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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   Superpowers are overrated. I’m not invulnerable. Bullets and lasers can hurt me. I can’t fly like a jet. I can’t bend a steel rod, unless it’s soft pig iron. But I can ‘jump’ or teleport to anyplace I want to be. However, it has to be a place I’ve visited. And I can move stuff from one place to another like a leaf moving on the wind. The books call that levitation. Big deal. Mind reading is a pain, something I’ve done my best to block. It hurts actually. My eyes are normal, not heat ray powered. Though I can see really good in the dark thanks to the warmth from living bodies. My hearing is mostly normal, but I can hear a bird chirping from a mile away. Maybe that’s special. I like breathing, so I can’t live in outer space. And I have no friends, family or anyone but me.
 
   Once, when I was four, I saw the clouds in the sky. Something inside me wanted to touch a cloud. Before I knew it, there I was up close to the bottom of a puffy white cloud. I touched it, then realized I was falling. It was a long way down. Somehow I ended up back in our basement playroom. The place with books and toys where I usually felt safe from everyone else. Even my parents. After that, I learned to be very careful about feeling impulses. I could have died when I was just four.
 
   At five I caused a fire in my Mom’s kitchen. I’d seen the stove’s gas burners and thought it would be fun to make fire happen in the sink. I was alone then, while my Mom was out hanging clothes on a line in the backyard. The yellow flame scared me. Before I knew it, the water knob had turned on and water fell from the faucet onto the globe of flame, putting it out. Years later I learned that was called pyrokinesis, or causing fire at a distance. Turning on the water knob without touching it was called psychokinesis or telekinesis. I admit to having fun mind-tossing rocks at the squirrels in a nearby tree.
 
   First grade was when I learned other kids could not do what I could. Reading the answers to a simple math question by reading the numbers in my teacher’s mind was easy. Then I learned adults were suspicious of what they could not explain. She thought I’d looked at her answer book in her desk. She insisted I use pencil and paper to show her how to do a simple multiple addition. I couldn’t. That gave me my first experience of being punished for being different.
 
   Being different was bad. That’s what first grade taught me. But when I first heard the story of Jesus walking on water during a reading of Mark’s gospel at the local Unitarian church attended by my parents and me, it made me wonder if Jesus had been like me. Born with strange abilities.
 
   Running faster than other kids, jumping farther and being the first to catch a soccer ball made me unpopular with the other kids at Aspen Elementary. I didn’t know I was ‘jumping’ myself through the air in order to win the race or catch the ball. Other kids and the grownups said I ran like a blur. Later on in junior high, when I ran in races, I learned how the human mind creates an ‘explanation’ for things people see that they do not understand. Made me glad there were no cameras or smartphones in the play yard. But being unpopular taught me the simplest lesson of my life so far—only behave the way I see other people behaving. That included making good grades and being smart, which the Los Alamos school system focused on a lot, due to so many parents being scientists who worked at the nearby national lab. Being smart and getting good grades were easy for me. What was hard was making friends. I always felt like an outsider, due to the abilities I had to keep secret. It didn’t feel good hiding away a part of myself that I thought was pretty nifty.
 
   My sophomore year on the JV track and field team of Los Alamos High School was normal, not unusual. I made the relay team. We did good in regional meets. But I made sure not to look too different. Even though I’d learned by then how to run faster than a car by levitating myself ahead in short ‘jumps’. But I couldn’t do that in public. Too many smartphones at every field practice. Nor could I do teleportation, like jumping instantly to my favorite camping spot close to Jemez Falls on the East Fork of the Jemez River, northwest of Los Alamos. It’s not good to suddenly disappear in front of people. Though I do admit to walking on the water of the nearby river when I first visited the small meadow spot that was my earliest place to escape to when life got too crazy.
 
   My only girlfriend in high school left me when I shocked her while making love in her parents’ home. We were both naked on her bed, having a good time. When I came hard inside her, the pleasure peak overcame all thought. Before I knew it we were both in the dark basement of my parents’ home, with Mercedes underneath me, her bare back on the cold concrete floor. She yelled. I instantly teleported us back to her bedroom, which was brightly lighted. My effort to explain the sudden darkness and coldness as her orgasm peak just made her look weirdly at me. She shoved me out of her house and I never saw a friendly look from her again.
 
   My Mom knew I was different by the start of first grade. She’d caught me levitating dirty dishes from the dinner table into the kitchen. She sat me down, asked about how I did stuff and mostly I told her what I could do that other kids could not. She frowned, then gave me a happy smile as she said the words “You’re just a superguy, Jeffrey! But don’t tell anyone else what you’ve told me, or let other people see you do stuff. They won’t understand.” During elementary school, she guided me in how to appear ‘normal’ to other people. But every night she gave me a hug in my bed, kissed me goodnight, and then left to be with my Dad. I loved her a lot.
 
   I lost my Mom late in my senior year at LAHS. That left me with my physicist Dad, who pushed me to attend the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque. I went four years there, living in a campus dorm, doing nothing unusual and earned a degree in information technology. He attended my graduation and gave me one of his rare smiles. It was the last time I saw him smile. Or be alive. On the drive home up Interstate 25, a drunk driver crossed over and hit our car head on. I ended up at the roadside, watching both cars burn in a flaming pile of wreckage, feeling guilty I had not teleported my Dad out with me. But I’d learned by then that I could only teleport other people by touching them or holding them. 
 
   The crash happened so fast that my instinct moved me out of the car faster than I could think to grab my Dad. He died there. The state police said I must have been thrown free, through the open window to the right of my Dad. They didn’t know I’d been seated in the back seat, reading a novel on my kindle. I didn’t tell them otherwise. 
 
   The wreck left me totally alone. I had no aunts or uncles, and my grandparents were all long gone. So I moved to Santa Fe and got a job working at the REI outdoors supplies store in the Railyard section of town, next to the railroad track. It fit with my camping out times and my love of the outdoors.
 
   Now, I work five days a week, pretend an interest in baseball scores and football teams, drink a few beers with my coworkers on Friday night, and laugh at their stories of weird customers. I fit in.
 
   But I feel so alone. So lonely. Why am I the way I am? What kind of life can I ever have? And will any woman ever love me for who I really am?
 
   I don’t know. I just know that having superpowers does not mean I will suddenly teleport to Paris, use mind powers to make terrorists lose their guns, then port them into the Seine River. Maybe I could do that. But then people would see me, cameras would record me and suddenly some dark federal agency would grab me and take me some place to be studied like a lab rat.
 
   So I work at REI, guiding customers to the camping and hiking gear they need to roam the nearby mountains, pretending to be happy at their visit, and then guiding them to the checkout counter at one side of the store. Only fun I ever had there was one weekend when a fifty percent off sale was set and advertised. Suddenly, just minutes after the front glass doors were opened, the store lost all power. Minutes later we learned that all the stores in the Railyard had lost power. So the store shut down, customers outside made faces and I bicycled home, smiling because corporate policy required that I be given a full day’s pay for showing up.
 
   Sometimes, at night just before I go to sleep, I fantasize. I think about teleporting into the vault of my local Wells Fargo bank, opening the locked trays with a crowbar, grabbing cash and jewelry and putting it all in my backpack, then teleporting back to my apartment. Or maybe out to my campsite in the Jemez Falls area until the local newspaper stops running stories about the secret robber of a local bank. Other times I imagine I’m in my Dad’s car and not reading. I see the drunk driver’s car running over the median and heading for us. I reach up, grab my Dad’s shoulder and teleport us both out of the car and to the grassy hillside where I ended up in real life. 
 
   Life. I live, Dad doesn’t, nor does my Mom. Why? Why am I the way I am? Am I a mutant, a genetic shuffle of the deck that became me? Or did my Mom and Dad’s exposure to radioactive waste while hiking a nearby Los Alamos canyon affect them and cause them to have a son like me? Don’t know that either. Just know that my Mom, years later, told me about those hikes they took when they first worked at Los Alamos National Laboratory. She said they had been caught by lab security while hiking in what was called Area G. They got washed down, decontaminated, their clothing taken from them and written reprimands were entered into their lab files. But they never got sick and pretty soon no one at the lab brought up their escapade.
 
   Time to stop writing. My depression counselor told me to begin writing a journal about my life and my experiences with my parents. I’m doing that. But writing doesn’t change anything. Why should I live when my parents don’t? What use am I to anyone else when I’m afraid to be my real self? Or is there a chance I can put my superpowers to good use? To help people the way my Mom hoped would happen.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Special Agent Janet Van Groot sat back from her computer screen, lifted her arms high and stretched. No one looked her way or said a thing. Her work station cubbyhole on the fourth floor of the J. Edgar Hoover building in downtown D.C. was not a desirable location, unlike the deputy director level offices with private outside porches. Two months earlier, fresh from training at Quantico, she had been assigned to the intelligence unit, Counterintelligence Division of the National Security Branch of the FBI, and given the dumb job of monitoring the adult children of nerds who worked at the national laboratories. Places like Lawrence Livermore, Oak Ridge, Argonne, Sandia and Los Alamos National Laboratory. At the time, she’d asked her boss, a Mormon elder who hailed from Provo, what was the point? It was the adults now or recently working at the labs who posed a risk of selling nuke or cyber secrets to the Chinese, Russians or Iran. Not their kids.
 
   The six foot six man, who always wore a black Brooks Brothers suit, blue tie and antique spectacles rather than contacts, had peered at her across their table in the eighth floor cafeteria and given her a patient look.
 
   “Miz Van Groot, you are new here. Perhaps someday you will advance to work in our sister section, the Intelligence Branch.” His patronizing tone had made her clench her fists on her lap, below the table rim. The bald-headed bastard had no reason to act so superior. “You are assigned the social media, public behavior and private behavior monitoring of the adult children of current or former lab workers exactly because they may have observed some parental behavior that involved contact with a foreign agent. People your age are used to chatting loosely on social media places like Twitter, Snapchat, Facebook and the like.” His frown betrayed his opinion of those normal chit-chat venues. “Yes, there are thousands of such adult offspring. Yes, the work is tedious. But so is the collection of fingerprints from bomb blast sites. Our analysts review many prints in order to find the vital print or prints. Just as our video analysts review mediocre images from building security cameras.” He gave her a smile that barely moved his clean-shaven face. “Your assignment is the kind of background detective work that might reveal a foreign agent before the branch’s executive assistant director gets a call from the bureau’s associate deputy director, demanding to know why we didn’t prevent the latest bombing or theft of a weapons design. Understand?”
 
   “Yes sir, I understand,” she had replied, holding back on her opinion of the man. It was clear this fossil did not like women in special agent positions, let alone a woman who had completed a thesis on industrial espionage. “May I seek assistance from other members of our branch, the bureau’s other branches, maybe even the National Counterintelligence and Security Center?”
 
   The man had grimaced. “Judgment, young lady! Learn some judgment. A new special agent does not go roaming into the inner workings of other national security agencies without explicit proof of a national security violation.” Joshua Lederberg picked up his glass of lemonade, took a sip and looked sharply at her. “Of course you may request assistance from anyone within our branch. Contact with parties outside the branch, but within the agency, happens only with my permission. Contact with outside agencies like the NSA, DIA or NCSC is only done with the approval of Executive Assistant Director Michael Wambach of the NSB.”
 
   She nodded quickly. “Certainly sir! I do understand our chain of command.” The man put down his lemonade, looking thoughtful. “Will there be a chance for a field visit to any of the labs I am monitoring? At the academy I trained under the special agent who led the team that arrested Liew and Maegerle. He taught me the value of being in the field so that—”
 
   “You are here solely because of that training by Special Agent McPherson,” Lederberg interrupted. “And also thanks to your thesis on industrial espionage and ways to detect it. Field assignments are given out on the basis of the agency’s needs. As you know, there are two operations units within our division. If one of them requests your assistance, I might consider loaning you out. Depending on the progress you make in reviewing the lab offspring files.” He looked at his iWatch. “Lunch is over. Should you not head back to work on those files?”
 
   “Of course, sir,” Janet had said, standing up. “Thank you for your counsel. I will apply myself diligently to reviewing the databases on laboratory adult children.”
 
   “See that you do.” The man stood up, turned away and then headed for another bald-headed man whom he hailed with a casual “Joe!”
 
   That had been two months ago. Now, sitting in front of her large screen computer, where the Classified PDF file of all laboratory offspring held page after page of names, ages, locations and photos, she told herself the job she was doing was indeed important. In 1995 or earlier, China had stolen the design for the W-88 thermonuclear warhead, a design created in Los Alamos. The prime suspect in the theft was Wen Ho Lee, a computer scientist working on nuclear weapons designs. His Chinese wife had been invited to a high level computer conference in China, which he attended with her. He was later indicted by the Justice Department and pled guilty to mishandling Classified data. The man then sued Justice and received a $1.9 million settlement for the leaking of his name to the news media. But Janet knew there was more to Chinese spying at Los Alamos. The Lee case and the later bureau arrests and prosecutions of Chi Mak and Greg Chung were the reason she was now reviewing the social media history of Gloria Chén. She was the grown daughter of Hui and Jiang Chén, two current Los Alamos National Lab employees. Gloria was the 297th name on Janet’s list, in alphabetical order.
 
   “Screw this,” she whispered to herself. “Let’s see what’s at the bottom of the list.”
 
   Janet reached up and finger-flipped the PDF to its last page. There were several youths with W names. No X, Y or Z names, thank the Goddess. Last in line was a Jeffrey Montgomery Webster, age 23, six feet three inches, 160 pounds, single, now living in Santa Fe, New Mexico. The file photo of the young man showed him to be lanky with straight black hair, blue eyes and wide shoulders. Kind of attractive in a way. The image was a year old, taken at his college graduation from UNM. He wore a nice blue suit in the picture. The LANL initials next to his name ID’d him as someone whose parents had worked at the lab. She reached up and touched the blue Bio line below his name. A new window opened to the left of the PDF listing.
 
   “Only son of John and Elaine Webster,” she murmured to herself, taking care to mask her voice from hearing by the other work stations of the intelligence unit. 
 
   Very interesting. While the pic showed Webster as black-haired, earlier images of him showed him with red hair. Unusual since the images of both parents showed them to be black-haired people. Was he ashamed of being a redhead? Was he a de novo genetic mutation since redheads are not normally the offspring of black-haired people? He had the blue eyes associated with North European redheads. But his skin was not milky-white or pale, unlike the skin of most redheads. He actually showed a mild tan in his college photo. Which made her wonder whether young Webster would have any of the health limitations associated with red hair, like increased pain sensitivity and skin cancer likelihood. But red hair was a recessive trait caused by the gene MC1R, she recalled from her college genetics studies. Which made him an unusual redhead, in view of his physical variations from the standard pattern.
 
   She frowned as she looked below the parental images, each marked Deceased. The father had worked in the Chemistry and Metallurgy Research Facility building of the Plutonium Science and Manufacturing section of the Weapons Programs division. He held a Q clearance with TS//RD and SCI annotations. He’d been assigned to the X Division of the lab. Webster senior had passed his most recent SSBI review. The mother had been employed doing database management at the Chief Information Officer’s building. Her DOE clearance was L level with S//FRD annotation. She’d passed her last Periodic Reinvestigation. The father held a Ph.D. in nuclear physics while the mother had earned a master’s in information technology. More interesting, both parents had traveled overseas several times, taking young Jeffrey with them on later trips. She tapped on the blue Details line for the parents. Another window opened to the right.
 
   Those trips had included visits to London, Paris, Tokyo, Rome, Florence, Geneva, Berlin before the collapse of the German Democratic Republic, and a visit to Prague of the old Czechoslovakia, back when that nation was part of the Warsaw Pact. While the trips were listed as international nuclear physics conferences, where the father often gave approved papers, still, either parent could have been approached in Prague or Berlin. Or even Geneva, in view of that city’s status as the host of the European headquarters of the United Nations. There were plenty of spy-type people attached to embassies in Geneva. 
 
   A radiation icon beside the names of both parents caused her to tap it.
 
   “Damn!” she muttered, then looked up to see if any co-worker had noticed her blurting of an expletive. Her cubbyhole occupied one corner of the inner work space of the fourth floor. To her left and right ran open walkways that separated the outer rim of offices and the inner cluster of work stations occupied by analysts like herself. Across from her were three work stations with open entries. The work space of her friend Helen Watanabe was dark. Helen was off today. To the right sat heavyset Richard Daunton, a young Mormon who clearly aimed to please their boss Joshua. To the left was trim, athletic Joshua Donohue, a former high school quarterback whose high grades at Purdue had earned him the attention of bureau recruiters. Joshua was leaning forward, his attention focused on his own large flatscreen, fingers tapping on his keyboard. Neither Joshua nor Richard looked her way. Taking a deep breath, she looked back to her own screen and focused on what had surprised her.
 
   The rad icon had taken her to a Medical Records window that covered both parents of Jeffrey Webster. It indicated that the two adults had gone hiking in a nearby canyon and had wandered into a part of the lab’s Area G, one of the zones where transuranic wastes had been dumped from WWII and Cold War weapons research. This Area G held dispersed plutonium residues and other heavy elements that came from plutonium pit production work at the lab’s building PF-4. Both parents had breathed in contaminated air and had residue on their clothing, according to a note from the 80s. They’d gone through decontamination and reprimands had been entered into their lab personnel files. Strangely enough, neither parent had signed up for medical assistance like that offered to Downwinders who’d been rad exposed during nuke bomb tests in Nevada, or to rad emissions at the Hanford, Washington nuke production facilities. Why not? 
 
   Janet tapped the Details line and scanned their medical records. The mother Elaine had died from cervical cancer during Jeffrey’s senior year at high school, while the father had been killed by a drunk driver just after the youth’s graduation from UNM college in Albuquerque. She tapped closed the parental med window, then the parental work history window and went to the image of Jeffrey Webster. She tapped open his Medical Records page.
 
   A healthy young man with no serious illnesses or injuries was reported. He’d gotten measles at a young age and had fractured his left forearm at age six. No indication of opiate use after the casting of the arm. And the guy still had his appendix. She winced at her own memory of the pain of having it removed. Sitting up too quickly after her operation had pulled on the stitches. Still, she was back home within a day after that operation. This Webster youth had never been operated on or admitted to a hospital. She tapped shut the youth’s Med page and tapped open his Social and Education icons.
 
   Strange. Jeffrey Webster had never opened his own Facebook page, unlike scores of his fellow supersmart students at Los Alamos High School. Nor had he ever been on Snapchat or any of the other online socializing pages like 4chan, 8chan and Redditt. He did have a Twitter account that had little info on it. But . . . she tapped a Tracking icon on her screen . . . he had maintained his parents’ Facebook page. There were no new entries on that page since his father’s death. But her Tracking worm said young Jeffrey visited his parents’ Facebook page a few times each week, using a four year old Vaio laptop.
 
   She tapped the computer icon and sent her worm to the Vaio. Jeffrey’s computer history showed regular visits to BBC Online, other news sites, local forest and state park info sites, some online shopping on Amazon for tools, outdoor gear and a watch, but no personal emails to friends or fellow graduates of the high school. Nor were there any chat links to UNM, where he’d earned a B.Sc. in information technology. So he knew the basics of computers. Another icon tap told her the guy did not own a normal Android or iPhone, but possessed only the simplest Kyocera cell phone. Its location signal was operational, she saw. Cell phone towers in Santa Fe showed the phone location as downtown, near his work place at the REI retailer. 
 
   What were his social activities from high school onward?
 
   Almost nothing. He’d taken a Mercedes Johnson to his high school prom, then a month later they had broken up, according to an entry from the analyst who had compiled the PDF listing of lab adult children. No girlfriend since then. No online accessing of porn sites. No computer roaming of dating sites like Match, eHarmony, Tinder, OkCupid or Zoosk. Hmmm. What did he do for a sex life? She knew from her own college years that young men of Jeffrey’s age were hormonally driven sex seekers. Yet he had no girlfriend, let alone a wife. Was he penniless? She tapped the Tracker icon.
 
   No. His only credit card was from Wells Fargo in Santa Fe, the bank into which his REI paycheck was electronically deposited. Plus a debit card. There were no other Visa, American Express or MasterCard accounts for him. His Social Security survivors benefits from his mother’s death had ended at age 19. Had his parents accumulated a secret pile of money that he had inherited? She tapped the Income icon within the Social page. Then she ordered her tracking worm to open the youth’s checking and savings accounts at the bank.
 
   A total of $1,473 showed in his savings account, while his checking account showed a recent payroll deposit. That moved his checking account to a total of $1,193. Enough to pay his $800 monthly rent at an older condo apartment complex. And enough for food and utilities if he ate simply. 
 
   Too basic to be believed.
 
   She sat back from her screen, thinking over what she had learned about Jeffrey Montgomery Webster. 
 
   He was a loner, with no aunts or uncles listed. His parents had no other children. He’d earned top grades in elementary and junior high school, then in high school his grades had dropped to Bs and a few As. His intelligence report from seventh grade showed him with an IQ of 148. Highly gifted, she recalled from her college psych class report on the Stanford-Binet Fifth Edition testing scheme. He’d visited nine foreign countries with his parents, plus trips in the US to the Grand Canyon, Empire State Building, St. Louis, Yellowstone National Park, the Houston space center and other parks and national forests. He’d never been to Moscow or Beijing or Tehran. The sale of his parents’ home had gone to pay off debts of his father, after the man’s highway death. Both parents had been the high IQ types common in Los Alamos, and their son had done well at local schools. Except for the slight drop in grades in high school. Why had that happened? He had the brains to make the National Honor Society. But he’d never joined any of the debate or AP classes at his school. Curious. She tapped on the Social icon.
 
   He’d attended the Los Alamos Unitarian Church with his parents, another factor common among lab scientists. And at present he worked as a retail clerk for the REI business in Santa Fe, a larger city not far from Los Alamos. She’d noticed on his Social page that Jeffrey had attended the local Buddhist temple several times, then had attended talks by some local gurus and self-proclaimed shamans. But he’d never become a rabid follower of any social or religious group. All right. But why did she have a feeling in her gut that something was not right about one Jeffrey Webster? He was not just loafing around like so many of her generation, hoping to win the lottery or get assigned the dream job they never earned by hard effort. He worked. He paid his bills. He used his cell phone for local calls, nothing international. There were no calls to a secret girlfriend. He had never written a letter to the editor. His senior year UNM thesis had been focused on the International Genome Project and the computerization of the resulting genetic data. There was nothing illegal or suspicious in his recorded activities. That in itself made her wonder about him. Why hadn’t this supersmart young man moved into a real career?
 
   She sighed to herself. Jeffrey was less controversial than Gloria Chén, who had graduated from LAHS the same year he had. Like many young people who’d grown up in Los Alamos, she was very smart and highly competitive in school activities. And she had earned a UNM degree in COBOL programming and gone on to work at Honeywell in Albuquerque, doing computer database tweaking. She had a future ahead of her. This Jeffrey did not. Why not?
 
   Well, she really wanted to get out into the field. Was the puzzling history of this Webster youth a basis for asking her girlfriend Beverly in the Terrorist Screening Center for an outside assignment? Maybe she could travel to Los Alamos and investigate Webster for potential foreign agent knowledge. His parents’ overseas travels were more controversial than the travels of Chén’s parents. Then again, it was common for most national lab employees to travel overseas to scientific conferences. And a third of the adult employees had prior service in the Air Force, Army or Navy. Not so for Webster’s parents. They had both grown up in a small town in Iowa, gone to undergrad and then graduate school in that state, been a couple since starting college, then had waited until the mother was 30 to have their first and only child. Not so unusual in today’s world. But the parents had been children of the 60s and 70s, the era of Hippies and political rebels. Yet they were both listed as Independent voters. Which made them unusual for the early 80s, when they’d first gone to work at Los Alamos. What else was unusual about young Webster’s parents?
 
   That was it. The parents. Their son was so bland socially that she could not justify a field trip to check him out. But his parents, now, with their visits to Prague, Berlin and Geneva, those visits she could highlight in her analytical report. Beverly owed her a favor, thanks to the tip she’d passed on to her friend. There had been a Russian woman scientist who’d entered the US on a visitor’s visa, then had overstayed her visa. Janet had been roaming outside of her lab datafiles and had taken note of the Immigration and Customs Enforcement visa entry records. One cold day in March she’d noticed the lack of an exit record for the Russian woman. Her heads-up to Beverly had enabled the operations people in her girlfriend’s section to track the Russian, document her visits to Brookhaven and the Princeton Plasma Physics lab, and catch her in cell phone chats with American scientists asking for access to the lab computers, supposedly for research purposes. The Russian had been arrested, then deported after State lodged a complaint with the Russian embassy in D.C. Beverly owed her.
 
   Janet touched on the Word icon and began typing her Analysis report on the strange activities of Elaine and John Webster, former employees of Los Alamos National Laboratory, and the potential for foreign agent contacts with them. She smiled to herself. She would get around Lederberg one way or another!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   The REI break room was empty. I walked over to my locker, opened it and pulled out my lunch bag. Then I grabbed an empty chair and sat at the lunch table. My lunch bag held a diet pop, a ham and cheese sandwich, and some chewy meat strips that were not made with sheep brains. Paying attention to the contents of food containers is a lesson I learned from my Mom, may her spirit find rest wherever she might be. The lunchroom door creaked open and in walked Billy Jackson, whose retail spot was in the ski equipment section. He’s a skinny guy whose rooster tail hair looks like an old-fashioned Mohawk haircut. Usually he’d a happy-go-lucky guy with a big smile for everyone. Now, he looked distracted, glancing down at his smartphone, then up to the flatscreen TV that was stuck to the wall above the microwave counter. Billy walked over, grabbed the TV control unit off the microwave, aimed it at the screen, clicked it, and came to sit next to me. His lunch pail clanked on the plastic table top as he looked at the TV, waiting for the screen to brighten and show an image.
 
   “Hey Billy. What’s up?” I said, pulling out my diet pop and opening it for a sip.
 
   “Hi Jeff. There’s a terror thing on top of the Empire State Building,” Billy said distractedly, nodding at the TV that now brightened with the CNN logo and a talking head who was soundless thanks to the mute having been set by the prior user. Behind the talker was an aerial image of the round spire on top of the building. Billy aimed the control unit and pressed something. “Let’s hear what they’re saying. My iPhone carried news about three women being held hostage by some guy yelling Allah stuff and ordering other tourists to leave the observation room up top.”
 
   I put down my pop and watched the TV.
 
   “Five minutes ago a bearded man holding a shotgun took captive three women visiting the 102nd floor of the Empire State Building,” said a young blond as the aerial image zoomed in from what appeared to be a news helicopter. “Called the Top Deck, the 102nd floor room is fully enclosed, unlike the open balcony on the 86th floor. The elevator operator is reported to have brought down twelve tourists who had paid for a VIP pass to the building’s topmost floor.”
 
   I woke up at the aerial imagery and the news report. My parents had taken me to the building for my fifteenth birthday as part of a family outing to New York City. 
 
   “File footage of the room at the top of the spire is now displaying,” said the woman, identified at the bottom of the screen as CNN senior domestic reporter Leslee Howden. Behind her part of the video wall showed still footage. The other part of the wall held a moving image. “A live image from local station WABC is also showing.”
 
   “Wow,” said Billy. “Look at that copter shot!”
 
   The copter’s camera person had zoomed in close to the wide windows of the 102nd floor, above which rose the antenna that broadcast TV and FM to all of lower New York state. It was full daylight, though dark rainstorm clouds hovered nearby. One window showed three young to older women pressed up against the window. They were tied to each other by ropes around their necks, with the black tube of a shotgun pushed against the head of the woman closest to a bearded young man who was looking at the hovering copter. The man was speaking into a cell phone, looking angry.
 
   “All floors of the Empire State Building from the 86th floor and above are being evacuated by express elevators,” the CNN woman said, then touched her right ear. “Uh, CNN’s senior terrorism reporter Jack Wilshire is calling in to me. He is just outside the building. Jack, terrorists usually kill everyone when they hit a spot. This guy has taken some hostages. Any idea on why he’s doing this?”
 
   The face of a middle-aged man now appeared to one side of the TV screen even as the copter close-up of the captive women filled the other side of the screen. He stood outside at street level, near the entrance to the Empire State Building. Yellow tape was strung across its entrance and dozens of police and some firemen formed a half circle just outside the yellow tape. Going inside were SWAT types carrying rifles and wearing black combat outfits. Two frowning men in black suits followed them.
 
   “Hello Leslee,” said Wilshire. “My sources in the NYPD tell me the city’s terrorism unit is entering the building. A SWAT unit is also entering to establish control of the building’s interior from the 86th floor and up.” The man stopped talking and looked down at his own smartphone, then up. “Uh, the elevator operator who takes people from the 86th up to the 102nd floor is reported to have told building security that the man yelled ‘Allahu akbar’, pulled a shotgun from under his rain cloak, then tossed a rope around the necks of three nearby women. The operator says the man yelled something about releasing jihadists held by the US.”
 
   Leslee nodded, then touched her left ear. “Jack, thank you. Hold on a minute. My producer is telling me something.” The blond, who wore a green and blue outfit suitable for early fall in New York City, looked up at the studio camera. “More data. A source close to the mayor’s office says the bearded terrorist has threatened to kill one of the women by sunrise tomorrow if all jihadists held in federal jails are not released and put on a plane to Pakistan. Jack, break in if anything new develops at your end. We’re now bringing in senior international reporter Arwa Gillespie who has spent months in the Middle East, talking to both jihadist guerrillas in Syria and to families trapped in the fighting between jihadists and the Syrian government. Arwa, welcome. What do you make of this situation?”
 
   “Damn,” said Billy, lowering the TV sound as the talking head reporter began opining about the situation. He looked my way. “Jeff, your parents worked at Los Alamos, at the lab, right? You got any idea what will happen here?”
 
   I licked my lips, giving silent thanks that our shift supervisor Bridget Hampstead had not made an appearance. She would have ordered us both back to work. This terror scene at a building I’d once visited hit me hard. One of the women resembled my Mom. All three looked badly frightened in the copter close-up.
 
   “Well, when I visited this Top Deck floor, the only way up was by a single elevator,” I said, keeping my eyes on the copter image. “It was an old-style Otis elevator that was manually operated. Which is why it takes an operator to make it work.”
 
   “No automatic elevators?” Billy said, looking puzzled.
 
   “Uh, I think the elevators that service the lower floors, up to the 86th floor, are now automated. But back in 1931, when the Empire State Building was completed, all the elevators had operators,” I said, lifting my pop and taking a sip. “There are no stairs up to the Top Deck floor, nor is there an outside balcony. It’s at the top of the round spire that rises from the building’s 86th floor. The room is fully enclosed. All the windows are sealed. So if this terror guy has forced open the elevator doors and locked it on the 102nd floor, there’s no way to get up there. Until he unfreezes the elevator controls.”
 
   Billy, an Anglo who had grown up in nearby Taos, looked surprised. “You sure know a lot about that place with the hostages. Me, I just thought the only place people could see the city was from that open balcony area with high fences above the stone railing. I’ve seen pictures of that in a movie.”
 
   I nodded, not looking away from the copter image. “That’s the Observation Deck on the 86th floor. It’s got neat Art Deco wall art and a big outside balcony that can hold maybe two hundred people. The Top Deck on the 102nd floor is much smaller. Maybe twenty or thirty people could fit into that room. Which is round since the spire is round. You gotta pay more money for a VIP pass to Top Deck. It’s the topmost level that is open to the public.”
 
   Billy opened his lunch pail and pulled out a meatball sub. He began munching on it, watching the TV and half-listening to the low voices of the two women. “So it’ll be hard for the cops or SWAT people to reach this guy?”
 
