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The Satellite Beach community center did not actually require an armed guard to supervise the coffee machine. The center was located in a former auto supply warehouse. The four bay doors had been replaced by walls of glass. The view was over a parking lot, a lawn shared with the neighboring church, and the Indian River. The setting sun turned the Florida waters into a burnished copper shield. Charlie Hazard stood in what had become his normal station, midway between the coffeemaker and the digital music machine. Charlie’s job was to make sure the local surfers didn’t totally freak out the old-timers. There were nights when he would have rather faced incoming fire.
The community center was situated three blocks from the house he had inherited from his father. Charlie had been dropping by a couple of nights each week for nineteen months, and he still didn’t know why. He went off on a job, got it done, came home, and a night or so later he was back here. The place suited him. It was safe. Charlie liked safe. And sane. A lot of his life away from this place wasn’t either. Lately he found himself looking forward to coming back. He was comfortable with such little triumphs these days, another day staying clean, another night without sweats and fever dreams.
A Hispanic kid in his late teens hit the button on the music machine, filling the place with rap. Charlie wanted them to strip it off, but the youth counselor said no, the kids should feel welcome, and such angry music suited their lives. The problem was, the old-timers were the ones who got angry.
The kid’s name was Julio. He was a local surfer, seventeen and tall and handsome despite his floppy jeans and prison tats. Charlie had every reason to dislike Julio and his lip and his attitude. But something about Julio hit him at gut level. What was more, Charlie’s best friend here was the youth counselor, a retired Orlando detective named Irma Steeg. Irma had a definite soft spot for the kid. Which meant Charlie kept his voice mild as he waved Julio over and said, “Think maybe you could hold off for another hour?”
“What’s your problem, dude, you don’t got rhythm?”
“See the old people over there by the windows? Forty-five minutes, they’ll leave for their nightly meds. Then you can play the track that sounds like a bad day in Baghdad.”
Irma Steeg settled a hand on Julio’s arm, halting his comeback. She asked, “How about something from Ol’ Blue Eyes?”
Charlie walked over to the machine and ditched the rap. To the groans of everybody under twenty, Frank Sinatra and his horn section asked Charlie to fly him to the moon.
As he returned to the coffee bar, Irma gave Julio her number one smile. “Everybody likes Sinatra, right?”
Charlie knew Julio wanted to say exactly where Irma could put Sinatra and his entire big band. But Julio had enough street sense to notice the steel behind Irma’s smile.
Charlie told the departing kid, “One hour, tops. Then the place is yours.”
“Whatever, man. Make yourself some oatmeal, why don’t you. Easier to chew, you don’t got no teeth.”
Charlie said to Irma, “Remind me why you put up with that lip.”
“Julio has nothing and nobody. I always had a thing for strays.” Irma offered him the same soft-hard smile. “As you should know.”
He skipped his retort because a mystery lady chose that moment to walk through the door. Even the kids gave this new arrival thirty seconds of silence.
When her smile lit up the room, Charlie tried to remind himself that the world was full of beautiful women. The strange thing was, the woman was not actually smiling at anyone or anything in particular. She seemed genuinely ecstatic to simply be here. In a former auto supply warehouse.
Maybe she had a thing for Sinatra.
Then she spotted Charlie, and the smile grew larger still.
Irma said, “You been holding back from me, sport?”
The woman headed straight over.
“Apparently so,” Irma said.
Charlie guessed the woman’s age at early thirties. She had almond eyes tilted at an impossible angle. Dark hair. A body that couldn’t be masked by her tan skirt and jacket.
Charlie knew what the lady saw as she approached his end of the counter. His late wife had described him as an old soul trapped in an underwear model’s body. Dark hair trimmed short. A single scar that ran from his collar to just below his left ear. Strong features. Watchful grey eyes.
The lady stopped at the counter, stared at him for a good year or so, then asked, “Is there somewhere we could have a private word?”
Her accent could only be described as killer.
Irma slipped from her stool. “I was just leaving.” From behind the lady’s back she mouthed to Charlie a silent, Eeeooowwww.
Charlie asked, “You’re here looking for me?”
“I think so.”
“You think.”
“Yes.” She had lips like bruised grapes. Cheekbones from some forgotten tribe. She did not speak so much as gradually taste each word. “Are you a policeman?”
“Sorry, no.”
Her look of defeat was a potent force. “What do you do, please?”
“Where are you from?”
“Italy. Milan. But I live here now. Since a year and four months.”
“Can I ask your name?”
She sang the word, “Gabriella.”
He gave her half a beat to add a last name, then said, “Well, Gabriella, in this country we tend to introduce ourselves before we start a job interview.”
“You are right. Of course.” She smiled. “Forgive me.”
“No problem.” For another smile like that, Charlie would have climbed on the roof and howled at the moon.
“You see, I am very nervous.”
“Is that what you’re doing, interviewing me for a job?”
“Perhaps. Please, can you tell me what you do now?”
“I’m afraid that’s confidential.”
She pressed against the counter. “Your work, is it protection?”
He hesitated, then said, “We call it risk containment.”
Her pleasure at his response was as intense as her plea, “Will you come with me?”
“What, now?”
“It is very urgent.”
He was out the door and into the fading dusk before it occurred to him, “Do you even know my name?”
“It doesn’t matter.” She beeped open the door to a brand-new Range Rover, then added, “Yet.”

Gabriella took the coastal route south. She gave the road an intense focus. Cape Kennedy’s rush hour was over, and traffic was light. In the high season, license plates along the coastal highway were from all over the country. Driving along A1A was like traveling through congealed grits. But this was May, and most of the snowbirds had retreated with the last northern freeze. Even so, Gabriella drove with a two-fisted grip on the wheel and watched the road with unblinking concentration. Charlie suspected it was her way of avoiding a conversation.
Like most guys who had known combat, Charlie had a well-developed awareness for trouble. Surviving the front line meant cultivating a second set of eyes, the kind that looked beyond what was visible to civilian senses. He had learned to trust this ability when entering new terrain. Afterward, when the cordite burned the throat and the muscles jerked with the drain-off of adrenaline rush, Charlie saw precisely what had given him that first life-saving alarm.
