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I was having the nightmare again.
Iron bands shackled me to a gurney. Fluorescent lights passed above as grim-faced men wheeled me down a corridor. Their shoes scuffled on the tiles and their garlic breath fogged over my face. Straining, I tried to arch my head to see how near I was to the laboratory. There was a loud buzzing noise. I wanted to shout, but the orderlies had stuffed a wadded cloth in my mouth.
Then a cold, hard feeling built in my gut. No, I told myself. This isn’t going to happen again.
I struggled so hard I broke out of the dream. A moment of disorientation followed. It was dark where I lay, and the gurney’s dream-wheels had stopped squeaking, although the buzzing continued. I frowned, wondering what had happened to the orderlies. Then I realized I was on my boat, my cabin cruiser, lying on my bunk with a pillow jammed over my head. My bedspread was damp with sweat, the blanket shoved to one side. The one constant was the buzzing. In the nightmare, it had come from the laboratory. Here—
I sat up. The buzzing came from my security system. Someone was on my boat.
My heart sped up with adrenalin. Had they found me? After four years of running, of hiding—I’d escaped the terrible facility, the one from my dream that had been a grim reality of inhuman tests.
The red-glowing numerals of my clock showed it was 12:16 PM, about noon. That couldn’t be a coincidence. They came at me during the height of daylight.
I slid from my bunk, shoving my legs through a pair of shorts. Then I turned off the alarm. Were Kevlar-armored commandos signaling to one another as they inched toward the door? Were they ready to rush down here, using flash-bang grenades to blind me?
“Never again,” I whispered.
I crouched by my bunk, shoving my hand under the mattress. My fingers wrapped around a loaded Browning .45. I yanked it out and flicked off the safety. A round was already in the chamber.
The Alamo, my cabin cruiser, was docked in San Francisco harbor south of Fisherman’s Wharf. My idea this time had been to hide in the open. That might have been a mistake. I examined my gun. There was a city ordinance against firearms. But that was the least of my concerns as no ordinary prison could hold me for long. Letting them find me was the danger. Letting them take me back to the lab—
My grip tightened around the gun.
I exited my cabin, moved silently through a cramped corridor and started up a stairway. I was bare-footed and bare-chested, and I listened, striving to hear any telltale sound that would let me know who had invaded my sanctuary. It was possible tourists had boarded my boat, or kids from another vessel docked at the same pier. I had a Stay Off sign posted in three languages: English, Spanish and Chinese. I could imagine the commandos sneering at the sign, quietly making a quip about it or even tearing it down.
As my stomach tightened, I slipped through the narrow galley and into the carpeted lounge. There were several portholes with dark curtains in front of them. I had a wet bar, some chairs and a couch. It was comfortable, the most comfortable I’d been in four years. I’d “liberated” a hefty sum of cash to buy the boat outright. Each of my actions toward getting the money and buying the boat had no doubt collectively added up to a mistake.
I crouched by a chair, aiming my Browning at the door. Shop commandos could wear all the armor they wanted, but it wouldn’t help if I shot them in the face. I’d cover my eyes if the door crashed open. They’d toss in flash-bang grenades first, hoping to disorient me. They would be highly trained, at least as good as the Green Berets of my former A-team in Afghanistan. I’d always known this day would come. I was going to take down as many of those bastards as I could. If I could take them all down, I could run again and find a better place to hide. It was a wild hope. Shop commandos were the best and I’d be going against them at noon.
A creak sounded by the door that led to the sheltered aft deck outside. My muscles tensed. Then I saw a blot of darkness under the door. It was nearly impossible keeping myself from emptying the magazine through the heavy plastic. I needed aimed shots, however, aimed shots at faces.
“Don’t let them take you alive,” I whispered to myself.
Someone tentatively tapped the outside of the door. Was that a trick? It had to be a trick.
“Gavin,” a woman called. “Gavin Kiel?”
My chest tightened. The person out there knew my name. They knew I lived here. I’d taken every precaution this time—
No excuses, I told myself.
“Gavin,” the woman said, with a hint of desperation.
I scowled. The voice sounded familiar. How had this woman found me? I wasn’t going to find out crouched here. As I stood, I shook my head. They were playing me. The minute I opened the door, grenades would land at my feet, or they’d fire shock rounds into my chest, trying to knock me down so they could rush in and capture me.
I could send them a signal by firing a bullet through the door. I raised the gun, but hesitated. I thought I knew the voice from somewhere.
I crept to a porthole. Slowly, I pulled back a tiny portion of the heavy curtain. It was noon and the sunlight was nearly blinding. I vaguely made out the shape of a woman who looked as if she held something heavy. I mentally berated myself for leaving my sunglasses in my shirt down in the sleeping quarters.
She tapped at the door again, “Gavin. I need your help.”
I withdrew my finger from the curtain and ran a forearm across my lips. Was it possible she was alone? I hardly dared believe it. Was I going to have a chance to fix my mistake? Dear God, but I hoped that was true.
I cleared my throat, then took a combat-shooting stance before the door. “Who is it?” I said.
“Kay Durant,” she said. “Will you let me in?”
If commandos waited out there behind her, now was the moment for them to blast down the door. But if she was alone—this didn’t make sense. Kay had worked with them, helping in the experiments on us. Luckily for me, four years ago her conscience had driven her to powering down my cell and unlocking the door.
“You must run,” she’d told me. She’d given me five thousand euros and a Gerber combat knife. The laboratory had been in Italy outside of Milan.
I’d been running ever since. Now Kay was outside my door here in San Francisco, pleading for help. If she knew my whereabouts, others surely knew it, too.
I clicked open the lock, even knowing this could be a trap. I opened the door quickly. Sunlight poured around me, blinding my eyes, but I grabbed for where her wrist should be if she’d raised her hand for another knock. My fingers squeezed flesh, and I heard her say, “oh,” in surprise. It reminded me that I was too strong now. I eased pressure. I didn’t want to break any of her bones. I felt horribly exposed, and I expected shock rounds to thump against my chest.
I pulled, and Kay shot past me into the lounge, with her feet drumming on the carpet. Then I glided outside onto the sheltered aft section, with my Browning thrust before me like a spear. I squinted, trying to scan the deck. I’d pump rounds into anything dark, into anything that might indicate black uniforms. Blinding sunlight hammered my eyes. It put purple splotches of pain there and it made my frontal lobe throb as if steel needles stabbed brain tissue. There had been experiments done to me that had felt like this.
Throwing a forearm across my eyes, I stumbled back into the lounge, slamming the door shut.
With my head bent, I mastered the pain. Looking around in full sunlight without my sunglasses had been foolish. I knew better. I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. I did it again and sought for calm.
Something bumped against a chair, a knee maybe. I raised the Browning, aiming at the noise.
“Please don’t shoot me,” Kay said.
“Sit down,” I said.
I heard the rustle of fabric and remembered how Kay used to brush her hands behind her dress, behind her thighs, as she sat in a chair.
I opened my eyes. The purple color had drained from the spots in my vision. Those were blank areas now. The lounge—my sight filled in everything else around the spots. I tilted my head. Kay sat in a chair, with a small microwave-sized box beside her feet. She kept her feet pressed together and she wore dark slip-on shoes. I noticed they were heelless.
“Why are you here?” I asked, with my Browning aimed at her.
Her features were tight as she rubbed her left shoulder. She had long red hair and freckles across the bridge of her nose. Mascara tried to hide the darkness under her eyes. She was unable to conceal their puffiness.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Why aren’t you talking?”
She tested her left wrist, gingerly moving the fingers. “You nearly tore my arm out,” she said. “You shouldn’t have been able to do that.”
I stepped away from the door so if anyone blew it down she would be in the line of fire. I had to start thinking.
Kay was five-five and still slender as a model in her yellow sundress. She had to be in her upper thirties by now. Despite the wear of years, she was still pretty. Her legs were the best part, tanned, trim and smooth. The rest was too bony, highlighted by sharp cheekbones.
It didn’t look as if she carried any concealed weapons. Maybe she had a gun in the red purse on the box. Maybe she had a detonator in the purse and the box was a bomb, but I doubted it. As far as I knew, they wanted me alive. Besides, Kay didn’t seem hypnotized, drugged or nervous in a suicidal way. I’d dealt with suicide bombers in Afghanistan. If you knew what to look for, a bomber was easy to spot.
“Do I pass inspection?” Kay asked.
“Did the Chief send you?”
“What?” she asked. “No.”
“How did you find me?”
“Do you have to keep pointing that gun at me? I’m unarmed. I came here because I need your help.”
The box could contain tracking gear, unerringly guiding commandos to me. It was the size of a small microwave, with folded brown cardboard sides and loops of tape wrapping it. The tape was the clear type people used in a Post Office. It looked like it had been taped in a hurry, but that might have been done to give Kay a story.
She crossed her legs and sat back in the chair, watching me, with her gaze darting now and again to the Browning. Those were nice legs. My best friend Dave used to run his hands over them when we went to the beaches of Monte Carlo together. In those days, I’d been in Security. Well, I had been in Security after a fashion. That had all been before the accident that had changed me into what I am now.
“Maybe this is asking too much,” she said, “but how about a drink?”
I shifted onto the balls of my feet. A dash down the stairway to the sleeping quarters and I could have my special sunglasses. Then I’d sprint out the door and try to disappear again. Several things gave me pause. One, it was near noon, the worst time for me to be outside. Two, Kay had found me. I wanted to know how. Three, it had been a long time since I’d spoken to someone from my old life other than the few phone calls to Cloud.
I tried to thumb the safety. The handle of my gun now showed the imprints of my squeezing fingers from a few seconds ago. With a grunt, I forced the safety with my thumb, and it clicked into place. I’d need a new gun soon, but I wasn’t going to worry about it this instant. I slid the Browning between the bands of my shorts so the gun was cold against my skin. Three steps brought me to the wet bar where I checked the bottles. Smirnoff on the rocks minus the cubes, I remembered.
With a tentative smile, Kay accepted the glass. Her hand shook as she sipped. “I know you’re surprised to see me,” she said. “I debated a long time before coming here. Just to let you know and to put you at ease, I don’t work for the Shop anymore.”
“You’re on the run like me?” I asked, surprised. If they had discovered she’d let me out of their cage, I’d assumed they would put a bullet between her eyes. I remember urging her to come away with me that night.
“I left,” Kay said. “I walked away from the Shop.”
“Do you know how many people have wished they could do that?” I asked. “Now tell me something true.”
“It is the truth,” she said. “There was a change in policy three years ago. It came from the highest levels. Doctor Cheng, Doctor Harris and the others, they were released. So were those who…who tested them.”
“There’s a nice word,” I said. “Tested.”
“Those were bad times,” she said, looking down as if ashamed.
“Kay, why are you here? This doesn’t make sense. If you don’t start answering quickly, I’m going to assume you’re stalling and the Chief’s men are on the way. In case you’re wondering, I’ll do anything to keep out of their hands. I’m never going back.”
She grew pale as I talked. “It was a bad time, and they did evil things. They did the worst experiments on you.”
“Why? Why did they pick on me?”
She stared at me.
“Kay,” I said.
She gave a little start. Was she drugged? “You…you were a soldier. The others were scientists.”
“Try again,” I said. “It’s harder to find people who could do what I once did than finding more scientists.”
“You weren’t always this cocky,” Kay said.
“Quit evading the question,” I said.
Her gaze slid away from mine. “The Chief,” she said quietly, “he feared you more than the others and therefore he considered you expendable.”
That sounded about right.
“Gavin,” she said, speaking louder, “I don’t have much time.”
“Before we go into that, I want to know how you found me. Who else knows I’m here?”
“It wasn’t the Shop,” she said. “So you don’t have to worry about them.”
“Just spit it out,” I said.
“Doctor Harris, he found you.”
“What? How? And why would Harris be looking for me?”
Kay uncrossed her legs and set the glass beside her purse on the box. With her hands folded, she leaned toward me. She gave me an earnest look, and it might have been genuine.
“About a year after you escaped, there was a change of policy at the highest level. The Chief had done something to anger very important people. I think there was a review concerning Cheng, Harris and the others, and there was pressure from the American State Department.”
“You expect me to believe that?” I asked.
“The Americans put new safeguards in place,” Kay said. “It was a political thing. Cheng went to work for Polarity Magnetics soon after.”
“What’s that?”
“The name of a research company linked to the Pentagon.”
“What does Polarity Magnetics have to do with me?”
“Will you let me finish? Quit being so paranoid.”
I glanced at the door. “You talk about a change in policy, but I’ve been hunted on three different continents. There’s never been any change in that. Shop commandos almost got me the last time.”
“There was a change. It happened just as I said. But you know the Chief. He worked overtime and regained much of his lost authority.”
My neck burned hearing that. It felt as if a sniper’s crosshairs were targeting me.
“And you killed people,” Kay said. “You were supposed to slip away from the Reservation, not shove a knife into them.”
“The Reservation” was the Shop name for the laboratory facility near Milan.
“They used big spotlights on me,” I said, “and they fired these blue beams. I had to take them out before they recaptured me.”
“Those guards were Shop personnel, and you know what that means. If it’s any consolation, I’ve heard the Chief wants everyone back on the Reservation. But first he has to—”
“Time’s up,” I said, standing. The heat on the back of my neck had become too hot. I could feel someone out there watching my boat. The desire to flee was becoming overpowering.
“This is about Dave,” Kay said in a rush. “I need your help because I think I can save him.”
That stopped me. “Dave is alive?”
“…if you can call it that.”
“He’s the same?”
Kay nodded somberly.
Once, when everyone had been normal, Kay had been in charge of certain tests at the Large Hadron Collider in Geneva, Switzerland. People used to think those tests would end the world by accidentally creating a black hole or opening a way into a different dimension, with Stephen King monsters waiting on the other side. There had been an accident all right—one that nobody could have foreseen—but the world was still here. Dave had taken the brunt of the exposure, and it had changed him more than it had changed the rest of us.
“I’ve been trying to bring him back,” Kay said.
“How is that even possible?”
“The few times Dave phases in he moans as if he’s trying to speak, trying to wake up. Doctor Cheng believes he’s been communing with others and now he’s trying to warn us of the things he’s learned.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I work for Polarity Magnetics,” Kay said. “The State Department managed to finagle Dave off of the Reservation and bring him to Long Beach where Doctor Cheng heads the division. I’ve been working on the project to…to bring him back. I’ve made incredible discoveries this last six months. Cheng and the others—” Kay frowned. “I can’t let them have this,” she said, tapping the box.
“What’s in it?”
“Insurance.”
“Meaning what exactly?”
“I discovered the fundamentals that allowed this thing’s construction. If they had asked my permission, I would never have agreed. The thing in the box, it’s a prototype, and you could say I stole it. The people at Polarity Magnetics are going to want it back.”
“Why did you bring it here?” I asked. “And you still haven’t told me how Harris found me.”
“Harris knows nothing about this,” she said, tapping the box.
“You can’t just walk into a top-secret installation and steal a prototype to some fantastic new weapon,” I said.
“Like you, I’ve gained…abilities,” Kay said. “And I never said this was a weapon.”
“Why bring it here? Why involve me in this?”
“Dave trusted you. Long ago, he told me to turn to you if I ever needed help. I’m on the verge of something huge, something that will bring him back. But I need the time to finish the tests.”
“You’re not making sense. If you’re part of a group trying to bring Dave back, why would anyone stop you from making further tests?”
“You have no idea,” she said softly.
“Enlighten me.”
She shook her head. “It would take too long to explain.”
I laughed, and even to my ears, it sounded bitter.
“One more step and I’m finished,” she said. “I swear it. I need the time and the facilities. There are people trying to block me. With this as insurance—” she touched the box, “—I can complete my tests.”
Kay was on my boat. That meant others knew of my whereabouts. Since escaping the Reservation, I’d only wanted one thing: to be left alone. Kay’s presence meant they weren’t going to leave me alone. My heart rate increased as I thought about that. Maybe it was time to go on the offensive and show them it was a bad idea messing with me. Maybe the thing to do now was play along with Kay.
“You’re saying you want me to hide the box.”
“Only for a few weeks,” she said.
“Can the people at Polarity Magnetics track this thing?” I asked.
“My suggestion is that you put it somewhere deep.”
I didn’t like the answer. “What about the Shop?” I asked. “What do they know about this?”
“I’m not foolish. They know nothing.”
That was a lie, and I wondered why she bothered telling it.
“A few weeks,” she said, rising, taking her purse. “On my love for Dave, I swear I’ve been telling you the truth.”
“Sure,” I said, “a few weeks, no more than five. Then I’m putting it on eBay.”
“You won’t regret this,” she said, heading for the door.
I already did.
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I’d first met Kay in Switzerland, in Geneva. Or to be more exact, I’d met her at the world’s largest and highest-energy particle accelerator facility, which was near the Swiss city.
The accelerator was a massive complex that ran through Switzerland and France. It was a giant ring seventeen miles in circumference. Much of the ring was five hundred and seventy feet deep in the Earth. Scientific experiments there were supposed to answer some fundamental questions of physics. For instance, were there extra dimensions as predicted by string theory? Why was gravity so many orders of magnitude weaker than the other three fundamental forces? What was the nature and properties of quark-gluon plasma? And what was the nature of dark matter, the substance scientists believed accounted for much of the mass of the universe. Kay had led the dark matter team.
My journey to becoming head of Security of Kay’s department had been a long and tortured one. It originally involved the Green Berets, in Afghanistan. After the U.S. Army, I joined the Shop, becoming an assassin for them.
I’d learned the basics of killing at Fort Bragg and sharpened my skills in Afghanistan hunting the Taliban. I’d scaled more than my share of mountains high in the Hindu Kush Range. We’d operated some of the newest military hardware there. One of the most lethal had been the M-25, an experimental weapon that was supposed to replace the M203 grenade launcher. With an integrated ballistic computer and a laser rangefinder, I could quickset a 25mm grenade to explode at a precise range. In other words, I used the M-25 to fire a grenade in midair just above a group of hostiles hunched behind a boulder. I rained shrapnel on them.
The Afghanis were tough, with the stamina of mountain goats and a warrior ethos going back thousands of years. In some tribes, a boy had to take his antique rifle and shoot an enemy in the head before he became a man and before he earned the right to marry. The Russians and British had each learned how tough the Afghanis were, to their sorrow. In ancient times, the Afghans had given Alexander the Great his hardest fight.
What did any of that have to do with the particle accelerator in Geneva? The answer was, not much. It had to do with my descent into savagery. The long version was detailed and gory. The short version began like this: I found a good friend in Kabul skinned alive and hanging by his intestines in the apartment of his Afghani girlfriend. What the enemy had done to her is too gruesome to repeat. Something died in me that day, something good and idealistic. I began to do more than just soldier for my country. I hunted the Taliban as if they were vermin. It was a feral sort of madness. I drank too much, felt too little and spilled far too much blood.
How the Shop found out about me, I don’t know. Their headquarters was in Geneva. The first thought a reasonable person would have about them was that they were strictly a European organization. That would be false. The Shop was a United Nations establishment. If anyone was the men in black of people’s fevered imagination, it was the Shop.
In my opinion, they had several goals. The first was a one-world government with teeth. The second was manageable technology under their control, and the third was that they remain the arbiters of the first and second goals.
How did the U.S. Army and government get involved with the Shop? I never figured that out exactly. Sometimes I thought the bureaucrats in Washington believed the Shop was an arm of the American government, disguised under the U.N. flag. Maybe that was true some of the time. On different days, I thought the Shop began as a harmless organization that somewhere along the line gained muscle. Then it developed a secret agenda and enormous amounts of information in its computer files. Most of that information was of blackmail potential, with one hundred thousand politicians on their lists.
The death of the Soviet Union back in the Nineties killed the only organization capable of dealing with the Shop on an even footing. I mean the KGB, the Soviet Secret Service. Their best agents migrated to the Shop, giving the organization even greater capabilities, talent and ruthlessness.
My introduction to the Shop occurred one cold day outside of Kabul. My commanding officer ordered me to get into a car with men in suits. They drove me into the city near the government buildings. In the basement of a fortified bank, in a soundproofed room, I met a man known as the Chief. He was short and spare, with a white goatee. He wore a black suit and tie, wire-rimmed glasses and had two moles on his left cheek. A lizard had more expression than he did. The Chief asked me if I wanted to chop off the heads of my enemies instead of just hacking at their limbs.
I wondered who this civilian was, how he had any authority over the general and why we met in a bank’s basement.
He praised me expressionlessly, saying my kill ratios were impressive. He added that I had a facility for the kind of work the world needed doing.
I shrugged, which caused his features to tighten, and it changed the tenor of our meeting. After studying me for a time, he picked up a thin briefcase, set it on the table, unsnapped the locks and took out a single sheet of crinkly paper. He eyed me further as he held the paper. I crossed my arms, waiting him out instead of just walking away. There was something more than a little sinister about all this. Who was this guy? He gave a nearly soundless grunt, set the paper on the table and slid it across to me.
“To save time, Herr Kiel, I will tell you what this is: a short list of your military atrocities.”
Without touching the paper, I studied the list. I knew that I was good at what I did, and these past months I’d killed some dangerous warriors. Some of my methods had been unorthodox. Maybe my ways had been old school, gunning them down in mosques or as they spoke sweet nothings to one of their girls. My buddy and his woman had died hard, so I kicked my boot up the enemy’s hindquarters.
I’d buried too many friends in this wasteland of a country, and I’d carried too many twenty-year-olds on stretchers, with their bodies mutilated by roadside bombs. Sure, I’d witnessed a court martial before. The officers on it had put away good American soldiers for some minor violation of the Rules of Engagement. We all knew the careerist officers on the court-martial panel had been puppets of the Washington politicians. Those winebibbers had considered the combat deaths to have occurred at the wrong time and place for their delicate sensibilities.
By this time in Afghanistan, it had already dawned on me that our politicians weren’t fighting to win. I mean, we let some Afghans grow opium and sprayed herbicide on other Afghanis’ fields. We allowed the enemy sheltered zones and we had deeply corrupt allies. If the monthly bribes didn’t arrive in time, our bought Afghan allies laid down their rifles, refusing to pick them back up until we stuffed their pouches with dollars. For months already, I’d wondered why American soldiers died halfway around the world in a landlocked mountain kingdom if we weren’t here to win. Had my A-team become a mercenary outfit for the defense contractors who made their fortunes on my men’s blood?
“Join us,” the Chief told me down there in the basement. “Join us and I will save you from spending the rest of your life in prison.”
I studied Mr. Lizard in his black civilian suit. The ramifications of his offer, and that I was down here with him, began to sink in. The military careerists would sell me down the river if the politicians in Washington gave the nod. Somehow, this small man with the wire-rim glasses could make those politicians dance for him. How I knew that to be true, I don’t know. But in those things, I’d learned to trust my gut.
So I said, “Sure.”
A ghost of a smile touched the Chief’s lips. “You are wise,” he said, as he retrieved the paper, putting it in his briefcase. He shut the lid, snapped the locks, got up and left.
I received my Army discharge that day. Then I flew out of Kabul to a training camp in Germany. I had ex-KGB instructors to teach me dirty tricks, as only Russians knew them. For refined tactics, there were two ex-Mossad agents—Israelis who had helped assassinate countless Arabs.
The movie version of an assassin shows a lone wolf who hunts his prey through dark alleyways. Nothing could be further from the truth. It was a team effort, usually with eight to twelve members. Two of them were the triggermen. The rest were spotters, lookouts, facilitators and the backup team.
There was nothing glamorous about assassinating a man, not even shooting a deserving terrorist. It was one thing to be in a firefight, with the enemy shooting back at you. As the bullets hissed past your head, your adrenalin pumped, fear coursed up and down your body and you repeatedly pulled a trigger as your blood boiled. Unless everything went wrong, however, an assassination attempt was entirely different. Others trailed your mark and figured out the man’s habits, deciding on the best locale to ambush him. On the chosen day, the team closed in like a fisherman’s net. Some watched for intruders, while others kept your lanes of escape open. Often, you walked up to where the target ordered a glass of wine at a bar.
“Mr. Arafat?” you’d ask.
A fat bearded man at the bar would swivel around. He’d have bloodshot eyes, with spittle drooling from the corner of his mouth. “Yes?” he’d say.
By that time, your silenced gun would already be in your hand. You touched the tip of the barrel against his chest and pulled the trigger five times, fast. His eyes would widen horribly as he exhaled his stale breath into your face. Because you had used .22 shorts, the bullets wouldn’t exit his body, but ricocheted around in his ribs, acting like shrapnel. As he slumped back against the bar, you’d head for the exit. If anyone else was in the bar, he or she was usually too shocked to react. If anyone tried to stop you, two facilitators in the bar moved forward and pushed the intruder away. By that time, you’d be outside, walking fast to your getaway car.
The difference between a firefight in combat and assassination was its cold-bloodedness. To be a good assassin you had to be a hardened killer or a psychotic S.O.B. Unfortunately for me, it turned out I was neither.
One of my ex-Mossad trainers must have recognized the truth. We both drank too much vodka on occasion. The last time we did, we stood on a pier on the Rhine River. A bottle rested on the railing as we clutched shot glasses. As the water flowed below us, he told me a little-known secret of the trade.
He stared between the boards of the pier as he said, “Each person killed takes a year off your life.”
“What?” I asked.
“You may not feel their deaths now, Kiel, but you will when you’re old. The killings will come back to haunt you. I know. I know,” he said, finishing his drink and pouring another. “Each kill drains your soul, eating a year of your life. The killing is changing you.”
I remember staring at him. He had bags under his eyes and a big liver spot on the left side of his nose. He clicked the shot glass against his teeth every time he sipped. His brown eyes were watery as he told me the secret.
I remember those watery eyes, but I don’t remember anything else about that night. I don’t even remember where I woke up the next day. I do know that three months later I had a short talk with the Chief. I wanted out of the trade. I was sick of killing for hire.
Yes, I knew what everyone else knew in the Shop. There was supposedly only one way to exit their august company. That was in a cedar box lined with silk. They didn’t bury you. Instead, while trapped in the coffin, they put you on a conveyor that fed into an incinerator. It was a slow conveyor, allowing you time to sweat as the box began to smolder inside. There were stories of screaming men, desperately banging against the sides and begging for a second chance.
The Chief told me in his office in Geneva, “No one leaves us, Herr Kiel.”
“I’m done killing. I’m through. Do you understand me?”
Those lizard eyes studied a spot on the wall. Finally, he nodded. “You are unique, as I’m sure you’ve come to recognize. I appreciate your skills. Perhaps we have overused you of late. A vacation, yes, I will allow you a vacation.”
Thoughts of lying in a moving coffin burning to death kept me from telling him to shove his vacation offer.
“I have the perfect cover job for you, Herr Kiel, while you relax.”
“No more wet work.”
“I have already agreed to that,” he told me.
Sure.
My new assignment was to watch a group of scientists in Geneva. Technically, I worked for the European Organization for Nuclear Research, known by its French acronym CERN, which built the particle accelerator. No doubt, the Chief believed he could pull me out at any time and demand an update, or insist on a piece of sabotage or the liquidation of some unruly scientist.
I ran security for Kay’s team. I supervised the equipment inspection, the checkpoints and made sure I was the only spy around. Maybe to ensure my cooperation, the Chief engineered Dave’s hiring. The Chief had no compunction about using people or bending others through emotional manipulation. Dave had left the Green Berets six months after my discharge. For a time, he’d worked for Blacksand, a mercenary organization. Then he decided he wanted a change and accepted this amazing offer, which seemed to come to him as a fluke. To his delight, he found himself in my unit.
It was good to be with a friend again, my best friend. I kept silent about many things, especially the Shop, and I drank far too much. Dave joined me on some of my binges. Something about assassinating others gave a man a growing capacity to drink without being able to get drunk. It was a horrible thing, forcing me to guzzle greater quantities to numb myself. Over the months, Dave declined to join me more and more often. As a personal compensation, he soon enticed Kay into walks in a nearby park. He’d always had a knack with the ladies.
Kay wore fake glasses then, kept her hair up and still managed to make a lab coat sexy. She was the Coordinator for the dark matter experiments. Euro Metals and the French Technology Department paid her salary, and mine, too, for that matter.
Kay worked hard, took shortcuts and made clever intuitive leaps. Before Dave, she’d lacked a social life. In the States, she’d been an orphan. Reading had been her passion, science had become her parents, giving her a sense of worth and belonging. Something about dark matter had whetted her desire for scientific fame. The work had been burning her out, however. Her coworkers saw it and encouraged her to spend the weekends and holidays with Dave.
I’d remembered those times best. We had gone to the beaches of Monte Carlo together, and I’d seen Dave stroke her legs.
The accident changed all that. It changed everything. I remember the day all too well. The scientists ran the last of a series of three tests. The first two had gone off flawlessly. Each took more than twelve hours to complete.
Now it wasn’t all underground work. We weren’t completely turned into moles yet. There were many surface buildings above the collider tunnel. They housed compressors, ventilation equipment, control electronics and refrigeration plants. Unfortunately, too much of the work was underground. There were over one thousand dipole magnets and more than three hundred quadrupole magnets. The giant magnets kept the collider beams on their circular path and they kept the beams focused. Many of the superconducting magnets weighed over twenty-seven tons. Over ninety-six tons of liquid helium kept the copper-clad niobium-titanium magnets at their operating temperatures. It made the Large Hadron Collider the largest cryogenic facility in the world.
On the day it all went down, I stayed with the white-coated team of scientists in the main control chamber. There was a battery of radiation and Gamma detectors, overhead screens and the stale smell of sweat mingled with high-tech electronic ozone. Most of the scientists held blue-lit slate computers or spoke into receivers.
Dave had entered then and told Kay the head office wanted a word with her.
I distinctly remember that Doctor Harris and Doctor Cheng found that funny, and laughed. Kay blushed, and I think she had been ready to refuse Dave. He tapped his watch. I don’t know what that meant, but Kay set down her slate and followed him out the door.
 I don’t remember everything after that. As I’d said before, Kay was in charge of the dark matter experiments. For the test today, we were dealing with heavy-ion collisions instead of the usual proton-proton collisions. 
The LINCAC 3 and the Low-Energy Ion Ring first accelerated the lead ions. Afterward, the Proton Synchrotron and then the Super Proton Synchrotron further accelerated the ions. These tests were originally designed to investigate quark-gluon plasma, a substance only a little less dense than a black hole. The second and more dangerous stage of the test attempted to quantify dark matter. That portion of the test would need power, a surge of it to supercharge the quark-gluon plasma.
I don’t claim to understand the physics of the tests. I ran Security. What I’ve come to understand was that the plasma reacted differently to the power surge than any of the scientists had expected.
Now dark matter neither emitted nor scattered light or other electromagnetic radiation. It remained invisible, although it apparently accounted for much of the universe’s mass, as I’ve said before. Ordinary matter only accounted for four point six percent of the mass-energy density of the observable universe. That was always a mouthful to say. The remainder of the mass was attributed to dark mass-energy. The term dark referred to man’s ignorance about its exact nature rather than any sinister force, although for me it turned out more than sinister enough. The scientists believed that the vast majority of dark matter was nonbaryonic. In other words, it lacked atoms and didn’t interact with ordinary matter via electromagnetic forces. Such dark matter was not supposed to carry an electric charge.
Neutrinos were said to be nonbaryonic dark matter. In addition, hypothetical entities such as axions and supersymmetric particles were nonbaryonic.
What exactly happened that day, I don’t know. Our shielding in the control room did nothing to protect us from the strange forces. An explosion occurred in the ring because some of the magnets failed. We found out later the explosion redirected the quark-gluon plasma and caused dark matter to wash through the chamber, exposing our bodies to several seconds of it.
Some of the technicians closer to the initial exposure disappeared, leaving only their shadows. Kay was far enough away to have escaped contamination. Unfortunately, Dave received the greatest exposure of those who lived. Not only did he seem to end up in a comatose state, but his body also phased out at times. I saw it happen once. I could see the outline of his body like a ghost, and like a ghost, I could pass my hand through him without feeling a thing. Later, Dave phased in and I could touch him. But so far, no one had been able to awaken him.
The point to all this was that I changed. Doctor Harris changed, so did Doctor Cheng and the others in the main control chamber. The change badly frightened people, and it was at that point the Shop collected us and took us to their top-secret facility in Italy.
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It was noon when Kay left my boat. Noon Friday, June 12. I returned to my cabin and slipped on shoes and a shirt, shoved on an A’s baseball cap and added my extra-dark sunglasses.
Kay’s story troubled me, so I decided on the simplest expedient. Even though it was noon, I would follow her and see what I would I see.
I hurried topside and to the edge of my boat. There were dozens of motorboats and cabin cruisers docked here, and there were plenty of people outside. Some were sunbathing on deck, others ate lunch or painted their vessels or did one of the hundred little chores it took to keep a boat shipshape.
Frowning, I put my hands on the chrome rail. I’d always left a large gap between my cabin cruiser and the wharf. I did it on purpose to discourage visitors. It took a good leap to make it across the gap. If someone failed or their foot slipped on the boat’s railing, he or she fell between the boat and the wharf. They would splash into the brine among the crabs that had learned to thrive in the oily water.
I tried to envision Kay, her thin five-five frame and with her clutching onto the microwave-sized box. If the box had been light, that would have been one thing. It was as heavy as a microwave, however. I’d moved it into my bedroom, deciding to open it later. Could Kay have leapt across the gap while holding onto the box?
What had she said earlier? She’d gained abilities.
The sun was bright and I shoved the bill of my cap lower. It helped a little. Even so, behind by special sunglasses, I squinted so my eyelids were mere slits. The exposure in Geneva had changed me. One of those changes was that sunlight hurt.
 I jumped the gap and landed on the wharf. A board creaked ominously. I was six-two and lean, with greater mass than before because of increased density.
There were other people outside, as I’ve said. It was tourist season, and San Francisco was a crowded place this time of year, especially this near Fisherman’s Wharf. I moved past three teenage girls in bikinis talking about a movie and I looked over the heads of two tall men carrying fishing poles and tackle boxes.
Kay was already far ahead of me climbing a set of wide concrete stairs that led up to the street. Her red hair, sundress and tanned legs were unmistakable. She had a nice sway to her butt, and it took a moment for me to notice a man hurrying after her.
It all happened so fast. I was too far away for my shouts to be effective so I broke into a run.
The man coming after Kay bounded up the stairs three at a time. He had jerky moves like a junkie, and even from my distance, I could see that he was too skinny and wore a ratty shirt with flapping tails. At the last moment, I realized he meant to rob her, likely to snatch her purse and run.
Despite the uselessness of it, I shouted a warning. People turned toward me and then whipped around to see what I was staring at.
The junkie accelerated, reached with a long arm and grabbed her purse. Kay carried hers up high, the handle looped around her left shoulder and the purse tucked under her armpit. He grabbed the purse from two steps down and tugged. It was a vicious thing to do, as it was a long fall down the stairs. Maybe it was his modus operandi. Frighten the mark with fear of falling so they let go of their purse.
Instead of losing her balance or releasing her purse, Kay spun around. With her open palm, she struck the man against his nose. His head whipped back as if a slugger had walloped him with a baseball bat. He collapsed and tumbled down the concrete stairs like a mass of jelly as his head repeatedly struck and bounced.
I stopped in surprise, blinking behind my sunglasses. There were people ahead of me, and by this time, many had turned to look at Kay. Some of them pointed and shouted at her.
I don’t know if Kay recognized me. It’s possible. It might be she was frightened by the attack. She looked around once and then darted up the stairs and disappeared from view over the top.
During the junkie’s jelly-slide down the stairs, a teenager shouted, a boy who worked at the marina’s gas pumps. He ran to the purse-snatcher heaped at the foot of the stairs and reached him before I did.
Other people neared, still pointing at the man and asking their friends questions. They kept several feet away from him, however, as if the purse-snatcher carried the plague.
“Did you see what happened?” the teenager asked me as I knelt beside the man.
The teenager wore flip-flops and long tan shorts that went past his knees. He had a shaved head and a ghost of a mustache. I thought he’d look better with them the other way around. I couldn’t remember his name, but I knew he worked at the marina. He was a polite youth who spent a lot of time wondering if he should get a tattoo.
Like me, he knelt by the unconscious purse-snatcher, maybe thinking about CPR or whether we should move the man and risk damaging his spinal cord. The thief had horrible acne and his skin was much too white. He also radiated a strong odor. He looked thirty, but was probably in his early twenties. Blood poured from his nose. It spread over his mouth and chin, and dripped into the hollow of his throat.
I kept telling myself Kay had done that to him. She’d done it with a single, openhanded blow. Maybe as impressive, she hadn’t lost her balance as he’d tugged her purse from two steps down. The thief was taller and despite his wasted body, he likely weighed more than she did. As he’d grabbed her purse, Kay should have lost her balance or at least fought to retain it. Her ability didn’t make sense. Ability…didn’t she say she had new ones?
The junkie groaned as he lay on the cement, and his eyelids flickered.
“Is he going to be all right?” the teenager asked me.
The junkie opened bloodshot eyes and touched his nose. When he got a good look at his gory hand, he screamed. He struggled to sit up. There was something juiced-up about him. He climbed to his feet and swayed unsteadily. Then, bent over, leaving a trail of wet red drops, he staggered away.
I stood up and debated following him. Sometimes the Shop was tricky. Watching him stagger convinced me he was the real thing, however, a failed purse-snatcher.
“Should we help him?” the teenager asked.
“He almost pulled a woman down the steps,” I said. “Maybe he’s learned his lesson.”
People watched him leave. One woman was on her cell phone. She told her friend, “I’m calling the police.”
That was my cue to slip away. Cops, government agents, IRS accountants: I trusted none of them.
I heard traffic noises and saw mass movement as I reached the top of the stairs. This near Fisherman’s Wharf at noon meant mobs of tourists on the sidewalks. They were packed with kids on skateboards, tanned men on rollerblades and various vendors hawking caricature drawings, tarot readings and spray-painted signs. The musicians were spread farther apart from each other, although each had a hat or a tin can on the ground for donations. The crowds were always thickest around the musicians as tourists stopped to watch and listen.
Kay moved with the general flow of people. There were two main streams, each surging past the other in the opposite direction. I lost her at times as I followed from a distance and she often moved in front of taller individuals.
Each time a streetlight turned green, masses of vehicles sped by. Most were tourists hunting for parking. For thirty bucks, sometimes less, a person could park his car for the day in various lots. Or he could park on the nearby streets and use the parking meters. The city meters only accepted an hour charge, however, meaning a tourist had to run back to his car and pay again for another hour or face a nearly certain traffic violation. The city needed money like everyone else, and the tickets were a lucrative way of making it. When the light changed, it also flashed a green WALK for waiting pedestrians. They surged across the intersection in a mob, with more always coming up behind.
The masses of humanity made spotting a tail harder. The trick wasn’t to look directly, but indirectly. A trained operative let his subconscious spot the anomaly. I tried that, but saw nothing unusual around me. Maybe the better way to say it was that I spotted nothing strange that didn’t already belong in San Francisco.
I didn’t believe Kay had practiced the trade long enough to hone her instincts to a fine pitch. It was like shooting hoops, like basketball. If you played long enough, if you practiced every day and took thousands of shots, you developed your instincts. You knew a second before a person was going to lunge for the ball to try to steal it from you. Most people never consciously learned why they knew such things. The Shop had taught me both the how-to and the why.
I tailed Kay, and I studied her out of the corner of my eye. I suspected she had learned to sense someone watching too intently. Most animals do manage that trick, some lucky soldiers, too. In your gut, you felt someone’s hot stare, or it caused your neck to tingle. I had felt it more than once in Afghanistan. Sometimes, nothing happened and you forgot about it. But other times, a Taliban fighter jumped out of a doorway, with his AK-47 blazing. The second you saw the door open, however, you shot him. Your friends would ask how you knew. The answer was you must have felt him staring at you through a crack in the door, muttering his prayers, psyching himself up to take down the American.
What organ in you sensed the intense stare? I wish I knew.
I felt something then, and looked around. All around me the tourists surged, the folk of Frisco. I glanced back at the East Harbor. How hard would it have been for someone to trail Kay to my boat? If someone had, might they jump aboard my boat now and retrieve the box while I was gone?
I rubbed my chin. I needed a shave. I should have been asleep in my bunk right now. With a shrug, and an “excuse me” to a man that I brushed too hard, I kept after Kay.
She knew some of the tricks of the trade, the obvious ploys like glancing at a parked car to use its window-glass as a mirror to check behind her. Or she crossed a street at the last minute. It was minor-league stuff, but she did it smoothly.
Kay had spoken about Polarity Magnetics. Doctor Cheng worked there, she’d said. Were any of the others there as well? The accident had exposed a chamber full of scientists to mysterious forces. Before the accident, none of them had been physically dangerous. Afterward, after they’d gotten over the shock of transformation, most of them had thought of themselves as deadly mutants. Each had different abilities. One could lift two thousand pounds over his head. Another climbed a concrete wall, digging her fingers into it as if it was sand. A third could phase out enough to swim through certain types of substances.
Kay hurried, passing people in her stream. I lost sight of her for a moment, and then I saw her stop abruptly at a crosswalk button. She un-slung her purse and slipped her hand into it. It was hard to see with the mass of people between us, but she kept her hand in the purse for some time.
