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Now, we see as through a mirror, darkly; then, we
will see face to face.

My knowledge is imperfect now; then, I will know even
as I am known.

There are in the end three things that last: faith,
hope, and love,

and the greatest of these is love.

 


- The Holy Bible, 1 Corinthians 13:8-13 -

AD 56, approx.

 


 


Saw a man the other day, said he was giving up his
faith,

Gonna turn his back on God, make his way twice as
hard.

People say, 'What can I really be?'

They say, if you really are, why the misery?

They don't see what you are to me: guiding light.

 


- Earth, Wind and Fire -

AD 1972

 


 


 



Chapter One:

In the Company of Dreams

 


Sally Reiser bolted upright from sleep and clamped
her teeth on the scream in her throat. Despite the chill of the
dark room, sweat ran in rivulets along her temples, down her back,
between her breasts. It soaked her matted blond hair. Her knotted
muscles ached.

A nightmare, she told herself, hoping it was so.
Already, the details evaporated, leaving her only disjointed words
and images, and a feeling of overwhelming dread.

Dead leaves, she keened within herself. Dead leaves
in the wind.

Nightmares, she thought. Why won't they just go
away?

Sally slid from the bed, willing her muscles to
loosen, and staggered across the creaking wood floor to the
bathroom. She didn't look at the time. Why bother? The dreams
always came in the deep night, and sleep was impossible
afterwards.

She showered, begging the spray to rinse the dry,
dead leaves from her soul. She thought about monsters, and the
hidden meanings of dreams, and for the hundredth time acknowledged
the real monsters she had built in her life. She knew they would
all catch up to her. One day as she wrenched awake, her eyes wide
and a scream in her throat, she would fail to scrub the details
from her brain. She would remember. Even under the warm spray of
the shower, she shivered at such a thought.

Later, she pulled on jeans and that frazzled high
school sweatshirt that still fit after fourteen years. Her clothes
were easy to find in the dark; she just scooped them up from where
she had dropped them whatever number of hours ago. She plodded
downstairs, the house still dark, and started the cheap
Proctor-Silex coffeemaker in her shotgun kitchen. Sally leaned
against the refrigerator, hugging herself and staring at the
building black dribble within the carafe. Her eyes were accustomed
to the dark; its monochrome details revealed themselves the way
friends share dirty little secrets.

She tried to blank her mind, to drown her thoughts in
the squelch of dark liquid, but phantoms teased her, fading
impressions of empty trains and of a guttural language, perhaps
German. Mostly, though, she felt threatened by leaves, dead leaves
in the wind.

Coffee in hand, Sally moved up the barrel of her
narrow kitchen to the glass-enclosed porch at the back of her
house. There she dropped onto her porch swing and steeled herself
with her cup's steaming energy.

The porch light burned as it always did at night,
illuminating a screen door held closed by a loop of coat hanger.
Because of the light, the porch windows revealed not her tiny,
snow-covered back yard, but the sad reflection of a slumping woman
as careworn as the creaking swing on which she sat. The woman
stared back at Sally from hard, chiseled features. That face had
once smiled prettily for the boys, and that body had once stood
straight-shouldered and confident at the cusp of adulthood. The
owner looked older than a mere fourteen years out of high
school.

Sally sipped her coffee and stared at the thing that
long years had made of her. She stared as if to face the woman
down.

Yeah, she thought. That's me. Devoid of purpose, lost
to dissolution. Sometimes Sally hated being a writer. The apt, if
depressing, descriptive phrase was never long out of her grasp.

Her mind returned to the shadows of monsters,
guttural monsters on trains. Of course, those were monsters of the
unconscious mind. She had plenty of real ones to cope with. That,
as always, led her to Michael.

The thought of him defeated the porch light. Her
sight turned inward, to a brooding gray like thunderheads.

Michael was a wound that refused to heal. He bled
over all Sally was. She came back to that last day with him, there
in the Greyhound bus station over twelve years ago. It rushed upon
her as if in present tense, her porch swing becoming the hard metal
bench at the station. Oblivious travelers once more swarmed around
her. She was there.

Michael sat beside her on the bench, one ankle
crossed over a knee, an arm resting across Sally's shoulders. It
hung there not in affection, but on guard. He spoke with a smugness
that frightened her. From across the gulf of time, she listened as
she had listened then. "They call the place Millennium City. It's
run by a guy named Jack Kordish. He's a self-made minister, a kind
of modern prophet, from what they say. The whole place is steeped
in faith, and isolated from distraction. It'll do you good."

Yeah, right, Sally thought, her face burning where
Michael had slugged her an hour before. She had brought it on, she
supposed, questioning his decision to clean out their bank account
and move to this commune in the wilds of Montana. She had known
what would happen before opening her mouth. She had known he
wouldn't take backtalk lightly.

But, Michael's behavior had eroded her patience. He
had developed a habit of disappearing, often for days, and his
vanishing acts had come to define the last year of their two-year
marriage. Sally had suspected philandering; she had never imagined
the truth of the marathon, often impromptu Bible study groups and
their growing hold on her husband. Fundamentalist Bible thumpers
and her Michael Adams? The same carelessly agnostic Michael who had
accepted a Jew as his wife? He had claimed to care little about her
background, admitting only that it leant her an exotic flavor. Now,
in hindsight, his courtship seemed a mask, an act to leash her,
dropped away when no longer needed. He had changed from attentive
lover to the monster her mother had warned her against: a
Jew-hating gentile wrapped in inarguable rightness, badgering her
to "Repent!" Repent from what? From not being him?

He had become this doomsday prophet person, convinced
that the world would end that year, the turn of the millennium.
What had bred such gross paranoia? God only knew, but Sally, he
claimed, would soon face perdition because her people had murdered
Christ. She stood as evil in Michael's eyes, an "other" to be
converted or trampled, whichever worked. Only baptism could save
her, and she had refused that ritual. So doing, she no longer
deserved the simple human decency his religious doctrine
prescribed. Michael hated her, and treated her accordingly.

Well, that kind of attitude cut both ways, she had
thought from his side on the bench. She was done with playing the
faithful wife. She had nothing to show for it but a numb face and
rising bruises. Michael had literally beaten down her love.

Knowing her mood, her husband guarded her. He had
shadowed her to the restroom, and had held her around the waist as
they walked through the terminal. But, why imprison her if he hated
her so? He had already taken their money, what little there was.
Did he hope to reconcile by brainwashing her into his despicable
fringe faith? Was that what he wanted, a doll lobotomized by dogma
and fear?

Their gate began boarding. Michael led Sally into the
line, holding her by the arm. Her elbow throbbed beneath his
fingers. He continued his blathering religious monologue as if she
cared at all what he said. He had always liked the sound of his
voice.

He handed the bus driver his ticket and waited to
pass through the gate. Sally held out hers, fingers trembling so
that the flimsy paper rattled. Then, grimly, she folded it back
into her hand. It was so clear to her, this crux of her life. From
years in her future, sitting on a swing of her cold front porch,
she saw herself doing it, heard her younger voice.

"I'm not going."

"Excuse me, Miss?" The driver blinked, his hand still
poised to accept the bit of paper.

"I'm not going," she repeated with greater strength.
She looked at Michael and licked her lips. He still held her arm.
"I'm not going, and you can't make me."

"Sally..."

"Take your hand off me."

Michael's eyes were glacial. His fingers dug into her
flesh. He caught the bus driver's disapproving stare.

"She's upset," he murmured, but his voice had a
gravelly edge. "Give the man your ticket, honey. Your luggage is on
board."

"You're hurting me," she complained, and pushed
away.

His grip on her slipped, but recovered. "Honey,
you're embarrassing me. Get it together, and get on the bus."

The driver spoke up. "Now maybe you ought to hold on
a minute--"

"Mind your own business!" Michael snapped. Sally felt
his coldness twelve years later, and shivered. He grabbed at her
other arm. She twisted away and fell into a startled old woman
behind her. Michael's hands lashed out and snatched her back to the
gate.

"God damn it," Sally yelled, "can't you understand?
Let go of me!"

"Get on the bus, you bitch, or I'll kick your ass
through the door myself!"

"Leave her alone." Two young men had come to the
front, leaving their places in line. They stood inches away, brows
furrowed, shoulders squared.

Sally twisted again, emboldened by support. She
punched at Michael's chest. Without the slightest change of
expression, he released her, and she fell to the floor on her
backside.

"Fine," he snorted. "Stay, if you want." He looked
around at shocked faces, then down at Sally. "I don't need this. I
don't need you. But, you're my wife, Sally Anne Adams. Eventually,
you'll do as I say. Anything else is bullshit."

He turned away scowling, and stalked to the bus.

On her porch, her forgotten cup of coffee cooling in
one hand, Sally blinked. The terminal around her faded, but the
porch did not lighten.

A year later, after the divorce, Jack Kordish changed
his commune's name from Millennium City to Base Apocalypse, sure
that the final battle between good and evil would begin in his back
yard. He wasn't all wrong. The authorities discovered his illegal
stockpiles of weapons and, after a bloody standoff in 2001,
seventy-six members of Kordish's cult died in a fire they probably
set themselves.

Michael Adams was not among them.

No, Sally thought, but he should have been, the son
of a bitch.

Sally felt a familiar, soft warmth at her ankles. She
looked past her coffee and into the marbled blue eyes of her early
morning companion. "Good morning, Ghost," she said to the cat, and
stroked the short, white fur along his back. He purred, and shoved
his head against her hand. Sally scratched him under his chin.

Her coffee gone cold, she returned to the kitchen
with Ghost at her heels. He knew the routine. He paced figure
eights on the worn linoleum floor, raising a bell-like serenade of
mews until she placed his breakfast of kibbles before him. While he
ate, Sally replenished her cup, then left the kitchen for her
marginally larger living room.

She clicked on the television and settled down on her
lumpy couch for the morning news. But the news wasn't on. It wasn't
yet morning. Her face sagged at an infomercial on hair replacement
therapy, and she reached for the nearby remote. A moment later, she
landed at a black-and-white Jimmy Stewart movie, and let her
fingers rest. She sipped her coffee and watched, but little
penetrated her mood. Jimmy and Jean and Claude were devoid of their
intended goodness; they were little more than marionettes in some
meaningless monochrome caricature of ... of what? I'm boneheaded,
impenetrable, Sally thought. She was locked in a blackened tower,
unable to listen, to feel, to trust. As much as she hated to think
so, she met the whole night's world with wariness.

Well, no, that wasn't true. She trusted and loved her
Eulie.

Her eyes turned to the ceiling beneath her baby's
room. Poor, sweet, damaged Eulie, her six-year-old treasure, the
rock that had altered the destructive course of her life and had
shown her the true face of God. Such great work for such a damaged
child, a child whose obvious retardation made strangers squirm. She
owed her Eulie for everything good in life. Without him and the
love he made possible, her dissolution would be complete.

She looked from the ceiling to the cup cradled in her
hands, to the wrists just outside the frayed cuffs of her
sweatshirt. She stared at the jagged scars bisecting the blue lines
of her veins, evidence of a past conversation with God.

God, she thought with bile. A sadistic cancer on
nature. He was not the God of her childhood, the God who had
nurtured Israel in the desert, and had time and again forgiven
weakness in his creations. Sally understood a disciplinarian God
who punished reckless, hedonistic girls. She did not begrudge him
her tight finances, her terrible luck with men, or even his curse
of a fearless, tactless, and frightening mother. But what monster
assaulted an unborn child, scrambling his brains just to get at
Mom? On Eulie's birth, Sally had turned her back to such a God. She
wished she could deny him completely, convince herself he had never
really been. Then she could ascribe her baby's tragedy to
anonymous, comforting randomness. But, her mother's work was too
well done. Sally could not deny her God, but she could insist on
hating him.

Ghost leapt to the couch. He stood staring at her
with bright, blue, curious eyes.

"Can't sleep," she told him. "Nothing new, huh?"

The cat kneaded the cushion beside her. Good ol'
Ghost. Always armed with perspective. If you can't sleep, you can
always pet the pet.

Sally took him into her arms. She buried her face in
his warm fur, smelled his freshness and listened to his purr. Such
a friend, Ghost. She shoved aside monsters and dreams of monsters.
She shoved aside vindictive gods. For a few minutes, anyway, she
lost herself in Ghost and his abandonment to pleasure.

#

She shot over the dark landscape of upstate New York,
the thin ribbon of State Road 12 guiding her north out of Lyons
Falls. The highway was a luminous ribbon winding through thick
forest, vanishing from time to time beneath trees, always
reappearing at some unexpected angle in some unexpected place.
Following that line had at first been a game, but Rosa Vasquez had
been airborne for more than an hour. Curiosities were now mundane.
She yawned at the tranquilizing view through her windscreen, and
looked at her watch.

04:30. Just the look of that hour made her yawn.

"On approach, Agent Vasquez," the pilot said via
intercom.

She nodded from her seat beside him, her eyes never
leaving the windscreen. The pilot was New York State Police. She
didn't know him and didn't want to. He had picked her up in an
Albany Wal-Mart parking lot, of all places, after a cryptic but
urgent phone call from her agent-in-charge in these hinterlands.
Whatever was up was the thing, she knew. Her people didn't snatch
her across state for no reason at all.

She felt her stomach rise as they descended toward
the earth, toward blue and red lights flickering just off the
highway. Two police cars jammed a dirt track next to a shadowed
barn. Other cars also crowded the scene, sedans, a pickup truck,
and one large van crowned with dead emergency lights. Someone waved
a flashlight not far from the vehicles. The helicopter landed close
to him in a roar of flailing rotors.

"Thanks," Vasquez said to her pilot, tapping his arm.
"I'll get my own ride home." She minded her bulging parka as she
climbed to the ground. She didn't want it snagged on some
protrusion from the aircraft. That would be embarrassing.

The man with the flashlight intercepted her. He was
dressed just as she in a heavy parka, gloves, and boots. Vasquez
thrust out one hand, the other clutching her hood against the
cyclonic whirl of snow from the rotors.

"Rob Banks!" she shouted above the noise. "Que pasa,
mi compañero! It's been a long time!"

"A year, three months, and some uncertain number of
days," the man shouted as he pulled her away from the ship. "You
should never have taken that promotion, Rose! You left me with a
gray, humorless crowd, and they're no pleasure to look at,
either!"

The helicopter leapt skyward. In moments, it was
gone, its booming rotor noise chasing its wake. Vasquez
straightened on the dirt road and pulled her coat tighter around
her. "I missed you guys," she said. "Too much paperwork down in
Albany."

"I bet. At least, we suffer under the pile you shift
down to us."

"Ha! Touché. What's the deal,
Rob?"

They walked toward the cars, Vasquez relaxing as the
snow, bereft of its helicopter agitator, settled back to ground.
Banks pointed to people and vehicles as he spoke. "The whole cast
is here, Rose, minus the villain, of course. We got your rattled
local gentry over there, came out to visit his horse about eight
hours ago and found an aught-9 Lexus blocking the road. Inside the
Lexus, Mr. Alvin Whitmire, age forty-three, of New York City. At
least, that's what his license and registration say. Bullet right
through the head. Very fresh. Rigor gives us squat in this weather,
but lividity has time of death at no less than ten hours. Gun in
his lap, but the forensics guys are skeptical."

"Bet you a dollar the gun's untraceable."

"No bet. Anyhow, the horse owner calls the sheriff,
who calls the troopers, who call the FBI. That big fella over by
the Lexus is Captain Hardiman, New York State Police. You're here
at his request."

"Why? Sounds like a standard, unembellished murder to
me."

"Oh, I wouldn't want to blurt out the spoiler." Banks
gestured with a flourish toward the huddle of uniforms near the
Lexus. Vasquez took his hint and walked up to the group. She
rummaged in her parka's cargo pockets for her bureau ID.

"FBI, Albany," she said. "I'm Vasquez, Assistant
Special Agent in Charge of Terrorism."

The uniforms shifted, acknowledging her presence. The
tallest man looked her up and down with narrowed, but humorous
eyes. "Good morning, ASAC Vasquez. Have a nice flight out?"

Vasquez threw her hands palms up. "It was fair. Could
have stood with an in-flight movie. You're Captain Hardiman?"

"Sure," the man said. "Sorry to snatch you out of bed
like that, but it's your directive, not mine."

"Oh?" Vasquez raised an eyebrow. Hardiman had said
the first intriguing words of the night. "So you wrangled up a
state chopper, one that surely had other things to do, landed it
against all FAA and law enforcement guidance in a Wal-Mart parking
lot to get me, then flew me way out here to the frozen left pinky
of New York, all on a say-so I didn't even know I gave. I'm
impressed, cap." She stepped close to the Lexus. Red and blue
lights cast ghastly illumination against the mangled shell of Alvin
Whitmire, still slumped in his driver's seat.

Hardiman crunched snow until he stood beside Vasquez.
"We I.D. him as a hardware specialist for Intel Corporation,
working with IBM. They say he honchos a special team developing
some bioelectric microprocessor crap. Revolutionary. Fast
stuff."

"You're suggesting an industrial crime?"

"Just filling in the info."

"Are the forensics people done?"

"Them and the line detective, about ten minutes ago.
The medical examiner's behind us, fuming like a sidelined diva
because we haven't released the body."

Vasquez leaned close to Whitmire's head, which lay
against the window frame of the driver's door. Half of it was
missing. More accurately, half of it was splattered elsewhere in
the car. "Entry wound's on this side. Lots of blood on the console
and passenger's seat. Splash on the passenger window. They shot him
from here, then propped him back up."

"That's about right. We dug the bullet out of the
passenger side door."

"Why'd you call us, cap? Looks
local to me."

"Over here." He tramped around to the grill. He took
a big flashlight from a pocket of his parka and directed its beam
onto the hood. Someone had spray painted something across the
metal:

 


DANIEL 12:4

 


Vasquez groaned.

"We got a fly from you guys a couple weeks ago,"
Hardiman said. "You asked we keep an eye out for religion-based
criminal activity."

"Anybody have a Bible handy?" Vasquez asked,
expecting no answer.

"Keep secret the message and seal the book until the
end time; many shall fall away and evil will increase," Hardiman
said. He shrugged at her stare. "We've been here for hours. Plenty
of time to look it up. Anyway, I figured this sort of thing, you
guys are better equipped to handle it than us."

Vasquez grunted. "The X-Files was fiction, cap." She
turned away from the car, looking for Banks. "Anything other than
the body and the car? Tracks, that sort of thing?"

"Our boys have been over the place like bloodhounds.
We have two sets of footprints angling across that bean field, but
they end in a drainage ditch lined with gravel."

"Smart little perps. Rob! Over here! Look, Captain
Hardiman, you know the deal. We're experiencing a nationwide rise
in faith-based initiatives, to be flippant about it. You get Agent
Banks and his two men, and you have the courtesy of Bureau labs if
you want. I want reports on all aspects of your progress and I want
my people in on any interrogations once you round up the
perps."

"Okay," Hardiman nodded, his tone cautious. "What
about information downhill?"

"I'll round up what I can and send an agent to advise
you. Understand that you aren't the only one dealing with this.
Rob," she said to her approaching friend, "I need to wake up
another dozen agents and get them into the Albany office. You think
I could use your digs?"

"They're only mine as long as you say so," the agent
answered, grinning.

"Good. But we'll have breakfast first. I can't shout
people out of bed on an empty stomach."

"Thanks," Hardiman said, following her to Banks's
car. "This kind of business is way over the top. You guys handle it
all the time. That Waco thing, and the Freeman, and those other
millennium crazies ten years ago." He watched, frowning, as she
dropped into the proffered sedan and hugged her coat around
her.

"I'm not doing any favors, cap. This thing is of
interest to the federal government. Of course, if it turns out to
be hopped up teenagers with guns, you're on your own."

"Fair enough."

"Now, if you don't mind, I'm cold, I'm tired, and I'm
getting hungrier by the second."

Banks closed her door, shutting her off from the
bitter night. The trooper raised a hand to his parka hood in
salute, then turned back to his crime scene.

"So, what do you think?" Banks asked as he turned the
car around.

"I don't know. It's probably
lowbrow thugs, or maybe a coke deal gone bad. I mean, it's been
half a day, Rob. Wouldn't we expect someone to claim
responsibility?"

They drove along the dirt track back to SR12, then
Banks turned south toward Utica. "I don't know," he mused. "These
kinds of things always creep me out. Political terrorists, I
understand. Terrorists for money, I understand. Religious freaks,
they don't make a lot of sense, not even according to their own
rules. There was this guy--"

"Rob, it isn't even daylight. Could you wait until
after breakfast to tell your gory story?"

Banks mugged umbrage. "I wouldn't say it was gory.
Not in a Wes Craven way..."

He glanced at her now and then as they sped along the
highway. She remained wrapped in her coat until the heater reached
baking temperatures, then she relaxed, and stretched like a cat.
She suppressed a grin as Banks averted his eyes.

"We'll be back," he said, drumming the steering
wheel.

"I know."

"This one feels that way."

"Yeah, whatever."

"Their Bible scholar. He isn't done, you know."

"No, he isn't. It's only a matter of whether it's our
problem, or Hardiman's."

They rode in silence a while.

"It's nice seeing you again," Banks said.

"Not so nice for me, amigo. Not with mierda like
this."

 


 


 



Chapter Two:

Luke 17:34-35

 


Gary LaMonte sat at a wobbly plastic table in a
nearly empty food court on the university campus. Fiddling with the
lasagna on his Styrofoam plate, he watched the government man
across from him, a skeletal, balding apparition in an ill-fitting
gray suit. He had deep-set, judgmental eyes and big hands knotted
into fists on the table. Gary didn't like the look of the man, and
was sure the man returned the opinion. The suit, for Gary saw him
as such, had been told he would meet with an expert, a gilded
academic. A skinny black man in a Lakers jersey, his jeans sagging
below his ass and his floral print boxers out in the wild probably
wasn't the suit's idea of an established college brainiac.

So fuck him.

"The professor tells me you're
doing some research of interest to the state," the government man
said, "a kind of national directory of religious
wackos."

Right. Gary turned away from him to the other man at
the table. Dr. Ikaru laughed through a mouthful of lo mein, then
cleared his palette with orange cola.

"A high concept description, I'm sure," Gary's
teacher explained, his round Japanese face beaming, "and not my
words, but Mr. Tuttle's."

"Sorry," the skeleton said. "No offense meant."

Gary hadn't asked for this meeting. Dr. Ikaru had
dragged him to it with a promise of free food. Gary's interest
centered on his nearly completed degree, not on meetings with
"bigshot lawyers", as the professor had characterized the visitor.
No offense indeed...

"None taken," Gary muttered, wanting to return an
insult, but thinking better of it.

"As I'm sure you were informed,"
and the bigshot glanced at Ikaru, "we in the attorney-general's
office have been tracking an increase in religiously-based crime,
everything from obnoxious episodes of disturbing the peace to
weapons violations, spousal abuse, abduction, even murder. Their
perpetrators all have one thing in common: they justify their
actions through religion, usually quoting the Bible. Now, we've
handled weirdoes before, what with all that fuss in 2000, 2001, and
again when that asteroid flew by Earth, but these guys we don't
get. They couch their mumbo-jumbo in scary prophesies for 2012, but
there's nothing there about aliens or ticking calendar time bombs
or the other crap peddled by new-age doomsayers. It's all Christian
mumbo-jumbo. The frightening part is that the mumbo-jumbo is
spreading. They're organizing into groups, forming doomsday cults
with paranoid militia leanings. Very dangerous. The federal
government has posted bulletins, FBI, Homeland Security, initialed
agencies I'd best not mention. The states are networking on this,
trying to get ahead of a trend. The Branch Davidians, Heaven's
Gate, Solar Temple, Aum Shinri Kyo. Sounds like them all over
again. We need to know what drives these people, what makes them
grow."

Gary took a bite of his lasagna, his lasagna paid for
by Dr. Ikaru. "You say they invoke religion? What do they say?"

"I could get you detailed reports, but it usually
amounts to lakes of blood, dragons, ten-horned monsters, and Jesus
Christ coming down from heaven. That sort of thing."

Gary nodded. "Apocalypse testimony. They aren't
hiding anything, Mr. Tuttle. In fact, they're naked in the open. Do
you know your Bible?"

"As well as anybody, which means I'd be hard-pressed
to quote anything outside the Lord's Prayer."

"You'd better start reading your Bible. They do."

"You can interpret this weirdness? That's why I'm
here. I need an expert. The professor here says you're the man."
Tuttle's eyes made a slow, skeptical sweep over the so-called
expert before him.

Gary refused to bristle. He glanced at Ikaru. "I'm no
expert. I just wrote a paper."

"Gary, that makes you an expert," Dr. Ikaru said. His
voice had a grandfatherly sound. "Your doctoral thesis is just what
these gentlemen want."

"I just explain; I don't understand. These people's
actions have nothing to do with scripture, or reality, for that
matter. The Bible gets them all worked up. What they do with it is
a function of how scrambled they are in the head." Gary looked
around the table. Dr. Ikaru grinned, eyes wrinkled almost shut over
his round cheeks. Tuttle's eyes were dead, his mouth a thin line.
He wasn't getting his money's worth, and showed it.

Gary slumped back in his chair. He brought one ankle
up onto a knee. "There's this end-of-the-world fever," he said.
"Pre-millennialism, millennialism, post-millennialism. It came to a
head in 2000, but nothing happened, no end of the world, no Jesus,
no aliens or black helicopters. Not even the computers crashed.
Then they discovered that their nice, round apocalyptic number was
a year off, that the millennium actually began in 2001, and they
got worked up again." Gary nodded at his thoughts and rubbed his
shaven head. "Of course, nothing happened then, either, and a lot
of these groups have been rudderless ever since. They now jump at
2012, the end of the five thousand year Mayan calendar, convinced
it ushers in the end of all time. None of it's new. The same thing
happened at the last millennium, and we ended up with the crusades,
over two hundred years of religious bullying. These groups have
patterns discernible through history." Gary shrugged. "These things
take years to build, and years to die away. They'll be with us for
a while."

Tuttle nodded toward Dr. Ikaru. "The prof says that
paper of yours is right on the mark, that you're the local expert
on religious cults."

Gary shifted in his chair from embarrassment. "Not
cults. Apocalypse groups and post-millennialism. There's a
difference."

"Not to me, there isn't. When the paper's done, I'd
like a copy, and I'd like to pick your brain from time to time. In
either case, it'll be worth it - financially, I mean."

"You're offering me a job?"

"A consultantship, same as we offer the professor
here from time to time. You've been his research assistant, so you
know how it goes. He speaks very highly of you."

Gary saw amusement plain on Ikaru's face.

"How about it, kid? I need somebody like you on my
side."

"I..." Gary began, not knowing what would follow. He
needed money. As a student, he was perennially broke. But he was
also a black man, a young black man with all that baggage. He
didn't trust government types. "I'll think about it," he
finished.

Tuttle nodded. "That's fair." He extracted a business
card from his coat. "Don't wait forever; I sure can't. Give me a
call, or call the prof and he'll call me."

"Sure. I'll get back with you."

"Thanks for your time," Tuttle said, standing. He
nodded to Ikaru, and was gone.

Gary watched him leave, forgetting Dr. Ikaru. He had
never imagined such easy entry into the world of employment. In
Gary's experience, nothing came easy.

"It's a surprise, I know," Dr. Ikaru said.

"A surprise?" Gary returned from his daze.

"Yes. Such a sudden and important offer."

"Why?"

"Because I'm retiring, Gary. See? Another surprise! I
told Mr. Tuttle about you for the same reason I told Evans at the
sheriff's department about you, and Clark at the state police."

Gary looked at him, eyes narrowed.

"I've done the psychotic pinhead analysis bit for
years, son. That millennium nonsense was lucrative, but it just
wore me out. Now, it's starting up again, for whatever reason. It's
time for somebody else to play detective." He reached across the
table and patted Gary's shoulder. "I can't think of anyone better
to take over my extracurricular niche. You aren't a student
anymore, Gary. You're a scientist in demand."

Not a student anymore, Gary thought. Time just
flies...

"I imagine you could publish tomorrow," Dr. Ikaru
said. "Your research is impeccable; I'm sure I'll have no arguments
when I see the final draft. But--!" and, as was his habit, he let
the qualifier hang while he munched another bite of noodles. Gary
waited patiently, for he knew this man. After five years, Ikaru was
more a father than an academic advisor.

"Your paper lacks immediacy. It's mainly historical
research, Gary. That won't do with people like Tuttle. They deal
with the problems of now, not a thousand years ago."

"I did the paper because of what's happening," Gary
argued. "I remember back in high school and all the millennial
things that went down -- the bombings, the hoardings, the computer
scares and such. The cops treated it like something new, something
unique. I found out later that it had all happened before. That's
why I wrote the paper. How can the authorities deal with this
latest if they don't understand where it came from?"

"A sound argument, but somewhat esoteric for the
white socks and black shoes crowd, don't you think?"

"So, what are you saying, Dr. Ikaru? I should change
the entire focus of my work? Maybe you should have said that a year
ago."

"Look, Gary, you stand at a deciding moment in your
life. You are the expert. There aren't a hundred respectable
researchers on this planet as steeped in the lore, the science, and
the sociology of apocalypse phenomena as you are. I'm not
suggesting you redo your paper. I'm suggesting you annotate it, or
add an afterward, a critical analysis, something to relate your
historical data to present day trends. Make it more user
friendly."

Gary's stomach tightened. He had written an
historical analysis of Judeo-Christian doomsday prophecy, the
stories centering on the end of the physical world and the
reclaiming by God of the universe. To do as Ikaru suggested meant a
reinterpretation of all the data in terms of how it explained
doomsday groups today. Though the existing data still held validity
and lent itself to other perspectives, a reediting process meant
months of additional work.

"You're a creative person," Ikaru said, grinning. "A
little imagination, and you could adjust your paper and still
submit it in January, as scheduled."

"That's easy for you to say. You don't have to write
the thing."

"Yes, isn't it wonderful?" Dr. Ikaru gathered his
dinner waste and looked around for a trashcan. "Well, it's just a
suggestion, Gary. As I said, your paper stands well as it is. But,
you must begin thinking beyond your degree. This change I suggest
will increase your value in an extremely limited field of
expertise."

Ikaru leaned forward, searching
through his coat pockets. "Mr. Tuttle and I discussed this
situation, as we've discussed many such situations over the years."
His eyes sparkled. "We go way back, Lawrence and I. We share many
concerns, if the beer's cold enough. I know you have no
contemporary hook for your work. Where does your chronology stop,
the Renaissance? Anyway, he gave me this." He slapped a scrap of
folded paper onto the table.

Gary picked it up. "And this is?"

"Tuttle believes it's a jump start. The person on
that paper is a reporter, of sorts." Gary noticed the hint of
derision. "She writes freelance, mainly for supermarket tabloid
rags, but Tuttle says she hoards as much anecdotal experience on
cult groups as anybody he knows. And she's local."

"Tuttle reads the National Enquirer?"

"Tuttle collects information."

Gary opened the paper to find a name in neat block
lettering:

 


SALLY REISER

 


Below the name was a phone number.

"What do I do with this?" he asked. "I can't use a
tabloid reporter as a source."

"Talk to her, that's all. You might gain some new and
compelling insight." He said it with a grin at the silliness of his
words.

#

Gary walked the two miles from campus to the house he
shared with his Gramma. He huddled deep in his inadequate Colts
stadium jacket, making himself small against the bitter winter
chill. The walk, occasioned by a lack of bus fare, was a dangerous
feat so long after dark, for Gary lived in a rough, even infamous
neighborhood in Indianapolis. The highest number of violent crimes
per capita in the entire United States, that was Gary's
neighborhood. Yes, it was a terrible place and, yes, he would
escape it, thanks to his Gramma and to the help of Dr. Ikaru.

Gary was a proud man, but knew to be thankful for
those who helped him. His Gramma had taught him both confidence in
his personal worth, and faith in God to provide. And God did
provide, though in ways unfathomable by merely human means. Sure,
God provided empty pockets. He provided a hungry belly. But he also
provided the advanced education that made escape possible. And he
provided bulwarks like Gramma and Ikaru, who had nurtured, pulled
and kicked Gary to the threshold of that escape.

Could Gary's natural parents have
done as well? He couldn't know, for he barely remembered them. He
knew that his father had died in a skirmish, your clichéd drug deal
gone bad. Mom, in despondency, had killed herself not long after.
In hindsight, man, woman and baby had never been family as much as
a doomed accident. Well, the first shall be last, and the last
shall be first. That, Gary often thought ruefully, put him near the
front of the line into heaven.

He arrived safely at the tiny, broken house he knew
so well. Its roof sagged, its cramped spot of a lawn lay sparse and
brown, and its porch slouched where the concrete sank. Gary knocked
on the front screen door and braced himself for the expected
fretful grandmother.

She answered the door after a long minute.

"Gary! Come in, I was worried." She unlatched the
screen door and pushed it toward him.

"Sorry, Gramma. Dr. Ikaru loves to
talk." Gary entered the house. He smelled the rank odor of old
cigarettes, noticed, as always, the decrepit furniture and
yellowing walls in the tiny living room, the wood across one window
where the glass had shattered and couldn't be fixed. Gunshots, and
poverty. He noticed these things as he always did, and his mood
changed from anxiety to melancholy, as it always did. But, he also
noticed the neat precision underlying age and disrepair, the
cleanliness of the dismal scene. "Do with what you have, and God
will bless," his Gramma always said, and lived by her
words.

"Dr. Ikaru, eh? Didn't you say he'd leave you alone
until January?" She shuffled her heavy form stiffly to her ancient
overstuffed rocking chair, then worked herself to a seated position
by careful, arthritic stages. Gary locked the front door.

"That's when my paper's due. But he had other things
on his mind."

"I don't like how he criticizes your work. I don't
see him writing no paper."

"It's his job, Gramma."

"He takes his job too seriously. So, what did he have
to say that kept you out past dark?"

"He found me a job, Gramma."

She turned slightly toward him, pleased. "Why, that's
good, Gary. Another of those research assistant things?"

"No, this one's all mine. A consultantship with the
state attorney-general's office."

She smiled through ancient, cigarette-stained teeth.
"See? It all paid off. Now, hang up your coat. Stay a while."

Gary stepped away from the door. He slid his coat off
and dropped it onto a chair in a connecting kitchen as neat and
clean as everything else.

"How much does your new job pay?" Gramma asked from
her chair.

"Don't know yet. Not much." He took a glass from a
cabinet, then opened the refrigerator.

"When do you start?"

"Don't know. It's an 'as needed' kind of thing." He
poured water into his glass.

"Well, Gary. You don't know the pay and you got no
steady hours. You sure it's a job?"

He reentered the living room and settled onto its
sagging sofa. "I didn't say I'd take it, Gramma. But, Dr. Ikaru
does the same sort of thing and makes more than his university
salary."

She turned to face him. He knew the effort she
exerted to do so. His Gramma was older than her seventy-odd years,
wracked by arthritis, diabetes, and God knew what damage caused by
her smoking. It hurt her to turn toward him, so he focused on what
she said.

"Dr. Ikaru, that old goat, isn't a
twenty-six-year-old student. He has that degree; he has that
shingle, more than one. And he ain't black."

"I know, Gramma."

"Don't you quit school over this thing, Gary."

"I won't, Gramma."

"We sacrificed everything, me and your folks, God
rest their souls. You're the first of our family to graduate
college." She snorted, and reached for the cigarettes on the table
beside her chair. "The first to graduate high school. You won't
live in this place, Gary. You'll live out where the white folks
live."

Plenty of unfortunate white folks out here, Gary
thought.

"Don't quit school, Gary."

"I won't, Gramma."

She lit her cigarette and took a drag. She then
struggled back to a comfortable position. "Have you eaten?"

"At school."

"Can you reach me that remote?"

The television stood six feet in front of her. Gary
took the remote from atop its cabinet, and clicked on the set
before handing her the box.

"What's on?" he asked.

"Oh, the Reverend Bennington. Who else?"

"How can you watch that? You could go to real
church--"

"I could not. I'm too crotchety. And the Reverend
gives me all the churching I need."

Gary sighed and returned to the
sofa. He tried to ignore the sudden flare of noise from the TV, but
it seduced him nonetheless. The Reverend delivered an artful sales
pitch. The lilting announcers, the gospel choir background, and the
flashy sets seen through dynamic camerawork all combined into a
slick production, as mesmerizing as any on MTV or the Sci-Fi
Channel. But, this wasn't cable. Not even the miracle-working John
Bennington, Jr. could clear the pixilation of poor reception. Gary
rose from his seat again, adjusted the rabbit ears to a solid
image.

"And who among us shall be saved?" the man on the
screen asked urgently. He looked sincere with his chiseled tan
face, his perfect, conservative white hair, and his intense blue
eyes. His silver and green robes lent him authority beyond his
natural charisma, gave him papal credibility. "Our driving question
is clear, if also harsh. Who among us shall be saved? Certainly,
many are dead to Christ. They refuse his love and attack his
presence wherever they find it. God, have pity on these! When the
appointed minute of the appointed hour comes on the appointed day,
and the saints rise in glory to meet JE-sus in the heavens, and
when those millions still living and one with the Lord vanish from
the roads, workplaces, homes and prisons of our world to join
JE-sus in his, when these things pass, God save those left behind
in the company of the usurper, in the clutches of the Antichrist.
For theirs is a terrible fate. They will live out their years as
kindling for the conflagration to come, as animals to be butchered
in the terror of Armageddon..."

Gary shook his head. So many Benningtons, and all
with the same base goal: to prey on the fears of a gullible, guilty
humanity. The uncertainties of the infant millennium exerted a
powerful, distorting influence over the normally hard-shelled
population of Earth. Supernatural fears clawed at the collective
id, fears that rendered common sense inoperable and generations of
religious tradition anemic. The major established religions lost
membership to the crowing rabble of the doomsayers. They stood
besieged, accused of subverting the very faiths they had built over
centuries, while televangelism, never a bust industry, exploded
with newfound wealth and power. The TV preachers assembled the new
congregations of the 21st century, raking in tens of millions of
followers, competing for parishioners and the money that followed
them in a bizarre perversion of the free enterprise system. Raised
Baptist and knowing what he did of post-millennial fever, Gary felt
sickened at the thought of it all.

In that moment, he knew he'd accept work from
Tuttle.

He left the living room, but the house was small, and
the TV's voice hunted him with ease. He paced the kitchen, then
remembered the phone number passed to him by Ikaru. Maybe he should
call. Since the future's poor excuses for faith pursued him with
such purpose, he might as well get some work out of the deal.
Besides, the phone might drown out the television.

It did, but not for long. After four rings, Gary
heard a click, then the telltale hum preceding a recording.

"Hey, this is Sally. If you're offering money, leave
a message. Everyone else, use the mail."

Gary hung up at the beep. She got sass, that Sally
Reiser.

He sat down at the kitchen table and buried his head
in his arms. The television intruded.