But when he used that extra sense now and tasted the air, Charlie found no danger whatsoever. So he turned toward the sunset-drenched window and put his memory into rewind. He walked back through what had happened since the lady’s appearance in the community center. Taking it slow. Doing what he had been trained to do. What he was best at.
He said, “You were excited the minute you came in.”
“Please?”
“You walked in and lit up the room with your smile. Like you had already found exactly what you’d been looking for. Even before you spotted me.”
Gabriella glanced over but said nothing.
“What, you were supplied with a photo of the center?” Soon as he said the words, he cast them aside. “You sent in somebody else. A spotter. You had gotten word—”
She pulled up to the next stoplight and kept her eyes pointed straight ahead. “We have not been spying on you.”
Charlie gave himself a moment to absorb a fraction more of that beautiful face. And her scent. Some heady mix of rare flowers and money.
“If you will please just wait, everything will become perfectly clear.” She spoke the words in a carefully rehearsed manner. “Whatever I tell you now will not clarify matters at all.”
“Whatever you say.” Charlie settled back. He had no problem with silence.
Gabriella entered the lonely reaches south of Melbourne Beach and drilled through a thickening dusk. She traversed the miles of empty green marking the Sebastian Inlet State Park, then climbed up and over the bridge linking them to the next island. The coastal route was summertime empty, a lonely asphalt ribbon laid along the narrow strip of land separating the Atlantic from the Indian River. Charlie had been figuring all along they were headed for Vero Beach. The Sebastian Inlet Bridge marked the border between NASA’s working stiffs and the serious money farther south.
He heard bikers approaching from behind but paid them little mind. Daytona Bike Week brought in over a quarter of a million bikers from all over the globe. Many liked the area enough to stay. Sunsets along the coastal route were often punctuated by multiple deep-throated Harleys. Gabriella’s fragrance and her sultry tones made it far too easy to ignore the outside world. For a security specialist, this was tantamount to a death wish.
The first biker passed them, riding a chromed-out Harley Softail. Then Charlie’s alarm senses were triggered by the second set of headlights. He leaned forward and focused on the biker riding alongside the Range Rover. He was not passing. He was moving into position.
A glint of whirling metal flashed above the biker’s head, a scythe cutting into the sunset, reaping havoc and destruction. The biker swung the chain like he was going to lasso the Range Rover, which in a sense he was. He wore a leather vest, a Nazi-style mini helmet, half gloves, and a long, unkempt beard. When Charlie turned around, the biker offered him a death’s head grin.
Charlie knew the chain was linked to fishing hooks the size of his fist, the kind used on commercial drag lines. He had never seen this tactic used before, but it was the sort of tradecraft that people in his field shared as a matter of course. The hooks were intended to catch the tire, the wheel casing, the brake sleeve, the axle, the undercarriage, anything.
Charlie leaned over and pressed his hand hard on Gabriella’s right knee, jamming the gas pedal to the floor. He heard Gabriella gasp and felt her leg fight against him. He forced it down harder. The Range Rover’s motor responded with an eight-cylinder bellow and bolted ahead. Charlie heard the biker shout his frustration. The bike accelerated, but the Rover’s front tires were now out of range. Which had been Charlie’s intention all along.
The biker released the chain. It rattled fiercely against the rear tire and wheel well and fender, the hooks scrambling for a hold.
Charlie released Gabriella’s knee and yelled, “Brake! Brake!”
To her credit, Gabriella responded instantly.
Charlie’s first responsibility was to protect the client. The woman was not one yet, but she clearly had reason to sign him on. If they survived. Charlie used his left hand to ram her back in her seat, bracing her for impact, and cocked his arm to take the airbag’s first punch. His hand slammed her chest hard enough to push the air from her body. Which was his intent. He wanted to ensure her spine was in full contact with the seat’s support.
His second responsibility was to take out the attackers. This had nothing to do with retaliation and everything to do with survival. Charlie needed to make sure the opposition was weakened when it came to a secondary assault.
He used his right hand to turn the wheel hard to the left. It meant his body would take the coming blow at a dangerous tilt. But that could not be helped.
The chain caught hold and wrapped up with a fierce metallic zing. He shouted, “Brace for impact!”
Clearly his maneuver was the last thing the biker expected. The standard response would be to move away from the threat and if possible save the car. But Charlie knew the car was finished. He was after maximum damage. He turned the vehicle toward the danger.
The Range Rover was a two-ton beast that was not made for a sharp turn angle at high speed. The car’s front tires locked just as the chain trapped the rear wheel and snapped home. From inside the car it sounded like a cannon shot and felt almost as powerful. If they had been going straight ahead, the car would have shuddered and jerked to a halt, slamming the driver straight into the steering wheel and the passenger into the dash, because the airbags would not have been inflated by any frontal impact. But Charlie’s actions meant the car catapulted into the air, rolling over and blocking the entire road.
The attacking biker slammed into the vehicle’s underbelly with a crash that only accelerated their roll. As the Rover flipped onto its roof, Charlie caught sight of the biker in front of them falling into a high-speed skid that shot sparks into the night. The car kept rolling, over to the other side, and finally banging back down on its four tires. The Rover bucked through a sideways slip, tilting and almost going over on its side again. Then it bounced back and quivered, and finally stilled.
Charlie was already moving. He kicked out the remaining glass from the side window, squirmed through, and tumbled from the car. He slipped to the asphalt and dropped to all fours. The rear tire on his side had burst, so he moved forward enough to scout past the hood. The remaining two bikers were huddled around their fallen men. Charlie knew he and the mystery woman had only seconds before the remaining enemies came looking for revenge. He could not risk opening the door, so he slipped back through the window, unhinged Gabriella’s seat belt, and pulled her forward. She shifted feebly and tried to shape words.
Charlie hissed, “Quiet. For your life, don’t speak.”
Gabriella’s flailing movement stilled somewhat. She tried to look at him, but her gaze would not fasten, her body not fully reconnected to her brain stem. But there was no bleeding from her nose or ears that Charlie could see in the dim light. All her limbs moved well, so he risked hefting her over the central console and dragging her out the window. He lifted her onto one shoulder and jogged for the dunes.
“No, we can’t,” she gasped. “Wait.”