Maybe I’d been watching her too intently and not focusing enough around myself. As her crosswalk sign turned green, I sensed something strange behind me and turned around. The man directly behind me was thickset, had long gray hair and tattoos on his neck that disappeared down his collared shirt. His rough clothes and snarl that revealed several missing teeth all indicated an ex-con or biker. His eyes were fixed on me. In his wide right hand held down low, he palmed a hypodermic needle containing a blue solution.
“Tough luck, man,” he growled in a smoker’s voice, and he shot his hand at me, stabbing underhanded with the needle.
I tried to twist away, but he stabbed me with it in the side. He seemed practiced, and I wondered how many women he’d injected and dragged into a parked van to misuse later. The sharp needle easily poked through my shirt. He laughed then. It was an ugly thing full of vile promise. Shoving the hypo harder, his thumb with its black nail began squeezing the plunger. He must not have counted on my increased density, on my toughened skin. Instead of sinking into me, the needle had bent. My twisting aside had changed the angle of thrust. The needle might have gone in if he’d plunged it in straight. The blue solution squirted onto instead of into me.
“What the crap?” he said.
I latched onto his offensive wrist as several people around us lurched away. An older man asked something sharply in what sounded like German.
I twisted Mr. Ex-Con’s wrist. The hypo fell from his grip and he grunted painfully. As he sucked in a lungful of air, he stepped into me, slamming a fist against my gut. More people surged away from us, and two women shouted urgently. The blow did nothing to me, and his eyes widened. I suspected this was his favorite tactic, the fast blow to the gut, surprising another con in the yard or the homeowner he was robbing trying to protect his property or his wife. I squeezed his wrist, and he grunted again. Then I twisted savagely. Bones snapped. The man screamed and the color fled from his face. Around us, other people shouted and backed away more. I shoved the ex-con, and he staggered into two ladies. The three of them went down in a heap. In that second, I glanced at the sidewalk, saw the needle and bent to grab it. A citizen hero slammed against me from behind. I think he meant to tackle me. In order to keep my balance, my right foot shot out and kicked the needle, sending it skittering into the crowd of feet. The would-be hero bounced off me as he might have bounced off a four-hundred-pound sumo wrestler. I continued to stagger forward, however.
The ex-con was on his feet, cradling his broken wrist. Despite his thickness, he was like a cat. He stared at me for all of a second. Then he turned and fled, crashing into people who scrambled to get out of his way.
I had two seconds to decide what to do. For the first second I scanned the sidewalk for sign of the needle. I wanted to know what was in the blue solution. Was it an ordinary knockout drug or was it something meant to take out a person like me? The next second I scanned the crowd, looking for someone who watched the proceedings with too much calm.
People backed away from me. Most were already hurrying, wanting nothing to do with violence in the big city. The would-be hero had partially changed his mind, keeping his eyes on me as he backed away. He looked like a weightlifter, his shirt tight around his biceps and with a muscled neck.
“You’re like a brick wall,” he said.
“I meditate a lot,” I said. I lowered the bill of my hat and started walking. I had done the same thing many times after liquidating a target for the Shop. Most people react slowly to surprises, especially violent surprises. The violence stuns them into inaction.
I knew some would point at me or at the very least track me with their eyes. They didn’t count. The people who did count were the backup to the needle-man. Why would he pick me out of the crowd today? Because someone had ordered him to, that’s why.
I’d gotten sloppy following Kay. To whom did the needle-man belong?
I kept scanning as I hurried to the last place I’d seen Kay. Did the attack on me mean others would try for her?
Then I saw Kay running, dodging cars as she crossed the middle of the street. She looked back once—not at me, but at someone else that I couldn’t spot. Cars honked. Brakes squealed. Then Kay was on the other side of the street. She ran past watching people and slipped into the nearest tourist store as an angry driver flipped her off.
I scanned the crowds, looking for someone too controlled, too studious and alert. Either they were better at this than I was, or there wasn’t anybody.
A siren blared in the distance. It was time to move.
At a crosswalk, I hurried across the street and to the knickknack store Kay had entered. It was good to get out of the blazing sun. A few people looked up as I entered. A chime sounded, announcing my appearance. Then the people returned to looking at tiny trolley cars and good luck charms. In a moment, I realized Kay must have exited through the back.
I strode that way, heard an exasperated clerk say I couldn’t go there and then I stepped out the back exit. There were cardboard boxes piled too high against the rear of the store. I looked right and left, but there was no sign of Kay, although a black cat licked its paw and studied me.
I soon exited the alley and saw that the throngs of people had returned to normal. Had Kay spotted me before? Was someone still following me?
I acted as if I still trailed her, but she was gone. I stopped at a Burger King window, eying the people inside eating fries and slurping Dr. Pepper. Changing my focus, I used the window as a mirror. A black-suited man in the distance with an English bowler hat turned away too quickly. I turned too, but he disappeared into the crowd. It felt to me as if he’d realized I’d spotted him.
It struck me then, the reason for the needle-man. It made little sense for him to belong to Kay. The suited man in the bobby hat meant others were tracking her. Likely, they’d tracked her to my boat.
I muttered a curse and headed for the Alamo. Why pump me with drugs? The answer was obvious. So I would go to sleep and give intruders time to ransack my cabin cruiser with impunity.
I increased my stride. Bones were going to break if I found people going through my stuff.
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I hurried down wide concrete steps, passed dried blood droplets on the cement and soon walked onto my pier. The Alamo was still tied down, and I didn’t see anyone prowling about on my deck.
Several slips over, a woman stood high in her conning tower, behind the wheel. The water near her inboard engines gurgled as she eased the big motorboat into the harbor. My boat was a quarter of its size, but it was big enough for my needs.
The feeling that prowlers were inside my cabin cruiser was strong. The ex-con had tried to use a needle to inject me with a blue solution. That meant planning. The suited man with the bobby hat was likely connected to the needle-man. The fact they’d used a regular needle was comforting, implying they didn’t realize how my greater density had toughened my skin. A more suspicious part of me had an unsettling thought. Maybe they’d used a regular needle to lull me into thinking what I did. But trying to second-guess everything soon led me down mind-numbing rabbit-holes.
I jumped the gap between the pier and my boat and landed heavily on the main deck. If there were people inside, they would have heard that. There was no way I could have jumped lightly onto my boat. I drew my Browning and headed for the lounge door. A single glance showed me it had been forced open. Anger flared in my chest. Kay had led filth onto my boat, into my life.
You wouldn’t have that life unless Kay had opened your cell door in Italy, the better half of me whispered.
True, but that didn’t calm me.
I slipped into the lounge. The box was gone, but that was because I’d already taken it down to the bedroom. Cushions were strewn about the floor, desk drawers were open, a nightstand lay on its side and two closest doors were open. Through the galley I saw a light down in the bedroom or maybe down in the head.
I gripped my Browning and quietly moved into the galley. Cabinets were open, revealing my cupboards. Slipping my sunglasses into my shirt pocket, I started down the short stairway. Steps creaked, a dead giveaway, so I bounded down, deciding on speed over surprise.
An unseen man shouted a warning from the guest cabin. I raised my gun but hesitated as I saw a bald man come out of my bedroom. He held a bulky flashlight—at least I thought it was a flashlight. It had a small yellow plastic box, a handgrip and a shiny reflector and glass lens.
“Lay on the floor!” I shouted.
The bald man wore corduroy pants and work boots. He had a smudged tattoo of a dagger on the forearm of the hand holding the flashlight. It was a prison tattoo, likely inked long ago. He stared at my gun, hating it but not intimidated by it.
“If you insist,” I said, aiming the Browning at his forehead, deciding I’d like him better with a hole in it.
A second man appeared out of the guest cabin. He wore a shiny silver jacket and had to be the whitest person I’d ever seen, including all Canadians and Russians. There wasn’t a hint of a tan on his skin, and his hair was so blond it was platinum.
“Do it,” he said.
For a second, I thought he meant me, that I should shoot his friend.
Then the bald man’s thumb moved on the plastic handle of the flashlight. A switch clicked and a whomp sound came from the small plastic box. The reflector flashed brighter than the sun. The exploding light felt as if someone smashed a hammer against each of my eyes. It surprised me, shocked me, and I cried out in agony as I stumbled backward.
Reflexively, I fired my Browning. In the confined spaces, the shots rang out loudly, hurting my ears. The smell of cordite bit my nostrils. I kept pulling the trigger, moving my aim into what seemed like the right locations. Soon the gun no longer bucked in my hand—I was out of ammo.
Purple spots exploded against the lids of my closed eyes. My head throbbed and nausea threatened. I couldn’t hear a thing. With my head down, I crawled toward them. My stomach heaved then, but I clenched my teeth. That only made the pain worse. Whoever had sent them had given the bald man a device specifically designed to deal with me. That was bad.
My hands roved over a prone body. It twitched convulsively. I shouted and lunged onto him, clutching his throat, squeezing as hard as I could. Then I realized blood flowed against my elbows, the ones on his chest. Some of my bullets had struck. Despite the gruesomeness of it, I crawled over him, feeling with my hands until I found the ultra-flashlight.
I flicked the switch and the whomp sound occurred again. The intensity against my eyelids stopped and I sagged with relief. This thing must have a super-battery.
I listened, but couldn’t hear the second man, the one with the shiny jacket.
Tentatively, I opened my eyes. Splotches made it impossible to see anything. Had they blinded me permanently?
I kept moving around, searching, until I found the second man. He’d stumbled back into the guest cabin, or he’d fallen back into it. With my hands, I explored his torso and then his neck and head. I grunted and pulled my hands away. He lacked pieces of his face. I’d shot him at least twice in the head.
Shop experts had trained me to fire blind, using memory and sound to guide me. Realizing I wasn’t in immediate danger, I propped myself against a bulkhead and waited. Others outside might have heard the gunfire. If police showed up—
I climbed to my feet and experimentally opened my eyes. Between various splotches, I saw dim images. My eyesight was returning.
“Thank you, God,” I murmured. The idea of being blind—I shook my head. That made me groan, and I clutched my aching head.
I never wanted to face one of those flashlights again. I think I’d rather have taken a bullet in the leg or arm.
I slid down to my butt, put my head between my knees and tried to think this through. Who were these two? They must have been searching for Kay’s box. It was in my bedroom, so they must have found it. Why hadn’t they taken it from Kay before she reached me? Why wait until she’d left it here? Were these two with Polarity Magnetics?
I tried my eyes again, and saw a little more. I needed to get out of here. Rising, I stumbled into my cabin. They’d put the box on my bed.
I wanted to rip off the tape and see what was inside, but I waited. I needed to get out on the water for several reasons, not the least of which was to dispose of the two bodies. There was another reason to wait. What if the box contained something bad? Bad as in a bomb, contraband or a supervirus? What if I was supposed to open it? What if Kay had hired these thugs to make me over-curious?
Too much had happened today. It made me extra-paranoid. For all I knew, cops were already on the way, a SWAT team or someone worse like a Shop clean-up crew.
I tore off my bloody clothes and shoved them into a plastic garbage bag. Then I showered and put on fresh clothes. For the next twenty minutes, I unhooked the water hoses, waste and electrical lines and removed the mooring lines. Afterward, I fired the twin diesels and backed out of slip C-11. I had to wait for a huge yacht named Cerberus to work its way out of the marina ahead of me.
As I waited, I hurried down to my cabin and took a palm-sized locator from a hidden floorboard. Turning it on, I let it beep, searching for radio signals, for hidden bugs. I found one, and crushed it with my heel.
After putting the locator away, I waved at the captain of the Cerberus. He was a huge man with an admiral’s cap, and there were efficient sailors briskly manning his boat.
As the yacht’s wake washed against my hull, I let my engines rumble and began to ease out after him. In time, I pushed the twin throttles and felt the surge of power. The breeze was low today, the waves were small and the Alamo thumped over them. I soon passed under the Golden Gate Bridge and enjoyed the view of the Presidio. Then I entered the Pacific Ocean. Japan waited on the other side. The waves increased and I quickly left the seagulls behind.
My tension eased. No cops had appeared, which was surprising now that I thought about it. People must have heard shots. Why had no one investigated?
I shook my head. I had plenty of questions but few answers. I wanted some answers, and wondered if Kay’s box would supply some.
I waited until San Francisco was a smudge on the horizon. Then I turned off the engines, threw out the anchor and took a deep breath. It was solitary out here, peaceful, with the hypnotic sound of waves slapping against my small island of wood, plastic and steel. The motion, the sway, relaxed me so I yawned and felt my eyelids grow heavy. The cold breeze felt good on my skin and the cloud cover brought blessed relief to my eyes. Despite my sunglasses, they were more sensitive than usual.
It was time to work, however. I went below and brought up the bodies. They both lacked wallets, but both had compact guns that lacked any metal parts. They should have come out of the cabins at me firing. I fired one of the pistols now. The bullets seemed ordinary enough. After I was finished shooting, I pitched them overboard, watching each one plop into the sea.
The one body had more smudged prison tattoos on his person. They reminded me of the needle-man’s tattoos on his neck. As I thought about it, it also reminded me of the purse-snatching junkie. The connection seemed to be ex-cons, bikers or druggie losers. The corpse with the shiny jacket, how was it connected to the others? It was white, stark white, just as the junkie had been a tan-less white.
Who used bikers or ex-cons? That didn’t fit with high-tech weapons. Well, there had just been the one: the flashlight blaster. The hypo-attacker had been practiced. Maybe he was a professional kidnapper and a home invader. Those were nasty trades practiced by evil people.
I brought up a pair of binoculars and scanned the sky and the ocean. There was a big cruise liner on the horizon. Otherwise, I was alone. I brought up rope, cut off the needed lengths and tied each line around a corpse. Next, I attached several twenty-five-pound weights to each. I’d read somewhere that sailors at sea during the Napoleonic era had used two twelve-pound round-shot on a body to ensure it went down. I didn’t know these two, and I didn’t like them. I was sure they were vile individuals. Still, I said a short prayer for each, for their souls. I’d killed them, after all. By praying for them, I hoped in my old age that their deaths wouldn’t come back to haunt me. Then I slid each body overboard, watching each slip underwater.
Lastly, I ripped out bloody carpet, anything bloody and shoved it all into a duffel bag. I piled weights into the bag, tied it tight and hurled it overboard.
Only then was I ready to inspect Kay’s mysterious box. I’d already thought all kinds of things concerning it. Bomb, supervirus, heroin, tainted cash or bonds, I had no idea what waited for me. Dave had liked Kay back in Geneva. She’d always seemed nice enough to me then, if tightly wound. One thing I didn’t like about her was that she’d helped the Shop run experiments on us in Italy. What kind of person did that? It’s true she hadn’t helped them with the worst experiments on me, but I had no idea what she had done to the others. After my experiences this afternoon, I wasn’t going to trust her about the box.
I sighed as I entered my bedroom. The small, microwave-sized box was still on my bunk. The cabin tilted as the ocean waves washed against the hull. The rolling waves moved my boat, and therefore the cabin, back and forth, and today the motion gave me a touch of nausea. Normally, I didn’t get seasick. It must have been a lingering effect of the flashlight blaster.
It was interesting to me that the intruders hadn’t opened the box, but simply placed it on the bed. I leaned against a wall as the cabin continued to tilt various ways. I watched the box and I noticed how it pressed against my blanket. What was inside? I wanted to know. I was curious. The fact the bald man had used a weapon specially designed for me made me even more curious.
Polarity Magnetics: I’d like to know more about the company. Did they work on magnets or was it simply an interesting name? The particle accelerator had used huge magnets. Did Doctor Cheng and her people study dark matter there in Long Beach?
I cracked my knuckles and knelt on the edge of the bunk. I listened, but couldn’t hear anything from the box. Kay had walked with it. She’d jumped the gap between the pier and the boat with it. The two intruders had lifted the box. I’d lifted it earlier, putting it in a closet. It had weighed nearly twice as much as a microwave its size.
Blowing out my cheeks, I climbed into the galley, selected a sharp steak knife and returned to the cabin. First, I moved the box onto the carpet. Then I squatted by it and set my hand on top. Clear tape seemed to have been hurriedly wound around the box. Gingerly, I eased the steak knife against a tape-strand and slowly sawed back and forth. If I was about to kill myself, I was an idiot. It seemed like the smarter thing would be to dump the box into the ocean and forget about it. I could take my boat to Mexico and disown any part of this.
That would have been the smart thing, but I was curious, and I owed Kay. Therefore, I kept on sawing the first strand. It parted. I jerked my hand away and waited. Nothing ominous happened. I put my ear to the box, listening closely. Frowning, I cut another strand and then a third. I wiped my wrist against my lips, grabbed a cardboard edge and slowly pried it open. There was something silvery inside the box.
My heart was beating hard by then. I shouldn’t be doing this. I should hurl the box into the ocean. I was playing with things that I had no idea they did. Look at what had happened to me in Geneva.
“Remember what happened to Dave,” I whispered.
Hadn’t Kay said this box had something to do with Dave? He phased in and out. Was it a phase bomb? I had no idea what a phase bomb would be able to do, but I didn’t like the sound of it.
I studied the box for a full thirty seconds. Finally, I began cutting strands again. Knowing I was a fool but unable to help myself, I opened a cardboard lid to see more fully what I had.
It was silvery, cube-shaped and was completely metallic and reflected a distorted image of me. I didn’t like it at all. I chewed my lower lip and finally dared touch the surface. It was cool and smooth. Part of me suggested I tap it. I vigorously shook my head. There wasn’t a chance I was going to do that.
It was a prototype, whatever it was. It was supposedly fashioned at Polarity Magnetics and Kay would never have helped develop it if she’d known what they were building. What was it then? What would a silvery cube this size do?
I couldn’t help but think it was some high-tech bomb.
Polarity Magnetics: the name gave me an idea. I went up to the lounge and rummaged in my desk until I found a small magnet. I squeezed the magnet in my hand and weighed it thoughtfully.
“Don’t be reckless,” I whispered.
I returned to my cabin and debated with myself. Finally, I pressed the magnet against the silvery cube. It didn’t stick. This was metal, but it was nonferrous.
I don’t know why, but that frightened me. I pocketed the magnet. Then I decided on one more test. I retrieved my bug-finding locator, wanting to know if this cube sent out radio signals. Switching it on, I pointed the locator at the cube.
Nothing happened.
“Good,” I muttered. Then I noticed that the locator’s red light wasn’t on, nor did it beep as it was supposed to. I flicked the switch several times. I opened the lid and took out the dead batteries. Going to my small freezer, I ripped new batteries from a package and slotted them into the bug-finder.
I switched it on. The red light shone and it beeped as it was supposed to. Walking down the stairs, I entered the bedroom. I approached the box, listening to the beep-beep-beep. At approximately sixteen inches away, it shorted. No. At sixteen inches, the beeps stopped and the red light quit shining. If I were to guess what had just happened, the thing on the carpet had drained the batteries.
I felt like someone strong had punched me in the chest. For a moment, I didn’t breathe. I had no idea what the cube was, but I was certain now that it was a high-tech thing with killing power. I wanted nothing to do with it.
“Get rid of it,” I whispered.
Suiting thought to action, I nerved myself to handle the box one last time. Gingerly, I lifted it and carried it topside. As the waves rolled under my boat, I went to the railing and heaved the box with the silvery cube into the ocean. It plopped nicely, sending up a spray of water, and it sank out of sight. I hoped its journey to the bottom, the building pressure, wouldn’t set it off. I hoped hitting its resting place wouldn’t jar anything bad. Just in case, it was time to leave.
I brushed the palms of my hands against my pants and ran to the control room. There was a GPS display. I turned it on and noted the exact coordinates. I memorized the numbers. Then I shut off the device and started up the diesels. With a roar of power, I sped away from the descending cube.
I’d hidden Kay’s insurance and I hoped I’d sufficiently covered myself. I should have known better.
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Saturday night found me in the heart of San Francisco, in the Tenderloin District, a rough part of the city.
I needed money again for operating costs. Originally buying my motorboat, and now keeping it fueled, took money, and plenty of it. Buying the kind of clothes I needed and paying for extended excursions cost a lot. To make some, I did freelance work for Lamplight Investigations. They were a large detective agency and mainly used ex-military and ex-intelligence officers. The cases were usually for technologically sensitive firms. I concentrated on those who practiced high-tech theft. It meant I went up against a lot of Taiwanese, Chinese and Koreans, the modern ninjas with night-vision goggles and futuristic devices. Ninety-eight percent of their thefts happened the old-fashioned way, through bribery and spies in the targeted organization. In the last few years, however, the game had gotten more brazen.
Lamplight Investigations was a reputable company most of the time. Their one quirk was that they paid me out of the firm’s secret fund, never requiring paperwork from or concerning me. The fees were relatively small, which was fine. I didn’t make my living from them. Instead, I used the information I gleaned for Lamplight in order to take what I needed from the bad guys.
Because of my exposure in Geneva, I had some interesting abilities. I’d decided early on to leave regular people alone, including normal businesses. I never took from them, although it would have been easy to do. Instead, I liberated monies from the sharks of the world. Moreover, I didn’t go after the small, inoffensive sharks. I liberated the funds I needed from the hammerheads and the great whites.
I turned into a dark alley, the best the city could offer. There were winos standing around an old rusted barrel, with a good blaze going, enough so I could spy the tall flicker of flame. Old boxes, wooden slates and newspapers littered the urine-smelling urban canyon. The winos noticed me. One bent down and picked up cardboard from a torn box, adding the pieces to the fire.
I knew it was a signal to someone hidden. I saw perfectly in the murk, and noticed that the winos watched me too closely. Pretending to ignore them, I kept walking, moving deeper into the alley.
I heard the whisper of fabric as a man appeared suddenly like a new tax. He stepped out of a nook in the nearest building.
“Do not move,” a small man said with a Chinese accent. He wore a headset and aimed a gun at my midsection. Likely, he was with Chinese Intelligence, one of the biggest sharks around the Bay Area. Motioning with the gun, he said, “Hands in the air.”
While raising my hands, I glanced behind. A newspaper sheet skittered across dirty pavement. Beyond it, the fire still burned in the rusted barrel, but the winos had left.
I’d known this particular Chinese operation used one of the buildings here as a storehouse.
“Higher, raise your hands higher,” the small man said, as he continued to motion with his gun. That was a mistake. He should have kept the gun steady and aimed at me.
With my hands in the air, I stared at him. His headset was pressed against his lank hair, and the tip of his microphone had worn foam that needed replacing. I stared, but I didn’t really look at him. Instead, I concentrated, using one of my abilities to reach out to the fire in the rusted barrel.
The exposure in the particle accelerator had done something to me. For one thing, I was dense and therefore stronger after a fashion. For another, I could see better in the dark and I could manipulate light and shadows if I concentrated hard enough. Reaching out with the ability, I sucked the light emanating from the flames in the barrel and I shaded the feeble streetlight filtering into the alley. In simple terms, I made it dark.
I was ready for the phenomenon. As darkness settled, I twisted aside. He muttered in Cantonese as he squinted, looking around, and he finally stopped motioning with this gun. While lunging at him, my shoe scuffled against a glass shard, making noise. He aimed at the sound. I jerked my foot away as he fired. A spark appeared as the bullet spanged off the cement.
That was his last chance.
He brought the gun up, shouting excitedly. I swung, and my hand connected with his. The gun went flying, hit the wall, and I hit him in the face. He crumpled, mumbled something and tried to rise. He still wore the headset, and I didn’t know whether it was on or not. Part of me wanted to kick him in the face and finish it, killing him. Instead, I squatted, ripped off the headset and grabbed him by the hair. He shouted, getting excited again. I raised his head and slammed it down hard against the cement, rendering him unconscious but still leaving him very much alive.
The whole thing had taken less than thirty seconds, but my head was already hurting. Sucking light at its source was hard; so was shading it. I had one more ability, and it was much easier for me. I could walk in shadows, and particularly in darkness, like a phantom. It was my compensation for being vulnerable to the sun.
Taking an electronic key from the man’s pocket, I headed for a nearby door. It was time to take my cut from this little operation and replenish my money supply.
***
Thirty years ago, they would have called this spaghetti. Now it was pasta. Some talk-show host had a monologue about it or a poem, a Bay Area fellow. He wasn’t a radio announcer, exactly. He was more of a radio shouter.
The checkered red-and-white tablecloth where I ate a late supper was clean except for the tomato-sauce dots Blake and I had made. The lights were low and the waitress was a middle-aged woman with a woolen wrap around her left forearm. She put another bottle of Corona down for Blake and glanced at my plate before she retreated.
Blake sipped his Corona and made an “aah” sound of contentment before examining me.
“Did the cube make any noise?” he asked.
I had been telling him about Kay and the cube. Blake was one of the few people outside of the Shop and the scientists on the Reservation who knew about my condition. He was one of the few people I trusted.
I loosened my belt, shifted in the chair and managed a quiet belch. “Do you mean like old-fashioned metal fillings that were supposed to make your teeth pick up radio waves?” I asked.
Blake grinned. He was a technical writer, at least when he wasn’t busy drinking. He was thin, wore glasses and had short hair. He could eat more food at a sitting than anyone I knew, and the man could drink. Where others would become sloppy drunk, Blake merely swayed a little on his stool, smirked in a knowing manner and blinked too much.
“There weren’t any sounds,” I said, as I twirled spaghetti around the tines of my fork.
“Do you know where Kay works?” he asked.
“I thought I told you: Polarity Magnetics.”
“Oh,” he said.
“You’ve heard of them?”
He nodded and sipped his beer.
“What can you tell me?”
“They have several government contracts,” Blake said. “It’s for some new battlefield weaponry. I don’t remember what right now. They’re a relatively new company,” he added.
“Did the company appear in the last four years?” I asked.
Blake closed his eyes, and nodded after a moment. Despite all the booze, the man had a phenomenal memory.
“You mentioned the Reservation,” he said. “You’ve never said exactly where it was before, although I’ve always assumed it was in Europe. What country was it in?”
“I didn’t know you had a death wish.”
He pointed the open bottle of Corona at me. “My curiosity is not self-preserving. I’ll die eventually. Until then, I must fill the void in my mind, meaning there is no knowledge I will not embrace.”
“Would you like to know the time of your death?”
He nodded emphatically. “It would be priceless information. Knowing it, I could become the world’s greatest stunt man, leaping from planes without a parachute and landing on my feet and strolling away.”
“Maybe you’d break all your bones and linger in a coma until your death.”
“You obfuscate the point, sir. Now where is this Reservation, or where was it?”
“On the south side of Hell,” I said, “in the Projects.”
Blake sipped his beer. “I grow tired of your evasions concerning the Reservation, so let’s continue discussing the cube. I definitely believe it’s part of a machine.”
Earlier we had been trying to figure out the cube’s function.
“Do you think it powers the machine?” I asked.
“No. Not if it drains energy.” Blake shrugged. “Forget all that for the moment. How are you going to retrieve it?”
“Why should I?”
“I can think of several reasons,” Blake said. “The first is the most obvious. What if the people chasing Kay strap her to a table and persuade her to talk. Then they phone you and demand an exchange: the cube for Kay.”
“I can always rent scuba gear.”
Blake shook his head. “How deep can scuba divers go? Besides, it will be dark down there, darker than even your night-seeing eyes can negotiate, I’d think. The cube could be two feet away from you and you’d swim right past it, never knowing. You as good as threw it away.”
“Let’s hope so,” I said.
The back of Blake’s chair creaked as he leaned against it. “Is there something you aren’t telling me?”
“Yes. Information that could get you stretched on a table as people torture you.”
“Say rather: you’re withholding information that might save me from their worst efforts. Now I can’t talk so they’ll stop.”
“Just tell your torturers about me,” I said. “They’ll let you go then.”
Looking thoughtful, Blake fell silent.
Scraping the plate clean, I finished my pasta. The waitress reappeared, asked for permission and lifted my plate.
“Bring me the check,” I said.
She took it out of her apron, set it on the table and retreated into the kitchen. I put money on the plastic tray and we headed outside onto the deserted street. Well, it was almost deserted. A dingy street sweeper with dirty-red rotating brushes roared past, kicking up dust and debris. After it turned onto a different street, Blake took his leave.
I felt the wad of bills I’d taken from Chinese Intelligence. I’d rendered several other operatives unconscious inside the building. I’d been right about them. They had a printing press there, making counterfeit money. There had also been piles of heroin and stacks of legitimate money. I’d helped myself to the latter, stuffing enough bills to fill two jacket pockets.
After a long walk, I entered Scotty’s, an old-style bar. Several big black men in jeans and expensive jackets sat around a table. They were telling jokes and drinking whiskey. Billiard balls clacked in the back. There were two tables, with a group around each and bottles everywhere. Three lonely men sat along the bar, each wrapped in his private thoughts, one munching on peanuts.
I joined them after a fashion, keeping my distance as they kept theirs. With my elbows on the zinc-topped bar, I examined brown Scotch or clear vodka, alternating between them. Like gazing into a prophetic pool, I searched for answers.
“You trying to drown yourself,” the bartender asked later, a tall woman with Cleopatra eyeliner.
Smiling sadly, I paid the tab and took my leave. I’d learned some time ago. Concerning alcohol, it was better not to bring attention to myself. Everyone was an expert, and eventually he or she understood I shouldn’t be able to drink so much.
Soon, I sat in the Red Tavern. There was a karaoke machine, singing drunks and wild hoots amid the laughter.
I tried an encore performance here and steadily drank vodka. When someone sang, “We Are The Champions,” I had a glorious moment. The alcohol numbed my mind. I grinned, drank harder and tried not to think about the numbing. It failed as I became stubbornly sober. The reason was simple. Alcohol in my system dissipated too fast. Something about my greater density made it terribly difficult for me to get or remain drunk.
With a sigh, I left too much money on the bar and exited the tavern, leaving the bad singing behind.
Sunk in gloom, I wandered the streets and finally decided to give it one more try. Two hours later, I walked out the last bar as sober as I’d entered. I did some more walking and thinking, the ghost of San Francisco.
In the morning, I put on my sunglasses and searched for a church. They were hard to find here, but I slipped into the back of a small one full of Mexican people. The service was in Spanish, which was fine with me. They were nice people, wearing bright clothes. More than one man nodded to me, smiled and spoke in broken English.
I listened to the sermon, understanding not one word. But that was okay. Just being here was the thing. I wondered sometimes if God was punishing me for all my killing. That brought to mind the ex-Mossad agent telling me about the guilt that someday in old age would come back to haunt me. I’ve heard people say this Earth was Hell. Yet I’d heard a street preacher say once that people weren’t served beer, vodka or whiskey in Hell. I’d always thought that a telling point.
The collection plate came by. It’s what I had been waiting for. I put ten percent of the money I’d taken from Chinese Intelligence into the plate. If God was punishing me and possibly itching to do more, I figured this was the best way to cover my bets.
With Kay reentering my life, I had the feeling this was only the first part of what would prove to be an ugly drama.
Sometimes I hated being right.
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A week passed. Then one day around ten in the morning, Blake hammered at my bedroom door on the Alamo. I’d taken him night fishing for the past several days, although we were docked now.
“Gavin!” he shouted. “Wake up. You have to see this.”
I wanted to fire a warning shot with my Browning and tell him to go away. What was he doing up so early?
“Gavin, can you hear me?”
I rolled out of bed, ran my fingers through my hair and flung open the door. “What in the—”
Blake shoved a folded newspaper in my face. It was the Los Angeles Times, dated yesterday.
“Just tell me,” I said.
He jerked the paper away, muttering, glancing around. Then he flipped on a passageway light. It made me wince and almost slam the door in his face. His fingers tightened so he crinkled the newspaper.
Blake read, “The City of Long Beach registered its twentieth fatality this year when Ms. Kay Durant was struck and killed 11:45 Thursday night while jaywalking across 1400 Center Street, a block from the Togos restaurant where she had been eating. Dan Chester Lee, driver of the laundry truck that struck and killed the Durant woman, claimed that he did not see her until the moment of impact when she apparently darted out from between two parked cars and into the path of the vehicle. Ms. Durant, who lived alone at 600 Washington Street, was employed by Polarity Magnetics, Wayside Park, Long Beach. Police are investigating the accident and no charges have as yet been filed.”
Blake lowered the paper.
I snatched it, reading the story, remembering how Kay had run onto the street near Fisherman’s Wharf. Had she done that again in Long Beach?
“Polarity Magnetics,” Blake said pointedly.
I grunted, rereading the story, wondering what had really happened.
“Did she run out on the street?” he asked. “Or did someone push her?
I shoved the paper against Blake’s chest so he bumped against a bulkhead. I squeezed past him, hurried up the stairs and into the lounge. There, I poured myself a drink. I let the cubes clink in my glass as I swirled and swirled.
Kay was dead. I couldn’t believe it. She had been good for Dave. He used to love stroking her legs. She’d survived the terrible accident in Geneva, survived working for the Shop and now some useless laundry truck had run her over. I shook my head. It hadn’t been a useless laundry truck. I doubted it had been an accident at all. Her insurance hadn’t worked: the cube supposedly in my possession. People had hunted her down and killed her. Had she died because those people knew I’d dumped the cube into the ocean? No. That didn’t make sense. Besides, it didn’t matter now. Kay was dead. She was gone.
I drank the vodka and poured myself more. Kay was dead, and Kay had carried a box here, bringing me a cube to watch. What had been so important about the big cube? I’d never know, and I didn’t care about it. Kay was dead. That’s all that mattered.
I drank more vodka.
Blake entered silently and sat down, with the Times rolled up in his skinny hands.
I touched my lips to the glass for the third time. With a thump, I set it on the drink cabinet.
Blake looked up at me. “I wish I’d met her.”
I stared at him, but I saw Kay in my memory. I saw her lying on the floor four years ago in Switzerland. Even with the exposure making my bones ache, I had found her as she stared at an outline of Dave. As we watched together, bewildered, Dave had phased in, become solid like a normal human being. That’s when Kay had stared screaming.
On my boat in San Francisco, I wondered what I was going to do about the cube lying on the bottom of the ocean. I frowned, and I realized that Blake had just asked me a question.
I picked up the glass and slurped my answer. I was going to drink to Kay’s memory. I was going to think about all the pleasant things we’d done together. I was going to have an Irish wake if I could.
I reached for the bottle, but the bottle betrayed me. It was empty.
“I’ll catch you later,” I muttered.
“I’m sorry,” Blake said.
I nodded, grabbed some clothes and headed for a bar.
***
I could say I never saw them coming. Instead, Kay’s death had frazzled me. I moved like an automaton on the sidewalks, hardly looking up. I’d seen friends die in combat before. It left you bitter and terribly glad you were still alive, that death had missed you one more time and taken someone else. You felt guilty for surviving and empty because of the friend you would never see again.
I was six steps from entering a bar. Before I made it five, a powerful hand closed on my left triceps, digging into flesh.
“Herr Kiel, the Chief would like a word with you.”
The accent and manner of speaking froze my limbs. A Shop commando was here! Before I whirled around and drove a fist into his gut, logic took over. If the Shop had wanted me dead just now, my first inkling of their presence would have been a rifle shot. In that split-second, I realized several things. Something had changed with the Shop if they were approaching me like this. It seemed that Kay had told the truth about that. I also recognized the voice. The Chief was sending me a not-so-hidden signal by using this monster as his errand-boy.
I turned my head fractionally. The hand on my skin wore gloved leather. Nice. I wore my A’s hat, sunglasses and a blue Hawaiian shirt.
I swiveled around, but I did it too fast and too far, ripping my shirt under my left armpit. I usually wore baggy or easily stretched clothing these days, but even so, with my increased density I was always ripping too many.
I faced a tall man wearing mirrored sunglasses. Jagiello had spiked blond hair and Slavic features. He wore a navy-colored suit and tie, with matching blue leather gloves. He was a lethal killer, and he was Lithuanian. Behind Jagiello were two others like him, but they wore black suits.
“The Chief insists,” Jagiello said.
I wanted to beat him, but if I tried, the other two would pull out guns and begin firing. All my instincts told me to flee. Yet it was strange standing here in the open, speaking with Jagiello. For one thing, this wasn’t Europe. Kay had said something about American agents working against the Shop. Did that mean Jagiello and his men were on a leash? The idea was appealing.
“Where’s the Chief?” I asked.
“If you will follow me,” Jagiello said, “I’ll show you.”
“Not a chance. Tell me first and I’ll think about it.”
A hint of a frown touched his lips. Jagiello was like a tormenting demon, used to having bound prisoners in his power. This must be a new experience for him, and I’m sure he found it annoying.
“The Chief is nearby in a café drinking coffee, waiting to speak with you.”
“Out in the open?” I asked.
“Would you agree to meet anywhere else?”
“Is this about Kay?”
He nodded stiffly and his gun-hand twitched.
I hesitated, not sure what to do. I had been running from the Shop for a long time. The Chief—I had no desire to speak with him. In the end, however, one thing persuaded me to go: Kay had opened my prison door four years ago. Now she was dead, likely murdered. It seemed more than possible the Chief could tell me something new about Kay and about her death.
“Sure, let’s speak with the Chief,” I said. “But those two and you have to walk ahead of me, not behind.”
The fact I could lay conditions nettled Jagiello. His watched me silently for several seconds. Then he turned, snapped his fingers at the other two and motioned them ahead.
Dutifully, each killer withdrew a hand from inside his jacket. One of them studied me as he walked past. The other—the one with grease in his hair—pretended I didn’t exist.
Jagiello set a brisk pace, and I could tell he was still as athletic and purposeful as I remembered. He’d fired reinforced darts into me on two different occasions. Once, he had clubbed me from behind with a shock baton until I’d crumpled in a beaten mass. Jagiello’s expressions had never changed, although during my beating, he had clenched his teeth and beads of sweat had appeared on his forehead. I had once told the Chief that the Lithuanians had made the most famously brutal SS camp-guards during Hitler’s reign.
“You mean the Latvians,” the Chief had said in his strange whisper. “But I accept the compliment in the spirit it was given.”
Jagiello and his men led me to a little tourist café. The Chief sat on a gilt-iron chair in a shadowed patio under a plastic palm tree. A decorative iron fence surrounded the area. The Chief sipped coffee, read his Blackberry and sent texts.
“Buy yourself a cup,” Jagiello said, pressing a five into my hand as he stared down into my sunglasses.
“We’re not in Milan,” I whispered.
“Not today, no,” he said.
I gripped his fingers, squeezing as I crumpled the bill. He grunted painfully. The others drew guns with long silencers screwed onto the barrels. They held the guns close to their bodies and in such a way that I saw them, but no one else nearby did. I shoved Jagiello from me so he staggered. The wadded bill fell to the sidewalk.
“No,” Jagiello told the others. “Put them away.”
They did, making it seem like a magician’s trick. It left me in no doubt that these two belonged on the A-Team. If the Chief needed to act, these two would prove dangerous.
Jagiello regarded me as he cradled his injured hand against his chest. “The time will come when you will be mine again.”
More than anything else he said, that told me they were on a leash. I would be a fool to trust that, but it did give me a little working room.
“You’re a scorpion, Jagiello. Get too close to me and I’ll stomp on you.”
He whispered something in Lithuanian and backed away. Then he nodded at the other two before fading into an approaching crowd.
I entered the café and soon stepped onto the patio, with my coffee in a tall paper cup. Jagiello and his two killers were out there, I knew, watching and making sure no one interrupted our tête-à-tête. I wondered if CIA operatives or FBI agents watched them.
The Chief was the same as ever, the white goatee trimmed as perfectly as it had always been and his dark suit of the finest cut and weave. I had mixed feelings concerning the small man. He was ruthlessly brilliant and single-minded in his pursuits. He also ordered killings as remorselessly as ordinary people called for termite exterminations. He had built an efficient secret organization: something to admire and hate in equal measure. I would not underestimate him. I wondered if someday for my own self-preservation I would have to kill him.
“So good of you to join me, Herr Kiel,” the Chief whispered as I sat down.
A bullet had once caressed his throat, doing permanent damage. He had an ugly scar on his larynx that darkened when he became angry.
I nodded in lieu of a reply and tasted my coffee. It was excellent, which didn’t surprise me. The Chief demanded excellence in all things.
“I am saddened to inform you of terrible news,” he whispered “Your former colleague has met with an untimely accident.”
“I hope he heals well,” I said.
There was no upturn at the corners of the Chief’s mouth, no tic across his features, nothing except that viper stare into my sunglasses.
“You know it is not a he, but a she,” he whispered.
“Is this what you’re here for?”
There was a fractional pause before he said, “You have been weakened, Herr Kiel.”
“I’ve become more human is what you mean.”
“Weakened,” he said sharply. He touched his cup, and there might have been the tiniest frown, the smallest of movement with his eyebrows. He removed his fingers from the cup. “Let us not mince words. Letting you live is a mistake. Letting you freely range among the sheep is an even worse affront to logic. If I tap my finger so—” with his pale hand on the table, he tapped his index finger. “If I do that three times in rapid succession, a laser shall burn through your skull. I will have neatly cleaned the mess your presence makes.”
“No,” I said. “An ambulance will arrive and the medics will discover some astonishing anomalies concerning me, including a burn-hole through my skull. That will create several sensations.”
“I will control the medics.”
“The wrong police officer might interfere. The laser-sniper might miss.”
“Jagiello is a champion marksman.”
I leaned back as my neck prickled. Coming here had been a mistake, one I wouldn’t willingly do again. My grief had made me incautious. But I didn’t want to squeeze out every human feeling from my heart. I didn’t want to become a monster like Jagiello, like the Chief. That didn’t mean I had to take reckless chances. It seemed Jagiello aimed a laser at my head. I didn’t doubt the Chief about that. To keep calm, I told myself the Chief wanted information. That was my guarantee Jagiello wouldn’t fire yet.