   “Very hard,” I said, not mentioning to him the fact there was another floor above Top Deck. It was the 103rd floor and was smaller. Its ceiling was filled with copper tubes holding wiring for the radio and TV transmitters up top. That room was different than Top Deck. Its windows could be opened from the inside, and a glass fronted door gave access to an outside balcony that ran around the entire topmost floor. The balcony’s concrete railing was just waist high and lacked the high metal fencing that protected people on the 86th. Only VIPs and Hollywood celebrities got to visit the 103rd floor, and only in the company of the observatory’s director. The 103rd floor was reached by a stairwell lying behind a door that was close to the elevator. Did the terrorist know about it? Maybe not. And it was clear from how he was pushing the women up against the double-paned windows of the 102nd floor that he wanted them to be seen and the imagery to be broadcast worldwide. “Maybe the cops could climb up the inside of the elevator shaft, starting at the 86th floor. Don’t know. Never asked anyone about that while my parents and I were touring the Empire State Building.”
 
   Billy swallowed a bite of his meatball sub. “Well, you got me beat there. Closest I’ve been to New York is the Gateway Arch in St. Louis.” He looked over to me. “And you sure know a lot about that building. More than I heard in that movie I watched. How come?”
 
   I shrugged, then picked up my ham and cheese sandwich. “Got a good memory. Hard for me to forget things. Helped me in school, you know.”
 
   Billy smiled and looked back to the TV. “Yeah, well, sure wish I could remember ancient stuff like what you’ve been saying. Me, I gotta use a calendar app to be sure I don’t set up dates with two different gals on the same night!”
 
   I chuckled. Billy was a decent guy even if rather shallow in his interests. “Well, I’m not talented at nature photography like you are. We all have something we’re good at.”
 
   “You got that right,” he muttered, putting down his sub and taking a drink from a chocolate milk carton. “Well, let’s hope the cops can find a way to rescue those women before sunrise. Sure wouldn’t want to explain to their families why they all died.”
 
   Memories from my overseas trips with my parents filled my mind. As did my memory of visiting the Gateway Arch in St. Louis with my parents, years ago. “I hope so too. But there is no way this guy will get his jihadist buddies released from jail. The American government never gives in to terrorist demands. Not publicly.”
 
   “So they say,” Billy said, giving a shrug. “Who knows what they do in the dark of night?”
 
   Who indeed?
 
   The three women’s lives were at severe risk. One of them would die in less than fifteen hours, when the sun rose at 6 a.m. in New York. And the place they were being held was a place I had visited. I’d also visited the 103rd floor above Top Deck when my parents got the director to take us all up there. My Dad had mentioned his work at Los Alamos. Turned out the director’s father was a WWII Army grunt who’d been slated to take part in the invasion of Japan in the fall of 1945. Instead, the dropping of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki had saved hundreds of thousands of Allied soldiers from dying or being wounded in a seaborne invasion. The director said he was thankful his father had lived to marry and have kids like him and his sister. So he'd taken us on the VIP tour of the 103rd floor. At the time, I’d heard the chatter and not given it a thought. The history of World War II was something I’d memorized in third grade, before going on to study Einstein’s theory of General Relativity.
 
   Anyway, I knew I could teleport to the 103rd floor and then go down the stairs and access the Top Deck floor. Maybe the guy would be dozing off. But the way he had his shotgun roped to one woman’s neck, with the other two women neck-roped to her, was a sign that any escape effort by any woman would wake him and cause him to pull the trigger of the shotgun. Was that the reason no police sharpshooter had tried a head shot on the man? I knew that a Barret .50 caliber rifle could put a slug long as my hand through the double-paned window and through the bearded guy’s brains. The Barrett’s range was a good mile, so a sniper could take him out, assuming he was in a quiet copter hovering at the same level as the Top Deck floor. Or so I’d learned while hunting with my Dad in the Santa Fe National Forest, near the East Fork of the Jemez River. We’d also camped nearby at the Jemez Falls Campground and taken the forest road south to the picnic area. From there we’d hiked down to the falls. Now, all I had left of him were memories, his .308 hunting rifle and the 1911AI Federal Ordnance semi-automatic pistol he’d taught me to shoot.
 
   The middle-aged woman captive resembled my Mom. Memories of her filled my mind. When Mom learned about my abilities when I was five, she’d told me not to let other people see what I could do. Like teleporting across the playground. She had warned me there was a chance other people might grab me, take me some place and study me like a rat. But later, as I got older, she’d talked about my mind powers and said she hoped I could use them “to do good, to help people in need.” And now, here was a chance to do what my Mom had urged me to do.
 
   Possibilities filled my mind. The Denver REI store, which I’d visited on a training trip, held some stuff I would need after teleporting to New York. And I would have to wait for nightfall so my sudden appearance in the floor above Top Deck wouldn’t be visible to people watching from the news copter or from FBI spotter stations. I’d read a bit about FBI tactics. I was sure there were FBI agents inside the building now. I doubted they would do anything until nightfall. Maybe, just maybe, my superpower abilities could save some lives. I knew that once a police assault on the jihadist guy began, the lives of the three women were at risk. While the FBI was great at rescuing hostages, there were often casualties among bystanders or among the hostages. I stood up.
 
   “Well, I’m heading back to work. Got to put out some new bedrolls.”
 
   Billy grinned. “Worker bee you are! Me, I got ten more minutes to my lunch break. See you soon.”
 
   “See ya,” I said, tossing my lunch trash into the trash can. I put my lunch bag back into my locker, then I headed for the door that gave access to the public area of the store. It was Saturday and I would have to work until my shift ended at six.
 
   With my mind filled with memories of the Empire State Building, its layout and the stuff I had in my apartment that might help me mount a rescue attempt, I did my best to put on a nice customer-friendly smile.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Janet stood at the outer edge of the giant room that held the Strategic Information and Operations Center, on the fifth floor of her building. It was the one part of the FBI that operated 24/7 and which was focused on hostage rescue and crisis management. The center belonged to the agency’s Criminal, Cyber, Response and Services Branch. Its field action part was the Critical Incident Response Group, which shared the fourth floor with her branch. Standing beside her was Beverly, who’d pulled her into the room to see the agency’s response to the Empire State Building hostage taking. They watched the rows of desks filled with flatscreens where agents sat, talked over neck phones, reviewed live imagery from the 102nd floor’s security cameras and acted tense. It was 8:45 p.m., hours after the original incident began, and she ignored the rumbling of her stomach that demanded food. 
 
   “Have they dispatched the SWAT team out of Quantico yet?” she asked softly.
 
   “Yes. Along with a full HRT unit,” Beverly said, looking aside and up to Janet. Her friend was a few inches shorter than her own five feet eleven inches. Her black face was intense. “Their copter is on the roof of the MetLife building right now.”
 
   Janet frowned. “Thought all Manhattan helipad landings on building roofs were shut down after 9/11.”
 
   “They were,” Beverly said softly. “Special override of city rules. The HRT folks are coordinating with the New York City field office people. They have the most up to date building interior maps and data on the ESB. Their office has a live feed to those desks over there,” she said, pointing to the far side of the room.
 
   This was a big part of why she had joined the bureau just after finishing college at George Washington. Rescuing hostages, saving lives and protecting the nation’s military and industrial secrets was something she’d long admired about the FBI. While she would have loved to be on the HRT copter, she didn’t have the military small unit training for it, nor was she sure she could have been satisfied being part of the Hostage Rescue Team on the copter. While she’d been decent in track and field in high school, and had played soccer at GWU, it was not in her nature to grab and hold suspects or hostages. She was more the analytical type, the kind of person who enjoyed the chess game of finding patterns in supposedly innocent behavior by citizens and foreign visitors. That was why she was in Counterintelligence, rather than in Beverly’s Terrorism Screening Center or the CIRG. But now, watching the live imagery of the bearded man who still stood next to the western windows side of Top Deck, his shotgun roped to the neck of one of the three women, she found herself wishing she could be one of the people who would rescue three badly frightened women.
 
   “Any ID on the guy?” she asked.
 
   Beverly nodded slowly. “He calls himself Omar Muhammad. Which we think is an alias. There were no fingerprints from his entry points into the building. And he’s wearing surgical gloves.” She pointed at one desktop screen that had an enhanced image of the man. “Nor does his face show up in any of my center’s facial recognition databases. But he’s been talking to our field office people over his smartphone. Maybe we’ll get a voice print match to someone in the metadata files of the NSA.”
 
   “Would be nice to know who he is, for real. Maybe the Crisis Negotiation Unit people could find a parent to talk him down,” Janet said, keeping her voice low. She looked over at the video wall screens that filled the far side of the room. “Has he agreed to anything?”
 
   “Nope. The CNU negotiator on the phone offered to send up trays of food and water for the women. He refused to unlock the elevator to go down for the trays. Which ruled out sending agents up on top of the elevator.” Beverly sighed. “The folks in here are doing what they can. Besides the live CCTV feeds from several parts of Top Deck, they have activated the smartphones in the handbags of the three women. That lets us hear what is happening whenever he shuts off his phone.”
 
   “Can’t we remote activate his phone’s camera and speaker?”
 
   “We can, and likely are doing that,” Beverly said. “Still, our CNU people are doing their best to friendly chat with him over his smartphone. Keep the tension low, don’t excite him with unexpected sounds, you know.”
 
   “I do know,” Janet said, recalling her classes at Quantico in basic hostage negotiation. That training had been focused on bank holdups where the suspect is surrounded by local law. Negotiating with an armed man holding three women hostages was several steps above her training. “So what are our rescue options?”
 
   Beverly shrugged. “The obvious ones are to fly the HRT tactical team up to the spire and let them rope down. Or have some HRT agents climb up the outside of the spire from the 86th Main Deck balcony.”
 
   Janet nodded. “Poor options in daylight. The news copter will show either team’s approach. Is the SIOC going to force the news people to land? So we can watch our teams deploy in the infrared screen?”
 
   “Don’t know,” Beverly said. “Seems likely the news copter will still shine a spotlight on the floor when the room’s lights go dark at 2 a.m. Plus there are the outside spire lights that go on during Christmas and special occasions. Guess the field office people can cut power to all the lights above the 86th floor. Unless someone wants this illuminated feed to continue.” She pointed at a dark screen on another wall of the room. “The FLIR feed will go up over there, if things go dark.”
 
   “What’s the real HRT game plan?” Janet prodded.
 
   Beverly looked around, perhaps checking for a team leader or supervisor. She leaned closer. “There’s another floor above Top Deck. It’s the 103rd. Pretty small but it has an outside balcony and a door leading inside. Plan is for the HRT chopper to haul four agents upwind of the spire later tonight, then each will jump out and deploy their own paraglider chute. No engines on them. They’ll be quiet as the wind.” She paused, biting her lip. “They’ll land on the 103rd floor balcony, go inside, go down its enclosed stairwell, open a locked door near the elevator and try to shoot Omar before he has a chance to blow off someone’s head.”
 
   She thought that option had a better chance than doing something loud like a copter approach. “When will it happen?”
 
   “Just after 2 a.m.” Beverly whispered. “This Omar surely saw the signs at ground level and on 86th floor when he changed elevators. They clearly say both observation decks close at 2 a.m. Our CNU person will likely remind him that the lights going off is normal and automatic. Whether Omar takes a nap or not, we’ll know what he does by way of the activated smartphones. And our infrared scope at MetLife that’s aimed at the windows of Top Deck will show us whether the four of them stay near the outside viewing windows, or head down the inside stairs to the arrival well that is outside the elevator door.”
 
   The live CCTV images that showed on five wallscreens displayed Omar, the women, the elevated walkway that circled the Top Deck room, and much more. Janet could see both the central pillar that housed the elevator shaft and the railed walkway that gave tourists a clear view of Manhattan’s many skyscrapers, along with the Hudson, the East River and the view toward the Statue of Liberty. She wondered why this Omar had not tried to knock out the black domes of the CCTV cameras, maybe using a paintball gun. But if he was like the jihadist wannabees she’d studied at Quantico, he wanted to be seen. He wanted his strike against the infidels to be broadcast worldwide. Which CNN, Fox, MSNBC and local New York stations were doing and had been doing continuously. While the stations did not have access to the CCTV images she now watched, they did have a live feed from the news helicopter. It was hovering to the west of the spire windows, a telescopic lens on the craft’s camera providing a real-time feed that appeared on another screen in one corner of the spacious room. But that view was growing darker. It was fall and the daylight hours were shorter. By 9 p.m. the top of the Empire State Building would be dark, except for the red, white and blue outside lights that ran up the side of the spire from the roof of the 86th floor. Her stomach rumbled again. She told it to shut up. Being with Beverly was both a privilege and an opportunity.
 
   “Bev, have you made a decision on my New Mexico trip? The one I proposed in my Analysis paper?”
 
   “What?” The young black woman jerked her gaze away from watching the intense activity of the dozens of men and women in the room and fixed on her. “You mean your proposal to look into the parents of this Webster guy?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Beverly frowned, then resumed watching the room and its people. “I showed it to my boss, Carlos Jackson. He said it sounded worthwhile so long as you add more living adult offspring to your field inquiry. This young Webster may not know anything about his parents’ secret activities. Assuming they did anything.” She gave a sigh. “Janet, I really had to prod him to send a field visit request to your Lederberg guy. My boss said you could go only if you worked like crazy to interview other adult children of existing lab employees and retirees. Otherwise, you’ll have to do the checks using your computer.”
 
   “I’m very willing to do it that way,” Janet said, her heart beating faster as she realized her friend had really gone to bat for her. “You won’t regret supporting my proposal. I’ll document everything I do, in video and in daily email histories sent back to my desk. Will that work?”
 
   “It should,” Beverly said, keeping her attention forward. “I’ll see my boss in the morning and—”
 
   “Who’s that!” yelled a man sitting in the middle of the room, pointing at one of the video wall screens. 
 
   Janet looked away from Beverly and up to the screen.
 
   A tall man had just opened the 103rd floor stairwell door and stepped out into the well space, just to one side of the closed elevator door. Something shiny flew out of his right hand and up toward where Omar was standing, his hips resting on the walkway railing.
 
   “Ours?”
 
   “No!” yelled Beverly. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   In less than the blink of an eye, I teleported to the Empire State building.
 
   A whooshing sound was the air displaced by my sudden arrival.
 
   The 103rd floor room was just as I remembered it. In front of me were the yellow railings that framed the stairwell that led down to the 102nd floor, while to the right was another group of yellow railings that flanked a steep stairwell leading up to the capsule room above. The capsule is a small triangular room with a roof hatch originally intended for airship passengers to enter on their way down to customs agents on the 102nd floor. Further to my right were open metal doors that gave access to an electrical power room. Overhead were red copper tubes that carried cables for the TV and radio transmitters that adorned the metal antenna on top of the roof of the 103rd floor. There was no one in the room. It was mostly dark. Only distant skyscraper lights shone in through the pairs of viewing windows, which were latched shut. I turned and spotted the metal door that gave access to the narrow balcony that ran around the outside of the floor. I recalled that balcony was narrow in most spots, and only waist high at best. Not long ago the actress Taylor Swift had stood next to the 103rd’s balcony railing, leaning against it as lower Manhattan filled the image behind her. I walked over and unlatched the door, which had a long window in its middle. The lights of the MetLife building shone brightly not far away. Turning back, I walked over to where I’d arrived, right in the middle of the room. Feeling anxious, I reviewed what I’d done to get here.
 
   I’d left my cell phone behind in my apartment. My research for tonight had documented how every cell phone gave off a locator signal. I did not want some FBI agent to wonder how the signal from my personal phone had suddenly moved from New Mexico to New York City. My billfold and keys were still in the apartment.
 
   I licked my lips, which were already dry from the large green bandana I had wrapped around my face. Before jumping here I’d put on my blue hoodie jacket, made sure my tennis shoes barely showed below my bluejeans, wrapped the bandana over my face and checked how I looked in my bedroom’s full length mirror. A tall form stood there, with only my eyes and a few black curls showing under my hoodie. My right hand, already covered in a green surgical glove, held the large butcher knife from my kitchen. My .45 was snugged into the back of my pants, hidden under the hoodie rim that reached below my belt. The inspection showed nothing loose or unique that could identify me. I had bent down, grabbed my backpack with its load, pulled it on, moved the knife back to my right hand and had recalled my memory of the 103rd floor. As soon as I thought ‘I wish to be there’, I was.
 
   A turn showed me the black-railed stairwell that led down to the door that gave access to the floor below. The walls on either side of the stairs were white and black power sockets showed at the upper edge of one wall. One part of my mind told me ‘You can still disappear and no one will know you were here!’ That was my little kid self, the one who remembered the bullying I’d gotten in elementary school. And how I had not levitated the bully to the far side of the playgrounds. I’d had to pretend to be normal. The pretending was something I was greatly sick of. Which was why the TV images of three women being held in a place I’d visited years ago had moved me to preparations for rescuing them. 
 
   Telling myself to get a move on, I walked slowly to the edge of the stairwell and looked down. No one knew I was here. It was full dark outside. And the news helicopter that hovered nearby had its spotlight aimed at the windows of the floor below, not higher. 
 
   I recalled the last live image I’d seen on the flatscreen of my apartment TV. It showed the three women hostages sitting on a bench with their backs against the railing that bordered the window walkway. They were clearly visible through the western windows. The terrorist, a guy CNN had named as Omar Muhammad, stood to one side of the group of three women, his shotgun aimed at the nearest one. He was half sitting on the inside railing, often glancing out at the hovering copter. The silver railing kept all four of them from falling down into the assembly well just outside of the elevator. The TV showed Omar squinting against the bright light, but the black tube of the shotgun that was roped to the neck of the nearest woman held steady. The rope stretched from her neck to the snout of the shotgun, a distance of just three feet. 
 
   No matter which way the woman moved, the rope would keep the shotgun’s snout aimed at her neck. While it seemed Mr. Omar might be tired, sitting on the railing as he was, it was clear he was alert. Earlier the three women had been standing in front of the window, their images going worldwide over the internet. They’d been there for eight hours now. Except for brief breaks to drink water from a plastic bottle held by another woman, and brief squatting down to pee into a bucket out of sight of the TV camera, the women were still there. At least he’d allowed them to sit on the metal bench that fronted the window.
 
   My last TV view of Omar had shown him holding the shotgun with his left hand while talking to someone over a smartphone held in his right hand. I knew that when I stepped through the door below, all I had to do was turn to the right, look up and I would see the left side of Omar, with the women in front of him. His half sitting on the railing made perfect my plan.
 
   Walking down the black stairwell was easy. Ordering my thoughts so my scheme to disarm him would work without hurting the women was hard. My left hand touched the doorknob. I twisted it slowly to limit the metal on metal sound. Pushing softly, the metal door swung to the left. Before me was the brightly lit assembly well, with stairs on the right leading up to the elevated walkway that allowed for views from the windows. Moving fast I turned to the right, looked up, saw the brown rope linking the shotgun to the woman’s neck and threw my butcher knife.
 
   In truth I used my mind to accelerate it on a straight line vector, thinking ‘fly fast’.
 
   It cut through the rope as if it were string.
 
   “Huh!” cried Omar, his head turning left toward me.
 
   My mind did what it knew to do when I wanted to levitate something to within reach of me. I thought ‘bring it here’ and the shotgun flew out of Omar’s grip. It clattered to floor next to my feet.
 
   Anger filled Omar’s brown eyes. His right hand dropped the smartphone and reached down.
 
   I smiled under my bandana. And thought ‘bring him to me’.
 
   The swarthy young man toppled over the railing and fell to the floor of the assembly well, landing just ten feet from me.
 
   Moving normal, now that I was in view of the room’s security cameras, I bent down, grabbed his shotgun, walked over to Omar’s groaning figure and put my right foot on his back, forcing him flat as he tried to rise.
 
   “Ladies!” I called loudly. “You’re free! Untie yourselves and come down here. The elevator will take you down to people who will help you.”
 
   “Yes!” cried the older white-haired woman who’d been closest to Omar. She pulled at the rope nose around her neck, then let go of it as the middle-aged blond woman next to her untied the loop around her own neck. The blond handed the rope to the young redhead who was last in line. The twenty-something woman pulled the rope loop off her neck and threw it down into the well, where it landed atop Omar. All three stood up and looked down at me, their faces hopeful, then worried as they saw the bandana over my face.
 
   “Ladies, I’m a friend. Just someone who found a way to get here quicker than the cops. Come on down. You’re safe from him,” I said, aiming the shotgun down at Omar’s black-haired head. “Oh, could one of you bring down my knife?”
 
   The elderly woman, moving with an ease that did not fit her white hair, gave me a shy smile, bent down, grabbed my butcher knife and showed it to me. “This what you want?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   In a few seconds all three women had grabbed their handbags and were rushing down the stairs to the round assembly area in front of the elevator and the still open door to the 103rd floor.
 
   The redhead was first to arrive. She looked me over, then looked at the open door. “You came from up there? Didn’t know there was a room above this one.”
 
   “I did. It’s the 103rd floor. Not open to the public. Just to celebrities and such.” I accepted my knife from the elderly woman, shoved it in my left pocket, then looked down at the bearded terrorist, who had stopped groaning but had turned his head to watch the arrival of the women. “Mr. Omar Muhammad, you owe these women an apology!”
 
   “Infidels! Allah will curse you! Other soldiers of—”
 
   I kicked him in the mouth. His lips began bleeding. The redhead woman gasped. “Shut up. None of your crazy jihadist talk.” I looked left toward the closed elevator door. “Ladies, just walk over to the elevator, push the call button and when the door slides open, walk inside. On the left is the rotary control panel. Flip off the red emergency switch. That will allow it to head down. Then one of you can grab the power lever and swing it to the left. That will make the doors close and the elevator will descend to the 86th floor. I’m sure the NYPD and FBI folks will be there to help you.”
 
   The elderly woman who’d moved so quickly gave me a smile. “I’m Lois Fitzgerald. From St. Louis. Who are you, sir?”
 
   “An American,” I said. “I’d prefer to remain anonymous. You know how crazy the TV people can get. Don’t need my entire life showing up on CBS or BBC America.”
 
   “Well,” murmured the blond woman who appeared to be 40 or so, “I for one quite understand that. Ran for my local school board once. That was enough media craziness for me. Uh, I’m Mabel Whiteman from Rocky Flats, Colorado. Many thanks for getting us free.”
 
   The young redhead, who was dressed in blue and white-striped jogging shirt and pants, looked me over. Her eyebrows lifted. “Well, whoever you are, many thanks. I’m Louise Johnson from San Francisco. And I don’t think I will ever forget my first visit to New York City!”
 
   The other ladies laughed and I chuckled. I gestured with my free hand. “The elevator awaits.”
 
   The redhead and the blond turned and walked toward it. The elderly woman glanced down at Omar, then spit at him. “Bastard.” She looked up at me. “What will you do with him?”
 
   “That’s up to him. Maybe he’ll find out the 72 virgins in paradise are actually a bowl of raisins.”
 
   “You’re going to kill him?”
 
   I shrugged. “He may choose to kill himself. We’ll see. Your elevator awaits.”
 
   She reached out to my left shoulder. “Well, Mr. American, can I give you a grandma hug? You’ve saved my life and made possible more time with my grandkiddies.”
 
   What the hell. “Sure.”
 
   She stepped close and put her arm around my left side as I kept the shotgun aimed down at Omar. I reached out with my free hand and hugged her back. She felt thin through the fabric of her overcoat. But clearly she had plenty of energy. Her mention of grandkids made me even more glad I’d decided to stop being ‘normal’.
 
   “Ms. Fitzgerald, say Hi to your grandkids for me.”
 
   “I will.” With a somber nod she turned and walked over to join the two other women standing outside the elevator. Its door was still closed.
 
   “Hey, haven’t you ever ridden on a manual elevator? Like when you came up here?” Fitzgerald said in a starchy voice. “Well, I remember how it’s done. Let me show you.”
 
   In seconds the elevator door opened, then closed. A soft metallic groan told me the Otis elevator was headed slowly down. It had sixteen floors to descend before it got to the 86th floor and Main Deck. Time enough to get my prisoner up and out of view of the cameras.
 
   I lifted my foot off his back, then knelt down with my right knee pressing into his butt. Putting the shotgun to one side, I grabbed the rope and tied his hands behind his back. He resisted but a whack on the back of his head made him stop. Reaching back I grabbed the shotgun, then stood back five feet from him.
 
   “Get up!”
 
   Moving slowly, the black-coated would-be jihadist gathered his knees under him, leaned against the nearby metal wall and stood up. A groan escaped from bloody lips. He turned and faced me, his hands behind his back.
 
   “Infidel! I will see you burn in hell for—”
 
   He stopped when it aimed the butt of the shotgun at his face.
 
   “Fuck your crazy idea of Islam. You’re an insult to the good Muslims serving in our armed forces. And to decent people everywhere in the world.” I gestured at the open door to the stairwell leading up to the 103rd floor. “Through there. Now.”
 
   With a last look at the spotlighted windows above, I followed behind Omar, the snout of the shotgun pressed against his back. Reaching back I grabbed the door knob and pulled the door closed. 
 
   At last we were out of view of the security cameras.
 
   He stopped up top, at the spot where I’d arrived. I pushed his back with the shotgun.
 
   “Walk over there to that doorway. Open it. Then step out. I’m following you.”
 
   He did as ordered, limping with his left foot. Clearly the ten foot fall from the upper railing had hurt him. Fine by me. At least he was still alive, unlike what he’d intended for the three women. I had no illusions that he would have freed the women even if the U.S. government had released its imprisoned jihadists. No, he would do as the pilot of one of the four 9/11 jets had done, which was fly his plane into the ground when a group of passengers had overpowered his buddies outside the cockpit and then tried to enter. This young man was the worst kind of religious fundamentalist. He really believed in fighting to the death against all unbelievers. Which for radical Islamic terrorists meant the infidels who were not converts to Islam. Well, his moment of truth had now arrived.
 
   I followed him out into the cold darkness of a fall night high above New York City. Around us towered the skyscrapers and high rises of Manhattan. To one side, far down at the tip of the peninsula, rose the shiny pillar of the new One World Trade Center. In front of us were other buildings that were not quite so high. One of them was the MetLife skyscraper. Its blue roof lights were bright and its sheer glass wall reflected nearby lighting. Behind us, on the other side of the round spire that held the building’s upper floors, came the sound of the news helicopter. We were well out of its spotlight.
 
   Omar moved to the right as I stepped out onto the narrow balcony. I aimed the shotgun at his belly.
 
   “Well, go ahead. Jump. Die and go to your paradise of Jennah.”
 
   He glared at me, his face dimly lit by skyscraper lights. “I will arrive at Firdaws, the highest level. There really are 72 virgins waiting for me in the garden of Paradise!”
 
   I almost laughed behind my bandana. I didn’t. This was too serious. “Bullshit. Killing in the name of any religion is wrong. You are wrong. When you die, you’ll end up in the level of Fire, the lowest level of Hades.”
 
   “No!” he yelled. “You infidels and hypocrites will occupy the seventh level!”
 
   It was time to end this. 
 
   I reached into my mind, thought of a ball of flame and imagined it floating between him and me.
 
   A yellow-orange ball of flame floated between us.
 
   I lifted my left hand and pushed it toward Omar.
 
   His eyes went wide. “Are you a Jinn! No!”
 
   “Yes. Have a taste of Hades.”
 
   He backed away, then stumbled and fell onto the low concrete wall that bordered the balcony. His body lay on the concrete wall, one side over its edge. He screamed.
 
   “Save me!”
 
   He twisted on the wall, trying to fall inside and down to the balcony floor.
 
   That would not be right
 
   In my mind, I thought ‘move away from me’.
 
   Instantly his body flew out into the air.
 
   “Noooo!” he screamed.
 
   “Yes,” I murmured as my mind allowed him to fall.
 
   The whooshing of air came to my ears.
 
   My supersensitive ears heard the sound of splattering as his body hit the concrete roof of the 86th floor.
 
   Inside I felt . . . sad.
 
   Killing was not something I’d ever liked, even when hunting for grouse and pheasant with my Dad. Hunting for food I understood.  Killing for sport, or killing other people for the fun of being in control of someone else’s life, was evil. Getting rid of walking evil was what I told myself I’d done.
 
   I leaned the shotgun against the balcony wall and pulled off my backpack. Opening it I pulled out the blue fabric of the paraglider that I’d stolen from an REI warehouse in Denver, which I’d visited during my training trip to that REI. Stretching it out, I lifted it up, pulled the cords down, stuffed the shotgun into its rucksack, then tied the rucksack to the control cords. Grabbing the middle of the paraglider I lifted it up. Then, using mind power, I made the edges of the glider stretch out into its fat wing shape. I let go of it, but pushed at it with my mind, making it aim downward toward the roof of the MetLife building. Maybe it would get there. Maybe it wouldn’t. But the weight of the shotgun in the rucksack would imitate the weight of a person and cause the paraglider to maintain its airfoil shape. Watching it fly away I hoped the federal agents and local cops would believe I hung below it, making my escape that way.
 
   Turning around I entered the 103rd floor, walked to the central spot where I’d arrived and stood there a moment. My feet felt a vibration. It was the elevator coming back up. Surely loaded with police of all types. Time to go.
 
   In my mind I pictured my campsite in the ponderosa woods near to the Jemez Falls, south of the campground itself, and remembered the small meadow that lay inside those woods. I thought ‘I wish to be there’.
 
   And I was there.
 
   My feet felt the softness of meadow soil. My ears heard the sound of a low wind whispering through the needles of ponderosas and spruce trees. My bare forehead felt the coldness of the night air at more than 8,000 feet high. Looking up I saw the white dots of the Big Dipper leaning across a part of the night sky. I’d always loved going camping with my Dad. We’d gone camping a lot, more often than we’d hunted. This meadow was one of the places we’d found, after parking our car at the picnic pullout, then hiking a bit south to where the Jemez Falls fell in a white spray. High rock walls created a wide and deep pool below the falls, before the overflow continued downslope. Plenty of fish made their home in the pool. As my Dad and I had discovered when we fished there. It was a spot usually visited just by deer, elk and hardy hikers willing to follow the winding trail from the picnic overlook.  
 
   Sitting down, I pulled my backpack around, pulled out my bedroll, then grabbed a can of lemonade. Taking a sip of it, I recalled the faces of Lois Fitzgerald, Mabel Whiteman and Louise Johnson. They were alive because of me. And no one had been hurt except the bearded jihadist who thought he was doing the will of Allah. Well, wherever Omar now was, maybe he would discover what Hades was truly like.
 
   Tonight I would stay here. Tomorrow morning was Sunday. My day off from REI. Sometime tomorrow I would jump back to my apartment, do my weekly laundry, and maybe go for a bicycle ride along one of the arroyo trails. Monday would be soon enough to turn on the TV and see how the FBI and NYPD were dealing with the freeing of the three women by a guy who paraglided into the night and disappeared. Or would they try to claim me as one of their own? I doubted that, once the women were interviewed. Their description of me would make it clear that no cop or agent had rescued them. Pulling my bedroll over me, I smiled at the thought of the news media mayhem I’d unleashed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   Janet could not believe her eyes.
 
   The intruder, dressed in bluejeans and a blue hoodie pulled over his head, with a green bandana over most of his face, had acted in a flash. The bright object had been a knife thrown so exactly it had cut through the rope linking Omar’s shotgun to the woman’s neck. Just seconds later the man’s shotgun flew out his hands and down to the man’s feet. Omar, reaching for the shotgun, overbalanced and fell over the railing. He landed with a thump loud enough to be heard over the man’s fallen smartphone. Beside her Beverly hissed.
 
   “Oh, shit!”
 
   Beyond them some agents at desks picked up smartphones, while others looked to the video link with the HRT team that was meeting with NYC field office agents in a conference room of the MetLife building. Everyone in that room looked as stunned as Janet felt, their own attention focused on a desk repeater screen that carried the CCTV images from the 102nd floor.
 