He assumed she was going to moan about something inconsequential. It was amazing what people thought of when the panic started to wane. He had once saved a woman’s life only to have her complain for an hour about the loss of her purse. “No time.”
“If they make us late, we lose.”
Charlie took another half dozen strides before the words fully registered. He settled Gabriella into a sandy defile and squatted down beside her. “Say again?”
“Timing is everything.” Her voice gathered strength with each word. “We need to arrive in precisely . . .” She examined her bare wrist. “What happened to my watch?”
Charlie had a hundred questions of his own, but there was only time for, “This is for real?”
She shoved the hair from her face. “If we are even two minutes late, we have lost. They did not need to kill us. Just slow us down.”
The intense manner in which she had driven them south suddenly made sense. “Who is ‘we,’ Gabriella?”
The moon reflected a darkly frantic gaze. “Please.”
Charlie gave the span of two breaths to weighing his options. He was not under contract. This was not his client. He had no idea who was his opposition. Or why they were after them. Or if the woman was just the target or also part of some larger conspiracy. “They’re not out to kill us?”
“I don’t . . . No. Probably not. Too messy. If we’re late, it’s over anyway.”
“If we are late.”
“That is correct. We have to arrive together, and precisely on time.”
He checked his phone. Smashed. “Best guess. What is our destination and how much time do we have?”
“We are headed for a lab at the Indian River University hospital.” She thought hard. “Did I pass out?”
He liked the question and the calm reasoning behind it. “No.”
“Then we have ten minutes. Perhaps fifteen.”
“We can still make it.” He pointed her around to the south. “Run down two hundred meters. Stay in the dunes. Then come to the road. I will meet you there.”
“But—”
“Go.”
Charlie waited until she stumbled away, then ran parallel to the road in the opposite direction from Gabriella. A hundred yards on, he jerked hard left, bounded over a small dune, and hit asphalt just as the moon slipped behind scattered clouds. One of the bikes was burning fiercely and the fire silhouetted the three bikers still on their feet. They were standing around a man lying prone on the road. Which indicated that Gabriella had told him the truth, at least about the bikers not being sent to take them out. The way they stood suggested their job was done—running them off the road.
Two of the bikers must have heard him coming, for they turned and shouted and pointed. One of them went for his gun. Charlie raced in straight and hard. He chopped the gunner in the throat, striking the soft point just below the voice box, then kicked the second man in his knee, jamming it backwards. The last man still on his feet was going for his weapon, but his movements were unsteady and his forehead was leaking. Charlie grabbed his hand, continued its forward motion, and kept going, flipping him on top of the man with the bad knee, trapping them both. He disarmed the gunner and brought the weapon down hard on his forehead. He then swung back to the first man just as he tried to pull a sawed-off 12 gauge from a holster sewn into the right thigh of his pants. Charlie hammered him between the eyes with the pistol, plucked the shotgun from his spasming fingers, then struck him again.
He trotted away, aiming for the one bike that was still running. He straddled the leather, gunned the motor, then shot the other bikes with the 12 gauge as he powered past.
Gabriella was there waiting for him on the roadside. He slowed and waited until she was snugged in tight and her arms were clenched to his chest, then blasted into the night.
Much as he would have liked to, he resisted the sudden urge to howl at the moon. After all, the client had not yet signed on the dotted line.
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Eight minutes later, they entered the world of five-million-dollar condos and Bentley convertibles and ladies who looked like Gabriella. Charlie had the road pretty much to himself. The high-society towns rimming Florida’s southern coasts started at Vero Beach, continued south to Palm Beach and on Miami’s Fisher Island, then ended at Naples and Sanibel Island. Such places had very small core populations. In the high season, the traffic was bumper to bumper. But most people who could afford life on the Gold Coast wouldn’t be seen dead there in the off-season. Charlie had worked for enough wealthy clients to know serious money did strange things to people. Like sending beautiful Italian assistants north, hunting men with dark edges whose name they did not even know. Or luring them into traps where lost lives became just another term for loose change.
Charlie raced across the barrier island bridge and into the Indian River University campus. Gabriella directed him past the hospital to a building whose newness shone in the streetlights. The surrounding grounds held an unfinished raw-earth look.
Gabriella waited as Charlie cut the engine and pulled the bike up on its parking stand. She said, “Our new research facility is located here.”
“Okay.”
“You must have many questions.”
“Only one that can’t wait.” Charlie rose from the saddle so he could face her full on. There were worse things to do with a lonely evening than stare at a beautiful woman. Even one whose skirt was torn and her hair turned wild by the wind. “Are we going to be facing more danger in there?”
“No. We will be safe.”
“You’re totally sure of this?”
“I am. Yes.” She looked at him for the first time since starting off. “If I say anything more, it will prejudice your situation.”
She had trouble with that word, prejudice. “My situation?”
She eased off the saddle, resting a hand on his arm until her legs found the strength to support her. “Come with me.”
He followed her down the sidewalk. The spring term was over and the campus was silent, empty.
The building’s interior smelled of fresh construction and dust. The lobby’s main desk was an unfinished skeleton of raw wood. A sign that read “McLaren Teaching Hospital” lay on the flagstone tiles beside a freshly painted wall. The lobby’s ceiling panels were stacked by the side windows. Overhead dangled a trunk of electronic and fiber-optic cables thick as his thigh.
Gabriella saw the clock behind the desk and sighed with relief. “We have six minutes.”
“Arriving on the hour, that’s so important?”
“It is everything.” She studied him, her sloe eyes gleaming in the dim light. “Would you please not tell anyone about what just happened?”
“If you like.”
“They know there is danger, but they think it is distant.” She waved at the night beyond the front windows. “I want them to feel protected until we have passed the coming test.”
Charlie sensed that she was dancing around whatever he would face upstairs. But for the moment, he was content to take this at her word. Which was crazy, he knew. But still. “If you don’t want anyone to know, we had better clean up.”
“The restrooms are down the hall. Please hurry.”
He entered the men’s and washed his face and combed his hair and straightened his clothes. His knit shirt had a tear on the side, but it wasn’t noticeable so long as he kept his arms down. There was nothing he could do about the stain on his jeans. He returned to find her waiting by the elevator. She did not sparkle, but her hair was neatly tied back and her clothes were as straight and clean as she could make them.