Therefore, I forced a grin, and said, “You’ve no idea how much I’ve missed your charm, sir.”
“Your present sorrow has unhinged you.”
I leaned across the table, making it creak. Maybe if I kept moving, twitching, I would present a harder target.
“Kay is dead,” I said. “Now you’ve interrupted the drunk I was going to have in honor of her memory. I don’t want to be impolite to you, sir. Not because I care about hurting your nonexistent feelings, but the possibility of those three little taps is making me nervous. If I become too nervous, I might become jumpy. Do you remember that I’m fast? It’s possible I’m faster than Jagiello’s trigger finger. That means I could crush your brain before he burns mine. But it still leaves me dead, and it would deprive the Shop of your sweetness.”
His dark eyes bored into mine. “What did she give you?” he asked.
“Excuse me?” I said, as my stomach tightened.
He glanced at his Blackberry. “The twelfth of June, eleven fifty-eight A.M., Kay Durant jumped aboard the Alamo with a box in her possession. She left thirty-seven minutes later minus the box. You followed her.”
I sat back as the Chief highlighted the rest of the early afternoon of June 12, including my boat trip into the ocean. I should have realized I had been under Shop surveillance. Why hadn’t they boarded my boat while I’d been tailing Kay? Why hadn’t they stopped her long before that and simply taken the box, the cube? Something didn’t add up. Maybe the CIA or FBI had been trailing them hard.
“Let me repeat the question,” he said. “What did she give you?”
“Some books she borrowed a long time ago,” I said. “She’s quite the reader.”
“Your American quips have become annoying, Herr Kiel, and infantile. I expect better from you.”
“Whereas your tactics are dehumanizing, so I don’t see how you have room to complain.”
“We could bring you in for questioning or I could sign a paper and have you returned to the Reservation for further tests.”
A cold stab of fear bit through me. I hated the fear, hated the Reservation and their inhuman tests. If it had been night, I might have tried for the Chief, killing him here and now. Then I would have gone after Jagiello and finished him, too.
“It’s unwise to threaten me,” I said.
“You used to control your emotions better. This display, it embarrasses you.”
I bared my teeth. “You’ve tried to eliminate me three times already. Each attempt failed.”
“I have never ordered you eliminated…yet,” the Chief said.
I laughed. “I know Shop operatives when they’re shooting at me.”
“Apparently, you do not. When did these incidents occur?”
I thought about it. “Sorry,” I said, “I don’t buy your act. That would mean someone else has been trying to kill me.”
“Precisely,” he said. “I’m curious who this someone is.”
“You’re trying to imply you don’t know who?”
“I imply nothing.”
My eyes narrowed. No. I didn’t believe this cunning intriguer. Shop operatives routinely worked to shift the blame of their actions onto someone else. It was almost standard operating procedure.
“You have a right to be wary of me,” I said. “I could hunt you, Jagiello and every Shop operative in San Francisco, killing the lot of you.”
His lizard-like eyes seemed to darken and his breathing quickened. “You are a freak, Herr Kiel, a mutant conceived through dangerous experimentation. It is madness letting you range among the sheep. My superiors…they lack my understanding of the situation. Wisely, you have refrained from advertising your difference. Nor have you engaged in some of the foolishness the others insist on committing.”
“You mean Kay?”
The Chief looked away, and his right hand tightened into a fist so the knuckles became prominent. He was angry with himself. It took a second until I realized why. He’d just given away a valuable piece of information. Some of the others—by that he meant the particle accelerator survivors—engaged in activities of which he disapproved. One of the Shop’s primary goals was to keep a lid on dangerous technologies. Did those people represent such a thing?
It was the Chief’s anger with himself that made me rethink. Could someone else have been hunting me this entire time? No. Kay had said the Shop—the Chief in particular—was still eager to have me killed. Yet his performance here…
“I’m surprised you’ve come to me,” I said. “You know how I feel about you.” If someone else hunted me…I scowled as I said, “Kay asked for my help. I gave it to her.”
“We know that,” he whispered.
“Was her accident in Long Beach—a true accident?”
“First, tell me what she carried in the box.”
My scowl deepened. Did it even matter anymore? Keeping it secret wouldn’t help Kay now and probably not Dave, either. Yet what if I admitted to knowing where the cube was? Maybe that’s all he wanted to know. No. Maybe the Chief wanted to know if I had the cube or not, or could get it for him. Maybe the cube was so important that if he found out I’d seen it, he’d try to have me killed despite everything he’d said. Playing with the Shop while blind was a bad idea.
What would the Chief do if he were in my place? Of course, I knew. He would spin a lie like a spider spinning a web.
I forced away my scowl. “Since Dave is out of the picture…” I shrugged. “I wanted to get together with Kay in a romantic way. I think she was interested because of what happened to me in Geneva.”
“Yes, yes,” the Chief said, for the first time sounding annoyed. I noticed he had minutely sat forward. He was eager, so eager he couldn’t hide it. That scared me more than any of his threats.
“We met together for a time,” I said, “but it didn’t work. She wanted to end everything between us. So, she brought me everything I’d ever bought her. After she left my boat, I thought about all our hard words. I ran after her because there were some things I still wanted her to know.”
The Chief held up a manicured hand. “You refuse to tell me?”
“I am telling you.”
“These are absurd lies. You followed her from a distance, trying to stay hidden. This I know.”
“If you know,” I said, becoming angry, “then why don’t you know what’s in the box?”
“…you annoy me, Herr Kiel.”
“Compliments won’t get you to first base.”
He stood abruptly, took out a money clip and set a ten on the table as a tip. I wondered about that. Had he forgotten that he’d brought the coffee at the counter? Or was this a signal?
“I give you a word of caution,” he whispered. “Keep out of Long Beach. If you interfere in my investigation, I will disregard my instructions concerning you and put you in a cage where you belong. The world is dangerous enough without monsters running loose.”
I decided on the direct approach. “Did you kill Kay?” I asked.
“Bah,” he said. “Preposterous.”
I watched his reaction: a flicker of annoyance. He turned in a precise way then, and he took his leave just as he had left me long ago in the basement of a bank in Kabul.
Then I was up, moving inside the café. The thought of Jagiello and his laser…I hurried into the restroom.
Kay was dead, and the Shop was poking its nose into the affair. I knew then someone had pushed her into the street, had pushed her into traffic to die. Why had they—
I shook my head, exiting the restroom. It was foolish to hole up in a place. I had to keep moving.
Several people were entering the café. After a few long strides, I was among them, rudely pushing past. A woman complained. I weaved my head, ducked and sprinted along the sidewalk. People turned and glanced at me. I accelerated into another crowd, and I used them until I reached the entrance to a store, darting inside. If Jagiello was trying to target me, I wanted to make it hard on him.
As I moved through the store’s aisles, I realized that I was less interested in why someone had killed Kay than in who had killed her.
With the Shop in this, it would be reckless of me to go to Long Beach and try to find out for myself. I didn’t owe Kay anything. By reentering my life, she had brought me trouble all down the line. She was dead now. My nosing around wouldn’t bring her back.
I exited the back of the store and made a fist, although I resisted the urge to smash the concrete wall. I’d done that once since the change. It had made my knuckles bleed down to the bone, as I’d struck many times, but it hadn’t broken any bones.
What did I owe Kay? She had been my friend’s girl, and he had told her to come to me if she was ever in trouble. She had come. She had been in trouble, and now she was dead. It would be too hard getting drunk, I decided. Instead, I would give her the one thing I could: justice.
Does that sound funny? This was a cruel world, and justice was one of the last things anyone received. Kay had been on the Reservation, but she had been one of the people inflicting tests, not taking them. Then one night she had opened my door to freedom. Therefore, whether it was my conscience or a sense of old-fashioned payback, I was going to find out who killed Kay, and then I was going to do something about it.
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Like some dingy Science Fiction future, the California coast was a dirty smudge of smog to our left.
Blake and I were on the Alamo, and San Francisco was far behind us to the north. The ocean was a vast expanse of long, rolling swells. They were hypnotic to watch, lulling and peaceful. Billowy clouds hid the sun, although the fiery orb put in an appearance now and again as it journeyed from one cloud-island to another. The wind was brisk and it felt good on my face. I enjoyed the salty tang and knew an intense feeling of freedom. The only problem was my hair. It didn’t lift in the wind as it used to. It was a small thing, but I was self-conscious about it. Like the rest of me, it was denser than before the incident.
Blake and I had spotted two ships several hours apart but most of the voyage we had the ocean to ourselves. It was strange how troubles faded while out at sea. I was going to find out who killed Kay…soon. While watching the swells, my thoughts slipped into limbo.
The boat lurched. I blinked several times. The boat lurched again the other way. I looked up at Blake. He stood at the controls, grinning down at me.
“What?” I asked.
“I’ve been thinking.”
Friends had called me a brooder before. There were times I stopped and stared into nowhere. Then a person would nudge me and ask if I was okay. Despite Blake being a techie writer, he had an extrovert’s way. He liked to talk, even if it was about nothing.
“I’ve been thinking,” Blake said, as he swung his arm to indicate the ocean. “Could you imagine if we were astronauts and this was a new planet? That would mean this would be the first human vessel to sail across an untouched ocean?”
The thought made me grin, which no doubt encouraged Blake.
“It’s a shame we don’t use the Hubble Telescope with more foresight,” he said. “Who cares how the universe began? Use the Hubble to search for nearby planets is what I say.”
“How would that help us?”
“What would happen if astronomers found an Earth-type planet within ten light-years of us?” he asked. “That would be a game-changer. The knowledge would start working on everyone’s imagination just as knowledge of spices in the Far East spurred on the early European explorers. People would look at the night sky and realize a new world, an inhabitable planet, was on our doorstep.” Blake’s eyes shone. “Think of it. The knowledge might defuse a few wars and shake up some religious terrorists. It might even shake up some religions. Scientists and inventors would seriously begin thinking of ways to reach that planet. It would be a goal, just like China’s riches once lured Christopher Columbus into discovering America.”
I considered what Blake said as we rumbled through the ocean. My hazy, limbo-like thoughts evaporated along with my good feelings. Tantalizing goals had lured Kay, and she had shipwrecked her life on a Long Beach street.
Two hours later, a helicopter appeared as a dot in the sky. It was near six o’clock in the evening, with plenty of light still.
Blake pointed it out to me. I grunted, acknowledging that I saw it.
Ten minutes later, Blake said, “It’s still there.”
“What?” I asked.
“The chopper is still out there.”
I turned away from the rolling swells. The sun was behind a cloud, but there were fewer clouds than previously and plenty of blue sky. I was wearing my extra-dark sunglasses, so I could see. But looking up in the daytime sky made me squint too much. If the sun had been freely shining, I wouldn’t even have bothered trying.
“Is the helicopter bigger than before?” I asked.
Blake was silent long enough that I glanced at him. He stared intently at the chopper.
“Maybe,” he finally said.
Five minutes later, I looked again. The helicopter was still there and it had grown larger. To my mind, it had also dropped lower in the sky.
“Is it black?” I asked.
“Black helicopters went out with the Nineties,” Blake said.
He meant the old conspiracy theory about black U.N. helicopters monitoring American patriots. There were people who still subscribed to the idea, but not as many these days.
Blake shook his head. “I don’t think it’s black.”
“Which means nothing in itself,” I said.
“Are you paranoid about it?”
The Chief had warned me away from Long Beach. He’d said Jagiello had aimed a workable laser weapon at my head.
“It’s not paranoid if people really are after me.”
“Okay,” Blake said. “But there’s not much we can do about it.”
That was where he was wrong. I had been on the run for years, although I’d settled down in San Francisco these last seven months. I had been involved in some crazy things before that, and I’d had to shoot or fight my way out of several traps. The Green Berets had taught me to use the right weapons, just as a mechanic or an electrician used the right tools to do his job. I had relatively easy access to money. With it, I’d purchased a few high-grade weapons for a day of extreme emergency.
What that meant was that I had a FIM-92 Stinger deep in the ship’s hold. The Stinger was a handheld, shoulder-fired SAM, surface-to-air missile. Together with the missile, the launcher weighed thirty-three and half pounds. It was simple to use. One aimed at the target, activated the tracking system and pulled the trigger. An ejection motor blew it outward and then the missile moved, maxing out at Mach 2.2.
Now Stingers weren’t the easiest black market weapon to buy. The reason there were any available at all was that long ago, in the late Eighties, the CIA had supplied almost two thousand Stingers to the Mujahedeen of Afghanistan. Back then, the Afghans had fought the Soviet Russians who had invaded their country. The Stingers inflicted unacceptable aircraft losses to the Russians. In 1989, they withdrew and Uncle Sam tried to buy back the unused Stingers, spending fifty-five million dollars to purchase three hundred missiles. Too many ended up in Croatia, Iran, Qatar and North Korea. Then America went to war in Afghanistan. U.S. and Coalition forces downplayed or denied it, saying unguided RPGs hit various air assets. The truth was otherwise. Our own Stingers took down several of our helicopters and I know of at least one fixed wing aircraft.
The Stinger down in my hold was old, but still very servicable. If needed, I wouldn’t hesitate to use it on the helicopter pacing us. That didn’t mean I wanted too, just that I had an option.
The Alamo plowed through the swells as we watched the helicopter. Blake finally dug out a pair of binoculars and trained it on the intruder.
“Coast Guard,” he said with relief.
“Or painted with Coast Guard colors,” I said.
Blake lowered the binoculars. He had a funny frown on his face. “Don’t tell me you think it belongs to the Shop.”
It would be the easiest thing in the world to send a helicopter out to sea and sink my ship. “Wait here,” I said.
“Gavin!” he shouted.
I descended into the boat and went down to the hold. There, I unpacked my Stinger. It was a last resort, but I wasn’t going to wait until they started firing on us before I prepared. Because of my increased density, I sank instead of floated like most people. The reasonable question then was why I lived on a boat. Freedom was the answer. With the cabin cruiser, I could go anywhere in the world. Airports these days were the least free place on the planet, and I had vowed never to travel by air again. I wasn’t sure what airport scanners would show security. I could have gone to Long Beach by car…but I liked traveling by water.
I soon peered out from under cover near the lounge’s door. There was no sense letting them see my missile, not until I fired it.
The chopper kept inching closer, making me more nervous by the second.
Blake joined me. The binoculars rested on his chest, with a leather strap around his neck.
“And if they aren’t the Shop?” he asked quietly.
“Have you seen anything suspicious?”
He hesitated before saying, “There’s a man wearing goggles and a flak vest sitting behind a machine gun.”
“Right,” I said. I could hear the whomp-whomp of its blades, although it was a distant sound. All I needed to do to fix this was step out into the open, aim, acquire and fire. If I was right, I would have preempted the Chief and probably killed Jagiello and his team. If I was wrong, I’d have killed several innocent Coast Guardsmen.
I kept hesitating and Blake kept glancing at me. Finally, I said, “I don’t want to murder innocent men.”
“Good.”
“But I want to die even less.” I took a deep breath, telling myself I couldn’t afford to take chances, not with the Shop. “They’re coming too close. We can’t risk it.”
“Give it just a few more minutes,” Blake pleaded.
“You want to give them enough time to launch a missile at us?”
He lifted the binoculars at the approaching helicopter. As he did, the chopper veered away and began to climb.
“The gunner is waving at us,” he said.
I chewed my lower lip, and I realized I was itching to fire the Stinger. The Chief’s warning—the man didn’t threaten lightly. It was stupid to have gone out to sea.
“He’s leaving,” Blake said, as he watched them go.
I lowered the Stinger, unnerved that I’d almost taken down a Coast Guard chopper.
“What do you think they are looking for?” I asked.
“My guess would be submersibles or people spotting for submersibles,” Blake said matter-of-factly.
“Submarines?” I asked, setting down the Stinger. “Who puts submarines along the California coast? The Chinese?”
Blake plopped onto a deck chair as he dug a Corona from his cooler. He twisted off the cap and sailed it with his thumb and index finger into a hanging garbage bag. He guzzled like a desert traveler, smacking his lips as he pulled the bottle away.
“That was too close,” he said.
I shrugged.
“I’m glad you didn’t destroy it.”
“What about submarines?” I asked. “Who uses them on our West Coast?”
Blake took a swig this time. Then he began to talk. “They make them in Venezuela and Panama out of fiberglass. Because of the fiberglass the submersibles have an almost nonexistent radar signature.” He grinned. “The vessel isn’t completely submersible, just the bulk of it. The conning tower remains above water, supplying the five-man crew with air. They construct it for a one-way trip to the United States. The crew is usually made up of Colombian farmers. Their families are taken hostage for their good behavior. If the farmers fail, the hostages are shot and the fact is advertised.”
“Brutal,” I said.
“Very,” Blake agreed. “The farmers are given minimal training and sent into a foreign environment. Can you imagine what it’s like for them? With the small conning tower hardly above water, the men inch their way up the coast at about five or six knots. The craft is loaded with cocaine or other drugs. They move so slowly they don’t leave a wake, and with the tiny conning tower, it’s nearly impossible to spot unless you’re right on top of them. Once the farmers reach their destination, they radio and small boats come out and load up. The farmers are finally taken to an airport, they fly home, are paid and they are soon reunited with their families. The one-way submersible is ditched.”
“Doesn’t seem too cost-effective for the drug cartel,” I said.
“You’re wrong,” Blake said. “That’s exactly what it is. Bulk shipments by boat are far cheaper than transport by plane. Believe it or not, a higher percentage of the submersibles make it through than the planes.” Blake frowned. “We’re in a losing drug war, if you want to call it that. As long as we Americans so fiercely desire drugs, there will be people more than willing to supply us with them.”
“It’s all about desire,” I said, thinking of Kay.
The sun decided to poke out from behind a cloud just then. The brightness hurt my eyes. So, I headed inside to stow the Stinger and then lay down.
***
I woke before dawn, lifted anchor and pushed the throttles so the stern lowered noticeably as the propellers dug hard. The Alamo sped toward the endless spread of lights that was the LA Basin.
Greater LA was suburban sprawl gone insane, from San Fernando in the north, to Huntington Beach in the south to San Bernardino in the east. Freeways ran like arteries, pumping cars, trucks and semis in every direction. 7-11s ruled. Gas stations were the shrines and snarled freeway hours the holy times as fellow travelers crawled along at a snail’s pace. Since the mid-Eighties, the demographics had remorselessly shifted. Every year, more of Greater LA turned into Little Mexico, mutating the culture as white flight increased.
First checking the GPS display, I changed direction, heading east. The sun rose as the concrete sprawl spread from one end of the coastal horizon to the other.
Blake staggered topside and plopped into a deck chair. He made strange contortions with his face, rubbing it and offering grunting sounds. Soon, he popped a bottle of orange juice, sipping it delicately as if testing for arsenic.
After another mile churned past, he spoke up. “I used the Internet last night.” I had a wireless hookup. “I searched Polarity Magnetics,” he said. “And followed the links to—”
“Spare me the details how,” I said. “What did you find?”
He sipped more orange juice and rubbed his eyes harder than seemed wise. “It’s still too early to talk about this,” he complained. He yawned, finished the juice and pitched the plastic bottle into the trash bag. Turning to me, he said, “Polarity Magnetics is a subsidiary of a major military contractor, one that supplies combat jet parts.”
“Boeing?” I asked.
“No. The third company that seldom gets air time,” Blake said. “They’ve been moving into new technologies.”
“Combat hardware?” I asked.
“Space.”
“I thought there were treaties against the militarization of space.”
“Let me clue you in,” Blake said. “There have been treaties trying to halt war and slow down the spread of advanced weaponry since…since the Crusades, at least.”
Blake was something of a history buff. No, he was a reader with wide tastes, historical facts among them.
“Back in 1139,” he said, “the Pope issued an edict prohibiting crossbows. No one was supposed to fire them against fellow Christians, and most certainly one wasn’t supposed to use them against Christian knights. Naturally, there was no law against using them against Muslims and pagans.”
“What does that have to do with—”
“Crossbows were that age’s high-tech weapon,” Blake said, talking over me. “Any peasant could wind up a crossbow and put a dart in it, aim and fire at a noble knight. The arrow or bolt punched through the expensive armor and killed the warrior. That was bad because training a knight took a lifetime, and that armor, horse and sword, the cost was prohibitive. Peasants with cheap crossbows changed the rules no matter what the laws said. Now do you think a piece of paper has stopped the great powers or enterprising companies from militarizing space?”
“What else did you discover?”
Blake pulled a granola bar out of his pocket, ripped it open with his teeth and began to speak with a mouthful of chewy crumbs.
“I remembered a name you once told me, another of the accelerated, a Doctor Cheng. Her name showed up last night. Tina Cheng is the acting president of Polarity Magnetics, Long Beach Department. She has a nice picture on the web site and a pretty smile.”
I’d known that Doctor Cheng worked for Polarity Magnetics, since Kay had told me. I hadn’t known she ran the division in Long Beach. Kay and Tina Cheng had never gotten along well in Geneva. If Cheng ran Polarity, it meant Kay had stolen from her and tried to force Doctor Cheng’s hand. I grimaced. Tina Cheng would not have liked that at all. She would have been furious, if she was anything like the woman she used to be before the accident.
“Good work,” I said.
“It was just a matter of a few clicks.”
“Probably more than a few,” I said.
Blake shrugged.
Tina Cheng…I tried to remember what I knew about her, and I wondered how the acceleration had changed her.
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We docked in the Long Beach Marina without incident. I gave Blake cash and he paid with a credit card, renting two Fords. Mine stank of cigarettes. Blake had printed copies of several Long Beach locations, particularly Center Street, the movie theater Kay had walked out of, the right police station and the local morgue.
I sent Blake to the police. The less I had to do with them the better. It wasn’t out of any inherent dislike of the police. They were the thin blue line, these days more than ever. My problem was that they were trained observers. They noticed my strangeness more than others did, and then they began probing. My evasiveness made them suspicious—it had happened to me enough that it had become a pattern. Soon, they stopped answering my questions. Blake, on the other hand, was good at getting cops to talk. I wanted to learn the known facts of the case.
I’d been thinking about Kay, about the last time we talked. She had said something that I only really recalled now. It had been as she’d rubbed her wrist aboard the Alamo.
She had tested her left wrist, the one I’d grabbed and used to yank her into the cabin. She had said, “You nearly tore my arm out.” These days, I was used to comments like that. Then she had added, “You shouldn’t have been able to do that.”
That was an odd comment for her. Kay had never been strong. I don’t ever recall her using the gym. She liked walking and swimming as exercise, but never lifting weights. She knew my difference, how I’d changed. She knew I could accidently hurt people, hurt them badly.
Maybe if it had just been the odd comment, I wouldn’t have remembered. But there had also been her odd behavior on the concrete stairs. How had she managed to keep her balance with a junkie yanking on her purse? And how had she managed to slam him so hard? If I were to guess, Kay had been stronger than she should have been, and she’d shown amazing balance.
I doubted anyone had duplicated the Geneva accident. I’d been led to believe someone would need to use the Hadron Collider or something equally powerful to do that. Besides, many people had died that day. Those of us who had been exposed and survived, we’d each had different reactions, or gained different abilities. I don’t know that being denser was an ability exactly, or randomly phasing in and out, but what else could people call it? Ability was good enough as a description. No. If I was right, Kay had become stronger some other way. It was only a theory, however, a rather thinly evidenced one. I wanted to test it before I said anything aloud, and the only way I could test it now was to examine Kay’s corpse.
The newspaper article hadn’t said anything about a funeral, nor had Blake discovered further information about her on the net. The average time hospital morgues kept a dead body was about four days. I needed to get there sooner rather than later.
It was still early, well before morning rush hour. I used my cell, thumbed in the hospital’s address, read the directions and started down Florence Boulevard.
I didn’t like the idea of looking at Kay’s corpse. Frankly, I didn’t want to walk into a morgue if I didn’t have to. Except for the battlefield or for those I’d slain, I actively disliked seeing a dead body. The idea of storing the dead…I liked that even less. Maybe that’s why Blake’s stories about the dead had stuck with me like a bad credit rating.
Blake had once told me about cadaver thieves. Pharmaceutical companies needed the body parts of the dead, while other medical procedures used critical organs. Some Third World countries forcibly harvested kidneys from criminals and sold them to rich Westerners needing organ transplants. Some American criminals fronted as a university’s medical center, collected the dead and resold them to the pharmaceutical companies. Blake had informed me that a corpse fetched two hundred thousand dollars on the black market.
I wondered how much my body would cash out at, whether my differences would make it more or less valuable.
Twenty minutes later, I pulled into the hospital’s parking lot. Morgues were easy to find. They were almost universally in the basement or the ground floor and near the receiving area, which usually put them near the hospital’s cafeteria.
It was already warm outside as I locked the car. As I walked toward the entrance, I realized that I needed a plan, a way inside. Likely, the morgue would be empty. Probably, it would have a locked and coded door. Forcing it would give me entry but that would also sound an alarm. If this door was in the basement, I need merely blanket a few lights. That would give me shadows, my element.
Luck ran against me, however. As I approached the entrance, I heard laughter through the glass. It wasn’t the quiet kind, but loud and raucous, the opposite of what one would expect at a morgue.
Because of the angle of the sun, I had to use my hands, shielding the corners of my eyes as I pressed my face against the glass. A large woman in an orderly’s gown stood just inside the hall. She had long, blond hair, obviously dyed as she had dark eyebrows. She also had caps on her teeth, at least those I could see. She laughed with her mouth open so I saw most of them. A nametag said she was Alice Smith and by her skin, I guessed her to be in her forties. She spoke into a cell phone. No, she brayed laughter into one.
Alice Smith stiffened at the sight of me peering through the glass door, and her eyebrows shot up. Even though it was through the glass, I heard her say, “I’ll have to call you back.” She had a loud voice. Then she snapped the cell phone shut and dropped it into a pocket in her gown.
“Yes?” she said through the glass, all laughter disappearing from her voice.
I bobbed my head, trying to appear apologetic. I’d have to bluff my way in. “Umm, I’m not sure if this is the right place.”
“Who are you looking for?” she asked gruffly.
“Ah…” I glanced right and left, deciding to try to balls it through. “Is this where they keep…the, ah, the bodies?”
“This is the morgue, yes. Now what do you want? I’m busy.”
“I’m here to identify the body.”
“You’ll have to be more specific than that.”
“Jane Doe,” I said. Long Beach was part of Greater Los Angeles, and there were more murders these days than ever. Some of the murderers left nameless bodies. The nameless men they called “John Doe” and the woman they named “Jane Doe.” Sometimes, in hard-to-solve cases, the police showed photos or drawings of the deceased on line, hoping someone could identify the dead. Sometimes, people looked at the dead in person at the morgue.
Alice Smith wasn’t going to cooperate with my deception, however. “You need to go to the checkin counter,” she told me.
I debated leaving and returning later, maybe tonight. Yet seeing as I was already here, I got stubborn.
“They told me to come here to the receiving entrance,” I said.
Alice blinked twice, and seemed to be on the verge of believing me. Why would I bother lying? I decided to nudge her along.
“The doctor told me to—”
“Doctor Sutra?” she asked.
“Yes. That was his name.”
Alice muttered angrily, shaking her head. Then she grabbed a clipboard hanging to the side and buzzed open the door.
I stepped inside and she shoved the clipboard at me.
“Sign there,” she said.
I used the pen hanging from a string attached to the clipboard, and dutifully scrawled across the designated area.
She snatched the clipboard from me. “Robert Berry,” she said, reading it.
“That’s right.”
She scowled. “Do you have some identification?”
“Yes, of course,” I said, extracting a fake driver’s license from my wallet.
With her thumb, she clicked the pen several times. Then she shrugged and wrote down the fake driver’s license number. After hanging the clipboard back onto the wall, she nodded her head, and said, “This way.”
I followed her down the hall, and my stomach tightened the closer we approached a large green door. She glanced at me before she opened the door and then ushered me within. The west wall was full of what appeared as giant drawers. In some of them lay the cold dead, the temperature lowered to retard decomposition.
Big Alice approached one of the drawers.
“Kay Durant,” I said quietly.
“What?” she asked over her shoulder, with her meaty fingers already clutching a handle.
“Her name was Kay Durant.”
Alice Smith let go of the handle and faced me. “Kay Durant is not Jane Doe.”
“I was told to come here and—”
“Doctor Sutra told you this?” Alice asked sharply.
“Before I spoke to him, a police officer said you had a woman in her thirties, pretty and—”
“What was the officer’s name?” Alice demanded, looking more suspicious by the moment.
“Sergeant Cole,” I said.
Alice muttered to herself. Then she said in an accusing voice, “Jane Doe was brought in on the fifteenth. Kay Durant was brought in on the nineteenth.”
“How did Kay die?”
“No!” Alice said, shaking her head. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but—”
“I’m sorry if we got off on the wrong foot,” I said. “Kay was important to me. Yesterday, I learned she died. Frankly, I suspect foul play.”
“So do I. You.” Alice headed for the door we’d just come through. “We’re leaving.”
I’d handled this wrong, and I wasn’t sure how to fix it. Money often solved a multitude of problems. So, I pulled out my wallet and withdrew a hundred dollar bill.
“Alice,” I said, “I represent an organization—”
Her eyes narrowed. “Do you think I’m crazy? Do you think my job is worth a lousy hundred dollars?” She laughed loudly as she pulled out her cell phone. “You know what I’m going to do. I’m calling the police—”
I took three steps and snatched the cell phone. It was an older model that flipped open. I snapped it apart with a twist of my hands.
“I apologize, Alice.” I said evenly. I shoved the two pieces into my coat pocket. I took out three more hundreds, combining them with the original one.
There were red spots on Alice’s doughy cheeks. “How dare you break my phone? I ought to—”
I grabbed her nearest wrist and squeezed so she gasped in surprise and obvious pain.
“I can squeeze harder,” I said.
She shook her head.
I pressed the four hundred dollars into her hand and then folded her fingers over them. “These are yours—for the broken phone. You understand that, right?”
She nodded.
“If that isn’t enough, I can add more.”
She frowned.
“Make it three hundred more,” I said.
She moistened her lips as if she was going to start threatening me again. So, I squeezed her wrist to remind her of the other option. I could feel her bones grinding against each other.
“Please,” she whispered, wincing in pain.
“I want to see Kay Durant.”
Alice shook her head.
I frowned, uncertain what to do now. Despite my threats, I wasn’t going to break her wrist. Alice was proving cagier and tougher than I’d expected.
“I’d like to show you,” she said in a rush, perhaps misreading my frown. “But they’ve already shipped out the body.”
“Shipped where?” I asked.
Alice swallowed, nervously glancing at her wrist. “I don’t remember, but I can show you the paperwork.”
I let her go. She gasped as she cradled her wrist.
I withdrew another three bills and spread them out so she could see them. “These are for your broken cell, nothing more. We’re clear on that, right?”
She nodded.
“The cell breaking was an accident,” I said.
“No. You broke it on purpose, but I’m going to let it go. Now do you want to see the paperwork or not?”
I studied her, and finally said, “Yeah.”
A few minutes later, we were in another room at a computer. With a few clicks, Alice brought up Kay Durant.
“See?” Alice said. “We shipped the body to Switzerland, to Geneva. It went out yesterday morning.”
I pulled out a recorder and spoke the Swiss address, the airline and the transshipment number.
“You’ve been helpful,” I said, as I clicked off the recorder and shoved it into my coat. “Thanks.” I put the three extra bills by her keyboard.
She grabbed the money and stuffed it away.
“Walk me to the door and buzz me out,” I said.
Swiveling in her chair, Alice regarded me. “My brother is a weightlifter, and by the looks of it he could twist you into a pretzel. But I’ve never had anyone grab me as hard as you did back there, and my brother and I used to wrestle.”
“Steroids,” I said. “I inject them straight into the muscles. Sometimes I get steroid rages.”
Her features tightened. Then she got up and walked me to the door. She pressed a button and it buzzed. I took my leave, hurrying for my car, certain she was going to call security.
***
It was hot by the time I climbed into the Ford. I powered down a window and looked for a place to buy a Coke.
That hadn’t been the way to handle Alice. She might go to the police, and that would complicate matters. Money often unlocked doors, but it also made people curious, and it made them wary.
I soon forgot about Alice and the morgue as I thought about Kay’s corpse airlifted to Switzerland. The move implied the Shop. Did the Chief first ship the body to Geneva so he could later send it by train to Milan? It looked like the Chief was one step ahead of me.
Why hide the body?
If Kay had new abilities, if her corpse showed those abilities, that was reason to hide it. It made me wonder if the Shop or Polarity Magnetics had tried to recreate the accident in Geneva. Were they attempting to make more…super-people? It was looking more and more likely.
The heat coming off the street and the pollution stinging my nose made me power up the window. It was hotter in Long Beach than in San Francisco, much more than the four hundred miles should have warranted. One of the things I loved about the Bay Area was its cooler summer weather. Mark Twain had said, “The coldest winter I ever spent was a summer in San Francisco.” The nearly constant breeze in Frisco swept away the pollution better than here.
As I cruised through the streets, I noticed that the women here showed more skin. Many wore pink or white shorts and had ultra-tanned legs. Everyone wore sunglasses, so I fit in perfectly. Well, maybe not perfectly. I passed some used car lots and noticed names like Hernandez and Reyes. There were more taco shops than burger joints.
It was midmorning already and I passed lowriders with mariachi music blaring, or rap with its rhythmic drone. The colors were brighter in Long Beach, the shops a bit more rundown like a Latin American country. Too many had iron bars over the windows. As compensation, perhaps, the faces were friendlier and there was a sense of life. The graffiti on various walls was stylish and often artistic. Sometimes, however, it reminded me of a bear scratching a territorial tree in the woods.
My cell buzzed. I looked around to see if there were any cops. Finding none, I took it out, checked and answered.
“How goes it, Blake?”
“Good enough,” he said. “The police were cooperative; they answered all my questions.”
Maybe I should have let him handle Alice. “Did you learn anything interesting?” I asked.
“Everything happened just as the newspaper described it,” Blake said. “It was strictly by the numbers.”
I frowned. “Were the police lying to you?”
“Yes, I think so.”
“They were hiding something?”
“Exactly,” he said.
“Do you know what?”
“No.”
“They weren’t cooperative then,” I said.
“They answered all my questions.”
“With lies,” I said.
“No. I’m sure they laced the lies with the truth, which is quite different from lying outright.”
“Sure,” I said. Why had the cops lied to Blake? Had the Chief pulled some strings?
“The one bright spot is that I did discover the witness to Kay’s death,” Blake said. “Mr. Juan Ortega told the police he heard a squeal of tires and the thud of the car’s impact. It seems Mr. Ortega had just left a movie theater with his wife. He works at a Midas shop on Hunter Street.”
“Do you have the address?”
Blake rattled it off.
I told him what I’d learned at the morgue.
“Switzerland?” he asked.
“I want you to go to the airport and check out the story,” I said. “I’ll speak with Mr. Ortega.”
“Give me that information again,” he said.
I took out my recorder, pressed play and shoved the speaker against the cell phone.
“Got it,” Blake said when I came back on. “Talk to you later.”
“Be careful,” I said.
He paused. “Is there any reason I should worry?”
“I don’t know. This shipping to Switzerland—just be careful.”
“Thanks,” he said. “I will. Talk to you later.”
“Later,” I said. Then I began searching for Hunter Street.
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After taking a wrong turn and detouring too far because of several one-way streets, I pulled into a Midas parking lot.
I heard the whirl of a pneumatic wrench. A blue Mustang in the shop was up on a lift as a mechanic rotated its tires. Oil, gas and grease mingled in a familiar odor, one that always reminded me of Afghanistan and military truck parks where I’d spent too much of my life waiting.
I asked for Juan Ortega.
The mechanic grunted as he yanked the tire and let it drop, controlling the bounce and then rolling it to the front. He let the tire plop onto its side, wiped his oil-stained hands with a rag and stared at me.
“Juan Ortega,” I said.
He shrugged and turned away.
I looked around and spied a beefy man with a Pancho Villa mustache and ponytail. He wore a blue Midas shirt with the name “Ortega” on the front.
“Juan Ortega?” I asked, as I approached.
He nodded curtly.
I held out my hand. He hesitated and then shook hands. He was shorter than I was by a couple inches, in his thirties and had a weightlifter’s arms and chest.
“I’m Gavin Kiel,” I said. “I was a friend of the…of the dead woman.”
His manner cooled so it almost became outright hostility.
I took off my sunglasses, wondering if that had made me too standoffish. I had to squint because of the bright light, even though we were in the depths of the Midas Shop.
“I already told you people all I know,” Ortega said in heavily accented English. “Next time I just walk away.”
“I’m not with the police.”
He sneered. “Polarity Magnetics, I know,” he said.
I shook my head. “I’m from San Francisco. I read about Kay’s death yesterday and came as quickly as I could. We were friends, close friends. She came to me a week ago, in some kind of trouble. Now she’s dead.”
Juan Ortega searched my eyes and his frown deepened. It made him seem villainous. He glanced around the shop and then nodded, indicating I should come with him.
We passed a gray-haired mechanic clattering sockets in his giant red toolbox. He glanced at Ortega, at me and with a jingle of metal opened a drawer. I followed Ortega through a door into the reception area where a fan rotated lazily overhead and then followed him into an office, his probably.
As he turned around, sitting on the corner of his desk, I noticed the pictures on the wall. Several were of him and a pretty, dark-haired woman in a lowrider convertible. One showed him as a young Marine with others just like him. They held M-16s and pistols. I knew the background of the picture all too well, big familiar mountains.
“You were in Afghanistan?” I asked.
He raised an eyebrow and turned around, glancing over his shoulder at the picture. “Marines,” he said.
“Tough hombres,” I said.
His squint tightened. “You?”
“Green Beret.”
“Almost as tough as Marines,” he said.
I laughed, nodding.
He breathed through his nose and he studied me a third time. “You were in Afghanistan?”
“In the Khasra Region during the Holy Prayer attacks.”
“That was before my time, but I heard about them.” He cocked his head. “Did they really skin our soldiers like the stories said?”
“It was a grim time.” The way he watched me, it seemed he wanted details. “A very nasty time,” I said. “Tribesmen slit the belly of a soldier and peeled until they tied the skin over his head. It was my bad luck to see their handiwork twice.”
“You pay them bastards back?” he asked.
“Unofficially?”
“Tell me the truth.”
“We pinpointed the particular tribe. Then we brought cash, had a midnight talk with the village chief and showed him the greenbacks. Trouble was, the money didn’t work.” I shrugged, remembering. That had been a bitter time and very nasty. “We used option B to get him to talk. Later, we found the three culprits, the three who did the skinning. We paid them back all right in a coin they would understand.” It still gave me nightmares what we had done to them.
Juan Ortega gave me a hard smile. Too many on our A-Team had been like that. They had definitely been men any sane person would not want to cross. I think my time with the Shop had burned some of that hardness out of me. It cost a lot to be tough like that. It dries out the soul.
“Polarity Magnetics was interested in your friend,” Ortega said. “They send a man to ask me questions. He asked too much, fanned some bills in my face and then made threats. I told him go to Hell. I tell you the same thing if I think you lying to me.”
“Fair enough.”
“The newspaper said I work at Midas on Hunter Street. I don’t work here. I own the shop. You understand?”
“Yes.”
His nostrils flared. “I watch the latest Tom Cruise film with my woman. It’s in Spanish on Center Street. I liked the movie, although my woman don’t care for his smile. Cruise think too highly of himself.” Ortega shrugged. “The movie was over and we come out last. I like to watch all the credits, see who did what. I noticed something out of the corner of my eye. I’m not sure what I saw. But then somebody jumps out from between two parked cars. There’s a squeal and a thud. It’s the kind of sound you know someone is hit. The first thing I think is, ‘Oh no, my wife is pregnant. I don’t want her to hear someone die.’ Then I hear a scream. You know what I do?”
I shook my head.
“I pull out my cell and call 9-1-1. The operator says she knows all about the accident, that I’m the third person to call. There were people out there, but I didn’t see anyone else with cell phones. It doesn’t matter. That happened to me before on the freeway. I see a car wreck right in front of me. I call 9-1-1 right away, but I’m the second person the operator tells me. How can people phone so fast? Are they waiting for an accident to happen?”
“Did you notice anything strange?”
Ortega studied me. “I heard another scream. It was the man driving the laundry trunk. He jumped out. Then he was vomiting, probably sick at killing someone. I see that happen in Afghanistan. I bet you have too.”
I nodded.
“I wanted to get my woman out of there. It couldn’t be good for the baby in her. But she grabs my arm and says, ‘Juan, we have to help.’ So, we hurried over. There’s a crowd just like in high school during a fight. Everyone is staring. I bull through and kneel by the woman. She was hit bad, with blood everywhere, and her legs sticking at the wrong angles. Then I see she’s blinking, her mouth trying to work. I lean my head over her mouth. She says something like ‘ark’ or ‘arse.’ I’m not trying to be crude.”
“No offense taken, Mr. Ortega. I’m grateful for you remembering so well.”
“The police didn’t care about any last words from her. They just wanted to know what I saw. The one I talk too had an arrogant attitude, reminded me of one colonel I know in the Marines.” Ortega’s eyes tightened, giving him that villainous look again. “She was still alive, struggling to breathe when the ambulance came.”