   “Mitchell!” yelled the man who’d first called out. “Is that one of your people?”
 
   “No way,” called the woman agent in charge at MetLife, looking over at the desktop camera that conveyed her image to the fifth floor of the Hoover building. 
 
   “He’s Special Agent Mike Richardson, the SIOC team leader,” Beverly whispered, gesturing at the tall, wide-shouldered man standing in the middle of the giant room.
 
   Janet listened as the intruder spoke.
 
   “Ladies! You’re free!” came the words over the snoop-activated smartphone of the closest woman. “Untie yourselves and come down here. The elevator will take you down to people who will help you.”
 
   “Yes!” cried the white-haired woman who had been closest to Omar.
 
   In seconds the three women pulled the rope loops off of their necks and then grabbed their purses. 
 
   Janet fixed on the intruder. He appeared to be a man based on his voice, which sounded young. He had an accent that reminded her of something she could not place. No matter. His body shape and the close fit of his clothing also said male. Besides the bandana covering his face, he wore a brown backpack. The intruder bent down, grabbed the shotgun and aimed it at fallen Omar, who was groaning from pain.
 
   The three women hostages were leaning over the railing and looking down, but had not moved. Their expressions were worried.
 
    “Ladies, I’m a friend. Just someone who found a way to get here quicker than the cops. Come on down. You’re safe from him.” The intruder kept the shotgun aimed at Omar’s head. “Oh, could one of you bring down my knife?”
 
   The elderly woman smiled a bit shyly, then bent down and grabbed the large kitchen knife from where it had fallen after cutting through the rope that had linked the shotgun to her neck. “This what you want?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   Janet watched as the lanky intruder walked over to Omar and stepped on his back, forcing the terrorist down when he tried to rise. The liberator of the hostages looked to the women as they stopped a few feet from him. Their faces carried surprise, curiosity and hope. In her own heart Janet felt joy at their survival. The HRT paraglider assault might have gotten one of them killed before they killed Omar.
 
   “Agent Richardson,” called a Japanese-looking woman agent sitting near him. “WABC’s copter news crew is reporting the women are free and the terrorist has disappeared.”
 
   “Monitor,” Richardson said, looking back to the image of the three women and their liberator.
 
   Janet listened as the women spoke.
 
   “You came from up there?” asked the redhaired young woman who wore a jogging outfit, pointing at the open door and its stairwell. “Didn’t know there was a room above this one.”
 
   “I did. It’s the 103rd floor. Not open to the public. Just to celebrities and such.” The intruder accepted the knife from the white-haired elderly woman. He looked down at the man on the floor. “Mr. Omar Muhammad, you owe these women an apology!”
 
   “Infidels! Allah will curse you! Other soldiers of—”
 
   The kick to Omar’s mouth surprised Janet. Beside her Beverly whispered “Yes! Give him what he deserves.”
 
   Everyone in the SIOC room was quiet as the encounter played out. But Richardson was bending down to his desk computer, calling up a video image.
 
   “Shut up. None of your crazy jihadist talk.” The young man gestured to his left. “Ladies, just walk over to the elevator, push the call button and when the door slides open, walk inside. On the left is the rotary control panel. Flip off the red emergency switch. That will allow it to head down. Then one of you can grab the power lever and swing it to the left. That will make the doors close and the elevator will descend to the 86th floor. I’m sure the NYPD and FBI folks will be there to help you.”
 
   The elderly woman smiled. “I’m Lois Fitzgerald. Who are you, sir?”
 
   “An American,” the masked man said. “I’d prefer to remain anonymous. You know how crazy the TV people can get. Don’t need my entire life showing up on CBS or BBC America.”
 
   “Well,” said the blond woman captive, “I for one quite understand that. Ran for my local school board once. That was enough media craziness for me. Uh, I’m Mabel Whiteman from Rocky Flats, Colorado. Many thanks for getting us free.”
 
   The young redhead leaned forward. “Well, whoever you are, thanks a lot. I’m Louise Johnson from San Francisco. And I don’t think I will ever forget my first visit to New York City!”
 
   All three women laughed. The intruder chuckled. No one in the SIOC room laughed or said anything. Instead, several were gesturing to each other and Richardson now looked up at a video wall screen in front of him. It filled the wall to the left of Janet and Beverly. The screen showed camo-dressed NYPD officers holding MP3 semi-autos and four special agents wearing bullet-resistant vests with FBI stenciled on them. The nine men and women were gathered in front of one of the elevators on the 86th floor. Beyond them other officers moved, some carrying tear gas launchers while others held rifles. Two other FBI agents were guiding their dispersal. The officers were acting as an outer guard force in case some other terrorist suddenly landed on the outside balcony of the 86th. There had been no sign that Omar had accomplices, but it was standard procedure to be prepared for assault by other forces.
 
   The intruder gestured again to his left. “The elevator awaits.”
 
   Two of the women walked toward it. Lois Fitzgerald did not. Instead, she looked down and spit at Omar. “Bastard.” She looked up. “What will you do with him?”
 
   “That’s up to him. Maybe he’ll find out the 72 virgins in paradise are actually a bowl of raisins.”
 
   “You’re going to kill him?”
 
   The tall intruder shrugged. “He may choose to kill himself. We’ll see. Your elevator awaits.”
 
   Janet felt amazement as the elderly woman reached out and grabbed the intruder.
 
   “Well, Mr. American, can I give you a grandma hug? You’ve saved my life and made possible more time with my grandkiddies.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   The grandmother stepped closer and put her arm around her liberator. He reached out and hugged her back.
 
   “Ms. Fitzgerald, say Hi to your grandkids for me.”
 
   “I will.” The woman nodded and walked over to join the two waiting women, who stood in front of the elevator door.
 
   “Hey, haven’t you ever ridden on a manual elevator? Like when you came up here?” Fitzgerald said in a starchy voice. “Well, I remember how it’s done. Let me show you.” 
 
   Janet watched as the elevator door opened. The three women walked inside. The door closed slowly. She looked back to the image of the intruder, who still stood with one foot on the back of Omar.
 
   The tall man bent down, laid the shotgun behind him, then grabbed the length of rope that had tied the women together for the last eight hours. In seconds he tied Omar’s hands behind his back. He then grabbed the shotgun and stood.
 
   “Get up!”
 
   The black-dressed jihadist pulled his knees under him, leaned against the wall and stood up. A groan escaped from bloody lips. He turned and faced the man who had defeated his plans.
 
   “Infidel! I will see you burn in hell for—”
 
   A raised shotgun with its butt aimed at his face stopped Omar’s cursing.
 
   “Fuck your crazy idea of Islam. You’re an insult to the good Muslims serving in our armed forces. And to decent people everywhere in the world.” The intruder gestured at the open stairwell. “Through there. Now.”
 
   The metal door closed behind the two of them.
 
   “O’Shannahan!” yelled Richardson at the video wall screen with the image of FBI agents and NYPD officers. “As soon as those women arrive, get your people into that elevator and get the hell up there. I want that intruder!”
 
   One of the male agents gathered before the 86th floor elevator door turned and looked up at the security camera that peered down on him from the ceiling of the floor.
 
   “Will do, Special Agent Richardson,” said a middle-aged agent with salt and pepper hair. “We’ll keep you informed. And you can follow our progress on my shoulder vidcam.”
 
   Richardson looked away and over to the image of the MetLife conference room with its crowd of HRT people. “Mitchell, are your scope people still watching the spire floors?”
 
   “My agent is on the roof and watching,” responded the black-haired woman who now stood up from the conference table. “Do we launch our copter and its HRT team? They can meet your people on the 103rd floor.”
 
   “Yes, launch your copter,” Richardson said. “But don’t land your people. Circle that spire and let me know if anyone comes out onto its balcony. Tell your infrared and low light scope people to plug in and transmit back to us in SIOC the images from their scopes.”
 
   “Acting.” 
 
   The woman turned and rushed out the door of the conference room, followed by agents from the local field office, plus two NYPD lieutenants.
 
   Richardson looked away and over to another video wall image. It moved and was jerky. It held the feed from the shoulder of O’Shannahan. The image of the elevator door showed it opening. Three smiling women rushed out. The senior agent stepped to one side, gesturing to NYPD officers and other agents to take care of the former captives. He stepped into the elevator along with five camo-dressed SWAT officers of the NYPD. His three fellow agents joined him, making the elevator very crowded. His vidcam showed the outer elevator door closing, then the inner zig-zag metal security door closed. One of the agents operated the old-style elevator controls.
 
   “Look!” called Beverly to Janet, pointing at the wall screen that had held the MetLife conference room. It now carried an image of a tactically dressed Mitchell moving with her HRT team people down a hallway and to a modern elevator. They entered it. It rose up quickly. In seconds that team exited the elevator onto its top floor. Turning they ran down a hall to an emergency door, opened it, and ran up a stairwell leading to the rooftop helicopter landing pad.
 
   Beside that live action image a new video wall screen went active. One side of the screen was infrared glowing and was fixed on the top spire of the Empire State Building. The stone of the building was warmer than nearby air so it showed as a pale red outline. Next to that image was a green low-light view of the spire that rose above the 86th floor of the ESB. Clearly it was a live feed from the MetLife rooftop, being sent out by an HRT agent operating a spotting telescope. An infrared sensor imager must be fitted to the scope since its image duplicated the low-light image. The sound of a helicopter’s blades whirring up came over the feed from Mitchell’s team as they erupted onto the roof of the MetLife building.
 
   “What the hell?” murmured a male agent sitting just a few feet from her and Beverly as the man reacted to the low-light scope imagery.
 
   Janet saw what they all saw.
 
   Two figures had come onto the balcony of the 103rd floor. While the detail was modest, she could tell the figure with his back to the scope was Omar while the hooded intruder faced Omar. He held the shotgun aimed at Omar. Their view of the two was limited due to the lower height of the MetLife roof. It meant the scope was aimed on a slant. Only the upper bodies of the two men showed above the rim of the balcony wall. 
 
   A ball of light flared between the intruder and Omar. In both the low-light and infrared images Omar moved away from the intruder.
 
   “Is that a lighter?” Janet murmured to her friend.
 
   “Could be. Oh! Watch out!”
 
   The figure of Omar had fallen back and now half-lay on the concrete wall of the balcony.
 
   Even as she kept her attention on the low-light scope image, Janet quickly scanned the live feed image of O’Shannahan’s crew still inside the antique elevator and the separate image of Mitchell and her people arriving at the helicopter. The copter lay just beyond an agent who sat on the rooftop aiming his long scope up at the spire top.
 
   “Damn!”
 
   Richardson’s shout made her refocus on the scope image.
 
   Omar had fallen off the balcony wall.
 
   He was falling fast, his legs kicking as he tried to turn to avoid landing on his head. In short seconds his falling shape became one with the top of the 86th floor’s roof. She imagined the sound of his impact, like what she’d heard years ago when she’d tossed a pumpkin off the roof of her parents’ home in Nebraska. It had made a splattering sound when it hit the driveway.
 
   Richardson looked away and over to the Japanese woman sitting nearby. “Yamaguchi, send a text to the agent managing 86th floor perimeter security. Tell him to send people up to the roof to verify the suspect’s body.”
 
   “Sending the order,” called the woman agent, grabbing an iPhone and thumb-tapping on it.
 
   Looking back to the scope image Janet saw the green shape of the intruder pulling something from his backpack. It was silky shiny. The man spread it out, letting it rest on the top of the balcony wall. Then the shiny wing-shaped object became a paraglider. It drifted off the balcony and headed toward the MetLife building. Both the infrared and low-light images of the intruder had disappeared. Was he riding underneath the paraglider?
 
   The wall screen of O’Shannahan’s group showed the elevator doors opening. The image jumped and jerked as the chief agent ran out with his MP3 aimed forward. All nine of them, including one female NYPD officer and two women agents in tactical gear, spread out and filled the assembly area. O’Shannahan turned, walked to the closed stairwell door, found it locked and stood back.
 
   “Jones! Unlock it,” called O’Shannahan.
 
   One of the women agents produced a key, inserted it and opened the door.
 
   Even as the MetLife rooftop feed from Mitchell’s vidcam showed the woman loading into the HRT copter, and the low-light image showed the intruder’s paraglider approaching the building, O’Shannahan’s image showed a black stairwell with side rails. The man led the way up. The sounds of heavy boots hitting metal came over his vidcam as the other officers and agents followed him.
 
   “Clear!” called one of O’Shannahan’s team from his left.
 
   His vidcam image showed him rushing to the door that led out to the outside balcony. Two other agents joined him, their own rifles pointed at the door. Headband lights illuminated the door. A large window in the middle of the door showed no one on the other side. One agent reached forward, grabbed the handle, twisted and pulled it open.
 
   “Going low,” called the agent on O’Shannahan’s left as she leaned down and thrust herself onto the floor of the balcony, barely avoiding a head bang against the balcony wall.
 
   As she rushed low, O’Shannahan jumped to the right, twisting to the right to aim his shotgun along that side of the circular balcony.
 
   “Clear,” he called.
 
   “Clear,” called the woman on the ground, who was aiming her rifle to the left.
 
   “Moving,” called O’Shannahan. “Whistler, move left. Be prepared for him to be armed. He has that butcher knife.”
 
   “Moving as ordered,” the woman said, standing and heading down the two foot wide walkway that lay between the outer balcony wall and the inner wall of the 103rd floor room.
 
   The other wallscreen showed Mitchell in the copter, rising up and moving toward the shiny paraglider. The glider was nearly to the MetLife building but was too high. It would pass over MetLife and head down and out, maybe hitting the side of a low skyscraper unless the intruder worked his control cords to steer it.
 
   The low light scope video screen showed the paraglider approaching. It was unclear if anyone was underneath it, though there was a baggy clump under it.
 
   “Richardson, we’re going to hover over that paraglider and use our blade wash to force it down to MetLife’s roof.”
 
   “Proceed,” Richardson said, switching his attention away from the MetLife screen.
 
   Janet looked back to O’Shannahan’s live image.
 
   The man slowed his steady walk around the balcony as the headband light of the agent Whistler came into view. “Whistler! It’s me,” O’Shannahan called.
 
   The two lifted their rifles as they came into view of each other.
 
   “Clear. Nothing on the ground or wall,” Whistler said, looking up. “No way he could reach that roof overhang up there. Nothing to grab onto.”
 
   “Agreed.” O’Shannahan turned away from her. His headband light illuminated the third agent who’d followed him out through the door. The man was looking out over the balcony edge.
 
   “Looks like he launched in that paraglider over there,” the other agent said.
 
   “Maybe, Delaurentis,” O’Shannahan said, sounding grumpy. “Whistler, you and me inside. Delaurentis, you follow us.”
 
   In seconds O’Shannahan and Whistler were inside the103rd floor room. Moving about the limited space were the NYPD officers. The fourth FBI agent was at the top of a green railed stairwell that led upward through the ceiling of the 103rd floor.
 
   “Clear up above. Barely room for a big closet. The hatch is locked and shut,” she said.
 
   “Damn,” muttered O’Shannahan. “Thanks Murchison.” The big man gave a sigh. “Agent Richardson, no sign of the intruder guy inside or out. Orders?”
 
   The man in charge of the SIOC room operations, and the dispersed agents of the HRT and CIRG team members, frowned darkly. “Mitchell is handling the paraglider that launched from the balcony. Leave an agent to secure the room and take everyone else down to the 102nd floor. Look for anything left by the intruder. Like dirt from his shoes. Anything that might give us a line on him. You head down to 86th and take command of the body recovery team.”
 
   “Will do,” O’Shannahan said bluntly. “At least the hostages are alive and healthy.”
 
   “But the terrorist is dead,” Richardson said. “Use your QCP to fingerprint Omar. Cross-check him against the IAFIS and ABIS databases. Transmit whatever you find to my computer.”
 
   At Quantico, Janet had trained on using a Quick Capture Platform scanner and computer. The backpack portable device allowed any agent to collect and store fingerprints. The device then compared them with the agency’s Integrated Automated Fingerprint Identification System and DOD’s Automated Biometric Identification System. It was a great way to check captured or dead terrorists for their links with any terror group worldwide.
 
   “Will do,” O’Shannahan said.
 
   The live image of the agent who’d led the team now showed him walking down the black-railed stairwell and then into the assembly well next to the elevator shaft. He spoke to Delaurentis, conveying the orders of Richardson.
 
   “Special agent, site secured. Delaurentis will control access up top. The rest of the team will scour this place. Heading down,” O’Shannahan said. His shoulder vidcam image grew jerky as he walked toward the antique elevator door.
 
   “Agent Richardson,” called Yamaguchi from her desk. “The body of suspect Omar Muhammad has been found by the NYPD. On the eastern side of the roof. Uh, Mastricht in the New York field office is getting calls from the WABC news copter asking about what we are doing outside and are the women hostages safe? What response?”
 
   Richardson scowled. “Yamaguchi, order Mastricht to tell them the women are safe. They can say our agents are securing the outside of the spire. More information will come later. Then put in a call to the Office of Public Affairs. They’ve got to have someone inside the ESB. Have their person take over media response.” The man grimaced as if he’d bitten into something sour. “And no one, no one except our people, talks to those women! Have one of O’Shannahan’s people pull them into a conference room on a lower floor.” 
 
   “Will do,” Yamaguchi said She looked down as something on her desk beeped. “Oh. The perimeter agent says the women have already called relatives on their smartphones to say they are safe, and that a hooded man rescued them.”
 
   “Crap!” 
 
   Janet saw a look of fury mixed with frustration on the special agent’s face. 
 
   “Tell our agent to confiscate those phones. Isolate the women. Have our Laboratory Division people vacuum their clothing for any loose hairs from the intruder. Especially focus on the white-haired woman. She hugged him. We need to track that man down, whoever he is.” Richardson looked away from O’Shannahan’s image and over to the image of copter interior. “Mitchell! Land your copter. Take control of that paraglider and whoever is flying it. And get one of your CNU people over to the ESB to handle the hostages.”
 
   “Heading down,” Mitchell said. “The paraglider has landed close to the roof’s edge. My spotter scope agent is running over to it.”
 
   Janet looked to Beverly. “Twenty bucks this intruder is not with the paraglider.”
 
   Her friend looked surprised. “Done,” she said.
 
   The image of from Mitchell’s shoulder vidcam showed her jumping out of the copter and onto the night dark roof of the MetLife building. The man who had earlier been at the spotter scope ran up to her.
 
   “No one there, agent Mitchell. Just the glider and a bag underneath filled with a shotgun.”
 
   Mitchell’s video wall screen grew a new image. It showed Mitchell as seen from the spotter agent’s own vidcam. The woman looked frustrated.
 
   “Richardson, you heard. My people and I will take control of the paraglider and the shotgun. Must be the one Omar used. Orders?”
 
   New fury showed on the face of Richardson.
 
   “Where the hell is he!” the tall, broad-shouldered agent growled deeply, looking around at his audience of more than thirty other agents. Then his face went neutral as he realized his emotional reactions might send the wrong signals to the agents working in SIOC. He looked back to Mitchell’s image.
 
   “Put on your gloves. Deflate the paraglider and put it and its rucksack into sample bags. Get the stuff onto one of our executive jets and mark it for the Laboratory Division. Then get your team over to the ESB and work with O’Shannahan and the NYPD people on site security.” Richardson paused. “No public is allowed onto the 86th floor or higher. Work on those women. They had a better view of this intruder than what we’ve seen on the security cameras. Transmit video interviews of each of them to my computer. I’ve got a report to make to the deputy director, who may pull me into the director’s office! We can’t get behind the national media speculation. Understood?”
 
   “Understood,” Mitchell said. Her shoulder vidcam showed her stopping before the partly crumpled silky fabric of the paraglider. “Speaking of analysis, I see something relevant. There’s a logo on one end of this paraglider. It says REI. If that is the outdoor recreation REI, this thing will have a serial number on it. We can track that to whatever office carried this particular paraglider. Which can’t be many places. Don’t think REI had paragliders in stock the last time I visited the D.C. store.”
 
   Richardson grew thoughtful. “You’re right. The REI I’ve visited in Reston has no such thing in stock. Maybe this is a new product launch. Get that serial number, track it down and send a text to my smartphone once you get that data! Anytime, anywhere, send that data to me. Along with anything useful from the women. Proceed.”
 
   Janet felt surprise that two senior agents shopped at the national outdoor camping and hiking supply chain. She’d never visited one of their stores. Then again her family had not been one to go camping much. The small amount of camping equipment they had owned in Nebraska came from Wards or Sears.
 
   “Proceeding,” Mitchell said. Her shoulder vidcam showed her turning away from the crumpled paraglider and gesturing to two FBI agents who were just coming out of the rooftop access doorway. “I’ll be at the ESB within minutes. Will live post you anything vital.”
 
   “Good,” Richardson said. “Maybe O’Shannahan will have an ID on this Omar, a real name, once he gets his QCP to work on the man’s fingerprints.”
 
   “Hope so. Heading down and out to ESB.”
 
   Richardson looked away from the video wall screens with the images from Mitchell and O’Shannahan. He looked down at Yamaguchi, who tapped something on her laptop and looked up.
 
   “Yes, senior agent?”
 
   “We have all that 102nd floor imagery in digital format, right?”
 
   “We do,” she said.
 
   “Send a copy of it to my computer. And put some people from the Critical Incident Operations Unit onto analyzing it. I need to know everything possible to know about this intruder.” He frowned. “Losing track of a suspect in a venue totally controlled by our people is not good. I need an explanation for how he escaped, why he showed up and who he is. I need it yesterday.”
 
   “Working on it,” Yamaguchi said. She looked thoughtful. “Could the intruder have ridden the paraglider partway to MetLife, then dropped off, fell to within 200 feet of the ground, then pulled a chute and landed somewhere on the street?”
 
   “If he did, nearby street cameras should show that,” Richardson said. “Pull in imagery from every street level camera within a ten block radius. If he did land, maybe he had an accomplice in a car.”
 
   “Will do,” Yamaguchi said.
 
   Richardson looked up and then around the room. “Anyone else got ideas like Yamaguchi? I’ll listen to anything, no matter how crazy it sounds.”
 
   Janet stepped forward. “Senior Agent Richardson, I have information about the intruder.”
 
   The man turned and stared at her. “Who are you?”
 
   She licked her lips. “Special Agent Janet Van Groot, Counterintelligence Division, NSB.”
 
   His eyebrows went up. “Who is that standing next to you? Neither of you are assigned to SIOC.”
 
   “I’m Beverly Chase, Terrorism Screening Center, of the NSB,” her girlfriend said.
 
   Richardson looked impatient. “Out with it, Van Groot. What do you know?”
 
   “I know that the young male intruder spoke with a Southwest U.S. accent, based on a visit I made years ago to Albuquerque. Also, he is six feet three inches, likely weighs 160 pounds, has blue eyes, straight black hair and is young, in his twenties.”
 
   Richardson blinked. “The accent I’ll buy. I too noticed his blue eyes and hair. What’s the source for your other claims?”
 
   “Comparison to the stairwell door that led up to the 103rd floor,” she said. “It’s a standard door height. Plus I visited the 102nd floor with my parents as a teenager. I’ve seen that door. And the other areas of that floor. His weight is based on his shape and the way he moved. Twenties age range is based on analytical studies I did for my foreign intelligence agent tracking work.”
 
   The man nodded slowly. “Helpful data.” Richardson looked down to the Japanese-American woman. “Yamaguchi, add Van Groot’s data to your intruder profile. Anyone else?”
 
   “Sir,” called Beverly. “I can say that this Omar Muhammad is not listed in our division’s terrorist databases. Before I came down here with agent Van Groot, I checked his face against the ABIS file of DOD. Nor did his image show on any airport imagery from the last month for entries from suspect nations.”
 
   Richardson shrugged. “Interesting. But your boss would have told me if this Omar had shown up on your databases.” He looked down. “Yamaguchi, add in Agent Chase’s comments. Let me know what the fingerprint analysis says once O’Shannahan is finished. And get the Behavioral Analysis Unit working on this intruder guy.”
 
   Beverly turned away, her expression puzzled. “How did you know he would not land on the MetLife building?”
 
   Janet turned her attention away from Richardson as he barked out orders to the SIOC room agents. She fixed on Janet.
 
   “What he said at the beginning. Recall how he knew about the 103rd level floor and its outside balcony?” She spoke softly, not wanting to draw unwanted attention from Richardson. “This man did a lot of homework before he showed up. Somehow he got to the floor above Omar. Maybe by way of the hatch that was installed in the 30s when it was thought rigid airships would tie onto the spire’s mast and lower passengers through the hatch to the spire’s top two floors.” She put her back against the room’s wall as agents began moving around and heading for the exit door near her and Beverly. “Will be interesting to see what the paraglider serial number indicates for store location. Bet you there won’t be any video of him grabbing it.”
 
   “Why?” Beverly murmured, moving to follow an agent out of the room. She pulled a twenty bill out of her jacket pocket and handed it to Janet.
 
   She took it and followed her friend. “Because he does not want anyone to know who he is. Other young men would be smiling before CNN’s cameras right now and talking up what they did. And they’d soon have a million dollar book deal and TV special based on the exploits we just saw. This man is not doing that. For some reason, he is serious about remaining unknown. That interests me.”
 
   Beverly led the way into the fifth floor hallway. “I believe it. That’s why you’re in Counterintelligence. You like the chess game part of tracking spies. Or unknown rescuers of hostages. Do you think this guy will show up again?”
 
   Janet followed after her friend, her heart beating fast with the awareness she had escaped being dressed down by Richardson. “Yeah. This guy is the silent hero type. Bet you twenty he’ll show up again.”
 
   “No way,” Beverly said. “You just got my week’s entertainment budget.” Her friend stopped before the door that opened on the stairwell leading down to their fourth floor cubicles. She peered at Janet. “Are you going to track after this guy?”
 
   Janet smiled and walked down the stairwell. “Wouldn’t you? Anyway, I like puzzles. And I am certain about that Southwest accent. Though there was a touch of a Midwest accent underneath it. Maybe from this guy’s parents.”
 
   “Well,” Beverly said. “Have fun. On your own time. Official time is for your trip to New Mexico and interviews with the adult children of Los Alamos scientist types. Right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   One part of her was happy that her friend had gotten her boss to put in the field trip request. She’d never been to any of the other Southwest states. The trip would expose her to more Hispanic and Anglo accents from that area, beyond her memory of the family trip to Albuquerque. And with her own computer live-linked by satellite to the bureau’s databases, she could keep track of what Yamaguchi and others turned up on this mysterious intruder. She didn’t mind going short on sleep. She just hoped the unknown intruder was somewhere in the Southwest. Course there were tens of thousands of six foot three young men in their twenties in the states of the Four Corners. Finding the one who really wanted to remain unknown and anonymous would be fun!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   Valery walked out of her private office and into the waiting room of her counseling office. Young Jeff Webster was seated against one wall, looking at a Newsweek magazine. She put a smile on her face.
 
   “Hi Jeff! Want to join me?”
 
   He looked up, his blue eyes locking onto her. His lips half rose, which was the closest to a smile she’d ever seen him make. “Sure Ms. Stockton. Coming.”
 
   She shook his hand as he approached her. “Jeff, call me Valery. You’ve been coming long enough for us to relax and use first names. Right?”
 
   “Right,” he said.
 
   She led the way into her spacious private office. It held some Asian woodblock prints from the 1800s, a Matisse landscape print and overstuffed seats that faced each other. Her desk filled one corner. As she sat in her seat and looked across at Jeff, the room’s window light grew darker. It was a late fall afternoon in Santa Fe and rainstorms sometimes blew in on the westerlies. The summer monsoon rains from the Gulf were over, but cold rain still happened. She grabbed her yellow notepad from a nearby end table, put it on her lap and told herself her dress reached below her knees even when seated. And she had no reason to think young Jeff would be juvenile enough to try looking up her skirt. By now his avoidance of young women was well known to her. It was just one of the several puzzles about him that appealed to her. But most important were the periodic deep depressions he had, partly due to unresolved grief over the death of his mother just before he’d graduated from high school, and partly from the death of his father a year ago, in a bad DWI that had left young Jeff alive. The depression he felt over surviving that crash was the reason he’d shown up at her office four months earlier, on the recommend of his Unitarian minister.
 
   “Well Jeff, what would you like to discuss today?” she said, giving him the opening. It was part of the routine she had learned twenty years ago when she’d earned her master’s in psychiatric counseling. Her state license gave her the ability to accept well paying clients, like the California retirees who kept moving to Santa Fe, along with low income clients like Jeff. Who visited her every Tuesday afternoon.
 
   “Hmmm, this weekend was good,” he said, his baritone sounding bright and engaged. “I helped three women . . . get to where they needed to go. They smiled at me. It felt nice helping folks.”
 
   She noted his body language and his mood as he spoke. Dressed in newer blue jeans and a blue prAna Barringer hoodie with its hood laying against his back, and a Hawaiian shirt under the half-zipped hoodie, he sat with crossed legs, his arms resting on his seat’s armrests. His straight black hair had been combed and he was freshly shaved. While his work schedules at the REI store made for varied hours, the fresh shave meant he had gone home from work and cleaned up. His habit of looking clean, spiffed up and congenial was a habit he had learned from his parents, based on family history he’d shared with her. It was the recent death of his father in the DWI crash, and Jeff’s survival, that was the obvious source for his frequent bouts of depression. While she understood his grief, she suspected he also was dealing with trauma from the crash, PTSD, anxiety and feelings of guilt at his survival. Beyond his inner state, she did not understand why a very bright young man like him, with an IT degree from UNM, was not pursuing a career with one of the big corporations based in Albuquerque. Or even in Santa Fe, which had some larger businesses. He could have entered the management training program for any of the big local stores like Kohls, Target and Macy’s. And since he liked roaming the internet, maybe he could have signed up as an IT trainee with a company like Honeywell in Albuquerque. But he hadn’t. Why not? Why did this bright, promising young man work at a low end retail job? Why didn’t he go out on dates with any of the young women who often visited the Railyard District? And why did he still maintain his parents’ Facebook page? Did he think he owed it to them? Or was he trying to bring them back to life?
 
   “Sounds great, Jeff. Tell me about this. Where did you meet these ladies? Were any of them young? Old? What was their problem?”
 
   Jeff’s face became guarded. That fast switch in body language was something she’d seen at his first visit with her. It happened now and then whenever she pursued an issue that related to him personally. Like not dating. “Well, they had parked their car in one of the city’s parking garages downtown. I met them . . . in the Plaza, just after they’d bought some stuff from the Governor’s Palace sidewalk vendors. They . . . they were confused about how to get back to their car. They were out of town visitors and needed help. I helped them find their garage. That’s all.”
 
   It was not all there was to this encounter. And a part of what Jeff had said about meeting the women was a lie, or not fully truthful. Valery could tell that. She’d always had the ability to detect lies or half-truths when spoken by other people. It was that ability which had led her into a study of psychology and her career in helping people deal with mental and emotional issues.
 
   “Sounds good, Jeff. Were any of the women young? Your age?”
 
   He frowned, then his face mostly relaxed. “One was. She was a redhead. Dressed in a jogging outfit. The other ladies were a middle-aged blond and a white-haired woman in her sixties, or something.”
 
   This encounter struck her as most curious. The women young Jeff had met had been striking enough for him to recall their ages and appearance. Very different than his usual remarks about women, which were usually limited to mentions of elderly Unitarian church women. She smiled and nodded encouragingly. “Nice to hear. Did any of them ask you to share a coffee or drink with them? If they were here as tourists, surely they had time on their hands.”
 
   Jeff turned tense again. “I didn’t go out for a drink with any of them. They said they had to find their car so they could get back to Albuquerque to catch their flights home.”
 
