. The largest part was due to the DVR recorder he knew had been working diligently throughout the long night, recording sharp images transmitted from the minicams hidden in Jennifer's home.
***
"Okay Paul. Let's get her up in the air." Lieutenant Mitchell said as he pushed on the throttles with his copilot. "I've got some fishing to do."
Lady Larceny accelerated down the runway, the roar of its engines echoed in the dark until she reached rotation speed and the two pilots pulled back on their controls, lifting the nose wheel first with the bulk of the airframe following close behind. She climbed into the predawn sky thirty minutes before predicted sunrise, the last of the transports to leave NCCR.
Her crew had counted the coming and going of more than a dozen other cargo planes during their protracted stay on the ground. All of the other planes had loaded tractor-trailers with high-pressure gas canisters strapped to their backs. Lady Larceny was the only plane carrying Tomahawk missiles, and she was fully loaded, all the way to her indicated weight limit. If their flight to Norfolk, Virginia went as planned, Jim would be home in time to help his son break in that fly rod this weekend.
***
BARLOW SPRINGS, AR
Kyle rubbed his eyes and groaned at the clock next to his bed. There was another plane screaming over his house and the sun was still sleeping under the horizon. At least something was getting some sleep he thought to himself. He rolled over to see if he could catch a few more winks before the alarm went off.
Kyle had been suspicious of the free house thing from the beginning. He had always suspected there was a catch involved. Now he knew what it was.
***
NCCR
Orlando pulled onto the tarmac and stepped out of his Humvee just as the last military transport climbed into the crystal-clear sky. He smiled at the retreating cry of the plane's engines and watched in fascination as the winged giant climbed toward the stars with red and green lights blinking on the tips of its wings.
Airplanes and flight had always captivated him, ever since he was a small boy. He would have been a pilot himself, except for his red-green colorblindness. Colorblindness is incurable. There are no corrective lenses or special surgeries that can solve the problem and he couldn't be a pilot as long as he was colorblind. He would never be able to fly.
The story had always been the same. Orlando had talked to flight surgeons for years and always received the same answer. Sorry Mr. Hollingsworth. But, there's nothing we can do. Colorblindness is not correctable and you cannot fly if you're colorblind. We can't help you. End of story.
Orlando continued to watch the C-5A until the rumble of its engines faded away completely, leaving behind only the sounds of crickets and breezes in the grass around the deserted runway. The night was tranquil, even the muffled voices of men celebrating in the nearby hanger seemed to play a part in the serenity of the moment for Orlando.
He turned away from the sky that he would never be able to explore alone and scanned the runway with the watchful eyes of a man dedicated to preventing problems for others. In all things, he was always the consummate security specialist.
Orlando pulled the cell phone from his belt and called Sid to tell him that the last plane was in the air. The conversation between the two men was short and succinct. When he hung up, Orlando walked into the hanger and congratulated the security personnel. He believed in administering a hardy pat-on-the-back to his men when things went as planned. It kept moral high, and high moral always resulted in better overall performance.
***
Sid was once again standing before the window behind his desk, looking out into the night, hands clasped behind his back like an eighteenth century captain proudly riding the bridge of his three-master, swaying in the cool sea breezes, exploring the still uncharted waters of the Pacific Rim. It was his favorite place of contemplation, especially when there was only a skeleton crew working at the Center. There were a few janitors performing duties in Building Seven that were best performed when the primary occupants of the building were away: running propane burnishers, robotic-buffers, scrubbers and tractor-sized mopping machines through the corridors. There was a feeling of emptiness in the building at night that provided a backdrop of tranquility for his thoughts.
His thoughts needed a balm of tranquility in their current state of turmoil. In some ways, he felt confidant and content with the way plans formulated decades ago were progressing toward their conclusion. In other ways, he was worried about the unexpected twists and turns fate continually tossed in his path to test his fortitude and ability to make decisions in the blink of an eye.
Sometimes the decisions he made seemed to be the wrong ones. But, everything was moving toward an inevitable, predestined end that he both wanted and needed. He could foresee nothing that would stop the wheels he set in motion today. There was no danger of failure visible on the horizon.
Sid turned and paced around his office, forcing blood to move from the pools forming in his legs. He considered the various tasks of the military transports that had come and gone during the night, gathering their precious cargos and moving on toward planned destinations. Most of the transports were carrying the canisters of high pressure P-14 to approximately 1,266 U.S. Military Bases around the world. One transported the Tomahawk missiles to a naval yard near Norfolk, Virginia. It was the beginning of Project Jason. Named after the man who had Hellenized his Hebrew name, Joshua, and bribed the Seleucid monarch Antiochus IV to depose his brother and appoint Jason to the office of high priest in Jerusalem. Sid had selected the name for the project himself.
Tonight, Jason had been born and was walking the path that led toward his destiny, prophesied thousands of years earlier. Sid was listening to the steady sound of Jason's footsteps and wondering if his child would succeed. There were other paths.
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