“Do you think she ran into traffic?” I asked.
“What else?”
“Nobody pushed her?”
“From between parked cars?” He shook his head. “I would have seen someone running away, or someone would have seen that.”
“Was she crouching down there, do you think? Waiting for the right time to leap in front a car?”
He shrugged.
I glanced at the Marine picture again. According to Ortega, Kay had still been alive after the laundry truck had hit her. “How fast do you think the truck was going?”
“Twenty, twenty-five, I’m not sure.”
“Mr. Ortega, you’ve been very helpful. Do think it’s possible to show me where it happened?”
“That’s on Center Street.”
“I realize it’s an inconvenience.”
A wary look entered his eyes. I might almost have said fear, but Juan Ortega didn’t look like the type that scared easily.
“What do you know about Polarity Magnetics?” he asked.
“Kay—my friend worked for them. They’re into government contracts, maybe military.”
“The bastard threatened me,” Ortega said. Then he grinned so his Pancho Villa mustache suited him. “Yeah, I’ll show you, but you’ve have to wait until lunchtime.”
“No problem.”
“I don’t like to be threatened.”
“You’re a Marine,” I said.
The slightest grin showed. “Semper Fi,” he said, his way of telling me Marines were the best in the world. He thumped himself on the chest to prove it.
***
I drove him later after he had finished a huge burrito and beer.
“Your car needs new brakes,” he said as they squealed at a stoplight.
“It’s a rental.”
“It still needs new brakes,” he said.
I followed his directions and we soon parked on Center Street near the movie theater, El Toro Grande. The block had old buildings from the Forties, two under renovation, with their crews finishing lunch. As we walked past the buildings, I smelled the fresh sawdust and saw piles of two-by-fours and plywood sheets inside. It was a typical dying, downtown Californian shopping area. One the city planners had decided to try to breathe some life back into it. There were red cobblestones instead of cement sidewalks and there were freshly painted trash receptacles. I spotted a Sanchez Jewelers, a shoe store and tucked away between them a small comic-and-used-video-game store.
We slammed our car doors shut and walked under old palm trees.
“I came out over there,” Ortega said, pointing at the theater.
A teenager with his pants hanging lower than seemed reasonable had a bucket and squeegee. He was washing the marquee glass, where Tom Cruise grinned at us with his trademark smile. The words were all in Spanish. By the looks, El Toro Grande ran four movies at a time.
“It was dark,” Ortega said. “That light is broken.” He pointed at a streetlamp, an old towering kind. Somehow, it had failed to be renovated. Or maybe the city council hadn’t gotten around to paying for lights yet.
“That’s right,” Ortega said, nodding to himself. “The cars were parked under that broken light. So it was even darker there.”
We approach the lamp. There were meters, with several cars and a motorcycle parked in the slots. The motorcycle’s meter showed red, but the police hadn’t ticketed him yet. The vehicles were parked diagonally, not parallel, giving more hidden area between them and ensuring more dings over time from car doors opened too far.
“There’s where she was hit,” Ortega said.
I glanced both ways and waited until a truck carrying lumber revved past. Then I walked out and squatted on the street, with Ortega beside me.
“Right here,” he said, squatting beside me, patting the blacktop.
I squinted behind my sunglasses and spied darker spots. I rubbed one and sniffed my finger. It smelled like oil.
“Look out,” Ortega said, standing. He grabbed my shoulder and tugged, and his eyebrows lifted when I didn’t budge.
I finally got the idea and hurried back as traffic advanced toward us.
“You must be all muscle.” Ortega flicked his hand against my arm. “You’re heavier than you look. What do you weigh?”
I ignored his question. “Did she stumble out from between these two parking spots?” I asked.
Ortega frowned, glanced at the movie theater, up at the broken light and nodded.
“No one hurried away?” I asked.
“I wasn’t looking for that.”
“Did anything strike you as unusual?”
“What are you hunting for?” he asked.
“I’m just trying to help jog your memory,” I said. “We all see more than we realize. I know you know that. It’s something your drill instructors probably taught you.”
“There is one thing,” he said, looking angry. “I’ll tell you, but you’re probably not going to believe me.”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
“Because I try to tell the police about it and he never believe me.”
“What did you see?”
Ortega kept scowling as he said, “The car that had been right here on that night was big like a lowrider, but it was a limo. I noticed because I’m always fixing up big cars at home. My wife kept tugging my arm, distracting me. But I realized it was a foreign job, Mercedes Benz. When I ran to the girl, I tripped. My foot kicked against the tire. That tire was rock solid.”
“A lot of air pressure?”
Ortega shook his head. “I used to drive a colonel around in Afghanistan. He was a cold man. He never yelled. He just stared right through you, made you nervous, your palms sweaty. I hated him. He was a cold stone killer if ever there was one. So, even though I hated him, I admired him. Know what I mean?”
I nodded.
“I was the best driver in our unit. We had a heavy-duty car the colonel liked to drive around, ride around in. He never drove. It had reinforced tires, special armor plating and plate glass for the windows you wouldn’t believe. The tire I accidently kicked the other night, it was just like the colonel’s car. It was bulletproof.”
“Just the tire?” I asked.
“I didn’t study the car, but I remember now thinking it was a diplomat’s limo or some other big shot.”
“Are there many limos around here like that?”
Ortega stared at me. “You joking, man? Look around you. You see many Mexicans driving bulletproof limos?”
“Who do you think it was?”
Ortega stared longer, nodding slowly. “I’ll tell you what I think. It’s that Polarity Magnetics man. He would drive a limo like that, I bet. But what would he have been doing here, before your woman was killed?”
I gripped his forearm. “Thanks for telling me that.”
“You think he killed her?”
“Someone did.”
Ortega swore, shaking his head. “I wish I could think of more.”
So did I. But he’d given me a lead. Now I had to find out who owned that limo.
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I drove Ortega back to his shop and called Blake. He hadn’t gone to the airport yet, having first scoped out Polarity Magnetics. Neither of us had eaten lunch and it was nearly two o’clock.
We met in a Safeway parking lot and walked to a taco truck on the corner. Smelling Ortega’s burrito and later the lunch of the men renovating the buildings on Center Street had given me an appetite for authentic Mexican food.
Taco trucks were a true mark of any Californian city. They were the size of a big laundry truck and had the kitchen behind the cab. One or two workers were usually inside. One man took the order and the other cooked the tacos, burritos and enchiladas. Most trucks had a dingy quality and the menu was often painted on the outside of the vehicle. Ours was blue and white, and the man taking the order couldn’t speak a word of English. He had a huge mustache and a shiny forehead.
“Two burritos,” I said, loudly, speaking up to him through a square opening.
The man rapidly fired several words at me. I didn’t catch any of it. I glanced at Blake.
“Everything!” Blake shouted up. “And give us two Cokes.” He put up two fingers.
We waited and my belly rumbled at the smells and frying sounds.
Soon enough I gave the man a twenty and took the change, and I pulled down two big burritos wrapped in tinfoil, lying on oil-soaked paper plates. There were other tinfoil-wrapped entrees: pickled carrot slices, radishes, hot peppers and slices of lemon.
We sat at a plastic picnic table with an awning overhead as traffic sped by.
I unwrapped my burrito and took a bite. It was good, with beef juices trickling over my tongue. I sprinkled on salt, squeezed the lemon and popped a carrot piece into my mouth.
“You eat like the Galloping Gourmet,” Blake said.
“Come again.”
“I used to watch the show as a kid in Canada,” he said.
“When did you live there?”
“I was born a Canadian.”
“Yeah?” I said.
“The Galloping Gourmet would spend the entire show preparing a meal. He’d talk as he chopped onions or made a mix. I’d come home after school, throw down my books and just listen to his friendly patter. The end was always the best. He’d pull his special meal out of the oven and set it on a nice dining room table. Then he’d leap into the audience and drag someone to the guest chair. He’d watch them take their first bite, with a half-smile on his lips, waiting for their complimentary nod. But it was nothing like watching him taking his first bite. The man was good. He’d lift his fork as if it was the greatest prize on Earth. And he’d pop it into his mouth, close his eyes and ooh and ah. He’d make you want to taste his meal more than anything in the world.”
I filed Blade’s revelation away, then I told him what I’d learned, about the armored limo and how Ortega thought it had belonged to someone from Polarity Magnetics.
“I didn’t notice anything like that there,” Blake said.
He told me how most of the industrial park belonged to Polarity Magnetics. Twice, security people had asked him what he was doing loitering around the area.
Blake took another bite of his burrito, chewing thoughtfully. “I told them, ‘I’m just sightseeing.’ They gave me hard looks, but went away each time. The last time they brought along Doberman Pinchers. Now there’s an alien-looking dog. There’re too nervous and high-strung, and they watched me with hungry shark’s eyes. I got the message and left.”
“I still want you to check the airport,” I said. “Afterward, see what you can find on the internet about armored cars, Mercedes Benzes in particular and dig deeper into Polarity Magnetics.”
“What are you going to do?” Blake asked.
I rattled the ice cubes in my Styrofoam cup. “I think it’s time to pay Doctor Cheng a visit.”
“Think she’ll talk with you?”
“Definitely,” I said.
“Something you want to tell me?” Blake asked with a grin.
“It’s not what you think.”
“With you, it never is. Good luck.”
We parted company, each of us heading for his car. I wrinkled my nose as I climbed into the Ford. Then I started it up and headed for Polarity Magnetics.
***
I didn’t sense anything wrong when I stopped by the guard shack. A tall, chain-link privacy fence guarded the industrial park. Barbed tape in menacing curls sat on top of the fence. It was also known as razor wire, although it wasn’t razor sharp. Barbed tape was better than barbed wire, as the tape was designed to inflict serious cuts on anyone attempting to climb over. It was difficult to climb through or over without special tools. I knew, as I’d tried to do that on more than one occasion.
A hundred yards beyond the shack was a large parking area with plenty of BMWs, Cadillacs and organic-looking electric cars that pretended to be the wave of the future. There were no pickups, however, large or small, which I found odd. Beyond the parking area were large, perfectly kept lawns and a massive, glass-fronted office building.
Two guards were in the shack, one watching a monitor inside and the other standing by the half door, staring down at me. She was whipcord lean, with sucked-in cheeks and intense brown eyes: a femme fatale who was probably a black belt in some hard-to-pronounce mixed martial arts. She wore a tight blue uniform with a patch on her left front pocket. It showed a circular magnet with a sword stuck to it. She had small breasts, which seemed appropriate to her manner.
“What is your name?” she asked in a clipped tone. She had an accent, although it wasn’t Lithuanian, maybe somewhere from South America.
“Gavin Kiel,” I said. “But it’s not on any of your lists. The reason—”
I stopped because she darted into the shack. I shifted just enough in my car to peer through the half-door. She picked a tablet computer off her desk.
She reappeared with the tablet tucked under her arm. “Could you please step out of the car, Mr. Kiel?”
“I know Ms. Cheng, the company president, I believe.”
The guard glanced at her tablet, clicked a button on the side and shook her head. “Step out of the car, Mr. Kiel.”
“Why not phone your security chief—”
“We already have,” she said, sharply. “Now if you would step out of the car, I can pass a scanner over you to make sure you aren’t carrying any weapons.”
There was something strange in her eyes. It was a Doberman’s eagerness, I decided. Then a light went off in my mind.
“Am I on your computer?” I asked.
“Does that surprise you?” she asked with a faint sneer.
Here we go, I thought to myself.
“Step out of the car, Mr. Kiel.”
Okay, they knew about me. Correction, Tina Cheng knew about me, and Kay had known. Ah, hadn’t Kay said that Doctor Harris had learned about my whereabouts in San Francisco? How would Harris have learned? Maybe that didn’t matter now. The key was that it would be a mistake to underestimate Polarity Magnetics’ security arrangements. This guard looked like a model, but there was something strange—sinister—about her. Had she been enhanced in some way? It was time to find out.
“Right,” I said, switching off the ignition and pocketing the keys.
I opened the door and stepped outside as she came out of the shack. Her partner followed, with his hand on the butt of his gun. He had a flap for his holster and he’d already clicked it open.
“Expecting trouble?” I asked.
“It is why they pay me,” she said.
Then she surprised me by drawing a strange device from a long holster at her side. It had double prongs like a tuning fork. With her thumb, she flicked a switch in the handle and the device hummed evilly.
My neck prickled. I remembered devices like that on the Reservation. What was hers supposed to do? There were subtle signs, but it seemed then that this woman had been Shop-trained, or by someone almost as good.
Was Polarity Magnetics a front for the Shop? The idea made me cold. The Shop used top-rate psychiatrists. Had the Chief lured me here by telling me to stay away? If that was true, why hadn’t he tried to take me in San Francisco? I should have kept running and gone back into hiding. Too many things weren’t adding up.
“What is that?” I asked.
Her partner drew his gun, aiming it at me. “Take your weapon out slowly,” he said, “and put it on the cement.”
There wasn’t any hesitation in him. A regular person working as a guard wouldn’t have drawn so quickly. His eyes were fixed on me, and his gun-hand was steady.
“Are you going to shoot me?” I asked.
A tight smile curved onto his lips. His body language—this man had killed before and he wouldn’t mind doing it again.
I pulled out my Browning and set it on the cement.
“Now kick it over here,” he said.
I shook my head.
He tightened his grip of the gun, and he glanced at the woman.
“Kick it,” she told me.
“You kick it,” I said.
“Back away then,” she said.
I shook my head.
She studied me. Then she told her partner, “Give me your gun and get his. If he tries anything, I’ll shoot him.”
By his face, the partner didn’t like the idea. What had they heard about me? After several seconds of hesitation, however, he handed her his gun.
I’d been waiting for that, and I moved, coming at them fast. She tore the gun out of his hand and backpedalled, giving herself range. She was a smart girl. He handled the surprise well, getting a determined look. Then he shouted as he took a boxing stance, twisting his hips smoothly as he threw a right cross at my face. I shifted my head, but he still clipped me on the check. It stung. I had kept moving, however, and now I was in close and I threw an uppercut. His teeth clicked together and I heard bone crunch, likely his jawbone. The sting to my check—I’d hit him harder than I’d planned. He flew backward and crumpled onto the cement, out cold.
I faced the woman, expecting to see her in a classic shooter’s stance, screaming at me to get on the ground.
Instead, she smiled. It was an arrogant thing that would have put her at home on the Reservation. She pitched the gun aside so it clattered over the cement. I’d guessed right. She’d been modified or enhanced and she believed that she was tough enough to take me. I decided to play dumb, pretending she’d pitched the gun because she was scared of me.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said. “I just want to speak with Ms. Cheng. Why don’t you take me to her?”
Instead of doing anything so sensible, she shouted some martial arts yell and lunged at me with the humming device. She might have caught me by surprise if I hadn’t been ready for her. Even so, the device almost touched me. I dodged, and I chopped her wrist with mine. If she was normal I had just shattered wrist bones, but somehow I didn’t think I’d done that to her.
Her arm with the device swung away. Then she hit me in the side with her other hand, and it hurt more than it should have.
“You don’t know when to quit, lady,” I said.
She grinned at me, a mocking thing.
I backhanded her, or I tried. She weaved her head out of the way faster than I would have thought possible. Then she moved, and she was like a striking viper. She slapped the device against my side. I heard a loud zap, and I felt a jolt sizzle through me. Then I felt nothing at all as the cement came rushing up.
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“He’s coming around,” someone said.
They must have meant me. My mouth tasted as if mice had used it for a nest. My teeth were bone dry so my tongue stuck to them. There was a dull throb behind my forehead. It grew as I opened my eyes. At first, everything was blurry. I didn’t want to concentrate. Ms. Mixed Martial Arts had zapped me with something nastier than the shock baton Jagiello had used on me at the Reservation.
I had been on her list. That wasn’t good. I groaned because I tried to chuckle. Also not good was the shock device, and her willingness to use it. Bad was the fact they’d dragged me somewhere.
I squeezed my eyelids shut and breathed deeply, holding it. Sometimes, that’s the best thing to do. It helped calm my nerves as my sluggish mind tried to realign with reality.
I tried looking again. Blurry shapes hovered nearby. I had the feeling Ms. Shock Artist was here. The voice before had been masculine, however. Ortega had said a man from Polarity Magnetics had made threats.
“You’re in a lot of trouble,” I heard someone say, and then I realized I’d said it. “This is kidnapping.”
“You’re a trespasser, Mr. Kiel.”
“So call the cops,” I said.
I tried my eye-squeezing, breath-holding trick again. Now faces began to focus. The model with sucked-in cheeks and Doberman eyes stared at me triumphantly, check.
The lights in the room dimmed. I saw him then. He was behind her and he held a TV remote in his hand. At least, it looked like a remote. She held the pronged device as if she wanted to try it on me again.
He looked like a Redneck cage-fighter, the kind that charged his opponents as he threw devastating blows. He was tall and lean, with straw-colored hair and freckles across the bridge of his nose. If he went to type, he would be tough, stronger than he looked and with a fierce desire to win. His pale blue eyes held something menacing—the backcountry look of a man who distilled too much moonshine, who would do more than kiss his pretty cousin. I didn’t want to call it crazy. It was feral.
He wore the blue uniform with the circular magnet and sword logo, had a .44 Magnum strapped to his leg and fiddled with a sap dangling from his heavy black belt. He had everything there, walkie-talkie, handcuffs, flashlight and other security paraphernalia. When he moved, the belt creaked.
He aimed the remote at the ceiling and the lights dimmed a bit more.
“Better?” he asked me.
I shifted in my chair and tried to rub my itchy nose. That’s when I discovered my wrists were manacled to the table. My forearms rested on solid oak. The steel manacles were part of the furniture, like a bad spy movie. My surroundings came into sharper focus then. This was an interrogation room, very sterile with steel walls, a heavy door and with one-way glass. A hint of fear lingered in the room. It was a combination smell of piss, sweat and pain, mixed with harsh disinfectant. I remembered it too well from the Reservation. What went on here at Polarity Magnetics?
I squeezed my fingers into fists, wondering what it would take to rip out of these shackles.
“If you break free, Mr. Kiel, Rita will give you another stroke of the gentler.”
“You won’t call it that when I stroke you with it,” I said.
He grinned in a good old boy way.
“This is kidnapping,” I said.
“Technically, it’s detention. You were out of control and my security team had to subdue you. Now you’re in a holding cell until the police arrive.”
“The police are coming?” I asked.
“Not yet,” he admitted.
“My ‘out-of-control’ is on tape?”
“I could easily do that if I wanted. But there were two witnesses.”
“Your thugs?”
“I’m Mike Stone, head of Security. I used to be in the Rangers. I know you were Green Beret, and just like me, you must have realized third-rate bunglers and socialist dupes ran our government. They couldn’t win a war even though they’d been spotted the enemy capital.” He shrugged. “I was one of the best. So were you, I hear. You joined CERN Security. I joined Polarity Magnetics.”
Stone leaned toward me. “You broke two teeth and the jaw of one of my men. I don’t like intruders hurting my people.”
I swallowed a sharp retort, reminding myself they’d shackled me to a table.
Stone sneered. “They tell me there was an accident in Geneva. It altered some of you. We’ve been studying that, and have developed some interesting weaponry based on the experience. You tasted the gentler.”
I tried to wrench my wrists free.
“The shackles are a precaution,” he said. “This,” he lifted the remote, “is what will happen if you can break out of those.”
He pressed a button and the room exploded into brightness.
I groaned and thumped my head onto the table. My aching eyes couldn’t take the brilliance. It put sparkling spots before my corneas and stroked my brain with beating throbs that increasingly spiked pain.
“It’s dim again, Mr. Kiel.”
I cracked an eyelid and slowly raised my head. It was beginning to dawn on me that I was in trouble. A psychopath had me trapped in a room specially designed to keep me inside. Were they planning to use me as a new test subject? I pushed the thought aside as I concentrated on my reason for coming. Besides, I hated being on the defensive. It was time to start probing, to start attacking, even if only verbally.
“Why did you kill Kay Durant?” I asked.
Stone’s face went blank. He glanced at Rita. Then he began to chuckle and shake his head.
“There was an armored Mercedes Benz at the scene of the crime,” I said.
The chuckles quit as he waved a hand in dismissal. “I’m well aware of distraction tactics. It won’t help you. Just for the record, Kay died because she was greedy.”
“So you admit to killing her?”
“I had the means and desire and more than my share of ability,” Stone said. “But I had no cause to kill her.”
“You just said you had desire.”
“You kill flies when they annoy you. I want to kill a lot of annoying people. It doesn’t mean I do it. Half our country’s politicians would be six feet under if I followed my impulses. For me to kill, I need cause and benefit. My people followed her, but that was to find…” Stone grinned. “You know what I want.”
“Why don’t you tell me?”
Stone set the remote on the table and rested his knuckles on either side of it. He had large hands, good for catching a football or handling an M-16. He had a gold wedding ring and I wondered if he was the kind that slapped the little wife around.
“Kay went to see you,” he said.
“We were old friends.”
Stone shook his head. “She hated you, because Dave succumbed to the accident while you walked free. But she needed friends because she had run out of them here. Don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m a dumb jock just because I’m athletic. I run Security because I’m the best and I don’t care whom I have to stomp to make sure I do my job.”
“A popular attitude,” I said.
“You’re a tough guy, but Polarity Magnetics Security is tougher and smarter. I knew you’d come here after Kay died. That’s why I put you on the list and armed Rita.” Stone rapped a knuckle against the table. “If you want to leave this room walking, you’d better answer the next few questions. Let’s start with: what did Kay bring to you on the twelfth of June?”
I stopped myself from testing the manacles again. Was Stone angry because Kay had successfully stolen the cube? Was his butt on the line because of that?
“I’ll tell you what,” I said. “Give me an answer for an answer. Why do you think she saw me on that date?”
His eyes flashed, but he nodded. “My people followed her to San Francisco.”
Had those been his men on my boat? It would make sense. That meant the needle man had been his, too. Yeah, I remembered one other person trailing me as I ran after Kay. Polarity Magnetics had been there in strength. How had Kay even managed to make it onto my boat?
“You had people watching her,” I said. “So why don’t you tell me what she brought.”
Stone grabbed the remote. “Kay worked here in—”
“Don’t say it,” Rita warned.
Stone froze and then slowly swiveled his face toward Rita. She glared defiance, but finally wilted under his steady gaze.
“When I want advice,” Stone said, “I’ll tell you when I want it.”
She said nothing to that, just kept staring down.
“Go get something to eat,” he told her.
Rita looked up then, and she seemed worried. It was the first time I’d seem a soft expression on her. It changed her looks. The woman could be beautiful.
“Go on,” he said. “But leave me the gentler. I’m going to need it.”
The worry faded away as she unclipped the hostler and handed it to him. Stone grinned and nodded in a jock-to-jock manner. Rita hesitated and then gave him the briefest nod back before she turned and opened the door.
I unobtrusively tried to study the corridor. All I saw was an overhead light and tan paint before she shut the heavy thing.
Stone grinned. “I run Security.”
“And you’ll beat down any woman who says otherwise.”
He laughed. “Mr. Green Beret thinks he’s smart. Rita is more than a woman, but you already know that. Kay probably told you everything we’re doing.”
“True,” I said.
“Kay wanted to be accelerated. Given a few more injections, she’d have been altered enough to pass as accelerated.”
“Just like Rita?” I asked.
Stone grew thoughtful as he picked up the remote. “I’d like to press a switch that forces you to tell the truth. Pain isn’t always reliable, especially against an elite soldier. Pain could never make me talk.”
“Why don’t we trade places then and you can show me how tough you are.”
“What did Kay bring you?”
“On June 12?” I asked.
He watched me closely, waiting.
“What did your people find?” I asked.
“You’re a fool to boast about what you did to them. You have to know I want payback.”
My eyes narrowed. Stone had as good as admitted to sending the needle man and the thugs onto my boat. Polarity Magnetics played rough and dirty. That meant…that meant I was in trouble.
“If you want to do this the hard way,” Stone said, “that’s fine with me.”
“I want to know who killed Kay.”
Stone clicked the remote and blinding brilliance slammed against my squeezed-shut eyelids.
I heard him hovering over me, asking questions. Mike Stone obviously liked the feeling of power, maybe needed it. His belt creaked as he leaned close enough to whisper in my ear.
I whipped my head up fast and caught him under the chin. He staggered as I opened my eyes. There was blood on his lip.
This could be the only chance I’d get. I roared and heaved up to my feet. I strained against the steel manacles, trying to lift the table high enough to smash it. Unfortunately, they had bolted it to the floor. Metal screamed in protest, however. I told myself I could do this. Then the gentler hummed into life.
“Now I’m going to have fun,” Stone said, as he increased the room’s brightness.
Before he could do anything more, the door opened. It was too bright for me to see who stood there. In seconds, however, the gentler powered down.
Then I heard Tina Cheng say, “He is not the one. You will release him and await me in East Wing.”
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Stone aimed the remote at my first manacle. He clicked twice with his thumb, but nothing happened.
“He must have twisted the locking mechanism,” Stone said.
“Try the other one.” Cheng said. “But first give me the neural whip.”
Doctor Cheng was a small Chinese woman and wore her hair up in an old Asian manner from the 1800s, with a wooden pin pushed through a knot of dark curls. She had a fine-boned face with a tiny mouth, had the reddest lipstick and eyes like a film of oil, all of one dark color. It gave her an inhuman appearance, as if some strange entity had taken over her body.
Cheng wore what looked like yellow silk pajamas with red-mountain images sprinkled randomly. The mountains matched her red slippers.
Shoving the pronged device—the neural whip—into the holster, Stone handed it to her. “There’s no telling what he’ll do once he’s free,” he warned.
Cheng accepted the holstered device, which accentuated her small hands. “I am not worried about Mr. Kiel. His changes…they are less threatening than mine.”
I didn’t know if that was true, as I had no idea what Tina Cheng could do. I do remember that she seldom boasted. While working on the Reservation, Kay must have learned how each of us had been altered and she must have told Cheng later.
None of that mattered now. “Hurry up,” I said. “Click me loose.”
Stone’s throat grew tense as he studied me. Then he brought up the remote and clicked the other manacle.
It popped open and I ripped out my wrist.
“It will take time for us to saw open the other lock,” Cheng told me.
“No it won’t.” I’d had more than enough and I wanted out of here. So I proceeded to smash the heavy table with my fist. Both Stone and Cheng backed away. I kept hammering oak, using my density to full advantage. Soon, I shook my formerly trapped arm free. Then I came around the shattered table.
Stone drew his magnum. He thumbed the hammer, the click loud in the interrogation room.
I stopped, deciding that Stone would shoot rather than chancing humiliation at my hands.
“He is not the one,” Cheng told Stone.
“You’re sure about that?” Stone asked, as he kept his eyes on me.
“Are you questioning me?” Cheng asked quietly.
Stone licked his lower lip. Then he eased the hammer down and holstered his hand cannon. He backed out of the room, never taking his eyes off me. I was fast, but so was he, especially at drawing his iron. I suspected he practiced at home in front of a wall-sized mirror.
“Thank you for wrecking the table,” Cheng told me as the door closed.
“What does it mean when you say I’m not the one?” I asked.
“Why, the obvious. That you’re free instead of being imprisoned.”
That isn’t what it meant, but I dropped it for now. I said, “I’m thinking of pressing charges.”
“No you are not.”
Those solid-colored eyes, they were freaky. It was as if she could look at my soul. “Are you reading my thoughts?” I asked.
She gave me an enigmatic smile.
“I don’t see how you can read thoughts,” I said.
“This is interesting. You are frightened.”
“Can you sense emotions?”
“Mr. Kiel, you claimed you wished to see me. Here I am.”
I’m going to kill you. I projected the thought at her, and I ran the litany several times in my mind. There was no reaction from Cheng. You’re a bitch! I thought. There was still no reaction from her. I was beginning to doubt she could read my mind. I needed one more test, however, to see if she reacted to anything.
“Did you kill Kay?” I asked.
“Don’t be absurd,” she said, frowning.
“Did you order her death?”
“I’m afraid you’re badly out of touch with reality. There is much more at stake here than a troubled woman’s life.”
“That troubled woman was my friend, and she came to me for help. Now she’s dead and I’m going to find out who killed her.”
“You’re angry,” Cheng said. “Why, you’re angry with me. How quaint.”
“What do you see with those strange eyes of yours?”
Her head swayed back as if I’d slapped her. “You are an annoyance, Mr. Kiel. You are an X factor in a deadly game of Go. None of us knows which way you will jump, and that makes each of us nervous. By going to you, Kay decidedly complicated matters.”
“Is that why you sent a man with a needle after me?”
“This truly happened?” she asked.
Her question let me know that she’d been listening to Stone interrogate me. She must have been watching behind the one-way glass.
“You know it happened,” I said.
“When?”
“Right,” I said.
“Mr. Kiel, if you will walk with me, we will go to my office. There I will answer a few of your questions. Then you might answer one or two of mine. Agreed?”
I toed a splinter of oak. Were there more sides than the Shop and Polarity Magnetics? If so, I needed to know who else had an interest in the cube and who else might have killed Kay.
***
We didn’t walk to her office, but rode a golf cart after leaving a modest-sized brick building with a narrow iron door. We passed a massive hanger where technicians with miles of cables and electronic gear worked on an F-35 with several odd features I’d never seen before.
I twisted in my seat to get a better look, but Doctor Cheng increased speed. She had returned my sunglass, so raising my eyebrows at her seemed useless. We were in the heart of Polarity Magnetics, Long Beach. I figured my time would be better spent gawking at everything I could to see what was going on rather than talking chitchat. There were more glass-fronted buildings, more hangers and then long, low buildings like steel-construction barracks. Hissing, buzzing sounds emanated from them.
“What’s going on in there?” I asked.
Cheng smiled faintly, with her hands on the steering wheel at ten and two o’clock.
Three white-coated men walked toward a low building. Beyond it were rows of storage facilities. A flatbed truck was parked beside one. A forklift driver unloaded huge crates. I read LASER ACCESSORIES/M1A2 on the side of one. That must be for the Abrams battle tank, which was strange, because Abrams fired shells. Then I remembered that some tanks use lasers for sighting.
“There’s a lot of military hardware here,” I said.
“Yes.”
“You must have a lot of friends in the government to get all these contracts.”
“We are doing nothing illegal.”
Sure, I thought to myself. The room I’d just been in had said it all. Once people spent big money, just about anything corrupt and illegal was possible.
Tina Cheng, who was she? I remember in Geneva that Kay had never liked Cheng. Most people reciprocate hostile feelings. As I rode in the golf cart, I recalled that Cheng had been a perfectionist and very hardworking, someone who would put in eighteen-hour days without a thought. Cheng’s only hobby had been constructing amazingly complex paper models. She’d made pagodas and soldiers driving chariots with intricate details down to hooves and barbed arrows. With scissors, glue and paint, Cheng had constructed ladders that looked real and apples you thought you could eat. One match would have burned everything. I’d always hated to think of the patience needed to construct such things.
The ride ended behind the big glass building with the park-like lawns. Cheng hurried briskly up the sidewalk. A guard opened a glass door and nodded us through. The hall was dim, carpeted and quiet except for clacking computers keys that come from an open door. We went the other direction to an elevator, rode to the basement and an even dimmer corridor. Cheng pressed her thumb on a scanner and motioned me to hurry as we scooted past the swishing door. Another door opened where a secretary frowned at a computer screen.
Looking up, the secretary said, “Doctor, the Director—”
I couldn’t tell if Cheng shook her head, but the secretary compressed her lips, swiveled in her chair and wrote something on a pad. She tore the top paper from the pad, folded and slid the note across the desk.
Cheng picked it up on her way past, glancing at the note in her palm. She nodded, and she stepped into her office.
The room was large, but not huge. It had a door to the side, leading to a restroom likely. She had a minimalist desk with a computer scroll on it and a model pagoda with little waving flags. Chinese silkscreens hung from the walls in a tasteful display, while a row behind the desk showed paper fish, cats and pandas.
“I don’t have much time for you,” Cheng said. “So please make this quick.”
“How’s Dave?” I asked, meaning my friend in CERN Security. He had taken the fullest brunt of the expose and lived, phasing in and out of existence. Kay had told me they had moved Dave here.
Cheng drummed her fingers on the desk, staring at me. It seemed like she was weighing her words. Finally, she said, “Nothing has changed with him.”
“That isn’t what Kay told me.”
“The woman could never keep her mouth shut. She shouldn’t have said anything to you about Dave.”
“He’s my friend.”
“He was your friend,” Cheng said. “There is a great difference between his former state of being and now.”
“You killed him?”
Cheng shook her head. “Sometimes I think we should, but no, he is as alive as he’s ever been since the accident.”
“Why do you want to murder him?”
“There are things happening to him…” Cheng shook her head again. “We are not here to discuss Dave.”
“He phases in more, Kay told me,” I said.
“I have already told you—” Cheng sighed, and she spoke in a softer voice. “Dave is not the person you remember.”
“You can talk to him?”
Cheng pursed her ruby-red lips. “I can communicate with him on a minimal basis only.”
“That’s more than I heard anyone else could ever do. What does he say?”
“None of that matters between you and me,” Cheng said. “Besides, his words would make no sense to you.”
“Kay believed she could bring him around.”
“That isn’t exactly what she believed, but in your view it would amount to the same thing.” Cheng glanced at the paper pagoda. Then she looked at the note again, the one the secretary had written her. Smiling fainting, Cheng faced me, and said, “Kay wished to waken Dave, and I believe that would be a terrible disaster for all of us.”
“Care to tell me why?”
“You are not qualified to understand, nor do I wish to take the needed time to make you understand. Therefore, we shall proceed to other matters. For instance, who is this needle man you spoke about?”
“I want to see Dave.”
“No. That is impossible.”
“You mean you don’t want to,” I said.
“I mean what I say: impossible.” She glanced at the note a third time and then put it in a pocket. Smiling fainting once more, she said, “Now tell me about this needle man. Did the attack occur on June 12?”
“He was your man. You should know what day he made the attack.”
Cheng blew out her cheeks in seeming frustration. “For your information, the Shop has sent operatives to America. That should gravely concern you.”
“I’ve already spoken with the Chief.”
Cheng sat back in surprise. “He allowed you to live?” She shook her head. “Obviously, he did. You are here. Unless you’re lying to—” She squinted at me. “No. You’re not lying.”
Goosebumps rose on my neck. What was she doing with her eyes? What could she see? I grinned to try to hide my growing uneasiness.
“Has the Shop contacted you?” I asked.
Cheng seemed amused with the idea. “The Shop has been warned against trying that. Now it appears the Chief has ignored the injunction. Hmm. I hesitate to bring the State Department into this, but it appears I must.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” I said. “You have cowboys like Mike Stone in charge of your security and now you claim to have access to the CIA or FBI.”
“I make no such claims. I spoke about the State Department. They will speak to the needed people in Geneva, who will rein in the Shop.”
“The Shop has always been rogue,” I said. “The Reservation should have taught you that.”
“If you truly believe that, you don’t understand how the world operates.”
“I understand men like the Chief. He doesn’t let rules and committees stop him.”
“The Chief would be ill advised to strike against me,” Cheng said, “especially as he has come here in person. He is a spider, and spiders are most dangerous when they’re unseen. If he dares to move against me, I will crush him.”
“You spoke about me being an X factor. That implies there are more people or groups vying for—for what exactly?”
“Perhaps for the cube Kay stole,” Cheng said.
Finally, someone admitted to its theft. That was an improvement. “What does the cube do?” I asked.
Cheng put her hands on the desk and leaned forward, focusing her strange orbs on me. “Do you have it?”
“I’ve seen the cube,” I said. “Kay took it as insurance. She claimed having it would allow her to finish her work on Dave.”
“She lied to you. Now where is it? Tell me.”
I debated telling Cheng I had told Kay to return the cube, but I was beginning to believe the good doctor could tell when I was lying. Instead, I shook my head. “I’ve seen the cube, but I don’t have it now.”
Cheng’s eyes swirled strangely, and she sat perfectly still, no longer breathing. Then she took a deep breath and blinked several times, massaging her forehead. “You’re telling the truth, but there is a hidden truth you’re not speaking.”
Down here in the basement of Polarity Magnetics, Tina Cheng unnerved me. It was a supernatural thing, of a mutant I didn’t understand. For the first time, I had sympathy for the Chief. He must view all of us as dangerous predators, superior killers that might decide to devour humanity. What was Cheng doing with her eyes?
Cheng smiled, and it was an ugly, threatening gesture. “You are wise to fear me. I have gained abilities that dwarf your density. The Chief fears me, and he attempts to marshal evidence in order to bring the full force of the Shop against us. He is like a jackal daring to roam the killing fields of lions, but careful to stay out of my path. He realizes that his worst mistake was in letting us go. The State Department has yet to realize that, but they will in time. By then, however, it will be too late.”
“That doesn’t make any sense. My changes, they are not world-threatening.”
“Are you sure?” Cheng asked. “Have you tested yourself? Have you refined your new powers?”
“If we were that dangerous, the Chief would have never let us off the Reservation.”
“Our powers are latent,” Cheng said.
Was that true? “Why tell me this?” I asked.
“I want to convince you to tell me the secret you’re hiding. You do not own the cube, but I suspect you can take me to it.”
“Why is the cube important?” I asked.
Cheng drummed her fingers on the desk. Finally, she said in a soft voice, “It may be the only device that can stop Dave.”
“Stop him from what, from waking up?”
Cheng shook her head.
“What happens if Dave wakes up?” I asked.
“There are competing theories. Kay had hers, but no one else believed it.”
“What did she believe?”
“Kay is dead,” Cheng said, “so her thoughts no longer matter.”
“That’s a callous attitude,” I said.
“No. It is pragmatic. I suggest you adopt a similar attitude if you wish to survive. There are competing forces at play, and one or more of them has made attempts on your life or well-being.”
“Are you including Rita’s use of the neural whip?”
“That was a mistake.”
“Who else wants the cube?” I asked.
Doctor Cheng sat back, watching me as her faint smile reappeared. “Surely you must know. I can’t believe Kay didn’t mention his name to you.”
I frowned. What…oh, Kay had mentioned another name. It was how she claimed to have found me. “Do you mean Doctor Harris?” I asked.
“Interesting,” Cheng whispered. “Yes, yes, that makes sense. I should have seen it sooner.”
“Doctor Harris doesn’t work here?” I asked.
Cheng laughed sharply before shaking her head.
“Are you suggesting the needle man and the men on my boat—those were Doctor Harris’s people?”
Cheng spread her small hands.
“What—?”
“I’m sorry,” she said, “but I’ve grown weary of your questions. It is time for you to leave.”
Had this entire episode been for the sole purpose of her finding out about Doctor Harris? I didn’t like the idea of having given away more information than I’d received.
“What are you injecting into your people?” I asked.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“You do, Ms. Cheng, because Stone spoke about it.”
“It is time for you to leave. Will you go willingly, or must I summon Mr. Stone and the others?”
I wondered if I should offer her the cube in order to pry more information from her. Then I decided I needed more facts before I tried to dicker with the good doctor. Besides, I didn’t like the idea that I was in the basement of her building in Polarity Magnetics, and without a weapon.
So I stood up. “They’d better have my Browning for me at the shack.”
“Good-bye, Mr. Kiel.”
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“I’m wasting my time at the airport,” Blake said.
We sat on the Alamo as the sun sank into the ocean. Beautiful orange rays spread across the sky and water. Blake had been telling me about his day at the airport, and that he had been unable to discover where Kay’s body had landed.
“She’s vanished,” he said.
“She can’t have vanished,” I said.
“Do you think they altered her with injections?”
I’d told Blake about my adventure at Polarity Magnetics. Several things stood out for both of us. Rita had kept hold of the neural whip after I’d struck her wrist. That implied greater strength and harder bones than she should have. On my boat, Kay had spoken about possessing new abilities and Stone said she had received injections just like Rita.
“Why hide the body?” I asked.
“The obvious reason is because they don’t want anybody to see it,” Blake said.
I nodded in agreement.
“What kind of injections do you think they received?” Blake asked.
“Let’s start with what makes people stronger.”
“Steroids and testosterone shots,” he said.
“It’s something else,” I said, “something new. Something somebody could tell by looking at a corpse.”
“Or by doing an autopsy,” Blake said.
I stared at the ocean scenery, thinking about everything I’d learned. Doctor Harris was independent of Polarity Magnetics. According to Kay, he had found out where I lived. Cheng feared Dave waking up but not the Shop prowling around Long Beach. Cheng could tell, apparently, when someone was lying. I was not the one, whatever that meant. The Chief didn’t want me anywhere near his investigation. And men with tattoos had tried to inject me and had invaded my boat in San Francisco.
That injection, the blue solution, was it the same substance put into Rita and Kay? If so, it would imply that Polarity Magnetics had sent the men. Neither Stone nor Rita had sported tattoos, however. But I didn’t know if that was significant or not.
“I’m going to lie down,” I said.
“It’s pretty early still,” Blake said.
“My head is hurting, a byproduct of the neural whip, I think.”
“Do you want me to speak to the laundry truck driver tomorrow?”
“I’ll do that,” I said. “You keep poking around the airport, or wherever you have to in order to find out where the body went.”
“Okay,” Blake said glumly.
I left him staring at the ocean as I headed for my tiny shower stall near my cabin. I let the shower’s needle spray cleanse me of sweat and then heat my head. After a time, it made the dull throb go away.