"It isn't that we should hate them, or feel at all
superior. But for the God-given grace of Christ Jesus, we would be
them. Or, perhaps, we are. No one knows who will be taken and who
will stay behind. We must be diligent, always aware of our heritage
of sin. We must always seek perfection in Christ..."

"Amen, Reverend," Gary's Gramma said to the
television.

Well, the Reverend Bennington had a
customer, Gary thought. No wonder. His shtick convinced with a
daunting mixture of ominous warning and friendly advice. Not all TV
preachers treated their parishioners with as much patrician warmth.
And on radio, they got downright abusive, virtually scaring
contributions out of their listeners.

He thought of Davidson, that one personifying name of
radio evangelism. Davidson made Bennington sound like a waffling
apologist for God, and Bennington was himself disavowed by the
religious media superstars, the Billy Grahams and Pat Robertsons of
the world. Davidson was a red-eyed fanatic, a frothing zealot, or
that was his persona on the air. With Davidson, there was no
forgiving God, no salvation except for the purest elect of a tiny
fraction of humanity. All others lived forever in terror, in the
flaming, blistering, rat-eaten hell of the immortal damned.
Davidson offered only two acts of contrition that could save a soul
from eternal torture: sending money now, and unequivocal allegiance
to him. To him, not the Father, or Son, or the Holy Spirit. With
Davidson on your side, you needed no one else.

Such nonsense might have attracted little more than
ridicule fifteen or twenty years ago, but the times had since
turned ridiculous. Salvation was everything to otherwise ordinary
people, and if you could buy it, more the better. Davidson claimed
to lead over ten million converted, that is, those who gave money
regularly. He reinforced this following with a formidable Internet
presence, three books on the bestseller lists, and with the crown
of his empire, the year-long Bible crusade and tent (read: stadium)
revival that marched across America toward the Day of Christ's
Coming. That glorious day was the twenty-first of December, a
mystical date in the frenetic liturgies of religious fanatics. The
End of All Things. Seventy cities had already survived Davidson's
contentious pilgrimage, each stop ballooning regional populations
by as much as a million surly, unmanageable disciples. Each hosting
city saw spiking crime rates, especially where disruption of the
peace, vandalizing of abortion clinics, and terrorizing "unfit"
churches were concerned. Davidson's hardcore disciples cared little
for the law of man, nor, apparently, for the laws of their God.
They heard only Davidson, and interpreted his goading vagaries into
action. Nothing else mattered. They were saved, after all, only
through him. God and the devil had failed them more than once. The
people shopped for newer, more hands-on deities.

Yet, to clearer eyes, their modern messiah was
nothing more than an opportunistic megalomaniac. He flirted the
boundary between free speech and incitement to riot, admonishing
his followers to ignore the rule of law in favor of the
commandments of God, through him. Some rumored that he billed
himself as appointed by Jesus himself to prepare man for His final
coming. But Davidson never hinted such things within range of a
microphone. Anything he said of such personal importance was a gift
only to his closest disciples, who dutifully leaked his views to
the press. The man was many unsavory things, but not an idiot.

Which was just the kind of insight Tuttle wanted.

Gary sighed. He pushed himself away from the table
and back to the phone on the wall. He would leave a message for the
Reiser woman, he thought as he dialed her number again. Tuttle
thought it wise, and Tuttle held the pay stubs. But, as Gary
listened to the steady progression of rings in his ear, he wondered
what worth a politician found in a reporter, the enemy, especially
one writing for--

"Hello?"

Gary hesitated, caught by an unrecorded voice. "Umm,
is this Sally Reiser?"

"Yes..."

"My name is Gary LaMonte. I'm a doctoral candidate at
IUPUI, that's Indiana University, Purdue University at
Indianapolis, School of Public and Environmental Affairs, in
Comparative Religion. A Mr. Tuttle of the state attorney-general's
office gave me your number..."

"I don't know any Tuttle."

Gary heard irritation in her voice. He also heard its
clear, feminine quality, a perfect telephone voice. He wondered
what she looked like.

"Look, I'm sorry to disturb you, but this guy, an
assistant to the attorney-general, thinks you might help me on a
project. I'm doing this paper on post-millennial religious
phenomena--"

"I'm busy, Mister-- whoever you are. I'm also a
private person. I don't appreciate calls from strangers, and I
don't answer surveys."

"Please, don't hang up. This isn't a survey. I was
hoping we could meet. Mr. Tuttle and my advisor, Dr. Ikaru, think
you might be a valuable resource for my paper."

"I don't consider myself a resource for anything,
Mister ..."

"It's Gary. Gary LaMonte. You don't even know what
the paper's about, Ms. Reiser." He found it odd that he fought so
hard for this meeting. Was it the voice?

"I don't need to know--"

"Just one minute? Then I'll hang up. I'll do it
happily, and never disturb you again."

He heard the sigh on the other end. "Shoot."

"I've done this study on post-millennial prophecy --
that's religious stories concerning the end of the world -- and
I've documented individuals and groups that have used millennial
hysteria to advance personal, political, and social agendas
throughout history. Well, the state has some interest in my
research, but they'd like it to have a contemporary spin. I've been
told that you're the local expert on millennial groups, doomsday
cults, and such."

He waited long moments through dead air.

"A history of wackos in religion?" she asked.

"It's been called that."

"An obscure way to make a living, don't you
think?"

"Excuse me?"

"Never mind. Look, I appreciate that you're bettering
yourself with an education and all ... well, no, I don't appreciate
it. Sorry, Mr. LaMonte, but you have to find somebody else--"

Gary cursed. It just slipped out.
"I don't get this," he said. "You don't need to crack on me. I just
wanted insight from an expert. I'm not asking you for a lifetime
commitment, and I'm not asking you to fall on your sword or flay
your skin, or--"

"My, you're a passionate one, aren't you?"

"Where do you get off insulting me like this? I ain't
done nothing to you."

"You called me up. And you said you'd hang up
nicely."

Gary froze, gape-mouthed. Well, she had a point. Was
this humor, or a needling attack? He noticed the reduced volume
from the living room. His Gramma stared at him, curious and
concerned.

"Okay," he said after a calming deep breath. "Okay,
time out. Sorry I bothered you. I didn't think this was such a
great idea in the first place."

"Nine tomorrow."

"What?"

"I'm free at nine tomorrow morning. Drop by and bring
everything you know about the history of religious crazies, and
maybe you can convince me to help you out a little."

"What?"

"Tell me, are you as cute in person as you are over
the phone?"

What?

"Can I expect you?"

"Well, I guess..."

"Got a pencil? Here's my address."

He took it down, then she hung up. He stared at the
handset for long moments afterward. It started to buzz.

"What was that about?" he heard from the living
room.

"Nothing, Gramma. Business." And it certainly was, as
in Sally Reiser giving him the business. Why had she played him?
Did he misunderstand her, or was it all a subversive joke on the
cute-sounding student telemarketer? Would she show up for the
meeting tomorrow? The address on his note pad was likely that of a
funeral home or some equally cutting location.

He dropped into a chair at the kitchen table. Why did
he care? Tuttle and Ikaru aside, there was no incentive to
interview rag reporters. He could never quote her, for none would
take her seriously; she would sully his research even as an
unquoted source. So, why bother? Was it really her voice? Had he
heard something there that tugged at him?

There, apparently, struck the hook. He would visit
Reiser's funeral home, or gas station, or whatever she had given
him. He would do so not for substantive gain, but for curiosity's
sake.

Besides, the skeleton in the suit had wanted this to
happen. Who was Gary to argue?

 


 


 



Chapter Three:

2 Thessalonians 2:3

 


"Morning, buddy!" Sally said as she entered the room.
"Rise and shine, and all that stuff!" The room was small, jammed
with the meager accouterments of a bureau, a rocking chair, and the
one twin bed. The bureau hid beneath a colorful icing of stuffed
animals. Cheery posters brightened the walls: Elmo, Bob the
Builder, and teddy bears. No hard toys on the floor, nor anywhere
else in sight. Sally didn't trust her son with too many objects in
too close a space. He had this thing for banging stuff...

Eulie lay butt upwards amid a tangle of blankets, his
pillow dragged over his head.

"C'mon, sport, get up."

"No yet!"

"Not yet? Of course, yet. Look!" She pulled aside his
curtains. The world had brightened to a subdued gray. "How about
it, Eulie? What do you see?"

Brown eyes peeked from beneath the pillow, which then
flew back revealing a wide, toothy grin. "Morning time!" Eulie
chirped, and sat up in bed. "Shoo day, Mommy?"

"School day, yes. But first, let's change that
diaper. Come on, on your back."

She changed his diaper, his extra large, biggest size
they make diaper, hoping as always that it would be dry. It wasn't.
She wiped him, sent him to the toilet just to build habit, felt
relief at the tinkling sound that reached her as she made his
bed.

Eulie's morning ritual was a grueling chore mitigated
by love. He dressed himself under direction; he just had to learn.
But, the process took forever even when he cooperated. First came
the diaper-like pull-ups, then the sweat pants and t-shirt. Even
tube socks had their pitfalls for uncoordinated limbs. But the
final task was by far the most solemn. Sally laid Eulie on his bed
and slipped his small feet into the plastic orthopedic braces that
she could not afford, and strapped the braces tightly to control
his untrained ligaments and muscles. Eulie had the muscular control
of a three year old; anyone could see it. The braces were only the
most obvious sign of his troubles. He was a mess both physically
and mentally, but Sally fought for him, and made him fight for
himself. She refused to accept the will of her mother's vicious
God.

Downstairs, Eulie ran to the laundry basket in the
living room corner, the one that contained his small cache of cars,
trucks, and action figures. While Sally prepared his breakfast,
Eulie went to work at noisy, energetic play.

"No throwing, Euland David Reiser. You want time
out?"

"No! Euie be good!"

"I hope so. How do you want your bagel, honey?
Toasted?"

"No toas, butter and jewwy, peas."

"Butter and jelly it is. Only a minute, sugar, then
it's time to eat."

"Euie go shoo, this day?"

"Yes, honey, you go to school today."

Such was the framework of Sally's days. Questions,
answers, then, a little later, the same questions again. But Eulie
had taken three years to speak his first intelligible word, so
Sally didn't complain. This memory thing, and its associated
problem in grasping and retaining the nuts and bolts of language,
it disturbed her, but nothing like the terror of those first three
years. Then she had faced not speech difficulties, but the prospect
of no speech at all.

It was time for school. She gathered her laptop into
its protective sleeve and settled it deep in the canvas carryall
she used as a purse and shopping bag. She bundled Eulie against the
cold, encasing his mop of blonde hair in a wooly cap, then beneath
the flannel-lined hood of his puffy fiber filled coat. She slid his
book bag full of diapers and spare clothes onto his stout
shoulders, grabbed her own bag, and led him out the door past her
ratty Nissan Stanza.

Sally felt both blessed and cursed to raise her boy
in the Broad Ripple section of Indianapolis, a neighborhood of
imposing junior mansions alongside small, old cottages like hers,
all nestled within a wooded environment of maples, dogwoods, and
huge old sycamores dwarfing the meager structures of man. Broad
Ripple was as quiet as any non-suburban community in the city, with
narrow streets that encouraged walking rather than cars, a
beautiful, sprawling park along the winding White River, and the
Village, a quaint, old business district replete with art
galleries, used book stores, and an international taste from some
of the city's better restaurants. But, for all its air of
exclusivity and its cerebral reputation as an arts community, Broad
Ripple was overwhelmingly middle class. Most of the residents could
not afford the conspicuous luxuries flaunted throughout the
Meridian and Butler neighborhoods to the west. They worked hard for
what little they had, personally shoveled their drives, cared for
their yards, and cleaned their homes. They were ordinary people who
minded their own business; and that was the blessing. Sally's curse
was living her Rockwellian existence on the charity of her mother,
who had found her the house and paid all but the property taxes.
Sally could not afford her home, and her mother made sure she knew
it.

Eulie's Kindergarten day care stood two blocks east
at the busy, six-lane intersection of Kessler and Keystone. He
called it school because they taught the basics between playtimes:
the alphabet, counting, and an appreciation of reading. They did
what they could for Eulie, despite their lack of special education
expertise, and Sally appreciated their efforts. Little as it was,
their work showed that Eulie could learn, that, with help from
caring adults, he was not doomed to helplessness the rest of his
life.

She took him inside, away from the rumbling trucks
and honking cars, and said a cheery hello to Brenda, the girl in
the outer office just inside the doors. Sally paid the weekly bill
and passed pleasantries about nothing as she helped Eulie remove
his winter gear. She fussed over him as he put away his book bag,
greeted his caregiver in the great room beyond the foyer, and
investigated the toys in the red and yellow cubbyholes along one
long wall. Other sons and daughters scampered about, and Sally's
heart wrenched at how coordinated, oral, and self-sufficient they
were, far more so than her broken child. The comparison was old,
but its sting did not fade as its truth stretched into years.

Finally, Sally hugged her boy good-bye. "I love you,"
she said, but silently apologized, convinced of her guilt in
delivering his troubles. She was, after all, his mother. Her body
had made his handicaps possible. In this mood, she left him,
departing into the working world to pay for Eulie's braces, his
doctors, his childcare, and his home.

Sally walked north along Keystone, dispatching
distance with a strong, purposeful stride against cold air and the
fumes of heavy traffic. From that point on, the street was made for
cars. Rather than a sidewalk beneath her feet, she crunched over
the grey offal of a dirtied snowfall, thrown aside by plows. She
stopped at the Marsh supermarket three blocks up on 62nd Street,
and grabbed two tabloids at the checkout. Not any scandal rag met
her needs. She took a copy each of the National Investigator
(Largest Circulation of Any Paper in the World!) and the World
Weekly Sun, and paged through them as soon as she left the cashier.
The Investigator was mostly celebrity gossip, but she nonetheless
folded it to one particular story toward the middle pages, a piece
alleging improper financial practices by John Bennington, Jr., the
TV evangelist. THE REVEREND'S HAND IN THE TILL-AGAIN! the headline
proclaimed. She thought that a little strident, since the same
intensity of corruption did not appear in the story. But, the
headline was irrelevant; only the byline mattered. The byline was
her own.

She tucked the Investigator into the canvas bag slung
from her shoulder, then thumbed through the Sun. Its headlines
revealed an editorial focus concerned more with selling copies than
with journalistic credibility. SUCKED INTO A JET FAN-AND LIVES!
shrilled one headline accompanied by an obviously faked photograph.
GIRL BECOMES HUMAN CHICKEN! ANGEL CAPTURED, IMPRISONED IN AREA 51!
JESUS SEEN IN ARKANSAS, HEALS THE LAME! Sally loved the Sun's
irresistible tackiness. It might have made her feel superior,
except that she was in it.

She stopped paging. There it was, her money story,
five pages back from the cover, her name in eighteen point, bold,
red type:

 


MORE END TIMES WARNINGS BY ARTHUR DAVIDSON!

Millions to Perish in Rapture Fires, Radio Preacher
Says!

 


The story filled two pages minus an advertisement
hawking obedience pills for dogs. Pretty damned good, she thought,
when you're paid by the line. She smiled as she scanned, more in
satisfaction than pride. After all, she couldn't be proud at
getting published in a tabloid, but the exposure could lead to
greater exposure still, and more money. It could even lead to
mainstream opportunities, a hope fanned by recent circumstances.
What had that guy said last night? She was the local expert on
millennial groups, doomsday cults, and such. A bizarre shingle to
hang at her door, but exploitable.

She headed west on 62nd Street, which changed its
name to Broad Ripple Avenue. Thankfully, the sidewalks were
shoveled again. She passed the park, a pleasant walk except for the
jerking, thick, aggressive traffic that snarled irredeemably at
Broad Ripple High School. Students unloaded from school buses, city
buses, cars, and bicycles. Herds of them wandered with seeming
aimlessness everywhere except to the building. Some athletic type
whistled at Sally.

She continued walking, but shoved one hand into her
canvas bag.

She stopped in the Village at Ripple Bagels to stock
up for the week. She got plenty of plain for Eulie, and her own
favorites, as well. Her mother would cringe to hear that Sally ate
cinnamon-sugar and raisin bagels. What sacrilege! What cultural
assassination! But then, Sally wasn't a model Jew. She was more of
an indifferent anarchist.

She ordered her one weekly treat, a cup of
cinnamon-mocha coffee, but this time she got it for there, and sat
down with her bagels and her two newspapers at a tiny table away
from the counter. She positioned herself to see the sidewalk
through the large shop window, then began to read.

Nothing surprising greeted her from the scandal
articles. They were, after all, her own words. The Bennington piece
drew more from conjecture than fact, but she had taken care to
avoid that extra leap into fantasy. A dispute boiled between the
Reverend's ministry and certain disgruntled former employees who
claimed the books were cooked. The ministry dismissed their
accusations as vindictive nonsense, yet also refused to open the
records to independent evaluation. Still, with all the cash flowing
into Bennington's empire, none of his favorite missions (of those
big enough to absorb the money) had reported any appreciable
increase in budgets. Where had the money gone?

None of this was new, but Bennington was a difficult,
even political target, so the IRS approached him with caution.
Perhaps they doubted the presence of a crime, or were afraid to
upset Bennington's legions of voting followers. It didn't really
matter, Sally thought, as long as she wrangled a paycheck from the
mess.

She set aside the Bennington piece and took up the
Sun. Her Davidson spread had been easy to write despite its
considerable length. She had simply transcribed Davidson's
telephone interview ravings, stringing his apocalyptic horrors
together with little more than transitional phrases and commas. So
little work, and her property taxes were paid for half the
year.

She appreciated the money, but not the experience of
earning it. Davidson was a nut. He was obsessed with biblical
prophecy, and his loose interpretations of scripture conjured
multiple terrors from his fertile imagination. Strangely, he
couldn't wait for universal destruction. He called it the joyous
return of Christ. Sally called it a death wish. But, his death wish
sold copy, and his crusade drew ever closer to Indianapolis. She
could milk more from Davidson. With luck, she might even land a
face-to-face interview.

She sighed at the thought, and set aside the Sun. She
dug into her bag and hauled out her laptop, releasing it from its
form-fitted foam shell and opening it on the table. In moments, her
machine found the local wireless network and Sally was clicking the
tabs on her browser to check her regular assortment of blogs. The
work took on a more relaxed character. Reading the web logs was
Sally's education. They were vital to her awareness of the world.
They were relatively unrestrained, free from the influence of
advertisers and the needs of circulation, both of which hampered
the printed newspapers. Here in the Internet's equivalent of
journalism she found the news of the religious, the skeptical, the
weird and the gamy. It wasn't always deftly written or objective in
perspective, but the blogs were often more true than the printed
word. Often the papers used the blogs as sources.

She scanned the headlines of the first four feeds,
reading the leads that piqued her interest. Most fascinating was
the story about a computer executive murdered out east, and the
unsubstantiated rumors that a cult had left a message with the
body. The authorities were mute, but the FBI might be involved,
including their Assistant Director for Terrorism in Washington.
Fascinating, but too unformed to work with as yet. She would watch
how, or if, the story developed. She clicked on to the next
feed.

Her daily ritual stalled on a posting from an editor
at Nuvo, the city's counter-culture arts paper. Her name glared
from the headline:

 


Does Reiser Uplift Tabloids,

Or Drag Down Journalism?

 


She frowned.

 


This is too much, the posting began. Sally Reiser has
lurked in the background of journalism for years. For those who
don't know, Sally Reiser is a writer, a fairly decent writer, to be
fair, but her subject matter and medium relegate her to the fringes
of her craft. One finds her work not in bookstores or the major
dailies, but in the checkout line at the supermarket. Sally Reiser
is a tabloid writer, part of that questionable offshoot of
"journalism" that subsists on space aliens, devil worship, freaks
of nature, and the Loch Ness Monster. The title "journalist" is
undeserved--

 


Sally slapped the laptop shut. Undeserved? For pity's
sake, that guy wrote for a paper whose primary source of revenue
was graphically sexual personal ads! She scowled. She sat back in
her chair with her arms rigidly crossed. She was sick of outsiders
judging her life, finding her wanting in ethics, and morals, and
responsible behavior. She was the parent of a six-year-old
handicapped boy, for God's sake. Could responsibility chain you any
more than that? She thought of her mother, who saw her as a
complete social failure, who was embarrassed in her company, and
who blamed her for Eulie's troubles. That blogger could be her
mother.

But, why shouldn't all of them feel such disdain?
Sally was a high school dropout, suckered into the loser class by a
beautiful, smooth-talking bastard who preferred his naive bride at
home. That same son of a bitch had sought to control her as a
trainer controls an animal. He had beaten her. He had taught her
doubt of her own self-worth. He had left her, finally, not for
another woman easier to intimidate, but for barbaric, poor trash
religious fanatics, of all things.

But Sally hadn't learned. There had been drugs, and
depression, and ... desperate measures. She absentmindedly rubbed
the skin of her wrists. There had been other men, too, including
Eulie's father. They had used her briefly, become bored, and one
after the other had thrown her away. Eerily, they had all hailed
from that same fundamentalist Christian community, as if she sought
men sure to rile her mother.

Now Sally's obsession with fundamentalism was second
only to Eulie in her life. She needed to know what drove the fringe
Christians, why they committed easy cruelties from within a
philosophy based on love. Why did they hate her so, and all other
Jews? She searched, and she wrote. The quest fed her baby.

She needed to cry. Instead, she hardened her face.
Her life did not permit tears. Crying was a luxury for those with
other recourse.

Then, she noticed him: black, a faded Colts jacket
worn against the cold, a book bag slung from one shoulder. His
black jeans piled, way too long and baggy, like waiting laundry
about his slush-crusted court shoes. He stared at the address on
the restaurant door, then at a piece of paper in his hand. He
looked disgusted, peered up and down the street, then started to
walk away. Sally looked at her watch. Nine o'clock. She considered
letting him go; she really wasn't in the mood. But, he was so
punctual, and her foul disposition was no excuse for rudeness. She
pushed from her seat and jogged toward the door.

"Hey!" she yelled, leaning through the doorway. He
was almost to the corner, looking for the bus stop across the
street. He turned toward her voice. So did a middle class Barbie,
who was walking a sheltie in a plaid dog coat.

"Mr. University Student?" He nodded. "Come on in!"
Sally continued. "You're looking for me!"

He stared as she shivered against the penetrating
cold. Then he turned back, approaching her at an unrushed,
confident pace.

Moments later, he followed her through the doorway
and toward her table.

"My office away from home," Sally explained,
flourishing a hand at the papers, the laptop, the bagels, and her
coffee. "The mocha's great, if you care to buy a cup. I come here
whenever I can. It's a treat." Why was she so nervous? She had
interviewed dozens, maybe hundreds, of strangers. Why did this one
disturb her so?

Because he wants to interview you, she thought.

"Not a coffee drinker," the man said.

They stood at the table a moment, unsure how to
proceed.

"Please, I'm Sally Reiser. I never learned my
manners, I guess. I'm sorry, I don't recall..."

"Gary LaMonte." He put out his hand. She took it.

Mr. Gary LaMonte intrigued her. He was older than she
expected for a college student. Twenty-five, maybe thirty. His
rounded, boyish face contrasted with alert eyes and the grave line
of his mouth. He might have been a soldier beneath those shabby,
bargain store clothes and that worn canvas book bag. He had that
confident, engaged look of one who has challenged life and wrestled
it to a hard-won draw.

"The chairs are free," she said.

"I didn't think you'd come," Gary said as he took a
seat and lowered his bag to the floor. "The way you came across
last night, I thought this was just a prank."

"Sorry, but I don't invite strangers to my home, not
without checking them out."

"Fair enough. So. Do I pass?" He said it with hard,
sparring eyes.

"You have ... potential," she offered, and threw him
a wide, radiant, Julia Roberts smile.

"Should we get started?" he said.

"Sure. Tell me what you know about fundamentalist
Bible bangers."

"Umm... my paper is over a hundred pages long, and
modern fundamentalism is only a small portion of it. It might be
more efficient if we start with the focus I mentioned over the
phone--"

"I know the subject," Sally said, tasting her cooling
mocha. "Contemporary doomsday cults, that sort of thing. But that
isn't my interest, myths and legends aside. I need to understand
the fundamentalist mentality. It's a thing of mine. If you want my
help, that is my fee." She looked straight at him, her lips tight,
her fingers interlaced on the table. "Of course, I could quote some
outrageous consultant's fee that you couldn't possibly afford, and
you could ask all the questions you want."

Gary nodded, his hard expression unchanged. "So, I
teach you about fundamentalists, and you teach me about modern
cults? That's the deal?"

"That's my thought."

He nodded again, curiosity growing in his face. "I
can live with that," he said.

"Want a bagel?" she asked.

#

Vasquez hated paperwork. She read the last of the
overnight reports without interest, then rubbed her eyes and rose
to find some coffee. She left her cramped government hole in the
Albany federal building and stepped into the outer office where
plump, tired Anita, her secretary, banged steadily on her computer
keyboard. The other four agents of the New York terrorism team
shared two desks in the room, but were all presently in the field.
Vasquez and Anita had the place to themselves.

"You look like crap," Anita said, never pausing her
typing.

"Up late, Anita. That computer guy thing."

"I thought you had a date."

"That rumor was greatly exaggerated." Vasquez took
the carafe from the cart in the corner. It yielded half a cup.
"Anita, I can't handle this. I kill if I don't have my coffee."

The typing stopped. Anita took the carafe from her
boss. "Then maybe," she said as she carried it toward the office
entrance, "you should consider refilling it now and then."

"That's your job, honey. We have a deal: you make it,
I drink it. Isn't that in a contract somewhere?" Vasquez leaned
against one of the desks and sipped the stale sludge in her cup.
She shifted her body. The holster under her suit jacket dug into
her ribs.

The hall door opened seconds after Anita passed
beyond it. Vasquez thought nothing of it. The Army recruiters down
the hall sometimes came for sugar, or for coffee, her nonexistent
coffee that was always better than theirs. Except for scheduled
briefings, her own people rarely stopped by. Yet there it was in
the door, the gray suit that served as the Bureau's distinctive
uniform. It hung from a square-faced bruiser she didn't
recognize.

"May I help you?" she asked, straightening.

"Special Agent Parker," he said from the door. "I'm
looking for ASAC Terrorism."

"That's me. Rosa Vasquez."

Parker stepped forward, offering his hand. "Bill," he
said. "Agent Vasquez, I have a plane at the airport. I'm to take
you to DC, ASAP."

"Oh?" Vasquez dropped his hand. "Nobody told
me--"

"Sorry, ma'am. He doesn't want any traffic on
this."

Anita stood in the doorway, the carafe full of water.
"What's going on, boss?"

"I don't know. Apparently, I'm going to
Washington."

Anita snorted. "Well! That's organization for you.
So, who's gonna drink this coffee?"

#

"Strains of fundamentalism have popped up in one form
or another in different cultures for millennia, but we first got
Christian fundamentalism in the last half of the 19th century, a
reaction to advances in science thought to threaten the Christian
faith." They had been talking for two hours. LaMonte was a yarn
ball of technical details. The trouble was getting at the ones that
counted.

"No, no," Sally interrupted, a hint of impatience in
her voice. "Tell me about today's fundamentalists. That's what I
need to understand."

"Sure, but understanding lies in the past. You see,
with the discovery of dinosaurs, modern physics, carbon dating and
such, the major religions were forced to adjust their philosophies,
to accommodate new knowledge. See, you couldn't claim the world is
only six thousand years old when people are digging up hundred
thousand year old humans and hundred million year old animal bones.
And the developing theories of evolution back then contradicted the
world cosmology according to Genesis. That was the threat, but the
major brands of Christianity accommodated the new discoveries and
drove on, a little changed, but unruffled. Mainly, they
characterized major sections of the Bible as allegory rather than
historical fact; Genesis as symbolism of God's creative act, not
documentation of it."

Sally was less interested in the history than she was
in Gary's excited brown eyes. How could a guy so cute indulge in a
passion so dry?

"Well, that insulted some of the Christian
membership, who wanted no accommodation with modern science. These
people formed new churches that defended the fundamentals of faith:
the Bible as an historical document, with no possibility of error.
There was no central organization to unify these people. They were
essentially outside organization, renegades from the status quo.
And they shared little between themselves, including any
philosophical norms that might bring them together. They
interpreted that historical Bible of theirs in often radically
different ways. They had spokesmen, but only in a very informal
sense. William Jennings Bryan, for instance, but that wasn't enough
for a cohesive movement to form and survive."

Sally tilted her head, trying to recall some buried
bit of trivia. "William Jennings Bryan. The Monkey Trial? Spencer
Tracy in Inherit the Wind?"

Gary smiled. "Yeah, but Fredric March played him, and
they changed the name. Bryan and other fundamentalists tried to
remove evolution from school curriculums, but they failed. Their
movement suffered worldwide ridicule, and they dropped into
obscurity during the Great Depression and World War II. Later,
starting in the sixties, the fundamentalists came back with a
scheme to elevate Creationism, which adheres to the literal word of
the Bible, to the same level in academia as empirical science. They
were roundly debunked by the scientific community, but they had
grown in political clout, and could influence state legislatures
and textbook publishing companies.

"Nowadays, the tactics have changed, but the
fundamentals, if you'll excuse the word, are the same.
Fundamentalists still believe in the literal word of the Bible,
they still have differing interpretations of that word, and they
still live a combative existence, convinced that they're right and
the revisionist Christian religious empires -- and other
fundamentalist philosophies, for that matter -- are all
irreconcilably wrong."

"Well, sure. This is the human race, after all. Who
doesn't see the other guy as wrong? But, that's a difference of
opinion. The stuff these bastards do-- I've seen things that go way
beyond disagreement."

Sally realized her unintentional revelation, but blew
it off with a flit of one hand and a cold sip from her cup. Her
face grew hot at the curious glance Gary passed her way.

"Terrible things happen," he said, "but that's no
reflection on the faith. Islamic fanatics destroy the World Trade
Center, but that doesn't make Islam an evil religion. The IRA
massacres a busload of school children, but that doesn't mean
Catholicism sanctions murder. Evil people do evil things regardless
of faith, and even use faith to justify their actions. But blame
the people, not the religion. Remember, Jimmy Carter's a
fundamentalist, too."

Sally fiddled with her newspapers, trying to recall
anything at all about Jimmy Carter. She raised her empty cup to her
lips, then put it down again. "I just don't get it, I guess. Maybe
if I'd been more religiously involved myself... The Christian and
Jewish religions are based on love, not hate. They're based on
doing good works, not spreading misery. How does a guy claim to be
Christian and still beat his wife, or take his girlfriend's money,
or fuck her and leave her with a baby?"

The morning routine of the restaurant stumbled. Some
of the help looked their way.

"I'm sorry. My language..."

"No offense taken," Gary said.

Sally looked around at the furtively watching
restaurant workers. "Mind if we get out of here? They're starting
to look at us, hoping we'll spend more cash." But, of course, that
wasn't it.

#

Her meeting with Assistant Director Blackburn lasted
five minutes. He did not welcome her. He did not ask her to
sit.

"Your Bible scholar did it again," he said, and
heaved a file across to her. It landed with a slap at the edge of
his desk. "An early worship service in Lebanon, Pennsylvania. Two
hours ago. Episcopal church. Female minister recently active in
championing the ordination of a homosexual minister within a
province of the diocese of Philadelphia. Fella stood up in the
middle of services with God knows how much TNT strapped to his
chest and blew himself and thirty-two others to kingdom come."

"Are you sure, sir?" Vasquez thumbed through the
file. "It isn't a coincidence, maybe?"

"He left a message."

Vasquez stopped at a Polaroid stapled to an evidence
routing form. The photo showed a crinkled sheet of paper dominated
by a blocky, handwritten phrase:

 


2 THESSALONIANS 2:3

 


"Uh-oh."

"An astute, if poorly voiced observation. Your office
got first wind of this, Agent Vasquez, so you sail with it. I'm
detaching you from Albany as of now, making you Special Agent in
Charge of Bible Scholar. Look over the file, gather your team, and
report back to me at three this afternoon. Any questions?"

Vasquez tucked the file under one arm. "I assume you
believe these incidents might continue? Despite the fact that our
Pennsylvania perp blew himself to bits?"

"Captain Hardiman in New York counted at least three
sets of footprints around that car last night. We may have one less
Bible scholar, but school is certainly still in session."

"Two incidents in two days."

"Yes. I have the same fear. I'm not doing you any
favors, Agent Vasquez. Albany says you're good. You'll have to be,
if this keeps up."

"Looking forward to it, sir. One more question: why
the secrecy? You didn't have to send an unannounced aircraft. Fax
or phone would have done just fine."

"Let's make a deal, Agent Vasquez. I won't tell you
your job if you refrain from telling me mine."

"Yes, sir."

"It happens that the boss is very concerned. He wants
no stink. He wants no rumors. He wants no leaks. There'll be plenty
of disinformation spread to separate these incidents. The boss
chucks his job in January, and doesn't want the new guy saddled
with a big, nasty hairball like this." He watched her flitting eyes
as she analyzed his words.

"Sir, you don't mean the Director..."

"No, I don't."

Vasquez sighed. "I guess I'll need offices..."

"I grant you full authority. Anybody gives you
problems, send them to me. And make sure they keep their mouths
shut. Now, get out of here. I need to work."

Out in the reception room, Vasquez sagged against a
wall. The secretary paid no attention. Probably, agents sagged
there on a fairly regular basis.

So, she had her field status back. She owned a case
of interest to the president of the United States, and it possibly
involved a homicide or mass murder each day until she got it
solved. Great.

"Can I use your phone?" she asked the secretary.

The woman nodded and released the lock on her phone
with the fluid ease of practice. Maybe agents did this a lot, too.
Vasquez dialed the only person she cared to hear. She closed her
eyes and paced her breathing.

"Banks," the telephone said, and she smiled.

"It's me again, Rob. You won't believe how my day is
going..."

#

They crunched snow beneath their shoes, and spewed
clouds of breath toward the gray filigree of tree branches above.
Gary hunched deep in his coat, frowning against the winter chill.
Despite the hard set of his face, he felt fresh in Sally's company.
He was alert to her dizzying mood swings, but amused by the cocky
energy that powered them. She walked backwards ahead of him,
strands of blonde hair whipped by gusts of icy air and by her own
animated gestures.

"I don't buy it. Maybe I'm not as religious as I
ought to be, or maybe it's just that I'm a Jew. But this image of
God as Charlton Heston or James Earl Jones strikes me as wishful
bullshit. He's more like Jeffrey Daumer, as far as I'm
concerned."

"I'd think a Jew would lean toward Heston," Gary said
with a smirk.

"Right. The great white father leading us to freedom.
Bullshit! If he's so fatherly, then why the earthquakes in South
America, the mudslides in India, the tornadoes, hurricanes, floods,
car crashes, and lost puppies? And, if he's such a hot leader, why
North Korea?"

"They're challenges, some of them," Gary mused.
"Others are the natural order of things. God has more at stake than
us, you know."

"Fine. Go on down to Riley Children's Hospital and
tell that to a six-year-old with cancer."

Gary sighed. God took so much grief for every evil on
Earth, but rarely credit for the overwhelming beauty that defined
that evil in the first place. "Is that necessary?" he asked. "That
backwards thing. I'm scared to death you'll fall and crack your
skull."

She ambushed him with that bulldozing smile, so
unexpected after the challenging, cynical face it replaced. "I want
to see you while we talk," she cooed. "You speak so much with your
eyes."

Now the smile challenged, as her cynicism had before.
She's a big, fat tease, Gary thought. "Anyway," he said, "you can't
go off blaming God for every hurt that comes down the road. We
cause most of it ourselves. It's freedom of choice, and our choices
are often poor."

"Oh? So the six-year-old caught cancer from his own
bad character? Now, that's religion for you."

"A child is all innocence." Gary sighed, tiring of
this banter that she found so important. "He isn't accountable for
any wrong he does, in this world or any other. But, the rest of us
are another thing. Drugs, food additives, pesticides, global
warming, pollution, ozone depletion, they're all our creations, and
they all affect our children, both born and unborn. The kid has
cancer because we likely gave it to him, not God."

"And this faultless, omnipotent God who could prevent
or end such suffering by an innocent, this Baptist God -- that's
what you said you were? -- this Baptist God who controls our fates
just lets the baby suffer and die. Why? What's the point? Does he
like to watch?"

Gary just looked at her. She claimed to be a Jew, so
hostile atheism wasn't her game. But her face, so bright and
combative moments ago, now showed a stony mask of anger. The day
seemed much, much colder.

"Where the hell are we going?" Gary asked, catching
her dark mood.

"Don't worry, we'll get there."

"I am not an Eskimo. If we aren't going anywhere, if
you don't plan to help me out, then I'd just as soon find a bus
stop."

"Relax, already." She pivoted on one heel and fell
into step beside him, this time facing forward. "You think I'd
welsh on a deal? Or maybe I should have said 'Jew you out of'?"

"Oh, that's rich. Now look who's talking shit. I
never said anything--"

"That's right. I'm sorry. Maybe we should change the
subject."

They marched along in silence, puffing steam like
locomotives in tandem. Sally stole furtive glances Gary's way. She
was driving him nuts.

"I like your haircut," she said as she turned onto a
narrow street.

"Excuse me?"

"I like your hair. It's very cool."

Gary stared at her. Was she psychotic? How do you go
from God to haircuts in five seconds flat? And what haircut? He was
shaved. Before he realized it, his hand had risen to swipe the
slick skin of his skull.

"No, I'm serious. It's an interesting contrast. It
makes you more black."

"Makes me more black. Blacker than what, come
again?"

"Well, you have to admit, all that
pseudo-professorial bullshit back in the restaurant. You didn't
sound all that black."

"Thank-you. I take it your mother never sent you to
finishing school?"

"You're definitely more black when you're angry."

"And you're more white when I'm angry. Now, let's
stop all the baiting and backbiting and get to wherever we're
going. I think you just want to see how long my African ass will
last in your white folks winter wonderland. That black enough for
you?"

"We're here."

It was a tiny frame house amid colossal sycamores,
evergreens, and maples, sitting on a scrap of lawn covered in
cat-tracked snow. It was old, with peeling wood siding, a sagging
attached garage with an overhead door askew on its tracks, and a
lot so narrow you could stand in the side yard and touch two houses
at once. A decrepit Nissan sat in the gravel drive, a perfect match
to the building it called home.

"My place," Sally announced with mock
self-importance.

"Nice. Can we get inside where it's warm?"

He followed her into the house. He noticed the
careworn nature of the place, so similar to his own on the other
side of town. But Sally Reiser wasn't the neat freak his Gramma
was; toys littered the living room floor while the breakfast dishes
lay untouched on a table in one corner. The vacuuming hadn't been
done in a week; balls of animal hair drifted with the inrushing
air. And despite his expectations, it wasn't all that warm.

"Dammit!" Sally shouted, making him jump. "God damned
heat pump's at it again!" She pushed past him, took a left through
a doorless opening just before the arch to the kitchen. He heard
loud bangs and curses, then watched her stalk from there into the
kitchen. She carried a hammer in one hand. A door slammed seconds
later.