   “Flights?” Valery said. “You said they were together. I got the impression they were a group, not strangers to each other. Did they come here from other states?”
 
   Jeff’s blue eyes looked away, then down. “Yeah, they were from other places. San Francisco. Rocky Flats. St. Louis. They’d met online on a site that is visited by women who do knitting. The three of them decided to travel to New Mexico. Wanted to see examples of Chimayo weaving.”
 
   More lies, mixed with half-truths. Thought the towns he’d named seemed authentic. She sighed. “Jeff, did meeting these three women help you feel better about surviving the car crash?”
 
   He winced, then met her gaze. “Doc Valery, yeah, helping these women did feel good. Better than I’ve felt in a long time. Do you think I should do more . . . more volunteer stuff? Like helping out at church?”
 
   Valery felt encouraged. This encounter with three mysterious women had clearly happened. He felt good about helping the women. Good enough to lock in their ages, appearance and hometowns. The other made-up details about them did not matter. What mattered was his internal emotional state.
 
   “Sure, Jeff, that might be good to do. Your Unitarian church here in Santa Fe does good stuff to help the homeless men out on the roads and in the parks. You could help pack sack lunches for them. I recall seeing something on their website about the UU Santa Fe doing that.”
 
   He nodded slowly, looking distracted and internally focused. “Yeah, my local UU people do stuff like that. They also give people rides to church and to a doctor visit for folks with no car.”
 
   Valery smiled. “Well, kinda hard to give rides on your bicycle! But there are plenty of ways to help other folks. This UU volunteer work is one of them. Other ways are helping people who need someone to walk their dogs. Have you ever thought about owning a companion pet?”
 
   “No!” he said loudly, startling her. “Uh, I mean, my apartment’s too small. And it’s against the complex’s rules.”
 
   “Well,” she said, wondering at the vehemence of his reaction. “You could volunteer at the local animal shelter, helping water and feed animals brought in from the streets. Does that appeal to you?”
 
   Jeff’s face went stiff. “Fraid not. Caring hurts. Don’t need a pet that will go and die on me, like my parents.”
 
   They were back to the root source of his bouts of severe depression. Jeff had refused any meds like valium, insisting on doing without drugs. He’d said any kind of drugs ‘messed him up’, with no details on those effects. But at least his encounter with the three women had caused him to reach beyond the safety zone of his REI job and his apartment.
 
   
  
 

“Jeff, yes, caring can be painful. I know that myself.” Her wife of twenty-two years was now in Christus St. Vincent hospital for a gall bladder operation. Justine and she had met just after both had graduated from the University of Colorado at Boulder. They had been a couple, now married, for all that time. “But caring can be very rewarding. Your Mom and Dad loved each other very much, from what I’ve seen of the family photos posted on their Facebook page. And they had you, which must have been a source of joy to them both. You might find the right woman, somewhere out there, if you go looking.” She smiled encouragingly. “You know, there’s plenty of online dating sites, in addition to local music bars and—”
 
   “Don’t need a wife,” Jeff interrupted, his tone low and sad. “My high school prom date got tired of me. No one at UNM showed any interest in me. I’m used to being alone and on my own.”
 
   She knew that. His personal history from elementary school onward was something he had shared with her, though in limited amounts and with omissions she puzzled over. “Jeff, I know that being alone and on your own is something you are used to. But you could live until you are 70 or 80 years old! Surely you don’t want to be alone for decades. Have confidence in yourself! You are handsome, you have a good job and you care about people. Most women like those aspects of a man.”
 
   Jeff’s hands became clenched fists. “I’m too different.”
 
   Valery frowned. “Jeff, you are not the only smart nerd from Los Alamos High School. While your smarts and your education are better than those of some people, they do not have to be a blockade to living a life with someone who loves you. You could study at night and get a graduate degree in engineering or IT work. You could build a long-term career with some neat company like Google. Or Facebook. They’ve recently set up a server farm in the state. Wouldn’t you like that?”
 
   His sky blue eyes fixed on her. His face stayed stiff and without visible emotion. “Don’t need a career. Don’t need a wife. Don’t need complications. I’ve . . . I’ve learned that standing out in life can bring you the wrong kind of notice. And get you hurt. I’ve had enough hurt. Don’t want more.”
 
   She nodded acceptance. At least he was discussing his emotions, even if they were rejectfull emotions. This hard fixation on not standing out, on avoiding a romantic life and on being limited in the sharing of his inner heart with her was something she had encountered over four months of weekly counseling sessions with Jeff. It would take time for this smart, personable and caring young man to come out of his defensive shell.
 
   “Jeff, did you begin writing in a journal about yourself? About your feelings?”
 
   His facial stiffness relaxed. His fists unclenched. “I did. Was kinda fun to write stuff down.”
 
   She smiled big, showing him her honest hope for him. “Will you write down your feelings about helping these three women?”
 
   “Already have,” he said, looking away and out the window, his manner turning pensive.
 
   “Very good. Do you think you will try to do more volunteer stuff? To help out people in need?”
 
   Jeff looked back to her, his expression the most relaxed and positive she had seen in a long while. He half-grinned. “Yup. I think I will. I like helping people. It feels good to do that.”
 
   “Very good!” she said, noticing that their hour together was almost over. “Keep writing in your journal and keep reaching out to help people. I think you will find that reaching out to help will make your life more rewarding. Who knows, maybe you’ll earn a reward as volunteer of the year!”
 
   His smile eased back to a normal look. But caution showed in his body posture. Why?
 
   “Maybe. I don’t care about being famous. Just want to help other folks avoid getting hurt the . . . the way I got hurt.”
 
   Very interesting. “Well, don’t get in front of a speeding car! But yes, I am sure there are many kinds of volunteer work you can do that you will find rewarding. And who knows, maybe doing volunteer work will bring you into contact with a young woman who will appreciate you for who you are?”
 
   Jeff frowned, then shrugged. “Maybe. I’ll be careful. And I’ll keep on trying to help people in need.” He fixed his blue eyes on her. “That’s kind of what you do, right doc?”
 
   “It is. And our time is up. See you next Tuesday!”
 
   “Sure doc. Until next week.”
 
   He stood up, his lanky frame moving smoothly and confidently, as if he had no fear of a fall or a stumble or any of the ways one can have an accident in life. Why did young Jeff act as if nothing could harm him? Was it a result of escaping death in the DWI? She didn’t know. She just knew that she had a lot of work to do with this young man, who had so much promise hidden inside him. If she could help him find a way to open up to life, she would count herself lucky to have spent the time counseling him.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Andrew Steinbach sat in his corner office on the seventh floor, looking across his oak desk at the two men seated before him. One was Mike Richardson, the agent in charge of SIOC during the recent terror hostage event. The other man, bald and with an intense look on his face, was Richardson’s division chief, Leonard Ramsay. Ramsay managed the Critical Incident Response Group in the Criminal, Cyber, Response and Services Branch, of which SIOC was a part. The two worked on the building’s fifth floor, unlike their Hostage Rescue Team allies based in Quantico. It was Wednesday morning, four days after the Saturday hostage rescue at the Empire State Building. Andrew’s boss the director of the FBI had been giving him expectant looks ever since the three women hostages had been rescued by an unknown intruder and the radical Islamic terrorist guy had died in a fall from the top of the ESB. He knew the president was expecting a report from the director, especially in view of the near hysteria of the national news media over the story told by the three women, before they were isolated by agent O’Shannahan. The two men in front of him were about to give him that report.
 
   “Agents Richardson and Ramsay, welcome to the seventh floor. Like the view?”
 
   Richardson, a tall, wide-shouldered man dressed in a striped black suit with his ID badge hanging from his neck, did not look out at the views of Pennsylvania and E streets. Ramsay did, which told him something about the man’s hopes for future promotion.
 
   “Nice view,” Ramsay said, looking back to Andrew. “Think the replacement for this building will offer as good a view?”
 
   “Probably not,” Andrew said, not looking down at the watch he’d laid on the clear surface of his oak desk. He knew the time of day and exactly how many minutes his busy schedule had allocated to this meeting. “The height restriction busybodies will likely keep it low and stark, with electric carts for hallway travel.” He paused. “Agent Richardson, I gather you have a report for me on the ESB hostage release and the terrorist who called himself Omar Muhammad?”
 
   “Deputy Director Steinbach, I do,” Richardson said in his low bass voice. The man glanced down at a brown file folder he held. He looked up. “A digital copy of this report was sent to your computer three minutes ago. In sum, we got lucky with the survival of the three women. Hostages Lois Fitzgerald, Mabel Whiteman and Louise Johnson have returned home to wild welcomes. That’s the good news.” Richardson grew intent. “Fingerprint analysis through O’Shannahan’s QCP unit identified the terror guy. His real name is Mustafa al-Aziz, a Somalia-born son of immigrants from Somalia. Grew up in Minneapolis.” Richardson fingered his report. No doubt feeling nervous at talking to the agency’s number two person. “He was Sunni. Looks to be a self-radicalized guy. His personal computer and iPhone show several visits to jihadi websites and downloads of recruitment videos recorded by Anwar al-Awlaki. No evidence of direct contact between him and al-Qaeda recruiters. Although there were some encrypted emails that link to an IP in Raqqa. So Islamic State might have been his mentor. More seriously, a note he made in a notebook left at his parents’ home indicated he planned to kill the women hostages even if the president agreed to release all jihadists in federal prisons.”
 
   The man’s intent to kill the hostages was not a surprise. The latest jihadi radicals captured within CONUS by his agents were all extreme converts who saw ‘infidels’ as non-believers with no right to life, let alone liberty. Andrew nodded quickly. “Tell me about the parents. Why didn’t they call our Minneapolis field office when their son’s image showed up in the copter close-ups?”
 
   Richardson lifted an eyebrow. “They say they didn’t call because they were afraid they’d be deported back to Somalia. They lost what few possessions they had when they left the countryside after an al-Shabab attack on their village. They were sponsored here by a church migrant rescue group.” The agent looked aside to his silent boss, then back to Andrew. “The father works at a meat packing plant and the mother is at home. No other children. Their local imam says they are conservative in their beliefs but not violent. The son, the imam says, argued with the imam over parts of the Quran relating to jihadism. Al-Aziz was normal until age 19, when he began growing his beard and being very religious, to the extent of threatening some local Somali immigrant girls with an acid attack if they did not wear a full hijab.”
 
   Andrew glanced at Ramsay, who stayed silent. He fixed back on the SIOC chief agent. “I’ve seen the security videos of the intruder and his actions. Also the vidcam videos of Mitchell and O’Shannahan. How did al-Aziz get a shotgun up to the 102nd floor? And how did this masked intruder get to the 103rd floor without your people knowing about him?”
 
   Richardson grimaced. “Street level video shows al-Aziz arriving for the observation decks line with a cane, limping on his right foot. He passed through the magnetometer screen, though it showed a bulky item at his waist. He opened his shirt and said it was an ostomy device. Examination of the shotgun suggests it was encased inside the cane, which was handed around the mag arch. At some point after his arrival on the 86th floor he appears to have assembled the shotgun tube and the ostomy trigger unit into the completed 12-gauge shotgun. It was operational. Serial number says it was bought from a private seller in the Minneapolis area. Al-Aziz was wearing a long rain coat. Likely hid the shotgun under it when he entered the 86th floor elevator for the trip up to the 102nd floor. Top Deck they call it.”
 
   “Frustrating,” Andrew said, adding an item to his verbal report to the director about not allowing canes for any visit to the upper floors of the ESB. “The president was happy at the safe release of the three women. But she is very anxious about just who this Green Mask guy is. What’s the story there?”
 
   Ramsay leaned forward. “We don’t know who he is. No fingerprints. He was wearing standard hospital stretch gloves. And our facial recognition database has no record of him. Which is no surprise since only his eyes, forehead and black hair showed above the green bandana.” He gestured to his right. “Agent Richardson can give you what details we do know.”
 
   Andrew wondered at Ramsay’s sudden commentary. The man surely knew every detail of his agent’s report. Every agent in the building understood the need for building a Common Operating Picture for any incident like the ESB hostage taking. Maybe Ramsay thought he had to appear alert and in command. “Agent Richardson?”
 
   The man, who had graduated from Quantico ten years ago, gave a quick nod. “Deputy director, no one in any of our units in New York know how this intruder gained access to the 103rd floor, nor how he vanished after taking the terrorist out onto that floor’s balcony. Agent Mitchell speculates he hung from the paraglider for part of its travel to the MetLife building, then let go and fell to a low altitude chute landing on top of one of the nearby buildings, like Macy’s. We have no stairwell or street level video of him.” The man paused, glanced aside to Ramsay, then back. “Sir, just before we came up here I got a call from our forensic lab people. We have recovered two sets of black hair samples from the coat of Lois Fitzgerald. The recovery happened during O’Shannahan’s isolation of them and their examination by one of the New York field agents. Curly black hair samples were ID’d as coming from al-Aziz. The straight black hair samples were interesting. They turned out to be red hair dyed black. There were some hair roots. We got nuclear DNA from one of them. The DNA profile does not match to any arrest databases, whether federal, state or local. It seems he’s never been arrested. So, we don’t know who the intruder is by name.” 
 
   Ramsay frowned at the surprise news. 
 
   Andrew liked the fact they now had a DNA profile of the mystery intruder. “Go on.”
 
   Richardson’s tense posture eased. “However, we do know he is blue-eyed, has straight red hair dyed black, weighs 160 pounds or so, is six foot three inches tall, spoke with a Southwest accent according to agent Janet Van Groot who was visiting the SIOC, and is believed to be in his twenties. His DNA sample says he is Caucasian. Deeper genetic analysis indicates distant ancestors from Ireland or Scotland. We are working on trying to match this DNA profile to any DOD, NSA and Civil Service profiles of employees and contractors.” The agent looked aside to his boss. “Chief Ramsay, sorry for not sharing this news. I heard this just before we met up.”
 
   The group boss shrugged. “Glad to hear we have something specific to the intruder. Tell him about the paraglider.”
 
   Andrew sat back, wondering at how this investigation might develop. The terror guy was dead and his Minneapolis agents would compile a massive dossier on him that would be shared across the Department of Homeland Security. The intruder, though, was a puzzle. He’d left behind nothing except the paraglider, its rucksack and a few hair samples. Plus his recorded image and voice. “Well, Richardson?”
 
   The man tapped his file folder. “It’s all in here and in the PDF we sent you. The paraglider, as Agent Mitchell noticed, was indeed an REI product, set for a new product launch later this month. The serial number on the fabric tracked back to the REI store on Platte Street in downtown Denver.” Richardson looked up and met Andrew’s direct gaze. “Our field office agents spoke with the store’s manager. She said the paraglider and its sack were stored in her warehouse. She seemed surprised it was missing. The company’s internal warehouse video did not show this guy, though the glider was stored at the back of the warehouse, where the security cameras could not reach. But the store warehouse manager did record the item’s presence as of Thursday last week, the last time they did a full inventory check.”
 
   Andrew felt intense frustration. “So this unknown male intruder knew about the paraglider, acquired it after Thursday, then used it on Saturday to escape from the Empire State Building. Sounds to me like this intruder could be a current or former employee of REI Denver. Or another store in the Southwest. Any other data on the intruder?”
 
   Richardson nodded quickly. “Yes. The intruder’s blue full zip hoodie is a brand carried by REI. It’s a prAna Barringer hoodie. The guy’s tennis shoes were Salomon XA Pro 3D brand, suitable for outdoor hiking and trail running. The shoes are also carried by REI.” The agent paused. “One last detail. The lab’s pollen analysis from a wash of the glider bag documented pollen common to the Rockies west of Denver, but also included chamisa pollen, a high desert plant. Also known as rubber rabbitbrush. While chamisa appears all across the western United States, the pollen we recovered belongs to the latisquamia variant of ericameria nauseosa.”
 
   “Which means what?” Andrew pushed, growing tired of exotic details that meant little beyond what they already knew.
 
   Richardson stiffened his shoulders. “That chamisa variant only grows in dry streambeds in Baja California, Sonora, Arizona and New Mexico. Not in Utah or Colorado. Our intruder probably lives in either Arizona or New Mexico. And he likes the outdoors. Sir.”
 
   Andrew pondered the pollen news. While the physical items left by the intruder pointed to Denver as his point of origin, the pollen suggested he lived further south. Still, no need to limit investigative work based on partial data.
 
   “Agent Richardson, you, SIOC and the lab team have done good work, considering how little this intruder left behind. Alert our field offices in Utah, Colorado, Arizona and New Mexico to search their files for social activist young men in their twenties who meet this man’s physical parameters. Have them review all current and former employees of REI in those states.” He paused and looked to the agent’s boss. “Chief Ramsay, see that your CIRG people make the tracking down of this intruder a high priority. And work with the Terrorist Screening Center of the National Security Branch on this al-Aziz character. I noticed that agents Van Groot and Chase had useful comments after the release of the hostages. Be open to input from any agent in any branch of our agency. Dismissed.”
 
   Richardson and Ramsay stood. The SIOC agent turned to leave. His boss stood facing Andrew.
 
   “Deputy Direct Steinbach, you have my assurance the Critical Incident Response Group and Special Agent Richardson will pursue the analysis of both al-Aziz and the intruder with the utmost seriousness,” Ramsay said, his expression intent. “I will personally advise you of any developments in the DNA tracking of this intruder.”
 
   Andrew waved to the man. “You do that. The director expects me in his office within fifteen minutes with answers. You’ve given me some data. Get more. Dismissed.”
 
   The two men left his office.
 
   Andrew sat back, tapped his tablet, brought up the PDF of Richardson’s report, noted it was 33 pages long with four appendices, and wondered to himself just when his agency would have to deal with another home-grown terror incident. Real people’s lives hung in the balance during any hostage event, more so when it was terror related. The Islamic State had set a high priority on mounting a major attack within the continental United States. There was plenty of online chatter about their contacts with self-radicalized jihadists within the US. How soon would the next attack happen? And how many lives would be at risk?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   “Damn, damn, damn!” muttered Bridget Hampstead as she walked past me, heading for the manager’s office at the back of the store. Dressed in a casual outdoor ensemble of lumberjack shirt, green pants and with her brunette hair pulled back into a ponytail, Bridget was looking down at her iPhone, reading something on it.
 
   “Got a problem?” I asked, stopping my unpacking of new bedrolls.
 
   She stopped in the aisle that ran through my outdoor camping section of the REI store. Looking my way, she frowned. “Corporate stuff. Gotta dig up files on past employees. Keep working.” She turned and walked away, her iPhone now stowed in her pants pocket.
 
   It was late Wednesday, a good day since I’d talked to Valery about my rescue of the three women atop the Empire State Building, and I still felt good about that. I’d rescued three people in danger of losing their lives. While I’d failed to rescue my Dad, maybe doing more rescues of people at places I’d visited would be a good thing. Valery had supported that, along with doing volunteer stuff at church. Whatever Bridget’s issues might be, I still had five minutes to go in my shift. I turned back to the stack of bedroll cartons, sliced open the top carton with my box cutter and pulled out another Kelty Cosmic Down bedroll. I checked its price tag, confirmed it showed $149.95, had the store’s bar code on its tag, and put it up on the upper shelf of the aisle I usually worked in. Two more to go, then I could hit the break room and check out on the Kronos terminal. A second bedroll joined the first one.
 
   “Hey Jeff,” called a familiar voice.
 
   I looked up. It was Billy, coming my way from his alpine gear work section. He was whistling and looked happy. I guessed he was heading to the break room to check out for the day. “Hey Billy. What’s up?”
 
   My buddy grinned big, coming to a stop in my aisle. “Got big plans for my day off tomorrow! Me and Sally are going camping up by Santa Fe Ski Hill.”
 
   “Won’t it be too cold to camp out?” I asked, noticing how few customers were in the store this late in the day. Whatever. I put the last bedroll up on the shelf.
 
   He nodded. “Well, yes. All the more reason for us to cuddle in our sleeping bags!”
 
   Billy’s grin was not quite a leer. But it was clear he expected to have great sex with his new girlfriend Sally up by the ski lodge. Putting aside my own memories of the single time I’d made love with a woman, I grabbed the empty cartons and looked at him.
 
   “Well, my shift is ending too. Lead the way out.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   A thought hit me as I walked behind him. “Uh Billy, Bridget just passed me looking pissed. Said corporate wanted a list of our past employees. You heard anything about that, you being our IT person?”
 
   My buddy shrugged his shoulders. “Yeah, heard about it a few minutes ago. She came by my spot to get the access code for the personnel archives on the office computer. Said something about corporate wanting all the personnel info on past employees. Said it was because of some FBI request.”
 
   I stopped suddenly. Then kept walking, not wanting to draw attention from my few coworkers who would be working until the store’s closing at 8 p.m. “The FBI? Weird. Why are they interested in REI employees?”
 
   “Have no clue,” Billy said. “That’s just what Bridget told me when she demanded the access code. Said corporate had already given the feds the info on current employees in the four Southwest states. Why do you ask?” he said, glancing back.
 
   “Oh, nothing,” I said quickly. “Just feeling puzzled. Makes me wonder if there’s a secret bank robber working at an REI store. That’s what the FBI focuses on, right? Bank robberies?”
 
   Billy turned forward and pushed at the swinging door that gave access to the break room. “Yeah, they do that. They also do more. They track down terrorists, like that guy who held the women hostage at the Empire State Building. Wasn’t that pretty wild what that Green Mask guy did, showing up and disarming the terror guy?”
 
   I followed him into the break room as he headed for the Kronos terminal. “Yup, pretty wild. Was real nice how the women escaped without any injury.”
 
   Billy nodded, then typed on the Kronos terminal. “Was nice. But everyone in the news wants to know who this Green Mask guy is? Don’t you?”
 
   My mouth went dry. “Who the heck came up with this Green Mask name for him anyway? The copter shots I saw showed him to be a street guy wearing a hoodie and dressed casual. Not like any of those New York bankers or stock brokers.”
 
   Billy turned and watched as I typed my employee code into the Kronos. “Yeah, that’s how he looked. I think the name came from one of the women hostages, that redhead I think. She’s a jogger. She liked his looks, what she saw of him. Said he had blue eyes and straight black hair. Not much to go on, right?”
 
   “Right,” I said, putting my store ID card in my pocket and moving toward the exit door. I had nothing in my locker that needed to go to my apartment. And my bicycle was locked to the rack outside.
 
   “Hey!” yelled Billy. “Look at the TV! It’s showing the big steel arch in . . . uh, at St. Louis. I recognize it! Let’s hear what it’s saying.”
 
   My buddy grabbed the TV control and flicked on the sound. A CNN reporter woman faced the camera, sitting before a desk. Behind her was a live image of the top of the Gateway Arch. The image jerked a bit, kinda like the helicopter image of the Empire State Building. Then the image fixed on the row of narrow windows that filled the top of the silvery stainless steel arch. Figures moved behind the windows. As the image closed in on one window, it could be seen that two bearded men dressed in black were holding combat-style rifles pointed at lots of people, who stood to either side of the men, their hands on the top of their heads.
 
   “Breaking news!” called the woman on the screen, who was listed as CNN senior domestic reporter Leslee Howden. “Terrorists have taken captive at least twenty people on the Observation deck of the Gateway Arch in St. Louis. In a YouTube video shared around the world, the two men said they have planted explosives at the top of the stairs that run up the north and south legs of the arch. They warn that if anyone shows up at either stairwell entry, or rides up on the tram elevator cars, they will detonate their explosives. Then they will shoot all hostages,” Howden said, sounding a bit breathless. “The YouTube video listed their demands as the freeing of all jihadists held in federal jails and the departure of all American military forces from Israel and the Middle East.”
 
   “Crap,” muttered Billy. “Another one!”
 
   My stomach tightened as the faces of some of the hostages became clearer as they pressed up against the long narrow windows of the arch. I knew from my visit just after my fourteenth birthday that the terrorist’s location was nearly impossible to reach except by the zig-zag stairs that went up the north and south legs, or by the round tramway cars that were cable-pulled up the inside of each leg. Maybe a helicopter could drop some cops onto the top of the arch. There were no bathrooms up top, nor any water fountains or food machines. The captives were going to have a hard time of it, leastwise while they were alive. The rifles held by the terrorists looked to be old AK-47 semiautomatic rifles. But how had they gotten the rifles and explosives up to the arch top? I recalled how there was airport like security at the entrance to the visitor center, which lay underground and between the two legs of the arch. That security included x-ray and magnetometer machines. Had some employee of the arch smuggled the stuff inside?
 
   “We are joined now by CNN’s senior terrorism reporter Jack Wilshire. He is calling in from outside the FBI’s Hoover building in Washington D.C. Jack, what news do you have?”
 
   A middle-aged man now appeared to one side of the TV screen even as the copter close-up of the arch windows showed the hostages walking slowly to either side of the observation deck, with the two terrorists standing in the middle of the narrow room, pointing their rifles at the hostages on either side.
 
   “Hello Leslee,” said Wilshire. “My sources in the FBI say there are 22 people being held hostage. No children or babies among the captives. At least twenty other visitors escaped down the stairs of each leg, before the attackers fired warning shots and then wired explosives across each stairwell entry.” The TV image now filled with a file photo of the triangle shaped observation room, looking to one end of it. A booth with a control panel showed at one side of the start of the stairs. It was lighted and with no one in it. I recognized it as the north leg entry point, the place where people stepped out of the Ferris wheel like tram cars and walked up the stairs to the observation deck. Wilshire continued. “The St. Louis field office of the FBI is coordinating with St. Louis city police and the county sheriff’s office to evacuate people from the underground visitor center. There is official concern over the integrity of the arch if the explosives are detonated. A strong enough blast might sever the floor and walls at either or both ends of the observation deck. If that happens, the observation section could detach and fall to the ground, 630 feet below. Leslee, back to you.”
 
   “Very disturbing,” the blond-haired woman said. “Jack, has there been any official response from the White House to the demands of these terrorists?”
 
   The man nodded quickly. “A limited response. White House spokesman Wilbur Johanson said the president expects the hostages to be well treated and allowed access to food and water, neither of which are available on the observation deck. When asked if anyone was planning to bring up food and water, Johanson referred the reporter to the National Park Service, which runs the Gateway Arch. Back to you.”
 
   Howden frowned. “Has there been any word on a rescue effort?”
 
   “The FBI’s public affairs office has not responded to my inquiry or those of other news reporters,” Wilshire said. “Past history indicates that while local FBI agents will show up at the site of any domestic terrorism incident, the agents make no comment until after the situation is resolved. That was the case with the Empire State Building matter.” The reporter looked to one side as local police began setting up a yellow ribbon cordon in front of the entrance to the FBI building. Then he faced the camera. “The choice of these terrorists to take hostages at the top of a national landmark monument and to broadcast their demands over YouTube makes one wonder whether they have a connection with the Empire attacker, now identified as Mustafa al-Aziz, of Minneapolis.”
 
   The blond gave a quick smile. “Thank you, Jack. Please keep us posted on any law enforcement developments.” She faced the camera. “CNN has dispatched reporters to St. Louis and they will shortly be reporting live from the base of the Gateway Arch. At 630 feet high, the arch is the tallest stainless steel monument in the world. It is a National Historic Landmark and is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The arch was completed in June 1967. It was dedicated by Vice President Hubert Humphrey on May 25, 1968. Since then millions of people have visited the arch and ridden up its Ferris-wheel like cars to see the view. Located on the riverfront of the Mississippi River, visitors can look out the eastside windows at the river, or through the westside windows at the downtown area of St. Louis. We now go to our correspondent outside the office of Mayor Howard Weinstein. Melody, when will the mayor address the public?”
 
   I turned away, having seen enough.
 
   “Hey, aren’t you going to stay and watch?” called Billy. “I know this arch place. I visited it with my family. This is terrible.”
 
   I pushed at the exit door. “It is terrible. And I also visited it with my parents, when they were still alive. I’m heading home. Bye.”
 
   Outside was cold and overcast. I walked over to the bike rack, spun the dial for my lock, and pulled my mountain bike off the rack. Getting on it I turned and headed down Camino de la Familia, which paralleled REI’s Market Street entrance. Next I would turn left on Alcadesa Street, hit South Guadelupe and head for Cerrillos Road. My apartment complex was located down on St. Michael’s Drive, which crosses Cerrillos, on the city’s eastern side. As I bicycled, ideas flooded my mind. I had a clear memory of the observation deck where the hostages were being held. I knew I could teleport to exactly where the terrorists were standing. And I knew that because of the curve of the deck, with people standing at either end, I would be out of view of the deck’s two security cameras, which peered out from each tramway operator booth. But what then? My memory fed me the location of the Army-Navy store in Albuquerque, a place I’d visited while attending UNM. It held lots of used and recycled military stuff. Bullet resistant vests were part of their stock, along with old Iraq War era parachutes. I’d need both if I was going to face semiauto-armed terrorists. 
 
   I looked up at the sky. St. Louis was an hour later than Santa Fe. Which meant my five o’clock was six p.m. in St. Louis. Darkness would arrive there in another hour. While there were spotlights at the base of the arch, pointing upward, there was no artificial lighting of the apex of the arch. Just an airplane warning light on top that blinked steadily to alert low-flying planes. So maybe I could port into the center of the deck without being seen to suddenly appear. Giving thanks that I recalled every detail of the arch construction and display exhibits in the underground visitor center, and the movies shown in its theaters, I realized time was not on my side. Unlike in New York, there was no timeline set for action by the president. Just demands. Which might be made bloody by the sudden execution of one or more hostages. With 22 people under their control, these terrorists would likely feel the need to make a bloody statement. If I could, I wanted to get there before anyone was killed.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Gloria Chén sat down across from Janet. Her own seat was on one side of the long wooden table that filled the middle of the Starbucks coffee shop in downtown Los Alamos. She’d arrived there in her rental car a few hours earlier and checked in at the Comfort Inn motel on Trinity Drive. So far she had not contacted the LANL security people, preferring to take her chances on meeting some of the adult children of lab workers as they roamed through the small downtown main street of Los Alamos. Starbucks and several nearby restaurants were popular locations for those adult children who had not moved to Albuquerque or elsewhere to find jobs, which were scarce in Los Alamos. Now, here was Gloria, likely visiting her parents Hui and Jiang Chén. For some reason she’d left her Honeywell job and driven up to Los Alamos, arriving here in the early evening. Why? Well, time to begin.
 
   “Hi there. I’m Janet Van Groot, visiting from Virginia. Are you a native here?”
 
   The tall, trim woman looked up from her café latte and peered at Janet, her expression puzzled. “I don’t know you. Which makes sense if you’re from Virginia. And yes, I grew up here. Why?”
 
   Why indeed? “Uh, I’ve been hired to manage the clothing section at the new Smith’s Superstore on the—”
 
   “East side of town,” Gloria interrupted, sounding irritated. “We all know about it. The old store was just fine and more friendly than this superstore. Why’d you take a job here in Los Alamos? Aren’t you afraid of becoming radioactive?”
 
   “Is there really any danger?” Janet asked, wondering at the young woman’s sharpness. 
 
   Gloria scowled. “Never been any danger since the big cleanups in the canyons in the 50s and 60s. But you wouldn’t know that to talk to anyone outside of Los Alamos.”
 
   Interesting how such a smart young woman who tweaked computer databases for Honeywell could act so defensive. “Well, all I know about Los Alamos is what I read on the Chamber of Commerce’s website. I’m a business major graduate from George Mason. Just got hired by corporate Smith’s.” She smiled big, showing the young woman, who was just a year younger than Janet, her friend to Beverly smile. “Thought it would be nice to live in a small town surrounded by forests and hiking trails. Or was I wrong?”
 