I munched on a bag of Doritos in bed and despite the early hour found myself yawning. I stretched out, fell asleep and woke around eleven at night. The red numbers of my clock said 11:12.
Something had disturbed my sleep. I rubbed my face and realized I’d thought someone had called my name. That had been happening more often in my sleep. It was a strange feeling. I’d wake up and feel I knew what someone had been saying about me, that somewhere nearby people were talking about me.
I got up, turned on the faucet, scrubbed my face with cold water and shuffled up the stairs into the galley. I opened the refrigerator, disturbed by the lack of choices. I nuked a big Polish dog, heaped on relish and squeezed a thick line of mustard. I washed it down with a Budweiser.
I found Blake sitting in the dark before the glow of the computer. He had headphones on. He’d cock his head and then clack keys. Then he’d rewind his pocket recorder, cock his head again and type some more.
I flicked on the lights. He swiveled around fast, with a look of fright on his face.
I didn’t laugh. I’d done it this way so I wouldn’t scare him.
He ripped off the earphones. “Thanks,” he said. “Now my concentration is shot.”
“You’re just listening to your recorder,” I said.
“I edit as I go along.” He must have been working on one of his articles. Blake stretched, yawned and stood unsteadily. “I’m going to bed.”
“Think of anything new?”
He turned thoughtful. “This Doctor Harris might have murdered Kay, but we know nothing about him. The Chief could have ordered Kay killed. Stone could have done it or Cheng might have given the order.”
“Cheng might have done it herself,” I said.
“Doubtful from what you told me about her. She sounds like someone who would keep her hands clean. Let one of the underlings do it.”
“Rita?”
Blake shrugged. “You told me Rita warned Stone to keep quiet about whatever was going on with injections. If she and Kay were both undergoing a similar treatment, wouldn’t that build camaraderie?”
“With most people it would,” I said. “But…” There it was again, a whisper in my mind. Somebody was talking about me, somebody nearby. I—
The feeling vanished. I blinked several times and noticed Blake giving me a funny look.
“What?” I asked.
“Your expression just changed. It was like you were trying to listen to someone who is not here.”
That decided it for me. “I’m going into town,” I said.
“Lock up if you would,” Blake said. “I don’t trust the neighborhood.”
I nodded absently, leaving Blake at the computer. Soon, I hooked on my gun harness and chose some clean clothes, dark ones. Then I went outside, feeling like I’d meet someone waiting for me.
I jumped onto the pier and felt the sensation again. It wasn’t quite like crosshairs on my back, but it was close enough so I scanned everywhere, trying to pinpoint the feeling. It didn’t come from the nearby boats. It came from inland, from the concrete jungle of Long Beach, the land of dirty sodium lamps shining in the night.
I put my hands in my pockets and began walking. I didn’t need sunglasses now. I didn’t need streetlights. My vision shared the spectrum range with housecats. Blake had told me before how my pupils widened to fill almost my entire eye. How the exposure could have caused that, I hadn’t the slightest idea.
I left the marina and soon reached cityscape, eating up the distance with my long stride. I spotted cats slinking in the dark. The rats they stalked twitched their narrow noses as they eased toward abandoned McDonald’s wrappers. Bats winged overhead, no doubt eying or using bat-sonar to watch both the cats and the rats. I saw them as gray creatures, but very distinct. Occasionally, I had to squint as I strode down a street, as car headlights were blinding.
The sensation of someone calling my name grew. I wondered if I’d entered a waking dream, as there was a sense of unreality to this. I mentally warned myself that bullets could kill here and no matter how hard I flapped my arms, I couldn’t fly.
Did Polarity Magnetics own futuristic ray devices or short wave beams? Could they be beaming me and giving my mind these fantasies? The idea sounded paranoid. But my thoughts bothered me. I’d read how near the end of the Cold War the Russians had fired low frequency beams at the U.S. Embassy in Moscow. The Soviets had learned such invisible beams could cause irritation. Probably, it had just heightened the incidence of cancer among the Marine guards. The idea that someone was beaming me shook me enough to make me stop and consider carefully what I was doing.
When had this feeling begun that I could hear people in my dreams—no, in my sleep? It was hard to pinpoint, maybe a week ago. Maybe—
Around the time Kay came to see me.
I bared my teeth. I hoped Stone was out here, trying one of his new devices. Or maybe I’d find Jagiello trying to be cute. Just because Cheng said the Shop was on a leash didn’t make me believe it.
The buildings were older where I walked. There was a rundown coffee shop, a Cindy’s restaurant with a few cars in the parking lot, and some other places, too, among them a surfer’s rental and a bar called Neil’s Grill. It had too many big Harley motorcycles with chopper handlebars parked in front. There was a bright neon Budweiser sign in a barred window. I didn’t know if it was inviting me or warning me to say away.
I nodded. The sensation came from the bar.
Gavin Kiel, I seemed to hear in my mind. I was certain someone in there had just said my name.
Could this be a side effect from the neural whip? It seemed more than possible, except I’d been having these sensations for about a week. Would Jagiello shoot me in there? Would Stone? I decided to find out.
There was heavy metal music, bikers and the clack of billiard balls ricocheting off each other. The two waitresses were young, busty and swayed their lovely butts as they brought bottled Budweiser and whiskey shots to drunken OUTLAWS bikers. The logo was stenciled on their leathers, with skull and crossbones similar to the Raider’s football logo.
A loud caw of a woman’s laughter caused several hairy, Viking-like bruisers to glance at me.
I ignored them and headed for the bar. Then I noticed a guy in back at a stall and I knew I’d found my man. He wore an old-style gray, Savile Row suit, complete with a gray waistcoat, white shirt and tie. He was badly out of place here. He had a gray bowler hat on the table, with a long umbrella lying beside it.
In San Francisco, I’d seen a man with a cane—which could have been a closed umbrella—on the day I’d followed Kay. Could this be the same man?
I headed for his table. Before I reached it, a huge biker with a red beard, a sleeveless denim jacket and prison tattoos on his exposed skin stood up and barred my path.
“No one bothers him, brother,” the biker said, spewing alcoholic breath into my face.
“Let him pass, Red,” the suited man said. He spoke with an English accent and never bothered turning around.
Red glowered at me and slunk back to his chair like an angry junkyard dog.
Over a dozen bikers gave me hostile stares. More than ever this was feeling like a bad dream.
It was Doctor Harris. I remembered him from CERN. He nursed a shot glass of Scotch. He was tall, lanky and obviously guarded by these bikers. Some of them had similar tattoos as the men I’d killed on my boat. Why Harris wore his strange attire and how he’d found himself biker bodyguards was only a little less disturbing than that I’d felt him calling me in my mind.
“Mind if I sit down?” I asked.
“I’ve been waiting for you,” he said with a smile. He poured Scotch from a bottle into an unused glass. “Be a good fellow, join me, eh?”
I glanced around. The bikers had returned to their cards, fondling their tattooed girls and downing shots and beers.
I slid across from Doctor Harris and into the booth. “Nice umbrella,” I said.
He had long-fingered hands with big knuckles and joints. He picked up the umbrella, holding the black wooden handle. He twisted, and I heard a click. Then he showed me a few inches of steel blade. I could tell there were more inches in there. If the whole umbrella hid a blade, he was carrying a sword.
“Is it sharp?” I asked.
“Do you load your gun?”
I grunted.
He grinned. “Did I ever tell you my dying wish, Gavin?”
I shook my head.
His grin intensified. “When I’m an old man, tottering down a rubbish-strewn street, I want my umbrella-sword with me. Ruffians such as this trash around us will slink to me. They have noses for weakness, just as they sense physical superiority. They’ll jostle among themselves and finally the herd bull will plant his bulk before me, demanding every pound and pence I own.
“I plan to snivel and scrape: all in order to whet his appetite and to make him laugh about the easy pickings. Many predators enjoy playing with their food. Then I shall unsheathe my sword and run the swine through his belly. I image old age shall have dulled my abilities. One of them will pull out a dagger or perhaps a pistol. He’ll shoot. But I shall have taken at least one of them with me. That, my dear Gavin, will be a simply glorious way to leave dreary old age, don’t you agree?”
I nodded, wondering if the exposure could have warped his mind as well as his body.
What caught my attention was his use of the word “abilities.” Kay had used that word. I wondered if that was a coincidence or not.
“You’re somber this evening,” Harris said, snapping the blade back into concealment.
“I’d like to know how you called me here.”
Harris smiled even wider, showing off his whitened molars in the back of his mouth. “Gavin, my dear Gavin, you’re always such a delight. How I’ve missed you.”
“Likewise,” I said.
“Others would know it’s impossible for a man to ‘call’ another with his mind. You, however, lack formal training in the sciences and are therefore unencumbered with preconceived notions of what can and can’t be done. You’re a simple man of action and trust your senses. If you smell it, it’s there. No thought of having hallucinations for such a direct fellow like you.”
“You’re making me blush.”
Harris laughed loudly. I’d never liked him. I doubt I ever would. He looked down his large nose at just about everyone, but he saved his smuggest superiority for ‘physical fellows’ like me. ‘Boys of action’ must have mercilessly teased and bullied him in his youth and he’d never been able to get over it. How Harris must love his acceleration.
“Yes, you have the advantages of the jungle beast,” Harris said. “It gives you strengths. My strength lies elsewhere, and in the end, proves boundlessly superior to yours.”
“Are you drunk?”
He laughed harder, and it made the nearest bikers uncomfortable. I found that interesting. I didn’t think Harris mentally dominated them in some science fiction, ESP manner. I studied the bikers and found that more than a few had black eyes, swollen lips and bandages. I suspected now they were afraid of Harris. He was the moray eel in its hole, and they had evidently learned the hard way not to stick their hands in the hole.
“I’m not insulting you,” Harris said.
I tasted my Scotch.
Harris poured me more. “I’m merely pointing out the advantage of the scientific method when practiced by a trained observer such as myself. I am the professional in the truest sense of the word.”
“And that’s why you’re wearing an old-fashioned suit and tie?”
“My dear fellow, it is affectation, a lark, in ancient British slang.”
“You sure it isn’t Freudian?”
“Ah, touché, touché,” he said.
“So, how did you call me?”
He waved his long-fingered hand as if that was of little importance. “I’ve studied us more thoroughly than the Shop or Cheng at Polarity Magnetics have done.”
“How do you know I went there?”
“My dear fellow—”
I picked up the shot glass, ready to toss the Scotch in his face. I was tired of his smugness. Instead, controlling my temper, I set the glass onto the table so the fiery brown liquid sloshed over the rim and splashed onto my fingers. I ran my wet fingers across my lips as I watched him.
Harris had stiffened, and a hint of worry had entered his eyes. I think he realized he’d come that close to having a fight he wouldn’t win, and in front of the bikers. They would turn on him like hyenas, and he must have known that. Sure, he knew about being the wounded wildebeest and he knew how that attracted the hyenas of the world.
Anger smoldered in his eyes, but he hooded it. At least his smile was gone.
“I am here for the mutual benefit of each of us,” he said.
“Sure.”
“I would like to barter information. I’ve thought about this carefully. You are a—I beg your pardon. You’re what they call a ‘show me’ fellow. I have discovered nuances of our acceleration. Not all the changes were physical. Our minds are different now, too.”
I thought about Doctor Cheng, and knew Harris was right. I was also certain he had sent the needle man after me and the thugs onto my boat.
“It was such a strange phenomenon that at first I couldn’t conceive of it,” Harris was telling me. “I would have dismissed it out of hand. The change—it helped clarify many things for me. I have come to see that many of my former ideas were quite wrong. I realize now, for instance, that the ancient Egyptians built the pyramids through mental levitation. Given the evidence of their feat, and the weight of the stones, it is the only reasonable explanation. I realize also that a great cataclysm destroyed a mid-Atlantic Atlantis. The survivors started the Egyptian and Sumerian civilizations, the reason each society began at such a high level of technology.
“My point is there is more to this world than the accepted explanations,” Harris said. “Before the accident, I wore the accepted blinders given to me in the schools. Even after the first year of the change, I thought along my old lines. As various oddities kept occurring to me, however, I finally decided to truly experiment and observe. I refused to hold to any preconceived notions of what I would find. Despite what I’m sure is your high regard for the scientific community—”
I grunted.
“Most scientists are hidebound by what they think should exist and what cannot. Because of their bigotry, science only crawls ahead. Freed from the old restraint and with an entirely new field of study, I’ve advanced an eon in understanding us accelerated. We are a superior life-form, my friend.”
“Because we can punch out a roomful of bikers?” I asked.
“That is part of it, yes. But there are mental faculties you or I might call upon during an emergency or perhaps we will unwittingly use once or twice by happenstance. I, however, have learned to tap into those faculties at will. I’ve trained myself in their use and therefore have become doubly dangerous.”
Something had disturbed my sleep this evening. In some arcane fashion, Harris had drawn me to this bar. I assumed it was this new mental faculty he spoke about.
“You believe me,” he said, showing a trace of surprise.
“I’m here. That proves you did something.”
“Excellent,” he said. “I knew I could reason with you. Now I wish to barter information for information.”
I picked up the Scotch bottle, swirling the liquid inside. “What sort of information?”
“Ah, that is the question, isn’t it?”
“You’re fishing,” I said.
“Rather say: I am careful not to reveal bartering points.”
“Who killed Kay?” I asked, as I set down the bottle.
“I wish I knew.”
“You’ve spoke to her then?”
“What do you mean?” he asked guardedly.
“Have you spoken to her this past year?”
“I have,” he admitted.
“She said you found out where I was living.”
“Did she now?”
“How did you find out?” I asked.
“It was elementary, really. I used my mind.”
“Meaning you located me through observation and logic or through your new mental powers?”
“Ah,” he said, grinning. “That is the question, isn’t it?”
“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “That you found me is the point.”
He frowned, realizing perhaps that he’d given away information, or confirmed something for me, at least.
“I want to know what’s going on at Polarity Magnetics,” I said. “What were they doing to Kay?”
“They are very busy, to be sure. Someone in authority understands that accelerated people are superior and it frightens them. They wish to develop counters to us.”
“Are they trying to duplicate the accident?” I asked.
Harris laughed. It was the loudest laugh of all. Several bikers got up from the nearest table and hurried outside. The bartender scowled at Harris, but quickly looked away when he caught me studying him.
“You’re making people nervous,” I said.
Harris snapped his fingers. “They are obsolete, Homo moronus.”
“So what are they doing at Polarity Magnetics?”
Harris leaned toward me and spoke in a conspiratorial whisper. “Do you have any idea of the energy expended during the accident?”
“A lot,” I said.
“An imprecise term, but apt nonetheless. To duplicate the accident is far beyond the powers of Polarity Magnetics or even the Shop. No. Cheng’s approach is different: biomechanical instead of with nonbaryonic matter.”
“Biomechanical,” I said, “as in cyborgs?”
“Not in the way you think, but that strikes the dartboard near its bull’s-eye. I could tell you more. Before I do, however, I would like a dollop of information for my efforts. I’m here to barter, not to give away for free.”
“Go on.”
His grin tightened. “What did Kay bring you on June 12?”
He knew what, I was certain of that. Seeing the bikers here, and their tattoos, I was certain it had been Harris’s men on my boat and his man with the needle. Maybe the junkie who had tried to grab Kay’s purse had also been his man. If that were true, did he ask me about the box to try to throw me off? I decided to play along and find out what he really wanted to know.
“She brought a box,” I said. “Now what’s this about biomechanical?”
Harris studied me and nodded slowly. “Information for information. How big was the box?”
I held my hands so and so, showing him.
“The biomechanical process is through microprocessors,” he said. “They are microscopic silicon chips, infinitesimal nanoparticles. Particle accelerators ‘beam’ the data fixture onto the chips. The chips are smaller than a pinhead by a factor of ten thousand.”
“Accelerators like in Switzerland?”
“Heavens no,” he said, “nothing so grand. What was in the box?”
“Insurance,” I said. “You’re telling me they surgically insert the nanoparticles into people?”
Harris shook his head. “Injections put millions of them into the bloodstream. Many of the chips are tropic-related: heart, lung and liver, all over the body. It increases health, strength, bone density and possibly speed, too.”
“Are there any negative side effects?”
“If so they are unknown to me.” Harris cleared his throat. “What exactly was in the box?”
I eyed him. “A large metallic cube.”
“Ah, indeed, indeed,” he said, his grin twitching. “And this cube is where?”
I smiled. “Nice try. How did you call me here?”
He sat back, eyeing me more closely. “It is at this juncture we reach the delicate point of our bargain. I can impart fantastic knowledge to you that none of the others possess.”
“Likewise,” I said.
“Oh, but truth serum could unlock your secrets, my dear fellow.”
“Truth serum still works on the accelerated?” I asked.
His fox’s grin slipped a bit. “You surprise one, Gavin. Is it intelligence you exhibit or animal cunning?”
“Did you ever watch Star Trek?”
“Eh?” he asked.
“The original series, with Kirk, Spock and Bones.”
“I’ve seen the newer flicks.”
“In the original series, Kirk beat Spock at chess, even though Spock had superior logic.”
“Pap for the masses, I’m afraid,” Harris said. “Spock would win every time.”
“Think of me as James T. Kirk. It will help prevent your asking asinine questions.”
Harris’s bushy eyebrows lifted. “I’ve upset you.”
“You’re boring me with wordiness. Either get to the point or I’m leaving.”
“Once I tell you about the call, you shall tell me the whereabouts of the cube?” he asked.
“How did you happen to be in San Francisco when Kay showed up at my boat?”
“I’m afraid you don’t own enough information for me to tell you that, unless you wish to know this instead of the calling.”
“I see these bikers,” I said. “They’re just like the man who tried to stab me with a needle. They’re like the other two who invaded my boat.”
“Hmm, yes, that was unfortunate. I had not realized that you’d grown in ability. I thought the others… Well, I made a mistake that day. I should have come to you immediately. You are here, however, so there was no permanent harm committed.”
“You forced me to kill two people,” I said.
He waved his hand in dismissal. “You are far above their petty laws, believe me. Their deaths, I absolve you.”
I studied him a moment, and saw that he was serious. “Okay, thanks,” I said.
“It is a small matter.”
His arrogance had grown exponentially since Geneva. “How were you able to call me with your mind?” I asked.
His grin intensified. “Self-interest always wins out, eh? I have your word then? If I tell you, you will tell me where the cube is?”
“If I think you’re telling me the truth, yes.”
Harris slapped his right palm onto the table. “I’ve stumbled onto an amazing discovery. It explains so much. Do you know that in the past people thought of themselves as werewolves or vampires? There have been sightings of abominable snowmen, while others swore to the truth about elves.”
Was he serious? Had the change turned Doctor Harris insane?
“The exposure altered our DNA,” Harris said. “It shifted us into creatures of the night. I’m certain that in the past, explosive solar flares poured massive radiation and perhaps even nonbaryonic matter onto people. That outpouring changed them as we’ve been changed. Oh, not in the same way,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Yet think about vampires. They reputedly possessed great strength, night vision and an ability to fly. It likely meant they could leap like human grasshoppers, and the primitives supposed it must have been flight.”
“You’re saying we’re vampires?”
“No, no, you’re missing my point. I’m saying these ‘vampires’ were like us. What I’m saying is that alterations have occurred in the past. The sun must have been the source, the solar flares in particular.”
“What does that have to do with your calling me here?” I asked.
Harris sighed. “I’d hoped you’d possessed a modicum of scientific curiosity.”
I wanted to tell him that massive doses of radiation killed people. It didn’t turn them into vampires. Or maybe everyone had missed seeing all those vampires in Hiroshima in 1945. Harris struck me as a strange mixture of brilliance and nuttiness all swirled into one.
“I suppose it is interesting,” I said. “Kay’s death and what they’re doing at Polarity Magnetics… I’ve become so preoccupied with it that I missed seeing what you’re saying.”
“Yes, yes, perfectly reasonable. But at least you see the possibilities now.”
“It has a mad logic of its own, doesn’t it?”
“Precisely.” Harris leaned toward me and lowered his voice. “Armed with this new knowledge, I began to understand something about what had happened to me. I should expect extrasensory abilities. Then to my delight, I discovered them.” His grin was huge. “Do you know that if a man, or a woman or child, speaks your name in earnest while in shadows and the radius—I haven’t discovered the limit of the radius. Perhaps each of us has varying degrees. The point is this. You can hear, in your mind, the speaking of your name.”
“Why in earnest?” I asked.
Harris slapped the table, leaned back and barked a “Ha! I wish I knew. That’s an excellent question. Are there latent telepathic powers within each human? I frankly doubt that’s the answer. I suspect it has to do with the underlying source of the universe. Scientists have hotly attempted to weigh and calculate such matter, but it has eluded their measurements. My theory is that vibrations are stirred within the unseen mass. Our ears or minds perhaps have become tuned to these vibrations. Not sharply tuned, but our ears have been unstopped. How exactly this process works, I haven’t deciphered yet. I am in the crude phase of understanding, simply recognizing the phenomenon without being able to explain it.”
“You called me here by speaking my name in shadows?”
“Earnestly speaking it,” Harris corrected.
“And you believe that called me?”
“As you said earlier, you are here.”
“Does it have to be another accelerated person doing the speaking?” I asked.
“Oh, you’re a quick fellow, Gavin. Yes, I believe so. Although—”
He stiffened, and his head swiveled sharply. It seemed then that he saw through the walls. Harris hissed between his teeth. “We have seconds left, I’m afraid. Quickly now, where is the box?”
I frowned.
That agitated Harris. “Tell me. You promised.”
“I did promise,” I said slowly.
He tried to match my stare. Then he swiveled his head again, as if glancing through the walls. He grabbed his bowler hat and umbrella and slid to the edge of the booth.
“Are you foresworn, Gavin?”
I had given my word, and I hated lying. “I dropped the cube in the ocean.”
“What?” he said. “What possessed you to do that?”
“Information for information,” I told him.
“Where in the ocean?” he asked urgently.
I picked up my shot glass, holding it before my eyes, twisting it this way and that. “Why the hurry?”
“I’m not ready for a confrontation with them yet,” he said. “I will speak with them once I have overwhelming power. Then I will root them out, every single slimy piece of them.” Harris thereupon slid out of the booth and strode for the rear exit.
Bikers, their women, the waitresses and the bartender watched him.
I took a last gulp of the Scotch and slid out of the booth.
Harris departed out the back door. Immediately, the bar’s attention focused on me. I looked a few of them in the eye. Bikers paled and glanced away. Maybe they thought I’d frightened Harris. Except for the heavy metal music from the jukebox, silence reigned in Neil’s Grill.
I kept wondering who had panicked Harris. When I opened the front door to look outside, I got my answer.
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Several things puzzled me. The first was how Harris had known. Had he seen through the wall?
I didn’t buy his vampire theory. The world was crazy about vampires and Harris had caught the bug. Me, I only liked vampire stories where someone staked the undead creature through the heart, turning him into ashes in his coffin.
The idea that the accelerated could call each other by speaking the person’s name in shadow and in earnest—
Seeing that I had an immediate problem, I shelved the idea. An armored Cadillac DeVille was parked beside the Harleys. Jagiello’s two dark-suited killers had exited the car. The Chief was inside in the back, safely behind bullet-resistant ballistic glass. Jagiello sat behind the wheel, with his door and window closed.
The muscle drew PDW 7.92 VBR-B Compacts. The assassin with slicked-back hair screwed on a sound suppressor and pulled out the pistol’s extractable buttstock.
It was an interesting weapon. It looked like a bulky pistol and it could be used as one. Really, it was a modern machine pistol, with a foregrip mounted on a picatinny rail, meaning the shooter could use two hands for steadier fire. A selector switch let the shooter use semiautomatic or full auto fire. They were made in Belgium, constructed of polymers like a Glock and these likely used armor-piercing rounds.
I could hardly believe the Chief had come at night in a single car to take on Harris and a bar full of bikers. I had no doubt sawed-off shotguns and other weaponry sat in some of the Harley saddlebags. Some of the bikers inside were probably already packing.
Why would Harris leave?
As I stood in the doorway, thinking about it, motion caught my eye. Across the street were several old buildings, several of them two-story and some three. I saw vest-armored snipers setting up in some of those windows. They tried to stay in the dark, but to me they were gray and very visible, especially as they set up their deadly rifles.
Did the Chief want Harris or was this for me? If it was for Harris, did the Chief mean to simply execute him?
“I should kill you and collect my bounty now,” a biker said. I hadn’t heard him sneak up on me. He pressed the muzzle of a gun against my head. It was a .357 Magnum Colt Python, with a four-inch barrel. “Now walk out there before I change my mind.”
“This is a mistake,” I told him.
“Shut up!” He pushed the gun harder against the back of my head, forcing it forward.
I concentrated then. I was sure that going outside meant my death by a Shop sniper. The biker—he must be the reason the Chief had known Harris would be here. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn the biker had been turned and offered a large amount of money for tipping off the Chief.
“Get outside!” the biker shouted, pushing harder.
I stiffened my neck muscles so my head didn’t budge.
“I’m not going to tell you—what the hell?” he asked.
The bar turned dark. It was my doing. There was some light coming from outside and from the neon sign in the window. The darkness was a momentary distraction, and it was probably all I was going to get.
I jerked my head aside and heard the hammer click. An instant later came a terrific, ear-shattering boom. The heat of the bullet’s passage told me I’d survived by less than an inch. I swiveled around fast, with my head ringing. The biker—a thin man, with a pockmarked face and missing several teeth—tried to realign the Colt Python. I slammed a fist into his gut. He let go of the Python as his body curled around my hand and then he rocketed backward onto the floor. I dove, and I heard a retort like an engine backfiring. Then I heard several more. The door and the frame sprayed bits of wood as armor-piercing bullets drilled small holes.
Bikers bellowed in rage and fear. Some jumped up in the dark, brandishing weapons. Others dove to the floor.
By holding my concentration, I kept the lights dark in the bar, and now I included the neon sign. A dull throb had already started in my head. Before too long, it would become a sharp pain and then I would scream in agony.
I moved through the bar, avoiding people.
The shots had stopped, and I wondered if the Chief would send the two assassins into here.
When I reached the back door Harris had used, I released my hold on the lights. They flared into brilliance again.
Then I opened the back door, and I expected shots to ring out. Shadows and darkness reigned here, however. I moved like a dark blot in the shadows, and I sprinted along the side of the bar. I didn’t know if the Shop had developed the technology to see me when I was like this, but I acted as if they could.
Then I saw a gray shape move on a rooftop. I had no doubts it was a Shop team.
I darted across the alleyway. No shot came. It had to mean they couldn’t see me. I was in my element now. Maybe I was like a vampire. I was a living shadow, a part of the night, moving in its underside.
It didn’t take long before I was behind the old building, at least behind it in relation to Neil’s Grill. I climbed onto a dumpster, reached a service ladder and eased myself onto the roof. There they were—two Shop snipers in black clothing. One knelt as he spotted through a rangefinding scope. The other lay prone on the roof, with his night-scoped rifle aimed at the bar.
The roof was composed of tarpaper and small gravel. It crunched as I moved across it. The spotter heard me first. He turned, saw me and clawed at his holstered gun.
I shot him in the face with my Browning. I had too much fear of Shop commandos to try to play games. The man wasn’t an innocent, but a killer many times over. He pitched over the edge of the roof, falling below so he hit with a thud.
“Don’t do it!” I shouted, rushing the shooter.
He froze prone on the roof. There was a jack in his ear and a microphone clipped on his shoulder for easy speaking.
I knelt on his back and shoved the Browning behind his ear. Then I tore out the ear-jack and put it in mine.
“Answer me,” Jagiello said. “What just happened?”
I pulled off the microphone next, clicking it as I said, “Put the Chief on.”
“Gavin Kiel?” Jagiello asked in my ear.
“Hurry,” I said, “or I’m killing this one, too.”
A moment later, the Chief whispered through the ear-jack, “What have you done?”
“I don’t like people shooting at me. Your spotter tried, and he died.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m not talking long,” I said. “Why did you try to kill me just now?”
“You compromised my inside man.”
“He pulled a gun on me and tried to march me outside to you.”
“You must surrender to me immediately.”
“If you see me,” I said, “you can kiss your life good-bye.”
Several seconds passed before the Chief whispered, “I told you to stay out of Long Beach. You have disobeyed me.”
“We’ve been over that.”
“Do not make me hunt you, Herr Kiel.”
“Wrong, sir, don’t make me hunt you.” I pressed my knee harder into the sniper’s back, as he’d been getting edgy and moved slightly. “You have an armored vehicle, I noticed. Where was it on the night of Kay’s death?”
“You suspect me of murder?” the Chief asked in surprise.
“How many killers do you have out here tonight?”
“You must use your reason, Herr Kiel. If I had ordered Kay’s death, she would not have stumbled before a truck. After the impact, she lingered in death, and possibly spoke about things I would wish kept silent. If I had ordered her killed, one of my men would have accomplished the fact with a bullet in her brain.”
“Then tell me why you had her body shipped to Geneva.”
“You are mistaken. I have done no such thing.”
“Wrong answer,” I said. “I saw the morgue order.”
“You were duped.”
I scowled. That was possible. Blake hadn’t discovered the whereabouts of her body. The airline had no record of a coffin. If Kay’s corpse hadn’t gone to Geneva, where had it gone and who had taken it? My scowl deepened. I wasn’t going to figure that out now. I need to stick with the priorities.
“Why are you hunting Harris?” I asked.
“It is no concern of yours.”
I saw the two assassins then, the killers with the PDWs. They peered around a corner of Neil’s Grill. I had no doubt the other sniper commandos would be trying to work over here soon.
I heard Harleys starting up. The Chief must have moved. Why had he exposed himself like that in the first place by coming here?
“What are you really after?” I asked.
“My goals remain the same: the safety of the human race. Surrender, Herr Kiel, or run far away from here, to place where I will never hear about you again.”
I swore softly under my breath. The two assassins sprinted for my building. I wasn’t ready to take on the Shop head to head. So I crushed the microphone and ripped out the earpiece. “No hard feelings,” I told the man I was kneeling on.
The commando tried to squirm free. Maybe he thought I was going to kill him. Instead, I hit him hard, knocking him out. It was time to leave. I’d let the Chief worry about clearing up the dead commando. He’d want to keep the State Department out of it, so I’m sure he wouldn’t advertise the presence of armed Shop commandos working on American soil.
Now I realized why Harris had been so eager to leave.
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I took a chance and returned to the Alamo. Blake was grumpy when I shook him awake in the guest bunk. The little clock on the shelf with its red numbers said 2:44 A.M.
“Sit up,” I told him. “Pinch yourself. I don’t want you to forget what I’m telling you.”
“Huh?”
I gave him an edited rundown on Harris and the Chief. I left out a lot, even though I knew Blake would have loved Harris’s vampire theories. I’d tell him about them later.
“They actually shot at you?” Blake asked. “That’s serious.”
I laughed dryly. Everything about the Shop was serious. “I need you to do some footwork for me,” I said.
Blake nodded sleepily.
“I’m going to be looking over my shoulder even more than before,” I said. “It will slow me down. So I want you to speak with the paramedics who picked up Kay.”
“What if the Shop picks me up?”
“Tell them everything you know and say that I hounded you into this.”
“Great,” Blake said.
“They’re not looking for you. It’s me they want, and Harris.”
“Maybe they want the cube more than they want you.”
“Do you have some new ideas on what it does? Do you think it could be an anti-matter bomb?”
“Let’s hope no one was that crazy,” Blake said. “Otherwise, detonating it now would make people nostalgic for the quake of 1906.
He meant the legendary earthquake that had shattered San Francisco at the start of the Twentieth Century. At the back of every San Franciscan’s mind was the knowledge that someday another quake of that magnitude would occur. At least, that’s what the seismologists said. Blake had carefully explained to me before how precisely laid nuclear bombs on the ocean’s floor could duplicate the feat. I knew that anti-matter bombs—when scientists were finally able to construct them—would make nukes look like firecrackers. Man had a wonderful ability to create destructive technological marvels. For a moment, at least, I could sympathize with the Chief’s goal—if that truly was his goal.
“No,” Blake was saying, “anti-matter strikes me as too improbable. I couldn’t see Kay able to just walk away with a world-ending device.”
“We know it’s a weapon. Cheng said it would prove useful against Dave.”
“That doesn’t mean it has to be an anti-matter bomb. Maybe it’s a pulse bomb, as in EMP pulse that would destroy all electronics within—I don’t know, a fifty mile radius.” Blake gave me a sickly grin. “Maybe throwing it in the ocean was the best thing you could have done.”
“Not for Kay.”
“It wasn’t your fault they killed her.”
“That doesn’t matter now,” I said. “I’m staying away from the Alamo for a while. If you want to go home, I’ll understand. People are dying, and before this is done, more will die.”
“I’m staying,” he said.
“Then be careful and don’t take any chances.”
***
I went to a Hotel 6, paid with cash, entered my room, kicked off my shoes and lay on the bed in the dark.
I’d been thinking. The Shop had worldwide tentacles and dozens of ways to pressure anyone they wanted. If anything paralleled the fanciful Illuminati of popular conspiracy theories, it was the Shop. Yet with such a hidden and powerful agency, it had many cross-purposes. It had many powerful people in the organization with their own spheres of interest and authority. It wasn’t monolithic because any group that had so many different people couldn’t be one in mind. Humans weren’t ants, but combative, argumentative and envy-ridden individuals. Likely, there were those in the Shop who approved of what Polarity Magnetics did. Therefore, it must be more than the U.S. State Department pressuring them that kept the Chief leashed.
The Chief had tried to take out Harris, just as commandos had tried to take me out on three separate occasions in the last four years. It appeared that neither the Chief nor anyone else in the Shop had made such attempts on Doctor Cheng or against Polarity Magnetics—except for Kay.
In San Francisco, the Chief had told me he was running an investigation. Other than trying to kill Harris, did that mean the Chief hunted for dirt to use against Polarity Magnetics? He obviously disliked what they did, or his faction in the Shop didn’t like the direction Polarity Magnetics had taken.
Why might the Chief order Kay killed? There could be a number of reasons. He might have found out that she’d cheated him at the Reservation. She had let me escape. That might be enough. Maybe she had told Polarity Magnetics too many things about the Reservation. Maybe Kay had become the Shop’s inside person in Polarity Magnetics, and then Kay had tried to double-cross the Chief.
Why would Doctor Cheng kill Kay? Why would Stone or Harris?
I had it narrowed down to the Chief, Cheng, Stone and Harris. Harris was the wild card right now. What did he really want?
The Chief had the armored car, but it was a Cadillac, not a Mercedes Benz. Could Ortega have been wrong about the model? I doubted that. He was a mechanic.
Sometime while ruminating on these puzzles, I fell asleep.
***
I showered in the morning, ate a croissant and an apple, brushed my teeth and locked the door. I passed an arguing husband and wife, with two silent daughters in tow. The husband wanted to go to Disneyland. The wife wished to travel down to San Diego to Sea World.
I jumped into the cigarette-smelling Ford, drove into the city and parked on Heckendorf Avenue. Then I walked two blocks to Mission Laundry. It was an old square building and took up half the block.
There was a garage in back and seven parked laundry vans. The eighth van was in the garage, the hood up with a mechanic wrenching on the engine. A radio played mariachi music, much too upbeat for me this early in the morning.
“Excuse me,” I said, with my hands on the van.
A stout Hispanic mechanic pulled his head out. He wore a backward Dodgers hat, had an automatic grin and a silver tooth.
“Do you know where I can find Dan Lee?” I asked.
“Good morning,” he said in horribly accented English.
“Dan Lee?” I asked.
He shrugged good-naturedly.
“He’s a driver,” I said.
“Yes?”
“Do you know where Dan is?”
The mechanic shrugged again, and I began to suspect he didn’t know much English.
“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll ask up front.”
“Yes,” he said again. As I turned to go, he went back to working on the engine.
I walked around to the front on Samson Street, pulled open a glass door and immediately felt the heat. There was a counter and behind it was a curtain of heavy plastic strips that dangled from the ceiling to the floor. They reminded me of the ribbons in a carwash that thumped against your sides and windows as your vehicle rode the conveyer. Heavy binders lay on the counter and a chrome school-matron’s bell.
I dinged it. A few seconds later, a Chinese woman walked through the hanging plastic and to the counter.
“Can I help you?” she asked.
She was in her twenties, pretty in a fragile way, with long blond-dyed hair.
“I’m looking for Dan Lee,” I said.
“That’s my brother.”
“Ah. Do you know where he is?”
“Is he in trouble again?” she asked in a tired voice.
“No. I’m from the insurance company—”
“They’ve already talked to him,” she snapped.
“Right. I had a few follow up questions.”
She gave me a careful scrutiny. “Why do you really want to talk to my brother?”
I wondered where this girl had picked up her street savvy. “You can handle the truth?”
“Please,” she said, rolling her eyes.
“I’m a friend of the woman he hit.”
“It was an accident.” She said that part very fast. She was worried now and it made her seem younger and vulnerable.
“I’m well aware of that,” I said.
“So why are you hounding my brother? He feels terrible about it. Do you want him to start using—” The fragile-looking Chinese girl scowled. “What did you say your name was?”
Something about her manner reminded me of my brother the heroin addict. Ex-addict I should say. I’d had a normal life before I joined the Green Berets, before the accident. My brother was long dead because of AIDS transmitted through a dirty needle. She reminded me of me dealing with my brother…about a lifetime ago.
“I think the woman was murdered,” I said. “Not by your brother,” I said quickly, holding up my hands.
“Dan is the one who killed her.”
“His truck was the weapon used, yes. But who threw her into traffic?”
“Why did you think she was shoved?” the girl asked.
“Like I said, she was my friend. Her name was Kay Durant, by the way.”
“I read the newspaper.”
“Sure,” I said, nodding. “I knew Kay well. She wasn’t the type to leap into traffic.”
The Chinese girl nodded slowly, thoughtfully. “That would make my brother feel a whole lot better if he knew it wasn’t his fault.” She gave me a startled look. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to sound callous. It’s just that this accident has been eating away at Dan.”
“My brother was a heroin addict,” I said.
She stared at me. Her eyes finally narrowed and then she abruptly nodded. “I see. You know Dan has a drug problem.”
“From your reactions I do,” I said.
“You’re pretty slick, aren’t you?”
“No more than you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked.
“You knew I wasn’t with the insurance company. You knew something was up.”
She tapped the bottom of her class ring against the counter. “You know where 732 Lander Avenue is?”
“I haven’t a clue.”
She gave me directions. “It’s a bad place. Dan probably ran there. He has some friends that might give you trouble.”
“I’ll be all right.”
She gave me another scrutiny. “Tell him I’m going to kick his butt if he doesn’t get home soon. I’ll kick it right up between his ears.”
“Got it,” I said. “And thanks.”
She thrust out her narrow hand, and as gingerly as possible, I shook hands with her.
***
The sister might have been more accurate and said disgusting place, which meant it was a junkie’s paradise. There were normal older homes around it, the kind built in the Sixties, the ones inhabited by white-haired folk too stubborn or poor for urban flight. The trees were huge and ancient, putting everything into shade. Old ornaments hung from some eves, and a weathervane listlessly inched one way or another. Some houses had birdhouses, birdbaths and perfectly mowed lawns, the edges razor-sharp neat. Once, this had been a model community. Now it was a type of old folk’s home, and if you were nostalgic, you could almost smell an old muscular America in its heyday. Somewhere over the years, it had gone to seed.
The apartment complex smack in the middle of Middle America was rundown, with boarded windows and a sagging roof ready to collapse. A tremor could knock it down. Soon, bulldozers would do it and they would make a park from the remains or someone with more money than sense would make another apartment complex.
Moths fly to a flame and junkies slink to places like this. No doubt, some dealer had set up headquarters here. I could well imagine the moldy mattresses and the syphilitic sex that occurred on them.
I parked and headed around back. I picked my way over old boards and avoided barely stepping on a rusty nail. I pushed the back door and it squealed its way open.
That should have brought somebody to investigate. I entered a dingy, empty room that smelled of despair and defeat. I listened. Not even a rat scurried.
I began to explore and soon followed the inevitable zone of urine stench. I found needles galore, baggies, beer cans and other unmentionables. Why would Dan Lee come here when he could go to a clean home?
Heroin, meth, black crystal, it was all versions of the same useless escape from reality.
Blake had told me once about his high school government class. He was supposed to come up with a utopia. As a young intellectual, he had felt utopias were impossible. Each person wants something different. So how could a group of people all live in a perfect paradise? Then it had hit him, and he’d typed at night blueprinting a utopia. What it had amounted to was something like this: Machines and robots taught the babies until fifteen or sixteen years of age, force-feeding them all the knowledge they could. Then, the robots wired the human to a dream machine. He or she could live any fantasy their minds could conjure and thus each person lived in his own utopia, with no one to spoil it for them. Their bodies vegetated while their minds roamed free. Instead of an A, the teacher had given Blake a C. She’d scrawled something like—I can’t believe you have such a dim view of humanity. I think you were just trying to avoid doing work.
Whenever he told the story, Blake would scowl and belittle the teacher, calling her a propagandist and—
Maybe I’ll just leave it at that. Blake had some strong opinions on such subjects. My point is that we don’t need dream machines. We have drugs, and they’re as cruel as Blake’s utopian future.