Charlie pressed the button and waited for Gabriella to meet his eyes. “Tell me your last name.”
She tasted several responses, then settled on, “I don’t know.”

The elevator walls were covered with paint-stained blankets, and the floor was protected by thick sheets of plastic. Gabriella used a key to access the top floor. The elevator light had a short and flashed intermittently. Gabriella winced as though deflecting an incoming blow.
The doors opened to reveal a penthouse lab occupied by seven people, six of whom studied him with a piercing intensity. The foyer was rimmed by glass-fronted rooms like petals of a mahogany flower. Everything about the place was as polished and rich and pristine as the man seated in the leather-backed chair. Charlie knew the reason they were gathered was this one guy. He was probably in his late fifties and wore thousand-dollar jeans and a cotton pullover that exposed a perfect tan. He was a silver wolf, a gleaming example of all the health and looks that money could buy.
“Welcome, welcome. Our young man has arrived. Splendid.” He was accustomed to charming with his smile. “My wife was correct after all.”
Charlie caught Gabriella’s tight head shake and knew the guy rising from his special leather chair was not as in control as he thought.
“Byron McLaren.” He offered his hand. “And you are?”
“Behind the curve,” Charlie said. “Gabriella didn’t seem to think my name was all that important.”
The guy’s grip was practiced, hard, swift. “So she didn’t tell you why you were asked to join my little team?”
“No.”
“Yet you came anyway.”
“I’m here.”
“Indeed so.” He gave a little laugh that was not shared by anyone else in the room.
Charlie stepped in close enough to get a good look at the guy’s pupils. No sign of dilation. No smell of booze. Nor was there any sense of the man hiding shadows, as in, being behind the attack. “This is your hospital?”
“Ah, you noticed the sign downstairs in the lobby. My trust donated quite a substantial sum. The university insisted on naming this building after me. What I really wanted was this research facility. A place where we could delve the eternal mysteries in sterile comfort.”
The others in the room did not share the man’s ebullience. Charlie had no reason to doubt his claim to be Gabriella’s husband, except for how she had been unable to answer his earlier question.
Of the three women in the lab, one was Anglo, lean with spiky blonde hair and a T-shirt that read “The evidence is behind your eyes.” The other two women were Oriental, with the flat features that suggested Laos or Burma or one of the Himalayan kingdoms. Both were very slight, probably weighing in at less than a hundred pounds, and held themselves as though intending to occupy the smallest possible space. All three ladies were attractive and clearly intelligent—not in Gabriella’s class, but nice.
One of the men was very dark, Charlie assumed either of African or Caribbean heritage. He was in his early thirties and very reserved, clearly uncomfortable with Charlie being there. As was the Anglo woman. Charlie was used to that. A lot of people were made uneasy by his presence, as though he exuded some danger scent that only the hypersensitive could smell. The guy kept shooting Charlie bogey glances, then turning back to the night beyond the windows and blinking nervously.
The young man standing behind the African was plucked straight out of nerdville. He was rail thin and clung to the wall like a limpet. He watched Charlie with the same worried expression as the African.
Then there was the final guy. Tall and handsome and eyes only for Gabriella. Either they were an item, or he very much wanted them to be.
Charlie asked, “What are you researching?”
Byron turned to Gabriella. “You haven’t filled him in?”
“I told you I wouldn’t. He has already said as much.”
“I need to be certain.”
“You heard him say. I don’t even know his name.” Her voice had gone as wooden as her features. “We all agreed it was crucial he come of his own volition.”
“All right, Gabriella.”
“All I know about him is that he is in the risk containment business.” She shot him a quick glance. “And that he is very good at his job.”
The skinny guy by the far wall muttered, “Oh wow.”
The blonde lady muttered, “Can you believe this?”
The dark-skinned guy let out a soft, “Assombroso. Chocante.”
The words, Charlie knew, were Portuguese. Which meant the guy was probably Brazilian.
Byron said to Gabriella, “Perhaps he lied.”
“Why should he? He doesn’t even know why we needed him to come.”
“And you found him where?”
“The community center. Exactly as I—” Gabriella clamped down on whatever she had started to say. “I think we should start now.”
“Just a moment.” Byron turned back to Charlie. “Is there any reason why I shouldn’t know your name?”
“Charlie Hazard.”
“Excellent. We’re making progress. Mr. Hazard, would you like to sit down?”
“I’m good, thanks.”
“We are conducting a series of experiments. We want you to participate as a subject.”
“That’s not true at all.” Gabriella flashed genuine irritation. She said to Charlie, “The reason you need to participate is because it is the only way you will ever understand.”
“Yes, all right. Forgive me, Mr. Hazard. My wife is correct.” The guy was clearly only comfortable when holding center stage. “Most people secretly yearn to pierce the unseen and hear the unspoken. Wouldn’t you agree?”
Gabriella was shaking her head before the guy stopped talking. “Byron, please.”
“No, no, I’m not done. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Hazard, that there is more to reality than what we can detect with our physical senses?”
Beside him, Gabriella crossed her arms and looked at the carpet by her feet. The others held to a respectful silence, their faces careful masks. No question. This guy controlled the company wallet.
“Sure thing.”
“But seldom are we brought face-to-face with this alternate reality. Which is why—”
“Byron. This must wait until we are certain.” She paced the words out in tight little bursts.
The blonde woman said quietly, “Gabriella is right, Byron.”
The handsome guy agreed, “We’ve gone to a lot of trouble to ensure the subject—”
Gabriella chopped the air. “He is not a subject.”
“Children, please. No bickering. Mr. Hazard, I would like to make you a proposition. What we are doing here is highly confidential and cutting edge. But it is also an experience we have all shared in. I would like to offer you fifty thousand dollars to participate.”
“Will you tell me what’s going on?”
“Sorry, no.”
“Then I can’t agree.”
The entire room exhaled.
“Charlie.” Gabriella waited until he was staring at her to show him the naked appeal. “Will you please do this for me?”
The fact that Charlie even hesitated had the skinny guy on the back wall repeating the words like a mantra. “Oh wow, oh wow, oh wow.”