Gary stood at the front door threshold, immobilized
by yet another change in her mercurial personality. A white cat
eyed him from the kitchen, looking bored.

He heard another door slam, then violent pounding. A
moment later, the house moaned with air through its ancient furnace
ducts. Sally returned from the back of her house, looking
disgusted.

"I think you fixed it," Gary said.

"God damned thing's been dying for years. You know
how much a heat pump costs? Five thousand dollars! That's for a
cheap one." She dropped the hammer inside the doorless room.
"Welcome to my house."

Gary remained at the door. He watched her move about
the living room, removing her coat, kicking off her shoes, dropping
her bagels on the coffee table before the couch. No pleasure
informed her movements; she was more like an animal pacing its
cage. The canvas bag remained at her side.

"Nice place," he said.

"Come on in. Make yourself at home."

"I thought you didn't want me in your house. You
don't know me, and all that."

She waved him over to the couch. "Familiarity breeds
carelessness. We're here. Yes, I'm all alone. I guess you'll want
to rape me now."

"Excuse me?" He stiffened at her words and took a
step back toward the door.

"Isn't that it? Isn't that what happens to women
stupid enough to trust men they've just met? What the hell, it's
nothing new to me."

"Jesus, lady, what is your problem? I mean, one
minute you're Little Miss Barbie talking to Ken. Next, you're the
only known survivor of the Donner Party! I'm not one to pry into
other people's personal--"

"Then don't. I apologize." She sat at a table in the
corner of the living room, next to a massive, worn bureau. She drew
out her laptop. "You asked about modern cult groups. Well, there
are plenty of them." She opened the lid and plugged a tangled power
cord into the machine. The screen came to life, and she began a
series of mouse maneuvers. "I'll give you a shipload of web
addresses, and links that can lead you to others I don't even know
about--"

"Hold on a minute. Let's not change the subject so
quickly. You've made some accusations here, and I think we ought to
settle them."

"I've made no accusations, just inferences."

"Well, excuse me for missing such a fine
distinction--"

"You're raising your voice--"

"Damned straight I'm raising my voice. You've called
me a rapist, a Jew-hater, and a religious fanatic all in the last
half hour. I mean, really, what makes you think I want your pale
ass, anyway?"

"Now, you're being rude."

"I'm rude?"

She looked at him, deadpan. "This conversation won't
go anywhere. I said I'm sorry. I am, really. Now, let's stick to
the deal, to the information you want, and we won't have any more
arguments."

"No. Sorry. Tell me straight up. Do you believe those
things, the things you said?"

"No."

He snorted. "Well, that was pat, and convenient, too.
How do I know you aren't just blowing me off?"

"God, I said I was sorry. What does it matter?"

The quaver in her voice made him back off. Anger
rolled behind that voice, but not anger at him. "It matters to me,"
he said flatly.

They glared at each other for several long seconds,
Gary at the door and Sally at her desk. Then Sally dropped her gaze
in clear contrition.

"Please excuse me," she said. "You could say I
insulted you out of habit. I guess I pigeonholed you into bad
company. I'm really sorry." She forced a smile, more low-key than
the blast he had come to expect. "You really do speak with your
eyes."

Gary looked away from her. Her words carried
sincerity, but he wasn't quite ready to forgive.

"Look, I'm a monster," Sally said with mock
expansiveness. She rose from her seat and stepped to the bureau.
She took a key from a pocket and unlocked a narrow top drawer. "I
guess if anyone makes a gesture of trust, it should probably be the
contrite bad guy." She pulled open the drawer and reached into her
canvas bag.

She pulled out a pistol, a large, black automatic.
Gary's eyes bulged at the sight of it. She deftly removed the
magazine from the gun's grip. She dumped it into the drawer, then
broke the weapon into three pieces, dropping two into the drawer
with the ammo. "See?" she said, holding up a big hunk of metal, "I
trust you."

"Jesus! You were gonna shoot me with that?"

"Only if you asked for it." She locked the bureau,
then retook her seat at the laptop. She put the piece of steel into
her bag.

"Lady, you are crazy!"

"No, just compensating. Now, you wanted information.
That's easy to come by. But, I'm gonna give you some advice that
might spiff up your research." She looked at him over her shoulder.
"Well? Come on in."

He stepped toward her, not too eagerly.

"You're looking for cults," she continued,
"basically, freaks of religious nature. I don't think that's
productive. After all that millennium mess, the more traditional
groups are far more active than the freak shows. And if you look at
the fringes of acceptable--" She looked at him standing a good six
feet away. "Gary, for pity's sake, I'm unarmed. Come on over to see
the screen."

"I can see just fine from here."

"Scared of girls?"

His face set. He stepped a foot closer.

"Suit yourself. Like I said, the fringes of the
traditional base are generating most of the trouble. They have
money, and they have the media savvy to recruit in large numbers.
I'm calling up a forum on the Davidson Crusade. Are you
familiar--"

"Yes. I know about Davidson. His crusade arrives in
Indy the third week of the month."

"I know. I plan to scare up money for a ticket.
Anyway, he doesn't control this group. It's pretty wide open. But
his people monitor and reply to keep things under control."

They waited for the forum page to load, both staring
at the computer as if at a flickering fireplace.

"The gun's my ex-husband's," Sally offered.

"I don't want to know," Gary assured her.

"There it is." She pointed to the mess of entries on
the screen. "You can always tell the Davidson camp entries. They
consistently have rather overblown titles. The rest are normally
pretty lowbrow, kind of afternoon talk radio stuff. This one,
though, is always interesting. Her name's Birget Hoffmann.
Presumably, she's an eighty-eight year old German hausfrau, a
survivor of the bombing of Berlin back in the forties. She's
claimed for months that Davidson is actually an ex-shadow
functionary in the Hitler bureaucracy, that he was, in fact, an
advisor to Hitler."

"An advisor to Hitler? What, when he was twelve years
old?"

"I didn't say she made any sense, just that she's
interesting. There are plenty of others just as wacky. More
importantly, you can catch dialogs between people who claim to have
actually met Davidson, even talked to him, and that's a short
list."

"It's an open Internet forum. You can't verify the
identities of these people, let alone their stories. They could be
anyone, and say anything. Your eighty-eight year old grandmother
might actually be a fifteen year old boy with a fertile
imagination."

"Absolutely. But, the dialogs give you a sense of
where things are going within this glassed-in community of Davidson
followers. I've gotten a lot of accurate story ideas from
here."

"And how many inaccurate ones?"

She looked at him. "Now, don't be rude, or I'll have
to reassemble that gun."

A horn sounded outside. Sally glanced at the clock on
her screen, and her face brightened. "Eleven o'clock already.
Excuse me, I have to meet someone."

She slid past him and out the front door, closing it
behind her.

"Eulie!" Gary heard her sing. "How was school
today?"

"Fine!"

"Well, give Mommy a hug. Now, come on in. We have
company!"

The door opened. A gust of cold air ushered her in,
along with a three-foot tall human, sex indeterminable under a
heavy coat, gloves, scarf, hat, and boots.

"This is Gary," Sally said from her knees as she
freed the child of outer garments. "He's very nice. He's here to
get help from Mommy."

"Get shoo help, Mommy?"

"As a matter of fact, yes. But, Gary goes to a big
people's school, not a little school like yours."

The boy looked sideways at Gary, smiling. "Too big
widdle shoo!"

"That's right. Now, say 'Hi, Gary' and you can go
play."

"Hi, Gehey." The tones were musical, endearing.

"Hi, little dude. What's your name?"

The boy leaned into his mother.

"Go ahead, Eulie. Answer the nice man." Sally had him
peeled to a sweater and basics.

"Euie Eiser!" the boy crowed.

"That's right," Sally laughed, and kissed him on the
head. "Now, go play."

Eulie shot for a pickup truck on the living room
floor. "Euie pway porch!"

"No, honey, not today." Sally rose to her feet. "The
heater went out again. The porch is too cold. But, as a special
treat, you can play in my room while Gary and I do business,
okay?"

"Okay. Mommy help?"

"It'll just be a minute," Sally said to Gary, then
went to her son. She helped him gather a suite of favorite toys,
then haul them up the stairs. All the while, she kept up an
animated conversation about toys and school, the love plain in her
voice.

As he waited, Gary sighed away his anger. He felt a
dawning shame, felt like a bully for his words toward Sally. He had
seen the boy; now he understood. After a moment, she returned.

"That was Eulie," she sighed. "He's my treasure."

"Fine boy," Gary murmured, unsure what else to
say.

"You don't have to freak, Gary. Yes, he's retarded.
Yes, he has problems communicating. Yes, his muscles don't work
very well. They diagnose him as cerebral palsy and autism, which is
doctor talk for 'Gee, I don't know.'"

"I'm sorry..."

"Thank-you. I used to be, but now I just live with
it." She looked from him to the computer. "Could we get back to
work? He won't be entertained up there for long."

"Sure. Where were we?"

"Addresses. Do you have Web access?"

"I use the university computer labs."

"Great. I'm printing this screen. You can use the
addresses for the forums. I'm also printing the main Davidson web
page, which is chock full of links to other resources. That ought
to keep you in trouble for a while."

The printer next to the laptop hummed to life.

"How do you afford all this?" Gary asked. "No
offense, but you don't exactly glow with dough."

"No offense taken, coming from Mr.
Moneybags-Rides-the-Bus himself. It's a necessity. Without this
machine, I couldn't earn my living. Besides, it's a gift from my
mother."

The printer rolled out multiple sheets of paper.

"Gary, how come you don't use my name?"

"What?"

"I use your name, but you haven't used mine even
once. Why?"

Gary shrugged. "I guess I was mad at you, and
preferred to know you as 'that Reiser woman.' I'm not anymore. Mad,
I mean."

"Then why don't you use my name?"

"We don't know each other that well..."

"Oh, come on. We don't have to be lovers to use each
other's names. Telemarketers do it without even seeing you--"

"Okay, to tell the truth, it's a little awkward.
Sally doesn't seem very Jewish to me."

She looked at him, that amused, teasing expression
returning to her face. "You have a point there. It's short for
Sarah. Feel better?"

"Hmmm, not any shorter."

"Well, you know how names are." She handed him the
printouts.

"Sarah."

"Sally. Nobody calls me by that other name. Nobody
but my mother."

"Well, Sally, I guess I'd better let you go. I thank
you for the resources, and will put them to good use." He folded
the papers and stuffed them into a jacket pocket. "Umm, do you mind
if I see you again? In case I have more questions, you know."

"No, Gary, I wouldn't mind at all. You have my
address and even my e-mail. I printed you off my business
card."

"Oh! I didn't even notice."

She left the desk and escorted him to the door. "You
know where to catch the bus?"

"Right up on Kessler. Thanks again for the help."

"And, thanks for yours."

#

She closed the door behind him, then stepped to the
living room window. She stood near the frame to avoid being seen if
he turned to look. Such an odd man, she thought. He seemed so
straightforward, so unpretentious. She saw in his unguarded eyes
none of the plots she had come to view as basic to the souls of
men. What formula mixed a Gary LaMonte? she wondered.

Ghost rubbed across her ankle. "Meurrl," he said.

"Yes, Ghost," Sally agreed. "I like him, too."

 


 


 



Chapter Four:

Matthew 24:15,34

 


It happened in the street, not at the Mount of
Olives, as history later claimed. He had been on his way to that
then common spot, but the crowds slowed him, then fired the furnace
of his oratory.

"And when will this all come to pass?" one of his men
asked. "How will we know the time is at hand?"

He stopped in the street, heedless of the close
crowd. He took his man by the back of his neck and placed their
faces only inches apart. Even so, he shouted to be heard above the
throng. "You will never know," he said. "It's the way of my Father
that he will not reveal the time. But the portents are already
before you. Know your scripture, and it will prepare you. The signs
are many, definite, and inarguable. Still, many people will be
deceived. They will say he is here, but he will not have come. They
will put him in the desert, but he won't be in the desert. You must
be on guard against such deception."

The visiting legate frowned as he stood to one side,
wishing the crowd would pass. He stood not five feet from the man,
studying his fanatic intensity, eavesdropping on his barbaric
language. He cared little for these lowly people in this pitiable
land. All he wanted was to pass on the street.

"After I go, many will impersonate me," the fanatic
shouted, this time to all who followed. "They will claim to be the
Messiah. There will be wars, and rumors of wars, and plague,
famine, and earthquakes. But these are but the beginning, and a
deceptive one, since all these things abound in normal times.
Still, they will all come about. They will steal upon you like a
thief in the night, unnoticed and unattended. Your enemies will lay
hands on you, and hand you over for torture and death, and even
those who defend me will have their spirits broken."

"What will be the sign of these times?" the same
follower asked. "What will foretell the end of the world?"

The man looked once more over the uncivil press of
people, with their slack-mouthed, attentive faces. Then, oddly, he
turned half way around to take in the legate's frowning face. He
stared into the legate's skeptical eyes with unaccountable
recognition.

"When you see the fourth beast of Daniel arise," he
said, turning back to the throng, "when this beast comes upon you
with its ten horns and destructive nature, then the Son of Man will
be short in coming. After the reign of the beast, the sun will be
darkened, the moon will shed no light, and the hosts of heaven will
be shaken to Earth. The sign of the Son of Man will appear in the
sky..."

The legate considered loosing his troops. Even his
small escort could clear this rabble with ease. But he stood aside
and reserved his men's potential. He wanted no incidents on this
minor visit to his fellow legate in a minor province. Besides, the
barbarians were a nuisance, not a threat, and this was, after all,
their land. Or so they thought. He considered backtracking for
another road. All the nonsensical religious chatter seemed ready to
drone on for hours.

"You must listen!" the fanatic roared, shaking the
legate from his thoughts. Did he address a Roman in such a tone, or
was it coincidence that he stared straight into the legate's
startled face? "I say to you, some of you here will witness the
coming of the Son of Man! Some of you will not pass away until all
these things take place!"

The crowd's constant murmur flared to an anxious
pitch. So soon? So near at hand?

The fanatic reached out, and touched the legate's
shoulder.

#

He started awake. He clutched the sheets so tightly
the blood throbbed in his hands.

"Sir?"

For a moment, he couldn't remember his name, or where
or when he was. A shadowed figure stood by his bed.

"Reverend Davidson? You asked me to wake you when
Michael got in."

"Oh. Yes. Thank-you, Collins. I'll be there in a
minute."

"Yes, sir."

His aide left. Arthur Davidson snapped on the bedside
light and moved himself stiffly to a sitting position. Everything
aches, he thought, the constant complaint of an aged body. This one
had complained so long, he could hardly recall an age of youth, of
fit, physical confidence. As he rose from his bed and crossed the
room to his robe, he dwelled on the creakiness of his movements and
the delicate feel of his bones. He wasn't any older than yesterday,
or any older than this time last year, but had lived so long with
the weight of seventy-five years that he felt closer to a thousand.
He laughed. Two thousand, he corrected himself.

For Arthur Davidson had once been the legate of his
dreams. He could still feel the dust of Jerusalem on his lips,
could still smell the pungent smells, and hear the animal murmur of
the crowd. He had heard, and smelled, and felt it all hundreds of
times before, thousands of times. It was as much reality as this
hotel room in Kansas City. In dreams and in life, the Christ had
wrought a terrible curse.

He cinched his robe, worked his feet into corduroy
slippers, then went to the bathroom to splash his face with water.
Such a life, he thought. To live beyond friends and family, to
continue unscathed beyond the reach of kingdoms. To find oneself
immortal, but outside of history, an afterthought of time. How many
wives and lovers had come and gone in his life? How many lives had
he lived and lost, only to begin again with new names, in new
places? At first, his reality had brought him astonishment. He
hadn't believed what seemed to be happening. But, there had been
proof, many proofs, in fact. Through the robe, he fingered the
scars across his ribs, and the one on his chest, right above the
heart. He was immortal, all right.

His followers, those close enough to carry his
secret, mentioned channeling among themselves, and sometimes
reincarnation, or visions from the mind of God. They didn't know
the half of it! Yes, they meant well. They wanted to believe. But,
they sought explanations they could grasp and explain, while
miracles and curses hid beyond the rational. Their hearts desired
faith, but their minds clung to skepticism.

Except for Michael. What refreshing faith! He
believed every word, every gesture from Davidson's person. He
believed with unbending zeal. "Who do you think I am?" Davidson had
asked him once. "The perocleat," Michael had answered, "the one
sent by Jesus to prepare his way." They had kept that exchange in
confidence.

Davidson pushed open his bedroom door and stepped
into the sitting area that acted as headquarters for his traveling
crusade. His three administrative assistants barely looked up from
their laptop computers as they continued their never-ending chores,
the same work performed by over a dozen aides during regular
business hours. Night had fallen hours ago, but the crusade for
salvation refused to rest.

Collins, who supervised the workers, stood beside a
couch centered in the room. A handsome, sandy-haired man in his
late twenties stood with him. He straightened the drape of his suit
jacket as Davidson approached.

"Michael Adams!" Davidson proclaimed in that tenor
that sustained his radio career. He grabbed the man's shoulders and
squeezed. "I trust your travels were pleasant and fruitful?"

"A real kicker," Michael said with his trademark
smile of boyish mischief. "When you hear what I've accomplished,
you'll promote me to saint."

Davidson laughed, and gestured for the younger man to
sit. "Ah, if only I could, but that sort of thing is the venue of
God. Service, Michael, service provides all." He lowered himself to
the couch, facing his trusted lieutenant, and signaled Collins to
do the same. The three assistants downed their laptops and left the
room. Davidson waited for the door to close behind them.

"Now, Michael, tell us your adventures."

"Well, I met with our little Georgian buddy. We got
together in the Ukraine. I guess there are still hard feelings
between Georgia and Moscow since that thing a few years back.
Anyway, he was very willing to cooperate. I even got some parts
shipped to the house in Michigan."

"Very good," Davidson said. "Our engineers can soon
get to work."

"No, not quite. I intercepted the shipments before
they left Europe, and had them destroyed."

Davidson visibly stiffened, but held himself in
practiced control. Collins was not so collected.

"What? Destroyed? Are you crazy? Did you retrieve our
money?"

"No, I let them keep the money."

"What?"

"Well, it was all good faith work on their part.
Taking back the money would have been a sin."

"Michael," Davidson interrupted. "Your sainthood is
in jeopardy, young man."

Michael leaned toward his mentor and idol. "We don't
need the parts, Reverend. Our contact has located an intact
device."

"Intact?" Davidson sounded skeptical.

"That's right. He told me about it on our third
meeting."

"Michael, it sounds as though you were hoodwinked.
Our contact hasn't access to such a device. Neither do his friends.
All they could manage was parts."

"Right. He has no access, but he does have knowledge.
A group of Russian ... entrepreneurs ... is shipping a case of
devices to Pakistan. Very secret, and money intensive. They
liberated the case from a Russian storage facility in Kazakhstan,
where the soldiers are particularly demoralized after no pay for
months. Our contact knows when, how, and by what route the delivery
will be made. He's willing to surrender that information, and
updates if things change, for a specified increase in his fee."

"A case," Collins said. "How many devices in a
case?"

"Sixteen."

Collins gasped. Davidson's face became grave. "You've
done very well, Michael. Sixteen. Surely, this is a message from
God. I'll have to consider the implications."

"Sixteen? What'll we do with sixteen devices?"
Collins wanted to know.

"More than we would with one," Michael smiled.

"Significant..." Davidson said to himself. He thought
of his dream. He recalled the fanatic's words, elaborated upon
through history. The sun will be darkened, the moon will shed no
light, and the hosts of heaven will be shaken to Earth. Darkened.
Shaken to Earth. Nuclear winter. Already in his life, Davidson had
loosed one prophecy into the world, now a second called to him.

His lieutenants flinched when he bolted to his
feet.

"This is a sign," Davidson proclaimed. "If ever we
doubted it, we now are assured that our plan meets with approval
from God. Michael, contact our man in the Republic of Georgia, and
get his information. Then get back here, and we'll develop plans to
liberate the devices."

Michael stood. "Yes, sir. Right away."

"What about our heralds?" Davidson asked. "Are they
on track?"

"All prepared." Michael nodded. "But they'll need
supervision to stay on schedule. These aren't geniuses we're
working with."

Davidson patted Collins on the shoulder. "You'll do
the honors until Michael's return."

"Thank-you, sir," and Collins swelled with pride.

Davidson sighed and turned away from his men. He
walked to a window and the sparkling skyline of downtown Kansas
City. "This is the time," he muttered. "The time I've sought for
two thousand years."

Two thousand years, he thought with sadness. Soon
that march would find its end.

"The prophecies will deliver their truth," Davidson
continued. "On that day, I rest."

#

Gary and Sally met many more times. They justified
their meetings with excuses about clarifying data or focusing
perspectives. But mostly, Gary liked to hear her voice, and she
enjoyed the deference with which he treated her, his unspoken
recognition that a woman deserved respect.

They liked each other's company.

"They're literal about the Bible, but not necessarily
literate," Gary said while sitting cross-legged at the coffee
table, playing Legos with Eulie. "The Bible's just full of
contradictions, which deals hell to any assertion of its literal
truth. I mean, two of God's greatest commandments to the Israelites
were not to kill or steal, then he tells them to kill Sihon and all
his men, plus all the people of Og, and take their land. That's
killing and stealing in my book, and with permission from the boss.
How do you reconcile a moral tangle like that?"

"Well," Sally offered from her place on the couch,
"Sihon did attack first."

"Fine. That doesn't address the moral dilemma, and it
doesn't explain what they did to the Canaanites. Those are just the
more obvious problems. I think the Bible should be taken less as
history and more as morality play. That way, the obvious
contradictions become fuel for philosophical discussion, rather
than for detraction."

Sally sat curled on the couch, hugging a pillow
against herself. She liked his university-educated tone. He seemed
so ... erudite.

"Gehey make house?" Eulie asked for the fifth
time.

"Working on it, bud. Want a garage?"

"Gaaj, yes! Euie make chuk!"

Gary looked a question to Sally.

"Truck," she smiled. "He said truck."

#

The terror continued. One day after the church
bombing, an incendiary device shattered complacency at the Hyatt
Regency hotel in Dearborn, Michigan. Representatives of Ford Motor
Company and the striking UAW had gathered there for a press
conference, hoping to dismiss reports of acrimonious bargaining
sessions. Before a word of denial was spoken, thirteen strikers,
negotiators, and reporters lay dead or seriously burned on the
pavement. The police suspected renegade strikers, and promised a
prompt resolution of the crime.

The public showed apathy toward these terrible
events. The church and hotel bombings (almost no one knew of Alvin
Whitmire's murder) blended into that huge, day-glo mosaic of
America, where the excesses of monsters easily faded against the
always replenished tidal wave of horrors committed by the petty and
frustrated.

Of course, Rosa Vasquez's FBI kept the terrorist
aspect secret. They withheld the messages left at each scene. Their
investigation, now involving over 175 agents in eight states, was a
silent, invisible ghost.

"Okay," Vasquez said with a yawn from her end of the
conference table, "three attacks, three messages, and six quiet
days so far. Let's hear solutions, people."

Her supervising agents sat around the table, papers
scattered before them, laptops humming. Some looked distracted, as
much from smoking restrictions inside the Albany headquarters as
from the investigation's slow pace. Others sagged from exhaustion.
They had been at it for hours, beating their accumulated knowledge
for some hidden clue to move their efforts forward.

"I still don't get the Bible references," Rob Banks
said in a blank, over-used voice. "We've checked every recorded,
remembered, and rumored minute of Alvin Whitmire's life, and I
gotta tell you, we came up empty in the unsuspected evil
department."

"Well," Vasquez said, rubbing her eyes, "our psychos
hated him for a reason. It may be a stupid reason, but there's one
there somewhere, and we have to root it out."

"The man was a geek," Parker, the agent out of
Philly, groaned. "He never went out, he had no friends, and he had
no enemies. We need to look somewhere else."

"Treat those Bible verses with skepticism," Fleming,
from Detroit, warned. "These are psychotics. Their perspectives are
twisted. They may have misread their own Bible. They might even
have made a mistake, for pity's sake."

"No mistakes," Rob disagreed. "These guys hit what
they aim for. We just can't see the targets."

"We understand the church incident," another agent
offered. "The minister was a woman. She supported a homosexual
candidate for ordination. This is a concentrated derivative of
old-fashioned, American patriarchal conservatism."

"We can figure the opposite for the Dearborn thing,"
someone else joined in. "Looks like radical left wing bullhockey,
but they were messy."

Banks doodled with a pen. "Very messy. To get that
one right, they should have wiped the executives, not the union
people, and not the reporters."

"Don't be too sure," Fleming snorted. "You know how
much an auto worker makes?"

"The Bible passage refers to the sins of the
rich."

"It refers to the fat, the comfortable, and the
indifferent."

"That means half the people in America," Vasquez
said.

"Our experts discard that perspective," Fleming
reminded her.

"This Bible game is too much," Parker complained. "It
says anything you want it to."

"Our experts have studied this phenomenon for years,"
Fleming insisted.

"Our experts are guessing," Banks snapped.

Silence lay on the table a moment.

"Parker," Vasquez sighed, "how's the forensics
looking?"

"Plugging along," he answered. "The lab in DC expects
usable results in a day or so. They might have a type on the
Dearborn bomb, and a chemical analysis of the few pieces we found
might lead to a manufacturer or two. We have a manufacturer for
some parts of the church bomb. We're trying to trace those parts
through the distribution system to the store that sold them to our
bomber. What we really need is a tag on the explosive used, so we
can trace it back to its source. As for the Whitmire thing, no
prints on the car, no hairs, skin tissue, blood, spit, or lost
wallets. Except for the footprints, the site was clean."

"They knew their stuff," Vasquez mused.

"Right. Into the bean field, then a nearby drainage
ditch filled with rough-cut gravel."

"Where their tracks disappeared," Vasquez nodded.
"Can we find them?"

Banks sighed. "We've eighteen agents in the area
asking that same question. It's a matter of knocking on doors and
talking to bartenders."

"It's too slow," Vasquez complained. She got to her
feet, then turned away from her people and toward the wall. Nothing
to see there, just dull white paint and an ancient squashed bug.
She felt caged.

Everyone waited.

"Fleming, read the verse again."

Everyone groaned. Fleming shuffled papers at his
corner of the table.

"Umm, found at the Whitmire site, spray painted in
green on the car. Daniel 12:4. As for you, Daniel, keep secret the
message and seal the book until the end of time; many shall fall
away and evil shall increase."

"The church?"

"That's Thessalonians 2:3. Therefore God is sending
upon them a perverse spirit which leads them to give credence to
falsehood, so that all who have not believed the truth but have
delighted in evildoing will be condemned."

"And the Dearborn thing?"

"James 5:1-5. As for you, you rich, weep and wail
over your impending miseries. Your wealth has rotted, your fine
wardrobe has grown moth-eaten, your gold and silver have corroded,
and their corrosion shall be a testimony against you; it will
devour your flesh like a fire. See what you have stored up for
yourselves against the last days. Here, crying aloud, are the wages
you withheld from the farm hands who harvested your fields. The
cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts.
You lived in wanton luxury on the earth; you fattened yourselves
for the day of slaughter. You condemned, even killed, the just man;
he does not resist you."

"I imagine the next will be even longer," Banks
said.

"I wish I could see the pattern," Vasquez said. She
still faced the wall, shaking her head. "There's an answer here. In
the words, in the order we received them, I don't know."

"There's always the possibility," someone said from
across the room, "that these passages are random, decoys away from
the real crime."

"No," Fleming insisted. "Our experts identify a
theme. The passages are all from apocalyptic verse. They all deal
with the end of the world."

"We need more than trivia from our experts," Vasquez
snapped, and turned to face her agents. "Fleming, send something to
all divisions. I want a real expert, somebody specializing in this
stuff, who knows this stuff and nothing else. Send along the
passages to give them a handle."

"Good as done."

She looked from face to face. "Questions?" No one
spoke. "That is all."

Banks remained seated as everyone gathered their
things and meandered out of the room. He watched Vasquez as she
paced her section of floor across the table.

"The case is only nine days old. For comparison, they
still haven't solved that Atlanta Olympics thing from what, almost
fourteen years ago."

"That was a single bombing, Rob. We have two, a
shooting, and no guarantee that our unknown perps are done."

"And your wearing out the carpet and running on
stamina might change things?"

Vasquez stopped. She looked at him with hard,
demanding eyes.

"You're wasted," Banks clarified. "You haven't slept
well, and you're freaked by the chance that our Bible scholar will
strike again. Admit it, Rose. You can't do anything about him
unless you first do something about yourself. As your friend and
one true source of common sense, I order you to bed."

Her expression soured. She sat down on the table and
leaned across to him. "One more incident, and they take this case
away from me, Rob."

Banks frowned. "Why? You're doing a great--"

"Not that. One more incident, and they throw the
whole agency into it. Bigger than Oklahoma City. Assistant Director
Blackburn takes over, and I drop down to supervising agent of some
task force or other. I wanted this opportunity, Rob. I haven't
personally worked a case in over, well, way too long."

"If it happens, you could always request duty as a
lowly disciple. I'd take you into my flock."

"I'm too important for field work," she said. "And
stop it with the biblical gags. I'm sick of the Bible."

She sighed and stared at nothing in Banks's world.
"When I was little, it all meant so much more. The Mass was a
mystery, full of power and love. My mother always told me to listen
to the readings; that I might learn something." Vasquez snorted.
"Fat lot of good it did me, huh?" She stood and stretched. "It'll
happen, Rob. Bible Scholar will do it again."

"Yes," Banks nodded, "I think he will."

#

"Guardian 1, this is Plate. Nemesis en route. You may
return to base, over."

"Roger, Plate. Authenticate Alpha-Echo, over."

"I authenticate Delta."

"That's affirm, Plate. Guardian 1, out."

Lieutenant Jeffrey Rohn glanced to his left through
the misted canopy of his F-18 Hornet. His wingman flew close in and
slightly behind. "Well, Stuckey, it's pancake time. Ten more
minutes to deck. Got any plans 'til tonight?"

"Yeah," came the tinny reply. "Laze around the deck
chairs off elevator 1, get myself a suntan."

"I hear ya. Don't you love the Indian Ocean in
December?"

No reply.

"Stuckey?"

"Sorry, just doing some system checks. Say again all
after 'Don't you love...'"

"Not important. Starting my turn to starboard. You
fall in by formation."

"Wilco."

Rohn nudged his fighter to the right. He had done it
hundreds of times, so his mind drifted toward breakfast. Returning
pilots got the choicest of meals, and he had never tasted pancakes
better than those on the Nimitz. The cook called them crepes, and
they were filled with fruity stuff, but they were pancakes at
heart, and ten minutes away.

His turn complete, Rohn glanced back to judge his
wingman's position.

Stuckey wasn't there.

"What in hell?"

His targeting alarm screamed. He snapped his eyes to
the situation monitor. Incoming missile, close!

He hauled back his stick and rolled left. The plane
shot nearly straight up, pirouetting as it changed its heading.
Rohn struggled to straighten her out while hitting the switches for
his weapons heads up display. He heard his labored breathing
through his oxygen mask.

A bone rattling jolt and a blinding flash. He was
upside-down. He worked the ailerons, found the stick chillingly
loose in the left quadrant. He looked through the windscreen as the
plane rolled upright. His left wing was gone, nothing left but
whipping white smoke.

No time, no thought. Rohn grabbed the handles beneath
his seat, pulled the ejection trigger. Then the planet snatched at
his stomach while the rest of him rocketed into space. He saw his
ship plummet to the sea far below.

#

"Plate, Guardian 1, under attack! Razor is down! He
is down, but has ejected!" Stuckey pushed his stick forward, fell
like an osprey to just above the water. He read the heading on the
clipboard against his console, and turned the fighter in that
direction.

"Guardian 1, Plate. Backup inbound. Give location.
You've left our screens, over."

Stuckey ignored them. He checked his fuel, carefully
nursed since launch. He was under half, but he had to go supersonic
or they'd catch him. He'd make his target, but only on fumes.

"I say again, Guardian 1, please give location so we
can vector assistance, over."

Stuckey shut off the radio. He hit the afterburner
switch and accelerated past the speed of sound.

 


 


 



Chapter Five:

Daniel 9:25

 


The altar stood on a platform elevated high above the
water-ringed floor. Seven attendants surrounded it, standing in
silent homage like stiff medieval statuary. The encroaching water
lapped at the floor in viscous slaps; it moved sluggishly, heaving
against the floorboards as if ready to freeze in the very next
instant. Despite its oily weight, the water commanded this scene.
It would claim the floor, claim the altar, and -- if she stayed too
long -- it would claim Sally's life.

The altar called Sally in a sly, seductive voice. It
offered peace if she would only approach it. It offered an end to
the hard work of living, an end to Sally's contest with God. It
offered her rest at last.

But, Sally could see the decrepit, yellowed concrete
that formed the altar top. She smelled its rotted, dead-leaf stink.
As she approached, she saw something atop that broad, revolting
surface, something alive, but barely so. The stench of that altar
and the thought of that form urged Sally to flee, but she held her
wits in check, and crept ever closer. She crept away from the
water, away from the oddly freestanding door with the water oozing
from around its jambs, water out of nowhere. She crept past the
frozen attendants and up the steps of the dais. She had to. She had
to do it for Eulie.

The altar was draped in a rumpled mass of blue and
gray paper, red concentric circles battling over haphazard creases
and leaping untidy tears. A man lay across the mess, an ancient
shell of a man as creased and worn as his paper linens. A
voluminous, old-fashioned nightshirt covered his scrawny form, the
material a faded red. Within this red, a white circle displayed a
broken cruciform icon, its angular arms twisted in the gown's
myriad folds. Sally took a while to decipher the circle's symbol.
Then she recoiled. That monstrous icon showed the authorship of
Holocaust. She tore her eyes from the swastika, looked hard into
the old man's face, at that sagging, hollow-cheeked face with its
papery, translucent skin and its scatter of coarse white hair. Even
through a century of age, she recognized that face.

"My God!" Sally breathed.

The old man opened rheumy eyes. "Help me," he
croaked.

#

She started awake, freezing. It took a moment to
orient, then, disgusted, she threw on her robe and padded
downstairs. She grabbed her hammer from the utility room and
carried it outside, heedless of her bare feet in the new-fallen
snow. She pounded the heat pump until its fan submitted and groaned
to life. Then she reentered the house and tossed the hammer to the
utility room floor. She flopped onto the bottom step of her stairs,
her feet stinging from cold.

She watched her breath steam in the moonlit room.
What time was it? How cold was it?

She rose stiffly and made her way upstairs. Her feet
hurt from the cold and snow, but she was too tired, too cold, and
too demoralized to care. She opened Eulie's door, saw him splayed
sideways and uncovered on his bed. She watched him until she caught
the rise and fall of his torso. Relieved, she went to him, wrestled
him around on the bed, and pulled his covers up to his neck. Eulie
stirred slightly.

"Sleep," Sally whispered, and kissed his cheek good
night.

Back in her bed, she curled against the cold, and
sighed. She needed money. She needed money fast. But, how could she
raise the five thousand dollars for a new heat pump?

"I'll buy it," her mother had said the other day. "I
can have it installed next week. What do you mean 'no'? You're
going to get it? With no job? No income? No savings? Your writing?
Get serious, Sarah Reiser. Your writing barely keeps you from
welfare." The harpy had discovered a new tool with which to berate
her errant daughter. Sally had mortally embarrassed that woman, and
was made to pay for that sin.

No wonder I dream about Nazis, Sally thought.

She needed money fast.

More work on the Bennington-Davidson thing, her agent
had suggested. The tabloids needed copy on their biggest sales
attractions. Even the mainstream media sought coverage of those
major players on the religious fringe. Sally's years on the subject
had earned her a reputation - a bad one, to be sure, but
potentially lucrative.

She frowned in the dark. Potential. She hated that
word. Potential didn't replace ailing heat pumps. It didn't coax
offers from People or Time. She needed a story, not potential. She
needed a story, and somebody to buy it.

She could always join the media frenzy over the
rising range war in broadcast evangelism. In an obvious move to
increase his following, John Bennington had recently, and quite
unexpectedly, pledged a holy war against Arthur Davidson's
"opportunistic brand of junk Christianity". He would use his TV
pulpit to eradicate what he called "the post-millennial rabble
rousers" of broadcast religion. What a crock! He went after
Davidson because it generated headlines, because it generated a
greater audience (and so greater donations), and because Davidson,
radio or not, was the biggest challenger in the pit. But, the news
venders listened. The TV networks, CNN, the New York Times, and
others all swarmed the issue like sharks after chum. Of course,
with everyone on the thing, the chances were slim for a small-timer
like Sally. Even if she got published, the glut of attention might
net her three hundred bucks, if she was very lucky. No, Sally
needed the unexpected, the shocking, the story no one believed, but
could not resist.

Her efficient survivor's mind suggested the obvious
answer.

She needed Birget Hoffmann.

The old lady in the forum, the one everyone laughed
at.

Davidson was a Nazi, a confidant of Hitler, she
claimed.

Well, no. But, it was worth a thousand bucks, two if
stretched.

Something within her noted that irony. The quixotic
crusader for truth had become the queen of lies, prostituting her
mission for the sake of a dollar. She appreciated the comic error
for a fleeting moment, then the iron wall of control that so
thoroughly framed her life fell away. A moan of self-loathing
clawed up her throat and burst from her with years of pent-up
force, jubilant in its expression of her gloom. Tears followed, and
wracking sobs. She cried in misery in the dark, cried for the first
time in at least five years.

A steady tapping from Eulie's door. She wiped her
tears and snatched up her heart as best she could. She then eased
from her covers and padded once more from her room. She unlocked
Eulie's door and pushed it slowly open. He stood there at the door
frame, grinning and rubbing his eyes.

"Morning time?"

"No, honey. It's still dark." He watched her. Did he
notice her puffy eyes, or the anguish still clear on her face?

"Euie cold."

"I know," she said. "You'll be warmer if you climb
into bed. The heat was off again."

"Euie go Mommy's bed?" He looked skeptical. He also
shivered.

Sally knew what her mother would say. "No way, Sarah
Reiser. You share your bed with that boy, and you'll start
something you just can't stop."

"Sure, honey, just this once."

"Euie get Bear first!"

"Sure, honey."

"Mommy go. Euie get Bear. Come." It was an order,
comically imperious.

"Sure. Don't be long." She stooped, hugged him, then
turned back to her room.

#

Eulie ran in his loose-muscled way to the bed, then
climbed onto it to retrieve his bear, a worn, brown campaigner with
matted fur and only one eye. Then he scampered for the door,
stopping short of the hall when he recalled his small
deception.

Eulie Reiser was a man with a purpose. It sputtered
as poorly as anything within his clouded brain, but refused to
extinguish as most thoughts did. He knew it wasn't morning time,
but the trick would keep him out of trouble. Mommy didn't like him
getting up early, but he had heard her crying, and it bothered him.
Now he would hug her until morning time came and the sun could
cheer her up. First, however, he returned to his bed. He knelt
beside it solemnly and clasped his hands in an attitude of prayer,
just like the kids on the Life Show (that is, It's a Wonderful
Life, which he had seen at day care).