I found Dan Lee upstairs, stretched out on a dirty mattress. There was a needle beside him and tracks on his arm. That didn’t interest me so much as the ugly angle of his neck. It was broken. His mouth was open and his protruding tongue was already black. Someone strong had killed him, someone so strong he or she had left marks on the face where the fingers had pressed too hard.
I drew my Browning and listened. I couldn’t hear anyone. Slowly, I moved around, checking for signs. Whoever had been here was gone now.
I crouched beside Dan Lee then as my rage began to gather. I’d spoken with his sister. She had told me where to find him. She would assume I’d killed him. She’d tell the police about it. But that wasn’t the worst of it. A relatively innocent man had lost his life, as pathetic as it had been. While kneeling here beside him I was certain that the person who had killed Kay had also killed Dan Lee so Lee couldn’t tell anyone what he’d seen the night Kay died.
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“You’re missing an obvious point,” Blake said.
We sat in The Nut Tree on Park Street in a darkened lounge, the only ones present there. Every other table had overturned glasses, with the chairs tilted against the rounded edges. We heard the clatter of plates in the kitchen and a baby crying in the open dining area. We’d used the crying as an excuse to move here.
Blake crunched croutons, popping them into his mouth one at a time. On general principle, he hated salads. “I’m not a rabbit,” he’d tell waitresses, “I’m a wolf.” If the soup or the salad came with the meal anyway, he’d tell them to bring him a plate of croutons.
I pushed my empty bowl of onion soup to the side.
I’d gone over the dingy junkie’s den, searching for something incriminating and finding three bags of heroin in a niche in the wall. I’d flushed the heroin down the only working toilet. I’d wanted incriminating evidence of his killer, not his sellers. I’d waited for police to show as I’d watched the house from inside my car. After two hours of boredom, I’d concluded it had not been a clever attempt to set me up. Whoever had killed Dan Lee probably had not known I would be following. What did that tell me?
Negative clues were often the hardest to read correctly.
“You see,” Blake said as he chomped another crouton, “the police already questioned Dan Lee. I remember an officer telling me that.”
“Yes?”
“So why would person X break Dan Lee’s neck? The police already had his statements on file. That means X broke his neck…why?”
“Maybe the police hadn’t asked the right question. Maybe Kay’s killer knew that if Dan Lee spoke about one particular thing he’d seen that night, it would give the killer away.”
“Okay,” Blake said slowly.
After leaving Dan Lee’s corpse, I’d hurried to the marina and approached my boat. Nothing had seemed amiss. At 12:22, I’d given Blake a call. We practiced caution with our cells, only turning them on at prearranged times. From my years with the Shop, I knew they had equipment that would have made the NSA eavesdropping snoops sick with jealousy. The Shop had technicians who could pinpoint hot cells without the person having to make a call. So our cells stayed off except for a different minute each hour. Even that, in my opinion, was cutting it too fine.
“The marks on Dan Lee’s face,” Blake said, “does that narrow it down to Harris or Cheng?”
 “Rita is supposed to have received injections that made her stronger.”
“But that still eliminates the Shop, right?” Blake asked.
I thought about the strongest assassins. They might have been able to make those marks, especially in the extremity of snapping a thrashing man’s neck.
“The only one eliminated is poor Dan Lee,” I said.
I’d like to say that I’d already called the police about him, but I hadn’t. The longer Dan Lee stayed missing, the longer it would be before the police started hunting for me, put on my scent by his sister. With morbid luck, I would be out of Long Beach before a lackluster investigation started. What would I tell his sister? Should I even try? It upset me to think she would assume I’d killed her brother, and that she had sent me to him. I wondered if I’d become too callous toward death, worrying more what she would think about me than the poor young man who had lost his life. It was a hideous thing taking another person’s life. I still felt bad about the Shop spotter I’d had to shoot. Dan Lee would never get the chance to see if he could kick his heroin.
“So what did you find out?” I muttered.
Blake pushed away his croutons as a skinny waitress with amazingly large breasts set a steak before him. It was charred crispy along the sides, just the way he liked it, with huge curly fries around it.
She set a cheeseburger before me.
I’d been telling Blake about what had happened to me. Now I wanted to know his progress. He’d been hedging ever since he had arrived at The Nut Tree.
“I wasn’t able to speak with the paramedics,” he said. “But I did find out that one of them has gone missing and the other is on her day off.”
“Missing?” I asked.
“As of two days ago,” Blake said. “The desk clerk sounded surprised telling me about it, saying the paramedic always needed money, had been begging for overtime for months already. I asked her if she had any reason to expect foul play. She said no. That “missing” was too strong of a word, really. The paramedic had left a message in the recorder saying he was going to Mexico to meet an old friend and party.”
“What about the other paramedic?”
“I haven’t spoken to her yet. I phoned, but there was no answer. I tried three times.”
“Did you leave a message?”
“I didn’t think you’d want me to,” Blake said.
“What about the police station?”
“I went back like you asked.” Blake set down his fork, and by the twist of his lips, he had an upset stomach.
“What’s wrong?”
Worry lines appeared in his forehead. “When I arrived at the police station, I happened to glance into the captain’s office. There was a tall, blond, Slavic-looking man in there with mirrored sunglasses and a blue suit.”
“Jagiello,” I said.
“Or his twin,” Blake said. “Whatever he was saying, the captain sat at attention, listening closely. Then a man in a black suit and with greased-back hair bumped into me. I’ve never seen eyes so cold. He made a gun with his forefinger and thumb, and pointed it at me. ‘Bang,’ he said. ‘You’re dead.’ Gavin, they know I’m your friend.”
My gut tightened. I never should have brought Blake into this. What had I been thinking? “It’s time for you to return to San Francisco,” I said.
“I wanted to come, remember?”
“The Shop—you need to leave.”
“No,” he said.
“Yes,” I said. “I can’t work efficiently if I keep worrying about you. The Chief will use anything he can to get his way. That little gesture…you’re right, it was a message to me.”
“If I go,” Blake said, “I’ll feel like I’m running out on you.”
“No one likes running. I always hated it in combat. But sometimes that’s the thing to do. I took off once the Shop commandos started gathering behind Neil’s Grill.”
Blake stared at his half-finished steak.
“Look,” I said. “If I need extra help, I’ll call for you.”
Blake glanced at me before looking down at his steak again.
“Do you have the address to the paramedic?” I asked.
He dug out a folded piece of paper and gave it to me.
“Don’t sweat this,” I said. “We’re being smart.”
“I didn’t like him pointing his finger at me,” Blake said. “I wanted to do it to him. But those eyes…” The worry lines deepened.
“He’s a killer, a murderer many times over.” Just like me, I told myself. Then I argued to myself: that’s why I’d gone to the Chief five years ago and told him I could no longer kill for hire.
“Why was this Jagiello at the police station?” Blake asked.
“Could be any of a number of reasons,” I said. “Maybe they’re there to find out what the police know, or which officers know too much.”
“The assassin will kill those officers?”
“He could, but that would likely create too much attention. Despite using commando kill-teams, the Shop likes to work in the dark. Police get angry and most people do too when cops are killed. The normal procedure in that case—getting rid of an unwanted officer—would be a surprise vacation to Florida or to the Bahamas. His wife might receive a call from a radio station for an all-expense paid trip, that sort of thing.”
“That’s crafty.”
“That’s the Shop,” I said.
Blake’s eyes widened. “Maybe that’s what happened to the disappearing medic.”
“Yeah, or the Shop lured him to Mexico where a drug cartel killer could silence him.”
“They control the cartels?”
I shook my head. “A Shop assassin kills him. A newspaper somewhere chalks it up to simply another cartel-motivated hit. End of story.”
Blake looked queasy. “I’ll think I get started.”
“Sure. Drive safe,” I said, standing.
“Good luck,” he said, as he stood, shaking my hand. “Call if you need me.”
“You got it.”
***
The trouble with getting answers was you also got lies. Some people told them, often for reasons that had little to do with what you were after. Half-truths were often as damaging as lies. The trick was sifting through the lies and half-truths as you searched for the golden nugget. One of the keys to doing this was recognizing the unvarnished truth. As a preacher once told me, “The truth is a lion. It can defend itself. All you have to do is proclaim it.” Or in a detective’s case, hear it.
That meant asking hundreds of questions to as many pertinent people as possible. Somewhere, someone told the truth. If you were a good hound, you sniffed out the validity of it and used the truth to chase down a new trail, looking for the right one.
Another key to people was remembering their imperfection. None of us was perfect. Or put another way, everyone made mistakes. Killers always made mistakes during a murder. The mistake might be minute, but it was always there, or it was ninety-nine out of one hundred times.
A good detective kept sniffing, asking, probing until finally he uncovered one of those mistakes, one of the golden nuggets of truth.
I drove through Alamitos Heights, a Long Beach neighborhood in the southeast portion of the city. The Pacific Coast Highway was to my north.
Blake had phoned the paramedic, but no one had answered. Her name was Lois Cage, which is about all I knew about her.
Soon, I pulled up before her home, an older house with two large fruitless mulberry trees in the front yard. Their branches had grown so the entire yard was in shade.
I walked up a cracked sidewalk and onto an old creaky veranda. There I spied an orange cat sitting in an old plastic chair. It flicked its tail, watching me, but otherwise seemed unconcerned.
I pressed the doorbell, listening closely, and I heard it ring inside. I glanced around. There was a wooden Madonna on the veranda wall and several ashtrays filled with ancient cigarette butts. It didn’t seem like the home of a paramedic.
I rang the doorbell again. The cat lashed its tail more vigorously, but nothing else occurred.
Had Shop killers already been to the house? Or had Cheng sent Mike Stone to cheek on matters?
I bent down and tried to peer through the curtains, but they were in place. All I saw was the edge of a recliner in what appeared to be a living room.
I glanced at the cat. It still watched me. Then I walked down the creaking steps. With a sudden exhale of breath, I headed for the back, opening a weather-beaten gate a little taller than I could see over. Another cracked sidewalk greeted me, and thick green grass to the sides of the cement. An old fence protected a large yard with a swing and slide set, a doughboy pool and a small porch. A large plastic table with an open umbrella held two more ashtrays, these made of thick glass. They were full of butts like those in front.
I went to a screen door, creaked it open, stepped inside an enclosed porch and spied three pairs of boots beside a rubber mat. I knocked on the door, but no one answered.
I tried the knob, and it turned. Slowly, I opened the door. I heard a click then, and saw that a woman aimed a twenty-gauge shotgun at my face. She had brunette hair in pins, wore a man’s shirt and had nice although rather short legs. She wore white socks and squinted at me angrily down the barrel of her shotgun.
“Lois Cage?” I asked.
“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t blow your head off,” she said in a smoker’s voice.
“I’m here to ask you several questions about the lady you picked up outside a movie theater on Center Street. She was hit by a laundry truck—”
“That’s not a reason.”
I smiled in a placating manner. “Ah…if you shoot, I’ll never get my answers.”
“You’re not going to get any answers because you’re going to move your ass out of my house or I’m going to kill you.”
“Why haven’t you been answering the telephone?” I asked.
Her frown became a hardened scowl. “You’re the one ringing my phone off the hook?”
“No.”
“Then how do you know about it?”
“My friend phoned you.”
Her hands tightened on the shotgun. I noticed the nearer hand was badly bruised on the back. The bruising looked as if it had happened several days ago. It was a rich, dark color.
“What happened to your hand?” I asked.
“You don’t listen too good, do you?”
“I’m a friend of the woman you picked up the other night,” I said.
A hint of fear bled into her eyes. “Get out of here. Go!”
“What happened that night?” I asked.
“I’m going to count to three,” she said. “If you’re still standing here, I’m shooting.”
“I think someone pushed my friend into traffic,” I said.
“One!”
“Do you remember anything unusual about her?”
“Two!” she said, her voice louder than before.
I backed up, moving past the boots and down the steps. Lois followed, and her barrel lowered to keep me lined up as I stepped onto the sidewalk.
“I’m out of your house,” I told her.
“You get off my property now,” she said, and there was a glimmer of tears in her eyes.
“Has anyone threatened you, Ms. Cage?”
“It’s Mrs. Cage,” she said. “And no one’s been stupid enough to threaten me. You want to try it?”
“No. I want to know what happened that night.”
“I’m done counting, and I’m done talking to you.”
“Polarity Magnetics experimented on my friend. They changed her and I think it caused her death.”
“Mister, you can shove whatever you said up your—”
“I’ll pay you,” I said.
“Pay me for what?”
“If you answer several questions, I’ll give you one hundred bucks apiece.”
She squinted at me. “Make it two hundred.”
I nodded.
“Ask,” she said.
“What happened to your hand?”
“When she was lying in the ambulance, your friend squeezed it, is what happened. I barely got my hand away from her. It was like a vise. I’m surprised no bones were broken. Now let’s see if you got the cash before I answer anything more.”
I pulled out my wallet and took out two one hundred dollar bills.
“Go ahead, mister, put all your money on the steps.” She grinned at me. “Otherwise, I’m going to blow your head off and say you were trying to rape me.”
I put two bills on a cement step before asking, “Did she say anything during the ride to the hospital?”
She glared at me. “You got a lot of balls, you know that?”
I waited.
“Okay,” Mrs. Lois Cage said. “Your friend talked about a guy named Dave. She talked like he was her husband. She loved him, said she was sorry. She said it was up to…to somebody I can’t remember to fix things.”
“Someone named Harris, Cheng or Kiel?” I asked.
“I said I can’t remember. And that’s another four hundred, by the way.”
I put two hundred more down.
“I just answered two more questions,” she said. “That makes it six hundred bucks total and I only see four hundred.”
“How badly was she bruised?” I asked.
Mrs. Cage’s eyes narrowed. “Okay. I’ll give you a free one. The laundry trunk broke some bones, but I don’t think it killed her. Her throat was half-crushed as if someone had choked her. We both saw fingermarks there.”
By both I assumed she meant the other paramedic. I wasn’t going to ask to find out. I did say, “That wasn’t in the police report.”
“I don’t know anything about that. I showed the officer, though.”
“What was his name?” I asked.
“You got enough money for me to answer that?”
I showed her I did.
“Officer Blount; he was a young fool still thinking he could change the world. He can’t. None of us can. It’s all gone to pot. I’m surprised he didn’t write that in his report. Not about the world, but the woman’s throat.”
“So am I,” I said, as I put the remaining bills on the steps.
“Those are real?” she asked.
“Were your answers?”
“Mister, I’m not a lair.”
“And I’m not a counterfeiter,” I said.
“Good. Now take off. I’m done talking to you.”
I put an empty wallet in my back pocket. I was going to need more money. Without another word, I headed for the front and my rental. Kay had been stronger than an ordinary human, and someone likely stronger than she was had crushed her throat before pushing her in front of Dan Lee’s laundry truck. That someone also probably owned an armored limousine.
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I was in my Ford, driving back to the marina when I remembered to turn on my cell. It rang at our prearranged time. It was Blake.
I glanced around, but couldn’t spot any police cars. “Blake,” I said.
“I have information.”
I raised my eyebrows. “Okay. Let’s hear it.”
“Meet me at Dairy Queen, the one on East 7th Street.”
“You have a number for that?” I asked.
“Five thousand seven hundred and eight,” he said.
“I’m on my way.”
Fifteen minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot. As I turned off the ignition, Blake stepped outside. He glanced both ways and then hurried near as I stepped outside.
“What happened?” I asked.
He had a worried look. “As I was on the freeway, heading home, I kept thinking about the Shop assassin, how he said ‘bang’ to me. He was trying to frighten me, and he did, and I ran, or I was running home. I didn’t like that.”
“This isn’t a game,” I said.
“I know,” Blake said. “I’m as nervous as can be standing out here in the open. I keep looking over my shoulder, thinking I’m going to see him. If I do—” He scowled. “I need to start carrying a gun.”
“No. I think you should head back to San Francisco.”
“I know, I know,” he said. “The man is a professional and I’m just a regular guy.”
“You’re hardly regular.”
“You know what I mean.”
I nodded.
“Anyway,” Blake said, “that doesn’t matter right this instant. I found out where Kay’s corpse is. That’s why I called you here.”
“Where is it?” I asked. “And how do you know?”
“I went back to the source: the hospital. I asked around and found out who had transported the body. I went there—the company office—and asked for Lawrence McDougal. He was the driver, the transporter. I asked if he could help me, as I couldn’t locate my fiancé’s body.”
“Where is it?”
“Are you ready for this?” Blake asked.
“Start talking,” I said.
“McDougal never took it to the airport. His orders read to take the corpse to Polarity Magnetics.”
“What?” I asked. “You’re absolutely sure about this?”
“That’s what I asked him. He shrugged, took me to his hearse and showed me the order form. It was Polarity Magnetics. Stone signed the receipt. That means Doctor Cheng has Kay’s corpse, not the Shop. Of course, just because it’s there, doesn’t mean they killed her. Maybe they’re hunting for the killer just like us and are searching for clues.”
“Either that,” I said, “or they’re hiding what they did to her.”
“There’s that, too,” Blake said.
Polarity Magnetics had her body…this complicated things again. The way the Shop had gone after Harris, and by sending her body to Geneva—I had to rethink things.
“Somebody must have put the wrong destination on the hospital’s computers,” I said. “It’s reasonable to believe that it was done on purpose.”
“Do you think this someone was trying to cover their tracks?”
“Or trying to lay a false trail,” I said.
“Were they worried about you?”
“I don’t know. There are too many unknowns.” I studied Blake. “I spoke to the paramedic.”
“What did she say?”
I told him how Kay had nearly broken the medic’s hand during the trip to the hospital. I also told him about Kay’s injures and how the police officer had left that out of his report.
“Do you think the police officer is dirty or that someone altered his report?” Blake asked.
“Someone altered the hospital records. It could be that the same someone altered the police report. Then again, according to you, Jagiello spoke to the police captain.”
“Are the Shop and Polarity Magnetics working together?” Blake asked.
“That would be bad,” I said. “Yes. It’s a possibility, one we can’t discount, but I consider it unlikely.”
“I could go back to the police department and hunt around,” Blake said.
I saw the fear in his eyes. A Shop assassin had directly threatened him. That was enough to worry anyone. Now Blake had found he didn’t like being pushed around.
“You don’t need to go yet,” I said. “We know the report was altered in some fashion.” I drummed my fingers on the hood of the Ford. “I want to tap new sources of information, not rake over old ground. I’m going to check Kay’s apartment.”
“Won’t the others already have gone over it?”
“You have to keep collecting the evidence,” I said. “You have to find the mistake someone overlooked.”
“Altering the police officer’s report or causing him to lie would be one of those mistakes, wouldn’t it?”
Blake was right, but I didn’t want him going back there. I would do that. Let the assassin threaten me.
“I’ll check her apartment,” I said. “Then I’m going to wait for twilight and see if the razor wire around Polarity Magnetics can keep me out.”
“Their security will have more than that,” Blake said. “Likely, they’ll be waiting for you.”
“Maybe,” I said. “I want to see what they’ve done to Dave, and I want a look at Kay’s corpse. Then I’ll poke around until I find something to show me what the cube is.”
“I’m going back to the Alamo,” Blake said. “I forgot my suitcase.”
I wanted to tell him to go home. Instead, we spoke a few moments longer, and then we parted company, each going our separate way.
***
Kay had lived in a richer area of Long Beach, with gated communities and several large apartment complexes of higher quality. Hers was a fancy glass place, built in the late Nineties along Donald Trump lines.
I stepped out of the car near a park with swings, shouting children and a man throwing a Frisbee to his Collie. Then I made my way to the apartment building.
It had a statue in front, a tall thing of wires that perhaps the artist had meant to resemble a man or a woman. It told me what most modern art did: that something critical was missing.
I kept alert, noticed a plainclothes security woman brushing her shoe. Soon, I took an elevator to the third floor. The halls were varnished wood and spic and span.
I came to Kay’s door, took out a small device picked off a Shop operative several years ago and let it run through its sequence. I heard a pop as the electronic skeleton key did its trick.
I eased the door open and was surprised to see an empty apartment. Was this the right one? Had the newspaper gotten it wrong or had Blake?
No. Someone has decided on the heavy-handed approach.
Shutting the door behind me, I stepped into the living room. It was barren except for empty shelves and several nails in the wall. I moved slowly, making wooden floorboards creak. If there had been rugs, somebody had pulled those out too. There was a faint perfume odor. I recognized it as Kay’s and knew then this was the right apartment. I spied bare cupboards in the kitchen. Someone had left several open. There was a fridge, a microwave and a stove.
On impulse, I opened the freezer part of the fridge. It had already been defrosted. Whoever had done this had been thorough—too thorough.
I took out a miniature bug detector, a flat device. I tapped it on and reentered the living room. The detector made a soft tone near one of the nails in the wall. I pulled out the nail and discovered a tiny implant embedded there in the wall.
I left it there and kept checking. There was another implant in a bedroom, hidden in the landline phone jack.
Thoughtfully, I tapped off the detector. Someone was listening. The question was, who? It seemed likely that whoever had cleaned out the apartment had planted the devices.
Why do that if they had already cleaned out the apartment? The answer, it seemed, is that the cleaners expected someone to come here and check as I was doing. Did that mean there was something here to find?
I walked through the rooms, listening to the echoes of my footfalls. It was like Kay’s corpse now: empty of soul.
Standing in the middle of the living room, I turned slowly, very aware that someone might be listening intently through the implant behind the nail. They had cleaned out the apartment, taking everything. No. They had left the fridge, stove and microwave, although they had defrosted the fridge. Should I tear them apart? What would I be looking for?
I glanced at the lights then, the clear light bulbs. Walking to the switch, I flipped on the lights. They worked.
I went into the kitchen and glanced at those light bulbs. They also worked. I shrugged. Why would that matter?
Then it struck me, an old memory. It had been during one of our outings: Dave, Kay and me. We’d been driving a tiny European car up and down winding Swiss roads. Dave had been talking, giving us a lecture on the perfect hiding spots in a house. He said if a thing was small enough, hide it in a light bulb. No one would ever think to look there.
Sometimes our subconscious knows a thing before our conscious, logical mind would never dream of realizing it.
In the bedroom, the light bulb was cloudy instead of clear. I flipped the switch. The light came on. I used my ability then, dimming the light, dimming…when I saw a speck in the bulb.
I turned off the light and wondered how I was going to reach high enough to unscrew it. There was nothing to stand on. Ah. I went back into the kitchen and unplugged the microwave. I brought it back here, set it down, stood on it and unscrewed the light bulb. In the kitchen, I took out my gun and tapped the glass until it shattered. A silvery thing, a chip of some kind about the size of my thumbnail and with as much thickness, appeared among the glass shards.
I examined it on the counter. I took out the bug detector, tapped it on and ran it over the chip. Neither did anything.
I tapped off the detector, pocketing it. Then I picked up the chip, and I shoved it into my front pants pocket.
Kay must have hidden this, and I had no idea what it was. I was sure that whoever listened to me wanted this chip.
Should I leave now?
First, I’d check the bathroom. Maybe Kay had hidden more than one object. I hurried there, noticing the bathroom had a small open window. I heard a pigeon cooing outside. Nice, but why leave the window open?
All the light bulbs were clear, so nothing was hidden in them. I lifted the toilet seat, checked the tank and opened the medicine cabinet—stopping in shock. All her pills, tweezers, toothpaste, fungus creams and other accessories were here. Whoever had swept everything had forgotten to open the medicine cabinet. No. That didn’t make sense. If they had defrosted the freezer, they would have taken these items. If they planted bugs, they would have—
This is a setup.
To confirm my suspicion, I leaned closer and looked under the glass shelves. There were tiny wires under each thing, with miniature pressure pads. That would imply—
IED!
I thought I heard something then: a click. It came from behind the medicine cabinet. Even as I heard the noise and before my mind processed what it meant, I was throwing myself backward. Old habits from Afghanistan were still hardwired into me, and it saved my life, or at least saved me from serious injury. The medicine cabinet exploded—or more accurately stated, an improvised explosive device in the wall exploded. I struck my head on the bathtub, and that would have knocked me out if I’d been normal. Instead, the back of my head cracked the tub. The hot blast blew over me, as the sink deflected much of the blast and glass shrapnel, and thus saved my eyes, if nothing else.
I groaned in pain and the back of my head throbbed. The bathroom had smoking holes in the walls. The open window had helped, as much of the blast had escaped through it. I noticed the window glass had shattered out of the frame. Was the pigeon dead? I didn’t hear any cooing now.
It was hard to think and my head throbbed. My ears rang and a fire alarm shrieked loudly. I had to get out of here.
I staggered through the apartment to the outside corridor. Several frightened people stood at their doors, staring at me. I didn’t have time to explain and didn’t want them to stare at me too long so they could identify me later. So I took out my Browning and chambered a round. The doors slammed and bolts were thrown.
I hurried down the hall, gaining speed. There was a siren in the distance, then I heard two of them. I thought about Juan Ortega and his calls to 9-1-1. Had I been knocked out for a few seconds or for even a little longer?
Another door opened and Mike Stone stood there. He wore a flak-vest and gripped his .44 Magnum, holding it down by his leg. He looked as surprised as I felt.
“What the—?” he said.
I’d already been raising my Browning as the door opened, and I beat him on the draw. In rapid succession, I pulled the trigger five times. The booms were loud, and they made me mentally wince each time. Each bullet struck his Kevlar vest and propelled him back into his room. As the fifth bullet struck, he fired his .44. The boom was terrific, and the slug smashed a hole in the floor. Then he was flat on his back, and I had no doubt he would have painful bruises tomorrow.
With the adrenalin pumping, I burst into the nearest apartment and kicked the door shut behind me. A cat on a sofa scrambled in fright and leaped behind the furniture. As I holstered my gun, I moved into another room, rolled open a sliding glass door and stepped onto a balcony. I was on the third floor and the ground looked a long way down. The sirens were louder now.
Deciding I didn’t have time to think about it, I climbed over the balcony and worked my way down. Soon I was hanging from it. A woman screamed. I let go so the ground rushed up to greet me. Landing hurt like a S.O.B, and I shattered cement. I climbed up, stunned, but quickly recovered and staggered to some trees. I don’t know how much force it would take to break one of my bones these days. The acceleration had strengthened them, too.
I hurried into a grove of trees and thick bushes, only then looking back. I saw Stone staring at me. He stood on the third-story balcony. That took guts coming after me like that. Maybe I should have killed him. Or at least shot him in the leg.
On the street leading to the front of the apartment complex, two police cars with their lights flashing began skidding as they braked. They were the reason for my dropping stunt. I was at the back of the complex. There were more sirens coming, and Stone now moved back into the apartment. If I’d killed him, he’d be lying on the floor, and a new murder investigation would have soon begun, with me as the target. I also wanted him to flee, not hobble around with a shot leg so the police would question him.
I used the screen of trees to head for my car. I was glad I’d parked away from the apartments. This was definitely not what I’d expected to find.
 



-18-
I did some deep thinking as I drove away from the growing excitement. Maybe I should have followed Stone into his apartment. Would I have found listening devices there? He must have detonated the medicine cabinet IED.
Upon opening the door, Stone had been surprised. Had he been surprised it was me or that I’d survived the blast?
I was surprised I hadn’t shot him in the face. I hadn’t hesitated the other night with the Shop sniper. Why had I let Stone live and only shot to knock him down? There was no good reason I could think of, which was an ugly thing to believe. Cold-stone killers thought like that. I wasn’t cold-blooded, but I was a killer.
I gripped the steering wheel harder. What did my subconscious know now that it wasn’t telling me? I had the chip that had been hidden in a light bulb, and there was a ninety-nine percent certainty that it had belonged to Kay. Why should I have given Mike Stone a second chance?
I didn’t know why, and it bothered me. This was a bad time to start getting squeamish. The Shop, Polarity Magnetics and Harris’s biker outlaws all played dirty. To survive among sharks one had to be a bigger shark, or preferably, a killer whale.
Suppose Mike Stone had been surprised because it had been Gavin Kiel that he saw and not the other person he might have expected. What would that tell me? One: Stone was willing to kill that other person. Two: Stone or Cheng believed the other person would go to Kay’s apartment looking for the chip. Why would they want the chip? What did it do? Maybe that was the wrong question. What did everyone want? The cube—it always went back to the cube. More than ever, I wondered what it did that made it so important.
I knew the Shop’s position—correction—the Chief’s position on Polarity Magnetics. He didn’t like them and probably wanted them shut down. What was Harris’s position concerning Polarity Magnetics? I knew how the Shop felt about Harris.
Doctor Harris, what did I know about him? He had sent men after me in San Francisco. One of those men had stabbed me with a needle, or he had tried. Two of them had boarded my boat, and they had carried weaponry designed for use against me. Doctor Harris had told Kay where I lived. That implied she’d had communication with him.
The Shop had taken their gloves off, and now so had Polarity Magnetics. Harris with his needle man—I would be at a disadvantage if I continued to pull my punches. Either it was play hardball or go home. I nodded. I needed more money. That was something I’d learned in Afghanistan. You could often get more done with cash than with bullets or threats. Especially in the early years of the Afghan War, cold cash and airpower had built a conquering coalition.
I needed cash, and I needed it now. I took a turn so sharp my tires squealed. Then I headed for the bad part of Long Beach.
In less than a half hour, I cruised past rundown tenement buildings with teenagers outside. Some of them shot hoops behind a chain-link fence. Others slunk along the street, with their baggy pants just below their asses. Everyone gave me hard stares.
Then a jiving young brute sauntered to me. He had a backward Raiders cap angled on his head, ear-buds in his ears and listened to his gangsta rap.
“Whatacha needing, man?” he asked, coming to my window.
“Smack,” I whispered, with my head down.
“Don’t be nervous, man. It’s cool.” He leaned closer, his grin like a hyena’s.
I reached out the window and grabbed his collar, yanking his head through the open window.
“Hey, mother—”
He didn’t get any further, as I used my other hand to grab his face, mushing his mouth together as I used to do to my five-year-old nephew, but in play back then. I squeezed as he tried to jerk back, and I saw the fear in his eyes. He understood I had strength he’d never dealt with before.
“Listen real close, man. You listening?” I asked.
He tried to nod.
“Give me a wad of cash, a nice fat wad if you want to live. But do it cool, man, or I’ll break your face.”
In a second, a healthy wad of cash lay in my lap.
“Keep your hands on the car door.” Then I reached with my free hand and fished out his gun. “You listen real close,” I said, squeezing a little harder. “If you make a scene when I leave, I’m coming back to finish it with you. Got it?”
He tried to speak through his mushed lips. Then I felt him try to nod.
I shoved him, not too hard, but hard enough so he staggered into the street. Then I drove off. There were hostile stares from the teenagers. Through the rearview mirror, I watched the dealer I’d just robbed watch me as he rubbed his face. Maybe he thought about giving me the bird. Maybe he wanted to yell. He just kept rubbing his face, watching me drive away.
***
I made it to the marina without incident. A quick glance showed me it was free of Long Beach PD or plainclothes detectives. Then something odd caught my eye.
Five piers over from the Alamo was a huge yacht, a brown monstrosity with a Scottish flag flying. A man slid down the ladder from the top deck to a lower one. He wore a black leather vest without a shirt, and he sported a beard and tattoos. It was the Viking-like biker that had tried to stop me from speaking with Doctor Harris last night. There was another biker, a smaller man, busy unmooring the yacht.
I spotted Harris then. He wore his Savile Row suit and bowler hat, and he clutched his closed umbrella. He might have seen me as he ducked into a cabin, although he didn’t pop back out to hail a greeting. It was obvious they were about to leave. All the hoses to the pier looked to be disconnected, and the smaller biker hurried to untie another line.
I thought about Harris’s discovery of calling, and that he had found me in San Francisco. What had he been doing here in a yacht?
I strode toward the boat. The bigger biker, the one with the Viking-like beard, scowled as I approached.
“The doctor is busy,” he said. The man had a deep voice and scars on his face. He was a bruiser, likely one of the biker leaders, a man no doubt used to enforcing his wishes.
I didn’t feel like asking why they were here. All I’d get from him was lies.
I strode across the gangplank and headed for where Harris had ducked inside.
The bearded biker scowled more fiercely, and he moved toward me. A revolver was tucked in his leather-studded belt. He put a ham-like hand on it, and began to draw.
I didn’t let him finish, but turned fast, closing the distance between us. I grabbed his gun-hand, and I slammed it hard against a cabin so wood splintered as I punched his hand through. His features twisted with pain. I know I’d broken bones. I wrenched the revolver from him and tossed it into the water. It splashed, and he tore away from me, staggering backward.
He cursed nonetheless, and his eyes flashed. Reaching behind his back, he pulled out a wicked-looking bowie knife.
I rushed him. He tried to bring his knife into play, but he lacked skill with his left hand. I backhanded him across the face. He crashed backward, and the knife went flying, skittering across the deck. Although he was dazed, he wasn’t finished. He tried to lift himself up from his back, and he used both hands. With a cry of pain, he fell onto his broken hand. Then he was spitting curses, and he managed to climb up to his knees when I hit him in the face. He collapsed, and the back of his head thudded against the deck.
I reached under my jacket, putting a hand on my holstered Browning. A quick scan showed me an empty vessel. I didn’t see the second, smaller biker, and there was no sign of Harris. Where was the rest of the crew?
Warily, I entered a short corridor. Hearing the clink of glasses, I headed toward the sound, ready for anything. Harris surprised me. He stood behind a bar, pouring drinks.
“Scotch?” he asked.
I stepped away from the door, making sure my back was against a wall. I kept expecting more bikers to enter, with some of them carrying exotic weaponry.
“Eric has always found it difficult to accept second place,” Harris said. “He resents you from the other night. I presume you walloped him?”
“Why didn’t you call him off?” I asked.
“No, no, I want him to hate you, to desire revenge. Next time, he will be more dangerous, and he will understand what it takes to defeat someone like you. Such lessons are better taught than told.”
I kept glancing around. The décor in here felt wrong for Harris. It was very South American with giant flamingo photos and those of Rio dancers. There was too much glitz, chrome and over-expensive furniture. It didn’t match his English suit.
“Nice boat,” I said.
“I have been observing your vessel,” Harris told me.
“Is this more of your scientific inquiry?” I asked.”
“You would be surprised how many people prowl past your boat and eventually sneak onto it.”
“The Shop?” I asked.
“They have likely scoured it from top to bottom. Elementary logic dictated the best tactic would be to sit and observe.”
“Maybe they’re watching you,” I said.
“Oh, I assure you they tried. The three stationed in the vicinity are now out of commission.”
“Permanently?”
“I dearly hope so,” Harris said, pushing a drink toward me.
I approached the bar. “Last night, how did you know the Chief was coming to Neil’s Grill?”
“Surely you realize I have advanced further than any of you in the use of my abilities.” Harris grinned. “Let us drink, for despite my superiorities, we are brothers in a world of lesser beings.”
Was Harris trying to stall so the other biker could race for reinforcements?
I put my hands on the bar as I said, “You want the cube. I want to know who killed Kay.”
“Is that all?” Harris asked. “Let me tell you then. The chief of Security at Polarity Magnetics did it, Mike Stone.”
“Why do you suspect him?”
“Ah…if I told you, I wouldn’t have any bartering points, now would I?” Harris picked up his glass. “Let us toast to acceleration.”
I examined my shot glass and the oily brown liquid in it. His drink was clear.
Harris followed my gaze. “Dear me,” he said, setting down his drink. “I’ve made you suspicious. Observe.” Harris reached over and picked up my drink. He downed it in a swallow, although he grimaced. “There,” he said, faintly out of breath as he set the glass onto the bar.
Working on a hunch, I said, “Stone tried to kill you.”
“What?” Harris pulled a handkerchief from his suit and mopped his suddenly sweaty face. Then he picked up a different bottle and poured himself a healthy glass of red wine, or it looked like wine. He slugged it like a chaser and gave me a sickly grin. “It seems I’ve developed a thirst.”
I nodded, saying, “Stone put an IED in Kay’s cabinet, in her apartment.”
He peered at me as if he was finding it hard to follow what I said. “At her apartment, you say?”
“That’s right. It’s empty.”
“Empty? You mean the apartment?”
“What else could I mean?” What was wrong with Harris? What had he put into my drink?
“Quite right,” Harris said. “Yes, please continue.”
“Are you sure you’re well?”
He slapped his chest and smiled. It failed to convince me. He looked winded, unsteady.
“Kay’s apartment was empty,” I said, “but not the medicine cabinet. Kay’s pills and toothpaste were still there, along with an IED inside the wall.”
“Indeed. I’m interested.”
I looked around, but didn’t sense anyone creeping near. How long would Eric remain unconscious? What had happened to the smaller biker?
“The cabinet…” Harris said.
“When I studied it—boom.”
Harris arched his eyebrows. That put high furrow lines on his pale forehead. “And yet you’re here,” he said.
I nodded.
“You survived the explosion,” Harris said.
“Exactly.”
“Do you care to tell me how?”
“You’ve made some assumptions along the way,” I said. “One of them is that you’re the only one of us who has discovered extra abilities.”
“That isn’t precise,” Harris said. “I said I’ve moved further along than any of you. But this is interesting. Are you saying you survived a bomb with the use of one of your new abilities?”
“Now you’re getting it,” I said.
“What happened?”
“That’s privileged information, only gained through bartering.”
Harris nodded, and seemed less winded now. “Did you kill Stone for his attempt?”
“I taught him a lesson,” I said, “just as I taught Eric a lesson here.”
Harris drummed his fingers on the bar. He seemed nettled, to use an English word. “Why do you tell me this?” he asked.
“The brotherhood of the accelerated,” I said.
Harris took my former shot glass and did a neat little palming trick with it. He wiped it clean, and then he pretended to set it back on the counter. But he set a new glass there instead. He poured into the glass. It was clear whiskey this time, not the oily stuff he’d tried to give me.
“You sank the cube,” Harris said, “which Kay went to great lengths to acquire. I believe she would want me to have it.”
“Yeah, why is that?”
“Kay and I were a team.”
“You two worked together against Polarity Magnetics?” I asked.
“That puts the wrong spin on the matter. Kay wished to awaken Dave, to free him from his ghostly existence. For a time, Cheng dabbled with the idea. Then she became frightened.”
“Why?” I asked.
“You must ask Doctor Cheng for the specifics. Kay and I helped each other quid pro quo. She desired extended knowledge, hoping for a breakthrough. I…” Harris smiled. “Professional interest precludes me from telling you what I desired from her. It is enough to say that I sufficiently helped her that she finally decided to pay off her debts with the cube.”
“What does it do?” I asked.
Harris smiled insincerely. “I dearly wish I knew. I will know in time. I have a small laboratory, not here, mind you. It is in another country. Gavin,” he said, moving nearer on his side of the bar and putting a hand on top of my mine.
I wretched my hand free, whirled around and brought out my Browning. I expected a biker to be at the door, holding a machine gun or one of the light flashers. But no one stood there.
“You have a right to be suspicious,” Harris said. “If it was anyone else but you, I’d have already signaled my men. Please, put away the gun. There is no need for it. I am here to exchange information with you.”
Before I’d boarded the yacht, he had been getting ready to leave. What was Harris up to? I holstered the Browning, and shifted so I could keep my eye on the door.
“Excellent,” Harris said. “Before we begin, I feel you should know that Doctor Cheng has overreached herself and taken Polarity Magnetics into esoteric areas. Since you’ve put away the gun in good faith, I will now tell you that the cube was their great achievement. Kay knew what it did, but she kept that knowledge to herself. She considered it her guarantee. She did leave notes, however. I have the first page. There is enough that I realize I desperately need the rest of her notes. The Chief has learned of them and he desires the notes, too, as does Doctor Cheng, naturally, although for different reasons. In this instance, you’re an afterthought with everyone.”
Truth was a lion that roared. Harris sounded like a hissing snake.
“Kay wanted to be like us,” Harris said. “She yearned to rise above the common muck of humanity. But there can never be another acceleration, at least not according to the formulas I’ve studied. Cheng has attempted this new route.”
“The nanoparticles?” I asked.
“Eh?” Harris asked.
“You said they injected nanoparticles into test subjects.”
“Ah, yes, right, right,” said Harris. “Your term ‘nanoparticles’ threw me for a moment.”
“It was your term, one you told me last night.”
He laughed immoderately. “I’ve had a lot on my mind since we had to cut our conversation so abruptly. Yes, you’re quite right, nanoparticles.”
“When you were leaving Neil’s last night,” I said, “why didn’t you warn me the Chief was coming?”
After a half-second hesitation, Harris nodded. “It was a bad case of nerves, I’m afraid. That little reptile has always repelled me. But there will be a day of reckoning between us. Oh, indeed there shall be.”
Harris came around the bar and sat on a stool beside me. “You were fond of Kay. I know that. We all knew, even your friend Dave. It was charming in a way. Now Stone or someone at Polarity Magnetics has slain her. I’d like to help you catch these culprits. Frankly, I owe you for springing that dreadful cabinet bomb. It’s true I planned searching Kay’s apartment. I had done it once already. But I had reason to suspect I’d missed something.”
I was sure he was speaking about the tiny chip in my pants pocket. “What reason?” I asked.
Harris chuckled. “Please don’t seek to strip me of all my secrets.”
“I don’t think I’ve learned any of them.”
“That’s completely inaccurate. I’ve told you about Kay’s secret notes. I’ve told you how we can call each other through speaking a person’s name in earnest and in shadow.”
“Then this latest factoid shouldn’t stretch you,” I said.