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Gabriella directed Charlie into the west-facing chamber. She asked him to slip off his shoes and lie down on a narrow hospital bed. The room contained the bed, a chair, and a portable table jammed with electronic gear. The windows facing the lobby were one-way glass. Charlie stared at the mirror and disliked how the eight other people could observe him unseen. Actually, it was only six, because Gabriella remained in the room with him, and the handsome guy had moved into the adjoining room, one clearly designed as a monitoring station. He was now seated behind a curved metal desk containing a vast array of electronic equipment. Charlie’s bed was positioned so he could look through the side partition and watch the guy prepare.
Gabriella said, “I can close the drapes if you wish.”
“Is it important that they watch?”
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t know?”
“Perhaps. Yes, perhaps it is important. That is, if you . . .” Gabriella sighed. “I hate this.”
“Why can’t you talk to me?” When she responded with another sigh, he lowered his voice and asked, “Is it Byron?”
“No.” At least she was definite about that.
The guy in the next room slipped on a headset, then leaned forward and tapped on the glass. When Gabriella looked over, he pointed to his earphones and shook his head. Gabriella turned her back to the side room and went on, “Before I came to find you in Satellite Beach, I set up a series of parameters.”
The guy in the next room was clearly not happy with being unable to hear what Gabriella was saying. He tapped on the window. Louder this time.
Charlie liked how the lady focused on him and ignored the other guy. It was something from his teenage years, he knew that. This lady occupied a plane of existence so far above his own she might as well have been breathing different air. But still.
He asked, “These parameters have to do with me?”
“Partly.” She lifted a strap. “This waist belt is not necessary. But I would like to use it with you because it has been a part of the process from the beginning. If it makes you uncomfortable, we can dispose of it.”
“First tell me again that we are safe up here.”
“The elevators are locked down. All the other access ports are electronically sealed. The exit doors are solid steel. We are safe, Charlie.”
He drew his arms in close to his body. “Either I trust you or I don’t.”
It was an odd thing to say. Once the words were out, Charlie almost wished he had not spoken. Then she smiled, and all his concerns just faded to grey.
The handsome guy stripped off his headset, stormed out of the chamber, opened their door, and snapped, “If you don’t hit the switch, how am I supposed to monitor the process?”
Gabriella was too busy cinching the belt around Charlie’s waist to look over. And Charlie was too busy smelling the closeness of her.
The guy didn’t like that either. He slapped a switch by the doorway and said, “Why don’t we try and keep this on a professional level.”
She waited until the door sighed shut to ask, “Are all men such children?”
“You’re the pretty lady. I should be asking you.”
She studied him. “Are you the least bit nervous?”
“Not really. No.”
“What we just went through, that does not leave you unsettled?”
Charlie was not used to discussing his internal world with others. But there was something about this woman that invited confidences. “A professional learns to deal with the adrenaline rush. It comes, it goes. Your performance level can’t suffer. Not and survive.”
She released a long breath, so close Charlie could taste its flavor. “I always considered myself a professional. Now I am not so sure.”
The handsome man’s voice boomed from the loudspeaker overhead. “Can we please get on with it?”
“We must establish a level of calm first.” She looked at the window then. “Isn’t that one of the parameters we agreed upon?”
The guy simply said, “Rolling.”
Gabriella looked down at Charlie strapped to the narrow bed. “I am glad it was you I came to meet tonight, Charlie Hazard.”
She rolled the end of his bed around so that he could no longer see the side window and the guy beyond. She then dimmed the room’s lights, returned to his side, and used the bed’s controls to elevate his head slightly. “Are you comfortable?”
“I might fall asleep.”
“That is what we want. Not that you sleep, but that you are in a restful state.” She rolled the table over and lifted a tangle of cables. “We like to monitor the EKG and heart rate of our subjects. But if you prefer, we can make an exception in your case.”
“I don’t mind.”
“Thank you.”
She had substituted a white lab coat for her dark jacket. Her hair was bundled so tightly it accentuated the astonishing curve to her eyes. Charlie knew he shouldn’t use her proximity to stare. But every time he looked away, his eyes were dragged back.
Her voice maintained its gentle tone, probably to help him relax. But the result was an intimacy that not even all the unseen observers could break. “The parameters go far beyond you directly, Charlie Hazard. That is one reason why I do not want to explain. This is all very new to us as well, you see. Can you open your shirt, please?”
The belt across his chest made the motions clumsy. “Are you a scientist?”
“My background is in experimental psychology. Before this, I only worked with rats. Some days I wish I had never . . .” She stopped in the process of peeling the back off a monitor pad and stared at the scar tissue lacing his chest and upper abdomen. “Dio mio.”
“It’s okay.”
She used a square of sandpaper to lightly abrade the skin of his chest, applied the pad, then connected it to another thin wire. “I’m sorry. What was I saying?”
“Your research is very new.”
“Actually, we have been working at this project for almost two years now. It is the results that are new.” She checked the monitor pads and wires with professional swiftness, then lifted a syringe. “I want to give you something that will aid you in resting fully.”
“Will you tell me what’s in your injection?”
She had clearly expected the question. “I have written down the solution.” She showed him a folded sheet of paper. “I would like to ask you to please let me put this in your pocket, and that you not read what I have written here until we are done. Will you do that for me, please?”
“Yes. All right.”
She slipped the paper into his shirt, then tied a tourniquet around his right arm. She lifted the syringe and spouted a little stream toward the ceiling. Then she stopped. And she fixed him with her gaze.
All the looks she had given him before were now rolled into one tight bundle. That was how it felt to Charlie. She stared at him with an intensity that he felt in his bones.
She whispered, “Thank you for trusting me, Charlie Hazard.”
What he was thinking was, Follow you anywhere, baby. What he said was, “It was a slow night until you showed up.”
She inserted the syringe and pressed the plunger.

“We’re going to walk through a series of hypnotic suggestions.”
“Whatever you say.”
“Do you pray or practice any form of meditation, Charlie Hazard?”
“Not really.” He watched her unwrap the cord from a set of headphones. “Is that what this is all about?”
“Your questions need to wait, please.”
“All right.”