"Make Mommy happy," he said directly to God, more
directly than conceivable by any religious adult. For God was a
real, breathing person to Eulie, as real as Santa Claus. God was
the one who had made him dumb, and had made him talk funny. But God
did good things, too, and Eulie wanted those good things for
Mommy.

His prayer complete, he took his bear from the room.
His prayer complete, he forgot raising it up. He went to his Mommy,
and the two of them cuddled under her covers, and waited for the
heat pump to do its groaning best.

#

She sprang awake in the warm embrace of functioning
gas heat, and to an insistent pounding on her front door.

"Oh, Christ!" Vasquez spat. She stumbled from her bed
and out of her room before realizing she was naked. She snarled a
stream of Spanish invectives as she retraced her steps, snatched
her robe from her closet, and cinched it around her.

The pounding continued unabated.

"I'm coming, God damn it!"

She opened the drawer of her bedside table and took
out the pistol. She dropped it into her robe pocket as she turned
back to the stairs.

Rob Banks stood on her porch, his fist raised to
pound all night, if necessary. He registered her robe, the sour
look on her face, her disheveled hair. "No wonder you took so long.
Finally catching some sleep?"

"What time is it, Rob?"

"12:17am. I've been whacking this door since
12:15."

"I hope you have a very good reason."

"More action from Bible Scholar," he said. "Get
dressed."

She left the door wide as she turned to the stairs.
"Christ, Rob. What is it now?"

"They're getting careless," he answered, closing the
door behind him. "That, or arrogant."

"Just tell me what they did, Rob." Vasquez closed her
bedroom door behind her.

"They're e-mailing the Consulate General of Israel to
the Mid-Atlantic Region," Rob yelled through the door. "Ten
e-mails, all the same Bible verse. First message hit three hours
ago. The consulate recalled the secret advisory we sent out about
the Bible verses, so they called the State Department."

"That's it? Just e-mails? How are the Israelis
handling it?" Vasquez was halfway through pulling on jeans and
boots. She fumbled in her closet for something to wear topside.

"It's kind of confusing. Everything goes through the
State Department. We've asked the consulate to evacuate, but they
aren't budging. Matters of national security, and all that. Their
own people are sweeping the property for bombs, and they've
heightened security. I say let 'em go for it. Those guys know
terrorism backwards and forwards."

"And we don't?" She pulled a cowl-necked sweater over
an athletic bra, then checked herself in the mirror against her
bedroom door. In case her pants were still unzipped, or her sweater
on backwards.

"Not like the Israelis, that's for sure," Rob yelled
again.

Vasquez swung her door open. "Where are we off to,
anyway?"

"Philly," Banks answered, grinning. "Our terrorist
friends have a thing for Philly."

"Fine. We'll flood the place with blood hounds."
Vasquez slipped past her friend and galloped down the stairs. She
grabbed a heavy coat from her entryway closet, and began to pull it
on.

"I've already put fifty blood hounds in the woods. I
also took the liberty of calling up a government C-21. It'll meet
us at the airport."

Vasquez smiled. "You're very presumptuous, compadre,
but also efficient. Now, got any blood hounds that could locate my
purse?"

#

Vasquez and Banks arrived at the consulate amid
frenetic inspections by security men. They were escorted to a
visitor's parlor off the entrance, walking in on an argument
between Parker and a blue-suited waif half his gargantuan size.

"They must understand," Parker said, "that these
people are implicated in two bombings and a shooting. Everyone here
is in danger."

"And you must understand," the other man countered,
"that this is the sovereign territory of Israel. We have no power
here; we are guests of the ambassador in DC, and the local
consular. They have their own way of doing things, but they take
your suggestions very seriously."

"Really? I hadn't noticed them taking suggestions at
all."

"Agent Parker, these people are experts in security,
especially bomb detection. We--"

"This isn't about power or who gives orders," Vasquez
asserted as she entered the room. "It's about all these people
getting blown to bits."

"Morning, boss," Parker nodded. "Feels odd to get
here before the mess, eh?"

"Let's just hope we aren't in the mess," Vasquez
huffed. She turned to the waif, who wore a State Department badge
over his jacket's breast pocket. "Rosa Vasquez, Special Agent in
Charge. The Israelis decline to evacuate?"

"The Israelis doubt your suspicions, Agent
Vasquez."

"These killers are three for three. They keep their
appointments."

"No doubt. But, security here is extremely tight, as
you might understand. They don't see how a bomb could have gotten
within these walls."

Vasquez snorted. "A crisis of over-confidence. I'd
like to speak with the consular."

"The consular insists that you speak through me."

Vasquez's eyes narrowed. "Okay, fine. The Bible verse
of the day warns of the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem. It's
a so-called 'infallible sign' of the end of the world, according to
our experts. Ask your friend the consular if he knows what this
means. And, while you're at it, ask if his security knows why our
terrorists chose this target, of all places. Why not the obvious
one, the Israeli embassy in DC? Maybe," and she lifted a suggestive
eyebrow, "his security isn't all he thinks it is."

The State man frowned. "Agent Vasquez, I'm sure
you're very competent, but this matter is, frankly, out of your
element. The State Department is not in the habit of telling our
guest nations how to run their--"

"Ask him," Vasquez snapped.

"Agent Vasquez--"

"I don't have time for this. Ask him. Ask him, or I
will. Do you really want me to walk through that door and take an
unauthorized tour?"

The State man stiffened, then left the room without
further word.

"Jeez, boss!" Parker snorted. "Are you loopy, or
what?"

"It got results," Vasquez sighed, and dropped onto a
couch. "Where's Fleming? I need his bullshit religion experts."

"Those bullshit religion experts are in DC," Parker
said, "conferring with Fleming about current bullshit religion
questions."

"You'll do. This slack-jawed response to messages
from Bible Scholar is starting to piss me off. Have you made
progress in getting me a real expert?"

"There's a possible in Indianapolis. A civilian."

"Fine. I don't care if he's an illegal alien. I don't
care if he's an extra-terrestrial alien. I want him soonest."

"The Indianapolis office is looking him up."

"Okay." She paused, reorienting her thoughts. "This
target is significant," she said. "I want to know why. Parker,
you're from around here. Why this consulate, and not DC?"

Parker shrugged, pacing the floor. "Nothing at all.
The consulate is ... unremarkable."

"Then it's the neighborhood."

"Well, maybe, but I doubt it. We have maybe a half
dozen synagogues and Hebrew centers right here in the downtown
area, but I don't see that as significant. These guys look at least
regional in scope. If they intended to attack a Jewish cultural
hub, then why not something more obvious, like New York, or
Cleveland? Their Jewish populations are more visible than
ours."

"We're missing something," Vasquez insisted.

"This is the second time they've targeted Philly,"
Banks offered. "Maybe they live here."

But Vasquez didn't think so. It was too pat, and
dangerous for the perps. It was the neighborhood, or it was Israel.
But, again, if it was Israel, why make the point in Philly?

The parlor door opened. The State man entered,
accompanied by a dark suit. The dark suit approached Vasquez, who
rose to her feet.

"Are you the consular general?" she asked.

"I am the consular's assistant," the man said
blandly. "We have completed our security sweep, and are happy to
inform you that no bomb or other suspicious device has been
located. The grounds are secure. We appreciate your concern, and
look forward to working with you again, perhaps under more pleasant
circumstances."

"That's it?" Parker asked. "Just because you didn't
find--"

"Forget it," Vasquez interrupted. She offered her
hand to the consular's assistant. "Sorry to have disturbed you.
Please offer the consular my apologies."

"No apologies are necessary. We appreciate your
concern for our safety."

They shook hands, and Vasquez moved to depart.

Out on the sidewalk and free of the State liaison,
Vasquez stood by Parker's Bureau sedan as her people gathered
around.

"Anybody around here want to show their hand?" Parker
asked.

"Two men stay here," Vasquez said, ignoring him. "The
rest of us head to Parker's office and brainstorm this thing. It's
the neighborhood, I think, and the consulate is just convenient for
dropping the Bible verse. We need to know why, and we need to know
where."

"Then let's do it," Banks nodded. "I expect an
explosion every time I breathe."

The group split among three vehicles. Banks took the
Suburban that he and Vasquez had ridden from the airport. Vasquez
rode with Parker in the second car. She put the car phone on
speaker as Parker followed the other sedan west through the
city.

"Where are we going?" she asked. "Isn't the Federal
Building--"

"Yeah. But downtown's a greasy hairball of one-way
streets. You go west to get east, and north to get south."

"Can you think about the case?"

"Beats thinking about my driving."

"Okay." She sat back in her seat. "So, what's the
deal with Philly? Rob, you there?"

"I'm here," the car phone said. "And, despite my
offhand comment, I don't think it's a domicile thing."

Parker coaxed the car through a wide turn north. "If
there's anything special here that involves Israel, I don't know
what it is."

"Let's go through the clues," Vasquez mused. "There's
evil increasing, falsehood pedaled as truth, and the greed of the
rich. Then this latest. What was it, Parker?"

"Daniel 9:25. From when they say that Jerusalem gets
rebuilt, something-something. It will be rebuilt in sixty-two weeks
with streets and stuff, in time of affliction, amen."

Vasquez looked at him. "Thank-you for that very
precise summation."

"No sweat. It's my job."

"Our experts claim the rebuilding of Jerusalem might
refer symbolically to an attempt by Israel to officially absorb
East Jerusalem, or maybe to rebuild the actual Temple of Jerusalem
destroyed in AD 70. But, what's that got to do with here?"

Parker didn't answer. The cell phone remained
silent.

"Oh, hell," Vasquez snarled. "Whatever it is, they've
probably already done it."

They rode in silence around the nearly deserted City
Hall Plaza. Vasquez watched the lead car turn onto an intersecting
street.

"I need inspiration," she said as Parker followed
suit. "I can't think anymore. All that comes out is trash."

"We got the Liberty Bell down past the Fed. Need to
get patriotic?"

"That's more like maudlin."

"Well, we got Ben Franklin's grave. We got the
military museum. You were military, weren't you? Of course, it's
closed this time of night."

"Keep it up, Parker, and I'll be wanting a liquor
store."

Parker stared ahead, thinking. "You know, if you want
to follow a theme, we could drive out to one of those synagogues I
mentioned. Hell, there's even a Jewish museum."

"A museum? One of those holocaust things?"

"No. Bigger than that. The National Museum of Jewish
History, or something like that. Only one like it in the country,
and a synagogue on the grounds, no less."

"Excuse me? What was that?"

"A synagogue. The first one built in Philly."

"No, before that. The only one of its kind? In the
country?"

Parker watched the lead car turn into the Federal
Building's parking garage. "Yeah..."

"Drive to the museum."

"The lead car--"

"Forget them. They'll figure it out. You with us,
Rob?"

"Roger, but I think you're reaching, Rose."

Trees suddenly flanked them.

"It's right through there, past Independence Mall.
You can see it past the trees," Parker said. "You know, we checked
this place, as well as all the other Jewish spots."

"Did you go inside?"

"Well, no. They're all closed. But we checked with
their security, those that had any. They reported nothing
unusual."

Trees bordered the road to the left. Ahead on the
right stood the conservative concrete mass of the museum. It could
have been an office complex, so uninspired were its lines.

"Nothing unusual? For a museum? The delivery of very
large packages, bags left at the lost and found? You should have
mentioned this, Parker."

Parker looked irritated. "Why? We checked it out, but
only as a long shot. The museum didn't receive a message, the
consulate did. Because of that, we've focused on consulate related
possibilities." He gestured toward the gray building as they slowed
in front of it. "Besides, why threaten an empty museum? Our
terrorists prefer to kill people, right?"

In answer, the building flared as if all its lights
had suddenly come on. The shockwave hit. The car shook. Parker
stomped the brakes. Vasquez yelled and covered her ears. A
clattering din swept over the car, then was drowned by the titanic
scream of mangled concrete and shattered glass. Vasquez watched,
horrified, as the building's south wall tumbled into the street,
surrendering to smoke and yellow flames. Furniture, fixtures, and
twisted steel beams sprayed from the wreckage to fall like bombs
around and onto the car. The windshield blossomed with opaque
craters as flying debris peppered its surface. Something big
smashed against a fender.

Someone snatched open the sedan's front passenger
door. "Rose!" Banks shouted. His hands were on Vasquez, on her neck
and face. She felt them tremble.

Vasquez leaned forward in her seat, one hand on the
glass-strewn dash, the other wiping blood from her face. "Oww..."
she complained.

"Are you okay?" Banks helped her gently,
protectively, from the car. Her legs didn't work correctly. "A
concrete block rolled over your car," Banks yelled. "I thought you
were crushed."

"Only my pride." Vasquez leaned against the wrecked
car, watching the burning building. Secondary explosions erupted
from deep within its guts. Glass covered the road. Something -- an
office chair -- arced over her and crashed into the building across
the street. Banks patted her bloody face with a handkerchief.

The driver's door slammed, reminding them of Parker.
The Philly man watched from across the car top, his forehead
smeared red, blood draining from one ear. "How come I don't get
fussed over?" he asked in a shaky voice.

Another car rushed up and braked hard behind Parker.
Four agents unloaded.

"Fan out," Banks directed. "Find any witnesses."

"We're in some nasty shit," Parker said, almost in a
whine. "The boss'll be pissed when he hears about-- What was
that?"

A brilliant flash blossomed in the east, accompanied
by a roar that rattled the glass on the road.

"Another explosion," Banks frowned. "Another
building."

Parker looked pained. "There's a synagogue up that
way. Jesus, man. We're definitely in some nasty shit, now. Good-bye
retirement, hello unemployment line."

"Noon," Vasquez said. The two men looked at her. "We
have until noon." Her eyes darted as she thought. "The attacks were
at ten hour intervals. 8:00 p.m. for Whitmire's murder, 6:00 a.m.
for the church bombing, 4:00 p.m. for the Dearborn thing. Now, it's
2:00 a.m. We have until noon."

Banks did the math. "Okay, but what about the six day
stretch?"

"Forget the number of days. Look at the clock face.
Ten hours."

Sirens warbled from blocks away.

"Who the hell cares?" Parker said with undirected
anger. "It don't mean squat to us. We're off this case. We'll be
catching butt spread from some desk job in the basement of the J.
Edgar Hoover Building. We're done, man. We're benched."

"Parker," Banks turned to him with threadbare
patience. "Be constructive, man. Nobody's getting canned."

Parker grunted. "That's easy for you to say. Nobody
blew up a synagogue in your home town."

They heard another roar, this one more muffled. A
glow spread on the southern skyline.

Parker's face contorted with pain. "Aww, shit! Not
another one..."

The sirens grew louder, and more numerous.

#

The clock read 4:18. She drew herself from the bed,
careful not to disturb her child. She tiptoed downstairs and took
her seat at the Mac. Without hesitation, she found her place on the
World Wide Web, typed her message to the person she hoped to reach.
"Use my e-mail," she finished. She started to type her home
address, and paused. She didn't want to be naked to the world;
instead, she typed her other address, the one at the university.
She read her words, noting their unintentional hint of urgency. She
considered editing, then shivered in the still-cold house. She
gathered her robe around her, and clicked the "send" button.

 


 


 



Chapter Six:

Proverbs 4:5-9

 


"The FBI knows of no motive for the attacks, but
believes they are related to the Philadelphia and Dearborn bombings
last week. The incidents are not believed to be anti-Semitic in
nature, so they are not covered under federal hate crimes laws. The
FBI spokesman refused to elaborate further for fear of compromising
the investigation."

Gary shook his head at the news, and at the burning
buildings on which he turned his back. Thank God no one was hurt,
but he just didn't need to see such things so early in the
morning.

"Again, a terrorist attack has shattered
Philadelphia, nearly destroying the National Museum of American
Jewish History as well as six synagogues in the city center.
Firefighters from four cities battle to control the inferno, but
all estimates put the flaming properties at a total loss..."

"Chow's on, Gramma," Gary called as he dished out
breakfast. He heard her struggle from her chair and shuffle to the
kitchen.

"I don't know," she complained. "People just got no
sense these days. Crazy, that's all."

"Not everyone, Gramma. Just enough to make it scary."
He held out her usual chair, from which she could watch the
television, the living room, and the snow-covered street beyond the
front window. She continued watching the news while Gary placed
eggs and bacon on their plates.

"In other news," the TV droned, "the Pentagon
continues its search for an F-18 fighter that vanished over the
Indian Ocean three days ago. One aircraft was found crashed in the
water over a hundred miles from its parent aircraft carrier, the
USS Nimitz. The other plane is also feared crashed..."

"I've decided about the job," Gary said.

"Hmmm? What job, honey?"

"The one with the state police. I think I'll take
it."

Gramma chomped a crispy piece of bacon, trying to
look impressed. "That's good, Gary. Is that what all this library
work is about?"

"Yes and no," Gary said between bites. "I'm confident
that I can handle what they want, thanks to Sally's help. She
really knows this subject."

"I'd like to meet that Sally sometime," Gramma said.
"She sounds real nice."

"Not as nice as you're trying to hint," Gary
said.

Gramma smiled. "I can tell from a name like Reiser
that she ain't a Southern Baptist in cornrowed hair and Kente
cloth. But, she still seems very nice, as defensive as you get
about her."

Gary said nothing. Gramma knew nothing of Eulie. If
she did, she'd surely withdraw her good opinion.

"And, that's another thing," Gramma said as her eyes
went back to the television. "How do you lose an airplane? That
beats everything. We paid for that airplane, you know."

"We're on welfare," Gary reminded her.

"And our checks would be bigger if they didn't
misplace their airplanes so much."

Gary mopped his eggs with a folded slice of toast and
thought about the bombings in the news. The FBI web page listed
almost a dozen dangerous religious cults, half of them ostensibly
Christian. Did one or more of those groups engage in some crusade?
If so, their tactics held much in common with their medieval
predecessors. Didn't people ever change? Of course, it could all be
the work of another Tim McVeigh, or some disaffected Islamic group.
The Americas brimmed with disfranchised emissaries of hate, or
splinter groups of such. Religion wasn't alone as a wellspring of
terror.

"This Sally Reiser girl is a pretty little thing,"
Gramma said.

Gary looked irritated. "No, she isn't. She's big and
fat with nappy hair and brown teeth."

"Really? She looks blonde, tiny, and pretty coming up
the walk."

The doorbell rang. Gary froze with his toast half way
to his mouth. Was she kidding?

"Answer the door, Gary. My bones are too tired."

The doorbell rang again. Gary put down his toast and
excused himself, well aware of his Gramma's playful grin. The old
Nissan stood at the curb, framed in the living room window. It was
Sally's all right. What possessed her--

He opened the door. She stood on the shoveled porch
in a heavy parka, her hair reflecting the sun as brilliantly as
snow. She blew clouds of steam, and shivered.

"Hi!" she said.

"Hi. What are you doing here?"

"Well, that's a way to greet a girl. I was in the
neighborhood. Can I come in? It's cold."

Gary unlatched the screen door and stood aside.
"Sorry," he said as she brushed past him into the house. "I just
didn't expect you..."

"Mama, the warm air feels good. I should move to
Florida." She noticed Gramma, and beamed. "Gary's grandmother!" she
sang, and shot across the living room into the kitchen. "He speaks
so well of you. I'm glad to meet you in person." The two women
exchanged brief hugs.

"Well! Such a nice young lady is welcome in this
house. Pull up a chair, dear."

Gary joined them, a little sour. What really brought
that girl to his door? Nobody was ever "just in" this
neighborhood.

Sally looked comfortable at the kitchen table, her
parka unzipped and one arm over the chair back.

"I didn't expect you," Gary said again. He looked at
his breakfast, but it now seemed awkward with company sitting
beside him. "This isn't exactly your neighborhood."

Sally made a dismissing gesture. "I was in the area,
and I remembered you were going to the library this morning. I
thought I'd give you a ride."

Gramma touched Sally's arm. "How wonderful!" she
said. "Gary, isn't she a wonderful girl?"

"Gramma..."

Sally waved a finger at him. "Don't stop her, Gary. I
am a wonderful girl, after all. So wonderful, that people actually
say 'thank-you' sometimes."

Gary stared at her.

"Have some breakfast," Gramma offered. "Would you
like to share my eggs? Or Gary could make you some."

"No, thank-you, Grandmother LaMonte. Eggs and I share
an uneasy truce. But, could I have a slice of bacon? It smells so
good."

She took a slice from the paper-lined plate and
crunched it between her teeth.

"Hmmm... Heaven."

"Your ancestors cringe in horror," Gary said.

"I don't know my ancestors, Gary, and I wouldn't
criticize their eating habits if I did."

Gramma looked from one young person to the other, a
pleasant but confused smile on her face.

"Sally's a Jew," Gary informed her.

"Allegedly," Sally corrected.

"A Jew? Interesting." Despite her words,
disappointment clouded Gramma's face.

"That's right," Sally said, "and an unclean variety,
at that. I'm a Jewish agnostic." She chewed her bacon in the
silence that followed.

Now, she's done it, Gary thought. He needed to make
an exit, and take Sally with him.

"Don't worry, child," Gramma said with sincere
sympathy, "the Lord will lead you home."

Sally stopped chewing. Her blue eyes froze over, but
her smile remained polite and her manner relaxed. "I'm sure he'll
try," she said.

"Well, if we're going, we'd better go now," Gary
offered, and rose from his chair. Then he noticed the dirty dishes,
and frowned.

"Don't you worry," Gramma said without heart, "I'll
get this mess."

"Oh, no," Sally interjected. "It's all mine. No,
really. Gary, go get your stuff. The early worm eats the book, you
know. Grandmother LaMonte, you sit right there while I rinse these
things. We'll have girl talk."

"I think--"

"Beat it, Gary." She said it sweetly, the sugar
underlain with steel.

Gary beat it. He collected his things from his room,
always expecting some shrill eruption from the kitchen. He dawdled,
but only caught the musical rhythms of small talk.

When he returned to the kitchen, Sally was rinsing
the last of the dishes.

"...and my mom was always the domineering type, even
while Daddy was alive, pressing me to fully participate in a
culture that denigrates women. Have you ever felt put down, I mean,
really, really worthless?"

"All women have. Especially if they're as black as
me. At least you have that blonde hair to carry you over."

"Oh, please, Althea. With this blonde hair, everybody
assumes I'm just a dumb sexpot, a Barbie doll. And people are
confused when they meet a blonde Jew. Maybe I should dye it. Think
so?"

"You be careful with that pretty hair. Don't go near
those bottles; they'll turn it to straw."

"Oh, hi, Gary. Ready to leave? Let me get my coat
back on."

The two women hugged.

"Take care, dear," Gramma said with affection. "Stay
open to the Lord."

"Anything for you, Althea." Sally punched Gary's arm
and headed for the door.

Gary bent to his Gramma and whispered in her ear.
"How come I can't call you Althea?"

#

"Where's Eulie?" Gary asked as he settled into the
Nissan's cramped passenger's seat.

"Day care." Sally pulled the car onto the
snow-covered street. They listened to the tires grinding over the
unstable surface. "I almost went off on your grandmother."

"That's okay. She almost went off on you." He watched
the white world ahead and wished Sally's heater would work. "How
did you avoid it?" he asked. "Why no fight?"

"She's a good Christian lady and I don't give a damn.
I don't get it, Gary. Why does the whole world hate a Jew?"

"Don't take it personally. It's a faith thing. You
can't argue or reason with faith; it's pointless even to try. To
some people, you're the evil Christ killer, and that's all there is
to it."

"She sees me that way?" Sally asked. Gary heard the
hurt in her voice. "She sees me as a Christ killer?"

"No. Not Gramma. She saw you as a stranger, someone
she's unsure of. Then you had to mention agnosticism. That sure got
her attention. Stick around, and she'll probably try to save you,
make you her pet project."

"I'm not a project," Sally said sharply.

They pulled onto New York Street, a wide main drag
slippery with slush and corrosive salt. The bridge over White River
and then onto campus waited in the distance.

"I'm taking the job," Gary said to change the
subject.

"The state police thing? Good for you. They wouldn't
need a shady tabloid freelancer, would they?"

"I'll ask around." He smiled.

Sally started across the bridge. A white Ford sedan
approached from the other side. She edged closer to the curb to
make way for the larger car.

"I got a money piece today," Sally said. "It'll help
pay for a heat--"

The Ford whipped broadside in front of her. She
stomped the brakes, entered a skid, let up and stomped again. Gary
felt his safety harness clutch at his chest. The Nissan jerked to a
stop against the gutter and inches from the Ford's fender. Other
brakes squealed from behind. Men slid from the car in front,
athletic men in dark suits and overcoats.

"Uh-oh," Sally murmured.

Gary twisted to peer behind them. "More back
there."

"Did you piss somebody off? I hope I didn't."

"Don't say anything," Gary warned, knowing she would
ignore him. Police? Why? Drug bust? Weapons? A black man with a
white woman? A knot of fear grew in his stomach. Maybe they weren't
police.

A man stood at each of the Nissan's doors. One tapped
at Sally's window. She rolled it down.

"Hi, officer. My plates expired?"

Gary cringed.

The man looked into the car. He wore a bandage
cockeyed across one temple. His eyes sought out Gary. "Mr. LaMonte?
I'm Special Agent Parker of the FBI. Sorry, sir, but we need your
help."

#

They stopped at the small jet, two cars bumper to
bumper. Sally and Gary climbed from the first car onto the
concrete, the dark-suited men encircling them. The plane's hatch
rolled down, and yet another suit, coatless, skipped down the
built-in steps to join them.

"Who's the girl?" he asked Parker while staring hard
into Sally's nervous face.

"She's my partner," Gary said, at least sounding
assertive. "I don't work without her."

The man from the plane looked a question at Parker,
who shrugged.

"Okay," the man from the plane told Gary. "I'm sure
you're curious and confused. Come aboard, and we'll give you
answers." He turned back to the plane and bounded up its steps and
through the hatch. Parker herded Gary and Sally from behind.

The plane was sparsely appointed, and close. It was
ten feet across on the inside, its overhead low and curved. Four
pairs of seats hugged each wall on either side of a narrow center
aisle. Just ahead of the seats, a wood veneer partition cut across
the cabin, its lone door closing.

Parker hauled up the steps and shut out the cold.
"They'll be with you in a minute," he said. Then he left them,
passing beyond the sequestering door to whomever waited beyond.

Gary and Sally stood in the aisle like schoolchildren
outside the principal's office. They listened to the whine of the
aircraft's engines. They inspected the unimpressive furnishings,
moving only their heads at first, then turning in self-conscious
jerks to take in the confining space. Gary leaned far over a seat,
not touching anything, to peek through one of the small, round
windows. Sally did the same. The cars still stood alongside, the
men smoking cigarettes and leaning against the hoods. Sally
wondered what they'd done with her car.

"Partner my ass," she whispered.

"Sorry. I took a dive."

"You mean you threw me in."

"They asked for help. They're the feds, the ones with
all the money."

"We're locked in a plane on the airport tarmac, no
transportation, with four big guys with guns outside. Money is not
the issue."

The forward door opened. "Show time, friends," Parker
said as he signaled them.

A cramped excuse for a conference room stood wedged
between the partition and the pilot's compartment. A table jutted
from one wall, taking up half the aircraft's width. Four chairs
surrounded it, each bolted to the floor. A woman paced beyond the
table, turning in a tiny circle of restless, caged energy. She was
tall, dark-haired and nutmeg-skinned. Her black, simple suit and
low pumps reflected physical power as well as elegance. The gauze
bandage across her forehead heightened the effect, and spoke loudly
of toughness. Sally had expected yet more dark-suited football
players, and found her gaze coming back to that woman regardless of
how hard she tried to avoid it. She noticed the men, one behind her
and the other seated at the table behind a laptop computer and
paper file folders.

"Have a seat," Parker directed, and remained by the
door as they did so. Sally noticed Gary's eyes on the woman, and
that irked her.

The woman ignored them, continuing her pensive pacing
until they were seated. "Thank-you for coming, Mr. LaMonte," and
Sally caught the Latin music in her voice. "I hope you forgive our
rudeness. My men were on their way to your home, and spotted you on
the street. They had to move quickly. We're under a deadline of
hours."

Gary watched her, pissing Sally off.

"You've met Agent Parker," the Latina continued.
"This," the seated man, "is Agent Banks. I'm Rosa Vasquez, Special
Agent in Charge of this investigation."

"What investigation?" Gary asked, his tone even.

"The bombings in Philadelphia. You've heard of them?
We've evidence not revealed to the press, but it needs
interpretation by an expert. You come highly recommended by a Mr.
Tuttle in your state government, and by Dr. Isamu Ikaru, whom I
think you know."

"I know them both," Gary said.

"Everything I tell you is classified at the request
of the president of the United States. Revealing this information
to anyone would subject you to the most severe penalties under
federal law."

"I understand," Gary nodded.

Sally looked at him, her eyes narrowed. What's this
solemn hero shit? Bet it has to do with that woman's figure.

"I don't know you," Sally heard. She turned to
Vasquez, who looked at her hard.

"That's right," Sally said with secret
satisfaction.

"She's Sally Reiser," Gary offered, "my partner."

Vasquez nodded to Banks, whose hand went to his
laptop keyboard.

"Please understand," Vasquez said to Gary, "that this
data requires the narrowest possible dissemination."

Gary nodded. "I know what you need. I'm the history
expert. Sally's the expert on current affairs. We work together. A
package deal."

"Nobody said anything--"

"Talk to me, not about me," Sally snapped. Gary
looked at her, startled.

"Nobody ever mentioned you," Vasquez said.

"She's the local expert on active cults and fringe
religious groups," Gary insisted.

"She's a God damned tabloid reporter," Banks said
with unconcealed derision. This time, everyone looked startled.
"Not even full-time," Banks continued. "She writes freelance to
rags."

Sally stiffened. She stood, leaning toward Banks.
"Don't tell me who I am!" she shouted. "What the fuck are you doing
over there?" Her hand darted to his computer. Banks slapped it
away.

"Cellular," he said. "You're a sleaze reporter.
You're looking for dirt on this case."

"And you're a moronic, full of shit, God damned son
of a bitch! You grabbed me out of my car, remember?"

"That's enough," Vasquez said.

"Bullshit! You think you can fly in here with your
fancy plane and your expensive suit and insult me like this? I pay
your salary, lady!"

"I said, that's enough."

Sally halted in mid-diatribe.

"Sit down," Vasquez said more softly, and Sally
obeyed.

Vasquez turned back to Gary. "We can't have any
faction of the press nosing around this case. Can you explain your
friend here?"

"She's tracked the fringe religious in this country
for ten years, especially fundamentalist Christian groups."

Sally saw interest in the woman's eyes.

Vasquez sighed. She put her head in her hands and
rubbed her face. After a moment, she looked up at Sally. "Can we
trust you to keep this information in strictest confidence, acting
on it in no way at all except to inform our investigation?"

"Hell, no!" Sally sneered. "I'm a God damned scum bag
and a traitor. Ask Dudley Do--" Gary kicked her foot. "Okay, okay
already. I swear to God and hope to spit." She looked at Banks.
"And the question should never have arisen."

Banks yawned.

Vasquez narrowed her eyes. "Understand what you're
promising, Miss Reiser. The Espionage Acts require you to reveal
nothing of what you hear today. You even grunt, and the full weight
of the federal government will fall on you like the Alfred P.
Murrah Building. We'll bury you. You'll make no profit, have no
peace, and you'll certainly go to prison. There are no tape
recorders on this plane and none of us will recall this threat, not
even your partner, if he knows what's good for him.
Understand?"

"Ooh, I'm so scared." But Sally was scared, and she
had heard of the Pentagon papers. Vasquez was on shaky legal
ground, but she meant every word.

A moment passed for emphasis, then Vasquez nodded to
Banks.

"Ten days ago, a computer hardware engineer was found
shot to death in his car outside Lyons Falls, New York. A cryptic
Bible reference was painted across his car..." Banks told them
everything, recalling even the smallest details of every crime. It
took him a while, and illuminated much. Neither Gary nor Sally,
even in their hard lives, had realized the extent to which chaos
ruled their world.

Banks leaned back in his chair as he finished. "Since
this morning, the case has literally exploded. The Assistant
Director for Terrorism is now running the show from Washington.
Over fifteen hundred agents are working various aspects of the
case. Our team has devolved to a tactical response task force,
moved around the country as the assistant director orders."

"Assistant Director Blackburn doesn't know I'm here,"
Vasquez said in a tone of confession. She lowered herself into the
one empty chair. "We've no mission yet, so we're working the leads
we've already developed. We're watching the guy who bought the
wiring for the church bomb, for instance. We tracked him down only
two hours ago, in New York. So, we can find these people, but we
can't understand or predict them. We need your help, Mr.
LaMonte."

Gary started to speak, but Sally cut him off.

"And, you want us to help purely out of patriotism
and American right thinking?"

"I've gotten approval for contractor rates," Vasquez
said. "Only for one right now, but I can clear it for both of
you."

"Sure, and how much is that? Soup and bread and a
daily threat of imprisonment?"

"About $115 a day, plus travel and
overtime."

Sally choked. A hundred fifteen? A day?

"Sorry," Vasquez said to Gary. "We can't offer more.
You're just a student..."

"Can I see your file?" Gary took it from Banks.
Everyone waited as he shuffled the pages. Finally, he nodded, and
spoke. "Your Bible Scholar believes this Whitmire guy was evil, or
so your people think. Either that, or the computer industry is
evil, and Whitmire was its scapegoat. But the theme doesn't follow
for the other attacks."

"We've entertained the notion that the attacks are
random," Banks said. "The inconsistency of motive seems to point
that way."

"But, the motives are consistent," Gary murmured. He
read the first Bible quote: "'As for you, Daniel, keep secret the
message and seal the book until the end of time; many shall fall
away and evil shall increase.' I think your people misread the
text. They've taken it at face value, where the killers have taken
a more sophisticated slant on things. You see, you can't just
snatch up a Bible and read it; you have to understand it. The Bible
is a hodgepodge of incongruent, often amateurish translations. The
original Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek texts bear little resemblance
to today's--" Sally slapped him under the table. "Sorry. Some
scholars think this word 'evil' has another context. The evils of
millennia ago are often the perks today." He looked at Vasquez, who
seemed both impressed by his speech and lost in it. "Knowledge.
Your Bible Scholars read the text as 'knowledge', not 'evil'.
Knowledge was evil four thousand years ago. Adam and Eve lost
paradise by eating from the Tree of Knowledge. The correct text, as
far as your bad guys are concerned, is: '...many shall fall away
and knowledge shall increase.'"

Only the whining engines kept the plane from silence.
The men exchanged skeptical glances. Vasquez looked slapped by
revelation. Gary shuffled the papers, meeting her gaze in short
snatches. Sally stared for him.

"It's bullshit," Parker sighed. "It's too damned
simple."

"It usually is." Gary shrugged. "I told Tuttle these
people have no secrets. They're advertising. But, unless you know
your Bible, you can't get the message."

"It fits," Vasquez mused. "The other quotes made
sense, but the Whitmire thing was off on a tangent. Now, it fits.
Whitmire's microprocessor will move more information faster--
Knowledge will increase."

"You're buying this shit?" Parker asked, amazed.

"I see no better shit to buy." Vasquez nodded. She
leaned toward Gary until their heads almost touched. "Tell us
more."

Gary leaned away from her. "Well,
all the quotes are apocalyptic in nature. Daniel is the second most
significant apocalyptic book after Revelations, if you're a
Christian. See how they returned to it last night?"

"What does it mean?" Vasquez asked. "Why are they
doing this?"

"They have to," Gary said. "They're frustrated,
backed into a philosophical corner. Everything they believe is
threatened. Over the last twelve years, these guys have gone from
Jeremiahs to laughing stocks, and they want folks to know they're
still in the game."

"That's all? Just pique?" Banks looked disappointed.
"From the hints and your interpretations, it sounds like they're
trying to save the world. They killed Whitmire so that knowledge
wouldn't increase. They bombed that church to prevent the spread of
falsehood. And the Dearborn thing..." His train of thought
faltered. He made a helpless gesture.

"That's the thing," Gary insisted. "You can't defend
the common man by blowing him up. And you can't stop the rebuilding
of Jerusalem, even figuratively, by blowing up synagogues in
Philadelphia. You're on the wrong track."

"Then what the hell is the right track?"

"The opposite, of course. These are Christian
fundamentalists. They don't fear the apocalypse, they yearn for it,
because that's when Jesus returns to inaugurate his thousand year
reign on Earth. They aren't preventing the end of the world,
they're trying to help it along."

His words hung in the cabin like a foul odor.

"This is obvious stuff," Gary said to fill the
silence. "Any expert would know it."

"Our people are criminal psychologists, not religious
scholars," Vasquez said.

He isn't one, either, Sally thought. Is this so new
that they depend on a doctorate student's paper?

"You say they're trying to end the world?" Parker
asked with open skepticism. "Like in the comic books?"

"No. The world will end regardless. They're just
helping along the prophesies that must be fulfilled before the
apocalypse can occur. Making straight the way of the Lord, so to
speak."

"And, the end of the world was on January 1, 2000."
Parker said.

Gary nodded. "That's what these people believed, that
or January 2001."

"Well," Parker huffed, "they're a little behind
schedule, aren't they? What's their excuse for being so freakin'
wrong?"

Gary frowned. "They have plenty of reasons, most of
them anti-Semitic. They've accused the Jews of lousing things up by
refusing to accept Christ, by trading land for peace, by ushering
in an era of serious cooperation between Israel and its neighbors.
Peace and harmony between Israel and the Arabs is not a linchpin of
end times prophecy."

Parker snorted derision.

Gary sagged. "I didn't say it made any sense; that's
just what they say. The Jews blew hell out of God's doomsday
schedule."

"What about our Bible Scholars?" Vasquez asked. "Can
you make any guesses about their schedule? We think they're
executing their attacks at ten-hour intervals on the clock."

Gary licked his lips. "Well, ten is an apocalyptic
number referring to the fourth beast of Daniel. It's described as
terrible, destructive, very strong. It devours and breaks
everything in its path, and stamps the residue with its feet. It
has ten horns, believed to represent the rising of ten nations or
ten kings in the end times. Three of these horns are slain by an
eleventh, and the rest taken over. The eleventh horn is the
Antichrist." He thought a moment. "They're playing a number game
with you, but it's not a secret code. It's right out in the open.
With a little thought, we could probably take it further, maybe
establish a discrete pattern."

"We tried. It doesn't work."

"Well, if you applied a little fringe
psychology--"

A shrill beeping made them jump. Vasquez snatched a
cell phone from her jacket.

"Vasquez. Yes, sir. Yes, sir. One moment, sir." She
tossed her head at Parker, gesturing sharply at her guests.

A moment later, Gary and Sally were once more in the
outer cabin, the conference room door closed in their faces.

"Such pleasant people," Sally said through her
teeth.