Harris became thoughtful. “Yes, very well. It was a note I discovered. More accurately, it was Kay’s diary.”
“I’d like to read it.”
“Oh…well, I’m afraid I’ve already burned it.”
“Wise,” I said. Harris was giving me bagfuls of manure and he’d just tried to poison me. The red drink had obviously been an antidote to the oily brown liquid he’d downed in order to calm my suspicions. What it did was confirm my belief that Harris was getting desperate. Maybe that’s why he’d let Eric attack me.
“Truly,” Harris asked, “why do you need the cube?”
“It’s obviously valuable.”
“Oh, quite, but it isn’t your style to deal in such devices. You like to dirty your hands in the field, as a soldier, a guard or a detective.”
“Dirty?”
“Forgive me my theoretical bias. I’m foremost a scientist. I’ve spent my life in the classroom, as either a student or a professor. Later, I entered the arena of pure research. Switzerland…it was my dream come true. The particle accelerator was the avant-garde, the new frontier. We broke old theories and were on the verge of entering—” Harris shook his head as he gave me a deprecating grin. “You’re not interested in that.”
“On the contrary,” I said, for the first time hearing unadulterated truth in his voice. I heard his passion. I heard a bit of the inner man.
He made a wry face. “The accident stole everything from me so I became the particle.”
“Excuse me?”
“At the Reservation,” Harris said, “I was the test subject. Shop technicians poked and prodded me. I ran on treadmills and swam a thousand laps. They injected me with a hundred drugs. I loathed the experience.”
“Same,” I said. It sounded, however, as if his time there had been much easier than mine had.
“And yet,” he said, “I had become something I’d always longed for. I became strong, the closest thing to invincible humans could achieve. I waited and I played cricket with them. Finally, Shop policy changed. I was free to reenter the seething mass of humanity. I’m sure my warning was the same you were given.”
I nodded.
“I won’t bore you with more biographical details,” Harris said. “Let us say I refused to let fate or the Shop dictate my place in society. I was and am a scientist. I thirst for the avant-garde, if you will, the cutting edge. Doctor Cheng refused me entry into Polarity Magnetics. I pleaded, but she was adamant. I happened to run into Kay, however. We had drinks that evening, and that’s when I learned of her dissatisfaction. It would perhaps be tasteless of me to say that Kay found me irresistible.”
I must have looked surprised.
“It was my acceleration,” Harris said, trying for English understatement, but clearly boasting to me about taking what he thought of as Dave’s girl. “My acceleration had made me what she longed to be. She drank too much that night and said too many things about what they did at Polarity Magnetics. I became curious. More than curious. At first, it was a desire for revenge. Then the work there began to engage my scientific curiosity. I longed to see this cube, and I worked out with Kay the way to steal it. Oh, it was a complicated piece of thuggery. And we used some of my grubby creatures from the underworld. They proved their worth as a distraction. Kay lifted the cube and then through a piece of luck, slipped it past Security’s grasp.”
“What happened to your thugs?” I asked.
“They died.”
“Killed by Mike Stone?”
Harris frowned as he stared out a porthole. “I killed them. I did it with my bare hands. I hadn’t planned it, but they drew guns and made these ugly threats. I didn’t have a choice really.”
“Why did Kay die?”
“Eh?” Harris turned toward me.
“Why did Mike Stone kill Kay?”
“…yes. That’s an interesting question.” Harris gave me another of his insincere smiles. “She planned another theft—”
“She was thrown into traffic on Center Street,” I said. “How would Mike Stone have been able to—?”
Harris laughed. “Do you think she died there? No. Security killed her at Polarity Magnetics, then brought her to the middle of Long Beach. Threw her body into traffic to make it look like an accident.”
“Why?” I asked, knowing he was lying. Lois Cage the paramedic had talked to Kay on the ride to the hospital.
“You would have to ask the killers,” Harris said, “as I have no idea.”
I shook my head.
“Did I say something wrong?” Harris asked, sounding annoyed.
“You’ve finally learned to mix enough truth into your lies to sound convincing. But your story is a crock of steaming shit.”
Something dark swirled in Harris’s eyes, and the smile departed. “I do not appreciate the likes of you calling me a liar.”
“So start telling the truth then. That would be better than trying to poison me. Or did you think I failed to notice?”
For a moment, Harris was still. Then, with a furious shout, he grabbed the nearest shot glass and threw it at me. I dodged, and it shattered against a wall. He cursed and swung at me. Harris didn’t know how to swing like a boxer or a martial artist. It was clumsy, using arm-strength alone. I caught his wrist, and was astonished at his strength. He nearly threw me down. With another shout, he yanked his wrist free.
“You’re gutter-scum, and you have dared lay hands upon me!” Harris shouted. “For that, I demand satisfaction.” He snatched his umbrella off the bar. He twisted the handle. There was a click, and he drew his sword.
I pulled out my Browning.
Harris moved, and unlike a moment ago, this time he was graceful. He slashed, and the tip of the sword went through the Browning’s steel as if it was made of cheese. Part of the gun clunked onto the carpet, leaving me holding the other, useless half. A second later, Harris had the sword-tip at my throat.
“Fisticuffs are for louts,” Harris said, grinning triumphantly. “Fencing is a gentleman’s art, one I’ve practiced since my days at Oxford.”
Many years ago, I’d had a friend in high school, a big, clumsy fellow. He’d had big feet and had always been tripping over them. His parents had bought him a trampoline when he’d been in junior high. My friend had jumped every day for years. So when he’d climbed onto the trampoline and begun to do flips and spins, he’d moved gracefully. It had made me laugh with delight, my clumsy friend turning into a swan. Harris’s swordplay just now was like that, honed no doubt from years of dedicated practice. It was uncanny, and it meant he was an inch of thrust away from piercing my throat.
“The blade is made of a special alloy,” Harris boasted, “one of my own devising. We accelerated are denser, our bodies more difficult to cut. Normal clippers cannot cut my fingernails, for instance. Thus, I am forced to trim them with wire cutters. This blade, however, will slice through you with ease.”
With part of my Browning lying on the carpet, I believed him. “Let’s start over,” I suggested. “You want the cube and I want information.”
He stared at me, and I saw the swirl in his eyes again. It made me realize he’d been outside before without wearing any sunglasses. Was that one of his abilities? As his lips quivered, maybe as a laugh bubbled, he put a little more pressure against my throat so his special sword began to dig into my flesh.
“There was a horrific accident at Polarity Magnetics,” he said. “It coincided with a cyber-attack. Critical files were deleted from the systems and the backups destroyed. Kay had the only copy left and she had the only prototype. I speak of the cube, of course. Taking it was a clever idea. And it should have guaranteed her safety.” Harris exhaled through his nose. “I think she became overconfident. Can you conceive of how dearly Doctor Cheng desires her cube back?”
“Sure,” I said.
“Yes, it must be obvious even to a guttersnipe like you.” His twitching lips broke into a smile. “You are beholden to me. Do you realize that? If I place a call and explain to Doctor Cheng the facts…you will become the priority.”
“Who killed Kay?”
“I hold the advantage,” Harris said. “I will ask the questions. Now, I know the cube lies in the ocean. You know its precise location—the coordinates, if you will.”
The coordinates…? Something clicked in my mind. Harris must have spoken to Blake. He must have forced the answers from my friend. I backed away then, and Harris followed, with mockery in his eyes. With each step backward, I concentrated harder, and I masked the room’s single bulb. It left the sunlight from the porthole and that coming through the door to provide the room’s illumination. There was a short corridor there, however, and thus less light than otherwise. It meant shadows in the room. I backed into the deepest shadow, and I took a longer step back then, much longer than Harris could.
He blinked, and he scowled. “How did you do that?”
I stood several feet away from him, several feet away from the sword. I could move faster and farther in darkness and in deep shadows—it was one of my few tricks, my accelerated abilities. I also pointed the drug dealer’s gun at Harris, the one I’d had in my jacket pocket.
“Surprise,” I said.
He was on the balls of his feet, obviously longing to lunge at me, to use his sword.
“Now you’re going to tell me where Blake is,” I said, “or I’m going to find out if your density is enough to stop bullets.”
I saw the smaller biker. Maybe he’d been there all along. He held what looked like a parabolic gun, one used at sporting events to catch the words of coaches, referees and players. I’d seen its kind before on a smaller scale, on my boat in San Francisco.
The small biker flashed a brilliant light. As he did it, I squeezed my eyes shut and threw a forearm across them. At the same time, I fired until my gun went click, click, click.
I didn’t hear anyone drop, nor did I hear any screams. My sunglasses helped me. So did closing my eyes and using my forearm. There were splotches before my vision, but I could see. The cabin was empty.
I ran out the door, down the short corridor and stepped onto the deck outside. Harris disappeared over the end of the yacht.
I ran after him, hearing a thump. I hurried to the railing as a motor roared with life.
“Harris!” I shouted. He was in a motorboat.
Eric, the biker bull that I had crushed before, was at the controls, using one arm. The smaller biker helped Harris into a chair. The doctor looked hurt, favoring his left shoulder. The parabolic flashgun lay in the boat.
The back end of the speedboat dug into the water as it churned white with foam. Beside the parabolic gun, something big was hidden under a black tarp. The bikers must have busy with it as Harris and I talked.
If I’d had bullets, I would have shot Harris in the back. Instead, the motorboat sped away. And Harris turned, giving me a big English two-finger bird.
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Harris’s yacht was huge, with a big freezer in the kitchen area. The smell there was wrong. I opened the freezer and found the carefully sliced and packaged body parts of three different people. Panic filled me. I checked heads and hands, but didn’t find Blake’s features or his ring. Then it came to me. These were the Shop personnel—the ones Harris said had been spying on his boat.
Sickened, I let the freezer thump shut. The thought of Harris murdering these people, maybe using his sword to chop them into pieces—he was much more vicious than I’d realized. More than ever, I wished I’d saved some bullets to pump into Harris’s back.
I hurried through the rest of the yacht until I found Blake. I bit back a groan. Ropes bound his wrists and ankles to a chair. He wore a gag and blindfold, and had welts on his face.
He struggled feebly as I took off the blindfold. His eyes were glazed, and he kept blinking, looking at me but not really seeing who it was. I unwound the gag, untied him and snapped my fingers.
He slurred, blinked several times and finally whispered, “Gavin?”
I examined his face. No bones seemed broken. Harris must have slapped Blake, not punched him. On a hunch, I went back up to the bar and collected the bottle of red liquid. I poured a small amount and let Blake sip.
After finishing the glass and giving him some time as he sat on a couch, Blake’s eyes began to clear. “Doctor Harris did this,” Blake said quietly. “He…he made me drink—”
“Don’t worry about it. We’re getting you out of here.”
“Wait. Let me get my bearings.”
I waited another five minutes and then helped Blake to the bathroom. He gingerly washed his face, doing a lot of wincing. Afterward, he told me Harris had wanted to know only one thing: the whereabouts of the cube. Harris had forced him to drink an oily substance. Blake said his mind had become fuzzy afterward. He might have told Harris about my dumping it several miles from San Francisco, and that I’d memorized the longitude and latitude of the spot.
Soon thereafter, Blake and I hurried off the yacht. I wasn’t sure yet what to do about the three packaged bodies in the freezer.
As we headed to the Alamo, Blake said, “If it’s all right with you, I’m heading back for Frisco.”
“Are you sure you can drive?”
“Positively,” he said.
“Here,” I said, giving him the bulk of my stolen drug money. “Rent a hotel somewhere in LA. Don’t tell me where. Rest up. Then come back in two days or head to Frisco. Either way, I want you clear of this.”
“Do you think Harris killed Kay?”
He’d certainly killed the people on the yacht. And according to his own testimony, he had slain the thugs he’d hired for the original theft of the cube. I suspected he’d also killed Dan Lee.
“Harris heads my list,” I said. “I have to examine Kay’s corpse first. I need to find out if Cheng used nanoparticles on her.”
“Huh?”
“Forget it,” I said. “It’s time for you to leave.”
Blake headed for the marina parking lot, increasing his pace as he left.
***
I returned to the Alamo long enough to eat. I showered afterward and changed into another set of clothes. Then I scraped up my reserves of cash hidden in a small safe, and I realized that I needed to know more about Kay’s alteration.
Harris’s idea of nanoparticles—millions of microscopic machines or silicon chips—injected into a person’s bloodstream struck me as too science fiction. He loved outlandish ideas and like many of that ilk could spin fanciful tales on the spot. The question was how could I learn the truth of this? Doctor Cheng wasn’t going to answer me. I needed twilight or night to sneak into Polarity Magnetics. There was another option, however. Rita seemed to have taken these injections. I needed to speak to her under conditions conducive to dialogue.
Where did she live?
I left the Alamo and checked for tails. Harris must have been telling the truth about having eliminated the Shop personnel staking out my boat. I hoped the Chief didn’t think I was responsible for those three men’s deaths. I had already built up a blood-debt with the Chief, and I knew he would demand an accounting. I wasn’t looking forward to that.
After buying some ammo, I returned to the Industrial Park area. I parked the Ford and went on a sightseeing tour on foot until I found the right building, an older one from the Sixties. There was a computer repair shop on the ground floor, taking up about half the space. I forced a lock in the deserted back area. Stairs creaked under my weight. Soon, I pried an old board on a second floor window enough so I could squeeze a scope through the crack. I’d taken it from a Shop sniper. I zoomed in on Polarity Magnetics four blocks away.
After an hour of watching, I spotted a guard stepping out of the guard shack. It was not Rita.
Only then did it occur to me that she would not be a gate guard. Stone had told me she’d been there the first time because he had expected me to show up.
Stakeouts were always tough. Sitting and staring at a place for hours was extremely boring and tedious. I almost fell asleep several times. Then I berated myself for not bringing coffee or snacks. Finally, around six PM, my patience proved its worth.
Cars began leaving. I examined each vehicle that drove out the gate until it became monotonous. At six forty-five, I spied Rita. She drove a hybrid, a ridiculously small silver car. I trained the lens on the license plate, spoke into my recorder and watched her turn east.
I dug out my cell and placed a call to San Francisco. It was to the detective agency where I did contract work.
“Lamplight Investigations,” a woman answered.
“Martha, put me through to Ed, would you?”
She hesitated, and I wondered who had called concerning me.
Then the phone rang again and a man answered. “Ed Cloud speaking.”
“It’s me,” I said.
“Gav—” he stopped himself from saying more. “You’ve become popular, did you know that?”
“Could you do me a favor?” I asked.
“Right now, just talking to you is a favor.”
“I have a license number to one of those hybrids. I know how you’re dying to own one.” Ed was three hundred and ten pounds and almost six-seven.
“You want me to trace the owner?” he asked.
“No. I need the owner’s home address.”
“You’re not planning to kill anyone, are you?”
“Just you if it turns out you give me false information,” I said.
“Can I call you back?”
“I’ll call you back in ten minutes,” I said.
“I might need longer.”
“Okay, make it fifteen.”
“Give me that license number again,” he said.
I did and hung up.
Fifteen minutes later, Ed Cloud gave me the home address: 445 Memory Lane.
“I owe you,” I said.
“Just make sure you come back in one piece. I have a job that’s just screaming your name.”
“It sounds interesting. Later.” I cut the connection and began figuring out the fastest way to Rita’s home.
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I strolled down Memory Lane. It had slender Bradford pear trees, maybe two years old. The homes were new for the techies and young lawyers, with thick grass lawns that no doubt had been laid down like heavy carpet a couple of years ago.
No children played outside. No dogs barked, although a few cats prowled the last hours of daylight. Likely, there were only a few children in these homes, and those would be watching TV or playing on the computer. The cars were mostly foreign or hybrids. Air conditioners hummed. As I passed a lawn, automated sprinklers popped up and began to spread their spray.
A late-working husband in his SUV, talking on his cell, drove past. He gave me the once-over, likely wondering what a man with an A’s cap and shades was doing walking his neighborhood.
I saw the silver hybrid parked in front of Rita’s house. I wondered idly why she hadn’t parked it in the garage. Maybe the garage door was broken. I decided on the direct approach, walked to the front door and tried the handle. It turned easily enough, so I stepped inside. Fortunately, Rita wasn’t Alice Smith, and no shotgun greeted me.
A TV was on. I heard Pam of The Office explaining something to Jim. Rita must have Netflix. That she liked The Office was a plus for her humanity.
I walked into the kitchen. There were thick wire chairs around a glass-topped table. The walls were white, the microwave shiny black plastic and the sink sparkling chrome.
It was then I heard the click. This wasn’t my day for women and guns. Rita stood against a wall, with a silver pistol in her hands. Her arms were up and the pistol was aimed at my head. Rita had a buzz cut, a nose ring and a low-cut top. Her features showed intensity and her eyes were like lead.
“I’m here to talk,” I said.
Rita used some profanity and wisely took several steps back. “Lay on the floor,” she said.
Very slowly, I pulled out a wire chair. I had serious doubts about whether it could hold my weight, so I sat down carefully. Then I put my elbows on the glass table.
“Nice place you’ve got here,” I said.
“On the floor!” she demanded.
“I want to talk to you about Kay.”
Rita blinked hard, squeezing her eyes closed so they scrunched up her entire face. Then she opened them wide. Her cheeks were shiny with perspiration, and she used her shoulder to wipe the left cheek.
“You watch The Office much?” I asked.
“What?”
“The TV,” I said. “You have Netflix?”
She twitched and her jaw muscles bulged. “Why shouldn’t I blow your head off?” she asked in a low voice.
“No need, for one thing. The Shop is after me and Harris is itching to run his umbrella-sword through my chest.”
Rita took that moment to do another eye-squeeze with her entire face. I did notice she didn’t ask what the Shop was or who Harris was, so she obviously knew both. I would have been surprised if she hadn’t known them, but it was good to have it confirmed.
“Just to let you know,” I said, “I don’t hold any grudges about the neural whip. You were given orders and like a good heel-clicker you obeyed to the letter.”
I could see it in her eyes that she was debating emptying her silver pistol into me.
“Stone must have told you that the accelerated are hard to kill.”
“Why are you here?” she asked.
“We’re dense so bullets have less effect.” I shrugged, hoping she’d believe that lie. “Why do you think Stone ordered you to use the neural whip before? You must realize that your little pistol is worthless against me.”
“Wrong,” she said. “Our tests proved that a shot to the head will take down even the strongest of you. And this isn’t just any pistol.”
“You have silver bullets?” I asked.
“I’m only going to say this one more time. Then I’m going to kill you.”
“Rita, there’s a curious fact about shooting unarmed people. It’s harder for the shooter to do it looking at the victim, talking to them in a normal fashion. Shooting someone in the back of the head is so much easier on the shooter’s nerves, on their psyche. Look at me. I only want to talk. That’s it. Then I’ll leave.”
“You’re lying.”
“If I get off this chair, by all means, shoot. Until then, why not see if I’m telling the truth or not?”
“They say you’re fast,” she said.
“So are you.”
“I’m not accelerated.”
I smiled. Rita’s rigid stance, her stiff pose was making me nervous. I didn’t like the idea of her firing a stream of shots at my head. I wondered what was different about her gun.
“That’s why I’m here,” I said.
“Because I’m not accelerated?” she asked with a frown.
“Kay was stronger than I remembered, and she was quicker. She spoke to me about her alteration.”
“The bitch! She signed a confidentiality agreement. She deserved to die for breaking her contract.” Rita scowled more deeply than before, compressing her lips so they turned white. “On the floor! This is my last warning!”
I glanced sharply left. It was an elementary tactic, but sometimes those were the best. Keep It Simple, Stupid was a good maxim for combat. I glanced left even as I lifted my hands and lurched out of the wire chair. I hurled the glass table at Rita. She hissed like a wounded snake and snapped off three shots. The first shattered glass and grazed my cheek. The second parted a lock of hair. The last lodged in her black plastic microwave. Then the badly starred table struck her so she grunted and flew backward. The gun skittered across the floor. The glass table was thick and it must have been treated for strength. Except for the three bullet holes and the cracked lines radiating outward from them, it remained in one piece.
Rita thumped hard against a kitchen wall and sprawled onto the floor. She was tough, however, and sprang up like a leopard, making a high-pitched karate scream. I kicked the little silver gun so it slid under the refrigerator. But the gun hadn’t been her target. I grunted as her foot lashed into my gut. The blow shouldn’t have hurt and she shouldn’t have been able to knock me back. She did both, and then her fists pumped at my face and neck, interspaced with slamming kicks at my shins, groin and gut.
Rita was stronger and quicker than she had a right to be. She hit hard enough so her bones or knuckles should have broken or cracked. Her wildcat attack put me on the defensive, and it surprised me. Her alteration was more encompassing than I would have thought possible.
I thumped against the fridge because she had me off balance. That’s when she made her mistake. She should have used the precious seconds and run. I bet she could sprint fast. Instead, as she panted, she began to throw carefully planned blows as if I was a heavy bag. She was actually trying to beat me down.
I pushed off the fridge and blocked her blows so I could get in close. Then I grabbed a wrist and applied considerable pressure. She gasped. I swung her against a wall so she smashed through boards. I yanked her to me as I spun her, then I held in her a bear hug. She whipped her head back like a jackhammer, but I’d been expecting it and I held my head forward, saving my nose from a bloody bash. She bit my forearm.
I tightened my arms so she couldn’t breathe, and I waited. Soon she began to thrash in little jerky ways that told me she desperately needed air. I eased my grip.
“If you bite me again or do the head-whip,” I warned, “I’m going to squeeze until you’re unconscious.”
Rita panted in my arms, and I could feel her hatred. I could feel her desire to kill me.
“I can ask the questions while holding you, or I can let you go and we can sit down like adults. If you come at me again, I’m going to play rough.”
Rita snarled, tried another head-whip and struggled furiously.
Sometimes it pays to follow through with a threat. This was going to be one of those times. I squeezed. She struggled furiously, making grunting noises, and soon enough she slumped, losing consciousness.
I carried her to the living room and laid her on the sofa. Then I shut off the TV and wondered what I should do next. Rita struck me as a fanatic, which only made sense, as she was Mike Stone’s playmate.
I went to the kitchen, lay on my stomach and retrieved the silver pistol. It was heavier than it looked. I popped the clip and extracted a bullet. It was much too heavy. I wondered if the bullet was made of high density depleted uranium. Certain tank shells were made of that, a nasty piece of business.
I extracted all the bullets, shoved the clip back into the gun and set it one the living room table, right next to a stack of varnished coasters.
Rita made small noises in the back of her throat. Her eyelids fluttered and her head jerked upright.
“Relax,” I said.
Rita sat upright too fast and she almost fainted. She held her head low, and she must have spied the silver gun on the table. She didn’t say a word, just grabbed it, raised and clicked seven times before she realized it was empty. Her scowl was eloquent. She weighed the gun in her hands and I suppose she wondered about hurling it at my head. Finally, she set it back on the table.
“You lied,” she said in a harsh voice. “You said you weren’t going to get up off the chair.”
If I’d thought she was making a joke, I would have smiled. But I realized that Rita was an unimaginative literalist.
“What are you on?” I asked.
She sneered, which meant I wasn’t going to learn anything that way.
“I’d think a person pumped full of silicon nanoparticle chips would have a better sense of humor,” I said.
She told me where I could go.
“How many injections did you have to take?” I asked.
Her lips compressed as a mulish look hardened her features.
“Did Stone tell you to shock me?” I asked.
Her sullen hostility built with each question.
I took a bullet from my coat pocket. “What are these made of, depleted uranium?” Like hardening cement, her features took on a fixed cast. I pocketed the bullet. “I bet the cops would be interested in what you people load your guns with. You must have broken several State and Federal laws with them.”
“The phone’s in the kitchen,” she said.
“Feeling better, eh?”
Again, she told me where I could go.
“I’m here to find Kay’s killer. Do you happen to know who did it?”
“There was no killer,” Rita said, “unless you’re talking about the laundry truck driver. It was a traffic accident.”
It was such a bald-faced lie on her part that it shocked me. “Why did you kill her?”
Rita shook her head.
“Who did it, Stone?”
Rita laughed harshly. “They said you were smart and tricky. The only true thing they said was that you never quit.”
“You fight pretty good for a girl,” I said.
Rita sneered. “If you weren’t accelerated, I would have trashed you.”
“Let me give you a piece of advice, “I said. “Whenever you fib, your eyes light up and I think about bending you over a table.”
She shot to her feet. I stood up just as fast and pushed her back onto the sofa. I stayed standing.
“It’s round two,” I said. “And I’m tired of being a gentleman. So I’m only going to give you one more chance. Or…” I decided on a different tactic. “Did you hate Kay?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But Rita dropped her gaze.
“Did Stone lust after her?”
Rita ground her molars together so the muscles hinging her jaws bulged. “You ask a lot of stupid questions.”
“Maybe it’s because I talk to a lot of stupid people.”
Rita’s sneer was almost a snarl as she glared at me. “You wait. Next time we’ll put you on the stretcher. Doctor Cheng won’t be there to rescue you, either. Then Mike will let me do the questioning. You’re going to scream for me, and you’re going to wish you’d never invaded my house.”
“Did anyone ever tell you that you’re beautiful when you say such savage things?”
“When I’m done with the neural whip,” she hissed, “I’ll castrate you and make you eat your—”
“Hey, easy,” I said, holding up my hands. “Lighten up.”
“Are you frightened?”
“Trembling.”
“No one touches me and gets away with it.”
I sat down and idly toyed with the silver gun. “Who picked up Kay’s corpse from the morgue?”
She shook her head.
“What’s that mean?” I asked.
“It means these are the last words you’re hearing from me.”
I leaned back. Maybe it was time to let her escape and see what she did. I stood, put the silver gun in my waistband and began to pace in front of the living room table.
“You don’t strike me as someone who makes idle threats,” I said. “This idea of your strapping me to a table at Polarity Magnetics—maybe I should just take you out now. That way I don’t have to worry about you getting revenge. What do you think about that?”
Rita stared at me.
“I think I’ll hug you to death. First, I’ll rip off all your clothes, though. Yeah, and before I kill you we’ll get to know each other better. If you’re really good—”
She screamed, hurling a sofa pillow at me. Then she was up, moving fast. I made a half-hearted grab at her. She broke free, dashed for the kitchen and then went out the back door. I sped up. Was she going to the garage? No, she ran to the front yard.
I hadn’t thought she would want to attract attention, not with depleted uranium bullets I could bring to the Fed’s notice. But Rita didn’t start screaming, as I’d feared. Instead, she sprinted for her hybrid.
I paused. If she fled, that would give me a chance to do a quick search of the house. She might have a cell phone in her car, however. If I was lucky, she might have to drive awhile before reaching Stone.
I took the gamble and let her go. She dove into the hybrid and zoomed away, looking back to see if I’d come running.
I gave myself seven minutes.
***
I took ten and found a clue, one I hadn’t expected. It was in the garage. It was big and heavy, with tires that could withstand bullets. It had plate-armored windows and extra-thick steel armor siding.
It was a Mercedes Benz, an armored vehicle. It was the limo that Juan Ortega had seen.
I jimmied a lock and searched the car. There was dried blood under a carpet in the back. I found a lock of long hair stuck to a bolt at the back bottom of the front seat. I’d seen strands of Kay’s red hair before. This was hers. I had no doubt that a savage struggle had taken place here. Then her killer or killers had parked the car and hurled her at Dan Lee’s laundry truck.
Whoever had killed her had tried to hide the evidence. They’d done a less than thorough job.
Did Rita own the car? Had she killed Kay? Or had it been Mike Stone and her, Stone driving while Rita outfought Kay? No wonder Rita had been so uncooperative. My threats—
Even hardened criminals have a guilty conscience, if only about being caught. Rita must have been wondering the entire time if I knew about her part in the murder.
I climbed out of the car, wiped off my prints and locked the door. It was dusk and would soon be dark.
As I called Ed in Frisco to get a run on the license, I knew that tonight I’d have to break into Polarity Magnetics. I was going to have one more talk with Rita and with Stone. Had Doctor Cheng been in on the murder? I was going to find out.
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One of the truisms they taught us in the Green Berets was that no battle plan survived contact with the enemy. The enemy reacted to your plan and you reacted to their reaction. There was also a thing called friction. Like Murphy’s Law. It could be a thousand different occurrences: a flat tire, a dead battery for your cell, the flu bug hitting you, misinformation or a wrong turn. Each of those hurt a battle plan, causing friction that either slowed down the plan or derailed it.
I hit friction almost right away.
I sat in a coffee shop on Dells Lane, eight blocks from Polarity Magnetics. I’d left a message in Ed’s voicemail. For some reason, no one had picked up at Lamplight Investigations. That was more than strange—to me it indicated Shop interference. It was the reason I was sitting here instead of heading straight for Polarity Magnetics.
The coffee shop had big art pieces—paintings—hanging from the walls. It was from local talent, I suspected. It showed surfer scenes in almost photographic likeness. There were young and old in the coffee shop, a good crowd and many exuberant conversations. The drive-through window looked busy as a cute waitress with a stunning rear handed out orders.
My cell buzzed. I took it out and said, “Hello?”
“This is the last time I’m taking your call,” Ed said. “You’ve become radioactive.”
Radioactive was our code word for eavesdroppers on the line. Ed must have detected something. It had to be the Shop, which meant I’d guessed right.
“Okay,” I said.
“The limo belongs to a company in Texas: a supplier of nanotech processors. The parent company is headquartered in Argentina.”
“You couldn’t find any names?” I asked.
“Not yet, and I’m done looking. Got it?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Thanks.”
“Keep your nose clean.” Then Ed hung up.
I put my cell on the chair next to me and got up, leaving my coffee and donut on the table. I strode out a side entrance, crossing the parking lot to the street. I glanced both ways and darted across, soon stepping onto a lawn and then moving into the darkness beside a Rico’s Pizza, which was in the Dells Lane Shopping Center.
Ed had answered part of my question, the one I’d left in his voicemail. Who owned the armored Mercedes Benz? I didn’t have names yet. And except for Argentina, it sounded like a Polarity Magnetics vehicle.
I didn’t have long to wait as I hid in the darkness of the pizza place.
A tan van stopped on the street near the coffee shop. I couldn’t see a side door open, but soon I spied the Shop assassin with slicked-back hair and his partner. They moved toward the back of the coffee shop, and they had PDW pistols in their hands.
At almost the same time, I saw Shop snipers on top of the tattoo parlor across the parking lot of the coffee shop. There were four of them, two with rifles and two spotters.
The assassins were flanking one side, the snipers were up there watching the other side. I assumed there were more Euro personnel on the coffee shop’s side I couldn’t see. That left my side.
I saw a Cadillac limousine coming down the street. Instead of heading into the coffee shop’s lot, it turned into the Dells Lane Shopping Center. It parked near the pizza place, and Jagiello got out. He pulled out a long rifle from the limo and shouldered a power pack. There was a line attached to the pack that ran to the rifle. I was willing to bet it was the laser weapon the Chief had boasted about in San Francisco.
Jagiello put one knee on the blacktop, lifting the laser, tucking the butt against his shoulder. Through a scope, he aimed at the coffee shop.
There was a whirr of sound as the Chief lowered his window. He poked out night vision binoculars.
Seeing Jagiello kneeling on the blacktop surprised me. Seeing the Chief here on a hit surprised me even more.
The lighted stores in the shopping center were behind them to the north. The limo and Jagiello were in a darkened and comparatively lonely area of the big parking area. Still, a kid on his bike or a woman in her car could show up at any moment, compromising them. They must want me pretty badly.
“I’m ready,” Jagiello told the Chief, as he continued to peer through his scope.
“I don’t see him,” the Chief whispered. “He must be in the restroom.”
I moved then, using the darkness and deep shadows. I crossed the distance between the pizza shop and the limo. Jagiello must have heard something. He lowered the rifle, and his eyes widened as he saw me. Then the butt of my borrowed gun smashed against his forehead. He dropped onto the blacktop and his laser rifle clattered.
The Chief lowered his night vision binoculars, but he was far too late. I opened his door, grabbed his suit and yanked him outside with me.
“We’re taking a walk,” I said, propelling him from the limo.
The little man with the wire-rim glasses and reptilian eyes gave away nothing. His features were as expressionless as an ancient Roman bust. He never even looked at Jagiello.
“You are making a mistake, Herr Kiel.”
“By letting Jagiello live?” I asked. “You’re probably right. Now keep walking.”
He straightened his suit and began walking toward a sidewalk that led to an auto part’s store. He glanced at me, at the gun in my hand. Then he began to talk: “I wish the Director had listened to me years ago. We should have liquidated everyone involved in the collider incident. You are arrogant technological freaks. Your mere presence goads others into reckless experimentation.”
“You’re fixing old mistakes, is that it?” I asked.
“You had sanctuary until now, Herr Kiel. I had orders concerning you, instructing me to let you live. But that was before you started killing my people. You have finally overstepped yourself.”
“I don’t see how I had much choice in the killing, as I defended myself. Shop snipers ringed Neil’s Grill. Several even shot at me as I stood in the doorway. When I confronted one of your teams, the spotter went for his gun. I shot him in self-defense.”
“There is no need to lie to me. You have hunted my men, slain those near the marina watching your boats.”
“Harris killed those three, not me.”
“Words,” the Chief said.
“I can prove it. Harris sliced them into neat little packages, storing them inside his freezer on his yacht.”
The Chief shook his head. “You surprise me, and act as if I’m ignorant. It is an insult.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Doctor Harris and you have been working together from the beginning.”
“How did you reach that conclusion?” I asked.
“His men aided you in San Francisco.”
“Wrong!” I said. “His men boarded my boat in San Francisco. I was forced to kill them: another act of self-defense.”
The Chief shook his head. “How do you think Kay Durant was able to reach your vessel? Because my operatives died, the ones I’d sent to intercept her.”
“You’re saying Harris’s men did that?”
“Last night, I finally received permission to capture or kill Doctor Harris. Who then did I find with him, developing their plans together?”
“If you mean Neil’s Grill,” I said, “that was the first time I’ve seen or spoken with Harris since the accident.”
“Is that why you aided his escape?”
“Harris didn’t escape. He just got up and left.”
“You killed my agent in the bar,” the Chief said. “Then you killed one of my commandos outside. No, Herr Kiel, the facts align perfectly. If you are not confederates, why did you bring your boats together in the marina here? Why did you murder my operatives watching the boats? I have warned the Director and the proctors on the board that sooner or later you ‘accelerated’ would begin to cooperate against the rest of us. Now at last the restrictions have been lifted.”
“What restrictions?” I asked. “You’ve hunted me for years.”
“I’ve done nothing of the kind.”
“Who sent the hit teams after me then? The ones that struck in Manila in the Philippines, in Bangkok and Johannesburg?”
“Clearly, the Shop did not make these attempts. Otherwise, you would be dead. If this is true, however, that others hunt you, it cheers to me to realize that these others understand the danger your kind represents.”
If the Shop hadn’t been hunting me, who had? “We don’t represent any danger,” I said. “You’re the danger.”
“You are an ignorant man, Herr Kiel. And I use the term man loosely. In truth, you are a hormagaunt, a soulless simulacrum. You should have remained in your American Army where you belonged.”
“You’re the one who came to me, remember? You taught me what I know, and this little operation you just tried to pull tonight, it was sloppy in the extreme.”
He stopped and faced me. “I will bargain with you. Give me the coordinates to the cube and I will allow you to live as long as you sink back into obscurity and keep yourself hidden.”
“What does the cube do?” I asked. “Why is it so important?”
His nostrils flared the barest fraction. “You may drop the pretense. You are well aware of its potential.”
“Why don’t you humor me? Pretend that you’re wrong about me, that Harris and I are enemies instead of partners in villainy.”
“You have the gun. Why lie to me now? I do not fathom your motives.”
“That’s because you can’t conceive of yourself as being wrong. I’m also beginning to think that hatred has blinded you.”
He frowned. I don’t think he liked the idea. “The cube is a dangerous device. It must never be used by anyone.”
“Then console yourself by knowing it will stay right where it is.”
“That is incorrect, as you are about to relay to me the coordinates.”
I glanced around, but couldn’t spot any of his operatives attempting to rush us. If nothing else, he was a nervy bastard. “What does it do?”
The Chief’s gaze betrayed his desire to have me killed. I’d never realized the depth of his loathing before. Now that I recognized it, I could almost feel it radiating from him. How had I ever believed him a coldly emotionless man? He seethed with passion but hid it behind a snakelike mask.
“…it is a bomb,” he said.
“Anti-matter?”
His head twitched as if a slug had crawled onto his face. “You have heard of a neutron bomb?”
“That was something from the Seventies.”
“Correct,” he said. “Former President Carter eliminated it. It was a nuclear device meant to kill with radiation and neutrons but leaving the structures standing. It was a man-killer. The concept was to destroy the defenders but leave the terrain intact so an invading army could cross the attacked area. It was believed that since such a weapon did not leave an area irradiated for long, the political entities would be quicker to use it, and hence, the neutron bomb would be a more credible threat.”
“The cube is a modernized neutron bomb?” I asked.
“Is this a test to see if I understand its deadliness? You know what the cube does, Herr Kiel. It advances the theory of the neutron bomb. But instead of neutrons it slays through an organic molecular-chain decoupler.”
“It’s a mind bomb?” I asked.
“It acts like an EMP pulse bomb, but instead of destroying electronic devices, it overloads neurons. The mind is killed, although the theoreticians believe the body will remain breathing for some time thereafter. There is no damage done to anything, but the enemy is destroyed.”
“That’s insane,” I said.
“No, Herr Kiel. It is inhuman. And I have grown weary of this conversation.”
“How is it you’re even here?” I asked. “You’re obviously at odds with Polarity Magnetics—” Then I saw it. Why had it taken me so long to figure out? “Kay was your plant inside Polarity Magnetics, wasn’t she?”
“Now you are truly fishing,” the Chief said.
“She’s always been yours—ever since the accident.”
His eyes narrowed, and he shook his head. “Not always. She let you escape.”
“Why?”
“For the same reason she failed me here: she loved your friend, the one irreplaceably lost to the forces of out-of-control science. She had become rogue, and it killed her.”
“No,” I said. “You killed her because she’d become rogue.”
“You are all rogue, you, Cheng and Harris. I am here to make certain that unauthorized people do not reacquire the cube or continue their experiments with silicon chip nanoparticles.”
“You thought Kay was stealing the cube for you,” I said. “Harris thought it was for him. Yet she didn’t give it to either of you, but to me. Why?”
“I do not know. Perhaps it no longer matters why.”
“Does the Shop own a nanotech company in Texas or Argentina?”
“Please…” The Chief’s features closed up like a mask. “Doctor Harris’s laboratory is in Argentina. I know nothing about a Texas company.”
I glanced around, and this time I spotted Shop operatives. The assassins sprinted across the street toward the limo. The snipers were no longer visible on the tattoo shop.
Stepping behind the Chief, I touched the barrel of the gun to the base of his skull. “I could kill you, but I won’t. I’ve learned that each cold-blooded kill I make, steals a year of my life. And I no longer want such theft. What you did to us in Milan—it was evil. If you keep coming after me, I will begin to hunt you, every one of you, trading a year of my old age so I can survive now. My advice is that you go home while you still can instead of ending up in the morgue like Kay.”
“Jagiello will desire revenge for what you did to him.”
“Tell him it was payback for the time he beat me down with a shock baton on the Reservation.” I pulled the hammer until it clicked.
The Chief flinched, at least the tiniest bit. It meant he was human after all. The assassins reached the limo. One knelt beside Jagiello. The other looked around.
I stepped away from the Chief, and I used the darkness. The Chief soon turned around, and by the way his head swiveled, I knew he tried to spot me. Maybe the way I could use the darkness would give him pause. He’d finally had a live example of what I could do. But I doubted he would just go away, although I could still hope.
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Forty minutes later, I was past the security fence and inside Polarity Magnetics. The stars were out but there was no moon, a perfect time for me.
I’d been pinpointing the security cameras, and watching Stone and his people make the rounds in their jeeps. I’d also been thinking about the Chief, the Shop, Doctor Harris, Doctor Cheng and Kay.
Kay had been the Chief’s spy, meaning that she had likely reported to him about what Polarity Magnetics did. According to the Chief, Kay’s motive had been Dave. She wanted him awake. How did the cube fit in with that? The cube destroyed people’s minds through scrambling their neurons. According to Kay and Harris, she had enlisted the doctor’s help. A Mercedes Benz limo sat in Rita’s garage. The limo belonged to a company in Texas. The parent company was in Argentina. Harris’s laboratory was also in Argentina. Did that link Harris to the Mercedes Benz?
I believed it did. If that was true, did it mean Harris had killed Kay? Suppose he had. Why hide the limo in Rita’s garage? Would that make Rita an accomplice? The woman acted like someone with a guilty conscience. She hated me, and she knew I was searching for Kay’s killer.
The others searched for the cube. If they knew I had it, why not search for me? Instead, Polarity Magnetics had taken Kay’s corpse and they had removed all the furniture from her apartment. Stone had planted an IED in the medicine cabinet, which implied he thought others would come searching in the apartment for something. The something was likely the chip in my pants pocket.
I raised my eyebrows and shoved my hands into my pants pockets. There was nothing in them! What had happened to the chip? Then I remembered. After fighting with Harris aboard his yacht, I’d returned to the Alamo, showered and changed my clothes. That meant the chip was aboard my boat in a pair of pants in the head. I couldn’t do anything about it this instant, so I shrugged. Maybe that was for the best. It meant no one could take it off me, and who would think to check someone’s used pants?