“Thank you, Charlie.” Gabriella fitted him with padded headphones that covered his entire ears. She then rose to her feet and swept the curtains over both the mirror windows and those over the night beyond the building, sealing them into a fresh-smelling cocoon of concrete and glass. The only persons who could observe them now were in the side alcove.
He heard a door open and close several times, and Charlie assumed the observers had joined the handsome guy. But Charlie’s bed was now pointed away from them. He watched Gabriella fit on a headset, pull the microphone closer to her lips, and say, “Can you hear me all right?”
“Fine.”
She pulled the chair in closer to the side of his bed. She adjusted the table so that she could observe the monitors, but they remained out of his line of sight. She said, “I want you to slip your arms and hands inside the waist belt.”
“All right.”
Gabriella crossed her legs and held a clipboard in her lap. But she did not appear to be reading from it. “This is not a safety issue. It is actually part of the experience. You will understand when we conclude the process.”
Part of his mind was connecting the dots, hearing her carefully chosen words. Experience and process. Not experiment. Not risk. Not threat.
But the largest part of his attention remained focused upon the beautiful woman seated close enough to touch, talking to him through earphones that heightened the spice of her accent. It felt as though Gabriella’s voice was licking his brain.
Charlie decided it had to be the injection.
Gabriella said, “Close your eyes, please.”
“Can you tell me what is going to happen?”
“No. Part of the experience is having no expectations whatsoever.” She was responding from rote. Her voice adapted a steady monotone now. The scientist. The pro. “I am going to count down from eight to one. When I arrive at one, you will be floating in a state of pure alert relaxation. I am beginning now. Eight. Seven. Six. You are beginning to float upon a calm, warm sea. Five. You are leaving behind any stresses and concerns you might have brought in with you. Four. You are perfectly safe. Three. You are completely relaxed, and you remain utterly alert. Two. Your mind is refreshed and entirely engaged, and your body is totally relaxed. One. You float in a state of total repose. Can you hear me, Charlie?”
“Yes.”
“You will remain relaxed and calm and completely safe throughout this experience. You will remember everything that happens with absolute clarity. You will hear all that I say and do what I ask. You will remain in complete control at all times. If you feel any sense of discomfort, you will immediately return to full awake state. Do you understand me, Charlie?”
“Yes.”
“All right. I am going to start the process now. Are you ready, Charlie?”
“Yes.”
“The process is very simple. I am going to play a sound into one ear. This sound is one halftone above middle C on the musical scale. This tone will be embedded into the sound of the rushing wind, which will help you maintain your relaxed state. There is no other sound or tone or message embedded into the process. Do you understand me, Charlie?”
“Yes.”
“Here is the sound.”
For Charlie it was like the room began breathing with him. Calm and steady and very slow. Far off in the distance, a simple, steady tone hummed in his right ear.
“Can you hear the tone, Charlie?”
“Yes.”
“All right. Now I am going to play a second tone into your left ear. This second tone is precisely 1.8 percent of the tonal scale above the first tone. There is no other noise or message embedded into the wind. Here is the second tone. Please tell me what you hear, Charlie.”
“A wave.”
“Very good. When the sounds are this close together, the brain does not hear two tones, but one sound that vibrates in a steady wave. The pattern of this wave is determined by the tonal difference between the two sounds. This means I can make the tone vibrate faster or slower by altering the distance between the two sounds. Do you understand, Charlie?”
“Yes.”
“Excellent. Now listen carefully. Remain utterly alert. I am going to tighten the distance between the two tones. This will heighten the vibration frequency you hear. You will feel yourself being lifted up mentally. This is one of the remarkable phenomena we have learned about the brain, that it is possible to heighten brain activity and slow the physical state, all at the same time. You will allow this to happen, but only so long as you remain entirely comfortable. Remember, Charlie. You are in total control. You may stop this at any time. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
“Are you ready to proceed?”
“Yes.”
“I am beginning to alter the tonal frequency now . . . All right. Tell me what you feel.”
“Higher.”
“Very good. Your heart rate has slowed by thirty-six percent from what it was at normal rest, Charlie. Your breathing has been cut by half. This is entirely normal. Now listen carefully and I will explain what is happening. The brain frequencies are vibrating according to a pattern that reflects the initial stage of what we refer to as higher awareness. We call this the Base Level. Now I am going to insert additional tonal frequencies. These new sounds are calibrated in precisely the same manner as the first. They act in harmony within the mental process, heightening the pattern’s influence upon the brain and your mental state. There is no other subliminal message. These tonal frequencies will act in tandem.”
Charlie heard the wind undergo a dramatic change, as though accelerating from a breeze to a hurricane. He felt a surge of power, calm as a desert dawn yet somehow filled with the majesty of what was about to arrive.
“I am now increasing the frequencies you are hearing, Charlie. I am altering the level now.”
The pattern he was hearing shifted very slightly. Charlie felt his entire being resonate in response.
“Your breathing has now dropped by another twenty percent. Your heart rate is now thirty-seven percent of what it was when we began. Charlie, you remain in complete control. You are utterly alert, and you will remember everything that happens. If you feel any discomfort whatsoever, you will return instantly to full consciousness. We call this Level One. I am now going to alter the frequency again. Are you ready, Charlie?”
“Yes.”
“This is Level Two. From this point on, speech becomes somewhat difficult. Remember, Charlie, you remain in complete control. You may exit the process at any time by simply opening your eyes . . . All right. I am going to alter the frequency again. I am lifting the tonal frequency now. This is Level Three.
“All right, Charlie. I am going to tighten the harmonic frequencies. I am altering it now. This is Level Four.
“I am heightening the tonal frequencies again. I am altering it now. This is Level Five . . . Level Six . . . Level Seven . . . Level Eight. One more level and we are done. I am heightening the tonal frequency now. Level Nine. We have arrived at our destination. Your heart is now beating at a steady thirty-one beats per minute. Your breathing is down to nineteen percent of where it was upon our beginning this process.
“Listen carefully, Charlie. Your body remains in a state of complete rest. Your mind is utterly alert. You are in total control of your situation. You may stop this process at any time by simply opening your eyes. Now I am going to ask you to do something, Charlie. You should only do this if you feel utterly safe.
“I want you to rise up.