"They aren't so bad."

"Absolutely, and one of them has such wonderful legs,
don't you think?"

Gary looked at her, eyebrows raised.

"Don't give me that," she huffed. "I have eyes.
Really, you aren't supposed to gawk at the girls when out with
another..." Her voice trailed away. She looked around the
cabin.

The engine pitch changed to a tone more shrill than
restful. The floor lurched.

"What in hell--?" Sally cursed.

Gary leaned across to a window. "The cars are
leaving."

The conference room door opened. Vasquez hurried to
Gary. "Belt yourselves in," she said. "We're leaving."

"What do you mean, leaving?" Sally asked. "Where in
hell are we going?"

"That guy we were watching, he's slipped his
surveillance leash. We think he's preparing the next attack. We're
on our way to New York to grab him."

"What? I can't go to New York!" Sally glanced around
for an exit. Parker, curious at the commotion, stuck his head
through from the front.

Gary put a hand on Sally's arm. She flinched
away.

"I can't go to New York!" she repeated. "I have a
baby in daycare! He's due home in--" She glanced at her watch.
"--in an hour and fifty minutes!"

Vasquez threw up her arms. "God damn it, you said you
were in on this!"

"That was before getting kidnapped!"

"Enough! Parker, get this woman off my plane!"
Vasquez stalked back to the forward compartment. Parker glanced
after her, then excused himself past Sally and Gary to reach the
exterior hatch.

The plane rocked on its brakes. Banks appeared at the
compartment door and walked toward Gary and Sally. "Sorry," he
said, looking very tired. "She hasn't slept since midnight. She
hasn't slept well in almost two weeks." He turned his gaze on
Sally. "I've called a ride back. They'll take you to your kid, and
deliver your car to your home."

"Thanks," Sally said, though she felt more suspicion
than gratitude.

Parker dropped the stairs. Cold air invaded the
cabin.

"Better go," Banks said, turning Sally toward the
hatch. "She won't wait for long."

 


 


 



Chapter Seven:

1 Kings 14:9-11

 


Michael Adams dropped his duffel and walked straight
to the wet bar. It was stocked with liquor, but Michael, tired,
gritty, and smelling of sweat, took only water from the tap. He
savored the cleansing quality of it, and sighed away his
exhaustion. Feeling human again, he carried his glass to the wide
windows of his hotel room and looked out over the dusty streets of
downtown Nairobi. Not a graceful town, Nairobi, but Kenya was a
harsh land, not much given to grace.

The phone warbled from the bar. Michael knew who it
was, and groaned at the prospect of speaking to him. Fueling,
arming, and hiding a fugitive F-18 took a lot out of a guy. And
that pilot hadn't helped with his mewling about treason and courts
martial. Disposing of him had been another stressful task. Now,
Michael deserved a rest.

The phone disagreed.

Michael sighed. He dragged himself to the nagging
box. "Yeah, Collins, what do you want?"

"Well, I'm happy for the enthusiastic greeting," came
the thin transpacific reply. "I'd only bother you for a special
occasion, and, well, it's a special occasion."

"Out with it, man. And, remember, this is a public
line."

"No problem. You'll gag at who turned up on the
Internet forums today."

"Collins, it's been a long one. Gimme what you
got."

Collins, mischief clear in his voice, mentioned a
name.

"No! You're jerking me around!" Michael laughed,
spilling some of his drink. "Sally? Back in my game after all these
years? I'd almost forgotten her."

"She's left her e-mail with the old woman. That
Hoffmann woman."

"And?"

"Hoffmann is flagged by Reverend Davidson himself.
Anyone who contacts her..."

"She's a befuddled old windbag, and Sally's the
consummate cynic. This is not a match. Forget it. Sally's curious,
but not for long."

"Maybe so, but we've done some checking. Your ex-wife
is a journalist."

Michael's humor deflated. "A journalist."

"Right."

"Well, that's too bad."

"My thought exactly. Would you like to make the call
on this?"

Michael thought about it. Once more sparring with
Sally was a bittersweet prospect. She was the only significant
blemish on his life. He had failed to save her from her dead,
irrelevant faith. His own wife. Still, wouldn't it be fun to punish
the bitch just a little more? "Ah, I'm too busy. Schedule's tight
over here. You better handle it, Collins."

"Okay, I'll send somebody to the e-mail address, to
have a little talk with Sally Reiser."

"Better do the old woman, too."

"No doubt. Sorry to bother you. Take care, and I'll
see you here in a week."

The phone went dead. Michael sighed and downed the
last of his drink. Poor Sally. To get worked over by strangers,
probably even killed, and never know why. Oh, well. Life was often
a cruel, impersonal joke. But that was God's will, after all, and
what could you say to that?

He placed his glass in the sink, then forgot Sally,
forgot his adventure with the jet and its pilot, and went eagerly
to the shower. The only things on his mind were the dust on his
body, and supper.

#

Vasquez sat across the aisle from Gary, keeping
polite company. She had apologized for her explosion earlier. Now,
she leafed through a Government Quarterly magazine, not seeing the
articles.

Banks stepped through from the forward compartment.
"ETA twenty minutes," he said. "FAA will alert LaGuardia at ETA
ten, freezing all traffic for our approach."

Vasquez dropped the magazine. "Any word from the
agents in place?"

"Fleming's on station now, but they haven't found our
little worm. The whole NYC division, the Jersey division, and state
and local police are scoping for the guy."

"Thanks, Rob. Keep me updated."

Banks nodded, and turned back forward.

"You aren't gonna make it, are you?" Gary asked.

"No, we aren't," Vasquez answered.

"Maybe you'll get them on the next one."

"It's my job to get them on this one."

They sat a moment, the jet rocking beneath them. Then
Vasquez, wound too tight for inactivity, rose and took the seat
next to Gary. She crossed her legs. He squirmed, and leaned away.
Any other time, she would have found it funny.

"How did you hurt your head?" he asked.

"Occupational hazard. I had to get stitches." She
turned in her seat to face him better. "The pattern. Have you
thought more about it?"

"Well, yeah, but I don't think you'll like it."

"We understand the ten hour intervals by the clock.
We thought there was a ten day interval between groups of three
incidents. That would have worked. Ten hours, ten days, three
incidents. Three is like a biblical magic number, isn't it?"

"It comes up, but not as much as you'd think. Three
angels to visit Abraham, three kings to visit Jesus, that sort of
thing. But those don't fit. We're looking at a different class of
numbers."

She frowned. "It doesn't matter, anyway. The interval
between groups of crimes was nine days, not ten."

"I think you're wrong about that," he said, and
directed his gaze out the window.

"Don't stop there," Vasquez said. "What do you mean,
we're wrong?"

"Ten hours," Gary said to the window. "The ten horns
of Daniel's final beast. But, there were four beasts in all. Our
Bible Scholars would know that, if they're really into
numbers."

"Are you saying there's another incident out there?
One before Whitmire?"

Gary turned to her, and nodded. "Four crimes, not
three, and a ten day interval between groups of crimes."

"We're looking for another attack?"

"Committed at 10:00am, the day before Whitmire's
death." He rubbed his head as she stared at him. "It's conjecture,
of course." Her brow furrowed. "There's more," he sighed.

"You definitely have my attention."

"The ten day intervals bothered me. You people see
them as uninspired math. I look for deeper meaning. These guys got
skewed when nothing happened in 2000, and then again in 2001. They
fished for other stuff, like that asteroid, Apophis, that came
close to hitting the Earth. Lately, they've latched onto the end of
the Mayan calendar, which a lot of new-agers see as the end of all
time as we know it. I'd bet these incidents lead to the last day of
that calendar, December 21st."

"We follow that."

"The problem is, that gives us three cycles of ten
days."

"Mr. LaMonte, don't do this to me."

"We need four cycles. More to the point, we need the
biblical forty days of strife."

"God damn it, LaMonte, that means we need five more
attacks!"

"Starting on November 12." He spoke quickly, but did
not look away, not this time.

Vasquez felt her stomach rolling. She yelled for
Banks, but he already leaned through the doorway.

"We got him!" he shouted. "We picked him up at
Kennedy International. We have four sets of shadows on the wormy
little bastard. Should we hook him?"

Vasquez thought for a moment. "Negative," she said.
"Belay the order to LaGuardia. Freeze Kennedy instead, and get this
plane close to our bad guy."

"Wilco." Banks turned away. Vasquez almost stopped
him, but changed her mind. He had enough to do already. She took
her cell phone from her jacket.

"What are you doing?" Gary asked as she punched a
speed dial number.

"Checking your theory. Fleming? Vasquez. I need a
data search, nationwide, very thorough. I know you're busy with the
New York thing, but this is just as vital." She gave him the dates
and the mission, then asked him to hold. "Times," she said to Gary.
"It would help us narrow the search."

"Umm, that would be midnight on the 14th, 2:00pm and
4:00am on the 13th, and 6:00pm on the 12th. The incidents might be
small. I have a theory about that, too."

"Please, not now. I'm overwhelmed." She gave Fleming
the data, then hung up. She looked at her watch. "We're cookin'
now, Mr. LaMonte."

"Call me Gary. I'm not old enough for Mr.
LaMonte."

She smiled. "Steer us right, and you can call me
Rose. We're cookin' now. With luck, we can stop this next attack,
and you'll help us with the rest. I'll buy you a drink in the best
place in Manhattan if we get on top of this thing."

"And, if we don't?"

"Then we won't feel much like celebrating."

#

Sally arrived home half an hour before Eulie's bus.
Her car waited in the driveway, its motor hot and pinging. She
dragged through the door, sagging, and waited for the sound of the
government car's departure. When she heard its tires crunch on the
drive, she relaxed, but not by much. Gary had gone on the plane.
Despite his anxiety, he zoomed at this moment toward saving the
world at one hundred fifteen a day, plus travel and overtime.
Sally, on the other hand, would only make lunch for her son. Was
she really the cheesy white trash Banks made her out to be? She
hadn't impressed that super G-woman. She had sounded like a
hysterical shrew.

She plopped in front of her Mac. Time for work, she
thought. Time to earn a buck before her baby got home, and maybe
even reclaim a speck of self-worth. She tapped the mouse, then hung
over the keyboard as the monitor glowed to life. Show time, Parker
had said, and she wrestled herself to the task ahead.

#

To: Hoffmann@daemon.oxford.org.uk

From: sally242@gmail.com

Subject: forum questions

I'm so glad you answered my board posting and
contacted me by e-mail. That was an agency address I maintain for
public use. Please use the current address (for home) in the
future. The agency account has been closed. That out of the way, my
name is Sally Reiser. I'm a writer interested in the Arthur
Davidson thing. I'd like to hear your theories about Davidson,
especially the one that this seventy-five year old man was formerly
a confidant of Hitler, and helped mastermind the Final Solution for
the Jews. How is that possible for someone who was only seven years
old in 1944? Please, get back to me as soon as possible. I find
your perspective unique.

 


The reply she got ten minutes later was not what she
expected.

 


To: sally242@gmail.com

From: Hoffmann@daemon.oxford.org.uk

Subject: re: forum questions

Dear Miss Reiser,

You make me so happy. Are you of the Reisers of
Frankfurt, Germany? Was your great-uncle Mr. Karl Reiser?

 


Sally read it twice. Dread embraced her. She leaned
away from the monitor. How did this woman know her family? Sally's
people had come from Germany. They had fled Nazi oppression some
time in the thirties, settling in England, then the United States.
Did Birget Hoffmann know Sally's history, or was it all some weird
coincidence? And then, there was that name. It sniggered at her
from the shadows of consciousness. Dry leaves in the wind... With
hesitation, she reached for her keyboard, and composed a new and
frightening message.

 


How do you know my family?

 


She sat, and stared at the screen. Her answer came
almost immediately.

 


Dear Miss Reiser,

I have lived many years at the whim of my God, and am
blessed to know some few important things. I have learned the
computer easily, and English, too, and all for the sake of the
family Reiser and its ancient roots. Once I knew Karl Reiser. We
were young, and close. He told me everything. He and most of the
Reisers are gone now, burned or buried in Hitler's camps, but their
purpose still lives. Who are you? Speak with your God to find
out.

 


Yeah, right, Sally thought. Like he and I have
anything to talk about.

She sent another message.

 


I *am* the Sally Reiser you take me for, but I've
never heard of Karl Reiser. The Holocaust truncated my family line
just before World War II. Please, what is this purpose you
mentioned? Does it have something to do with Davidson?

 


She sent the message, and waited.

And waited.

After ten minutes, she considered sending again, but
a car in the driveway distracted her. She rose from her seat, but
froze when a familiar window blinked onto her screen: YOU HAVE
MAIL! The message was long, it required scrolling. The opening
lines scared her away for hours.

 


Miss Reiser,

It is your purpose, no one else's.

You must destroy the Antichrist.

#

"He's in a cafe, eating croissants," Fleming reported
as Vasquez blew into the crew lounge at Kennedy's International
Arrivals Building.

Vasquez raised her arms while FBI technicians fitted
her with an almost invisible receiver-transmitter and battery pack.
They did the same for Parker and Banks. "What do you figure,
Fleming? Anything found in his home?"

"Lots. Arresting this guy is a no-brainer. Wiring,
det cord, chemical residues, and the place is plastered with
religious tracts, posters, even newspaper cutouts of the other
bombings."

"Great, but arrest isn't the thing here." Vasquez
lowered her arms and straightened her jacket. "Show me where he's
been and everyone he's met since you found him."

Gary stood forgotten to one side, watching without
understanding. Then a thought, buried for hours under the puzzles
of terrorism, worked its way to the front of his mind. His Gramma!
He hadn't even called her before leaving Indianapolis!

"You picked him up in the concourse? Nothing after
that but restaurants, newsstands, and restrooms? Does he frequent
any one area?"

"Well, maybe." Fleming frowned. "But, everybody does
it."

"Talk, Fleming," Vasquez demanded. "Time is
precious."

"The arrival-departure board," Fleming shrugged. "He
keeps going back to it."

Vasquez chewed her lip. "My brain's shot, compadres.
What's so special about the arrival-departure board?"

"Maybe he's catching a flight?" Gary suggested from
across the room.

Everyone stared at him as if at an unwanted
child.

"We've checked the counters," Fleming said. "No one's
sold him a ticket."

"I was just thinking," Gary continued. "If he's set a
bomb to go off in, what, twenty minutes, he'd either be nowhere in
sight, or planning to die in the blast. Or maybe he's flying to
another country, one without an extradition treaty."

"Nobody sold him a ticket," Fleming said again.

"Well, who said he bought the ticket?" Gary
asked.

Silence reigned for all of two seconds.

"Who the hell is this guy?" Fleming asked.

"He's mine," Vasquez answered. "He does that a lot,
that tidy excavation for the obvious point that nobody sees." She
winked at Gary. "He's right. Bring in the prey, boys. We'll ask him
what he's up to." Vasquez took Gary's elbow. "And you, my human
calculator, stay very close to me."

Vasquez stepped from the crew lounge, Gary in tow,
Banks, Parker, and two other agents ahead of her. They took their
time through the roiling current of travelers, tourists, staff, and
well-wishers in the sprawling main terminal. Gary wondered why,
then realized they tried to fade in, to use the crowd as camouflage
so as not to alert their quarry.

Vasquez cocked her head against the microphone
nestling in her ear. "This is SAC," she said. "Explain
yourself."

Gary looked at her, thinking she spoke to him. But
the honey-colored eyes were distant; she hardly knew he was there.
And that was fine with him; she was too close, and smelled too
good. He felt a gnawing guilt at noticing, and at the root of that
guilt was Sally.

"Two males, one female," Vasquez said as much to
herself as to him. "They just joined our target at his table. He
seems to know them. Conversation. Target's agitated. He's looking
around. They may have made their surveillance team."

Vasquez halted in the middle of a busy concourse. She
took Gary's arm, pulled close to him, and pointed toward the huge
mobile rotating above the crowd.

"Don't worry, I'm not being fresh. All units, sound
off. I can't see you."

She listened to traffic across her mike, almost
glassy-eyed. All the while, she held Gary's arm, and went through
the motions of flirting. She patted Gary's arm reassuringly.
"Sorry, I didn't know you were shy. But, it's just for public
consumption. I don't want to talk to myself, not this close to our
boy."

"Our boy? Where?"

"Thirty feet to your right. Table closest to the
right."

Gary spied the quarry, a big guy in an Army field
jacket, sitting at a table with two other men and a thin, frowsy
blond. He glanced around for federal agents, but could find no
definite sign of their presence.

At that moment, everything changed. The four at the
table scraped back their chairs and stood at the edge of the
rushing human tide as if unsure how to enter it.

"Form up on them," Vasquez said. "No takedown without
my go."

The targets pushed into the crowd, passing within
inches of Gary and Vasquez. The field jacket guy looked in his
forties, with thinning red hair and round glasses. He was slightly
overweight, dressed in dull clothes, and owned an uninspired,
almost sullen face. His friends were hard-edged ganger types with
stubby hair, stubbly chins, and the patented apathy of the twenties
crowd following Gary's generation. The girl stood out as shorter
than her partners, as the only one smoking a cigarette, and as
possibly needing a bath. Gary marveled at the commonness of these
terrorists. They were just the kind of people you'd pass on the
street, and not notice.

"Excuse me," Gary said as they passed him, and took
secret pleasure at addressing the enemy.

"The one with the glasses is ours," Vasquez said, and
tugged Gary into the crowd.

They followed the suspects, keeping a good twenty
feet behind them. Gary watched as the younger three changed
positions around their older companion. After a moment, he
recognized their movements. Years in the inner city had taught him
similar patterns.

"They're gonna kill him."

"What?" Vasquez looked alarmed.

Gary burst forward. "Hey!" he yelled, then realized
his error.

The gangers grabbed their partner. They spread close
around him. A black shadow passed over them from the mobile
overhead. The girl looked smug as she drew her weapon.

Three loud blasts under the sculpture, then instant
pandemonium. The already intense crowd exploded into stampeding
chaos. Despite the scrambling mass of people, Gary remained focused
on the middle-aged man with the sparse red hair, whose body settled
by stages to the floor.

"Federal agents!" someone yelled. "Put down the
weapons, now!"

But, they wouldn't put them down, Gary thought. Sally
had taught him that. He watched with rising horror from five feet
away as the three stubby-haired youths raised their pistols to
their heads, then pulled the triggers.

Two of them jerked as if punched by the roar of their
guns. They landed without grace on the floor. Their accomplice
stared stupidly at his own silent weapon. Too bizarre, a bystander
calmly snapped pictures.

Gary leapt forward, crashing his head and shoulders
into the remaining killer's stomach. They slammed to the floor.
Then the ganger twisted away. He hammered Gary's jaw with a fist.
Gary fell over, grunting under the grinding impact of a boot
against his ribs. He expected more punishment, but it didn't come.
A low-heeled pump planted next to his face. Then he was rolling
onto his back, and a beautiful sienna face looked anxiously into
his eyes.

"You okay?" Vasquez asked.

"I'll do."

"Great. Stay here." She sprang into the crowd. Gary
stared up at the slowly rotating mobile, feeling both foolish and
lucky. He forced himself erect, rubbing his side. Agents swarmed
the scene, driving gawkers back from the bodies. Gary recognized no
one. He groaned with the effort, but launched himself into the
crowd in the direction Vasquez had taken.

Two uniformed Travelers' Aid people stood together
off the escalators, their eyes huge from shock. "Guys with guns,"
Gary said. "Which way?"

Their eyes jerked toward the escalators.

"Thanks." He took the moving stairs two at a time,
feeling it in his ribs. He could not say why he pursued Vasquez,
except that he was part of this thing, not to be left on the
sidelines. His aching ribs aside, the whole deal was a rush.

He found her far down a line of international airline
counters.

"Why in hell didn't you stay where I put you?"
Vasquez complained.

"I couldn't." He shrugged. "I just couldn't stay
behind."

"Oh? And that's why you jumped your mark, and almost
got yourself shot?"

"Okay, okay. Later, already. Where's the bad
guy?"

She frowned. "Vanished. He got away in the crowd."
She led Gary to the wall.

"All those feds, and he slipped right past you?"

"Don't be a critic. 'Halt, or I'll shoot' didn't
exactly freeze him in his tracks. You saw what happened back
there."

"Yeah. Sally laid it out." He leaned against a
window, his coat smearing the glass. "The fanaticism. They gladly
die in the service of God. It puts them among the elect, the first
called to heaven. They weren't about to surrender. But, why didn't
he shoot himself, like the others?"

"He did. His gun jammed."

Banks ran up from far down the concourse. "Okay," he
panted, leaning against his knees. "Men in all the access ways,
down in the luggage, loading docks, garages. It'll take forever.
Underneath the tourist glitz, this place is an ant colony. And the
boys at the apartment think they've found the latest Bible verse,
and it matches the religious pamphlets found on the bodies
downstairs." He handed her a tri-fold sheet of paper, a homespun
brochure from someone's computer. Vasquez read the title aloud.

"Are the Last Days upon us? You live in them even
now." The Bible quote followed after the headline. "God!" she
complained. "That tells us nothing at all! Gary?"

Gary took the brochure, quickly scanned its contents.
"Daniel 12:4, the same quote as for Whitmire."

"Knowledge will increase again? What's that got to do
with an airport?" Banks wanted to know.

"It doesn't," Gary nodded, "at least, not that part."
He looked to Vasquez, who waited with impatience. "The Bible has
many translations, some very different from others. One translation
of Daniel 12:4 is 'But thou, Daniel, shut up the words, and seal
the book, even to the time of the end; many shall run to and fro,
and knowledge shall be increased.'"

They looked around. Busy passengers and employees all
ran "to and fro".

"Shit!" Banks cursed, summing up their thoughts.

"There," Gary said, pointing through the window that
supported him.

A stubby-haired man crossed the tarmac two stories
below, running under a parked jet and out toward the runways.

Vasquez glanced around for access to the tarmac. "All
units, this is Vasquez. Suspect is outside, headed toward the
runways from, from -- where the hell...? -- from the Royal
Jordanian gate. Sound off to intercept."

She bolted for the Royal Jordanian waiting area,
Banks and Gary following. An attendant moved to stop them.

"Excuse me, but this area is for ticketed guests
only..."

"Federal agents," Vasquez said. "Call airport
security. You have a killer on the tarmac, headed toward the
runways from here. Get him picked up. Is there a way down to the
tarmac from here?"

The attendant stepped away, more than a little
bewildered. "There are a number of service accesses located--"

"From here!"

Banks signaled Vasquez toward the gate. "Down there,"
he said, "at the end of that tunnel thing that gets you to the
plane. Don't they have a control booth, with access to the
outdoors?"

"Why, yes," the attendant stammered, "but we're
attached to the plane..."

Vasquez ran for the gate, Banks beside her. "Thanks
for your help. And call security!"

Gary trailed just behind the feds.

They rushed past the gate and through the
accordion-like jetway. It ended at the plane's hatch, where a
gaggle of technicians loitered both in and outside the
aircraft.

"Federal agents!" Vasquez yelled. "Fastest way to the
tarmac, please!"

The technicians stared at her, slack-jawed.

"Now, dammit!"

"Right through there," one of the men responded. Two
hatches faced each other across the tunnel. He pointed to one of
them. It was closed, but a flight of stairs peeked through its
window. Banks tried the latch. Locked.

"The key," Vasquez demanded, but the men looked
doubtful.

"I guess Roger has the key," someone said.

"He's the supervisor," someone else offered. "I guess
we could get him up--"

"Into the aircraft, gentlemen," Banks shouted. He
grabbed a body as the group obeyed. "Not you. Get ready to back off
the plane."

"Yessir!" the technician nodded. He angled around
Banks to the jetway's other hatch. This one stood open, beyond it a
control booth that projected out from the flexible tunnel. Banks
stepped to the gasket joining aircraft and jetway. He grabbed a
lever marked by yellow and red stripes, and jerked it hard. A hiss
of escaping gas, and wintry daylight poured into the chamber. The
technician shifted gears from his booth, collapsing the arm of the
jetway back toward the building. Concrete revealed itself two
stories below, around and beneath the airplane.

Gary and the two agents stood at the drop-off,
looking down and shivering in the cold.

Banks grinned at Vasquez. "You'll never make it in
those shoes. Break your ankle."

Vasquez kicked off her pumps.

"What?" Gary sputtered, alarmed. "You aren't going
to--"

Banks took a breath, then leapt into the bright, cold
sunlight. He sailed to the tarmac, flailing his arms, hitting on
his feet, then rolling along his side.

"Ahh! Shit!"

Vasquez followed him, her skirt and jacket billowing.
She landed beside him, rolled, and ended on her feet.

"I screwed up my ankle!" Banks complained. "Teach me
to open my big, friggin' mouth. Go on, go get him!"

Vasquez looked up to Gary. "Uh-uh," he said, shaking
his head. "I've had my limit. You go ahead. I'll see to Banks."

Without a word, Vasquez turned to the hunt.

#

She ran hard despite a throbbing, widespread pain in
her side. She shivered, for she wore no coat, and her feet were
almost bare on the freezing concrete. The wind swept unbroken
across the empty landscape, cutting against her face, her bare
hands, and her legs in torn pantyhose. Vasquez denied the cold, the
wind, and her bruised, complaining muscles. She focused instead on
scanning for her suspect, and closing the gap between them. The
pursuit became her universe.

There! Except for ditches and the occasional
navigation beacon, the airport terrain was a flat desert of gray
runway and brown grass. The suspect struggled from a ditch beyond a
taxiway, clawing at the ground like an animal.

She sprinted after him, pounding her feet against
cold concrete, prickly grass, and stinging rocks. She pushed hard,
grunting violent puffs of steam. She no longer shivered. Instead,
she started to sweat. She careened into the ditch, gasped at the
ice that greeted her punished feet. She caught a glimpse of
movement and glanced along her flank. From fifty feet away, three
black forms watched her intently. Dogs, alert and bristling. Two
more animals cut across the ditch, paralleling her path. Great!
Wild dogs was all she needed. They were a menace on airport
grounds, which were the closest thing to wild terrain an urban
environment had to offer. She scrambled up out of the ditch without
pausing, letting tears flow freely down her cheeks, weathering the
pain in her tired legs, and watching for the dogs, and her
suspect.

He was thirty yards ahead.

"Halt!" Vasquez panted. "Federal agent!" She snatched
her pistol from its holster and summoned a final ounce of speed.
She could hit him from here, but that might kill him. "Halt, God
damn it!"

The suspect turned toward her, wide-eyed, then pushed
away at an even faster pace. She knew she couldn't catch him; she
just didn't have enough. She threw herself prone on the scratchy
grass, her pistol held before her. She snapped into a firing
position, tried to aim through teary eyes. No good. She dropped the
weapon, wiped her eyes roughly, took up the weapon again. She
slowed her breathing, aimed for the torso, stopped breathing, and
fired.

The suspect went over like a cardboard target.

She struggled upright, then forced herself to a jog.
Where was he? No body marred the grass ahead. She strangled a fear
that he might have escaped. Where could he go on this flat
tabletop?

She almost tumbled into the ditch. He lay at the
bottom in a shallow stream of icy water, quaking from cold, wet,
and a gunshot wound.

Vasquez descended the slope, her pistol held before
her. The suspect gritted his teeth at her approach. In her torn
clothes, with her bleeding, bruised, sweat-drenched body, she must
have been a fright to see. Her head ached even more than her
muscles, and that seriously darkened her mood.

"FBI," she said in a husky, breathless voice. "You're
under arrest, you maggot. You have the right to remain silent. If
you give up that right--"

"You shot me in the ass!" the man screamed.

"--If you give up that right, anything you say--"

"I ain't saying nothing! You shot me in the ass, you
bitch! You'll burn in hell! The time is coming, and you'll fry in
hell and wail and gnash your teeth!"

"--can and will be used against you in a court of
law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford--"

"I need no attorney! The Lord is my attorney! Fuck
off!"

She thrust the gun at him. "Dammit, that's enough!
Where's the bomb? That's what it is, isn't it? Where's the
bomb?"

He laughed at her, no fear, not in the least
impressed.

"God damn it, I don't have the patience for
this!"

"What, you gonna kill me? Go ahead! I'm ready! I
would've done myself if not for that cheap-ass gun! Go ahead,
bitch, do me! Do me!"

"Well, maybe I will." She cocked back her pistol's
hammer. "But, not yet..."

She fired. An ankle exploded in a mess of bone and
meat. The suspect screamed, and jerked spasmodically.

"Not so cocky anymore, huh? Where's the bomb, you
bastard?"

He looked at her in horror. He tried to rescue his
wounded body, but there was nowhere to go. He only had one leg.

"The bomb," she demanded. "Where's the bomb?"

She shot out a knee.

She waited for the screaming to stop. Her mind was
numb. He wasn't human, just an animal, like those dogs gathered at
the rim of the ditch. No witnesses. Just the dogs.

"The bomb."

"Fuck you!"

She shot out the other knee.

"Ahh! Okay, I'll tell! I'll tell!"

She aimed demonstrably for his remaining ankle.

"Air France! Air France! The A380!"

"Thank-you, you've been such a help." She tapped her
transceiver. "Parker, Banks, anybody, this is Vasquez."

No answer. If the damned thing was broken... "Parker,
anybody."

She looked at her watch. A quarter to twelve. She
turned away from the suspect's pain and struggled up the side of
the ditch, back the way she had come. When she reached the rim, she
called again.

"Parker here."

"Air France. The Airbus 380. There's a bomb on the
plane."

"Jeez, it's taxiing for take-off right now."

"Stop it. Evacuate. Get the bomb."

"I'm on it, boss. Gonna be close."

"Stay frosty, Parker." She sighed, began at last to
relax. Then she flinched at a din from the ditch, sounds of
struggle and strangled cries. Her suspect was being an asshole.

She turned back to the ditch, wondering how she would
provide first aid for so many serious wounds. All she had was her
jacket, her training, and a mind and body too tired to care.

But, first aid wasn't necessary.

The dogs had him.

#

Sally watched Kevin with bare impatience. The visit
surprised her, and not pleasantly. Kevin was nice as far as guys
went, but wholly uninteresting. He was thick glasses and long,
unkempt hair, a computer geek through and through. Sally had work
to do; Birget Hoffmann waited across the ocean. Still, she couldn't
just throw the boy out. Kevin was her network insider, had
engineered her secret e-mail account on campus. He had done it
against school policy, and only because she had asked him. He
risked his meager work-study job, and possible censure. The
likelihood that he liked her twisted her gut with nausea,
especially since she used him so. Perhaps, then, the purpose of his
visit was fitting.

"I hope you aren't mad or anything, Sally, but I just
can't handle it anymore."

"I understand, Kevin."

"I mean, the administration is one thing. They're not
too swift on the tech stuff. And my supervisor, she's cool. She'd
let me off with a reprimand. But, these other guys, they were like
feds, man."

Sally watched him narrowly. "Kevin, what other guys?
I thought you were just turning chickenshit."

Kevin looked stung. "Hey, that isn't necessary. I've
held up my end. I got you the contacts, did the research that
would've cost you a mint on the net. I don't need no
disrespect."

"I'm sorry. It was a figure of speech. What guys,
Kevin?"

He shrugged. "Well, just one guy, really. He showed
up this morning, right after you got your mail. He said he was a
fed, and wanted to see you." He lowered his eyes. "I didn't ask any
questions. I don't want no shit with the government."

"I understand, Kevin." She wished he'd get on with
it.

"Anyhow, he thought you were there. Must have found
your address on one of those net sweeps they do from time to time.
He was pretty pissed when I told him we didn't have no account for
you. I even showed him the database."

"And, naturally, I wasn't on it." She grinned at his
ingenuity. But, what about the stranger? He wasn't FBI. They hadn't
known she existed until that morning. Who invaded her privacy now?
"You did good, Kevin. I don't know who you spoke with, but
thanks."

"So, you aren't mad at me?"

She grinned again. "Maybe just a little. Want some
tea?"

#

Banks winced as the medic wrapped his ankle. "And I
warned you about this," he said, but Vasquez didn't hear him. She
slumped with a thermal blanket around her shoulders and stared hard
at nothing. She had been that way since returning from her chase,
emotionally emptied and totally withdrawn. She had asked after
Banks upon her return, but only in a perfunctory way that spoke of
deeper, more intimate worries. What had happened out there? he
wondered. Was it the cold? Was it the dogs?

Gary paced the infirmary floor. He prattled on to his
grandmother, holding Banks's cell phone in a tight grasp of
adrenaline.

"Well, at least we won," Banks continued, trying to
make conversation. "No boom; that ought to tick off the bad guys.
Parker disarmed the bomb with a couple of minutes to spare, right
on the runway, with passengers shoving to get off the plane. Did it
himself, by God, since there wasn't time for a bomb squad." He
laughed. "Then he went off to airport security and had a nervous
breakdown."

"He's easily upset," Vasquez muttered, altogether
missing the humor in his words.

"Yeah, I guess so. Speaking of whom..."

Parker dragged into the room. He carried a clipboard
heavy with wrinkled papers. He tossed it to Banks.

"You sign 'em," he said. "I'm done."

"Sorry to leave you the cleanup, good buddy, but,
hey, you missed all the real work."

Parker huffed. "May your HMO refuse payment." He
turned to Vasquez, addressing her in softer, and hesitant, tones.
"I did the report on what happened out there. Blackburn was pissed
at losing the suspect, but I told him you tried to save the guy,
what with shooting all those mutts, and all. He thinks you need a
marksmanship refresher, seeing as you missed with three shots,
hitting the suspect instead. My report says he was probably dead
already."

She hunched in her seat, non-responsive.

"Anyway, there won't be any coroner bullshit. Anybody
can see he died on account of becoming lunch."

"Not funny," Vasquez said. She rose to her feet, the
blanket still around her, and shuffled around Parker toward a
second, empty gurney. She paused next to Gary, reached out and
squeezed his arm while he spoke on the phone. "Thanks," she said,
"for taking care of Rob."

Gary's end of the phone call collapsed under her
attention. "Sure," he said, "wasn't no thing."

Vasquez went to the gurney and pulled shut the
partition around it.

"You'll be careful on that," the medic told Banks. "I
recommend a cane until the swelling goes down."

"Thanks, Doc. I'll be good."

"You bet you will, every time you step on that
twisted ankle. They sell canes in the pharmacy. Second level, west
wing." With that, he left the room, not wanting to hear the
government's sordid business.

"Good work on the bomb," Banks told Parker. "I didn't
get to congratulate you."

"Why, because I was puking up my breakfast in the
security room? Oh, Fleming found a remote trigger on the
bomber."

"That's why he stuck around. In case the timer
failed."

"Yeah. He was either very gutsy, or a complete
wacko."

"I vote the second." Banks followed Parker's eyes to
the curtain hiding their boss. "What is it?" he asked. "What does
she need to know?"

Parker shifted his weight, then scratched behind one
ear. "Well, it's like this. We found the bomb among the in-flight
niceties. The liquor, nuts, and croissants. Not the luggage, as you
might expect for someone who wasn't an airline employee."

Banks frowned at Parker's suggestion.

Parker finished his thought aloud. "So, if he
couldn't have, then who did?"

#

He paid his money like the other seven passengers,
and boarded the helicopter at Gate 37. But, the crew treated him
with extra deference as they showed him to his seat. He was nothing
special in the usual sense, no lawmaker or airline inspector. He
was one of them, even if of a competing airline.

The helicopter struck for the Manhattan skyline and
the TWA Building. It was a short, fascinating commute, enhanced by
stunning views of the world's greatest city. The man held off until
final approach, then opened his book bag, his only luggage, and
extracted the tools so strange to him only a few hours earlier. He
had a task, and he wanted no mistake. He was so intent that he
attracted unwanted interest.

"Whatcha got there?" the smiling attendant asked.

"Just this." He raised the tool and shot her
dead.

He ignored the ensuing panic. He unlatched his belt,
rose from his seat, and stood centered in the passenger bay.
Bracing his feet, he raised the plastic gun and fired five times
through the cockpit partition. He felt the floor twist under his
feet, felt the aircraft yawing. Still he fired, intent on sending
every round into the cockpit wall.

In this, he failed. The helicopter slammed into a
high-rise building while he still had three bullets left.

 


 


 



Chapter Eight:

Deuteronomy 2:24-36

 


Sally's heart leapt as she opened the door. He stood
there looking bedraggled and old, a bandage on his face, a new coat
on his back. She wanted to hug him, but the dead look of his eyes
warned her toward restraint. "Well, hi," she said, stepping aside.
"Come on in, stranger."

He entered her living room and stood there amid the
flotsam of Sally's life, a lost man.

"I've seen the news," Sally said, nudging him toward
the couch. "What do I call you, Super Junior G-Man?"

"That's lame," he muttered. He stared at the couch,
but turned away from it and started to pace the floor. "I've seen
some shit," he said, shaking his head as he traced meandering
routes through Eulie's discarded toys. "I mean, just the last few
days."

Sally settled onto the couch, deciding to say
nothing.

"I thought I'd seen everything," Gary continued. "The
gangbangers, the crackheads, the tough dumbshits with something to
prove and nothing to lose. Predators. That's my life, a dance
between predators and turning up as prey. I thought it was the
world, the worse part of life, but it was nothing at all." He
drilled one intense glance into her eyes. "The last few days, they
make my whole life look like Mister Rogers's Neighborhood." He
wandered about her floor again.

"Have a seat, Gary. Let's talk about it."

He ignored her, or didn't hear. "That guy would've
blown up over three hundred people just to make an obscure
theological point. Three hundred people! And over a densely
populated area, too. And, his own people killed him, then killed
themselves. Just like you said they would." He looked at her with
open admiration. "You so often talk such cynical trash, but you
really understand this shit! They killed themselves rather than
surrender to the government."

She drew her feet under her, half reclining. "Well,
Gary. It shouldn't be a surprise. The Jim Jones bunch drank
poisoned Kool-aid. The Branch Davidians burned in a house fire, one
they probably set themselves, the Millennium City nuts, too. Cults
are by definition isolated. They reinvent reality in their minds.
Suicide bombers, murder-suicides, what difference does it make, if
God commands it?"

"God doesn't command it, Sally. God doesn't do this
shit, this buttheaded, stupidly human bullshit!" His voice cracked
with emotion before trailing off to nothing. He crashed onto the
couch, leaving plenty of space between them. His hands moved to say
something, but no words helped them. Sally turned to face him
directly.

"First of all, let's clean up the language, okay? I
have a six-year-old upstairs." She took his silence as agreement.
"Good. That out of the way, I'll try my best to be tactful. I know,
I know, but I'm going to make an effort." She paused for effect.
"Okay. Gary, you're offended by terrorist mass murderers who call
themselves Christians, invoking the same God you worship and the
same Bible you read as justification for their crimes. After all,
God is -- to you -- a loving, nurturing, forgiving father figure.
That's fine." She shrugged. "It just isn't the truth."