   Gloria’s expression moved from scowling to thoughtful. “Oh. Well, pardon my comment. Comes from my years playing soccer for the Lady Hilltoppers. Every time we played a game at another city, the players would tease us about ‘glowing in the dark’. Some said worse than that.”
 
   “Oh? There’s been no atmospheric nuke tests for decades, so it would be kinda hard to glow in the dark,” Janet said, dredging up some of her research about LANL and the other national labs. “But really, what could be worse?”
 
   Gloria’s oval face had relaxed as Janet made her comment about no nuke air tests. The 23-year-old looked to her right as a crowd of other young people came in the door, then looked back to Janet. She raised a black eyebrow. “We’ve been called ‘baby killers’ by idiots whose level of science knowledge is limited to plugging in a toaster. And we’ve been blamed for poisoning the state’s air cause one of our drums of nuke waste popped open in a tunnel of the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant, south of here. No one got hurt by the accident, but still, anyone from Los Alamos is labeled a crazy nuke-lover!”
 
   Janet took a sip of her own café latte, which was now cold. “Well, I’m choosing to move here, if I can find a condo or small house to rent. Do your parents have a room they’d be willing to rent me? I’ve heard that some retired folks are willing—”
 
   “Nope,” Gloria said quickly. “My parents still work at the lab. And the spare bedroom that was mine until I moved to Albuquerque is in use now. By me. When I’m gone, they keep it available for relatives.”
 
   “Oh?” Janet said, hoping the parent mention would bring up volunteered data on Gloria’s parents. “Do your parents have relatives who visit often? Mine don’t. We’re a small clan.”
 
   Gloria waved at a blond woman who smiled back to her, then looked back to Janet. “Yeah, my uncle Huan sometimes visits from Taiwan, while my grandmother Daiyu flies in from Hong Kong sometimes.” She shrugged. “Only time there’s space in the house is when my parents go to international conferences. Like now. That’s when I like to visit.” She grinned. “Let’s me have parties with my high school classmates, leastwise those who still live here. Gotta go. My friend Louise over there is hailing me.”
 
   “Sure. Uh, any recommends on condo places here in town?”
 
   Gloria frowned. “Try down Oppenheimer Drive. There are several rental duplexes and a big condo complex at the bottom of the street. Maybe there will be a rental available. Good luck. Bye.”
 
   Janet waved as the trim woman grabbed her coffee, stood up and headed over to meet her friend Louise. Then she pulled out her tablet, tapped it on, typed in the access code, and began typing notes on Gloria’s relatives. Minutes later she called up the file record of Mercedes Johnson, the former girlfriend of Jeffrey Webster. Johnson still lived in Los Alamos. She had gotten a seasonal job working for the Forest Service during college, then had later gotten full-time work at the visitor center for the Valles Caldera National Preserve lands to the north of Los Alamos. Might be useful to officially interview her, versus a pretend encounter like she’d done with Gloria.
 
   “Hey!” yelled one of the young men who’d entered with the crowd of other locals. “Look at the TV! Looks like another Islamic terror grab!”
 
   Janet turned and looked up at the flat TV attached to one of the shop’s walls. Someone turned up the sound. She listened as the CNN woman Howden reported the hostage grab at the Gateway Arch in St. Louis and their YouTube demands. Then paid extra attention as the network’s senior terrorism reporter Jack Wilshire appeared standing in front of the Hoover building, the place she’d just escaped from.
 
   “Damn,” muttered a young guy sitting next to Gloria and Louise, both of whom were looking up from their corner table. “The explosives sound bad. Wonder if these whackos are going to blow up the arch?”
 
   “Would be hard to do,” commented an elderly man sitting at the end of the table where Janet sat. “It’s made of welded steel plates over an I-beam frame. But the blasts could sure hurt the hostages. See how they have been herded toward each end of this observation deck? So they’re close to the explosives? That’s to discourage any forced entry by cops.”
 
   Janet thought the man’s comment was insightful. She knew nothing about the arch, other than it existed and that St. Louis was the site of one of the agency’s 56 field offices. And also the location of one of the 71 Joint Terrorism Task Forces that answered back to the National Joint Terrorism Task Force, which had moved out of the Hoover building and into the National Counterterrorism Center in McLean, Virginia, not far from Tysons Corner. She wondered if SIOC had brought in people from NCTC to start work with them on this new terror attack. Since combatting terrorism was the agency’s top objective, it was likely they had done so. And if Mike Richardson was working today, Wednesday, he would again be on the front lines of response to this latest case of domestic terrorism. 
 
   She tuned back into the CNN reporting, hoping against hope that none of the 22 hostages would be killed as an ‘example’ to the world about the supposed helplessness of America in the face of worldwide jihadism. There was much her agency was already doing, but most parts of its response would not be known until after the end of this incident. While St. Louis was too far for a quick response by the HRT copter of the CIRG people, the Fly Team operated by her branch’s Counterterrorism Division was likely already on the way in one of the jets the FBI had at Dulles, ready for a quick flight anywhere in the USA. 
 
   Janet stood up and grabbed her purse as she realized she might learn more about current operations from her friend Beverly, if she went back to her room in the Comfort Inn. Once there she could pull out her tablet and text Beverly. It was five p.m. here in Los Alamos, which meant it was 7 p.m. in D.C. Beverly would either be in the SIOC room, watching like before, or be at her leased condo in Bethesda, not far from the Potomac River. Wherever she was, her friend was certain to know more than what CNN was reporting. She went outside and headed for her car in the parking lot next to Starbucks. Time to get in touch with Beverly. And maybe time to see if the Albuquerque field office knew anything about Gloria Chén’s overseas relatives.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   Valery Stockton kept watching the CNN report on the hostage situation in St. Louis, even though she hated spending much time on all the negative news in the world. She heard enough tragedy and horror from her counseling of abuse victims without adding in distant tragedies that she could not affect. And she needed a distraction from worry over Justine’s gall bladder operation, set for tomorrow morning. But the usual ABC national news that she watched at 5:30 had now been displaced by this ‘Breaking News’ coverage from CNN and other national networks. Lacking any new developments from the Gateway Arch hostage takers, who had shut down their live feed onto YouTube, CNN’s reporter had taken to reviewing past jihadist terror attacks. As usual the woman Howden, who was competent but limited by what her backstage producer transmitted to her, was doing her best to present a guarded but hopeful picture of the St. Louis incident. Maybe that was why she brought up the Empire State Building hostage taking.
 
   “This recent terror incident is remarkably similar to last Saturday’s incident where three women were held hostage by a single Somalia-born terrorist,” Howden said as the wall behind her filled with an image of the top of the Empire State Building. “While no one yet knows the identity of the Green Mask vigilante who freed the women, all three ladies were effusive in their comments on the young man. They are pictured here. The women were visiting New York City from San Francisco, Rocky Flats and St. Louis. This evening our St. Louis correspondent Jason Maguire has a live interview with Lois Fitzgerald, the woman who spent long hours with a shotgun roped to her neck. Jason, over to you.”
 
   Valery listened to the live interview with the white-haired senior who was standing on the front steps of her St. Louis home, looking patient as the CNN reporter peppered her with questions. But what drew her attention most were the photographs of the three Empire State hostages. They were a young redhead in a jogging outfit, a blond middle-aged woman and white-haired Fitzgerald. What most fascinated her was how closely they physically matched the three women young Jeffrey had talked to her about yesterday. These three were from the same cities and had the same ages and looks as Jeff had described meeting in downtown Santa Fe. What a remarkable coincidence!
 
   But as the CNN reporter sought Fitzgerald’s reaction to the new incident in her hometown, the elderly woman made a comment that caused her to reach for her client notepad.
 
   “Well, Jason, I sure wish our Green Mask liberator would show up and help these people in the arch,” Fitzgerald said, her expression thoughtful. “Our liberator moved really fast, so fast his hands were a blur. Leastwise to me. And my eyesight is still good.”
 
   CNN reporter Maguire, seen in profile as his cameraperson kept both Maguire and Fitzgerald in view, grinned now. “Yes, wouldn’t that be a great surprise? Uh, do you recall any more about this Green Mask vigilante, other than the fact he didn’t want to be known to the public?”
 
   Fitzgerald gave the younger Maguire a patient look. “Well, there are plenty of pictures of him from the copter and I’ve seen some still shots from the 102nd floor’s security camera. He wore bluejeans, a blue hoodie with the hood on top of his head, and had the green bandana covering his face. It covered his face from just below his eyes down to the top of his Hawaiian shirt.” The old woman paused. “I do wish there were more young men like him, willing to step in and help people in need, with no thought of personal gain or benefit.”
 
   “Yes, that is interesting,” Maguire said. “However, New York City is a long way from St. Louis so it is unlikely we’ll soon see Mr. Green Mask. Tell me about your time since your return home. I heard your neighbors put up yellow ribbons on the oak tree in your front yard. Is that true?”
 
   Valery looked down at her notepad. She reread her notes. Jeffrey had described the three women as a redhead jogger from San Francisco, a middle-aged blond from Rocky Flats near Denver and a white-haired elderly woman from St. Louis. And when he’d visited her office yesterday afternoon, he’d been wearing bluejeans and a blue hoodie. Though under the hoodie he was wearing a Denver Broncos t-shirt. Still, she recalled seeing him wear a Hawaiian shirt in earlier months, when the weather was warmer. 
 
   Had Jeff seen the CNN reports on these women, liked the good news and then co-opted the details for his sharing with her? While her paranoid schizophrenic clients had their share of hallucinations, such were not usual for persons with deep depression. Had young Jeff felt pressured to give her some good news in his weekly meeting with her? Perhaps. And maybe the minimal description of this Green Mask vigilante had put into his mind the idea that he too could ‘rescue’ some women from a difficult situation. There was of course no way that Jeff could be this secretive Green Mask guy. The young man did not like traveling in planes, preferring trains or buses for long distance travel, or so he’d confided to her months ago. And getting out to New York City, then back in time to go to work on Monday was just not viable using Amtrak or Greyhound. And it was silly of her to think of Jeff as some kind of hero. Reluctant to socialize he was. Isolated he lived. And his depression and guilt over his father’s death while he survived was very real. She would focus more on that deep-bound guilt, and the unresolved grief from losing both parents, the next time she saw him.
 
   Putting her notepad down, Valery listened as more terrorism talking heads appeared and opined on the likely ways in which the hostages could be rescued, depending on what the FBI and local police were doing. Which seemed to be a lot, judging by the number of vehicles gathered around the slanting walkways that led down to the underground visitor center of the Gateway Arch. Flicking off the CNN report, she grabbed her iPad, tapped it on, then tapped its Google icon to look up info on the Gateway Arch. She could research this latest terror event faster than the CNN desk reporter. And this way she didn’t have to listen to talking heads of both genders try to sound authoritative about something that was not quite an hour old.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Andrew Steinbach stood against the wall of the SIOC main room, watching as Mike Richardson put up multiple imagery feeds onto the wall video screens and checked his own desktop computer for the newest updates from the field office in St. Louis. While his principal aide Yamaguchi sat next to him, on his other side sat Jacob Whitson, from the NCTC office in McLean. One video wall screen held a live image from the CNN helicopter that hovered outside the top of the Gateway Arch, its telescopic camera and spotlight fixed on the center of the arch’s steel apex. Another wall screen held a satellite transmitted image from the inside of the Lear jet that was transporting the agency’s Fly Team from the Counterterrorism Division. On board were agents trained in humint, sigint, hostage survival, evidence collection, explosive post blast investigations, biometrics and a lot more. 
 
   Before coming down here he’d confirmed the St. Louis field office agents had evacuated the underground visitor center of all NPS staff and visitors, had brought in two SWAT teams from the city and county police departments, and had already sent ten-person rescue teams up the stairwell that climbed each leg of the giant arch. Those two teams were gathered at the foot of the tram doors that allowed visitors to exit and walk up a short flight of stairs to enter the 65 foot long observation deck. 
 
   He hoped the local units had explosive sensor devices with them, as the YouTube video transmitted by the terrorists showed a webwork of cord stretched across the opening where the top of the stairwell connected with the deck. In the middle of the web hung a green bottle with a cell phone attached to it, wires running from it and into the top of the bottle. He suspected the bottle held TATP liquid explosives. Which meant it was highly sensitive to sharp jolts and would go off if dropped. The electrical detonation seemed tied into the attached cell phone. That meant one or both of the terrorists held a cell phone actuator even as they pointed rifles at the hostages, who were leaning against the outward slanting walls of the seven foot wide deck. Clearly the hostages were tired after an hour of standing. They were a mix of people types. Elderly women, a few old guys, several young couples, and some solo men and women.
 
   “Agent Richardson, how many hostages have you ID’d?” called Andrew. “And how many smartphones have been activated for us to hear whatever is being said?”
 
   The tall special agent had loosened his necktie. Despite the low rumble of two dozen other agents in the room, speaking into their own suit mikes or sharing news with a colleague, the man heard him. He glanced to Andrew.
 
   “Deputy director, we’ve identified all 22 hostages by name, city and social media presence. We’ve been able to activate 17 of the smartphones they are carrying, based on file records of their phone bills,” the man said, his bass low but firm as it traveled twenty feet to where Andrew stood. “The Fly Team jet will arrive at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport within fifteen minutes. The field office has five vans parked there ready to transport the team and its equipment to the Gateway Arch. And we have live imagery from the observation deck thanks to cameras just outside the tramway operator booths. They show both groups of hostages, though the terrorists are hard to see due to the crowd and the rising floor of the deck.”
 
   “Good. Any info from Tripwire on whether these two bastards fit any known or suspected sleeper cell?”
 
   Richardson frowned. Then he gestured down at Whitson. “Jacob says their biometrics section cannot link the faces of either terrorist to known groups or to suspected covert sleeper cells. Nor does our own Terrorism Screening Center have any info on these two, according to agent Beverly Chase, who is seated over there.” The senior agent pointed to a young black woman seated in front of a desk screen. “However, their YouTube video claims they are following the orders of Abu Bakr al-Bagdadi, chief of the Islamic State in Raqqa, Syria. The two give their names as Husain Muhammed and Abu Talib, though we think those are noms de guerre.” 
 
   Andrew recognized one as the name of Muhammed’s uncle, the man who raised him as a young orphan. The other name was a combination of Muhammed himself and one of his direct descendants. Which meant these two bearded, black-suited men had some slight knowledge of the Quran and Islam. Whether they were recent converts or lifelong members of Islam he didn’t care. They had taken hostages, had fired their AK-47s to stop the flight of tourists at the top of the arch and had then placed explosive bottles at each end of the observation deck. Those actions were proof enough for him that these two meant business. 
 
   “Any timeline statements from these two?” he asked.
 
   Richardson glanced down at his laptop computer, then over to Yamaguchi, who shook her head. “Nothing beyond what they announced in the YouTube video. Just the departure of our forces from the Middle East and from Israel. And the prisoner release.” The man shrugged. “Even if the White House agreed to meet their demands, it would take days to weeks to achieve those departures. These two are not allowing any food or water to be delivered by the tram elevators. Nor are they allowing either gender to pee inside the partly enclosed operator’s booth. Our Behavioral Analysis Unit concludes this means the men will likely begin killing hostages, live, on YouTube and then detonate their explosives in an effort to cause the collapse of the Gateway Arch. They may want to imitate the towers collapse of 9/11.”
 
   The agent was giving voice to Andrew’s own worries. The director was presently in conference with the president at the White House. The Missouri National Guard had activated a battalion of troops and had two A-10 Warthog jets ready to strafe the top of the arch, if the men began killing hostages. That option was not one he welcomed. A strafing run would cut through the steel plates of the arch and kill the two terrorists. It would also likely kill any nearby hostage. And landing agents on top of the arch by way of a stealth helicopter would be visible to the CNN copter and would be heard inside, even if his field office people forced the CNN copter to land. Which left a sudden assault by snipers who should be part of each SWAT team already in place at the top of each leg. There was a chance a sniper could fire between the legs of the hostages and take out one or both terrorists. But killing them might not prevent the detonation of the explosives, if either man triggered his cell phone actuator before dying. 
 
   “Agent Richardson, any new problems?”
 
   The man looked sour. “Our people have noticed the movement of two young men in the hostage group. They are part of the north end group. The young men have been slowly moving closer to those hostages who are closest to the terrorists. Both men have been ID’d as former active duty military. Army and Marine. We are concerned they may try to jump the terrorists.”
 
   Andrew winced. Such a move could get those men killed, other hostages killed and one or both explosives might detonate. Buying time was what mattered now. Long experience had taught the agency that stretching out a hostage crisis situation increased the chances for a suspect to surrender or become vulnerable to countermeasures.
 
   “Is there a public address system in that observation room?”
 
   Richardson looked puzzled. “Yes, there is. It’s run by the NPS. Used to make—”
 
   “Can you link my smartphone into that system? So I will be heard?”
 
   Surprise now showed on his face. “Uh, yes, it will take a few moments to set up. We’ll have to route your signal through the wifi signal that allowed these guys to send off their YouTube broadcast. Is that your wish?”
 
   “It is. Do it.”
 
   Andrew pulled out his iPhone, tapped on its FBI app, tapped in his access code and held the device to his mouth. When Richardson pointed to him, he began.
 
   “Husain Mouhammed and Abu Talib, I am Andrew Steinbach, deputy director of the FBI in Washington, D. C. Will you talk with me? Your demands are being pursued.”
 
   The room’s wall video image of the CNN broadcast both men showed both men looking up at the ceiling speaker that conveyed his voice. They appeared surprised.
 
   “Infidel,” said Abu Talib loudly. “We hear you. Are you meeting our demands?”
 
   “We are working on those demands,” Andrew said, turning to watch the two young men vets, who had stopped their casual movement upon hearing his voice. “However, evacuating all American troops from the Middle East will take time. We have to take command of passenger jets and reroute them. Then our people have to—”
 
   “You delay!” Abu Talib spat loudly. He lowered his AK-47 and pointed it toward the group of south leg hostages. “Perhaps blood will motivate your infidel leader! You crusaders deserve—”
 
   A man dressed in a blue business suit suddenly appeared between the two terrorists, who were standing almost back to back in the center of the observation deck. The man wore a green bandana over his face. In movements too fast for Andrew to see, both men were slammed against the metal wall of the deck, the thudding sound of their impact carried over several of the smartphones in the pockets of nearby hostages.
 
   “Damn!” he said, realizing the Green Mask intruder had once more interfered in an agency operation.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   I stood before the full length mirror in my condo’s bedroom. Looking closely, I checked out my appearance.
 
   Most of me was covered by the blue two button Tommy Hilfiger suit I’d bought from the Men’s Wearhouse store in Albuquerque for my college graduation. It was the suit my father had seen me in, when I’d walked up onto the stage to accept my UNM diploma. It had survived the DWI crash thanks to being in a metal suitcase. Now, I wore it with a white shirt, white-striped blue tie, black dress shoes and the green bandana stretched across my face. Since my Barringer hoodie and Salomon hiking shoes were distinctive to REI, I’d chosen to leave them here in view of the FBI snooping into REI employee records. While my black-dyed hair was clearly visible, it had been visible under my hoodie. And my bare neck and ears did not have tattoos or earrings which could be traced back to me. 
 
   Glancing down I inspected the skin-tight green surgical gloves stretched across my hands. They blocked any fingerprints. Before putting them on I’d taken off the two turquoise rings that were usually on my left hand. No need to wear them. And there were plenty of tall young men with black hair in America, and in the Southwest. The FBI agents who might be sniffing after the supposed Green Mask guy could not tell me apart from tens of thousands of other young men living in the states of the Four Corners. Or so I hoped. Looking like a young business executive similar to those who’d given talks at my UNM classes amused me. I never wanted to be a Wall Street stock broker or investment banker. To me, they scammed the nation’s economic system. It was an attitude not appreciated by the head of UNM’s business department. Which didn’t matter to me since I’d been taking IT classes in another department. So he had no ability to block my graduation, much as he might have wished.
 
   I turned away, bent down to grab the parachute pack, pulled its harness over my shoulders and touched the outline of my .45, once more stowed inside my back waistband. The bullet resistant vest was under my dress shirt. It added bulk to my chest, something I didn’t mind. It had been fun watching a few morning TV shows where some of the women gushed over how ‘manly’ I had looked during the Empire State Building rescue. Well, this time CNN would see me through the narrow windows at the top of the arch, and maybe a few hostages would snap pics of me after I took care of their captors. I didn’t care. Pictures were not a way to track my identity. 
 
   And I’d learned from my school years in Los Alamos about the social cost of standing out as ‘different’ from other students. That had been one reason I’d dumbed down my tests and essays in high school. It didn’t matter. Let the smart ones like Gloria Chén, Abbie Spahn and Lawrence Mabry get written up in the local paper, or make the National Honor Society. I’d done as my Dad asked, and my Mom had wanted. I’d gotten a college degree. It didn’t matter to me that I could have tried for a corporate management trainee program. Fitting in with the programs of those in charge of the economy and the nation had never appealed to me. Walking through the ponderosa woods and meadows of the Jemez Falls area was more my style. And being there, away from the painful thoughts of others, let me relax my psychic shield. But that might have to change once I arrived inside the arch. Could I isolate the thoughts of the two terrorists? Maybe it wouldn’t matter, if my plan for zapping them worked out the way I hoped.
 
   Standing back, I recalled my memory of the curving floor of the observation deck at the very top of the Gateway Arch, the place math folks call the apex. It was an open space, just seven feet wide at foot level, wider at roof level, with narrow windows set into the western and eastern walls of the deck. At either end of the long room stood an operator booth, while next to the booth began metal stairs that led down each arch leg to the eight doors that gave access to the eight cars of each tram. Below those doors was a zigzag stairwell that led down to ground level. A random memory from the movie I’d watched in one of its two theaters said there were 1,076 emergency stairs that climbed up each leg of the arch. Perhaps there were armed cops at the top of those stairs, hunkering down to be out of sight to the two jihadist guys. Well, the explosive package that hung from each operator’s booth would slow any effort to grab me before I finished what I planned to do.
 
   With the image of the observation deck clear as crystal in my mind, I thought “I wish to be there”.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Janet sat on the couch in her hotel room watching the CNN coverage of the St. Louis hostage taking. The YouTube video posted by the jihadists was repeating soundlessly in one video insert, while behind Howden was the close-up image of the top of the arch. That image showed the well-lighted room that lay behind the narrow windows that faced the western side of the arch, which was the part illuminated by the spotlight from the CNN helicopter. It showed the two black-dressed men standing almost back to back, with each pointing their AK-47 at a group of hostages. One group of hostages clustered on the northern end of the arch while a second group clustered on the south end. It was hard to see but it looked as if the hostages were trying to stay as far from the explosives as possible, while still staying out of reach of the jihadists. Since the observation room was 65 feet long, that meant each cluster of hostages had to be within 15 feet of the explosive package at their end of the room. The CNN copter reporter had said the southern cluster contained 12 people while the northern cluster held 10 hostages. She looked down at her tablet.
 
   “Janet, can’t say much right now,” Beverly had texted her. “But the Fly Team has landed at the airport. They should be at the arch within ten minutes. They’ll join up with the SWAT teams at the top of each leg. What happens next . . . Wait! The deputy director has told Mike to connect him with the PA system in the observation room. What is he planning?”
 
   There was no further text from her girlfriend. She resumed looking at the CNN report. Janet had shut off the sound. But the live image from the copter was worth watching. If the jihadists were going to kill someone to ‘make a statement’ to their Islamic State handlers, she feared they would do that sooner rather than later.
 
   A man in a suit suddenly appeared behind the two jihadists. Before she could blink, both men had been slammed against the western wall of the room. A green bandana over the man’s face resolved her confusion.
 
   “Mr. Green Mask!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   I arrived.
 
   As soon as my eyes saw the two men, facing away from me but with their shoulders in front of me, I did two things almost instantly.
 
   I reached out with my hands and touched the shoulders of the two jihadists.
 
   At the same time I thought “get away from me!”
 
   Mind power slammed the two men into the metal wall of the observation room with the force of being hit by a car. Their heads hit hard.
 
   “Rat-a-tat-tat!” came from the rifle of the man on my right, who had been lowering his AK-47 when I arrived. 
 
   Bullets spurted out and hit the metal ceiling above the south end hostages, then ricocheted down into the stairwell beyond them.
 
   Red blood spurted from the nose and forehead of the man on my left as he slumped down, half lying against the wall and half crumpled on the floor. No movement came from him or his rifle. His mind had no coherent thoughts in it.
 
   The man on my right groaned “Ohhh!” then lay limply against the slanting wall, red blood smearing the gray metal between two windows. His rifle clattered to the floor even as he tried to turn his head my way. His thoughts were confused and filled with pain.
 
   I thought “come to me” at the two rifles, reaching out for them.
 
   They flew loose from the two men and slammed into my hands. I cradled them against my suit, then looked around. Two young men with crewcut hair were close by, standing at the edge of the south end group, their eyes wide. 
 
   “You two!” I yelled. “You military?”
 
   “Yes,” called a stocky brown-haired guy. “Army Ranger.”
 
   “Me too,” called the other man, whose black hair showed tight sidewall trims above his ears. “Marine Recon. Why?”
 
   I nodded down at the two jihadists, only one of whom showed any movement.
 
   “Come over here and tie these guys up with your belts. I’ve got to get rid of—”
 
   “Time to die,” came the thought from the man on my right who had groaned. With the thought came the mental picture of a cell phone hanging from his neck on a lanyard. It was followed by the image of a finger touching a button on the phone.
 
   “No!” I yelled, touching that man with my mind and lifting him up off the floor in the hope he could not do what he planned.
 
   “Ka-booom!”
 
   I winced as the explosives at the south end of the room went off.
 
   The two vets ducked down at the sound of the blast, as did the ten women and men behind them. One person in that crowd let out a cry of pain.
 
   “Fuck!” I said, dropping the rifles behind me and reaching down to grab the neck of the man who had set off the explosives. I lifted his head, then slammed it against the metal wall with all the force of my body and my mind. His mind awareness vanished, though he still lived. A crunching sound told me he likely had a skull fracture. The other man was still unconscious, knocked out by the impact with the wall.
 
   I stood up and looked both ways.
 
   The north end hostage group had also dropped to the floor at the sound of the blast, but were now standing up slowly, looking bewildered. The south end group were holding their ears, clearly in pain from the pressure wave of the blast. That wave had pushed a strong wind against my face, but my bandana was still in place. The two vets were looking to me.
 
   “Get the hell over here now! Tie up these guys. I’ve got to check out that blast site.”
 
   As the two men, both of whom looked to be my age, headed towards me, I looked around and yelled.
 
   “People! You’re safe now! The two jihadists are down and have no weapons. We’ll get you out of here soon as possible. But you folks on the north side, stay away from that explosive bottle!” 
 
   I stepped back as the two vets arrived and began pulling the hands of the unconscious men behind their backs, looping their own belts around those hands. One vet pulled both feet of a jihadist up and looped his long belt around the ankles, making it impossible for the jihadist to walk or do anything. I looked down at the two rifles, then realized there was a simple way to remove that danger. I picked both up, stepped aside to the open space between the jihadists and the south end group, and pointed one rifle’s muzzle at the seven inch high window that faced the west side. I pulled the trigger once.
 
   “Kablam!” came the sound of a .223 caliber bullet going through the thick glass. It fractured in a series of lines. I poked the muzzle into the hole, swept it side to side to clear the opening, then tossed that rifle out the window. The second followed. The CNN helicopter’s spotlight fixed on me. I turned back, saw the two vets were now sitting on top of the two jihadists, who were leaking red blood onto the floor’s gray carpet, and that the north end hostage group was slowly coming toward us.
 
   “What’s your names?” I asked, catching my breath and telling my heart to stop beating like something out of a cartoon. The rifle going off, followed by one bomb exploding, had not been part of my rescue plan. 
 
   The brown-haired Army Ranger guy looked intent. “George Wilson.”
 
   “Wayne Mendoza,” called the black-haired Marine Recon guy. “Who are you?”
 
   “An American,” I said, stepping back. I pointed up at the ceiling, where the rectangle of an access hatch showed. “You two, get that hatch open. It gives access to the roof of the arch. It’s how maintenance replaces the airplane caution light. I want to put these two bastards up there, away from any of you folks.”
 
   Mendoza looked down at his unconscious captive. He rolled the man over. A cell phone hung by a cord from the man’s neck. “Should I take this off him? To prevent another blast?”
 
   “Yes!” I yelled, then sought calmness. The sound of creaking metal came from the south end of the room, where the explosion had happened. “Take it off carefully. Hold it by the cord. Don’t touch anything on the phone.” I looked to the Ranger guy. “George, do the same for this bastard’s phone. He set it off but who knows whether it could affect the other bomb. Be careful with it. Put the phones over on that window sill, slowly.”
 
   “Will do,” George said. “Both Wayne and me have training in handling live explosives and detonators.”
 
   “Good.” I waved at the north end group of people to stop approaching. Then realized something. “Are any of you a nurse or a doctor?” I called to them. “We’ve got someone hurt from the blast on the south side of the room.”
 
   A middle-aged brunette held up her hand. “I’m a nurse. Worked ER and intensive care. My name is Alice.”
 
   I nodded. “Alice, follow me. I’ve got to check out that blast site and see what’s broken.”
 
   She came after me, as my sensitive ears told me. A rush of thoughts came from the people in her group and also the folks in the south end group. Spotting the older man whose right leg was bleeding badly from some kind of shrapnel, I raised my psychic shield against the thoughts of others. Didn’t need piles of emotions and confused thoughts getting in the way of what I needed to do now. The south group of people parted to allow me to pass through them. I pointed at the hurt man. “Nurse Alice, please help him. Some folks here have got to have some handkerchiefs or socks or whatever that can be used to stop the bleeding.”
 
   “I’ll see to him . . . uh, Mr. American.”
 
   Ignoring her comment, I headed for the blackened space that had once been the operator booth of the south arch tramway. Cold air blew my way from an opening in the wall on my left side, while the right side wall was bulging outward from the force of the blast. In the middle, the place where the carpeted floor met the first step, was a large black hole. My memory of the construction of this part of the arch said there was a v-shaped space below the floor that reached down five foot. With any luck the blast had not torn through the vee of the arch. If it had, this end of the deck might start to drop down, though the compressive force conveyed by both arch legs would likely keep the apex room mostly in place. Time to check on the extent of the damage.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   “Deputy director!” yelled Richardson. “Does the south side SWAT team advance?”
 
   Andrew looked away from the observation room image conveyed by the south arch security camera that was attached to the roof just above where the blast had happened. Part of the image was blackened from smoke, but the tiny mobile camera inside still worked. The dome that covered it must have protected it from the blast. Either that or God Himself was a special agent of the FBI. Richardson’s shocked face came into focus.
 
   “Not yet!” One wall video screen showed the north arch hostage group moving away from the explosive bottle at their end of the room. Other wall screens showed the arrival of the Fly Team vans at the base of the arch, while the CNN copter image showed hostages moving toward the middle of the arch, to where the two vets were sitting on the bodies of the two jihadists. Two women were doing something with cell phones. The Green Mask man in the suit was now moving toward the south side camera and that end of the deck. “Let’s hear what this intruder has to say about the condition of the stairwell. He’s closer to it than our people down below. Any word from our folks on their condition?”
 
   “Yes,” Richardson said quickly. “Got an ear pod link with the south arch folks. The SWAT team and three field agents are all okay, no injuries. But the blast wave buffeted them badly. Some of them might have a burst eardrum. All report ready to take control of the scene.” 
 
   “Agent Richardson,” called Yamaguchi from her desk next to him. “Public affairs says CNN is calling them demanding to know what is happening. They say they saw an explosion at one end of the room. What response?”
 