“I will count from nine to fifteen. I will make no alteration of the tonal frequency. You are in complete control of this process. You will only do this if you feel utterly safe.
“I am beginning to count now. Nine. Ten. You are lifting up. Rising up. You will hear my voice with utter clarity. Eleven. You are in complete control of this process. Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen.
“All right, Charlie. When I say now, I want you to open your other eyes.
“Open them now.”



4
Charlie awoke to the sound of tapping.
He opened his eyes and was instantly assaulted by full daylight. The sun hit his brain like a hammer. He shielded his eyes and groaned.
The tapping grew louder.
Charlie dry-scrubbed his face with both hands. He risked a second glance and discovered he was in the front passenger seat of another brand-new Range Rover. Only this one was steel-grey, whereas the one Gabriella had driven earlier was green. The seat had been tilted fully back, which had brought his face square into the rising sun.
The tapping sounded like it was chiseling into his brain. He realized a figure was standing by the side window, tapping on the glass with a coin.
Charlie could not figure out how to make the seat work. His hands fumbled about the door and finally found the lever.
Julio opened the door and said, “You slept here all night?”
Charlie groaned, “Where am I?”
“I guess that’s an affirmative.” Julio gripped Charlie’s weaving arm and helped him rise from the car. “Steady, dude.”
Charlie blinked and staggered and would have gone down except for Julio’s firm grip. The young man was grinning hugely. Charlie asked, “How did I get here?”
“You’re asking me?” Julio liked that a lot. “Man, what tricks did that pretty lady lay on your bones?”
Charlie looked down at himself and saw he was wearing his clothes from the night before. His pockets felt heavy. He reached inside and came up with a set of keys, a cell phone, and a charger. “These aren’t mine.”
“What, the lady drugs you, does the dirty, hands you a brand-new eighty-thousand-dollar car and a phone, then leaves you in the parking lot?” Julio laughed out loud. “I got to get me one of those.”
The previous night swam in and out of mental focus. Then he recalled the slip of paper Gabriella had put in his pocket. He fished around again. The handwritten page read, “100cc purified saline solution.”
Charlie asked the already hot day, “She injected me with salt water?”
Julio laughed again. “GBH, more like.”
GBH was street slang for a drug that rendered the user alert but immobile. Charlie slipped the paper back into his pocket. “Coffee.”
“This way, old man. ’Course, it was me, I wouldn’t need no date-rape drug to start my motor. That lady was totally ice.”
Julio slipped a ring of keys from the pocket of his gangsta jeans and unlocked the community center’s front doors. Charlie asked, “Where’d you get those?”
“I been working here a couple of weeks now.” Julio settled Charlie into a chair and propped open the doors. “Minimum wage, man. No great shakes. But hey, I was coming here for free, right?”
Charlie shut his eyes to questions that could definitely wait. The breeze puffing through the open doorway was laced with salt from an onshore wind. He must have drifted off, because the next thing he knew, Julio set a steaming mug on the table in front of him and asked, “You all right, man?”
“I have no idea.”
“I could think of worse ways to go, a lady that fine wearing me out.”
Only as Charlie took his first sip did he notice the wound on Julio’s cheek. A purpling rose encircled a cut that had only recently stopped bleeding. “What happened to you?”
The kid went from sophisticated surfer to sullen teen. “Everything’s cool.”
“Julio. Tell me what happened.”
“My aunt’s taken up with a new guy. He and I, we don’t get along so good.”
“Can you live with your parents?”
“Not unless I get arrested. Again.” He spoke with the studied calm of a guy who’d learned to tamp everything down deep. “Pop’s doing eight to ten at Raiford. My mom’s been gone a long time.”
The kid moved away. Charlie drifted. Awake, but not really there. Circling around the previous evening like a tongue feeling out a sore tooth. Not certain he wanted to press down hard.
The phone in his pocket rang just as Irma entered through the rear doors. She took one look at Julio’s face and said to Charlie, “I need your help moving this kid somewhere safe.”
“Give me a second.” Charlie pulled out the phone that wasn’t his and said, “This is Hazard.”
Gabriella asked, “Are you all right, Charlie?”
He rose to his feet, then needed a second to stop the world from spinning. “A little unsteady.”
“That is to be expected. You have had a psychic shock. I’m sorry we left you in the car. But you were so deep asleep we couldn’t make you respond.”
“You weren’t concerned about safety?”
“No, Charlie.”
He drifted through the community center doors and let the salt air wash over him. “Returning to Satellite Beach without backup, leaving me here exposed, that didn’t worry you?”
“Charlie, there are things you will not fully understand at this point. An associate ascended around the time you and I left the community center. They saw the bikers’ attack, but when they called to warn us, my phone did not respond, probably because it had already happened.”
“Ascended,” Charlie repeated.
“That is our word for what you experienced. My associate then witnessed something more—my driving you back to Satellite Beach and your sleeping in the parking lot. They realized it was important. Why, we don’t know. But you needed to wake up where you now are. So I drove you up in Byron’s car and a team member brought me back.” Her words came in a tight rush. “Please do not ask questions. My answers will only make sense from inside the process. And that will require time we don’t have.”
Charlie thought about the previous evening and decided he had no choice but to extend the trust further still. “Afterward, do all the participants feel like they’re not completely connected to the world?”
“Most do, yes.” Gabriella gave it a beat, then added, “Actually, you are the first person who has entered the experience so unprepared.”
“All you shot in my vein was saline solution?”
“The power of suggestion in such circumstances is well documented. If a person thinks they are receiving a drug, the hypnotic effect is heightened.”
“Why didn’t you tell me what was going on?”
“Two reasons. First, I did not want my hopes to influence your base experience.”
“Your hopes,” Charlie repeated.
“Why should that surprise you? Of course I hoped your experience would match my expectations. And second, it was part of the boundaries we established before I drove to Satellite Beach and met you.”
As she spoke, the night returned to Charlie in vivid clarity. Gabriella had permitted him to remain in the state she called Level Fifteen for less than thirty seconds. Just long enough to open his other eyes and find himself looking down at his own body.