Gary groaned. "Sally, come on. I know how you
feel--"

"Gary, listen. It's not about me. It's about God, or
the Bible, or both, if you can't separate them. Think about it,
Gary. The same loving God you worship is the same one who murdered
the first born of Egypt as a hostage negotiating tactic, the same
one who freed Israel, then tossed her homeless into the desert for
generations. Uh-uh, don't interrupt; I'm not on a binge. Remember
Deuteronomy? Moses in the land of Moab? Very inspiring: Israel
established as a nation. You Christians sing hymns about it. Your
own Christ borrows from the book in his own teachings. Now, use
that keenly analytical brain of yours, Gary. In Deuteronomy, God
gives Heshbon to the Israelites. Only one problem: it's already
occupied! How does he solve the problem? Negotiation? Sharing?
Peaceful coexistence? No. He orders Israel to attack the residents,
steal their land and property, and kill and pillage like the worst
Assyrians. They murdered everybody, even the children. They spread
through the land like locusts, murdering and stealing at every
opportunity, and under God's guidance. That's the God you defend,
Gary, the one who, according to your own faith, ordered his own son
to a grisly, ignoble death." She sighed. "These people you're
after. In their minds, they act in the greatest Judeo-Christian
tradition: they follow their God's example."

Gary shook his head. "No," he said. "Not even you
believe that crap."

"This isn't about what I believe."

"The biblical justifications on all your points are
clear--"

"Of course, they are. Look who wrote the
history."

"Sihon of Heshbon attacked first. The Israelites,
your own ancestors, were justified--"

"It was genocide, Gary. God made Sihon attack, as an
excuse for my ancestors to butcher every man, woman, and child in
the kingdom. You know, you're right. It doesn't make sense to argue
religion. People only hear what they wish."

"And your argument is a perfect example," Gary said,
his eyes closed. Sally wondered if he fell toward sleep.

"Think, Gary. There are ways besides violence to
resolve disputes. That's your argument against these Bible Scholar
people. Why can't God be held to that standard?"

"You want me to second guess God? Forget it, Sally.
He's so far beyond--"

"And that's the copout of six millennia."

He watched her a moment, frowning.

"Gary? What else happened?"

He flipped a hand at her, blasted by exhaustion.

"That commuter train wreck outside Boston? Was that
them?"

"Yeah."

"Gary?"

"Forty-one people dead."

"The bus bomb in St. Louis?"

"Ten people dead."

"That gang riot in Los Angeles?"

He chuckled, an unpleasant noise. "No, that was
somebody else."

Something needed saying, but she didn't know what.
"Don't kick yourself. You saved three hundred lives."

"They turned around and crashed a commuter helicopter
into a Manhattan skyscraper. God-awful mess. Fifteen dead."

They're vindictive, she thought, getting back at you
for screwing up their plans. She decided not to voice that thought.
The truth was obvious, and probably stung.

"Who's behind it? That guy the feds were
following..."

"He's dead. He's the one killed by his buddies. The
feds have leads. Bomb pieces they can trace, the dead bad guys and
their personal associations. But every time a new lead develops,
people die. This case is a failure, whether or not it ever gets
solved. The body count is way too high." He sighed as if speaking
were a chore. "Vasquez depends on me to help them catch these
bastards, but I'm no help at all. I mean, I developed the pattern
for them, but it only tells them when something will happen, not
how to stop it."

"What pattern is that?"

He told her. Ghost appeared on the couch, purring and
kneading Gary's leg.

"Four attacks in every ten day period? All the way to
December 21st? Gary, a lot of people are going to suffer."

"A lot of people already have. Five other incidents
we don't even know about."

"Is your theory proven?"

"No. They're still checking." He stroked the cat
without thinking. Ghost pushed with gusto against his lackluster
hand. "I'm exhausted. My eyelids feel like weights."

"Stay here tonight. You can have the couch."

"No. I couldn't put you out. Besides, I came to treat
you. You and Eulie, to supper."

"Maybe another time. And since when is your name
Richie Rich?"

"Like my new coat?"

"Excuse me?"

"My old one's covered in blood. Vasquez got me an FBI
debit card. I was gonna charge supper for you and the dude."

"We've already eaten." Her skin chilled. Blood?

"Well, it's the thought, I guess."

Sally watched him pet the cat. She thought of his
terrors past, and those yet to come. She thought of his grim
pattern and its frightening implications, and never doubted its
truth.

"Gehey wead Euie?"

The boy stood at the foot of the stairs. He held a
large book in both hands, like a shield.

"Hey, little guy. Whuzzup?"

"Euie up, Gehey, Mommy!"

"Gary's tired, honey. Why don't we go to the back
porch and read?" Sally went to her son.

"Gehey no wead?"

"Maybe another time, honey--"

"It's okay," Gary said. "Come on over, little bro.
Show me what you got."

"Gary..." Sally began, wishing he would relax.

"No, really. It's all right."

Eulie scampered to the couch. Sally watched with
crossed arms as Gary turned himself prone, pillows under his head,
and boosted Eulie into a nest between his body and the back of the
couch. Ghost, insulted by his loss of privileges, stood on an end
table, miming an air of imperial snootiness. Sally drew warmth from
the scene, so oddly domestic within her fractured life.

He's like a father to my son, she thought, and
suddenly, sickened, she recoiled from contentment. Her warmth
became that predictable hell she knew so well. She hurried from the
room, then doubled over in the kitchen, stunned by the physical
brutality of truth. It was knowledge, history, foreboding and
despair, all knotted up in her gut like the twisting leaders of
vining weeds. She shuffled out to the glassed-in porch and sank
onto the swing like an arthritic old woman.

What was this thing with Gary? she wondered, facing
its presence for the very first time. They had so little in common
beyond the bonds of poverty. Only information and the need to share
it had brought them together in the first place. He was the erudite
doctoral candidate to her high school dropout, the faith-filled
philosopher to her unprincipled heretic. His grandmother
disapproved of her, and Sally's mother would freak at the thought
of her daughter with a black man, and another gentile, at that.
But, none of that dismissed the feelings cutting deep into Sally's
heart, the feelings she knew would never last, that could only be
subverted by abuse, self-loathing and the thorny bonds of hate. She
had been there before; she was going there again. And, this time,
Eulie came with her.

She almost rose from the swing just then, almost
stormed to the living room to kick Gary out of the house. She
didn't want his fawning attention, then his manly patronage, or
finally the back of his hand on her face. She didn't want the
humiliation, the stress, the raw, abraded nerves. She had vowed
years ago to live for her child, and he deserved a better mother
than the woman Sally had been. So, why didn't she do it, kick Gary
out? Why did she sit there hunched into the swing, her face
contorted to fight back tears? Because history, powerful,
gut-wrenching history, could not pound hard enough to drive her
away from folly. Gary was different, her foolish heart assured her.
Gary wouldn't do her wrong. Gary respected her. Yes, that was it.
That was the barb that held her to him against the screams of
common sense. She felt this man's respect in a way she had never
experienced, in a way she had thought impossible from a man. He
made her feel important.

This is gonna be a train wreck, she thought. Please,
please, I'm not ready for this.

She sat doubled in the swing, rocking. She fought
back tears, arrested groaning sobs, forced it all behind the wall
of severity that kept her safe, and alone. She breathed, then
directed her thoughts toward something less volatile, toward
something that didn't tear at her heart. She thought of the story
secured from Birget Hoffmann. It was ready for submission,
verified, polished and full of commercial power. She had written a
piece of dramatic contrast between careful innuendo and bold
accusation. It would cause a sensation, inviting the wrath of
radio's most belligerent preacher. Davidson scanned the tabloids as
surely as he scanned the Internet; he referred to them on his
shows, especially if the sources bad-mouthed his competitors.
Davidson would attack her as soon as the story ran. Fine. Free
publicity was the best of all.

And that brought her to Kevin. She needed his help on
the next story. She hadn't the resources nor the contacts to do the
necessary research. But Kevin commanded the web assets of a major
university. As a network systems operator, he could access
electronic acquaintances in critical capacities the world over. He
was one of those people who used the web like most people used the
telephone, who thought nothing of calling across the world to
connect some student to a library, or of entering professional chat
rooms for a faculty member's benefit. He had contacts spanning the
planet, many willing to return favors rendered. She needed his
resources, but was unsure how to enlist his help, considering his
recent anxiety. She knew what he hoped for, but that was out of the
question.

Gary, on the other hand, expected nothing of her,
and, unfortunately, got it.

Gary, who deserved everything.

"'I do not like them, Sam-I-am. I do not like green
eggs and ham.' Check it out, Eulie. See that stuff? Nasty!"

She rubbed her eyes hard. What was she thinking? Why
did these feelings rise unbidden from the chaos of her life,
refusing to be ignored? She had sworn away that life for Eulie's
sake, and for the sake of her fragile esteem. Still, what kind of
man went through days of hardship, then enjoyed a picture book with
a child? Steadiness, warmth, openness. These were Gary's special
gifts, and he gave of them generously. She recalled that meeting in
the bagel shop, so different from today. Two weeks of walks, of
personal exchange, of playing games with Eulie. Two weeks had
changed so much.

"Mommy?"

She looked up. Eulie stood in the doorway,
silhouetted against the living room light. "Yes, honey?"

"Mommy wead Euie? Gehey seep."

And, he did. She sighed at what she found on her
couch, and smiled her radiant smile that Gary couldn't see just
then and Eulie didn't notice. Gary lay on his back on the couch,
one arm trailing the floor. His eyes were closed, his mouth open. A
rattling snore blew past his lips, its tone rising and falling with
the rhythm of his breath. Ghost perched atop his chest,
purring.

There Gary slept, and snored, until morning.

 


 


 



Chapter Nine:

Psalm 38:6-13

 


The helicopter flew witlessly into his sights, a
hundred feet off the rolling terrain. When the missile flew, there
was no time to evade, just for the explosion and a violent strike
to earth. The shooter cursed as the aircraft disintegrated over a
wide stretch of uneven ground, bouncing over the scrub of southern
Turkmenistan like a handful of stones on gravel. He should have
taken a better angle. Searching the wreckage was now a lot more
complicated.

Within minutes, another helicopter reigned up within
the roiling smoke of the kill. It dropped to just above the ground
and disgorged its cargo of armed, camouflaged men. Once empty, it
darted aside and hovered ready for escape. The men scattered,
radiation scintillation counters arcing beneath assault rifle
barrels.

"Sorry, Mr. Adams," the shooter said as he met
Michael amid the smoke. "I tried to localize the wreckage, but my
angle--"

"Forget it, Leo. What's done is done. Join the
others. We haven't much time."

"Yessir, but we have a jump. I found one while I
waited." He reached behind to his rucksack and threw up the flap
for Michael to see inside. A huge, green bullet peeked from the
pack, its nose highlighted in red and yellow.

"For pity's sake, Leo. That must weight seventy
pounds. You want to break your back?"

"Didn't want to lose it. In case somebody got here
before you."

"Fine. Now, dump it at the chopper and go hunt for
others. And watch your health, Leo. It's all we have, you
know."

The man moved toward the aircraft, trying not to
jostle the heavy steel package on his back. Michael keyed his
headset mike, and spoke.

"Bird, anything?"

"Negative. No inbounds."

"Thanks."

He stood between his men and the helicopter. He
counted the slow drain of time from his mission. Minutes to do
hours of work. What a mess.

Two men returned at a jog, grunting under the weight
of one green bullet apiece.

"That's three!" Michael shouted and signaled them on
to the ship.

They returned by ones and twos, humping through the
pall of smoke under the considerable weight of green projectiles.
Artillery rounds, Michael thought. He didn't know military stuff,
but these suckers were big. Sixteen hid within this wreckage.

"Seven!" he announced to the latest returnees.
"Eight!"

"Traffic," he heard in his ear. "Bandits out of the
north, about a hundred miles, fast movers, headed right for
us."

"Got it," Michael answered. "Time's up, people.
Return to base. Let's get out of here."

He counted his men onto the ship while listening to
updates sent from his pilot. The reports grew more anxious with
each passing moment. The last two men arrived, burdened by two more
projectiles. "Nine! Ten!" Michael shouted, and jumped after them
into the helicopter.

The deck jerked, and they sprang into the south.
Michael squeezed past his men as they lowered their loads into
wooden crates and braced them with Styrofoam. The ship was small;
it took only a few cautious steps to reach the cockpit area.

"Status," he asked the pilot.

"Three sub-sonic aircraft, probably out of the air
station near Ashkhabad. They're less than fifteen minutes out,
moving at three hundred miles per hour. They will intercept
us."

"Only if they see us. You're watching them on
satellite downlink. Turkmenistan is a fifth rate country. I doubt
they have the technology to see us."

"Maybe not, but the Russians do. I wouldn't put it
past them--"

"Okay, point made. Keep on for the border. We have a
plane in Afghanistan not fifteen minutes from here."

"Those planes will intercept--"

"You see to the rendezvous. I'll see to the planes.
Patch me into your radio."

"You're in."

Michael wet his lips and spoke into his headset. Why
so nervous? he wondered. They had risked millions for just this
contingency. "Eddie? You out there?"

#

Eddie certainly was. He cruised at two thousand feet
along a complicated orbit that wove over the borders of
Afghanistan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. He constantly changed
altitude as well as heading and speed, presenting (he hoped) an
illusion of normal air traffic. The game was to convince each
country that the traffic belonged to its neighbors, and so avoid
challenge. For the last forty-five minutes, the game had played as
planned. Now he noted the voice in his helmet, and calculated his
distance from the caller.

"Right here. Need an assist?"

"You got it. Three bogies. Will intercept before we
reach safety. Take 'em down."

"Wilco," Eddie said, frowning. He was at the far end
of his orbit, over four hundred miles from the helicopter. He would
really have to push to get there in time. That meant risking
interception himself by three, maybe four air forces. Oh, well,
this had always been a possible one-way trip. He strapped on his
oxygen and climbed to ten thousand. Then he hit the afterburner and
forced his F-18 to almost fifteen hundred miles per hour.

Shitfire! he thought. This does bring back
memories!

#

"Here they come!" the pilot announced. The three jets
screamed overhead. The helicopter wavered in their wash. The pilot
wrestled to keep its heading smooth. "They're talking to us."

"That's encouraging," Michael said, projecting calm
by force of will. "Talk back."

"They're sending orders, not how-de-does."

"Kenny!" Michael called into the cargo bay. "Talk to
those guys! In Russian!"

"Wilco, sir!"

The pilot's eyes narrowed behind his helmet visor.
"They'll have recognized our make. They'll know we aren't
Russian."

"They'll hesitate. That'll buy us time. How long to
the border?"

"Five minutes, if we make it."

The intercom clicked. "Sir, it's Kenny. They don't
seem to know Russian, sir."

"No, but they recognize it. They won't shoot down
their northern neighbor. Too dangerous."

"They're coming about," the pilot reported, "taking
up firing positions behind us."

"They won't fire. They'll call Moscow first."

"One's breaking formation, coming in from the--"

Flashes streaked in front of them, preceding a
staccato booming of guns.

"Shit!" the pilot yelled, and jerked on his
controls.

"No!" Michael roared. "Keep going! We stop, we've
failed!" Come on, Eddie, where the hell are you?

#

He saw them on radar forty miles away. The chopper
was under attack or harassment, he couldn't tell which. The range
was extreme for a rusty dog fighter, but he had to try. He keyed
the targeting computer and chose a random bandit, just to get their
attention. He ranged to the target and got a tentative lock. He saw
no reaction from the chosen aircraft, but then, the radar wasn't
that accurate this far out. Anyway, a missile up their middle, even
if it missed, would take them off the helicopter. He armed a
sparrow, got tone, and loosed the bullet ahead of him.

#

Their reaction was instantaneous. Even before the
first plane exploded, the jets scattered, evading as their warning
systems spotted the incoming missile. Even with its weak lock, the
sparrow maintained vector to that first luckless aircraft, drove up
its turbines, and erupted the plane into flame and falling debris.
The other fighters shot away east to engage the newer threat.

#

Michael noticed none of this, only an end to the
cannon shots. The helicopter drove on, skimming the River Harirud
down its wide mountain pass through the Kopet-Dag mountains.

#

Eddie felt panic when the two remaining bogies turned
his way, but he drove down his fear and channeled it into
defense.

The only viable defense he knew was decisive,
uncompromising offense.

He dropped subsonic to extend standoff time. In rapid
order, he armed a second missile, locked on target, and let the
weapon fly. Then he ducked low for cover in the mountains. A
warning tone yelped in his ears. One of the bogies had attempted --
and failed -- to lock on.

He rocketed between the cliff faces with no thought
to failure. How could he fail? He imagined a flanking run, that he
was lost to hostile radar and could pop up in position for a deadly
close-in shot. He hoped his missile had burned its target; much
simpler to hit one target than two. In any event, he would prevail.
He had the tool, and the talent to use it. He recalled the line
from that movie, The Blues Brothers: Try to understand. We're on a
mission from God.

He popped above the peaks and there it hung before
him, a sleek, silvery offering, soon to be burnt. He armed a
missile and ranged to the plane. Its sudden leaps and yawls did not
break his aim. He concentrated, willed a solid lock from his
missile pylon to his target's luckless turbines. It wasn't the best
of angles, but plenty good for the job. He moved his finger to the
trigger and--

--flinched at the frantic tone suddenly in his
ears.

Missile lock! On him!

He dove, then yawed left and up. He threw his head
from side to side, looking for the shooter. Where was he? Where was
the other--

A flash to his right. The ship shuddered. Debris
slammed his canopy. He noted with despair that his right wing was
gone. Fighting for control he had no chance of getting, he tumbled
without grace to the earth. He tried to say a prayer before he hit,
but he was too low, the plunge too fast. Thankfully, so was his
death.

#

The helicopter grabbed the dusty earth only two
hundred feet from the waiting jet. A forklift eased up to the cargo
door as all the men but four dismounted for the plane. The
stragglers wrestled crates onto the forklift's blades while Michael
met his ground man standing between the aircraft.

"Trouble," the contact said. "Turkmenistan's asking
both Teheran and Kabul for assistance. The borders will close in
the next few minutes."

"Then I guess we'd better be gone by then. Is the
other plane ready?"

"I called them fifteen minutes ago."

"Great. We'll be gone in five." Michael pulled his
man aside as the forklift trundled past to the jet. It carried its
load of two wooden crates, and four human hitchhikers standing on
its blades.

"What about Eddie?"

The contact shook his head. "No. Greased one bad guy,
then went down."

"Just one?" Michael snorted. "I guess he wasn't as
hot as he thought." He gestured around the dirt airfield. "Cleanse
the place. The only thing left behind is the chopper. If you're
still on the ground when we're ready to leave, you walk home."

Workers on the plane transferred the bullets to
smaller, metallic, suitcase-like containers, one weapon to a
foam-lined case. Other men broke down the makeshift airfield,
storing portable beacons, radar, and wind indicators. They hauled
fat satchels from plane to idling helicopter and dropped them in a
pile next to one skid. The helicopter pilot eased from his chair
and helped with the satchels. He walked half doubled, nervous at
leaving the rotors in gear. Soon, everyone had boarded the plane.
The ground man stood beside Michael at the hatch.

"What about the other plane? If they close the
borders..."

Michael shrugged, uninterested. "So, what? They play
innocent. All they saw was another plane dangerously close, forcing
them to land after losing control. They'll have a whole load of
tourists to back them up." He took a tiny gray box from one pocket,
and pointed it at the helicopter. "What matters is that the air
traffic people see only one plane on their screens and mistake us
for them so we get clean away." He pressed a button on the box.

The satchels next to the helicopter exploded. The
helicopter jumped, distorted, and burst into flames as it fell onto
its side. Rotors snatched at the ground, shattered, flew, and
flipped the burning ship twice before jamming into the earth.

"Great show!" Michael shouted. "Cool!"

The jet's engines whined to power. The two men
secured the hatch. The jet turned, braced itself against the earth,
then shot down its natural runway and into the blue-white sky.

#

"Agent Vasquez?"

"Huh? I'm on it!" Her head sprang from her chest. Her
unfocused eyes cleared almost immediately.

The secretary nodded with empathy born of experience.
"Yes, Agent Vasquez, I'm sure you are. Assistant Director Blackburn
will see you now."

"Right," Vasquez said. She grabbed her purse, but
remained seated. She blinked, then looked around the empty outer
office and at the waiting, amused secretary. She felt lost. She
wanted to check the time, but not with that woman around. "Right,"
she repeated, and drew herself to her feet.

She winced. A burning sting reminded her of the
bruises. They chaffed from mid-thigh to neck, no matter what
clothes she wore. They also spread to her face, swelling her right
eye nearly closed. The doctor counseled time to heal, but doctors
reveled in stupid advice. Vasquez couldn't sit at home; Bible
Scholar sure wouldn't.

The secretary held open Blackburn's door. The
Assistant Director for Terrorism sat behind his desk, the sunlit,
early morning tableau of Washington shining through the window
behind him. He signed and shuffled impressive piles of paper, as he
always had whenever Vasquez saw him. Also as usual, he did not ask
her to sit.

"I read your report," he said without preamble,
continuing to tend his papers. "That LaMonte's a security risk. Get
rid of him."

Vasquez cleared her throat. "Sir, he's the best
resource we have. He opened up our intel on the case."

"He's inner city, poor, and a liberal college
intellectual. Poor security risk."

"I trust him, sir."

Blackburn frowned. He paused in his paperwork to do
so. "Look, it's your head if the obvious happens and Mr. LaMonte
blows the case. I'm too busy to fight it. Understand?"

"Yes, sir."

"All right." His hands stopped moving. He stared
solemnly into her eyes. "Look, the continuing report comes out
soon, but I wanted to tell you in advance. Your friend's prediction
panned out. We've discovered five more incidents previous to the
Whitmire thing, and on the correct dates and times. They were all
small incidents, easily lost in the normal flow of crime in this
country. I guess your Bible Scholar got tired of being buried in
the daily crime news, and went Hollywood for the publicity."

"Yes, sir. As Mr. LaMonte theorized, sir. Any leads
from those discoveries, sir?"

He stared at her a moment, his eyes steady, serious.
"It's getting ... messy. Some of those perps from the early
incidents connect to major high-rollers. More than ever, the
president wants this quiet." He went back to his papers.
"Everything you need is in the report."

Right. The Clift Notes version of the evidence. Why
did he isolate her from the case? Because the president was pissed,
that's why. They were inches from panic in the streets since that
Philadelphia mess, and relations with Israel were strained, as
well. Shit rolls downhill, and Vasquez was the gully.

"One more thing," Blackburn continued. "The doctors
say you refuse convalescent leave."

"I'm fully capable of performing my duties, sir."

"You look terrible, Agent Vasquez."

"Sir, don't force me off the case. I have a lot to
contribute."

"I have fifteen hundred agents on this case. You're
expendable." His voice trailed off at her stare. He pushed back his
chair, and moved around the desk to her.

"Agent Vasquez, if you think I'm railroading you off
this case, you're very mistaken. I put you on it in the first
place, remember? Also recall that I read Parker's hunk of bullshit,
too. If I really wanted you off this case, I'd have you under
arrest."

She made no response. More unnerving, she felt
none.

"There will be an investigation. There'll be one, but
it'll only find a dog attack and your heroic attempt to save the
suspect. Now, back to your leave..."

"Sir, I'm quite capable--"

"You don't get it, do you?" His voice was suddenly
harsh. "You're loose on deck. You're physically traumatized,
stressed, and mentally impaired due to lack of sleep. You aren't
rational, Agent Vasquez."

"He intended to murder a large number of people. I
had only minutes to stop him. What would you have done, sir?"

"I don't know, Agent Vasquez, but torture and murder
would not have been on my list."

"I didn't murder him, sir." She couldn't resist the
barb.

Blackburn's eyes flared. "You're on leave as of now.
At least two weeks."

"Thank-you, sir," Vasquez said through her teeth.

"You're welcome. Now, get out of here. I have work to
do."

She left the office quickly, did not slow her pace as
she crossed the outer room. Out in the hall, she approached the
elevators, then turned back toward Blackburn's office with a vague
intention of confronting him more directly. Common sense prevailed,
and she turned back toward the elevators only to detour to a
ladies' restroom along the way. She paced the tile in front of the
sinks. She felt the fire of her bruised muscles, channeled it, used
it to sap her anger. Not enough. She slammed open the door to a
toilet stall, and felt a little better. She slammed open all the
doors. By then, her anger was blunted, and her muscles screamed in
indignant pain. She sank onto a toilet seat, and sagged.

He was right, after all. She couldn't be trusted.
Unbalanced. Loose on deck. She was too close to this case, had lost
professional detachment. She should have taken that bastard in for
questioning, worked him for intel that might have prevented other
bombings, not just delayed the one. Instead, she had tortured him.
Worse, she didn't regret it. She only hated the dogs for doing him
the favor of merciful disembowelment. The man had been an animal,
lower than those dogs, a psychotic monster unlike any in her
experience. Her childhood faith rose within her, and a word
prompted her memory: Antichrist. The embodiment of evil. She
shivered there in the privacy of her stall, almost hugged herself
before recalling her bruises. Instinctively, she crossed herself,
for she knew without doubt that the man at the airport could not
have been an Antichrist. Like his despicable partners, he was too
small to fit such a name.

He was not the embodiment of evil; he was only a
tendril of it.

#

Sally drew the pistol before even leaving the
car.

"Hey!" Gary complained. "What the hell are you doing
now?"

"The door's open. Somebody's in my house."

She walked back toward the house, the gun hanging
from her hand. Gary followed, no longer confused why she had
bypassed the driveway to park on the narrow road. No longer
confused, but a little afraid.

"You might have left open the door by accident. It
happens, you know."

"Not with me."

"Excuse me, I forgot how perfect you are. Of course,
even if it is a burglar, walking up with a gun isn't the best
possible solution. You ought to call the police."

"An interesting suggestion, considering how much you
trust the police."

"Well, I don't, not much, but you got no other
choice."

"Maybe we should call your girlfriend, the
G-man?"

They entered the yard. The front door of the house
hung half open beyond the thin screen door.

"You're paranoid," Gary said, his voice a whisper. "I
mean, you're blonde, blue-eyed, lily white. Why shouldn't you trust
the police? They were made for folks like you."

"It's not the police I worry about."

"Then what--"

"Shut up."

She opened the screen door. Gary felt warm air
streaming over the stoop.

"Okay," he bellowed. "Be that way. Just go on in and
see what you find."

Sally eyed him sharply.

"Don't look at me like that. I didn't tell you to
whip out a gun and go burglar hunting." He directed his voice past
the door. "I just hope whoever's in there knows that the back door
is only latched and the back fence is one of those skimpy chain
link things you can jump without a thought."

Sally pushed into the house. It was more of a wreck
than usual. Along with the litter of toys and papers, the drawers
of her living room bureau hung open, their contents scattered
about. The cardboard box beneath her computer table lay on its
side, the printouts she kept there rifled.

Gary stood in the doorway, wishing for the police.
Sally moved through the living room, the kitchen, and out to the
back. She returned a minute later and mounted the stairs without a
glance to Gary. He waited, feeling guilty at not taking charge, but
certain the place was empty. He listened to her footsteps and the
sound of opening doors, and watched for her when he heard her
return.

She appeared at the foot of the stairs, just outside
the living room. Her first comment was unexpected. "It's your fed
buddies, dammit! They've ransacked my house!"

"What?"

"Use your eyes, God damn it! They went through my
papers. Every drawer in the house is open. The bastards came
looking for dirt, and that bitch Vasquez was right in the middle of
it."

Gary didn't know what to say.

"Dammit, Gary, this wasn't a burglar! The computer's
still here!" She looked on the verge of tears, which, of course,
was impossible. As far as Gary knew, Sally hadn't a tear in her.
Whatever demons stalked upper middle class suburban white women had
ganged her something fierce at some time in her past, and she had
learned much from their courtesies. Sally was solid steel.

"Maybe they got spooked before taking
anything..."

"God damn it, who's side are you on? They came for
information, otherwise they'd have my Mac even if everything else
in this place is too cheap to bother with. Your FBI buddies don't
trust me. They think I'm a stink that'll get all over you, and they
want some dirt to back their suspicions. Oh, God! I don't need this
kind of shit!" She paced energized figure eights over the cluttered
floor, kicking anything that touched her feet. Her movements
tightened, grew more rapid, more and more chopped. Her voice grew
shrill. She sounded as if she might cry. She still held the
gun.

"Take it easy," Gary said to sooth her. "Why don't
you have a seat, try to think more clearly?"

"What's there to think about? Your buddies have it in
for me. What's next, the IRS? God! I couldn't survive an audit if
that pope guy came and blessed me!"

"Nobody mentioned an audit. I just thought--"

"It's the perfect thing, from her point of view. Gets
me out of the way. I wouldn't interfere with your case thing and I
wouldn't interfere between you and her. I can't do an audit! I
don't make enough money to report it to the IRS, not as much as I
really make!"

He wanted to stop her, to ask her about that last
comment, the one about him and Vasquez. What the hell kind of
thought was that? Then he recalled his own guilty feelings. Sally
had stood at the heart of those feelings.

"She threatened me! Now, she's making good those
threats. I can't have this; I can't handle it! I've too much
already. I can't do this, Gary! I can't do it! I can't!"

Then, to his horror, she doubled up, moaning. She
staggered, looking as if she might collapse. She dropped the gun,
which slammed against the floor. He saw tears surge down her face,
saw the embarrassment, no, the mortification, that turned her face
away from his. For a moment, he just stood there, unable to
recognize her at all. Then he threw off his shock. This was Sally.
She was a knotted bundle of nonsensical, sudden contradictions. She
really was unguessable, and stung by pain from a hard, invisible
past. She reeled, and it had little to do with imagined slights by
imagined government burglars. She hurt, and she needed him.

He took her gently by the shoulders, tightened his
hold when she tried to pull away.

"Go away!" she rattled through her tears. "Go away, I
don't want you here!"

"No, I won't." He coaxed her to the couch, sat her
down and kneeled before her. He still held her arms. On impulse, he
hugged her close. She sobbed wretchedly into his chest.

"I didn't ask for this life," she whined through her
sobs. "I didn't, I swear. It ... just ... came to me!"

"Sure, sure. Tell me about it. What's upset you
so?"

Suddenly, she pushed him away. She straightened,
looked almost imperial except for the teary face, the runny nose,
and the red eyes. "I don't need your pity," she said, then burst
once more into tears. "I don't need anybody!"

"Yes, you do. Let me help."

She threw her arms around his neck and pulled him
close. She cried into his neck. Her gored heart lay exposed to him.
He held her, stroked her back, wondered what to do. His knees
ached.

"You're so brave," he thought she said. Her voice
twisted through her sobs. She was almost unintelligible. "Either
that, or stupid. You don't know who you're up against."

She dropped back into quaking sobs. He waited. His
neck grew sloppy with tears.

"I don't deserve any help. I brought it all on
myself. I never thought. No respect for my mother. No respect for
myself. Ever since Daddy-- since Daddy-- But, what did I know? I
was only seventeen!"

Gary patted her back and held her. He thought it best
not to speak.

"When I brought Michael home, mother went ape shit!
Why a gentile, when there were so many nice Jewish boys?" Her voice
grew husky. "Simple, I told her. He was good in the sack. It
wrecked her. She thought he was my first. She was wrong."

In sputtering snatches, she confessed about Michael.
She told Gary how nice he had been, how he had found her when
things were worst. Gary didn't want to hear about her husband, and
he certainly didn't want to hear about her sex life, but he
listened anyway, for her sake. He listened as she recounted the
slow change in Michael as he grew into the radical Christian, a
change that encompassed their two-year marriage. He listened as she
pushed through the final tragedy, the Jack Kordish thing, her
escape at the bus station, the torturous divorce. He glimpsed a
little of her drives, especially her obsession with the
fundamentalist right. He also glimpsed his own deepening feelings
for this fragile fighter so wronged by life. How much of those
feelings were real, and how much was pity?

"I was all messed up. I got no help from Mother. She
hates me. Instead, I tried to get it right on my own. I mean, I
knew that my failure with Michael was all my fault. I should've
loved him better. He expected certain things from me. I should have
pleased him more. More sex. More imagination, I don't know. Maybe I
had too much imagination. Maybe he knew I was a slut."

"You're talking nonsense. Don't ever disrespect
yourself."

"You don't know me. You don't know what I am."

"I know you're wonderful," he said. And I think I
might love you, he thought. He separated her from his neck, held
her gently away so that their faces almost touched. "You're
beautiful, strong, and fascinating. You deserve respect. What
happened with this Michael guy wasn't your fault. He was a scum bag
who used and terrorized you--"

"You've never even met Michael! How could you say
that?" She burst again into uncontrolled tears.

So much for meddling, Gary thought. How could she
defend such bullshit? The bastard had destroyed her, and she didn't
even know it. Gary rose from his knees, sat on the couch beside
her. He held her again, expecting her to balk after that last
tearful explosion. She did not resist.

"It was me! Me! Me!" she wailed. "I was such a bitch
to my mother. I was such a whore! I'm surprised I'm not dead from
AIDS. But, nooo! God had something different in mind. None of the
men were any good at all. They hit me, tried to be 'the man'. But
I'm uncontrollable, and that made them angry. They robbed me. I'd
walk in and find the stereo gone, or the TV, or even the towels.
Can you imagine? The towels. Or I'd find the police. That's how I
got free of men. They'd rob me, or the police would take them.
Drugs, usually. They'd take him away, but that didn't stop me. I'd
find another one just like him. And all the bastards were so-called
Christians. Just like you. So-called Christians beat me, ridiculed
me, stole from me. They gave me the - the clap, for God's sake. He
gave me the clap, and he laughed about it. I still feel dirty, even
after all those treatments. Then Eulie came. That particular
bastard found out Eulie was coming, and he ran for it. I was
scared. I was only twenty-two, and I had nothing. What could I do
with a baby?" She clutched Gary, her grip touching on the border of
pain. "But, I made a pact with myself. I laid off. I reformed. I
had nothing to do with men. I got a job. I was determined to be a
good mother to Eulie. And then... Oh, shit, it hurts! It's all my
fault!"

"What, Sally? What's your fault?"

She slapped his chest. "Are you fucking blind?
Eulie's retarded! His body's all fucked up! It's his punishment,
for having a mother who's a fucking whore!"

He held her. She held him. For a long time only her
sobs filled the house.

"God doesn't punish children," Gary said. "I'm not so
sure He punishes anybody. Why should He, when we're so good at
punishing ourselves?"

#

Hours passed. The sun filtered through low hanging
clouds and naked trees and collapsed exhausted onto Sally's back
porch. It gave no warmth or cheer, only the grim warning that it
was late afternoon and darkening fast, and would only get darker as
time wore on into winter. Sally had escaped the sun's grim message,
had returned to her violated living room to finally pick up the
mess. Gary had been wonderful. He had taken her abuse without
complaint, and had dispensed the medicine her open wounds required,
a salve of understanding, and someone dear to hold. He had taken
charge of Eulie when the bus pulled up, and still played with him
on the porch. And all the while he had kept an eye on Sally, been
solicitous of her condition while hiding it from her son. He had
allowed her to regain some small portion of strength. She loved him
for it, God help her.

He found her on her knees at the Mac station,
handfuls of paper held close to her face. She turned toward him and
dropped her eyes in embarrassment. She tried to flash her
magnificent smile, but it faltered and fell, a contrived lost
cause.

"Thank-you," she said.

He shrugged. "I couldn't do anything else."

That's why you're so special, she thought. Plenty of
others have done plenty worse.

"You okay?"

She snorted. "No. But I'll manage. I know you have
places to be."

"That isn't what I meant. I'm just concerned."

Do you love me, Gary? She almost bared her hidden
feelings. He certainly knew everything else. But, she couldn't
guess his response. What if her affection went unreturned? Could a
man like him care anything for her? She didn't have the strength to
endure another fall; better to change the subject. "Why would your
feds be interested in Davidson?" she asked.

"Excuse me?" Gary crouched beside her. She hadn't
noticed his approach. To her horror, he took the gun from the
floor. It had lain there all that time.

"I wrote a story about Arthur Davidson," Sally said
as she gawked at the gun. "The rough was in this box. It's gone.
Why would the FBI take that printout?"

Gary sighed. "How do you unload this thing? I don't
know a thing about guns."

She took the weapon from him, slowly withdrew its
ammo clip and proceeded to remove the slide assembly.

"I don't think the feds did any such thing," Gary
said. "Maybe you threw it out by mistake? Maybe it's mixed in the
mess?"

"No. It was here. All the rest is here." She handed
him back the now useless weapon.

"I'd like to call Vasquez. That'll solve this mystery
right away."

"I don't expect they'll confess, Gary."

"No, I expect they'll be surprised, and maybe a
little concerned."

She gestured without energy toward the bureau. "Right
up there. Help yourself."

He took up the phone and dialed Vasquez. Sally
listened to her son out back. He was all she had, all she lived
for.

"I left a gun on the floor..."

"Rose? Gary. We have a problem here, and wondered if
you were interested." A curious expression crossed his face, one of
concern that had nothing to do with Sally. "I'm sorry to hear that.
Is that like a suspension, or are they really concerned for your
health? Oh. I'm sorry." He listened for a long moment, enough to
pique Sally's interest. "Well, who do I talk to? Sally's house was
burglarized today. I know, I know, but we aren't sure it's a police
thing." He listened again. "Actually, she thinks you did it. Hey,
don't yell at me. The only thing missing is a printout of a story
she wrote." Another significant pause. "Arthur Davidson, the radio
preacher."

Sally watched him, expecting something to enter his
face, a smile, a brightness in his eyes, something to indicate
warmth at hearing his G-woman's voice. She saw nothing, just
concentration on words only he could hear.

"Okay," he said. "We'll sit tight." He hung up,
anxiety lining his brow.

"So, what did she say? Yes, they did it, and they're
on their way for more?"

"No," he answered. "She said to stay put, and to not
leave you alone." He glanced toward Eulie's oblivious sounds, then
nervously back to Sally. "She's on her way," he said. "This
burglary. She thinks Bible Scholar's involved."

 


 


 



Chapter Ten:

Psalm 23

 


The jet touched concrete at a small, private airfield
in Florida. The pilot brought it in at just above stall speed,
touching the narrow hardstand just at one extremity and heading the
wrong way toward the other. He rode the brakes more than was
prudent, but considerably less than was necessary.

The jet stopped as the hardstand ran out. Its wheels
touched yellow-striped paint, and its nose extended over the beacon
that, in legitimate landings, marked the beginning of the runway.
The jet hesitated as if to settle its nerves, then pivoted about to
taxi off the strip.

Vans waited at the main building. They pulled to the
jet as it locked its wheels. Hands transferred metal suitcases from
aircraft hatch to van interiors, three to each vehicle. Then the
plane disgorged its human cargo, all but its pilot and crew.
Emptied and now worthless, it headed back up the runway, vanishing
into the black sky as suddenly as it had come.