It was an oversight leaving the chip, but it was altogether human. That proved the Chief was wrong about us accelerated. Okay, the chip was on my boat. That didn’t tell me what it did. Why would the others want the chip? The cube, everyone was after the cube. Logically, therefore, the chip could help them find the cube.
If the cube were a bomb, wouldn’t it need a detonator? If one had a radio-controlled detonator, couldn’t he or she use that to locate the cube? If the cube had a detonator, first, where was it and second, why hadn’t the owner of the detonator used it as a locater and already retrieved the cube?
It would seem that Doctor Cheng lacked the detonator. Kay must have stolen it too. The conclusion seemed obvious. The chip was the critical component to the cube’s detonator/locator.
That being the case, I had a way now to locate Harris. I need merely inform him I had the chip and logically, he would come for it. How could I inform him? Through Rita, I believed.
I moved to Polarity Magnetics’ detention center, the brick building where Stone had played his tech games with me. There, I kicked open the locked door. Then I moved back into darkness and waited.
Soon, the roar of a jeep alerted me. I spied Mike Stone, with Rita beside him. Good, that would save time having her here. Stone wore a Kevlar vest and combat boots, with the strap of a submachine gun hanging from his neck. The weapon was a Heckler & Koch MP5. Rita wore a regular Polarity Magnetics uniform. The jeep rolled to a halt. Stone slid out, taking up his MP5. Rita came around the jeep beside him.
“Someone forced the door,” Stone said. He scanned the area, but failed to spot me.
“Gavin must have done it,” Rita said. “It means he’s nearby.” She drew her gun.
Stone chewed the inside of his cheek. “Our sensors didn’t pick him coming over the perimeter.”
“He’s accelerated,” Rita said.
“That’s doesn’t make him immune to sensors.”
“It does to some of them.”
After a moment’s hesitation, Stone nodded, grunting agreement. “To tell you the truth, I was hoping he’d try something like this.”
“Then this is your lucky night,” I said, moving out of the darkness. My gun was out, aimed at them.
At the sound of my voice, they each half turned. Shock showed in Stone’s eyes. Rita scowled.
“Shoot him,” she whispered, although she did not attempt to bring her gun around. They both had their backs to me.
“Why should you die?” I asked. “I’m here to make a deal, to talk, not to kill. Now drop your weapons.”
Stone didn’t hesitate. He shrugged off the HK strap and set his submachine gun on the cement.
“If we’d fired together,” Rita said, “we could have killed him.”
“He could have shot us from behind,” Stone said. “But he didn’t. He could have shot me in the face earlier today, but he didn’t do that either.”
Good. For once, it seemed, mercy had gained me something.
With ill grace, Rita tossed her gun so it clattered on the pavement.
Stone glanced at her and then he turned fully around and studied me. “Why did you attack Rita in her house?”
“Is that what you told him?” I asked her.
She said nothing.
“Rita gave you a slanted version,” I told Stone. “I went to her place to talk. But she doesn’t like talking, as you can see.”
“Talk about what?” Stone asked.
“Kay, Harris and an armored Mercedes Benz,” I said.
“You saw that, eh?”
It surprised me Mike Stone knew, but it also made sense. It certainly muddied my understanding of the situation. “What’s going on, Stone? Who killed Kay?”
“Since you’ve seen the Mercedes,” he said, “you must realize that Harris did it.”
“Harris told me you did.”
Stone shook his head. “I wouldn’t have benefited from Kay’s death, so I didn’t have a reason.”
I noticed Stone didn’t deny killing her. “Did Rita help Harris kill Kay?” I asked.
Rita looked up, and anger twisted her features.
“Do you have a guilty conscience?” I asked her.
Stone glanced at Rita and then he shook his head again. “It isn’t what it looks like. Rita didn’t know it was going to happen. Harris got mad and started slapping Kay. Kay fought back. She had Rita’s strength, but you already know that. Kay’s strength must have surprised Harris. It’s what I think happened, anyway. I bet Kay hurt him and Harris hit her too hard trying to defend himself.”
“Is that what Rita told you?” I asked.
“How else do you think I’d know?” Stone asked.
“When did you find out that Rita was helping Harris?”
“Shoot him,” Rita whispered.
“You have it backward,” Stone said. “I set up Harris a long time ago in order to monitor him. He’s like thirteen packs of wolves, always prowling, waiting to pounce. He’s dangerous; even more so when you don’t know where he is.”
“Are you going to tell me that you planted Kay on him, too?” I asked.
“Kay was a mistake all down the line,” Stone said with a scowl. “I told Doctor Cheng that. How that lady ever got a security clearance for anything is beyond me. I know Kay was your friend, but all she cared about was Dave and bringing him around. There wasn’t a company bone in her body.”
“You’re the ultimate team player, is that it?”
“I’m loyal,” Stone said, “Without that, we’re just animals. Or did the Green Berets operate on different principles?”
“You missed something,” I said. “Kay worked for the Shop.”
Stone should have shown surprise. Instead, he tried to hood his features. I couldn’t understand why he would do that. Then I heard something behind me. I glanced back and I saw Doctor Cheng, with the neural whip in her hand. How had she managed to sneak up on me? Before I could figure it out, she stroked me with the whip along my side.
***
That hadn’t been my plan. Apparently, Doctor Cheng could use the darkness in a similar manner as I did. She had been able to sneak up on me, only making a slight sound at the end.
I felt groggy as I lifted my head. There were bright lights around me, but not glaring lights. I noticed, however, that I wore sunglasses. Someone had put them on me. There was a steady thrum in the room.
“He’s coming around,” Stone said.
I lay on the floor, and I could feel the thrum through my hands. I sat up, and that hurt my head.
“You should move slowly,” Cheng warned. “I stroked you with a more powerful charge than the last time you felt it.”
I rubbed my head. The thrum, it wouldn’t go away. Then I realized some kind of large machine made the sound. I climbed to my feet, looking around. Rita aimed a gun at me and Stone aimed his HK. Cheng had the neural whip holstered at her side.
“This is where we keep Dave,” Cheng said.
The room was more like a gym-sized chamber. It contained lots of heavy equipment, half surrounding a large, horizontal glass tube. Cables and other lines were connected to the tube. Blue light filled the cylinder almost like a liquid. Deep in the blue light was the ghostly outline of a naked man.
I took several steps closer. It was Dave, an outline of him and his features.
“He’s out of phase at the moment,” Cheng informed me.
“Does the equipment keep him alive?” I asked.
“Quite the contrary,” Cheng said, looking at me with her strange, oil-film eyes.
“He’s dead?” I asked.
“No,” Cheng said. “Call it a form of suspended animation. He phases in and out, but he cannot wake up as long as he remains in the blue field.”
“Don’t you want him to wake up?” I asked.
“That is the great question,” Cheng said. She gave me a worried look. “There is reason to believe… I am afraid his rationality might have been damaged.”
“I don’t follow you.”
“It is difficult to explain. But I believe Dave has been communicating with beings.”
“People?” I asked.
“Beings,” Cheng said. “I’m trying to be as precise as I can. There is reason to suspect his…loyalty I suppose you could call it. He might be offended at us, at humanity in general.”
“That doesn’t sound like Dave,” I said.
“Kay said similar things. Her love for him tinged her logic, making it impossible for her to view the facts impartially.”
“Does any of this have anything to do with the cube?” I asked.
“Oh yes.” Cheng pursed her small mouth. “Kay wished to awaken Dave, and I provisionally agreed. Unfortunately, when Dave phases out, there is nothing we have that can harm him. Therefore, should he prove inimical to us…”
“You needed something to hurt him?” I asked.
“When he phases out the cube is, we believe, one of the few weapons that can harm him,” Cheng said.
“And Kay wanted such a thing destroyed.”
“Precisely.”
“I don’t have the cube,” I said.
Cheng stared at me, and she did something with her eyes.
I felt pressure in my head. The pressure grew until my head throbbed. I rubbed it, and was on the verge of telling her to stop.
Then Cheng said, “You know the cube’s whereabouts.”
“I’m ninety-nine percent sure he found the chip,” Stone said. “Kay hid it in one of her light bulbs.”
“Is this true?” Cheng asked me.
“No,” I said.
Cheng frowned. She did her eye-trick again and the pressure resumed until she said, “You are lying. You must understand that the chip is critical. Where is it?”
I shook my head, and I tried to think about anything other than the chip.
Cheng’s nostrils flared as the pressure increased.
“Stop,” I whispered.
She relented, and her shoulders slumped, as if using the power drained her of strength. “The chip is on his boat,” she said breathlessly. “It is in a pair of pants.”
“So you can read minds,” I said.
“No,” Cheng said. “It isn’t in the manner you believe. Mr. Stone, would you please—”
A door clicked shut. I turned, and so did the others. Rita was gone.
“She’s helping Harris,” I said. “Or did you miss reading that in my mind?”
“It isn’t possible,” Cheng said. “I should have been able to sense such a thing. Quickly, Mr. Stone, get her.”
He hurried to the door, but it wouldn’t budge. “She’s locked us in,” he said.
“She must be calling Harris,” I said. “He’s after the cube. With the chip, he can—”
“I know very well what he is capable of doing,” Cheng said. “This is preposterous. How can Rita have concealed this from me?”
“Maybe Harris taught her how to beat your mind probe,” Stone said.
“That will be enough, Mr. Stone,” Cheng said. She studied me.
“Kay worked for the Shop,” I said.
“She used to work for them, yes that’s true. Then she switched her allegiance to me. At least, I thought it was to me. Now I realize that her real allegiance was to Dave. I will have to reorganize my security department.”
“How many more are there like Rita?” I asked. “How many have your injected?”
“She and Kay were prototypes,” Cheng said. “Mr. Stone has volunteered for the alteration, but I must reassess the situation.” Cheng studied me anew. “Unless I have the cube, I will not risk waking Dave. From our tests, we have reasons to believe that he has power in great excess compared to any of us. He could be the most dangerous of the accelerated. If you desire to help your friend, you will give me the cube.”
“In order that you can kill him?” I asked.
“Only in the dire need of an emergency would I do that,” Cheng said.
I shook my head.
“That is a pity,” Cheng said. “You will force a difficulty upon me. But it is your own choice.”
I was facing the door. The other two were watching me. Rita opened the door and stepped through. Her features were contorted with rage, and there was a robotic quality to her, a jerkiness to her motions.
“Look out!” I shouted.
Cheng turned around as Rita shot her.
I dove as bullets spanged off the floor near me. Rita shouted with outrage, came farther into the room—Mike Stone opened up with the MP5. He riddled Rita’s body with bullets.
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With a glance and I suppose a kind of epiphany, Stone and I came to a quick understanding. Cheng was shot, but still alive. Bloody, frothy bubbles oozed from her mouth as she lay on the floor.
With a walkie-talkie, Stone called for medical help. Then he knelt by Cheng, assessing her wounds and stanching the bleeding.
“Harris must be able to do mind tricks like your boss,” I said. “Either that, or Rita loves Harris the way Kay loved Dave.”
“I’m busy,” Stone said.
“Rita must have called Harris,” I said.
“Go!” he snarled. Then he turned back to Cheng, pressing a thick wad of cloth against the blood oozing from her side.
I knelt beside Rita. Her corpse was contorted on the floor. Stone was an expert with his submachine gun and he had placed the bullets close together.
I took her gun and fished out extra magazines. Then I took a thin cell phone. After that, I ran, wanting to be out of the building before others arrived.
I was betting Harris knew where the chip was, and I wanted to beat him to the Alamo.
***
I took too long reaching my Ford. And it took too long driving through Long Beach. I was too late. The Alamo was gone from its rental slip. All the lines had been ripped away, which indicated a hasty departure.
I pulled up the end of the sewage hose and curled it on the wharf, doing the same for the electrical lines. If Harris had the chip, and had completed a detonator/locator, and he had stolen my boat, he was likely on his way to San Francisco.
How far was Harris? I shook my head. How could I find him on the open sea? The ocean was a vast place. He wouldn’t need running lights, but could see as well as I could in the dark.
I spotted the speedboat Harris and his goons had used earlier to escape from the yacht. Angry pacing had taken me to it.
I glanced around to see if anyone was watching. It was nearing midnight. On a houseboat three slips away, teenagers were having a party. They drank beer and slow-danced to soft music. Elsewhere it was a subdued night at the Long Beach marina.
I untied Harris’s boat. Once on board, I fiddled with the ignition, let the engine burble and checked the gas tanks. They were three-quarters full.
It was a risk taking such a small boat into the ocean. It was even worse for one of the accelerated. Because our density had increased, we sank like ball bearings. A life jacket wouldn’t make a bit of difference. Did I really want to try to follow Harris out to sea?
I glanced around at other boats and then thrust the throttles. The engine roared like a wild thing and the entire fiberglass body thrummed with energy as it lunged. As soon as I left the protection of the marina, I hit three-foot waves. It was rough, with my body lurching at each blow. A half-mile out the waves smoothed into long, rolling swells. It made it hard to see when I rode at the bottom of the swells. In the speedboat, I was too close to the water.
I pulled out Rita’s thin cell. It had three bars, which should have been impossible. I’d been betting it was something different from Harris’s laboratory.
A cold wind blew and spray blasted my face. It was darker out here, with the stars blazing in the heavens. They reflected eerily off the waters so it seemed I’d found a strange sea to travel. I tasted salt on my lips and wished I were aboard the Alamo. It was crazy to be out here in the ocean in a speedboat.
Maybe a helicopter would have been better, but I didn’t have a helicopter. I had a speedboat.
I realized I couldn’t hear anything above the engine’s roar and the constant thump of the boat striking waves. I throttled it down to about half speed.
The swells grew and I made certain to approach them from the right direction so they wouldn’t swamp my boat. I kept debating turning back. Finally, I throttled way down, just enough to keep moving so I hit the swells in the right direction. I didn’t want to drift in this little boat. The lights of LA were to the right, already several miles away. I felt alone and vulnerable out here. I felt like a desperate fool.
I wiped salt water off my face and hunkered down low. It was hard finding a quiet spot, without the wind moaning and the hiss of passing waves. If this didn’t work—
There was ringing on the other end. After three rings, Harris picked up.
“To whom am I speaking?” he asked.
“You stole my boat,” I said.
“Ah, since you have the communicator, I must assume that Rita is dead.”
“What did you do to her?”
“Does it matter now?” Harris asked.
“Why did you do it? Why did you kill Kay? She was giving you everything you wanted.”
There was silence on his end. I looked up, staring into the watery darkness. Somewhere ahead of me, Harris plowed determinedly for San Francisco. Could he know I followed him in a speedboat? If he stayed ahead long enough, I’d run out of gas. I’d be stranded in the ocean, many miles from shore.
“Strength is an aphrodisiac,” he said in my ear.
I hunkered lower again, not wanting to miss anything. “And that’s why you killed Kay?”
“My dear fellow, if you would shut your yap for a moment, you would understand.”
I wanted him angry. I wanted him cursing me. I wanted him to speak my name earnestly, in the dark. He had called me once before that way. I wanted him to do it one more time, but out here in the ocean. If he did, I just might possibly be able to pinpoint him. At the very least, I might learn on which vector north he headed.
“I have not always been popular with gorgeous women,” Harris said in a ruminating voice. He had won. He was safe on my boat, or so he thought. He could indulge in a little reflection now. He was an arrogant and insufferable S.O.B.
I bent my head lower to the quiet spot in the speedboat as I jammed a finger in my other ear.
“Do you know that I used to call the sex lines?” Harris asked. “It was a grubby affair, but I would have photos of such unbelievable beauties in my possession. It was too much, the pornography available then and available today. Only twenty years ago, to see a pair coupling like dogs, one would have to view scummy individuals with all their horrible tattoos. These days, absolutely gorgeous woman pose in the most provocative and salacious manner. The lust burned in me and I was compelled to phone. I have always hated your kind, you and Dave. Men like you have strutted and posed and with uncanny, animal vitality, you won all the beauties around us. It was wrong. I realized that long ago. The best woman should have recognized the intelligent man as the superior one, not the man most akin to the beasts.”
“Those are the breaks, Harris.”
“Oh, my dear deluded fellow, the accident propelled me into a different universe entirely. I have become the animal, the beast with vitality. I have taken over three hundred, luscious women since that day in Switzerland. Most died because my passion overcame my sense and I crushed them in the midst of ecstasy. They screamed, they sobbed and they begged. Perhaps that stimulated me to greater intensity. I became an Adonis, and I learned that aggression and arrogance attracted the beautiful creatures that had for so long eluded my embrace.”
“Good times, eh Harris?”
“Glorious times beyond my dreams. This gift of acceleration…it is a marvel. But I wished for more than the savage couplings, even as the pornography I used to enjoy quickly waned in appeal.”
“So you killed Kay why?”
“You’re an obnoxious man. You’re too self-indulgent and single-minded. Kay and Rita, they were the only women who could take my embrace and survive my crushing strength. They in turn yearned to please me. Oh, I have learned so much in the area of erotic stimulation. I have studied it with the thoroughness of a scientist and then applied it with cold-blooded logic. It is a game, a contest. The superior man understands this and uses the base instincts that warp a woman’s thinking. Power draws them like steel filings to a magnet.”
“You’re lying about Kay,” I said. “She never would have loved a pervert like you.”
Harris brayed into the cell. “Does that trouble your American self-esteem? You are such a common personality. There is nothing subtle about you. You lack depth. You fail to engage one’s mind.”
“I can still kick your English ass up side of a room and down another. You’re a coward, Harris. You’re afraid of me and thus you prove you’re not as superior as you think.”
“She hated you,” he said.
“I’ll tell you what happened. You wanted Kay because you had become tired of Rita. Kay must have known how you felt about her. So she played you all down the line. It’s why she made it to my boat in San Francisco. She must have given you a lot of promises, but never delivered.”
“You swine,” Harris said.
“You had Rita with you that night,” I said. “Somehow, you’ve learned to mentally dominate people, or some people. It’s one of your abilities. You must have ordered Rita to kill Cheng, then me, and then Stone.”
“You are a dead man, Kiel. I will hunt you and squash you.”
“You tried to force yourself on Kay that night. She fought you off, but you struggled to hold her. Finally, she fled, and she fled into traffic, hit by a laundry truck. Kay died because she couldn’t stand someone like you touching her. Your embrace disgusted her.”
Harris broke the connection.
I jammed the cell into my pocket, stood and bent my head, listening for—an eerie feeling prickled my scalp so my heart beat faster. It wasn’t an audible sound. For just a moment, however, in my mind’s eye, I saw Harris at my controls, cursing me and scraping his back teeth together in rage. He even hefted his cell as if to hurl it into the ocean.
The mental connection snapped off. I turned the wheel, opened the throttles and headed in a new direction, the one where I’d felt him. If Harris was near, if this speedboat didn’t smash apart thumping across these waves, I just might make it to the Alamo for a final confrontation.
***
Full-throttle, I roared through the dark ocean. My eyes strained at the horizon. I searched. I prayed, and sometimes, I felt him. The feeling would grow and I could almost glimpse him in my mind’s eye again. I’d make a course correction and hope I was almost there. Then the mental link would disappear as if swamped by a cold wave of English logic.
The lights of LA faded into the cold Californian cliffs. Occasionally, I saw a glow along the coast. Mostly it was fog.
Salt, spray and a rolling sea, it’s all I saw. Then I noticed a dot. I spied it from a top of a swell. Next time I roared up another swell, it was gone. Maybe we had to both hit a swell at the same time. Three minutes later, I saw it again. Was that the Alamo?
The minutes passed. The engine coughed. I froze. Then the outboards resumed their roar of power. I kept seeing the dot as it increased to a smudge and finally into the dark outline of a boat. After a time, I recognized the silhouette of the Alamo, of my boat, my home.
I heard a strange noise, and wondered what it could have been. I roared up and down the swells. So did Harris. Then I heard the sound again. I recognized it now, the whine of a bullet. Harris was shooting at me.
Four minutes and several bullet-whines later, I saw the stab of flame. It came from a rifle barrel. I wasn’t worried about his shots at this range. That he tried to shoot me from so far away was gratifying. It meant he was frightened. A frightened man often made mistakes.
I bent my head and conjured evil thoughts about Harris. I wanted him to feel death on his neck. I wanted it to constrict his throat.
“I’m coming for you, Harris!” I shouted into the salt spray.
I felt like I was back in Afghanistan, the times we swept into terrorist camps on helicopters. It had been a powerful feeling, one of fear and elation, of a fierce desire to live and to kill the enemy. I had been a soldier. Sometimes, when I’m willing to admit it, I am a still a warrior. My lips peeled back in a savage grin.
Harris found his range then. A bullet tore into the fiberglass hull, one tiny shard skidding across my cheek.
I snarled, drew and fired once, twice and watched Harris drop at the third.
I hadn’t hit him, or I doubted I had. He’d just finally grown aware I shot back. It was time to let his gut curdle, time to let him feed on fear.
One hundred yards separated us. The Alamo was like a castle. I was like a knight on horseback. He had height. I had speed. Tonight, I didn’t try anything fancy. The speedboat thudded across the water, straight for the Alamo’s stern.
The smaller biker popped into sight. He had the parabolic gun. He flashed the brilliant light as I ducked, closing my eyes.
I kept the wheel straight. Shots rang out. Fiberglass shattered, but I kept blindly on course.
The light quit. I popped up to shoot and saw that I was thirty yards from the boat. The small biker slapped something into his rifle. I emptied my gun at him, and he flew backward, dropping the flashgun.
Then I ran onto the forward hull seconds before the speedboat crawled up the Alamo’s backside. I leaped as fiberglass crunched. The mighty Alamo swayed and timbers groaned as the speedboat thudded against it.
I flew through the air and crashed hard as I hit my boat. I barely grappled the railing in time and hauled myself onboard. The speedboat slewed away, the front caved in. The motorboat immediately took on seawater. It had done its duty, however. It could go to a clean and watery grave.
I laughed. It sounded savage to my ears.
Eric the Viking-like biker appeared. He had his revolver, and he got off a shot, but I wasn’t there. I moved up beside him, and I hit him in the gut as hard as I could. He crumpled and his gun fell to the deck. I grabbed it, and Harris appeared with his sword.
It was my turn to shoot, and I missed as the Alamo shifted under me. Before I could take a second shot, the sword sliced through metal and across the outer side of my fingers, scraping against my hardened bones. Blood spurted from them.
“Now,” Harris said. “Now we shall see.”
The Englishman lunged, the boat shifted and I fell back. The sword nicked me, parting skin, and Harris stumbled. I crawled for the stern as he bumped against the cabin.
“No!” he shouted. “Face me!”
I tore the flashgun from the dead biker’s grip. I screwed my eyes shut, aimed the parabolic dish at him and pulled the trigger. Harris howled.
I released the trigger, stood and swung the flashgun. It connected with Harris’s lunging sword-hand. He sliced part of the gun, but lost his grip of the sword. It fell onto the deck.
With a roar, he attacked. He flailed in his clumsy manner but with incredible strength. He kicked and used his elbows. His blows hurt, but so did mine. I saw him wince each time I landed a punch.
“Why, Harris? Why kill Kay in the Mercedes Benz?”
We stood on the main deck. Our faces were battered, our clothes torn.
“Dave’s stinking whore told me no!” he shouted. “She told me no. We’d worked together. We had profited. Why couldn’t she see I had needs? Rita watched. She’d told me Kay was too good for me. I was going to prove her wrong. But your bitch told me I disgusted her. It was unimaginable. There was nothing left for it. She had to die. So I throttled her like an unwanted kitten, or I did before she broke free.”
I heard the truth there. It was ugly, as death always was. I stared into his face, as the sweat ran down his cheeks.
“She must have begged for mercy,” I said.
“Mercy is for the deserving,” he sneered. “She had shown herself unworthy of me.”
I nodded, and I didn’t ask anything more. I had been in the Green Berets once. I had fought in Afghanistan. I had found friends killed by the Taliban in foul ways. Every time, we had hunted the killers and butchered them like mad dogs.
That night, on my boat, I killed Harris. Despite his strength, I did it with my hands. It was an ugly death. He fought hard and he hurt me. In the end, however, my agility, my training and Shop-taught skills proved superior.
When I took my hands from his corpse, I was straddling him and panting hard. His tongue protruded. He had made some wretched noises. But it was over now.
I crawled off him and sat staring at the sea for a long time. I wasn’t proud of myself. I was more than a little disgusted to find I was so primitive in my feelings.
Fortunately, I had the wit to check his clothes before I said a short prayer for his soul and pitched him and his accomplices into the cold sea. Harris sank fast with the weight of his sins.
I’d found a detonator on Harris with the chip set in it. I was pretty sure it was for the box at the bottom of the ocean. I activated it, found the switch and hesitated. Was Dave a danger to the world? I didn’t believe it, at least not as much a danger as this cube. I stabbed my thumb on the switch. A red light winked, winked, and then it went out.
I didn’t know for sure, but I believed I’d just exploded the first neuron mind bomb.
 



-24-
San Francisco didn’t care about no stinking bomb, neuron or otherwise. It went on as it had before. Maybe a few fishermen noticed too many floating fish a mile or so from shore. Seagulls and sharks quickly disposed of the evidence of any unnatural occurrence.
I’d docked back in the East Harbor. I bought lumber, paint and some special metal fittings. Then Blake and I sawed, hammered and painted, fixing the damage I’d done to my boat.
The Chief never came by to thank me for letting him live. The Shop seldom paid with hard currency like that. Like the I.R.S., their payment was in leaving you alone for another year.
“I have a new idea for an article,” Blake told me a week later. We sat in deck chairs on a beach in Santa Cruz, sipping Coronas, and watching bikini-clad tourists of exquisite shape oil their skin. He’d talked me into coming out here, despite my having to wear an absurd sunhat and my heavily polarized sunglasses.
The bruises were still healing on Blake’s face. He didn’t talk about Harris’s method of questioning. I’d told him enough about the battle on the ocean that a cold smile had twitched across Blake’s face.
I sipped beer and wiped my lips, listening to Blake’s idea.
“The germ of it came from Polarity Magnetics,” he said.
“Are you sure you want to make yourself a target talking about them?” I asked. “I know you know there are people who desperately want such things kept very quiet.”
A brief scowl flickered across his face. “I’m not going to mention Polarity Magnetics or the Shop.”
“Good,” I said.
“Give me a little credit. Besides, I said the germ of the idea came from them—the idea of modifying the human body. I’m not talking about cyborgs or military supermen, but a way to alleviate overpopulation.”
I sipped my beer, hardly listening. A coed wearing two pieces of bright orange string cast her beach towel on the sand nearby. Then she lay down. There was a purple butterfly tattoo on her right hip. Like the rest of her, it was exquisite, in no need of modification.
“Are you listening?” Blake asked.
“Sure.”
“You seem distracted.”
“You’re not?” I asked.
“This beach is a good example about what I’m talking about,” he said. “It’s teeming with people. Now just think what it’s like on a beach in China or in India. There’s massive overcrowding over there.”
“Sure,” I said.
“We need more room,” Blake said. “But who wants to live in Antarctica or in Greenland?”
I took another sip of beer.
“The oceans cover seventy percent of the Earth’s surface,” Blake said, gesturing with his hands. It was a sure sign he was excited. “Here’s my idea, my modification. Actually, it’s not really my idea. I read it once in a science fiction novel.”
“Would that make it plagiarism then?”
“No!” he said.
“Are you sure?”
“I’ve read several sci-fi novels with the particular idea,” Blake said. “That doesn’t mean they plagiarized each other. Each used the premise in a different way and their themes were each quite different.”
I don’t know how, but the coed with the butterfly tattoo reached back and untied her top string, tugging it away. What a lovely back, and now it would build an even tan. I silently applauded her decision.
“Polarity Magnetics wanted super-soldiers,” Blake said. “I’m taking about making aqua-people. Think about it. What if we could modify humans to live underwater?”
“Give them gills?” I asked.
“It doesn’t necessarily have to be gills,” Blake said. “The point is they could live underwater, and that would open up fantastically large areas of more livable space for us.”
“What about their babies?” I asked.
“Genetic manipulation would be the best,” Blake said thoughtfully. “If we changed their basic DNA it would allow their children to live underwater, too.”
I would have liked to pull my sunglasses down and stare at him. The idea of such genetic manipulation was horrifying. Instead, I took another sip of my beer and went back to studying the beauty laid before me.
I was still sad about Kay. She had tried so hard to find a way to bring Dave back. She had freed me years ago, and she had tried to free Dave. She had been a good person.
As I stared at the tattoo and the tanned skin, I decided that I didn’t want to reenter high-level intrigue, and I wanted to stay far away from the Shop. For that matter, I didn’t care to meet any more accelerated individuals. I wanted to live my quiet life here in the Bay Area.
Maybe a part of me knew I would eventually have to go back and find out about Dave. But for now, I was going to chill until they found me again, which I expected they probably would. Who exactly “they” were I wasn’t sure that moment.
Until that time, however, I was home. I was as content as I could be these days, and I was going to enjoy the peace while I could.
 
The End
 
If you enjoyed Accelerated, you might also like I, Weapon. Read on for an exciting excerpt.
 



Prologue
It has happened before. In Medieval times, in the Middle East, ruthless men programmed others in order to turn them into deadly assassins.
Marco Polo wrote after visiting Alamut in 1273:
The Old Man kept at his court such boys of twelve years old as seemed to him destined to become courageous men. When the Old Man sent them into the garden in groups of four, ten or twenty, he gave them hashish to drink. They slept for three days, then they were carried sleeping into the garden where he had them awakened.
When these young men woke, and found themselves in the garden with all these marvelous things, they truly believed themselves to be in paradise. And these damsels were always with them in songs and great entertainments; they received everything they asked for, so that they would never have left that garden of their own will.
And when the Old Man wished to kill someone, he would take him and say, “Go and do this thing. I do this because I want to make you return to paradise.” And the assassins go and preform the deed willingly.
As Marco Polo discovered, clever men gave others false beliefs in order to turn them into killers. If it happened once, it could happen again.
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He lay groggy on the damp grass. Close by, a helicopter’s blades sliced the air in slow rotation. He felt the wind of it on his face. It seemed as if people stood over him, and they began to talk.
“Is he ready?”
“Yes sir.”
“What’s his reading?”
“Three-alpha-seven-seven. I should give him the injection.”
“I don’t like this.”
“Sir?”
“Never mind. Do it and then let’s get the hell out of here. I feel exposed on the ground.”
There was a prick of pain in his arm. Moments later, a cooling sensation flooded his body.
“Bannon,” came a woman’s whisper in his ear. “Remember what they did to your wife and daughter in Monterrey. Remember, and then begin your revenge with the Butcher.”
As he lay on the grass, he tried to speak. She called me “Bannon.” That must be my name. He wanted to open his eyes and see who was whispering to him, but the cooling sensation kept numbing his mind, numbing it, numbing…
***
It was the middle of the night when Bannon found himself before an old door to an ancient Mexican church. There came a moment of disorientation. He had been lying on grass earlier outside of town and now he was here. Had he walked? Why couldn’t he remember that? He scowled, not liking mysteries.
A portal seemed to close in his memories. He forgot about lying on damp grass, forgot about a helicopter’s blades and whispering people. Another portal opened and he realized—or believed—that he had been in Santa Rosa for a week already, tracking his enemies. He had traveled down to Chiapas Province in Mexico near the Guatemalan border, for reasons of bitterest revenge.
His features hardened with the memories. He wore dark, damp clothes—it was hot and muggy outside—and he had a concealed pistol with a suppressor in a shoulder harness. Strapped to his left wrist was a sheathed combat blade. With his left hand he opened the church door and slipped within.
Candles flickered under a stained glass portrait of a crucified Christ. Otherwise the sanctuary was dark. Bannon listened for a moment. He heard a cricket chirp, but he did not hear boards creak from soft footfalls, nor did men whisper or a hammer click from a cocking gun. He now remembered he’d seen a Los Zetas enforcer enter the church with several of his thugs, the killer known as the Butcher, the first man on his list.
Bannon closed the door behind him. Old boards creaked under his feet as he moved toward the confessional. He heard a faint cry as he reached the front of the sanctuary. He stood near a wall, remaining as far as he could from the candlelight. The Butcher must have taken Father Jose down into the basement. Undoubtedly there would be Los Zetas guards at the head of the stairs. Although the Butcher was a murderous pig, he was a careful swine. That was why the man had lasted as long as he had.
Bannon reversed course, moving faster now. Stepping back outside, he turned left. The Butcher hated priests anyway, and Father Jose had been speaking out against Los Zetas. That was very brave in Chiapas Province, and particularly in Santa Rosa. It had been only a matter of time before Los Zetas visited the priest.
The stars shined brightly, although the heavens lacked a moon. It made for a dark night, as Santa Rosa had few streetlights. Those were in the north part of town where the rich lived.
Bannon reached an open basement window. He didn’t look around to see if anyone was watching, but went to his knees and then his stomach. Stones pressed against his garments. Slithering feet-first into the basement, he landed on a floor of colored tile. That was good, as tiles wouldn’t creak.
He moved slowly, not wanting to bump against anything and unsure how large the room was. The starlight coming through several low windows provided the only illumination. The priest’s muffled cries came again.
The Butcher was an enforcer for Los Zetas, the most brutal of the Mexican drug cartels. In 1999, he was one of the elite commandos of the Grupo Aeromovil de Fuerzas Especiales who had deserted the Mexican Army and joined the Gulf Coast cartel. It was as if Green Berets had gone rogue and joined the Chicago Mafia. Several years later, they broke away from the Gulf Coast cartel, recruiting other Army deserters, and formed their own criminal organization. They’d carved an empire for themselves in the Mexican drug world. A former sergeant, Victor Garcia —the Butcher—was notorious among his fellow murderers as a sadistic psychopath, as massive as he was deadly.
Bannon touched the inner doorknob of the room and turned it. The knob squeaked, so he waited until he heard another dismal cry before continuing. He eased the door open a crack. Lights shone along a narrow corridor with several doors on each side. At the end of the corridor a thug smoked a cigarette. A strap hung around his thick neck, attached to an AR-15 semiautomatic rifle.
Even silenced pistols still made noise. It would be better to lure the man here than to shoot him by the Butcher’s door.
Therefore, Bannon shut the door with a decided thump and made the knob squeak once more. Several seconds later, he heard approaching footsteps.
“Salga de alli,” the guard demanded.
Bannon understood Spanish. The guard had told him to come out of there. Instead, he waited for the man’s curiosity to overcome his caution.
The knob squealed again and the door opened under the guard’s hand. On it he wore a silver skull ring with tiny rubies for eyes. Bannon grabbed the wrist and yanked the thug into the room. The man stumbled, apparently unprepared for someone who wasn’t afraid of him. Bannon struck powerfully and precisely, knocking the man unconscious onto the tiles.
He pried open the man’s slack mouth and shoved a wadded cloth onto the tongue. It was like stuffing a sleeping bag into its pouch. Bannon kept pushing in more cloth, using his thumbs and filling the mouth, then stuffing in just a little more. It brought the guard to consciousness, but kept him silent.
Before the man had strength to resist, Bannon tied a gag around the mouth, cinching the cloth as tightly as he could. He lashed the ankles with wire, used plastic zip-ties on the wrists, securing them behind the man’s back and using a short rope to connect them. He pulled so he could almost hear the thug’s shoulder-joints creak as he lashed wrists to ankles. Most people called this “hog-tied.”
By this time the bound cartel guard looked at him with terrified eyes. The man lay motionless as he made a whistling noise through his nostrils. Any struggle would tear his limbs from their sockets.
Leaving the room and closing the door, Bannon crept down the corridor. Ahead and to the side there was an open arch. He spied a step, the beginning of stairs, no doubt. Bannon peered around the corner up the stairs. They were empty. Could the Butcher have been so careless as not to set a guard? Or had the guard gone somewhere else, maybe to the bathroom or maybe to see how the Butcher was doing?
Bannon darted past the open arch and moved to the end of the corridor. The handle of the last door was a hinged bar of metal. It looked like a food locker, probably where the priest kept the church’s meat.
Bannon rested his shoulders against the wall and laid his head back so his skull touched cement.
Were you there that day, Butcher? Do you even remember what you did?
Bannon pushed off the wall, used the latch and fractionally opened the door. He peered through a crack of space with his pistol ready.
A single hanging light bulb illuminated the evil. Piano wire dug into Father Jose’s wrists as blood trickled down his skinny arms. The priest was naked and hung in the air. A gag kept in some of his sounds. Sweat bathed his face and his eyes bulged with agony. The Butcher, a massive man weighing well over 350 pounds, had taken off his shirt. He was hairy and thick with hardened fat and dense muscles. Blood dotted his skin. The monster delicately held a barber’s razor between his huge thumb and index finger. He’d already peeled a patch of skin from the Father’s back.
From Bannon’s vantage, the Butcher stood behind the priest. Another thug sat in a chair, leaning against a wall and holding a bloody towel. He used his right foot to balance himself near the door.
Through the crack, Bannon targeted the Butcher. He heard the scrape of a shoe behind him then. Now he knew where the second guard had gone. Bannon twisted around as something dark flashed toward his head. He dodged and a metal club struck his right shoulder, numbing his arm. His attacker pushed against Bannon, propelling both of them into the horror chamber.
Bannon’s suppressed gun hit the floor. As he stumbled into the room, he kicked a chair leg. That toppled the sitting thug, who sprawled in a heap.
“Quien es usted?” the Butcher asked in his deep voice. He didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, he dropped the razor and clawed for the gun in his holster.
Bannon kept moving, his mind whirling at lightning speed.
The Butcher drew his gun. Before he could aim Bannon struck with the stiffened fingers of his left hand, jabbing the monster in the throat. The Butcher staggered backward as he made choking noises. Bannon followed and chopped with the edge of his left hand, striking the killer’s wrist. The gun went flying, and it hit the floor, bouncing and skittering away.
Bannon could feel the club-wielder behind him. He turned and ducked the whistling iron baton. He moved fast, flexing his right-hand fingers. His right shoulder throbbed where the club had hit, but he had motor control there again. He drew his stubby Gerber combat knife and slashed the off-balance thug. The man reeled to the side, clutching his throat. He struck the wall with a shoulder and crumpled, blood pumping from him.
The thug that had been knocked off his chair now picked up Bannon’s fallen pistol.
Bannon had one chance. He took it and hurled the knife. The blade sank through one eye and must have hit the brain behind. With a convulsive shudder the thug collapsed and the pistol fell for a second time.
Bannon whirled around. The Butcher had recovered his poise, although he remained weaponless. Bannon knew all about the monster, so he did not lower his guard.
Victor Garcia was a brutal man who had grown up in the violent slums of Mexico City. He had immense strength and pride. He’d fought many times with his hands. Los Zetas legend told of him lifting enemies high over his head on three different occasions. With his hands driving each man down from that height, the Butcher had thrust out a knee and snapped his spine.
“I will kill you slowly, gringo,” the Butcher said in English. He coughed hoarsely before adding, “I will make the rest of your life hell on Earth.”
Despite his bruised larynx, Victor Garcia rushed Bannon. For such a big man, he was fast on his feet. He pawed at the American. The Butcher had wrestled in school and later in the Army. He had hospitalized many of his opponents.
Bannon deliberately took the bait, the meaty paw. The Butcher grinned and brought up his other hand to grapple. Bannon jumped, twisted his body and flipped acrobatically while keeping hold of the Butcher’s hand. It wrenched the man’s arm, and the thug bellowed like a stuck bull. The maneuver torqued the shoulder and flung the Butcher off his feet. Bannon released the limb so the massive narco killer crashed onto the floor. Bannon savagely kicked the Butcher once, twice in the head.
Before he could kick a third time, the Butcher grabbed his foot. The man gripped like steel. Bannon jumped, and he landed his free foot on the Butcher’s face, grinding his heel against the man’s nose. With a roar, the Butcher twisted the foot and threw Bannon onto his stomach.
The lean American rolled and shot back up, although his ankle throbbed. He’d never fought someone as powerful as the Butcher before. The monster climbed to his feet like an unconquerable iceberg. Blood dripped from his nose and craziness shone in his eyes.
Bannon took three quick steps and launched himself airborne. With both feet, he struck Victor Garcia in the chest and sent the huge man tumbling end over end.
From the floor, the Butcher laughed harshly. He put his big palms on the cement and pushed up, grabbing the fallen baton. He charged and Bannon backpedaled, dodging two whistling swings. The Butcher was cunning, and backed him toward a corner. The third time Bannon dodged, he crouched and reached, yanking his knife free of the dead thug lying on the floor.
Victor Garcia breathed heavily. “I will keep you alive for days,” he boasted. “I will put you up there with him.” He indicated the priest.
Bannon closed in and he feinted a stab at the belly. The Butcher blocked with the baton. Bannon had been waiting for that. He slashed across the Butcher’s eyes.
The Butcher howled and released the baton. It clanged on the floor. His huge hands flew to his face. “Usted bastardo, usted pagará mis ojos!” He lunged blindly for Bannon, trying to grab him.
Bannon ducked out of the way and retrieved his gun. The big man crashed against a wall, spinning around, sweeping his arms. His bloody face was twisted with rage. “Usted bastardo!”
Bannon pulled the trigger three times.
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They've come for the wrang man.