His vision had been vague, like a dream sequence, yet far sharper. Charlie had hovered by the outer windows, up near the ceiling. He had observed himself lying in the narrow hospital bed. He had seen how she had taped the heart monitor so that it rested on normal skin, off his chest scars. Gabriella had been intently focused upon the computer screen. She waited for a long moment, shooting glances at his body and then returning her gaze to the screen.
Then she told him to enter the chamber behind his bed.
She spoke the instructions in the same natural calm that she had said everything else. And he did precisely as she asked.
He had no sensation of passing through walls. One moment he was in the chamber above his bed, then she spoke, and instantly he was next door. The change was so swift it was almost as though he had moved before she had spoken. As though he knew what she was going to say. Which, of course, was impossible.
Almost as unachievable as moving through solid walls. Without his body.
Gabriella then spoke into his disembodied brain.
At this point, Charlie had been hovering up near the ceiling of the other chamber. Through the observation window, he saw her lips move. He heard her voice speak to the body now lying in a slightly elevated position, such that all he could see was the top of his head.
His head.
Gabriella said, “Look for a number written on the page beside the computer keyboard.”
She gave him a moment, then told him to return to his body. He heard the words spoken through the earphones even though he was looking through a glass pane at the bed holding his body. Hovering above seven people clustered behind the monitor station. At the time, the experience had seemed almost logical.
Charlie returned to the room and drifted down and in and heard her count him back down through the levels. He had actually felt the vibrations gradually shift through the sequence in reverse, returning him to Base Level. Her final instructions had been for him to wake up, listen to what she had to say, and then walk to the car, where he would fall into a deep sleep. He would sleep all night, and when he woke up he would remember everything.

Charlie walked over and leaned against the Range Rover’s front fender. The breeze and the morning light helped anchor him to reality. “What I saw of the monitoring room was a little unfocused, like a half-finished dream.”
“Your vision clarifies with practice. We need to leave that for later. Do you remember the final point we discussed last night?”
“Yes.”
When they had left the chamber, Charlie had crossed the foyer under his own steam, but Gabriella kept a hand on his arm just the same.
The handsome guy’s name was Brett. Charlie remembered that now, how Brett had come forward and ordered him to tell them what the number was. Pushing at him with his voice. Gabriella called Brett by his name and told him to back off. Brett simply demanded again, “Did you read the number?”
Charlie’s tongue felt too thick for his mouth as he replied, “Nine-one-eight-eight.”
The others had smiled, and the geek had traded a high five with the Brazilian. Only Brett and Gabriella’s husband had not looked pleased.
“Charlie?”
He remembered how Gabriella had then pulled him away from the group. She had asked the Tibetan lady to follow them in a second vehicle. When they were alone in the elevator, Gabriella had spoken to him. She had used a tone he had not heard before, soft and urgent and perhaps a little frightened.
Charlie recalled, “You said the protocols demanded that I proceed through the process knowing nothing at all.”
“Very good, Charlie. Do you understand the term protocol?”
“Probably not the way you mean it.” Charlie’s boss had used the term a lot. Before meeting with new clients, Major General Curtis Strang always warned his team to maintain proper protocol at all times. What Strang meant was, they should never offend the power guys.
Gabriella said, “In order to have a successful experiment, you must first define the boundaries. A scientist begins her research by establishing a controlled environment. Strict limitations are set on the stimuli you introduce. You develop a method for measuring both the stimuli and the subject’s response. All of these taken together are the experiment’s protocol.”
“Last night you said I wasn’t in an experiment.”
“No, Charlie, I’m sorry, but you’re wrong. What I said was, your experience in the lab was not part of our trials. You were not participating as a test subject. But what brought you to us was definitely part of our experiment. And for that I had to establish protocols. Otherwise the others would not allow me to introduce an outsider. Especially one with, well . . .”
“My dark side.”
“Are you so very dark, Charlie?”
“My wife thought so.”
“You are married, then.”
“I was. She died. Three years ago.”
“I’m so sorry, Charlie. Very, very sorry.” She hesitated, then said, “Every answer you give me only brings up more questions.”
“So the protocol requires me to be completely out of the loop.”
“For now, yes. It is only temporary.”
“Until when?”
“You have a juncture arriving.”
“Excuse me?”
“Did I use the wrong word? A big choice. We all do. Different choices that may or may not bring us together again. But I hope you decide to join us, Charlie. I think we may need you very soon.”
“Are you in trouble, Gabriella?”
“Your turning comes very soon. Right or left. You must choose between the safety of your current life and the risk of a complete unknown.”
Charlie started to tell her that his life contained more than enough dangers already, then let it drop. “Are you a fortune-teller too?”
“I told you, Charlie. I am an experimental psychologist. How I know is only important if you decide to help us.”
“So what do I do, come back to the hospital?”
“We have left the lab and will never return. That was the objective behind the protocols, Charlie. That was why I had to be so careful about what I said. The others accepted our need to depart, despite all the wonderful elements that surrounded us. But only if last night you came with me and refused payment and then took part in the process and succeeded in reading the number.” She hesitated, then added, “So far, only about ten percent of all subjects are successful at what you have accomplished, no matter how we prepare them. And none on their first trial run.”
“Why so few?”
“It is a good question, Charlie. You may ask me that if we ever meet again. Right now, what you must understand is that my team faces its own juncture. In order for them to accept the danger I have seen, it was vital that you accomplished the impossible. Everything had to happen precisely as I had laid out to my team, before I drove down and met you and brought you back to our lab. Because you were successful, the others have agreed that the rest of what I said was also true.”
“That you’re in danger.”
“That we had to leave the lab.”
“My doing the impossible was a sign.”
“A vital indicator of direction, yes.” She hesitated a moment, and Charlie had the impression there was much more she wanted to say. Instead, Gabriella told him, “If you choose not to join us, that is all you will ever know. One of my team will call you in thirty-six hours. Do not try to contact me in the meantime. If you decide not to assist us, throw away the phone. It is safer for both of us if you do not use it again.”
“What about the car?”
“You will need it very soon.”
“Say again?”
“Take this as your final bit of evidence that what I say is very real. We are in danger. Soon we will need your protection. Good-bye, Charlie Hazard. I am so very glad we met. Very, very glad. And so very sorry if this is indeed our farewell.” She was silent a long moment, then whispered, “Unless you choose to become my dark knight.”
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