   “Say we are managing the rescue of the hostages,” Richardson said. The senior agent paused, looked down at Jacob Whitson of the NCTC, then over to Andrew. “Deputy director, agent Whitson says his Fly Team people are entering the visitor center and heading for the emergency stairs in both arch legs. Or should they call down the tram cars?”
 
   “Don’t use either tram group,” Andrew said quickly. “The vibration of their use might activate the north side explosives bottle. What matters now is that all hostages are alive, the jihadists are restrained by those vets and the intruder will tell us the condition of the blast site. Once we know that, we can proceed to an active rescue of the hostages.” Another thought hit him. “Jacob, have your explosives people head up the north leg of the arch. I want them up there with the SWAT team and able to get eyeballs and sensors on that other explosive package. People, get moving!”
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   I stopped at the edge of the hole. Where the floor had once continued to the metal stairs and rails that led the way down to the south arch tram doors, and below that to the emergency stairs, there was now only blackness. The hole looked to be four feet wide and three feet long. The top step of the stairs was gone, but the other stairs were intact and firmly seated on the underlying metal support frame. On the left was a hole in the wall that was big enough for a hunched down person to pass through. Cold wind blew in, dispersing the last of the black smoke from the detonation. On my right the half wall that had separated the operator booth from the stairs was pushed inward. The tram control panel had dents in it and nothing on it showed a light or sign of being powered up. 
 
   “George and Wayne,” I called back. “There’s a three by four foot hole in the floor and top stair. And a hole in the side wall. Rest of the floor is stable. Keep folks back there. I’ll see what I can do here.”
 
   “We’re fine,” called George. “Alice is fixing our guy’s leg.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Getting the floor hole covered was vital to getting the hostages out safely, since the north end was blocked by its explosive package. Maybe the half wall, which was bent to the right and folded over, would work. In my mind, I thought of a ball of flame.
 
   A yellow-orange globe of flame took form in front of me. 
 
   I lifted my hand and gestured forward, thinking to it to “move away from me.”
 
   It moved.
 
   I thought “touch the half wall where it touches the rest of the wall.”
 
   The ball of flame moved to the top of the half wall and touched the spot where the half wall joined with the rest of the booth wall. The flame flared bright yellow as it contacted the thin metal.
 
   I stuck out my right index finger and pointed at the spot where the flame ball touched the metal. Matching my thought to my finger’s movement, I drew a line downward in the air.
 
   “Go down,” I thought.
 
   The flame ball moved down the metal, cutting through it the way scissors cut through paper.
 
   “Stop,” I thought as the flame ball reached the floor of the operator booth. 
 
   The rectangle of metal, measuring a good four feet by four feet, was now attached only to the floor of the booth.
 
   Thinking “Goodbye” I snapped my fingers and the flame ball was gone. 
 
   Reaching out with my hand, I thought of the metal sheet bending back toward the stairs and then down. Mind power applied the force to bend it over.
 
   In a few seconds the half wall mostly covered the hole blown in the stairs and floor. There was a good foot of open blackness between the edge of the metal sheet and my feet, but now, the bent sheet covered most of the hole. With a last thought to ‘bend down’ I made the lower end of the sheet drop further down until it touched an intact stair.
 
   “How did you do that?”
 
   I jerked.
 
   Standing up I turned and faced the speaker. Who was Wayne Mendoza. The big Marine was three inches shorter than me but his heavily muscled upper body looked tense under his camo shirt. Behind him I saw George sitting on both jihadists. Above George the ceiling access hatch was gone. A black space showed. My route to escape was open. Muffled voices from behind told me some of the cops lower down on the stairwell were talking about coming up to rescue the hostages.
 
   I gave him a shrug. “Magic. Now, it’s time for me to get up top and then pull those bastards out and away from these good people. Want to help?”
 
   Wayne stepped aside as I walked toward George, who looked curious. All the hostages were now gathered behind George, in roughly the center of the room.
 
   “Sure,” Wayne said, following after me. “But you should know those two ladies there have been imaging everything on their smartphones since your arrival. It’s likely they got your little ball of flame cutting through the metal wall.”
 
   “Can’t be helped,” I said, realizing that my special abilities were now known by both the public and law enforcement. No doubt the women were live-streaming their imagery to YouTube. I stopped this side of the window I’d shot out and looked up. “Can someone offer me some hands to step on so I can get up there? Then you all can grab these two bastards and hand them up to me. Once they are on the arch roof, it’ll be clear for you all to head down the south end stairwell and meet folks who will help you. I got the blast hole covered. It’s safe now.”
 
   One of the two women who had their smartphones aimed at me, clearly taping all I did and said, now lifted her eyebrows. “Mr. Green Mask, how did you make that ball of flame appear? And I didn’t see you touch that metal sheet as it bent over. Are you for real?”
 
   “I’m very real,” I said, lifting my right foot and putting it into Wayne’s cupped hands. “And the flame ball came from my campfire.”
 
   With a nod to Wayne I grabbed his shoulder and stood up. The Marine held steady below me. My head poked through the ceiling hatch. A few inches above my head was the edge of the stainless steel roof. I reached up, grabbed the roof edges and pulled myself up. Below me, I felt Wayne’s hands pushing on my shoes to give me a boost up and out onto the roof. Pulling my legs out of the hatch hole, I turned and reached down.
 
   “Hand them up. One at a time.”
 
   They handed up the jihadist who had not fired. I grabbed his shirt collar, thought “come to me” and let my mind lift up his mass, while pretending to haul him out. Laying him down to one side, I leaned against the cold fall wind buffeting me at 620 feet above the grounds of the St. Louis riverfront. Then I reached down again. But Wayne and George, holding the shooter jihadist, were looking aside. The shooter was in their arms but not lifted up yet.
 
   “Cops!” called Wayne, who looked up at me. “Where you going to go?”
 
   In my mind, my eyes fixed on the jihadist in their arms, I thought “come to me”.
 
   The man’s body lifted out of the arms of Wayne and George and rose up through the hatch to me. With a thought I tossed his limp body to the other side of the hatch, there to lie on the roof of the arch that they had wanted to bring down, like the 9/11 towers.
 
   “Got a parachute. I don’t like publicity. Say bye to everyone for me and if they ask who I am, just tell them my name is “an American”.
 
   Wayne grinned, then nodded.
 
   I stood up, ignoring the yellow beam of the CNN copter as its spotlight fixed on me and the two jihadists at my feet. Reaching back, I took hold of the ripcord. Then I walked to the edge of the steel arch, looked down, saw several barges tied up at a nearby wharf and jumped off.
 
   Pulling the ripcord I waited for the jerk of the chute opening suddenly.
 
   Nothing happened. No jerk.
 
   Well, that’s what you get when you buy something used at an Army-Navy store.
 
   I thought of my condo bedroom, of where I had stood not long ago in front of my wall mirror. I thought “I wish to be there”.
 
   And I was.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Janet could not believe what she saw in the CNN image as the Green Mask guy stood atop the silvery metal of the Gateway Arch, two unconscious and bleeding jihadists lying to either side of him. The man had just turned, faced the Mississippi River and then walked to the edge of the arch. On his back was a square brown pack strapped to his shoulders that she thought looked like a parachute bundle. Then he stepped off the roof.
 
   The chute did not open.
 
   As he fell down, his body reappeared below the arch, falling fast as he stood upright, his tie whipping up past his bandana-covered face. His black hair flared out from the slipstream of passing air. Both gloved hands were stretched out to either side of him, as if feeling for a rail. Or something.
 
   Then he vanished.
 
   In the glare of the copter’s yellow spotlight, a man vanished in mid-air.
 
   “Shit!” she said, then pulled her tablet over to her lap and began madly texting to Beverly. Surely her friend would know something about this mysterious intruder who had knocked out the two jihadists, pulled them onto the roof and then stepped into the air, clearly expecting to make his getaway by use of a parachute. Landing in the river or on a nearby barge would have let him get away before local agents or cops could reach him. Instead, with no chute opening, he had just disappeared in mid-air. She bent and typed on her tablet.
 
   “Beverly! Who the hell is this guy that just disappeared? Is he a DOD asset? He just suddenly showed up, knocked out the jihadists and now has disappeared into thin air. Do we have a superhero working for the agency?”
 
   Janet waited for her friend’s reply. No doubt things were crazy at the SIOC operations room. She hoped her friend could send her some kind of news. She had never before believed in the Saturday morning cartoon heroes, or the superbly produced CGI animated movies like Ironman and Superman. But now, after seeing Mr. Green Mask suddenly appear, then disappear, she was starting to wonder if legends could be real.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   “Jacob!” yelled Richardson. “Get your Fly Team up there and take control of that situation. Get the smartphones from those two women, segregate the two vets for one-on-one interviews, and hold everyone down in the visitor center for follow-up by our Behavioral Analysis Unit people. Also pull down those two jihadists and use the Fly Team’s QCP to print them. I want to know who they are yesterday.” He looked over to Yamaguchi. “We’ve got some BAU people on that Fly Team, right?”
 
   “We do,” Yamaguchi said, looking down at her computer screen, then up as the CNN copter image refocused on the windows of the observation room. The imagery showed five SWAT uniformed police coming from the south end of the room and moving toward the 22 hostages. “The Fly Team also includes med people who can tend to the wounded hostage.”
 
   Andrew listened as Richardson handled the immediate issues that did not involve fantastic stuff like a man creating a ball of flame in midair so it would free a piece of metal to cover a blast hole, then invisibly lift up the second jihadist without using his hands. That was wild enough. When the man stepped off the apex of the arch, Andrew expected a parachute getaway similar to what Green Mask had done in New York. This time, instead, in the full glare of the copter spotlight, he simply vanished in midair. There were no hydrogen peroxide jump jets affixed to his business suit. Nor did he have a wingsuit to allow him to make a controlled glide down to the ground. He just vanished. That was not possible. But it had happened. He looked over to the bald head of Richardson’s boss.
 
   “Chief Ramsay, is this Green Mask guy part of your CIRG group? Some fantastic asset of the Hostage Rescue Team?”
 
   Leonard Ramsay, seated behind Richardson, looked his way. His face, usually so composed, was almost white with shock. 
 
   “No way. I have no idea who he is. Or how he could vanish in thin air. Or make a ball of flame appear from nowhere.”
 
   Thanks to the security camera, Andrew and everyone in the room had seen the flame ball appear, had seen it cut through the wall metal as Green Mask pointed a finger and drew it downward like drawing a line in the air, then saw the metal bend over without being touched by the intruder. Some agent in the room had captured the smartphone uploads of the two women captives. That imagery had been running to one side of the security screen. They’d all heard Green Mask’s response of “magic” to the Marine Recon vet on how the intruder had made the impossible happen. Then, with the space clear between the ceiling camera and the center of the room, they’d all watched as Mendoza lifted up one of the jihadists, who was pulled up and out by the intruder. Then there had been a sudden rush of SWAT camo uniforms as the south end rescue team had run up and over the covered blast hole, moving to the hostages. While the camera’s view was blocked by them, the smartphone feed followed all that was happening. What was almost as crazy as Green Mask disappearing was how the body of the second jihadist had lifted up from the arms of the two vets and, with no one touching it, had risen up through the room’s roof and then floated in front of the intruder up top. That body had then dropped onto the roof just before Green Mask stepped off the arch.
 
   He kept his eyes on Ramsay. “Leonard, you know all the NCTC and Quantico people. Are there any BAU people in this room? Anyone on loan from Quantico?”
 
   Relief showed in Ramsay’s face. “Yes, Deputy Director Steinbach. Over by you is seated Special Agent Ethel Lowenstein. She is a member of BAU One.”
 
   Andrew felt relief. The woman’s expertise was in analysis of counterterrorism, arson and bombing as part of BAU One. He met the gaze of an older woman whose gray hair was tied into a bun on top of her head.
 
   “Agent Lowenstein, do you have any explanation for how that man with the green bandana could disappear in midair? Or cause a ball of flame to appear in front of him? Or be able to lift the second jihadist without touching him?”
 
   The room went almost quiet as most of the 27 agents in the room stopped talking, typing or interacting with each other. Richardson, Ramsay and Whitson looked toward Andrew, intensely focused on him and the agent.
 
   She sat back from her desktop computer screen, which showed the hostages being led to the south end of the room and being guided over the sheet metal that covered the blast hole. She glanced to one side, noticing the attention of everyone, before she focused on him. Her gray eyes were bright.
 
   “Deputy director, I have no facts relating to your questions. What we all saw is not possible.”
 
   He shrugged. “But it happened. So speculate.”
 
   She frowned, then sighed. “In popular literature associated with comic books and fantasy novels, what that man did by disappearing in thin air is called teleportation. Using the power of one’s mind to jump instantly from one spot to another spot.”
 
   Sourness filled his mouth. “And his other actions? What are they called?”
 
   “Lifting the body up the way we saw is called telekinesis or psychokinesis. New Age mediums claim they can lift chairs and other objects without touching them.” She grimaced. “The flame ball is beyond strange. In the parapsychology literature it is called pyrokinesis. The definition of pyrokinesis is the ability to create and control fire using one’s mind. Sir.”
 
   Andrew’s face felt hot. Which meant he was flushing. What the BAU woman was telling him was stuff he’d associated with Hollywood and comic books. Not the real world. 
 
   “Thank you, Special Agent Lowenstein.” He looked to the SIOC leader. “Special Agent Richardson, see to the identification of the two jihadists, analyze the cell phones that hung from their necks, get rid of the explosive bottle if it cannot be safely transported for analysis, recover the AK-47 rifles and track their origin, and raid the residences of these jihadists. I want you to work with the Terrorist Screening Center to determine who these men are, where they come from and whether they are part of an Islamic State network focused on taking hostages at national landmarks.” Andrew paused, too many thoughts rushing through his mind. He focused on a young black woman sitting on the far side of the room. “Agent Beverly Chase, you work in the TSC in the National Security Branch, right?”
 
   “Yes I do, deputy director,” responded the woman, who looked as shocked as everyone else in the room at the sudden appearance of weird mental powers playing a role in a hostage rescue. She put down a tablet she had been looking at.
 
   “Good. Work with Agent Richardson on the matters I just assigned. Two high profile hostage takings at major national landmarks within a week smells to me. This looks like a new phase of radical Islamic terrorism. A phase focused on mass media embarrassment of national governments. I am concerned there may be other sleeper cells or self-radicalized jihadists now taking orders from ISIS. We have to find them and stop them. That begins with deep analysis of everything we can learn about those two jihadists.”
 
   “I will be glad to assist in that effort,” Chase said.
 
   Andrew looked back to the BAU woman. “Special Agent Lowenstein, open a file on this Green Mask intruder, the guy the media are calling the ‘reluctant superhero’, according to that CNN headline,” he said, pointing to the CNN imagery screen. “We have a DNA profile for him. Various data suggest he comes from the Southwest region of America. Some of his clothing comes from the REI outdoor supplies chain. Pollen analysis suggests he may live in either Arizona or New Mexico. The details are in Agent Richardson’s recent report to me.” He paused, looking around the attentive faces of the agents in the room. “People, while I am very happy all hostages are alive and well, we cannot let a mystery vigilante intrude on the duties of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. We have to know who this man is, where he comes from, why he does these intrusions and . . . and we need to know if his unique abilities are due to a genetic mutation, which I consider a better explanation than magic!”
 
   A few agents laughed. Most stayed attentive and thoughtful. On the far side of the room, Chase raised her hand.
 
   “Yes Agent Chase? You have some information?”
 
   She nodded quickly. “I do. On his clothing. I’ve researched the clothing worn by all types of jihadists within the USA. The intruder was wearing a blue, two button Tommy Hilfiger suit. One source for that brand is the Men’s Wearhouse. A check of customer videos from every Men’s Wearhouse in Arizona and New Mexico might yield an image of a blue-eyed, black-haired young man who is six foot three. If he used a credit card, that would give us an address and name. If we only have an image, that can be compared to images of REI employees and customers from the four states.”
 
   Andrew felt his face get cooler. His flush had subsided. He liked what Chase was saying. Of course all the clothing worn by this intruder could have come from a second hand store, rather than REI and Men’s Wearhouse. Still, dealing with facts and the real world was what he had devoted himself to, ever since he’d graduated from law school and had applied for admission to the FBI academy, thirty years ago.
 
   “That’s good data, Special Agent Chase.” He looked down to the gray-haired BAU woman. “Special Agent Lowenstein, integrate the data from Agent Chase with Richardson’s report. Build a profile for this young man. The director and, I suspect, the president need answers, not media hysteria.”
 
   “Will do,” she said.
 
   Andrew turned and headed for the exit out of the SIOC room. He needed the quiet space of his office on the seventh floor. He had much to think about, and a report to write for the director based on what he himself had seen in the TV screens of the SIOC room. One thing worried him. In biology, there were no unique lifeforms. So if there existed one young man able to teleport from place to place, and send fireballs through the air, there must be other humans with similar talents. Or was this talent so rare it was a once in a generation event, with no one now alive able to do what he’d just seen? He didn’t know. He just hoped the president didn’t ask him that question.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   Valery walked into her pueblo style home on Santa Fe’s east side. It lay in the low rolling hills well past St. Francis and was a refuge both she and Justine cherished. Valery tapped on the hallway light, then walked into the living room. The air was cool and it was so quiet. She was used to arriving home from counseling work and having Justine greet her with a big smile. Well, maybe that would happen later tonight, when she headed out to Christus St. Vincent. Her wife’s gall bladder surgery was set for 9 p.m., a few hours yet to go. She glanced at the kitchen area that opened out onto the spacious, high-ceilinged living room. Overstuffed chairs and a big red leather couch filled that room. The couch faced the wall on which the 42 inch flatscreen TV. She and Justine often sat together on the couch and watched nature programs, or a mystery movie downloaded from Netflix. Tonight that would not happen. Nor would dinner. She had no appetite for a micronuked meal and she did not feel up to cooking something from scratch. Instead, she grabbed the pitcher of green tea from the fridge, poured a glass for herself, and sat down on the couch. Leaning forward she grabbed the TV control from the glass table in front of the couch, pointed it at the flatscreen and clicked it on. Maybe there would be news about the hurricane heading for Florida. Her older sister Gladys lived there and she was worried every time her widowed sister—
 
   “The twenty-two hostages being held inside the top of the Gateway Arch are exposed to explosives at either end of the observation room,” said a blond CNN reporter who was familiar to Valery. She liked watching the news specials put on by this Leslee Howden. “So far there has been no response from the White House on the demands of the two terrorists. Meanwhile, no food or water—” Howden paused, touched her right ear, then showed surprise. “Our CNN copter reports a man in a suit has knocked down the two terrorists! We’re going to a live image from the helicopter.”
 
   Valery blinked, surprised by the sudden turn of events. When she’d left her office things had been in a stalemate. Now, just after 6 p.m., something was happening in St. Louis. Behind Howden there appeared a jerky image of the top of the arch with its line of narrow windows, through which could be seen two groups of hostages. The two terrorists, who usually occupied the center of the room with rifles pointed at the hostages, were not visible. Instead, standing there and looking out was a man in a business suit whose face was covered by a green bandana.
 
   “The Green Mask vigilante has appeared and knocked out the two terrorists!” called Howden excitedly. She frowned, then looked aside at her iPad where it lay on top of her announcer’s desk. “We are going now to live video from YouTube. The imagery is being sent from the smartphones of two women hostages. Let’s tune in to what they are hearing and seeing.”
 
   Valery listened even as the imagery changed from the copter’s outside view to an image from the interior of the room at the top of the arch. Filling the middle of the screen was a tall man dressed in a blue, two button business suit, with a white-striped blue necktie and a green bandana over his face. His black hair was short. The man’s blue eyes scanned past the woman holding the smartphone, his head stopping suddenly.
 
   “You two!” Green Mask yelled. “You military?”
 
   “Yes,” called a twenty-something man from one side of the imagery. “Army Ranger.”
 
   “Me too,” called a second young man dressed in a camo t-shirt. “Marine Recon. Why?”
 
   Green Mask nodded down at the floor, on which lay two bleeding terrorists.
 
   “Come over here and tie these guys up with your belts. I’ve got to get rid of—”
 
   “Ka-booom!”
 
   The sound of the explosion shocked Valery. The YouTube imagery jerked and lost its focus as the woman holding the smartphone dropped to the floor. The image soon tilted up to show the still standing Green Mask man.
 
   The two vets were half-crouched, but now rising. As were the smartphone woman and other nearby captives.
 
   “Fuck!” cursed the Green Mask man, his angry tone of voice sounding familiar to Valery. “Get the hell over here now! Tie up these guys. I’ve got to check out that blast site.”
 
   As the two vets, both of whom looked to be in their late twenties headed toward Mr. Green Mask, the vigilante looked around, his eyes bright.
 
   “People! You’re safe now! The two jihadists are down and have no weapons. We’ll get you out of here soon as possible. But you folks on the north side, stay away from that explosive bottle!” 
 
   Valery watched as the rescue of the men and women hostages played out. She gasped when Green Mask pointed a rifle at a window, fired, knocked the glass away, then tossed the two AK-47 rifles out the open window. Things became halfway normal when the young man, whose voice sounded so familiar, turned away, spoke to the vets, then walked toward the end of the room where the blast had happened. He called to a woman nurse to help a man wounded by the explosion. Then he stopped in front of the blast site and commented on what he saw. Once again the low baritone voice sounded familiar.
 
   When the smartphone imagery showed a ball of flame appear where the explosion had happened, she felt shock mixed with surprise. Amidst the smoke-blackened walls, a ball of flame floated in front of Mr. Green Mask. Who now pointed a gloved finger at a partial wall bent over by the blast. The flame ball touched the top of the wall, then slowly went down, cutting the metal sheet free from the rest of the metal alcove. The man snapped his fingers. The flame ball disappeared. Then the metal sheet, with a low creaking sound that matched the sound of bending metal she’d once heard in her parents’ garage, that sheet bent over and down. It covered the blackened floor in front of Green Mask. One of the vets approached the liberator and stopped behind him.
 
   “How did you do that?”
 
   The broad back of Green Mask jerked. Then he turned and faced the vet, who was heavily built but several inches shorter than tall, lanky Green Mask. Blue eyes fixed on the vet.
 
   “Magic,” Green Mask said. “Now, it’s time for me to get up top and then pull those bastards out and away from these good people. Want to help?”
 
   The Marine vet stepped aside, then followed after Green Mask. “Sure,” the vet said. “But you should know those two ladies there have been imaging everything on their smartphones since your arrival. It’s likely they got your little ball of flame cutting through the metal wall.”
 
   Valery saw the veteran pointing toward the woman holding the smartphone, which was both hearing and transmitting live everything that was happening.
 
   “Can’t be helped,” Green Mask said. The vigilante stopped after he got back to where the two jihadists were lying unconscious. He looked up. “Can someone offer me some hands to step on so I can get up there? Then you all can grab these two bastards and hand them up to me. Once they are on the arch roof, it’ll be clear for you all to head down the south end stairwell and meet folks who will help you. I got the blast hole covered. It’s safe now.”
 
   Valery noticed how the smartphone image as transmitted by CNN moved closer to the young man, whose voice was so similar to a memory of hers.
 
   “Mr. Green Mask, how did you make that ball of flame appear?” the smartphone woman said. “And I didn’t see you touch that metal sheet as it bent over. Are you for real?”
 
   “I’m very real. And the flame ball came from my campfire.”
 
   Valery watched as Green Mask lifted up his leg, put a black dress shoe in the cupped hands of one of the vets, touched the man’s shoulder, then rose up until his head and shoulders disappeared into the ceiling above the crowd. The utter normality of a man cupping his hands so another man could step onto those hands and rise up to get to the roof of the arch contrasted sharply with her memory of the flame ball and the hand movements of Green Mask as the sheet metal bent down and covered the floor. The YouTube imagery suddenly changed as, at the far end of the room where the blast had happened, a black dressed SWAT officer suddenly filled that space, followed by other SWAT cops. That officer walked toward the hostages, his goggles lifted up as he looked at the smartphone holder and her friends. She heard one vet say “Cops”, then she looked on with amazement as the body of the second terrorist, whose head was bleeding in several spots, rose up in the air with no one touching the body. The terrorist disappeared through the hatch in the ceiling, as best as she could see from the tilted smartphone image.
 
   “I’ll take those phones,” called the SWAT officer.
 
   A black glove closed over the smartphone image. The other CNN image from a second phone also disappeared as a black-gloved hand grabbed it. With the loss of the live YouTube images, Leslee Howden looked at the cameras and gave an uncertain smile.
 
   “Well, the good news is that all hostages appear to be safe,” she said. “We are switching now to the view from the CNN helicopter. As you can see, the Green Mask vigilante is standing on the roof of the arch. The two terrorists are bound and lying at his feet. What will happen next is anyone’s guess.”
 
   Valery watched as Green Mask turned away from the copter’s spotlight, walked to the edge of the arch, faced the darkness that lay above the Mississippi River and stepped off the arch.
 
   His body disappeared, then reappeared under the arch, falling fast. The yellow spotlight followed his downward fall.
 
   Pull your chute! she thought to herself, seeing the brown backpack that looked like chute packages she’d seen during Balloon Fiesta in Albuquerque. Pull it!
 
   The man disappeared.
 
   “How the hell!” said Howden, then she looked away from her iPad image and faced the camera. “Sorry for that. As viewers were able to see, all twenty-two hostages taken during this latest Islamic terrorist incident have been rescued and are safe. Only one is injured. St. Louis police and—” she looked aside at the copter image “—and FBI agents have now arrived in the observation deck of the Gateway Arch. They are taking charge of the scene.” She touched her ear, then looked relieved. “We go now to reporter Jason Maguire at the base of the arch. He is standing just outside the security ribbon that blocks access to the underground visitor center. Jason, any word from the FBI or St. Louis police?”
 
   Valery muted the TV sound. She sat back on the couch and pondered what she had heard. The voice tones and the pacing and the sudden anger early on.
 
   The voice of the Green Mask man had sounded like Jeff Webster.
 
   That couldn’t be, though. Today was Wednesday. She’d seen Jeff just yesterday. And while Jeff got off at 5 p.m. on Wednesdays, there was no way he could have flown to St. Louis. This had to be the wildest of coincidences. Didn’t it? She reached out to her purse, pulled out her Android phone, thumbed it to Call mode, flipped through her list of client names and numbers, and touched the number listed for Jeff.
 
   “Brrring! Brrring! Brr—”
 
   “Hello?”
 
   It was Jeff’s voice. Answering over his cell phone. “Jeff? It’s Valery Stockton here. I was wondering how things went with you today at work?”
 
   “Pretty good,” Jeff responded. “Uh, Dr. Stockton, you’ve never called me at home. Just gave me your home number in case I had a bad depression episode. Are things okay with you?”
 
   Were they? The voice speaking to her was a perfect match to the voice she’d just heard on the YouTube video, talking to hostages in St. Louis. “Yes, Jeff, I’m okay. Guess my worry about Justine’s upcoming surgery caused me to touch base with you. See you next Tuesday. Right?”
 
   “Right,” he said, his tone turning cautious. “I hope your wife comes through this surgery just fine. See you next Tuesday.”
 
   “Goodbye,” she said, holding the smartphone in front of her and wondering.
 
   “Goodbye,” he said, still sounding cautious.
 
   What does one do when you think a client may be involved in something crazy? She was used to dealing with crazy people. Folks who had bipolar or multiple personalities were among her clients. She also had folks with drug addiction crossed with childhood abuse. And she had the more usual clients like Jeff, whose depression had a more understandable source, or sources. 
 
   How could Jeff be involved in this St. Louis thing? Wanting to be a hero and rescue your father from a burning car was sad but understandable. Crossing that guilt feeling with deep, unresolved grief from the deaths of both parents was more complex, but she felt she had made progress with Jeff over the last four months. She’d used Cognitive Behavioral Therapy along with other methods to get him to engage with the repressed grief. He was making progress, if slowly. So why did she identify his voice with the voice of the Green Mask vigilante?
 
   She didn’t know. On one hand it was impossible for her client to be the guy who plays with a ball of flame and disappears in midair. On the other hand, what she and millions of other people had just seen was said to be impossible. Physics did not allow a person to suddenly disappear in midair and go somewhere else. Still, the voice she had heard speaking to the hostages had sounded like Jeff. The anger early on had sounded like Jeff when he’d told her about the DWI driver who’d smashed into his father’s car. The pacing and intonation and pauses had sounded just how Jeff talked. She shook her head. 
 
   Had to be a weird coincidence. She told herself the FBI was even now being flooded with hundreds of phone calls from people who were swearing the voice they’d heard was the voice of an uncle, a boyfriend, a teacher, someone they’d met just recently. Voices were not as unique as fingerprints, she told herself, even though a part of her just knew the Green Mask voice was that of Jeff. Pushing that feeling away, she grabbed her purse, stood up and headed out for her car. Maybe talking with Justine at the hospital would help her dismiss this impossible feeling. But would everyone at the hospital be talking about the disappearing guy on CNN?
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Janet stopped her rental car before the log cabin with porch that was the office and small museum of Valles Caldera National Preserve. It was 8 a.m., Thursday, and her text chats with Beverly last night had been wild. Her friend told her how the deputy director had shown up and was watching when the Green Mask vigilante had appeared, knocked out the jihadists, freed the hostages, then repaired the blast hole in the south end of the arch so people could reach the stairwell and freedom. She’d shaken her head at Beverly’s text mention of teleportation, telekinesis and pyrokinesis. But those were the words spoken by the BAU agent, her friend had said. While she wished they could have chatted live over Skype, Beverly was still at the Hoover building working late and did not want anyone to see her chattering about the incredible events of the day. Her friend had shut down her texting at midnight East Coast time, which was 10 p.m. New Mexico time. With the help of a sleeping pill Janet had gotten to sleep. 
 
   Now, here she was miles to the north of Los Alamos, in the midst of a giant grassland that filled the southern part of an extinct volcanic caldera that was millions of years old. The town of Los Alamos rested on the southern flank of this uplifted volcano, which was now the site of ponderosa trees, yellow grasses, a few elk grazing in the distance and a nearby lava dome that her NPS flyer said was Cerro la Jarra. She’d driven here to interview Mercedes Johnson, the former girlfriend of Jeffrey Webster. She needed input from this young woman before she drove to Santa Fe and visited with Webster. Since the woman was not now involved with Webster, she would be herself, rather than pretend to another identity as she had done with Gloria Chén. She stepped out of the car, checked in the outside mirror to be sure her gray pantsuit was trim and clean, then walked up the wooden steps to the office. She pushed open the door, which made a bell twinkle.
 
   “Hello?” she called, looking around.
 
   A young woman dressed in park service green pants and shirt appeared from the entrance to another room. “Hi there,” the woman said, giving Janet a friendly smile. “You’re here really early. Want a cup of coffee?”
 
   She thought a free cup of coffee from the pot that the woman gestured to was quite different from the usual National Park Service office. Maybe that was due to the Valles Caldera still being a new acquisition of NPS. It was only in 2015 that the NPS had taken over management of the caldera from the private group that had managed it after its purchase by the feds in 2000. Or so the flyer said.
 
   “Thank you,” Janet said. “I’m looking for Mercedes Johnson.”
 
   The slim woman paused as Janet neared the coffee pot table. “That’s me. How can I help you?”
 
   Janet pulled out her FBI badge and showed it. “I’m Janet Van Groot, special agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I’ve been assigned to interview some folks who grew up in Los Alamos and who know about the national lab. It’s part of a security review we’re doing.”
 
   The young woman looked thoughtful, then pushed back her blond bangs. “Well, I grew up in Los Alamos and my Dad worked at the lab. Mom was a teacher at Aspen Elementary. What do you want to know?”
 
   Janet looked past Mercedes to the room she had come from. “Do you have a private space back there? I prefer to visit with you away from the public area.”
 