Michael joined a huddle of fourteen men lately in
desert camouflage, now dressed in the urban uniform of jeans and
polo shirts. "You have your van assignments," he said. "You all
volunteered for this mission, but generous commiserations have
nonetheless been placed in the glove boxes for each of you.
Remember, you never went on this mission. Once you're dropped at
the airport, you don't know these guys standing around you. Thanks
for your help. God bless you all."

With that, the men loaded into their vehicles and
disappeared into the black night.

Michael stood alone on the taxiway, enjoying the
silence. Then a cricket chirped, then another, then millions.
Vacation was over. He sighed, picked up the metal suitcase at his
feet, and turned toward the fence. He squeezed through the
vandalized gate and walked to where he knew the car was parked. He
pulled out his cell phone on the way.

"Michael here," he said into the mouthpiece. Where
were they now? St. Louis? "The package is in, and on its way north.
I'll meet it there in two days."

"Got it," the nameless drone said. "Stand by. Someone
here to speak to you."

Michael groaned. "Okay, put him on."

"Michael?"

"Good morning, Collins. You sleeping there now?"

"I wanted to talk to you as soon as you got in.
You've been invisible the last few days."

"What's the problem, Collins?"

"Your ex-wife. Very slick. She had an unauthorized
e-mail address at a college in Indianapolis. They didn't admit it,
but she had one. Consequently, we reached a dead end when we traced
her. Have you any idea...?"

"Now, how would I know that, Collins? We split almost
twelve years ago."

"I know. Still, I thought you might have a lead.
We've tried the telephone company and the Indianapolis utilities.
So far, zip."

"Then try her publishers. Don't they send her checks
somewhere?"

"We've tried. They won't release any
information."

"Well, for pity's sake, Collins. What do you expect
when you ask so very nicely? Look, I don't have time for this. I'll
give you her mother's address, but it may not be accurate after all
these years."

"That'll do for a start..." Collins said.

Michael rattled off the address and promptly hung up.
He tried to forget the call, drowning it in the menial chores of
finding his car, loading his case into the trunk, and dropping his
body behind the steering wheel. Then he sat, out of distractions,
and Sally rushed to meet his thoughts.

So, she had contacted the old lady in England. Big
deal. The old lady was a joke, pegged as a garden variety wacko.
Michael, of course, knew better. He knew much that the common
public didn't. But, what he knew meant nothing at all. What people
believed mattered more than fact, and what they believed veered far
from the mark. The Reverend's obsession with the old lady was
unwise, Michael thought, giving noticeable credence to her claims.
Deflecting Sally's interest was a dangerous strategy. Better to
ignore her, then have a good laugh when the story came out.

Still, wouldn't it be odd if this greatest moment in
Michael's life brought him once more into orbit with his greatest
failure and once-great obsession? He had thought her a memory,
thrown off for the Lord, and later for the Reverend's mission on
earth. He stopped a moment, and focused. He had thrown her off,
hadn't he?

Did he really want to pursue that question?

He shook his head to collect himself, then leaned
across to the glove box. There he found a map on which someone had
highlighted his route to the north. He glanced over the bright,
dayglo line. He chuckled, then laughed.

Jesus, Jesus, Jesus, he thought, turning the
ignition. You're so unsubtle sometimes.

The dayglo trail passed right through Indy.

#

Vasquez landed in Indy about the same time Michael
hit Florida. She traveled coach on her FBI debit card, with no
place to stay and very little luggage. But, a bed concerned her not
at all. She needed most to find LaMonte. To that end, she retrieved
her weapon, taken from her by airline security, and scared up a car
and directions to Broad Ripple. It was not until she found the
expressway that she settled down to any degree. Gary would wait at
Reiser's; Vasquez had made that clear. She only feared that the
visit might prove worthless; so much depended on Reiser's
attitude.

Before leaving Washington, she had pulled Sally's
history. Blackburn might have put her on convalescent leave, but he
hadn't revoked her access. Reiser's name peppered the Indianapolis
government archives, especially the police files. A sealed file for
juvenile delinquency had easily opened with FBI credentials. It was
small-time, stupid kid stuff. But beyond that were police reports
of disturbing the peace, and of domestic violence with Reiser was
the victim (reported by neighbors). There were hospital records,
and the court records of a rather acrimonious divorce. Sally
Reiser's life was a mess, and the mess involved men, one man in
particular.

Well, yeah, but at least she wasn't a killer.

The unexpected thought, so mercilessly self-critical,
stiffened her grip on the steering wheel. She was back at Kennedy,
staring down at a fevered, wounded monster. Strangely, her face
showed more clearly than his, and it was blank, hard, and
indifferent to his life, much less his rights. Human rights? Those
were for humans! The monster had been an animal lower than the dogs
that had eaten it. An insect ready for squashing.

She nodded, validating the squash, and the
unconscious gesture sickened her. She sank into her seat, cringing
from her naked self.

This isn't right, she thought.

Then she noticed a change in the road. The swirling
interchange had given way to a pitted four-lane thoroughfare. With
side streets. Where was the highway? Where was I-70?

She cursed under her breath and looked for street
signs. A dark building crouched at the next light, beyond a stretch
of chain link fence and a flat, open field. An electric sign next
to the fence advertised a name and dates for Christmas vacation. A
school.

Vasquez turned at the intersection, then again into
the school's front drive. She parked and took up the street map
that came with the car.

Okay, she thought, glad for a diversion to keep the
devils at bay. The illuminated sign said Bradbury Street. Stout
Field Elementary School. Was it on the map, and how did she get to
the highway from here?

She found it, but her searching finger also found
another, unintended landmark, one whose tiny red square and
near-microscopic text leapt at her with the force of dawning need.
The little square triggered a bombardment of memories, the
long-forgotten textures of childhood awe. There in the blackened
driveway she smelled the incense, heard the dependable, unchanging
chants, felt the comforting embrace of unconditional love.

A church. A Catholic church.

Only five or six blocks away.

She was there in two minutes. The sign on the corner
welcomed her to St. Ann Catholic Church and pointed her around a
tired white house and down a narrow side street. Another one
directed her into a parking lot that set the church back from the
main road. The building was squat, hexagonal, and small for its
purpose. All the windows were dark.

She parked. Common sense should have told her to
leave, to return to the highway and her mission. But common sense
had deserted her; Vasquez ran only on hope. She climbed from the
car. She walked to the church and the first door she found. Locked.
She knocked, tentatively at first, then with increasing force. No
one answered. Her pounding echoed off the house behind her. She
edged along the outside walls, found a window a little way over.
She knocked, but no answer. Another door hid in the pitch blackness
around the next corner, but pounding on it changed nothing. She
circled the building, pounding every ingress she found, sure that
someone, even a caretaker, might come to admit her.

No one did. The church stood closed to her.

Vasquez stood in the parking lot, looking defeated in
the dim light. Her soul dragged, and she knew the reason. It wasn't
her very real anguish at having killed without cause, nor her guilt
at having abrogated her oath to protect and uphold the law. Nothing
so grounded in the laws of man brought her spirit so low on this
night. She drowned instead in the certainty that her sins had made
her dead to God. She felt a growing terror that the church was
closed to her, physically and spiritually, for now and forever.

She felt alone, and doomed.

"May I help you?"

She turned toward the voice. A man stood close to the
worn, white house. He huddled deep in a black great coat, sweat
pants and house slippers protruding beneath its bulk. Porch light
bounced from his bald head. "May I help you?" he repeated.

"No," she said. "I was just leaving."

The man walked cautiously forward, as if approaching
a frightened animal. "A little early for Mass. They don't unlock
the doors for three or four hours, I reckon."

"It's a church," Vasquez protested. "Churches don't
close."

"A beautiful myth. I wish it were true." He stopped a
few feet away. The weak light of the street lamp revealed details
of his face. He was middle-aged, and his head was not entirely
bare. Gray wisps tangled at his temples and around his ears. "In
this neighborhood," he continued, "locking your doors isn't a crime
against faith, it's just common sense."

They watched each other, he with a searching
candidness, Vasquez with tired need.

"I'm Bob Kennelworth," the man offered. "Most people
call me Father Kennelworth, or Father Bob. You can call me Bob.
Late night special." He smiled.

"This is your church."

"No, it's God's church. I just keep the light
on."

She stepped toward him, an unintentionally aggressive
movement. The priest did not retreat, but rose to his full height
despite the sharp winter air.

"Father, I need confession. I'm sorry, I know it's
late, but I need it, I really do."

He relaxed and reached out to touch her arm. "Well,
normal confession is in the afternoon, but we've nothing better to
do right now, do we?"

#

The house was old, but well maintained. He sat her at
a cheap formica table in the kitchen, and went to the stove to make
tea. "So, should I make myself presentable, or do my Fruit of the
Loom vestments do the trick?"

She tried to smile at his forced humor, but curving
her lips proved a monumental task.

"Tea?"

"Thank-you."

"It'll be a few minutes." He stopped fiddling and
took a seat across from her. He tried to look disarming, but
Vasquez saw his uncertainty. What was this about? his eyes asked.
How can I help this woman? What brings her pounding on doors in the
middle of the night? "Quite a shiner you have there," he said, as
if just noticing. "Hmmm... goes down your face, I see."

"It goes all the way down," she admitted. "I jumped
from an airplane. Well, sort of." She felt like a child before this
man. She hoped he judged her lightly. "I've sinned, Father. I've
sinned big-time." She looked at him, her whole spirit pleading.
"You may not want to hear this."

"The Lord commands that whatever we forgive be
forgiven in heaven." He shrugged. "I'm kind of obligated to forgive
everything."

She sat there, staring at her hands.

"How about your name," he coaxed. "I'm at a
disadvantage here..."

"Rosa."

"Ah. You from around here, Rosa?"

"No. I'm originally from Mexico. Then El Paso."

"Right. I guessed as much, the Mexico thing, that is.
You have that beautiful accent. When was your last confession,
Rosa?"

She was a long time answering. "Confirmation."

"Uh-huh. And I guess you weren't an adult
convert?"

"No."

He chuckled. "Well, I guess you're a little rusty.
Normally, we start with a prayer, kind of gets the ol' mouth
moving. Would you like to offer one, or should I?"

Vasquez opened her mouth, closed it. She looked at
him helplessly, her mind blank. She had only wanted confession. She
carried no formal words within her. She couldn't even recall the
Lord's Prayer, the most basic of Christian petitions. Instead, she
wondered if she made a mistake, if she should leave this place.

Then, as if dredged by an attentive muse, words
surfaced from her buried childhood and flowed from her mouth with
the rhythm of psalms.

"Shepherd me, O Lord, from all my wants,

from all my fears, from death into life."

Her voice cracked at the aptness of the words. She
struggled to finish, feeling the full burden of her personal hell.
Her body heaved. Her shoulders shook, and she gripped the table
with fierce intensity. Tears flowed from the floodgates of her
eyes.

Father Kennelworth rose from his chair and patted her
shoulder. He respected her sorrow, and refrained from comment.

He went to get tea.

#

The headline staggered him, made him nauseous.
Collins reached a trembling hand toward the tabloid in the
convenience rack.

 


RADIO PREACHER IS EX-NAZI, WAR SURVIVOR SAYS

 


Davidson's earnest face glared from a full-page
photograph. The shot was not complimentary; he looked forbidding,
capable of evil.

"Shit," Collins hissed, then looked at the store
cashier. "When did this come out?"

"They delivered them twenty minutes ago," the cashier
said. "Ain't them stories a hoot?"

Collins hardly heard her. He read the article.

"Shit, shit, SHIT!" he said.

#

She stared at an old man's face, an old man's face in
the black window, a reflection against the night outside.
Extraordinary, she thought, and the geriatric's knobby hand reached
up to touch his wrinkled cheek, just as she touched hers. This is
me, she reasoned, as only one reasoned in a dream.

Her car rattled along its track. Somewhere ahead, the
locomotive sounded a mournful whistle. She had been here before,
she thought with growing horror. She knew this train, this ride,
and where it led. She knew what the night told her, for it had told
her the same so often before. She had lived this dream, though she
had never remembered it.

It is your purpose. You must destroy the
Antichrist.

Dark, wormy fear engulfed her. She rocked in her
seat, could not look away from her grizzled reflection. An old man,
she thought, why an old man? Red eyes. Haggard from age and fear.
Hers, and his. She wrung her hands until they hurt.

It was the same as every other time, but now clear, a
concrete memory. The fear, and the pain in her hands. And the false
memories, his memories, insinuating themselves like journalistic
record into her anxious mind. Through him, she recalled the dank,
ageless rot that had assaulted her nose at the party, a stink like
an empty house left to the elements. There had stood the Antichrist
himself, a desiccated mummy in an expensive Italian suit, laughing,
drinking martinis, telling jokes. No one had noticed. All those
discerning people crowded into those lavish rooms, and none had
seen the monster among them. Not even that young, grim-faced man in
the cheap suit, who stood out from the obvious rich in his company,
and who looked so much like Hitler. The monster hung at his elbow,
solicitous and expectant.

Only she noticed its presence, but could do nothing
about it. This was a dream, after all, a predestined, pre-plotted
nightmare. She had made the usual phone call to that disembodied
voice, to Birget, but the phone call never changed. The voice
didn't believe. The Antichrist was drugs, the voice had said, or
liquor, or not enough sleep. The voice offered nothing to kill this
terrible dream. Now, this old man's form careened to the end of its
nightmare. Her stiff, arthritic hands trembled against a fate they
had endured a dozen times.

The mournful whistle. Her stop drifted into sight,
the dark platform almost empty. She snatched at her wits, held them
close as she rose against her will and passed beyond the
compartment door. She couldn't concentrate; foreknowledge hung
before her, too terrible to contemplate, too terrible to ignore. In
this time, in this place, the monster she feared could find no
better home. So many prophesies lay fulfilled. The chaos, the
warfare, the financial and political disasters, the increased
atheism and growing occultism had all been foretold and proven
true. The world lay ripe for the greatest of usurpers, who would
lead the world to terror, and then to death. And what better nest
for his evil hatchings than this dream of hers, a prewar Germany
steeped in poverty, starved for a chance to revenge lost fortunes.
The Brownshirts, the communists, the pseudo-intellectuals and the
defeated military all made perfect soldiers for the armies of hell
to come. They needed no recruiting, no propaganda to focus their
rage. They were already trained through the crucible of Versailles,
and were willing.

The Antichrist was here. Golem.

Two men stood on the platform, one impeccable in a
brushed wool suit, the other wearing that Brownshirt uniform so
common in this time. They both looked well fed, and hungry for more
than food.

"Abend," the impeccable man said as he tipped his hat
in greeting. Always that hat. Always so polite. "You are Herr Karl
Reiser, out of Berlin?"

"Ja," she answered in natural German, a language she
didn't know. "What's the matter?"

"Please, come along. Someone wishes to speak with
you."

She tried to refuse. Perhaps, if she woke up...

"Come along! Now!" the Brownshirt snatched at her
arm.

She looked from one man to the other, and her already
mangled spirit collapsed against their resolve. Who is Karl Reiser?
she had once asked her mother after one of the dreams. Her mother
had frozen as if slapped in the face. Then her expression had
morphed to a terrible mix of anger and pain, and her response had
bristled with rage. He's dead! she had shouted. He's dead! They all
are! He died in the ovens at Auschwitz! The question never arose
again.

These men, they came from the monster.

The train sighed away from the station. Hopelessly,
she watched it go. She was a mouse caught in a cat's paw, frozen in
the moment before her end. If only she could stop the dream... But,
she never had. It always marched to the end, and its brutal,
indecipherable purpose. The Brownshirt nudged her forward, and the
three crossed the platform to the exit. The station was a plaster
and tile echo chamber populated by a single ticket agent seated
within his cage, a living mannequin. He was background, no help at
all.

A late model Mercedes waited beneath the deep,
funereal shadows of a linden tree, its canvas top up. Moving
between her guards, she crunched across gravel to the car. She
shrank as she drew near. The impeccable man supported her, pushed
her onward.

The Brownshirt pulled open the front passenger door.
Someone leaned across from the driver's side, a dark figure on a
dark night, almost invisible.

She knew who it was.

"You saw something you shouldn't have," the figure
said in a voice like dry leaves in the wind. "This is unfortunate."
He patted the passenger's seat.

The impeccable man grabbed her old man's neck and
forced her into the car. Her fear finally gave way to panic. She
struggled, but without success. They had their prey, and would not
give it up. Then that rotted stench from the party pressed into her
nostrils, choking her until she sagged.

She wailed, condemned and terrified, but the car door
closed on her anyway.

#

Sally burst awake, greased with sweat. "Oh, God," she
wailed, "I remember."

#

"I am cast as a kind of Christian halcyon in these
final days. You see, the halcyon is a fabled bird that calms the
sea while it nests there during the winter solstice. How
appropriate, for this is the solstice, the shortest of days, and
the winds rush so violently, and threaten worse. My mission is to
keep the watch, to expose false prophets, and to spread the tenets
of the Lord. Heed our Lord, who plainly said that none would know
the time of his coming. Heed the words of Matthew 24:36. 'Of that
day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the
Son, but the Father only.' Could a mere mortal divine the plans of
God, just because he claims Christian faith and speaks across the
radio? Ensure that no one leads you astray. For many will come in
his name, saying 'I am the Christ.' They will bring rumors of wars,
or unrest and chaos, and marshal you into camps, claiming the day
is at hand. But, understand this: if they say the world will end
tomorrow, then surely it will not. For how could they know? The Son
of Man comes at an hour you do not expect."

Gary nodded on the border of sleep, the words and
images from the Bennington rebroadcast kneading the reality in his
mind. He had tuned in to reruns of Saved By the Bell, then The Andy
Griffith Show. Now Bennington filled the screen, and Gary couldn't
rouse himself to punch the remote.

"You've heard the news. You know of the bombings of
synagogues, planes, and trains, and the murder of laborers. I won't
lie to you: these really could be portents of the end. But, they
are more likely the common muck of our miserable earthly existence,
signifying nothing beyond the decadence of man. Do not run to those
selling fear! Put your house in order, come to the faith,
rededicate yourself to God. Do great works for all the days
allotted you, and live not in fear. Let the master return and find
the servant occupied with His work, not engaged in foolery."

Next to Gary, Gramma slapped her knee. "Preach it,
Reverend!" she cried with joy.

From the Mac station, Dr. Ikaru gravely puffed his
pipe. "A polarization of belief systems," he offered. "It also
happened in the last millennium, and the crusades were born from
the aftermath. Isn't that what you wrote, Gary?"

"Oh, what would you know?" Gramma complained. "You
didn't write that paper. Now, what's that? The door?"

Gary's head snapped up from his chest. Bennington had
relinquished the rostrum in favor of a blonde, overweight gospel
singer and her multi-ethnic choir. Except for the TV, the living
room was dark. What had awakened him? Sally and Eulie slept
upstairs.

Someone knocked on the front door.

Gary rubbed his eyes and went to the window. A late
model sedan sat behind the Nissan, and Vasquez waited on the stoop.
He invited her in with hushed greetings.

"She's sleeping," he said. "Should I get her?"

Vasquez seemed relieved by Sally's absence. "No, let
her be. I need to talk to you."

"Okay. Umm, can I take your coat?"

"Please."

Soon, they sat together on the couch. Vasquez watched
the stairs. "Your call corresponded to some very recent
discoveries, Gary. I think your friend could be in trouble, maybe
even in danger, and we must find a way to protect her."

"In danger? Who from? You said this involved Bible
Scholar."

"That lead you gave us finally paid off. There were
five other incidents, but they were small enough to escape even
regional attention, let alone federal scrutiny. They were unified
by the Bible verses left behind at each scene, but secrecy
prevented local police from making any connection. Yesterday, we
apprehended two suspects, one for arson in Washington state, and
one for vandalizing a reservoir in Kentucky. They're both followers
of the Reverend Arthur Davidson. What's more, they knew our
suicides at Kennedy, also Davidson fans."

"Okay, but where did you get this info? The guys at
Kennedy sure didn't talk."

"These newest aren't any different. Most of what we
know is second hand, coming from relatives and friends. Anyway, the
entire Davidson empire is now under surveillance." She fidgeted in
place. "It almost didn't happen. Davidson was an important
contributor to the president's reelection campaign."

"Sally wrote a story about Davidson," Gary said. "I
don't know what it said, but it wasn't anything nice, if I know her
at all."

"Did it tie him to terrorism?"

"I said, I don't know. She's private about her
stories. I think she's ashamed of them."

"She didn't tell you anything?"

Gary thought. He wondered what any of this meant for
Sally. "She's written stuff about Davidson before, and John
Bennington, the TV guy." He nodded toward the television. "She gets
her material from their own Internet web pages and the Internet
forums built around them." He looked at Vasquez doubtfully. "There
was this thing about an e-mail account. She closed an account at
University Computing Services after giving its address over the
net. Right after, some guys came to the computer lab, looking for
her."

"Then they got her home address, and broke into her
house."

"I doubt it. The account was unofficial. No records.
The tech in charge admitted nothing. The men went away
empty-handed."

"Who were they?"

He watched her with narrowed eyes. "Actually, Sally
thought it was you."

"Excuse me?"

"The men looked like cops, maybe even feds. Sally
thinks they were you. She also thinks you broke into her
house."

Vasquez stiffened. "I didn't go after her e-mail,
Gary. And I didn't burglarize her home..."

"You threatened worse."

"But, I didn't do it. You believe me, don't you?"

Gary sagged, his half-hearted challenge broken. "Then
who the hell's responsible? If they did it once, they could do it
again, and next time she might be home."

"You said that the only thing missing was dirt on
Davidson. I don't think he likes his press."

"You think he sent goons to shut Sally up? Why? She
writes for tabloids, for God's sake."

"Much of Davidson's financial support comes from that
demographic. I mean the people who actually believe what the
tabloids print. If she wrote something damning, it could affect his
financial base..."

"Come on. She's been writing the stuff for years.
Nobody ever bothered her before."

"I can't say," Vasquez sighed. "I'll have to talk to
her. But, it's also possible your friend--"

"Sally."

"What?"

"She has a name. It's Sally. Treat her with
respect."

"Okay, Sally," Vasquez drawled. "She might be in
danger, especially if Davidson heads a major -- and very violent --
terrorist organization."

"You think it's going that way?"

"The trend is fairly definite."

"Man, he's coming to Indy. This weekend. Sally and I
are getting tickets."

"That may not be wise."

"It's a research thing. She's writing a story. I'm
observing the crowd."

"If Davidson is behind all this, he may not care for
her presence."

"She needs protection. I'll go wake her."

Vasquez grabbed his arm, then coaxed him back to the
couch. "There's more."

Gary's throat tightened at her tone. It got worse?
Sally was on the shit list of the biggest terrorist in American
history? It got worse than that?

"One of our targets is a guy named Michael
Adams--"

"Oh, shit..."

"You know him?"

"I know of him. He's Sally's ex, right? The son of a
bitch used to beat her. Psychological warfare, too. He's a scum
bag."

"He's also her ex, Gary. Because of that, I don't
think she's trustworthy with this information."

Gary snorted. "You think Sally might collaborate with
the man who destroyed her life?"

"Statistics bear out--"

Anger fought reason for control of Gary's face. "I
know the fucking statistics. I'm telling you it's bullshit. Sally
wants nothing to do with that Michael Adams character. She'd just
as soon kick his balls as kiss him."

Vasquez spoke very softly. "Gary, you're a nice guy.
She's very lucky--"

"Whatever's between us--"

"--but you don't know much about men and women."

"--is none of your business."

"Granted. But, some men are control freaks. They
threaten, torture, and bend a woman until she's convinced she likes
it, or she blames herself for the treatment. Women like that lose
any rational compass where men are concerned. They behave stupidly.
I'm sorry, Gary, but the statistics say that Sally will run back to
Adams any chance he gives her, and take his abuse with whipped
cream and nuts. She'll also take her son into it--"

"Bullshit!"

"--and, if she does that to her son, then why protect
our measly little secrets?"

Something bumped upstairs. They stared at each other,
knowing the source of the sound. Vasquez begged silence with her
serious honey eyes.

"Who is it?" Sally said from the bottom of the
stairs.

Vasquez stood. She moved between Gary and Sally.
"It's Agent Vasquez, Miss Reiser. I was discussing your case with
Gary here."

Sally gave no response.

"I was concerned about your break-in."

Sally stood just in the TV's light in a tightly
wrapped terry cloth robe over sweat pants. Her face shone with
skepticism. It also glistened from sweat.

"I think you might have offended someone in the
Davidson camp, possibly even a low-grade disciple, a glorified dead
head. With your help, I can locate them."

Sally stared, then sought Gary's eyes. He sat on the
couch, elbows on knees, holding his lips closed to a line. "Gary?
What is this? You said Bible Scholar--"

"My fault," Vasquez hastened to say. "I misread some
data. Sorry, I'm out of the loop. They took me off the case."

"How sad for you," Sally said, not sounding sad at
all.

"I'll get you protection until we find this guy.
Could you tell me what he was after?"

Sally ran her hands through her hair, her eyes not
moving from Gary. "I don't need your protection."

"Gary told me about the e-mail thing. That wasn't us.
Neither was this burglary."

Sally grunted skepticism. She moved to the Mac and
bumped its mouse to activate its screen. "I can take care of
myself, thank-you."

"Miss Reiser, I know we haven't exactly clicked,
but--"

Sally's glare was death. Vasquez shut her mouth.

Two clicks of the mouse, and Sally's printer hummed
with activity. "Here," she said, handing over the double-spaced
pages. "If you wanted it so bad, you could have just waited. It
hits the newsstand this morning."

"Thank-you. I wish I could gain your trust in this
matter."

"Do you have what you need to grab this evil
manuscriptnapper?"

Vasquez returned her stare, insulted.

"Then I guess you ought to leave. Unless you and Gary
have something else to discuss behind my back. Should I go back
upstairs and plug my ears?"

Vasquez sighed. She took up her coat, but did not put
it on. "I'm not dense," she said, moving to the door. Then she was
gone, the door hanging wide behind her.

Sally clicked it closed.

Here it comes, Gary thought.

"What is this?" Sally asked. "What were you saying
before I came down?"

"It's classified."

She snorted. "Classified? You'd pull that on me? It
was about me, wasn't it? Wasn't it?"

He looked at her, helpless. "She offered you
protection, Sally. I think you should take it."

"I think I should get back to bed and out of the
company of so-called friends." She padded to the stairs. "You can
stay 'til morning, since there aren't any buses. I've blankets
somewhere. Help yourself."

"Where are they?"

"That's classified."

#

He watched her leave and wondered who she was. Not a
casual acquaintance, not this late. He nudged his sleeping partner,
squelched his grumbling as the sedan backed from the Reiser
driveway.

"Get on that radio," he said, and rattled off the
license plate number. "Rental car. Avis. Find out who rented it.
He'll want to know."

"Aww, man, why me? You're the one awake."

"I have to watch the house."

"And I have to get some sleep."

"Fine. I'll report that attitude next time he
calls."

The grumbler climbed to the back, bypassing the
stowed surveillance equipment and the weapons in their fiberglass
cases. He found the laptop far in the rear of the van, then opened
it and activated its VOIP connection. He rubbed his face and
yawned, wondering at the time. Maybe he'd wake them up. So? The
Reverend always said "The clock's poised at 11:59 and fifty-nine
seconds! Waiting is not an option!" Fine. The grumbler hoped he'd
scare them all out of bed. Yawning once more, he clicked the proper
icon, and spoke.

 


 


 



Chapter Eleven:

Romans 2:21-23

 


Arthur Davidson stormed from the broadcast booth, the
station manager trailing him. "Did you hear that nonsense?" he
roared to Collins, who waited just down the hall. "This is
intolerable!"

"I'm so sorry," the station manager keened. "But, we
couldn't screen them out, even with your people helping."

Collins weathered the worst of Davidson's fury. "An
entire hour of 'Why did you help the Nazis, Reverend?', 'My
grandfather fought the Nazis, Reverend', 'Are you really an angel
of Satan, Reverend?' By God, Collins, it must be stopped!"

"Perhaps a second, explanatory broadcast would help?"
the station manager suggested, wringing his hands.

"Please!" Davidson spat. "We need to speak alone! Do
you mind?"

"Sorry, not at all. I'll just be in the office..."
The manager sidled past, then disappeared down the hall.

Collins waited for his boss to collect himself.
Davidson breathed deeply, exhaled anger into the hall. "I'll have
to attack," he decided, "destroy it before it gets me. You talk to
advertising, Collins. Change the ads to reflect this strategy. I
will attack the press that released the story; I will attack and
destroy the writer. They will learn what it is to libel a prophet
of God."

"Umm, sir?" Collins hated contradicting his chief,
but sometimes it was necessary. "Maybe there's a better way?"

"Oh?" Davidson turned on Collins. His eyes were
frightful things, full of depth, age, and condescension. He was
unlike other men. He tolerated men as commodities, discarding them
when expedient. All this showed in his eyes, which was one reason
he did radio.

"Well, sir, wouldn't it be best to just shrug it off?
I mean, look what she said. You're a walking dead, an abomination?
A confidant of Hitler, engineer of the Jewish genocide? What's that
make you, at least a hundred and forty years old? It's all
nonsense, sir. Maybe we should treat it as such, and just laugh it
off?"

Davidson's tone was impatient. "Your vision is so
limited, Collins. You want to believe with all your heart. The
question is what to believe."

Collins shrank away. Davidson continued unabated.
"They did the same to the Christ, Collins. They covered him in half
truths, then escorted him to the cross. But, at least his destiny
lay with that cross. He died that we might live. My purpose is
somewhat different. I have a mission, and cannot succumb to
obstacles set by man. So many times, I've suffered at the hands of
my enemies. The Turks halted four crusades. The so-called
enlightened clergy of Rome abolished the Inquisition. I found
myself mired in madmen and bullies in the French revolution and the
First World War. Only in the second did I find the shadow of
promise..." Collins listened, but none of it was new. He knew about
the prophecies and the Reverend's unique spin on them. He knew the
plan for the next few weeks. But, he didn't know everything. He
still wondered at these tirades. Did the Reverend speak in
allegory, or did he seriously believe that all those lives were
his? Not that it really mattered. Though odd indeed, he led the
movement, carrying it by sheer charisma. "I have the tools this
time, Collins, and a clear mandate from God himself." Davidson
stared at his chief assistant, oblivious of the office workers
passing around them. His voice was loud and strained. "I have been
called by God to destiny, and I will be allowed to complete my
work!"

The hall fell still at his booming declaration.
Witnesses stared as Davidson shrugged, looked around, and seemed to
recall his surroundings. Dismissing the strangers, he leaned close
to Collins. "The Reiser woman," he whispered with venom, "I want
her expunged."

With that, he walked away, his firm steps ringing
against the hard tile floor.

#

"Thanks for the ride. I appreciate it."

"I was going here, anyway."

Her tone stung. She had been testy all morning, and
refused to let up. Now they left the car in a campus parking
garage, and Sally walked from the exit, leaving Gary behind.

"Hey," he said, jogging to catch up. "Can I help it
if she told me a secret? I didn't ask her to, you know."

"Oh, please! She gave you money, a wink, and a shot
at excitement, and you're signed on like a lifer."

"Sally, you know better than that. It's a job. They
wanted you, too, after all."

"Who said I wanted this gig? God, why am I talking to
you? You're just a spy for your girlfriend. It's a power kick to
you. Just like the others."

They stopped on the sidewalk and checked for traffic.
The street was empty. With the students gone after finals, the
campus looked just as deserted.

"You're full of it," Gary said.

"Oh? You talked about me, Gary. What did you
say?"

Gary held his tongue.

"Just what I thought. Have a nice day, junior G-man."
She cut across the street.

Gary followed. "You're not very easy to like, you
know."

"Nobody's given me reason to be."

He grabbed her arm. She shook free, but he latched on
again. He held her close, their faces inches apart. "I'd never hurt
you. Please, believe that."

"Let go of me."

He held her stare a moment, searching her eyes for
the smallest speck of compassion. All he found was ice. Sighing, he
released her. She stood there a second, hitching her bag farther up
her shoulder. Then she turned away, headed toward the Technology
Building a short walk down the street.

Let her go, Gary thought. She's a headache,
anyway.

Go to her, he thought again. Don't let her leave like
this.

He turned the other way down the street, and cut
across the grass to his building.

#

"Ah," Dr. Ikaru said as Gary entered his office. "I'm
glad you're early. Now, I can leave before lunch."

Gary placed his book bag on the only other chair. He
fished out the manila envelopes and handed them across the desk.
"Graded tests and student evaluations."

"Excellent. So, I guess you're free until January.
Have a seat, young man. Have a seat."

The office was a closet, barely large enough for the
worn desk dominating its space. When Gary took his book bag's place
in the chair, his extended legs stretched nearly across the
room.

"You look morose," Dr. Ikaru observed as he opened
the envelopes and filed their contents. Normally, he first verified
the test results against the key, and then against the semester
grades, but Gary was nothing if not efficient. "What is it, Gary?
Money problems again?"

"Worse," Gary sighed. "Women."

Ikaru grinned. "An interesting change. I thought you
were maybe a celibate monk of some obscure religious order."

"Sure. The Order of the Burned Out, Overworked
Doctoral Student. No, money's no problem, not lately, anyway. I
told you about that FBI gig."

"Yes. Our friend Mr. Tuttle was very disappointed,
but he did recommend you to the federals."

"Well, cash isn't a worry."

"But, this girl is. I remember those days. Of course,
after thirty-four years of marriage, the rough ways are made
smooth. Is this something you'd like to discuss?"

"No. But I'd like some information. I figured you'd
have answers, if anyone does."

"Well! I'll try to vindicate your faith." He stopped
working his papers.

Gary leaned across the desk. "I'm not exactly sure
about this. This girl I know has a little boy, six years old, with
mental and physical disabilities. She isn't rich, and her son's
therapies suck her income dry; she barely survives. Are there any
government programs to alleviate the financial stress?"

Ikaru nodded. "There certainly are, especially if she
lives within any of the larger school districts of the metro area.
I can't recall specific names of programs, but the public schools
are required to offer special education opportunities to students
within their districts, all the way from preschool, mind you, and
they do it essentially for free."

"I don't think she's worried about classes. He's in a
solid, sensitive preschool. It's the medical expenses that bury
her."

"The public school programs include physical, speech,
and psychological therapy, at the least. I think they offer
occupational therapy, too. The services are very complete if the
individual program is properly administered, and services are based
on an evaluation of the student by school personnel, parents, and
members of the medical community."

"And, it's free?"

"As far as I know. It's really a social services
issue, but the tentacles of SPEA reach far and wide, as I'm sure
you know." He smiled. "Seriously, you should check the public
school commitment. As long as they receive federal funds for
special education, they must provide these services."

Gary stared at nothing, planning. "So, I can get
details at the School of Social Sciences..."

"I'll do you better than that, young man. Call
Crossroads Rehabilitation Center on the north side of town. They
can direct you to specific programs, maybe even specific
administrators."

"Shiny. I won't have to hunt as much."

Ikaru grinned. "You like this girl, don't you,
Gary?"

"She's a friend," Gary said, "or she used to be."

#

"Got your stuff," Kevin said when Sally walked
through the door. The computer lab was empty. Even the tech-heads
were absent, home for Christmas vacation. Kevin left his
workstation in the back corner of the room and walked up the double
row of Macintoshes to where Sally stood in the entryway. He took a
jump drive from his shirt pocket and held it out to her.

"Thanks, Kevin. I'm grateful."

"No sweat. It helped pass the time." Their fingers
brushed as she took the drive. She flinched away. "What's the
matter?" Kevin asked, as if he couldn't guess.

"Nothing. I'm just foul, that's all. Thanks, Kevin.
'Bye."

"Don't you want to know what's on it?" Kevin asked as
she turned to leave. His voice held an edge of desperation.

"I'll read it at home," she said from the door. "I
can read it, can't I?"

He shrugged. "Well, sure. But, aren't you even
curious?"

She wanted to leave, to just throw him a disingenuous
smile and hurry out the door. After all, what did Kevin want beyond
a fighting chance at sex? Not much, she imagined. Still, she owed
him. Where would she shop for data, if not through him? "Okay, I'll
bite. What's on the drive?"

"Weird shit," he said with enthusiasm. "Digging it up
was a hoot." He grabbed a chair from a workstation and offered it
to her. Sally choked a tired sigh, and sat. "Your old lady said
Arthur Davidson was in his seventies and schmoozing with Hitler
back in the 1920s. The public record says he was born in the
thirties in Argentina. To determine what was what, I networked some
friends in Buenos Aires and Berlin. I asked them to check their
ends for anything on Davidson's past, including birth records. I
also asked them to toss me their links, so I could archive them for
your reference."

Listen to him preen, Sally thought, and wanted to
smack him. Do men actually carry a gene for self-importance?

Getting no reaction, Kevin pushed on, though his tone
deflated. "Argentina found zip on the web. Records that old aren't
computerized. But, he was nice enough to check the physical files
at city hall. Your birth date is correct: April 18, 1937. No news
there. Arthur Davidson, born to Jewish immigrants from
Germany."

Sally frowned, disappointed.

"But," Kevin continued, grinning, "something very
interesting. My friend also found the records of Arthur Davidson,
age eight months, who died on December 3, 1937."

"Died."

"Uh-huh. In his sleep. What we'd call sudden infant
death syndrome. He's buried in a Jewish cemetery outside Buenos
Aires. And no other Arthur Davidson was born any time during or
around that period."

"You're sure," she said, interested now. "I mean,
record keeping back then..."

"Come on, Sally. We're talking the 1930s, not the
middle ages." He pulled out a chair and sat close across from her.
"In 1945, the family Davidson had copies made of little Arthur's
birth records. The request for copies dove-tailed with a sudden
rise in fortunes for Mr. Davidson's shoe business, which had been
choking for years. Seems Mr. Davidson got a sudden influx of
investment capital from a small but ass-kicking stock speculation
company from Germany, proprietor and sole employee a guy named
Werner Braun."

"From Germany."

"Uh-huh. My buds in Germany checked out this Braun
guy, but couldn't get much, considering the sheer number of Brauns
involved. It's close to looking up John Smith here in America. So,
considering the bizarro nature of your research -- Davidson being a
Nazi Methuselah, and all -- I had them check the records for the
mid-1860s. You know, seventy-five or so years before the Davidson
birth?"

"Yes, Kevin, you're very clever. What did you
find?"

"Nothing yet. Too many cities, too many border
changes, too many wars resulting in too many lost or destroyed
records."

"There's an end to this, right Kevin?"

"So, figuring we were just too swamped, we came at
the problem from the other direction, checking the bios of all
Hitler's recorded associates. Hitler's very big on the web. That's
how we found Frau Bechstein's parties for the rich, famous, and the
up-and-coming, a series of soirees held at her house both before
and during the war."

Sally straightened in her chair. The hair rose on her
arms and neck. "Frau Beckstein. Karl Reiser went to those
parties."

Kevin looked at her questioningly. "Right, whoever
that is."

My grandfather's brother, Sally thought, her stomach
sinking. She feared what Kevin might tell her next. Dry leaves
rattled in the dark of her mind.