   Mercedes chuckled, then gestured back the way she’d come. “Well, we don’t get that many visitors first thing in the morning in October. The elk hunters come later in the month and the trout fishermen camped out at Jemez Falls Campground are due here later.” Janet followed the woman across the back room and then passed through a swinging door and into a small office space. A window filled the far wall. A desk sat below the window. Two chairs filled her end of the narrow office, which had book shelves on both side walls. As Mercedes sat in the swivel chair of the desk, Janet pulled off her shoulder bag, sat down on a chair, put the bag onto her lap, pulled out a small notepad and pen, and met the brown eyes of the 23-year-old woman.
 
   “Miss Johnson, my research on you and other graduates of Los Alamos High School says you are the exception. You found a job near Los Alamos, whereas most of your fellow grads went to Santa Fe, Albuquerque, Denver or other big cities.” Janet paused, thinking of how to broach the issue. “My work assignment involves interviewing the adult children of laboratory workers. The FBI wishes to learn how sensitive to national security issues are such people. For example, did your father talk much about his work at the lab?”
 
   Johnson frowned, then sat back and crossed arms over her lap. “Not really. I know he was a chemist who worked in the Weapons division of the lab. I know his building number, for emergency purposes. But he never discussed exactly what he did at LANL. Other than that it involved chemistry and explosives. That’s it.” She looked intently at Janet. “The lab has its own security section, in the Operations and Business department, you know. They handle security clearances and reviews of outside travel by lab workers. Seems like they would be the best people to talk with.”
 
   “Thank you.” Janet pursed her lips. “What you said about your father is in keeping with what I’ve heard from talking with other adult children of lab workers. As for the security folks in Mission Assurance, Security and Emergency Response, I’ll be visiting with them later this week.” The mention of the special unit that handled lab security caused Johnson to visibly relax. “Be assured, your father is not a suspect in any lab matter.”
 
   “Good,” she said, picking up the cup of coffee that had been on the desk when they entered. She took a sip of it. “But I’ve been away from Los Alamos for four years, while studying environmental biology at UNM. Just been back this last year, working here at Valles Caldera. What would I know that matters to you?”
 
   Janet gave her a friendly smile. “One of the young adults on my list to interview is Jeffrey Webster. He’s the son of former lab workers Elaine and John Webster. Now deceased.” Johnson nodded slowly as Janet talked. “I’ve heard you dated young Jeffrey. That you went to the senior prom with him. Is that true?”
 
   Johnson’s face grew tense. Her brown eyes looked over Janet. “What you said is accurate about Jeff. We dated in our senior year. Have not seen him for the last five years.”
 
   She wondered at the young woman’s terseness. Why? “Social media chatter from back then, and a note in the high school yearbook, said you two were very close. For a while. Then after the prom you never again dated. Why is that?”
 
   Johnson shook her head, her blond ponytail swinging from side to side. “What the hell does a prom date five years ago have to do with lab security? And my private life from back then is very different from my life now. Not that it is any business of yours!”
 
   Janet pulled out her badge and the leather pad it was attached to. She rested it on top of her notepad, in clear view of Johnson. “Miss Johnson, national security is something the agency takes very seriously. I happen to work in the Counterintelligence Division of the agency’s National Security Branch. Therefore any question I ask is relevant to my work. And the private lives of people who work at our national labs, and the lives of their children, are legitimate areas of data acquisition.” She paused. “Tell me why you broke up with Jeffrey Webster.”
 
   “Jeff!” she growled. “He always goes by Jeff.” Johnson paused, looked past Janet, perhaps hoping for a twinkle of the front door bell, then back to her. “I knew him growing up. We both attended my Mom’s school. I spent time with him at the start of our senior year. We were both in the chess club. He was very smart. Liked evolutionary biology like I did. Was also well informed on our space program and satellites we had launched into the Solar System.” She paused again. “We went to movies together at the local theater. There’s only one, you know.” Janet nodded. “Anyway, we got closer later in our senior year. Made out on our dates.” She stopped and glared at Janet. “Is that enough?”
 
   “No,” Janet said. “Why did you two break up after going to the prom together and posing for prom couple pictures? School records show he picked up his copy of that prom picture. You never did. Why not?”
 
   Johnson closed her eyes, sighed, then opened them. “Because of what happened when we made love after the prom. There. I’ve told you. Now get out of here!”
 
   Janet could feel the young woman’s upset with revisiting old social history. Why? Did she still care for Webster? “I’m not leaving. Give me the details of what happened when you made love. What was it that made you break off from seeing Webster?”
 
   Johnson licked her lips, looked back out the window, perhaps hoping to see a visitor’s car drive up, then faced back. She gave Janet a sour look. “Nosy aren’t you? Well, when we made love in my room at my parents’ home later that night, we had a good time. We were both going to it . . . hard and heavy. He had me really buzzed. Then he yelled and said he was coming. That’s when it happened.”
 
   Janet waited for the woman to continue. She didn’t. “What happened? Specifically.”
 
   She grimaced. “One moment we were humping away on my bed, feeling all warm and loving together, with the bed light on and Jeff looking down at me with a goofy smile, then the next minute it was dark. My back felt something cold and hard. Like cement.” She paused, looking distracted. “Jeff muttered ‘No!’ and the next second we were back on my bed, the light was on and Jeff was on top of me. But the look in his eyes was weird. It was a look of fear mixed with anger. I pushed him off me and sat on my side of the bed. Reaching around I felt my back. There was some kind of dusty sand on it. Stuff that did not come from my bed!” Johnson yelled.
 
   Janet blinked. She had hoped to learn something about Webster’s parents, maybe an admission made during love-making. Instead, this woman was telling a story straight out of a romance novel. “What happened next?”
 
   “I asked Jeff what had happened. He said ‘nothing’. I knew he was lying. So I told him to dress and get the hell out of my house!” Johnson’s brown eyes looked watery as she coped with the memory. “He left. The only other time we ever saw each other was during graduation. I stayed away from him then and in the hallways. Haven’t seen him since graduation.” The young woman blinked and glared at Janet. “There! That’s what happened.”
 
   Janet nodded slowly. “Thank you. Why didn’t you see him again?”
 
   “Because I knew Jeff was lying! That something weird had happened, like maybe he’d given me a drink with a knockout pill in it, had taken me somewhere far from my home, then had taken me back just as I was waking up from whatever he’d given me.” Johnson grabbed her coffee cup. “This is cold. I need hot coffee. And I need you to disappear. Didn’t need to relive all this bullshit.”
 
   Janet held up her right hand, palm out. “Stay. What do you know about how Jeffrey Webster related to his parents? Both of them worked at the lab.”
 
   Mercedes grimaced, then sighed. She gestured a “So What?” with both hands. “They were normal parents! I recall Jeff going out camping with his Dad, somewhere on the East Fork of the Jemez River. Later on, during high school, the two of them went trout fishing here on the Valles Caldera, when the private folks still ran the preserve.” She blinked, her expression going thoughtful. “His Dad hunted with a .308 rifle, I recall. Hunted for buck deer and elk does. And pheasants. Didn’t go after ducks like other lab guys and women did then. And still do now.”
 
   That was interesting. The times spent camping in the outdoors might explain why young Webster now worked at the REI outdoors chain. Clearly being outdoors was something he liked and that he associated with his parents. “And his mother? Did you ever meet her?”
 
   The young woman licked her lips. “Yeah. A few times during our senior year. Had a meal over at his parents’ home, a few blocks from Bathtub Row. They lived in an older house from the 60s, I recall.” She shrugged, then gripped the arms of her swivel chair. “His mother worked with computers in the Chief Information Officer’s building. Worked on interoffice linkups, I think.” Mercedes frowned. “She understood computers, that’s all I know. Might be why Jeff studied computers at UNM. I never asked him. And we never met up in Albuquerque. Like I said.”
 
   Janet thought her interrogation had gone as far as it could. But still, there was a final issue for her official report. “Did you ever hear his father or mother discuss particular programs they worked on at the lab? Stuff that might be classified?”
 
   “No! Never,” Mercedes said, her chest heaving as she looked like a human who felt like a trapped rat. “Like I said earlier. We grew up in the same town. Anyone whose parent worked at the lab got to know everyone else. Science was and is still big in Los Alamos. Kids in my cohort talked Science Fair or robotics or building your own radio. Normal stuff, for us.”
 
   Janet suspected the intense focus on science by the Los Alamos public schools was indeed normal for a town originally founded to build the first atomic bomb. It was also the town that later on designed the first hydrogen bomb, which was set off on some Pacific island. Her research on Los Alamos said the lab gave money to the local school system so it could pay high salaries to hire in the best teachers. This young woman, whether she realized it or not, had gotten the best public education possible in New Mexico.
 
   “Thank you, Miss Johnson.” Janet stuffed her notepad in her shoulder bag, stood up, slung the bag and stepped back. “Our conversation has been confidential. You are warned that under the National Security Act of 1947, no part of our discussion can be discussed with anyone else. Including your parents, a boyfriend or—”
 
   “I understand about security stuff,” Johnson interrupted, standing and then grabbing her coffee cup. “You leaving?”
 
   Janet turned and headed through the swinging door. “Yes, I am leaving. Thank you for your time and your responses. Good day.”
 
   There was no reply from the young woman. Janet pushed open the front door, saw that only her car was in the rough gravel parking lot, then walked down the wooden steps, aiming for her vehicle. She pulled a keychain from her shoulder bag, pointed it at the car, unlocked it, then opened the driver’s door and got in. Her black leather purse sat in the right front seat of the car. She’d left the purse there, since she had no plan to buy anything at the center. She now doubted that Mercedes Johnson would willingly accept her money, even if she tried to buy one of the picture books on the Valles Caldera. Or one of the carved animal sculptures. 
 
   No matter. What mattered now was the strange piece of the puzzle that was shaping up to be Jeffrey Webster. Back at the Hoover building, his bio had looked strangely incomplete. Now, she understood just how incomplete was his private life. Time to drive over to Santa Fe and interview the young man. It was Thursday and she knew he was working until noon at REI. Should she see him at REI or visit him at home? Whichever she did, she would show her FBI badge. While she could lie and present made-up backgrounds to assist in suspect interrogation, she did not like doing it. And there was no harm in putting this young man on notice that an FBI agent was paying attention to him. Maybe he’d blurt out something about his parents that would make her trip to New Mexico a fruitful one. She hoped so. There were twenty-four more adult children of lab workers on her list of New Mexico interviewees. 
 
   She drove her car out of the rough lot and headed for Highway 4. It would take her back to Los Alamos, and then eventually to Santa Fe. Maybe she could find some good Mexican food near this Railyard complex where Webster worked. She hoped so. She was hungry and needed some real food that was not defrosted TV dinners!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Thursday afternoon after work is my normal time to relax in my apartment, listen to classical music, read a book, listen to a podcast or reminisce about my Jemez Falls hideaway. I’d discovered a limestone cave near the sheer rock face down which the falls tumbled. I’d put a spare bedroll, a battery lantern, dried food, a water bottle and similar supplies into the cave as a resource whenever someone came down the trail from the Jemez Falls picnic area to the waterfall. The trail passes close enough to my meadow campsite that I did not wish to be seen there, and known to visit the meadow. Solitude in the outdoors was something I’d discovered was vital to my mental well-being, during camping trips with my Dad. In the outdoors, the only minds that knocked against my psychic shield were the simple minds of squirrels, coyotes, a bear or two, and birds like the golden eagles that visited this part of northern New Mexico. 
 
   Now, my shield felt the approach of another mind. It was not one of the neighbors who shared this floor of my apartment complex. It was a female mind who now aimed for my door and its Apartment 412 number. My apartment was a corner unit at one end of the complex’s fourth floor, which meant the only close neighbors were across the hallway and to one side. Who the hell was looking for me? The sense of the mind that came through my psychic shield was not the work-fixated mind of Bridget from REI. Nor was it one of the women who worked on my shift. Who? 
 
   “Brr-ing,” went the simple doorbell.
 
   I lowered my shield and reached out to the mind on the other side of my door.
 
   Female it was. Someone young as me. From the FBI! 
 
   I blinked and told my heart to stop hammering. There was absolutely no way anyone from my two rescues could know my name or that I was the Green Mask guy. There were thousands of young men with blue eyes and black hair who were tall and lanky like me. Some of them worked for REI, including at my local store. As for my clothes, my blue hoodie, Hawaiian shirt, bluejeans and tennis shoes could be found at second hand stores, in addition to REI. At least I was not wearing the hoodie or shoes right now. Just had on a long-sleeved, green UNM football t-shirt and jeans, with my feet bare. The soft carpet in the apartment made it nice to walk around barefoot. I looked around the living room where I sat. Neither the business suit nor the hoodie were in this room. My walls held Asian art. And some Van Gogh prints. Two small bookcases held books. My 27 inch flatscreen TV sat atop the gas fireplace that filled one corner of the room. My CD music player sat near it.
 
   “Brr-ing.”
 
   Could I pretend I was not here? 
 
   The mind on the other side of the door called itself Janet Van Groot, special agent, who had just driven to Santa Fe. Her mind partly held the taste sensation of a red chili and egg burrito she’d eaten at the Second Street Brewery place, in the Railyard. Damn. She’d visited my workplace and discovered I had finished my shift. Now, she was here. I walked to the door, unlocked the deadbolt, and twisted the doorknob. I pulled the door open.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Janet looked up. Jeffrey Montgomery Webster was tall, taller than she’d realized. His blue eyes fixed on her.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   Interesting. No looking down at her breasts, which pushed out the top of her pantsuit jacket. No look at her hips. There were none of the common ‘first scan’ actions that are so common to nearly all men, especially horny men in their twenties. And no step back as an implied invite to enter his apartment. Most young men would have done all this and more upon seeing an attractive young woman at their door. He didn’t. Why not?
 
   “Hi there. I’m Janet Van Groot, special agent with the FBI.” She held up her black purse with her badge stuck to one side. “I’d like to visit with you about Los Alamos National Laboratory. Your parents used to work there and you lived in Los Alamos. I’m doing a security review of LANL that is in addition to what lab security does.”
 
   Jeffrey’s mildly tanned face showed zero expression. Though his eyes were bright and intense in their focus on her. His lips opened.
 
   “I’ve never worked at the lab,” Webster said, his tone evenly modulated. “Why do you want to talk with me?”
 
   
  
 

Interesting again. No show of male macho talk. No statement of “I’ve got nothing to hide, sure, come in”. And zero facial expression. As if he knew he was under investigation.
 
   She smiled pleasantly. “Mr. Webster, I know that. Part of my work assignment is to interview the adult children of parents who worked at the lab. That’s why I am here. May I come in?”
 
    
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Maybe there was something worthwhile to be learned from this FBI person. I stepped back, held the door open as she entered, then shut it and walked over to my recliner chair. I sat, crossed my legs, rested my arms on the chair’s armrests, and looked over to where Janet Van Groot now sat on the brown fabric couch that faced my recliner. A glass coffee table lay between us, with the local newspaper and an old National Geographic magazine issue on it. There was also a Sierra Club mag on the table. I’d grabbed the mag from a cheapo sale at the La Farge library. Belatedly my Mom’s lessons on welcoming visitors to one’s home kicked in.
 
   “Want a drink of water? Or some diet Coke? Also got apple juice.”
 
   Van Groot gave me a serious look, then nodded. “A glass of water would be nice.”
 
   I stood up, turned and headed into the kitchen alcove that looked out onto the living room. As I got a glass and let my hands fill it with water and ice cubes, my awareness shot like an arrow into her mind.
 
   The Top level of her mind held thoughts about my parents, how they were LANL employees and musing thoughts over whether they could have been security risks, giving or selling lab secrets to foreign agents during their overseas trips. Biting my tongue, I realized my parents’ overseas travel were the bottom line reason she’d given for getting her bald-headed boss to okay her field trip to New Mexico. It was her first field trip since graduating from the FBI Academy at Quantico. The face of another young woman, a black girl, filled her mind along with the name Beverly. She was a friend who had helped Van Groot land the field assignment. Putting aside my upset at her thoughts about my parents, I probed deeper.
 
   The Middle level of her mind held many thoughts about me. The images of several FBI file pages that detailed my school time, education, family and work history flittered through her mind like butterflies over a creek. Also present were memories from her interview this morning with Mercedes Johnson and the thought stream ‘why hadn’t Mercedes gone back to Jeffrey?’ Amid her thoughts about me and my work at REI hung a deep puzzlement over why I had no girlfriend, why I had no ‘real’ career with a big corporation like Target or Kohls or Walmart, and wonderment over what I ‘might be hiding’. Those last thoughts struck me deeply. It was clear her review of my file, as she looked over scores of files of other adult lab children, had poked her curiosity button. To get a direct look at me she had come up with the excuse of my parent’s overseas travels. And since she worked for the Counterintelligence Division of the National Security Branch of the FBI, checking out my parents for any security violations made sense. In a superficial way. But why was she so fixated on me?
 
   Her Deep mind level held many emotions and feelings. She found me attractive, though my tallness had surprised her even though she knew from my bio page that I was six feet three inches tall. She was five feet eleven inches, taller than many other young women. Parallel with those feelings were a deep strand of how she felt about herself. Like me, she was a single child. Like me, her parents were gone, passed on. And like me she was determined to control her present and future. While she had had some short romances in college, no guy had ever held her interest, let alone her heart. Since her Quantico graduation she had told herself ‘no romance for me, gotta build my career first and foremost!’ Inside, Janet Van Groot was a tough, determined young woman who was focused solely on building her career in the FBI. And also on solving the mystery of me. Damn.
 
   I put the glass with ice cubes down on the coffee table, in front of very smart Janet Van Groot, then turned away and sat in my recliner, thoughts of her churning at lightspeed, along with the beginning of a plan to divert her attention from me.
 
   “There’s your drink.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said, grasping the glass and taking a sip. She put the glass down, pulled over her purse, opened it and pulled out a small digital sound recorder. She put it on the table next to the water glass. “I hope you don’t mind me recording our conversation. I’m not good at taking notes in longhand and half of the job I do is to write reports!”
 
   She lied most naturally. Van Groot was very good at writing down notes with her ballpoint pen, a pencil or any other tool she might need, including her personal computer. The point about reports sounded very true. But her face held a calm, attentive look that her memory of training said was the way any special agent should ‘look’ when conversing with a suspect. Which I was, even though my parents were her excuse for coming here.
 
   “My Dad died a year ago. My Mom before that. I never worked for LANL. Why are you talking to me?”
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Janet wondered at the steadiness of young Webster’s voice as he attempted to put her on the defensive. Nearly every person who heard she was a special agent went tense and thoughtful, trying to think of what they had done recently that might get them in trouble. Not so with Jeffrey Montgomery Webster. The man’s face had shown zero emotion as he brought over the water glass, glanced at her, spoke and then sat down in the brown recliner. Which seemed to be one of his few pieces of furniture in the one bedroom apartment. As she had entered the apartment she’d done a quick visual scan. The entry hallway led past a kitchen alcove into a living room with sliding glass doors on the left that gave access to a small porch with railing. Behind her couch was a short hallway. The hallway led to a standard bathroom at the end. On the left side of the hallway a door partly ajar must give access to his bedroom. The right side of the short hallway held openings that might be a clothes closet and perhaps access to the apartment’s climate control equipment. There was a gas fireplace in one corner of the living room. She felt the coolness of the air in the room, which meant this young man did not feel the need for warmth from the apartment’s forced air heating. Or from the fireplace. Several lamps and a ceiling light illuminated everything worth seeing, including the Asian and Van Gogh art on the walls.
 
   She kept her face calm and professional, not bothering with a pretend smile. “Mr. Webster, your family history is known to me. My condolences over the loss of your father so recently.” She paused, wondering at the casual dress of Webster. Was a t-shirt, jeans and bare feet how he always looked on his time off? “As I said, my current work assignment requires me to interview the adult children of current and former lab workers. You are the seventh person I’ve interviewed since I flew into Albuquerque. Your father was a nuclear physicist who worked in the X Division of the lab, assisting in the design of nuclear weapons. Your mother worked at the Chief Information Officer’s building in information technology. The field you obtained a degree in.” She paused and gave Webster her ‘suspicion look’. “Did your father and mother ever talk with you about their visits to Prague, Berlin and Geneva?”
 
   Those blue eyes held steady. “Of course they did. They enjoyed traveling overseas, going to museums and galleries, meeting the people of other nations and talking science with their fellow researchers.”  He paused, his hands steady on the two armrests. She noticed that he wore a long-sleeved t-shirt that reached down to his wrists. A standard digital watch was attached to his left wrist. Two turquoise rings adorned the fingers of his left hand. No rings on the right hand and no bracelets on either wrist. Nor was there any sign of tattoos on his face, neck, fingers or feet, which were the only bare skin she could see. He blinked slowly. “After I began high school they took me overseas with them. I’ve been to those three cities along with London, Paris and other places.”
 
   “What did they say to you about their visits? Did they ever mention meeting other researchers from those places?”
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   It was clear special agent Van Groot had only a mild interest in my parents’ overseas travels. While she was very dedicated to finding any evidence of penetration at the national labs, including LANL, inside she was skeptical any adult child of a lab worker would be the source of a security leak, or know of such behavior by a parent. But her Analysis paper had highlighted the need to interview such adult children, on the theory that young people used to freely chatting over social media like Facebook, Tinder, YouTube and so forth, might let slip details of parental actions that would indicate contact with a foreign agent. While she knew the national intelligence agencies of China, Russia, Iran, North Korea and other communist nations were sending in agents pretending to be tourists, she thought catching such agents would more likely occur as they sought industrial trade secrets by way of cash payments to cash-strapped employees. Her paper on industrial espionage worldwide had shown her that such penetration efforts were more common than traditional spying on weapons tech. Perhaps it would be good to reinforce her prejudices.
 
   “They told me about the sights they saw,” I said calmly, enjoying the sense of how she felt a bit unnerved at my poker face. “Dad sometimes mentioned lunch meetings he had with some researchers who attended the same conference he was attending.” I paused, then continued. “I’m sure you can check out those locations based on per diem receipts he submitted.”
 
   Her blond eyebrows lifted. “What about your mother? I gather she often attended an IT conference in the same city as your father’s physics conference.”
 
   “I recall Mom talking about trading some Mexican food recipes with other ladies attending her IT conference. She sometimes talked about the programming languages she used in her work, as did the other women, I recall.”
 
   Van Groot’s mind heard what I was saying, noted it, and moved on to the next item in her mental checklist. “Did your father or mother ever mention talking to researchers from the German Democratic Republic, the Socialist Republic of Czechoslovakia or the Swiss Confederation?”
 
   Time to feed her biases. “Well, I do recall my Dad mentioning a chat with a Russian he met in Geneva who asked about the current generation of three dee printer machines being used at the lab.” I paused as I saw her face tense and her mental attention go focused. “I recall my Dad saying he told the guy about fused filament fabrication and electron beam freeform fabrication.” Time for emotion. I allowed some puzzlement to show on my face. “Not sure what those things are, except they relate to how three dee printers work. Dad mentioned he gave the man the names of some companies that made good fabricators.”
 
   “Did your father mention the name of the Russian scientist he spoke with?”
 
   I frowned. “Well, I only heard this comment during a visit home in my senior year at UNM. But I think Dad mentioned talking to a Yuri . . . no, the name was Uri Ostranov from Belarussia.”
 
   Van Groot nodded. “Well, thank you, Mr. Webster. I’m sure your father was only trying to be helpful to another researcher. What about your mother? Did she talk IT with any Russian or Chinese ladies?”
 
   I chose to show a wounded look. “Hey! This is my Mom we’re talking about! She was a really smart person and a great Mom! There is no way she would do anything illegal, or let any secrets from her job get mentioned outside of the lab.”
 
   The Top level of Van Groot’s mind showed mild satisfaction at the made-up comments I’d just shared. She too was skeptical that any LANL researcher would repeat the mistakes of Wen Ho Lee. But she was very focused on doing her job, and on digging out details about me. She shrugged.
 
   “Mr. Webster, I’m sure your mother was a great person. As I said, this is my work assignment. And my agency does understand that lab workers can be approached while overseas by people of questionable backgrounds. Just because they spoke with such a person does not mean they shared any Classified information.”
 
   I could read that she mostly believed what she was saying. She believed that money and power motivated people and both factors were sure to lie behind any covert selling of weapons or intelligence products to a real spy. To my surprise her mind held info on the bank balances of my parents over the years, along with recent info on my own Wells Fargo accounts. Irritation filled my belly. But I’d had long practice at pretending to be normal and at not losing my temper. 
 
   “Good,” I said, putting some emotion into my voice. “Who else have you talked with? The adult children, I mean.”
 
   Van Groot squinted, held silent a moment, then spoke. “I’ve talked with some of your fellow graduates from Los Alamos High School. Had chats with Gloria Chén, Joaquin Espinoza, Abbie Spahn, Lawrence Mabry, Josie Samuels, Laura Edwards and Mercedes Johnson, so far.” She paused, her mind shifting to a new attitude. “I believe you and Miss Johnson attended the high school prom together, correct?”
 
   Bits and pieces of her talk this morning with Mercedes flittered through her Top mind like snowflakes caught in a gale force wind. I felt sadness at Mercedes thinking I had drugged her while we made love at her parents’ house. That was her way of explaining the brief contact with cold concrete in the basement of my parents’ home. It gave me some understanding of why she had dropped me.
 
   “Yes, we went to the prom together,” I said, choosing a slow, casual tone. “She didn’t return my phone calls afterward. I heard she was dating a guy from the football team. Only saw her at graduation. That was five years ago. Don’t know anything about her now.”
 
   Van Groot’s mind held strong curiosity over my relationship with Mercedes. As I scanned it I saw she had pressured Mercedes into admitting to the love-making we’d done. The love play had been clear earlier, but not how this agent woman had pressured Mercedes. Though I had no feelings now for Mercedes, I felt deep anger at the harassment she’d undergone, all due to her dating me. And to being the child of a lab employee. 
 
   Her eyebrows lifted. “Oh? You both attended UNM in Albuquerque, yet you never made any effort to renew your relationship?”
 
   This woman was now fixated on me rather than on my parents’ supposed spying. How could I deflect her attention?
 
   “I did not.” My face filled with fake concern. “Most women I’ve met over the years do not like being pursued or stalked. I figured Mercedes had found someone else she preferred to be with. Isn’t that what you do in your personal life?”
 
   Brief irritation flickered through Van Groot’s mind, then her professional manner took control. “Mr. Webster, my work assignment concerns adult children of lab workers like yourself. My personal life has no relevance. Tell me, is there some reason you have for not dating any women? Your REI colleague Billy Jackson said you don’t date. Why is that?”
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Janet waited for Webster’s response. As she waited, she wondered how much of the emotion he’d shown was real and how much was fabricated. It was very clear this young man was being very guarded in what he said about his parents, and even more guarded in what he said about himself. Why? What was he hiding?
 
   The dark blue eyes speared into her. “I’m not ready for marriage or for a relationship,” he said, his voice tone evenly modulated with no hint of anger, as would be normal. “I have limited income and very little in savings. I live in this small apartment to save money for the future. I’d like to travel overseas on my own, maybe tour India. I’ve attended some sessions at our local Buddhist temple and learning more about Gautama Siddhartha the Buddha appeals to me.” His lips pursed as if he were being thoughtful. “You look almost too young to be an FBI agent. Aren’t you working on building your career, before you decide on whether to have some kids?”
 
   She took a deep breath. The verbal counter from Webster was too close to her own feelings. The attack almost made her forget her intention to ask him about other matters. Matters that her friend Beverly had raised.
 
   “Mr. Webster, you are entitled to your private life as you choose to live it, as am I.” She gave him her ‘remote cop’ look. “Tell me, do all natives of New Mexico have the sing-song accent that I hear in your voice? Is there a Southwest accent?”
 
   His face moved from neutral to guarded. “I talk the way I heard everyone else talk, when I was growing up in Los Alamos. Lots of folks there are native to this state. Whatever you are hearing in my voice is normal to this state.”
 
   She understood that. What struck her most forcefully was how similar his voice and speaking cadence were to the words she had heard spoken by the Green Mask intruder during his rescue of the Gateway Arch hostages. Beverly had downloaded to Janet the agency’s full video and audio file of what their security cameras had observed. That file supplemented the public video uploaded to YouTube by the two women who had smartphone recorded the entire rescue event. Another thought hit her. The way Webster had walked since she’d met him was also similar to the way the intruder had walked. Webster shared other factors in common with the intruder. He was the same height, had straight black hair and blue eyes, looked to be about 160 pounds heavy, and was just 23, in the age range she and others had guessed for the Green Mask intruder. Plus this man worked for REI, which appeared to be the source for the hoodie and tennis shoes worn by the intruder during the Empire State Building rescue. Course there were thousands of young men like him in the Four Corners states. Including one she had met at the REI store and three she had seen while walking through the Railyard complex. Tall, lanky and black-haired seemed to be common among young men in the parts of New Mexico she had visited. Still, the similarities intrigued her. Time to bring out her surprise.
 
   “Perhaps so, Mr. Webster. But would you tell me why you dye your red hair to black? Early photos of you from elementary school show you with red hair.”
 
   Brief irritation crossed his face. She counted it as a victory hard won against the man’s tight emotional control.
 
   “I don’t like to stand out. I learned in elementary school that kids who are different are bullied, harassed, made to feel bad.” He paused, his expression going neutral again. “When I was younger I never cared much about football teams or baseball RBI scores. While I competed in races in junior and senior high school, I never learned the names of famous athletes. My lack of interest in those things made me different from other kids. My red hair added to my differentness.” He paused and looked her over from her black pumps to her jacket collar. There was no hint of sexuality in the look. It was more like the look one gives to an unknown person who passes you on the sidewalk. Thoughtful and guarded was the look. “No one likes being an outsider. So when I started high school I began dying my hair black. It fit the hair colors of my parents. That matters to me.”
 
   She could tell that from the irritation in his voice. What else did she need to know about this mystery who called himself Jeff Webster? It seemed the proper time to bring out her bomb.
 
   “Tell me, Mr. Webster, why are you meeting regularly with Valery Stockton? I gather she is a social worker who specializes in counseling.”
 
   His face went utterly blank, not even neutral. The blue eyes looked at her as if they were spears aimed directly at her heart.
 
   “I visit Ms. Stockton for counseling on the depression I have felt ever since my father died when a DWI driver killed him in a head-on crash.” The words stopped. His fingers, she noticed, gripped the ends of his armrests. Tendons stood out on top of his hands. “And if you share any detail of my private medical history with anyone at my work or with anyone outside of the FBI, I will file a complaint with your agency’s ombudsman alleging emotional harassment. Am I understood?”
 
   She licked her lips. This Webster was a tougher interview subject than any trainer she had worked under at Quantico. He gave nothing away that was not intended and his emotional control was as good as her own, maybe better. While his IQ was higher than her own, she had approached this meeting with confidence in her ability to interview subjects and to verbally massage them in a way that would cause them to volunteer personal information not often given to a stranger. Webster had met her best probing and had now tossed it back onto her lap. She felt glad there was no video of this interview, just the voice recording. She felt sure Joshua Lederberg would use any video against her. At least her friends Beverly and Helen Watanabe were supportive to her. Most of the women in the agency had learned they had to support each other when trying to advance against the entrenched male domination of the agency. She drew on that memory for her response.
 
   “Mr. Webster, your employer REI volunteered the medical information to me when I reviewed their employee files earlier today. The fact of your visits was present in your counselor’s billing to the health insurance company used by your employer,” she said carefully. “I have not accessed your personal medical files, which would be a violation of federal law. Is that understood?”
 
   “It is,” Webster said in a careful monotone. His blue eyes looked on her very coldly.
 