She stood suddenly, startling both of them. She
hitched her bag higher onto her shoulder. "Look, I really need to
run, Kevin. I'll read it on the Mac and talk with you later--"

"But, we got him, Sally. Werner Braun, born September
7, 1865, rich gentry-at-large, the source of his fortune a
mystery."

"That's great, Kevin," she said, her voice rising in
pitch, "but I'm looking for Arthur Davidson, not Werner Braun. This
is getting too convoluted and too ... too silly." She turned toward
the door as she spoke. "Thanks for the help, Kevin. You're a
pal."

"No, hold on!" he shouted as she left. "I'm just
getting to the good part!" He bolted to his workstation and
rummaged the papers there. "I've something here you have to see.
Just one minute--"

But, she was gone.

Sally hurried away from the lab,
her boots clicking on the tile floor. She felt relief and
disappointment at once, relief that she had escaped Kevin's puppy
dog affections, and regret at having cut off his story without
hearing the end. But, did she really want to know the end? She
strangled that thought and shook herself. Kevin told a ridiculous
story, the worst, most clichéd science fiction drivel. Drivel she
could work with, but even the trashy tabloids would balk at such
utter fantasy.

"Sally, hold up!" she heard from behind, and groaned.
Kevin caught her at the exit.

"Come on, look at this," he said, panting from his
run. "It's what you asked for, after all." He handed her a
photographic image taken from the web. The paper framed eight men
eying her with humorless, arrogant faces. She recognized one as
Adolf Hitler. Kevin tapped a face circled in black marker.

Sally's hands shook. She felt sick and afraid. It is
your purpose, not mine, the old woman had said. You must destroy
the Antichrist. "It's him," Sally said. "It's Arthur Davidson."

"No," Kevin corrected. "It's Werner Braun."

She didn't know what to say, but fears scrabbled
within her, paralyzing her will. Something formed in the dark of
her being, almost visible, almost within reach. She feared that
thing, feared the radical change it threatened for her life. Just
in time, she forced it away, and threw up hasty walls of
denial.

"For God's sake, Kevin, do you realize how silly this
sounds?"

"It's just what your old lady in England says.
Besides, it's a picture. Now, unless this is Arthur Davidson's
long-lost identical twin great-grandfather, then some weird shit is
going on, and that's for sure."

"You're saying that Arthur Davidson was born Werner
Braun in 1865, that he amassed a fortune under mysterious
circumstances, that he helped Hitler orchestrate the Holocaust,
then fled to Argentina and bought himself a new identity from the
very people he tried to exterminate?"

"You forgot the part about his being over a hundred
and forty years old and not having aged an hour in sixty-plus
years."

"That's bullshit," Sally spat, "lame-brained,
cockeyed bullshit!" She shoved the printout back at him. "What
about the Davidson kid's family? Are you saying they kept all this
secret for half a century?"

"No, I'm saying that there aren't any Davidsons
anymore, at least not from that family. They all died in various
accidents between 1945 and 1948. Very tragic, don't you think?"

She stared at him, her jaw tight.

"From there," he continued, "it gets strange. Once we
made this Braun character, we were able to find his records. Same
story as with the Davidsons, only the Brauns didn't die in
accidents after selling their dead kid's identity. They were killed
during the kulturkampf of 1878 by anti-Catholic gangbangers."

She continued to stare, saying nothing.

"Kulturkampf," he elaborated. "Cultural struggle.
Chancellor Bismarck tried to break the Catholic Church in Germany.
I wouldn't be surprised if some other version of Werner Braun
masterminded that, as well."

The muscles flexed in Sally's jaw. She thought she
might scream.

"Then there's our theory about the birth record
purchases. We figure it wouldn't do much good to buy birth records
only a few years old, not when you're presumably seventy-five. We
think he makes the buy every five or ten years, and stocks up the
documents so he always has something to choose from. Of course,
that means a lot more families doing the dust to dust thing, don't
you think?"

Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.

"Hey, I thought you wanted this. Don't you write this
stuff all the time?"

"He has not one, but two false identities. So, how
old is he this time, Kevin?"

Kevin's lips grew tight. He threw up his hands.
"Okay, fine. I was just doing a favor." He turned back down the
hall. "It's okay," he called over his shoulder. "I'm cool. You
change your mind, it's all on the disk. And, thank-you, I will have
a great Christmas break, just as soon as I put some distance
between me and all this sci-fi crapola."

She stood alone at the exit. Except for Kevin's
footsteps, the building crouched uncomfortably still around her.
Had she screwed up again? How so? Because she refused to
acknowledge this clean corroboration of the old lady's fantasies?
Because she refused to acknowledge the blatantly Old Testament
essence of the story unfolding before her? Because she refused to
acknowledge her vindicated dream? Her great-uncle Reiser had
disappeared after meeting Werner Braun at a society party. His
family, those Hitler could grab, had all died in the death camps.
The Reiser/Braun connection had vanished with the dead, except for
a call to Birget Hoffmann eighty years ago, a phone call in a
dream. A terrible message had hunted Sally across time and
circumstance, and now across her own black chasm of fear.

It is your purpose. You must destroy the
Antichrist.

No. It was bullshit, untouchable even for the lowest
of tabloids. This had been her heat pump, maybe three thousand
bucks. Not anymore, not this story.

The thought screamed through the empty, judgmental
halls.

"Well, fuck you, too!" she yelled, and regretted the
outburst immediately.

After standing there for another few moments, she
huffed through the exit and into the cold, lonely campus.

#

She watched him approach across the desolate
quadrangle. She seemed not to notice as he brushed snow from the
bench and sat down beside her. She just sat there, her knitted hat
and mittens off, her coat open wide to the harsh winter cold. She
did not wait for him to speak, did not wait for anything. She just
sat there, her eyes tired and old.

"I saw you through the windows, from up there in the
SPEA building," he said. "Kind of cold, don't you think?"

"Not so cold," she said, her voice deadpan, almost
mechanical. "It's so quiet here."

"That's because everyone with sense is out of the
cold."

"Have you ever thought about it? Freezing to death? I
mean, it's such a peaceful way to go in the movies. You just turn
gradually whiter, and you fall asleep."

The hair tickled the nape of his neck.

"Don't worry, I'm not making plans. I have Eulie to
think of."

"You've more than that, Sally."

She turned to him and flashed that magnificent smile.
It was a vital elixir that quenched as no other could. "You said my
name," her voice sparkled. "I love it when you say my name. At
first, you wouldn't do it. Have you decided you like me?"

"You're all right, just weird. Does all this mean
you're no longer mad?"

"I'm not mad, not at anybody. I just need a
vacation."

The almost treeless quadrangle was a desert of
wind-swept snow. The bench on which they sat seeped cold through
Gary's jeans and into his numbing body. "I'm freezing my ass," he
complained.

"This was my heat pump," Sally said, less a response
than continued broodiness. "But, they won't buy it and I'm too
scared to write it."

"What's the matter?" Gary asked, worried.

"Nothing. I'm just tired."

"We all are, Sally. It's part of life. Whatever's
bothering you, leave it in the past. Turn around. See what fills
your future."

"I have Eulie."

"You also have me."

She nuked him again with that smile. "That's sweet. I
appreciate the sentiment."

"Not just sentiment. As much as you tick me off
sometimes, I'm still here for you, you and Eulie both." The words
frightened him. He still held back their full meaning.

"You're such a sweetheart," she said. "Loan me three
thousand dollars?"

He huffed. "Yeah, right. Like I've got three thousand
bucks in my wallet."

"What about that debit card? You know I'm good for
it, being a bizillionaire nationally published journalist, and
all."

"You aren't serious."

Her face darkened again. "No, I'm not." Her swings
from morose monotone to effusive sugar unnerved him. "But, what the
hell! Maybe you're the bizillionaire, a Prince Charming come to
relieve me of my poor, tired, pathetic life."

Now, he felt guilty. "I don't have three thousand
dollars. If I used the card like that, they'd probably throw me in
jail."

She said nothing, just closed her eyes and flexed her
unprotected fingers.

"I've a thought," Gary continued, unsure what he
would say. "Maybe you can have that vacation you mentioned, at
least for a few hours. Maybe, if you're willing, we could go out,
maybe to dinner. It'd be good. You could put things in
perspective."

She sought the frozen wind with her face. "Gary
LaMonte, are you asking for a date?"

"Well, I don't know. What if I was?"

"I haven't been on a date in years. I swore it off.
I'm still not ready."

"Okay, so it isn't a date. It's stuffing your face
for free. Oh, I know: payment due for your help on my paper. How
about it?"

"It's neither, Gary. It's a date." She dropped into
silence as the wind thrust with unexpected vigor against her. Gary
almost spoke, thinking she had finished. "Gary, I'm afraid. I like
you. If we get together, will you turn into the others?"

"No. I'm not the others..."

"Don't get too close. I'm not the girl you want, or
the girl you deserve."

Her tone bothered him; it drifted too close to "no".
He needed a positive answer. "Sorry, I think I'm lost," he said,
pretending nonchalance. "Weren't we discussing a business
dinner?"

A wry smile crossed her lips. "Do I get pasta?"

"You want pasta, you get pasta."

"Okay, then. Don't try any funny business,
though."

"No funny business, absolutely not. Now, do you have
a sitter for Eulie?"

The bright morning sun reflected off the cable knit
of her sweater. The woolen swell of her breasts briefly distracted
Gary from his question.

No funny business, he reminded himself.

"I've no babysitter at all."

"Excuse me?"

"I've no babysitter. I've never left Eulie with
anyone except the daycare."

"You mean you haven't had a day off in over six
years?"

"I don't need a day off. Eulie's all I live for.
Besides, I couldn't leave my baby on the first night of Hanukkah.
If that's a problem--"

"No, none at all. Eulie's cool. Now, where would you
like to go?"

"You're the man..."

He watched her a moment, amazed that she consented to
his offer. She leaned almost dreamily into the wind, so out of
character, so possessed. Her face flushed red in the cold. He
noticed her shiver beneath the heavy, loose weave of her
sweater.

"Sally, what are you doing exactly?"

"Pretending," she answered matter-of-factly. "I'm
wondering what it's like. You know, to freeze to death."

"You said..."

"I said I wouldn't do it, not that I wouldn't
consider it."

She looked at him with deliberate calm. "I would
never kill myself, Gary. I have Eulie to think of."

Still he stared, his mouth dry.

"You have something to say?" she asked.

"But, you'd consider it? I mean, Sally..."

"It's not the first time, Gary. Suicide and I, we're
old friends. See?" She rolled back the sleeves of her coat and
sweater, then held out her arms to him, palms up.

He noted the scar across each wrist.

"Jesus, Sally."

"It's like cards," she continued, her voice and face
bland. "Have you ever gotten a hand you knew you couldn't win?
What's the point? You throw it in and go get a beer. Sometimes, I
can almost taste that beer."

He bolted to his feet and stepped in front of her.
Without a word, he zipped her coat. Then he took her hat from the
bag and jammed it onto her head. He held that small, angular head,
so white in his dark hands. She watched him passively, willing to
follow, but not willing to listen.

"Don't you ever," he said to her. "Promise me you
won't."

"What good are promises?" she asked. "Nobody ever
keeps them."

#

Michael groaned at the beeping from his jacket. He
put down his fork and its sweet smell of eggs and reached for the
cell phone he hated so much.

"Business," he said to the waitress across the truck
stop counter, and she diplomatically moved away.

"Yeah, Collins, what do you want now?"

"Not Collins, young man, and I want your full
attention."

Michael stiffened. "Yes, sir. Is there a
problem?"

"A woman named Sally Reiser. I believe you've made
her acquaintance?"

"Yes, sir. We were married once."

"Well, I'm sure you'll want to see her again after so
many years, especially since she's giving me no end to grief. Where
are you now, Michael?"

"Just out of Pulaski, Tennessee. On I-65 North."

"I want you to stop off in Indianapolis and find Miss
Reiser. Collins seems inept at the job. I want her silenced,
Michael."

"But, sir, what about the package?"

"It can wait a few hours. Take care of this ex-wife
problem of yours. I am not well disposed to personal distractions
intruding on my mission. Do you understand me, Michael?"

"Yes, sir. Perfectly."

"Good. So, by Friday: no more avatars creeping from
your life to mine. Am I right?"

"Yes, sir. Absolutely."

"Excellent. Drive safely, Michael."

The line died. Michael returned the phone to his
jacket. He'd accepted blame for Sally's meddling though he hadn't
seen the woman in years. If the Reverend blamed him, then that was
gospel to live on. He would find her, and he would silence her, and
he'd feel much better afterwards, perhaps his best in years. Shit
rolls downhill, he thought. According to Collins, it had rolled
like a truck over that old woman in England. Now it was Sally's
turn, and the idea both thrilled and sickened Michael. No longer
hungry, he pushed away his plate and went to pay his tab.

"The boss upset?" the waitress-now-cashier asked with
mock conspiracy.

"Yeah, you know how it is. Got any tabloids for sale
around here?"

#

She dropped him off around 10:30, shaving it close to
beat Eulie home. Gary, somewhat dazed, took the shoveled walk to
his door, his mind looping the morning's surprises. He tried to
hide in the news for Eulie, but his heart escaped deception with
irksome persistence, always returning to Sally's marred wrists. I
said I wouldn't do it, she had told him with frightening blandness,
not that I wouldn't consider it.

He watched the decrepit Nissan struggle into the
slush-packed street. It was easily as old as Sally, but not nearly
as worn. He wanted to roll back time, place himself at just the
right place and at just the right moment to deliver her from her
demons. But, in the end, all people are burdened - and altogether
defined - by the accumulated trials of their lives. The woman he
cared for would not now exist except for her past oppression. God
chose fire to temper his tools on earth.

"Well, come on in from the cold," someone said from
behind him. Gramma stood in the doorway, looking concerned. "Gary,
I don't know about you. For years, it's all study, and now girls
coming out of the woodwork."

"Excuse me, Gramma?"

"Get in here."

A woman lay on their living room couch. She lay on
her side, her back turned to them, the curve of her flank alluring
even beneath the sweater, jacket, and long, billowy skirt. Her
lean, golden legs curled partly behind her, too long for the couch.
One black pump dangled provocatively from a limp foot. Gary
recognized her; he knew no one else so long and physical.

"She got here less than half an hour ago, fell off to
sleep right in the middle of talking. She showed me a badge. She
don't look like a cop, Gary."

"She's a cop, all right. FBI."

"She's all bruised up. What are you into, Gary? I
want to know."

He walked to Vasquez, wondering if he should wake
her. Her bruises still raged, as they would for weeks. But, her
face shone angelic and calm beneath them, authority and power
stolen by sleep. Why on earth had he felt so guilty? he asked
himself. Of course she attracted him. She was magnificent.

"Gary?"

"Can't say, Gramma. Government stuff."

He turned back to her as she shuffled to her chair
only a few feet from the couch. "Don't worry," he said. "It's
dangerous only to her."

Vasquez stirred. Gary bent to her ear. "Agent
Vasquez? Rose?"

She stirred again. Her eyelids fluttered. Then she
stared at the couch back, recalling where she was.

"Agent Vasquez?"

"I fell asleep."

"I guess so."

She moved by slow, deliberate stages to a sitting
position, favoring her damaged side.

"Oww."

"Feeling poorly?"

"You could say that." She rubbed her face, stiffened
as she touched the bruises. "Oww!"

Gary waited. Gramma rocked patiently.

Vasquez put her hands in her lap. She mustered a
professional bearing. Gary watched the unburdened innocence of
sleep evaporate from her face.

"I'm sorry," Vasquez said. "I've been going forever,
it seems. Thank-you for your indulgence." She turned to Gary
directly. "I couldn't get that protection we spoke of. Is there
somewhere we can talk?"

Gramma made a huffing sound. She pointed her remote
at the TV.

"It's a small house," Gary apologized. "The
kitchen?"

Vasquez followed him. "I'm very sorry," she said to
Gramma as she passed. "It's government work, and very secret."

Gramma increased the TV volume.

#

Vasquez and Gary spoke in whispers, leaning across
the table over glasses of Kool-aid.

"I went to the Indianapolis office," Vasquez said.
"They can't spare a man. Neither can my team." She cringed and, in
the name of truth, backed up. "My ex-team. I'm out on medical, and
my boss is kind of pissed at me."

"Oh? Why? That thing in New York?"

"Sort of. Anyway, no one can spare a security detail.
There was this thing in Asia involving an American F-18 fighter. We
apparently have at least three countries in an uproar and
everything has gone that way."

"You said Sally was in danger. What kind of
chickenshit reaction is this from the United States
government?"

"I said she might be in trouble. There may be nothing
to it. Priorities--"

"Correction: chickenshit reaction from you."

"I tried, Gary. All of a sudden though, I got no
pull."

Gary leaned closer to her. "No pull? You had all the
pull. What happened out there, Agent Vasquez?"

What happened out there? What happened? She had gone
out there and been destroyed. Father Kennelworth had hardly
considered her late night confession before suggesting her penance.
Since she thought herself lost to evil, he had said, she must go
into the world and rescue another from her same plight of despair,
desperation, and loss of grace. In helping another find their way,
she would surely rediscover her own.

"Sally Reiser," Vasquez had said. The priest had
raised an eyebrow. Did this Reiser person have need of the
Lord?

"No," Vasquez had answered, confused and a little
frightened. "I mean, I don't know. I hardly even know her, Father.
The name just entered my head, that's all."

"See?" he had smiled. "You aren't as lost as you
think. He speaks to you; you just have to listen. Now, go and find
this Sally Reiser, and, well ... do what comes naturally."

"I'll have to do it myself," she said. "No one else
will."

The thought disturbed her. Vasquez cherished the
team, depended on it. As the FBI, the El Paso police department,
the Army, or her sorority, the team had always surrounded her,
nurtured her, and projected her talents toward greatest success. It
had guaranteed a home, had sustained her in times of weakness. And,
above all her teams in all her life, the church had stood
omnipotent and constant. Thanks to Father Kennelworth, perhaps it
still did.

Now, the Church had set her an imperative: protect
Sally Reiser. It demanded she gather another, more earthly team to
ensure the success of that mission. It even hinted at where she
should start. So, unfocused and unsure, Vasquez obeyed the hot
drive buried within her soul, an ember that hoped for redemption in
obedience. Vasquez was driven, but she was also scared to
death.

"Then, we tell her," Gary said. "If she's in danger,
she needs to know."

"That could foul a major investigation. I've no
authority there."

"I couldn't care less. If she's in trouble, she needs
to know."

"I can take care of her, with your help."

"You can barely sit up."

"Remember what I told her about the Espionage Acts?
The same applies to you. I'll handle it. Don't tell her
anything."

"Sally told me about the Espionage Acts. Every time
you feds invoke it, you get your teeth kicked in. But, back to
serious talk. Look at yourself. How can you protect her?"

"You have a better candidate?"

He looked away, and thought. He stood. He stepped to
the phone and took up its handset, checked for the business card
tacked to the wall.

"What are you doing?"

"Calling for help." He tapped the numbers, and
waited. "Attorney General's office? I need Mr. Tuttle, please."

 


 


 



Chapter Twelve:

Luke 21:25-28

 


"I recall the authority of those words and the
sincerity of the speaker. He warned me. He said they would cause me
to suffer in His name, that they would torture, defame, and murder
me because of Him. Well, it's begun. In a sleazy tabloid immersed
in gossip and innuendo, they have libeled me, defiled my name,
called into question my faithful service. Many of you know the
defamers of whom I speak. Many of you have read the scurrilous
words of my chief accuser, this Sally Reiser. She quotes unnamed
sources who tie me to the most monstrous acts in human history. I'm
a Nazi war criminal, a friend of the evil dictator Hitler, an
engineer of genocide. How preposterous! As if I commanded the Third
Reich when I was only a few years old!

"I'd ignore it all, if not for the consequences. For
our world is enslaved by sin, and by the lying lieutenants of the
one below. Perhaps Sally Reiser is misled by evil. Perhaps she is a
soldier of the great Abomination, of the chaos-bringer we know as
Antichrist! I don't know; I'm just a man in the service of God. I
do know, however, that this woman's evil words have rattled the
faith of our weaker brothers and sisters. She has sown in them the
seed of distrust, hoping to lead them from the one true path. Me? I
am nothing. Trample me, tear me, sully me. But, don't shave the
ranks of the saved. There isn't the time to rebuild faith, to
regather sheep. Our time is nearly up. We can't allow this emissary
of Satan to claim our brethren for her terrible master.

"So, I call on your strength, on your fortitude
against evil. Strike against this monstrous sham. Strike against
this vindictive charade, this insidious gambit to split the
Lord's--"

"What an asshole," Sally said without thinking, and
clicked the radio off.

"Who ass hole?" Eulie asked from the table. He
continued eating his buttered bagel, and failed to notice his
mother's startled face.

Sally left the radio and sat beside her son. She
doled out contrition as she leaned toward him and spoke. "Honey,
don't say 'asshole'. It's a bad word. Do you understand?"

"Mommy say bad word?"

"Yes, I did. Will you forgive me?"

Eulie ate his bagel, his face smeared with margarine.
"Yah," he said finally, with an air of generosity.

"Thank-you." His mother smiled. "Now, finish up. It's
time for school."

Their walk followed its usual routine, except for the
9x12 envelope Eulie clutched in his hands. Inside was a crayon
drawing, a gift to Brenda, his favorite "teacher". The gift was in
honor of Hanukkah (which actually started the next day, but Eulie
had insisted). He had also insisted on carrying it himself. Sally
hadn't liked the idea, but had acquiesced in the face of
preschooler stubbornness. Still, she kept alert as a mischievous
wind yanked frequently at the treasure, trying to steal it from
Eulie's palsied fingers.

"Gehey come this day?" he asked as they walked the
busy stretch of street.

"Yes, honey. Remember? He's taking us to dinner."

"Euie yike Gehey."

"I know you do, honey."

"Mommy yike Gehey?"

She felt her cheeks flush. "Yes, I do."

They walked a little farther in comfortable silence,
then Eulie spoke again.

"Gehey come chuch ding this day?"

"No, honey. Gary takes us to dinner tonight. The
church thing is this weekend."

"Euie yike chuch ding. See God!"

Sally frowned. "No. Not God, just people."

He thought a moment. "Why chuch, no God?"

"It isn't a church, Eulie. It's a convention of
church people. Besides, honey, it isn't your church. You're a
Jew."

"Not Euie chuch? Where Euie chuch? Euie, Mommy."

"We don't go to church, honey."

"Why?"

"We just don't."

He looked at her, unconvinced.

"Not everyone goes to church, Eulie. Only some
people." He still seemed unconvinced. "It's like your school,
Eulie. Not everybody goes to your school. Some kids go to other
schools. And many kids your age don't go to school at all."

"Euie yike shoo."

Sally relaxed. He didn't need to know that his mother
hated God. She didn't want her personal devils limiting his
horizons. She was evil, after all. Davidson had said so. She
wondered what Eulie would think of walking with Satan's whore.

She found out soon enough. They arrived at the
daycare and were stopped at the outer office.

"I'm sorry, Miss Reiser, but you need to wait for the
manager."

"Okay, fine," Sally said, suspicious. "I'll just send
Eulie in and..."

"No, ma'am. I'm sorry, really I am, but you'll both
have to stay here."

"What is it, Brenda? A chicken pox thing? Lice?"

"I'll just get the manager," the girl said,
reddening. "Please, stay here."

She didn't go very far. She leaned her head through
the common room doorway and shouted. "Jackie! She's here!"

Jackie appeared moments later. Brenda retreated to
her corner desk and tried to look invisible.

"Miss Reiser," Jackie said in that professionally
wretched tone used by TV doctors bearing bad news, "I'm sorry, but
we are unable at this time to care for Eulie on these
premises."

Sally stared at her, her face hardening to stone.

"Umm, if there were any other way, we would certainly
accommodate your needs, but many of our parents have voiced
concerns. I'm sorry, Sally, but they won't bring their children as
long as Eulie's here."

Sally stared at the despicable face of the daycare
manager. "And what in hell is the matter with Eulie? He's been here
two years and nobody ever--"

"It isn't Eulie. It's you."

"Excuse me?"

"It's you, Sally--"

"Don't use my first name."

Jackie pulled herself up, insulted. Good, Sally
thought. "It's you, Miss Reiser. The parents feel you are a bad
influence on the children. Because of your articles about Reverend
Davidson, ten parents have threatened to cancel their
arrangements."

"I see," Sally said. "So, 'Reverend' Davidson runs
this preschool."

"Not at all," the manager hastened to clarify, "but
we have to make a profit. Ten families is thirty percent of our
income. You understand, don't you?"

"I understand that I've paid for this week."

"Your money will be refunded. Brenda's working on
that now."

"I also understand that this is illegal." And that
her heart wrenched from mortification, and from the terrible pain
of ostracism.

"Please, Miss Reiser, we're both in a tight spot
here. Let's not make this a lawsuit. We're refunding all your money
for this week, as well as your deposit, and if things blow over,
we'll gladly take Eulie back without benefit of a new deposit. We
can also recommend suitable babysitters who might be more ...
liberal ... in this situation."

I don't believe this, Sally wanted to say. How could
this happen in this world, in this of all countries? But, it
happened all the time, she knew. To blacks, to Hispanics, to
Indians, or anything other than Mayflower pilgrim whites. Of
course, Sally was a Jew, and (as she saw in the manager's naked
eyes) a Christ-killing Antichrist. She tried to imagine a response
without obscenities. The woman deserved a burning, and Sally wanted
to give her one, but Eulie clutched her leg, confused and a little
frightened.

"Come on," she said to her son, and tugged him toward
the exit.

"Euie no shoo? Pitcher Miss Benda!"

"Come on, Eulie. We have to leave."

"Euie yike shoo!"

"I'm sorry--" the manager started.

"Just shut up!" Sally shot at her, and pushed open
the door.

Eulie started to cry.

"Don't," Sally ordered when they hit the parking lot.
"You're a big boy. You have to be."

"Why no shoo? Euie yike shoo!"

"School's closed, Eulie. We have to go home." They
were almost to the sidewalk when someone called from behind.

"Miss Reiser! Please, wait!" Brenda ran to them,
coatless, bootless, and shivering. Sally ignored her. She pulled
Eulie resolutely along the street. She bit her lip to avoid
cursing.

"Please, Miss Reiser, your money!"

"Is Miss Benda! Mommy, stop!"

Eulie couldn't slow her much, but he buckled his legs
and hung from her arm, a forty-pound dead weight. "Mommy stop
now!"

"Miss Reiser, please!"

Sally stopped at the corner. She turned frozen eyes
to the pursuing receptionist, causing the girl to retreat a
step.

"What in hell do you want? Why in hell are you
chasing me? God, you people are nervy!"

"Your money," the girl said sheepishly, and held out
a handwritten check.

Sally snatched it from her hand. "Now, will you leave
me alone?"

Eulie had scrambled upright. He held a crumpled,
snow-smeared envelope out to the shivering girl. "Miss Benda, Euie
gib. Is pitcher Onka."

Brenda looked with uncertainty from Eulie to his
mother. Sally translated. "The godless little devil spawn is
offering you a Hanukkah gift that he made with his own godless,
demonic hands with encouragement from his Christ-killing mother,
that's what he said."

"Oh." the girl wiped her eyes. "Oh, gee..." She
stooped, one knee in the dirty snow. She took the envelope and
started to open it. Spontaneously, she enveloped Eulie in a massive
hug.

Sally wanted to kick her, to stove in her ribs with
her winter boots, to kill her there on the street.

"Please, Miss Reiser. I had nothing to do with it.
I'm sorry--"

"I don't need your life's story. Release my son so we
can go home."

Brenda held onto Eulie as if to hold onto his mother.
"I feel really bad about this. I know it must be terrible for
you..."

Well, duh!

"I'll do anything to help. I'll babysit Eulie for
you; I'll do it for free!"

"Do you really think I'd want any of you people
around my child after this?"

"No," the girl said with unsteady, sickened truth,
"but I'm offering anyway. Please, let me help if I can. It might
not help you, but it'll make me feel better."

She released Eulie, then made a show of opening his
gift. She pulled the drawing from its envelope, marveled at the
brilliance of those few shaky circles and their attendant random
scribbles.

"It's beautiful, Eulie. Uh, tell me about it."

"Gib Miss Benda. Onka Yites."

"Hanukkah lights? How sweet. Is it Hanukkah
already?"

"Next day Onka. This day, shoo." His face froze, and
he turned, confused, to Sally. "No shoo?"

"No school." Sally squeezed his hand and glared at
her nearest betrayer.

Brenda rose to her feet, an icon of shame. "I'd
better get back, before she gets mad. Thank-you, Eulie. Don't be a
stranger." And, to Sally: "My number is on the back of the
check."

"Tell me the truth," Sally asked through her teeth.
"Is it just her, or did the parents really..."

"Both," the girl admitted, and hurried back toward
the day care center.

"Bye-bye," Eulie said, waving.

Sally tugged him around the corner and up the street
toward home.

"What go-go-god-wess, Mommy?" he asked as they turned
onto their street.

"Godless," she corrected. "And, it's everything,
Eulie. Just everything."

#

They looked a little old for students, but this was a
city college, after all. Kevin nodded to the three men entering his
computer lab and turned back to servicing Aristotle, his oldest and
most cantankerous printer. He didn't expect the violent shove from
behind, or to find his face pressed to the paper tray.

"Jesus! What gives, man?" He felt something thin bind
his wrists, then he was rotated to face his attackers.

A blonde man in a black parka stood before him. The
other two, both nondescript body builder types, moved to nearby
seats in the lab. "Understand this," the blonde man said, pointing
at Kevin with a gloved finger. "I'm pissed off. I have business
elsewhere, and this sordid little mess is holding me up. I want to
finish here and get out of this town."

"Hey, cool, man, just don't--"

"Shut up. You're the systems guy. You control the
e-mail accounts. Somebody came here last week looking for info on
one of your e-mail clients. I want that information."

"I don't know what you're talking--"

The fist hit Kevin with such force that he tumbled
across the printer table and onto the floor. Aristotle crashed from
its perch, never to print again. Strong arms jerked Kevin back to
his feet and shoved him backwards against a bank of Macs. The body
builders returned to their seats while the blonde man once more
stood before Kevin, rubbing one hand closed into a fist.

"I haven't the time," he said. "I want Sally Reiser's
home address. I want it right now."

Kevin tried to hide his fear. These weren't cops. A
good, sound beating seemed coming his way. Still, he could take it
if it meant protecting Sally. As much as he feared his immediate
future, he intended to deny them everything.

"Right now," the blonde man said. "Sally Reiser."

"I don't know any Sally Reiser," Kevin said in a
shaking voice. "We got over twenty thousand students, man, and
faculty, too. I told that dude last week, there isn't any Sally
Reiser in our directory. Want to look?"

"I won't waste my time. She isn't faculty, and she
isn't a student. I don't need research to figure that out. It's
like her, though, to get an on-the-sly account. What did she do to
sucker you, buddy? Flash that smile? Maybe she jumped your
bones?"

The bastard knew about Sally's smile. Who were these
guys? "I told you, man, there ain't no Sally Reiser in the
directory. I can't find nobody who isn't in the directory,
man."

The blonde man nodded. "I'll bet you can." He moved
with feigned nonchalance toward the door. "I saw a Coke machine
down the hall. I'll get a drink while my friends adjust your mood.
See you in about five minutes, that about right, geek boy?"

"This is bullshit, man! I haven't done anything. This
is bullshit!"

"Yeah," the blonde man said as he walked from the
lab, "but it's my job, you know?"

Michael traced Sally's steps of only a day before. At
the exit doors stood a soft drink machine. He got his Coke and
settled onto a bench across the hall. He drank slowly, trying to
think of nothing. He watched through the doors to the empty campus
and considered the cold outside. Then he thought of warmth, and
delicious coeds flouncing about in a never-ending effort to fog the
minds of men. His mind wandered through all kinds of distractions,
but he could not escape his three pressing concerns: the metal case
in the trunk of his car, his slipping schedule, and what to do
about Sally. He hadn't seen her in years, but he remembered her
stubborn, combative nature. Could he silence her with threats, or
would more permanent methods be necessary? He hoped the former.
Even with their history, or perhaps because of it, Michael shrank
from killing that girl.

He looked at his watch, sighed, and downed his Coke.
He tossed the empty can into a recycle drum as he headed back to
the lab.

Kevin lay on the floor, moaning. Both eyes were
blackened, blood smeared his mouth and face, and one arm hung at an
odd angle. The two torturers moved to lift him, but Michael waved
them away. He knelt by his victim and spoke in a casual, friendly
tone. "So, can we talk?"

"Fuck off," Kevin spat through broken teeth.

"What's that? I couldn't hear you. Maybe if you spoke
from a more upright position..." He grabbed Kevin's bad arm,
dragged him up by the broken bone. Kevin screamed. One of the body
builders moved to close the door.

"Sally Reiser," Michael asked. He dropped Kevin
against a computer. Kevin screamed again, but the sound was weaker,
gasping.

"Sally Reiser," Michael repeated.

"Fuck you, you fucking bastard!"

Michael sighed. "Needs more cooking," he said to his
men. "I'm going for a walk."

It was necessarily a short one. He could only dawdle
so long in this public place. The campus seemed deserted, but there
was always the overachiever working on next semester, or the
faculty member without a life, or the janitor. Michael wanted to
dispense with this nuisance and return to his primary mission.

He reentered the lab with a brisk, purposeful stride.
He went straight to Kevin's bloody, prostrate form, and kicked it
viciously.

"Sally Reiser," he said, pacing a loop on the
floor.

Kevin groaned.

"What's wrong with him?" Michael asked no one in
particular.

"Can't say." One of the men shrugged. "Stomach
problems, I guess."

"Sally Reiser," Michael insisted, and kicked Kevin
right in the stomach.

Kevin convulsed, then slowly cringed into as tight a
ball as his bindings allowed.

Michael stooped beside him. "Look, it really hurts to
do this. I'm not by choice a violent man." He waited for some
response. When Kevin said nothing, he continued. "She got to you,
didn't she? She does that, I should know. I was married to her for
two lousy years. That's right," he nodded at the spark in Kevin's
swollen eyes, "we were hitched, but it didn't work out. Now, after
all these years, I have to find her. She's in danger, you
know."

"Lying shit," Kevin croaked, and dribbled more blood
onto the floor.

"Oh, no. It's all true. I do need to find her, and
she is in danger. You should cooperate. You can moderate her
danger, and you can also, let's face it, make things easier on
yourself."

Nothing. The guy just lay there. Michael stood, ran
his fingers through his hair, frowning. Then his foot lashed out,
coming down hard on Kevin's exposed arm. Kevin sucked in breath to
scream, and Michael promptly kicked him in the mouth.

"Sally Reiser," he said, then stepped on Kevin's
broken arm again.

Kevin thrashed weakly, yelped like an abused dog.

"Sally Reiser," Michael said, and kicked him in the
stomach.

Kevin moaned, a helpless, animal sound. The body
builders watched impassively.

"Sally Reiser," Michael said, and kicked him in the
crotch.

Finally, whimpering, Kevin gave them what they
sought.

#

Davidson scrabbled at the armrests of his chair
before realizing where he was. He was safe on the ministry jet, the
one that carried him through the crusade. The others huddled in
back, whispering as they planned the work ahead.

Davidson sat up straighter, and yawned. Another
dream. Always lurking in the back of consciousness, they came more
frequently as the great day approached. This one had been
exceptional, the crucifixion revisited. Perhaps it was a sign from
God, like the ten devices salvaged from Asia. Ten devices, not
sixteen. They represented the ten horns of the last beast of
Daniel's witness; God had revealed it so. For millennia, men had
assumed those horns to represent the kingdoms of the last days,
three of which would fall by force to the Antichrist, the others
enslaved by him. But, Davidson now knew that the ten horns of
Daniel were anvils of power regardless of form, that ten would find
the Antichrist, and three would bend to his purpose. Then prophecy
would be fulfilled, and Davidson, after an eternity of time, could
finally, completely, sleep.

The Antichrist, Davidson thought, and his heart
chilled with loathing. The Antichrist was the key. Without him,
prophecy foundered and Davidson's torturous life continued. But,
that odious creature had been found. He had been nurtured, trained,
and let loose upon the world. For a time, he had walked the earth
as a god, revered or feared by all. And, though his life now faded
in a sickbed, he had done his part, if blindly. Seventy years ago
he had made his bid for power, and lost.

"Reverend Davidson?"

Collins stooped beside the chair, reluctant to
intrude.

"Yes, Collins. I'm much refreshed. What is it?"

"We'll arrive in Indianapolis in about ten minutes.
Conseco Fieldhouse and the outdoor staging areas are coming
together on schedule, and the car is waiting at the airport, as
directed."

"You're very efficient, Collins. Any word from
Michael?"

"He thinks he has her address, and is on his way
there."

"Very good. I'm ... uncomfortable entering an
unchastened enemy's domain. Michael will teach her some manners,
I'm sure. What about the devices, and the next set of heralds? They
begin tomorrow."

"All on schedule. Our engineers are outfitting the
devices as you directed, and the three will be delivered as
planned. As for the heralds, we have something special planned for
tomorrow night's event." He grinned, pleased with himself.

"Let us guard against the sin of pride," Davidson
warned.

"Of course, for the glory of God," Collins nodded,
but his grin remained.

#

They walked to the restaurant, just a few minutes
away in the Village. Eulie went ahead, crunching snow in the white
yards and kicking at frozen clods of slush. Gary felt a little
perplexed. Already, the evening progressed in ways he hadn't
expected. It was, after all, the first night of Hanukkah. He had
expected a Menorah poised for lighting, an excited boy, maybe a
mother nervously trying to get the blessing right. The Menorah had
been there, but the boy had hardly noticed, and the mother had lit
the first candle without the solemnity Gary had imagined for such a
loaded event. Sally had, in fact, seemed unsure of the ceremony.
She had almost been late in conducting it, waiting for sunset
rather than the requisite eighteen minutes before.

"I feel like a hypocrite," she had said. "I'm not
even sure I believe this stuff."

The candle lit, Gary had waited a sensitive ten
seconds through uneasy silence before daring to speak. "Blessed are
you O Lord our God," he had said in studied Hebrew,

"...King of the Universe

Who has made us holy through your commandments

And instructed us to kindle the Hanukkah light."

Sally's surprise had been comical.

"I take my studies seriously," Gary had responded. He
did not mention that the prayer should have been said before the
lighting, not after. Instead, he had reached into his pocket and
hauled out a half dozen foil-wrapped chocolates, the traditional
Hanukkah "money", and had given three each to Sally and Eulie.

"Why, Gary, you're a better Jew than I am," Sally had
said with delight.

Now they walked along a darkened street toward the
first meal of her holiday season, and Sally was not in a holiday
mood. A strange Jew, this volatile and spiritually lost girl, but
her oddities attracted. She was a nest of sparks, to be handled
with care and forethought. A lot of work, but Gary was not a lazy
man.
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