   Well, time to move on. She had gained data on his father’s visit with a suspicious researcher from Belarussia, a state closely allied with Russia and still connected to that nation’s successor to the KGB. That would help her report. While he had not said anything about the mother’s meetings with foreign persons while overseas, the mother’s work at the CIO building was less sensitive than the father’s work on weapons designs. Still, she could not get over how similar in appearance, tone of voice, stance, walk and manner young Webster was to the Green Mask intruder. She would keep an eye on his cell phone and its travels, including any outside of New Mexico. She might tune in tonight to the digital camera on the back of his cell phone and see what it showed her about what Webster did at night. Beyond sleeping. She grabbed the recorder, put it into her purse and stood up. She caught the attention of her suspect.
 
   “Mr. Webster, thank you for speaking with me about your parents’ overseas travels. If you recall any further details of their conversations with persons overseas, please call me.” She put down her business card on the glass table lying between them.
 
   He stood up but did not approach her. His intense focus on her felt like an eagle circling above its prey. “I have no interest in further conversation with you.”
 
   Janet could tell that. Too bad. He was an attractive young man and going out for a drink at one of Santa Fe’s musical night clubs might have been a pleasant mix of business and private enjoyment. She gave him a brief nod and headed for his door. Opening the door, she stepped out into the hallway. Behind her the door shut. Not with a slam but very firmly. She heard the deadbolt click into place. She turned and walked to the end of the hallway where stairs led down to ground level and the nearby parking lot. Idly she wondered where Webster kept his bicycle, which his coworker said he used to get to work. Dismissing the minor detail, she walked down the stairs, part of her wondering when the Green Mask intruder would show up again. And would anyone pull off his green bandana next time?
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   The agent’s departure reminded me how often I felt ill at ease with strangers. All through elementary and junior high school I had had to be on guard to hide my abilities from other people. I’d held back on schoolyard chatter and when challenged to a foot race or arm wrestling, I’d either declined or pretended to lose to someone weaker than myself. The races I’d run as part of a team in junior high had given me moments of exhilaration as I used my levitation ability to push my body forward in space and time, while appearing to just run faster. Well, the visit of Special Agent Janet Van Groot had felt just like those early times when I had had to pretend weakness or act less capable than I knew I was.
 
   Scanning her mind as she walked down the hallway to the stairs, I realized she had not given up on feeling puzzled about me and why I had no girlfriend or ‘real career’. She actually thought I was handsome and attractive. The image of me wearing my green bandana during the Gateway rescue flashed through her mind as she wondered if someone would pull off my bandana, thereby revealing the real me. Behind that thought lay memories of working with the black girl named Beverly on efforts by the FBI to track me down and figure out who I was. Those memories carried the facts that the agency had tied me to living in one of the Four Corners states based on the origin of the paraglider at the Denver REI store, my Southwest accent and, weirdly enough, the presence of chamisa pollen on the paraglider’s carrybag. That pollen said I lived in either Arizona or New Mexico. As I had expected, the agency was checking employee records for all REI stores in the four states, along with customer imagery of Men’s Wearhouse stores, based on the brand of my business suit. Damn. I had not counted on the feds being able to track my college graduation suit back to that store chain. Had I been photographed a year ago when I went into the Albuquerque store and bought the suit? Maybe the store had discarded their video records from that far in the past.
 
   I locked the deadbolt and turned away from the door. Walking past the agent’s half-full water glass I sat in my recliner, reached down to the table, grabbed the National Geographic magazine and flipped it open to the section on India’s holy city of Varanasi. It was time to relax and remove all thought of Janet Van Groot and the FBI from my mind. Not so easy to do even with training in yoga and mindfulness meditation. And it was getting too dark in my corner of the room to read the magazine.
 
   Looking over to the lamp that stood next to my recliner, I thought of the electricity running up the wire inside the pole of the upright lamp. The switch up top was broken and I had never bothered to buy a replacement. No matter. I mind focused on the ‘feel’ of the electricity running up the wire, hungrily searching for a way to link up with the other wire that ran down the pole and out to the wall socket. Electricity was almost ‘alive’ in how the current sought a way complete a circuit. Mentally I pushed on the end of the current, urging it to ‘flow’ through the air to the other side of the broken switch. Inside the lamp socket an arc happened. The circuit was completed. The lamp became bright.
 
   Looking down at the magazine, I realized I could have rerouted the current to make an arc that would have given De Groot a bad shock, as if she had stuck a fork into a light socket. The manipulation of electricity through electrokinesis was something I’d learned to do in high school, when one of the school’s stadium lights had gone on the fritz. It had felt good, back then, to mentally locate the power line blockage, remove it mentally and then force the current up and into the stadium lamp. 
 
   The mental ‘feel’ of electricity was intoxicating. Doing that stadium thing had helped me realize I could also draw electricity to my body and let it run around and over me, with no harm so long as I had on rubber-soled shoes. My body’s natural electrical field would shield me even as electrical current ran over and around my body’s field. Once out at the meadow I’d called down a bolt of lightning just to see what it might feel like. It had felt even more alive than artificial electricity. Back in high school I had resisted the temptation to shock people by drawing down a lightning bolt from a stormy sky and then letting it flow off me and into a nearby rock or metal spike. People would have assumed I’d been ‘lucky’ to not be hurt. But the people watching would have forced me to go to the local Los Alamos Medical Center for a doctor checkout. Doctors I had learned to avoid years earlier. So I had resisted that high school temptation. 
 
   Just as I had now resisted a similar temptation to give Van Groot a shock. She already thought I was strange and unusual. Getting shocked at my apartment would only have added to the intensity of her determination to ‘figure me out’. Well, I had lived the years since I was four practicing how to avoid the curiosity of others. She would fail at her effort to figure me out. And I would continue to try my best to do what my Mom had wanted me to do. Which was to find a way to use my abilities to help other people. Shaking my head, I left behind parental memories and focused on the National Geographic article. The text included an essay about the location near to Varanasi where the Buddha had had his first enlightenment experience. Had this young Hindu prince been like me? Someone with unique abilities who sought to help other people? I didn’t know. But I hoped further research might show me the way to other people like myself. If they even existed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   Andrew Steinbach sat stiffly in his office chair and looked across his desk at the three men seated before him. One was Mike Richardson from the SIOC office. A second was Leonard Ramsay, Richardson’s boss and the man in charge of the CIRG group. The third man was a new addition to the agency’s efforts at combatting the spurt in terror attacks within CONUS. He was Carlos Jackson, the new chief of the Terrorist Screening Center in the National Security Branch. The NSB man and the other two from the Criminal and Cyber Branch were the people in charge of analyzing the living and dead terrorists captured by agents and local police. They were also the people tasked with tracking down the Green Mask intruder. It was Friday morning and the three had arrived in response to his demand for an accounting of field intelligence and interrogation results. He fixed on Jackson. The man wore a full black beard, something unusual among most male agents. Beards could no longer be forbidden now that there were gas masks with adjustments for being worn over beards. Those new masks were also adjustable for the more slender faces of most women, which meant his agency had to redouble its recruiting efforts among recent women college graduates. Putting routine administration issues aside, he poked.
 
   “Chief Jackson, what’s the story on the two jihadists captured in the Gateway Arch?”
 
   Jackson’s gray eyes did not look at the view from Andrew’s seventh floor office. Nor did they look aside to Richardson and Ramsay. They focused on him.
 
   “Deputy director, the jihadist slammed against the wall by the intruder is still unconscious and in hospital in St. Louis. Doctors report he has a badly fractured skull. They will perform surgery on him to relieve pressure on the man’s brain.” Jackson paused, lifting his smartphone and showing it to Andrew. On it was the image of a swarthy man with a short beard. “However, the other jihadist is conscious. We fingerprinted both men on site and used the local QCP laptop to identify them. Fractured skull is Mohammed Khan, a resident of Memphis, Tennessee, whose family heritage is Egyptian. He was born here. This man,” Jackson said, waving his phone, “is Omar Alkoury, an Afghan native and resident of Dusseldorf, Germany. He arrived here five weeks ago through the visa waiver program that applies to German citizens and residents. Alkoury is refusing to talk with us. The St. Louis field office told me this morning that Alkoury is now represented by a lawyer paid for by the Council on American Islamic Relations.”
 
   Andrew felt sourness on his tongue. CAIR was an activist group that spouted the line that Islam was never violent. Yet the agency had known for years that its senior members and board of directors included known advocates of violent jihad. Despite newspaper articles to that effect, CAIR was still sought out by national media whenever they needed a spokesman on Islamic issues. “Understood. What do their mobile devices tell you?”
 
   “Lots,” Jackson said, his manner intensely focused. “The two phones that were set up to send detonation signals to the TATP explosives also contained records of calls made since the phones were purchased. Plus the Nashville field office obtained Khan’s personal computer at his Memphis residence. Analysis of the phones and the computer by the Counterterrorism Division of the NSB documented seventeen calls made by Alkoury to a fellow jihadist in Dusseldorf. There were also three calls made to Raqqa in Syria.” The NSB man paused, then looked over to the other men in his office. “I asked for message analysis help from CIRG Chief Ramsay and from agents specialized in decrypting digital signals in Special Agent Richardson’s SIOC unit. All three of us concur that an Islamic State handler gave Alkoury the order to mount an attack on the Gateway Arch. Khan’s name was included in the IS message packet. That fits with an overseas trip record for Khan that records him flying to Istanbul in Turkey, then disappearing for a month before flying back to Memphis.”
 
   Khan was just what the National Counterterrorism Center had been warning about ever since 9/11. A homegrown radical Islamic terrorist who joined forces with an overseas jihadist. These two had behaved in the same ‘draw attention’ mode as the Empire jihadist. “What about the TATP? Who made it and where?”
 
   Jackson blinked. “The two men were staying at a cheap motel in west St. Louis for the last seven days. The St. Louis field office agents and the city police SWAT team raided the motel room late Wednesday evening. They found commercial chemicals and tubes that had traces of TATP residue. We think the TATP was made there and carried into the arch within the clothing of the two men. There is no way it would have survived a road trip from Memphis without detonating.”
 
   Andrew touched the edge of his desk. He tapped his fingers. “How did the two get their rifles up to the top of the arch? They had to go through magnetometers like everyone else.”
 
   “They did go through them,” Jackson said. He looked to his right. “Agent Richardson, this element of the report comes from the work of your people. Can you assist?”
 
   Richardson leaned forward, his broad shoulders tense under his pin-striped black suit. “Deputy director, intense interrogation of all employees at the visitor center turned up a cleaning woman who admitted to placing the rifles on top of the lead car of the south side tramway just before the jihadists arrived. While the cable area above the tramway cars is normally closed during tram use, there is an access hatch inside the operator alcoves of both the north and south trams. It appears one of the jihadists pulled the operator out of the alcove by pretending to be sick, while the second man opened the hatch and grabbed the rifles. Shots were fired by the second jihadist, which caused a stampede of escaping tourists down the north side stairwell. That stopped when both jihadists fired warning shots, then placed the explosive bottles and detonator phones at the entrance to each stairwell.”
 
   Andrew winced. “Don’t tell me. The cleaning woman was of Iraqi heritage and still has family back in Iraq. She cooperated because Alkoury threatened to kill her relatives.”
 
   Richardson nodded. “Just so.”
 
   He ground his teeth. The best security could not defeat human fear and the impulse to protect a family member. “What else? Any good news?”
 
   Ramsay raised his hand.  “There is good news, actually. Through the joint analysis of the phones and computer by our two branches we recovered records of cell phone calls and emails to people in five other American cities.” Bald-headed Ramsay looked very pleased with himself. “Those cities are San Francisco, Houston, New Orleans, Miami and Chicago. Decryption of the message packets gave us the IP addresses, names and locations of the recipients. The essence of the messages sent was that Islamic State wanted the sleeper cells of jihadist sympathizers to rise up and attack major public landmarks in those cities. As of this morning our agents have raided an apartment on Castro Street in San Francisco and have arrested three men and one woman on charges of planning to plant explosives on the Golden Gate Bridge, while holding hostage several carloads of people, which hostage taking was to be livestreamed on YouTube.”
 
   Coldness swept down Andrew’s neck. The Islamic State chieftains were not aiming for a massive attack on densely populated areas like train stations and airports. Instead, they were aiming to hit major American cities as a signal that America could not protect its citizens from being taken hostage, nor could the nation protect landmarks known around the world. This new data reminded him of the targets hit by the 9/11 attackers. The fourth 9/11 plane had been heading for either Congress or the White House, and only the bravery of the plane’s passengers had caused it to crash in a Pennsylvania farm field, rather than on top of Congress. The attacks on the Empire State Building and on the Gateway Arch now made sense. Too much sense.
 
   “You said people were contacted in five cities. What news from the other locations?”
 
   Ramsay nodded slowly. “The Chicago field office tracked the email sent there to the south side residence of two men from Somalia who were here on tourist visas issued by Kenya.” The man’s satisfied expression went dark. “Local SWAT teams and five agents mounted a raid this morning on the residence. They entered front and back. One man in the front living room was tackled and cuffed. The rear entry team came upon a second man in a bedroom. That man had on a suicide vest holding multiple dynamite lengths. Before they could do anything the man set off his vest, destroying the rear of the house. One agent was killed and two SWAT officers were seriously wounded.”
 
   Andrew felt his gut begin churning. “What did the front entry team find out? About their Chicago target?”
 
   Ramsay looked to Richardson, then back to him. “Analysis of that man’s cell phone showed the two planned to put on their suicide vests, cover them with winter coats, then take the elevator to the top of the Willis Tower, to Skydeck Chicago. They may have had in mind doing a hostage taking with internet broadcast from the top of Willis Tower, similar to what the Gateway jihadists did.”
 
   He let out a sigh. This coming weekend would have been beyond deadly if the San Francisco and Chicago sleeper cells had been successful. “Please email me the name of the special agent and his family contacts. I have the Chicago PD number. What of Houston, New Orleans and Miami?”
 
   Richardson sat forward. “Deputy director, we have the names and photos of sleeper cell jihadists in all three cities, but none were present at the residences to which Alkoury sent his emails. Our field offices and local police and federal marshals are conducting an intensive search of public monuments in those cities, along with a video review of airport, train and boat departure sites.” The tall agent looked aside to Ramsay and Jackson, then back to Andrew. “Do we distribute these photos and names to local media? It might help us locate these jihadists.”
 
   Andrew knew the question was one reason he occupied the second highest position within the FBI. Life and death decisions like this fell to him to decide. “Not yet. If we assume the Islamic State handler gave orders for all attacks to happen this weekend, then we have time for the ground searches to pay off. I assume your people are monitoring bank, ATM and credit card activities that might be carried out by any of the suspects in the three cities?”
 
   “We are monitoring their financial records,” Richardson said. “When do we advise the public, if not now?”
 
   Andrew blinked at the man’s persistence. Still, persistence was one hallmark of a good agent. And Richardson was far better than good. “If we can’t find these jihadists by midnight East Coast time, release the photos and names to local television stations and to the national networks. And pursue any relatives of these people! I don’t want the St. Louis Cathedral in New Orleans blown up with worshippers inside!”
 
   “Neither do any of us,” said Jackson. “The agents in the Terrorism Screening Center worked through the night last night. They and SIOC are pursuing all leads to these jihadists and none of my people will leave this building until they are caught.”
 
   Andrew felt slight satisfaction at the man’s statement. Deep dedication was another sign of a good agent and there were plenty of them in SIOC, in the TSC and in CIRG. And also out in the field offices. If he were not required to stay in the building while the director was away talking to people in Congress and the White House, he would have found an excuse to take a flight to Miami or Houston. His wife’s family hailed from Houston and while the place was a giant octopus of roads, streams of cars and millions of people, still, it had the history of Sam Houston woven into the city’s nature. He scanned the all too serious faces of Jackson, Ramsay and Richardson. Perhaps one of them knew something about the second matter related to these ISIS attacks on American landmarks.
 
   “What about the intruder? Any useful data from the Gateway Arch event?”
 
   Richardson’s lips curved into a half smile. “My SIOC people and Special Agent Ethel Lowenstein from BAU One at Quantico are building a comprehensive file on the man. The clothing brands worn by Green Mask in both appearances led us to review the retail videos of both the REI and Men’s Wearhouse stores in Utah, Colorado, Arizona and New Mexico. That review produced names and images of 141 young men with blue eyes, black hair, height of six feet three, weight of 160 pounds and a slim frame who have bought clothing from those stores,” the agent said, his low bass voice sounding confident. “Our field offices are checking the travel histories of the suspects with an eye to ruling out some of them based on a suspect’s presence elsewhere during the two recent terror events. Video and first hand witnesses are providing the exclude out data. Any suspect who cannot be linked to a location other than St. Louis and New York City will be personally interviewed by an agent.”
 
   “Good,” Andrew said. “But this intruder has red hair he has dyed black. That is unusual. Are you passing that data on to the field offices and agents reviewing these suspect files?”
 
   “We are doing that,” Richardson said. He looked down at his own smartphone, which Andrew realized had been set to vibrate while the man was in his office.
 
   “News?”
 
   Richardson looked up. His brown eyes were bright. “Agent Lowenstein has posted the results of the interview of the two veterans who assisted the intruder at the arch. One of the men cupped his hands so the intruder could step on them as a means of reaching the arch roof by way of the ceiling hatch. She says adhesive patches applied to the spots on the vet’s pants where he wiped his hands after the intruder’s tennis shoes left his grip document the presence of pollen common to New Mexico and Arizona. In particular there was distinctive chamisa pollen like that reported found on the paraglider bag.”
 
   Most interesting. If reliable the new data reduced the states of possible origin for Green Mask from four to two. “Useful data. Did the veterans have any impressions to convey about the intruder?”
 
   “They did,” Richardson said, putting his smartphone into his coat pocket. “Marine Recon veteran Wayne Mendoza was the one who cupped his hands to help the intruder. He told the interviewing field agent that he thought the intruder was unusually strong and with an excellent sense of balance, based on how the man stood on his cupped hands. Mendoza also says he believes Green Mask has a sharp Roman nose, based on how close Mendoza was to the face of the intruder. He says the outline of the intruder’s nose was very clear under the green bandana.”
 
   Andrew liked that datum. It ruled out any young men with visibly deformed or small noses. Good criminal investigations always paid attention to details, including the smallest details of any case. Now, they had the man’s DNA profile, accurate physical parameters, facial information, his recorded voice and voluminous data on the shotgun handled by the man, the paraglider and its bag, and hair samples that showed he dyed his red hair regularly. No imagery of the man at the arch showed red roots on his uncovered head, which meant this young man dyed his hair frequently. 
 
   “So we have 141 young men from four states who show up in customer videos as having visited the REI and Men’s Wearhouse stores in four states.” He hated to do this, but it was necessary. “Such clothing could also have been bought at second hand stores. Get your agents to check video records for any second hand stores in the cities with both stores in those four states. Do the same for indigent guest houses maintained by churches and volunteer agencies in the four states. It is possible our intruder obtained his clothes from such a source, rather than from first hand purchase.”
 
   Ramsay grimaced. Jackson frowned thoughtfully. Richardson nodded quickly. “My agents will expand their video searches to those locations in the four states. Or should we limit the search to just Arizona and New Mexico, based on the pollen data?”
 
   Andrew shook his head. “Focus on all four states. Do not exclude any state from the video file search. And have one of your SIOC agents put up a Reward Notice on eBay, Tinder, Twitter and YouTube that offers $10,000 for information leading to the identity of Green Mask. Maybe someone knows this man. Or has heard him boast about helping people escape from jihadists. Advise me of the exclusion and expanded search results.”
 
   “Will do,” Richardson said.
 
   Andrew looked to the man who’d first spoken. “Chief Jackson, keep me advised of the status of your search for the jihadists in Houston, Miami and New Orleans. And give me a ten minute warning before you release names and photos to the media. The White House press secretary will need to know what we are doing before he gets questions about it.”
 
   “You can count on it,” Jackson said, standing up.
 
   Ramsay and Richardson also stood. The bald-headed CIRG boss lifted one black eyebrow.
 
   “Deputy director, we are making progress. Attacks in two cities have been thwarted and we know who is active in the other three cities. We’ll find them.”
 
   Andrew stood up, his mind filled with too many worries. “But will you find them before they kill themselves and too many citizens? Or they set up a show on YouTube that makes America look like a toothless lion? The president is following what we are doing. She expects results yesterday. Pursue these bastards. Grab them. And follow back the emails to the European contacts of Alkoury and Khan. Islamic State has mounted plenty of attacks in Europe. I worry they may be planning similar landmark attacks in the EU. If so, our European allies need to know about those attacks before they happen. Dismissed.”
 
   The three turned and walked out of his office. Andrew turned and walked over to the glass wall window that gave him a glorious view of downtown Washington D.C.  He stared across the building roofs, fixing his attention on the white stone spire of the Washington Monument. God forbid any attack on that spire!
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Valery arrived home after visiting Justine at the hospital. Her wife had come through the anesthesia and gall bladder surgery in good shape, despite being fifty-four years old. Two years younger than Valery. She had canceled all her Friday client appointments earlier in the week and that allowed her to spend most of the day at the hospital. While Justine had awakened within a few hours after leaving the surgery room, she had had a poor night’s sleep, thanks to frequent visits by nurses checking her vitals. That meant her wife often nodded off in the midst of their chattering about an upcoming opera they both wanted to see. Valery had not minded. She’d brought a book and the local paper with her when she’d arrived at Christus St. Vincent. She had eaten a chef’s salad for lunch at the hospital. And now, with Justine slated for her second walk around the corridors of the hospital and follow up PT exercises, she had come home. Sitting on the red leather couch the two of them had picked out years earlier, she aimed the TV control at the flatscreen and switched it on. The screen brightened and showed the CNN logo with Breaking News filling the screen.
 
   “Police raids in San Francisco and Chicago have captured five suspected radical Islamic terrorists,” reported Leslee Howden. “An FBI agent died in the Chicago raid on a house in the Harvey suburb, while two Chicago SWAT officers were severely wounded. Neighbors told CNN that an explosion had leveled the rear of the house.” The blond woman, who looked impossibly slim and perky and awake for it being late evening in New York City, looked down at her glass top desk, clearing seeing a video image that might replicate the images behind her that showed raid locations in the two cities. She looked up. “The source of the explosion is reported to be a suicide vest worn by a second man in the terrorist house, but that has not been confirmed.” She paused, touched the earbud in her right ear, and nodded. “A source in the San Francisco police department tells CNN that the three men and one woman captured in a Castro Street apartment block were intending to block traffic on the Golden Gate Bridge, capture some motorists and set explosives on nearby support cables in expectation of bringing down the bridge.” She paused, looking distracted. “I’m told we have a live report from Jack Wilshire, senior terrorism reporter who is reporting from outside the FBI’s J. Edgar Hoover building in downtown Washington, D.C. Jack?”
 
   Valery grabbed the bottle of Perrier water that sat on the coffee table in front of her, took a sip from it and watched as the image of a forty-something white man wearing a black suit took form on the video wall behind Howden. Why was so much terrorism happening in so short a time?
 
   “Leslee, a source of mine in the FBI says the raids in San Francisco and in Chicago were the result of information gained from the cell phones carried by the Gateway Arch hostage takers,” Wilshire said calmly as raincoated citizens walked behind him on the sidewalk in front of the gray concrete building. “My source, who insists on confidentiality since he is not authorized to speak on current operations, says the cell phones contained a record of calls to jihadists in Dusseldorf, Germany and to Raqqa in Syria, the headquarters of the Islamic State. My source says the recent attacks on the Empire State Building and the Gateway Arch were ordered by an IS leader in Raqqa. The purpose of the public hostage taking attacks, which did not include mass killings unlike prior attacks in Europe, Africa and India, was not known to my source. However, he speculated there may be a terror campaign underway that is aimed at famous American landmarks. Leslee?”
 
   The blond CNN anchor looked thoughtful. “Jack, is there any evidence of landmark attacks set for other American cities?”
 
   The stocky man frowned. “When I asked that question of my source, he said ‘maybe’. He said agents in St. Louis and here in D.C. are working on the digital records left by the Gateway terrorists and hope to gain information on future terror targets. Back to you Leslee.”
 
   “Thank you, Jack.” The woman looked directly at the camera. “We go now to an interview I did earlier today with Josy Tompkins, who formerly worked on the National Security Council that advises the president on issues relating to national security. Miss Tompkins had some interesting thoughts about the recent surge in terror attacks within the USA.”
 
   Valery pushed the mute button, not wishing to hear more wild guessing by academic talking heads. She had heard enough wild-eyed chatter during the summer after a terror attack in Sydney, Australia. She preferred factual news versus hypothetical speculation. Which thought brought to mind the image of young Jeffrey Montgomery Webster.
 
   The one-to-one match of Jeffrey’s story to the identities of the three women rescued during the Empire State Building crisis had set her to thinking. Since the young man’s job at REI, and his low income stream, prohibited him from taking sudden plane flights to major cities, she had thought Jeff was simply co-opting a major news story as a means of feeling good about himself. And also a means to tell her how he was making progress in dealing with his depression episodes. It had been the most likely explanation for what Jeff had said. And she knew that delusional thinking sometimes happened with people who suffered from flashbacks and dreams about a traumatic event. Which the death of his father in the car crash had been. Jeff’s being thrown clear and then having to stand and watch as his father’s car burned in a flaming pyre had to have hurt him deeply.
 
   But now, after watching the CNN and YouTube videos of how Green Mask suddenly disappeared in midair after stepping off the top of the Gateway arch, she could not help but wonder if the talk about teleportation and levitation and flame-throwing meant these abilities really existed. She was familiar with the wild claims of people involved in supposed parapsychology research. Now, if her own eyes could be believed, there existed at least one human with the ability to suddenly materialize in one location, then vanish from that site in a teleportation jump to elsewhere. 
 
   Could young Jeff really be this Green Mask guy? The recorded voice of the Gateway rescuer had sounded like Jeff to her, and the casual walking gait of the rescuer had been very similar to how Jeff walked. Course there were plenty of young men who were tall, blue-eyed, had short black hair and walked the way Jeff walked. But none of them had walked into her office and spun a tail of helping three women navigate through the streets of downtown Santa Fe. The hometowns of the women had matched exactly the hometowns of the Empire hostages. As had their age and descriptions. What if, instead of helping three women in Santa Fe, young Jeff had helped three women escape from captivity at the top of the Empire State Building? 
 
   Her stomach rumbled. Her mind whirled with What If? possibilities. And inside, in the core of her inner being, a voice from out of the Shadow part of herself said “He could be the one.”
 
   If he was Green Mask, how could she know for sure? And if Jeff really was this superhero, was there any foundation for breaking the seal of patient confidentiality and telling someone else what she suspected?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   The back door entrance to the REI store is easy to reach if you’re cycling up to it on Camino de la Familia. I stopped at the corner of Familia and Manhattan Avenue, pushed my bike over to the bike rack, parked it and looped the cable around the body frame and through the rack bar. Pushing the lock end of the cable into its socket I spun the dial on the lock, let go, turned and walked to the back door. It was almost 10 a.m. Saturday morning and I needed to get inside, register with the Kronos device, comb my hair in the bathroom, then head out to the retail floor wearing my REI badge that hung from my neck. The metal door pushed open easily. Inside the break room was empty, except for Billy, the friend who had mouthed off to Agent Van Groot. He looked away from the TV that hung above him. His face held a mix of hopeful and worried. Leaving my psychic shield up, I gave him the finger.
 
   “Thanks for blathering that I don’t date, you turkey.”
 
   Embarrassment showed on Billy’s narrow face. “Hey, sorry for that. It ain’t every day that a hot-looking FBI agent woman comes into the store. Bridget brought her over to me after the woman spent a lot of time in her office.”
 
   I could believe that. The woman’s visit to my apartment was also my first encounter with a real FBI agent. Still. “What I say to you about my social life, or lack thereof, stays with you. No chattering with our coworkers on what you said to the FBI woman. Agreed?”
 
   “Sure, Jeff,” he said, looking relieved. “But why the hell do you think the FBI is snooping into employment records for this store and lots of other REI stores? Kinda weird to me.”
 
   I knew but could not say. “Yeah, it is kinda weird. Maybe someone high up in corporate is playing games with stock speculation. Or maybe we have a Russian spy working in the yoga gear section.”
 
   Billy laughed. “That’s fine if it’s Melody Jenkins. She’s on shift today and boy, is she hot!”
 
   My friend was entirely too focused on turning his bar dates into bedtime romps. While I could learn his record of success by dropping my shield and scanning the Top level of his mind, I didn’t. Long years spent around crowds of people had taught me that dropping my shield when surrounded by dozens of people hurt. It hurt a lot. And the flood of thoughts and feelings from so many people made me feel like I was mentally drowning. Plus, I did not need to see the mind picture of Billy in bed with some hot date. I had a hard enough time pushing my own hormones into the background without having a Billy porn movie cycling through my mind.
 
   “Good luck with Melody,” I said, then noticed the muted TV image had changed from a group of morning show women to a Breaking News banner. “What’s happening now?” I said, pointing at the screen.
 
   Billy turned, looked up, then grabbed the TV control off the top of the microwave. “Let’s find out.”
 
   Once more I saw the image of Leslee Howden, who I had listened to last night as she and her buddies had reported on the FBI raids in San Francisco and Chicago. It had been rewarding to learn that my zapping of the two thugs inside the Gateway observation room had turned up info on fellow jihadists. What had not been so fine was learning that one bastard had used a suicide vest to blow himself up in a Chicago suburb, thereby killing an FBI agent and wounding two local cops. Still, there were more FBI agents and local cops than me and I couldn’t be everywhere a terrorist might show up. For one thing, I had not visited every big city in America. For another, I needed to eat, sleep and hold down a job that paid my rent. But the image that flashed onto a screen behind Howden was not American. Instead, it showed the brown spire of the Eiffel Tower, rising against a reddish sunset. 
 
   “Nine minutes ago terrorists took control of the Top level of the Eiffel Tower, using AK-47 rifles to herd captive tourists onto the eastern side of the outside observation level,” Howden said, her blond hair looking a bit scattered, as it might be if the woman had been up most of the night. “A spokeswoman for the director general of the French national police, the Gendarmerie Nationale, says four men are involved in this hostage taking. At least twenty people are being held captive.” She frowned, touched her right earbud, then spoke. “We are going now to a live link with CNN’s senior European correspondent Astrid Magnuson, who is standing on the Champ de Mars, just across the street from the tower. Astrid?”
 
   A tall and curvy woman now showed in another image behind Howden. The cameraperson had lowered down so the upward angled shot caught the reporter from her waist up, with the Eiffel Tower rising behind her. The woman was holding a smartphone in one hand. She looked up from it at some signal.
 
   “Hello Leslee. I’m here on the Avenue de Gustave Eiffel, at the southern end of the Eiffel Tower. A source of mine who works in the Jules Verne restaurant on the Second level of the tower tells me there are dozens of white-shirted French gendarmes filling that level, with some French Army troops guarding the stairs that go down to the First level of the tower.” She looked down at her phone, then back up as, in the background, what looked to be fifty or more white-shirted police formed a cordon line around the leg that was the main access point to the tower’s three levels. Other clusters of French cops surrounded the other legs. In part of the live image behind the reporter were six vans that were unloading both troops and more gendarmes. Two armored vehicles with top-mounted machine guns rolled up from the other side of the street. The reporter glanced to her rear, then back. “I recognize units from the Force d’intervention de la police nationale and from the Groupe d’intervention de la Gendarmerie nationale. Both the FIPN and the GIGN are heavily armed with automatic weapons, flash-bangs, grenades and sniper rifles.” 
 
   “Astrid, what is the status of the hostages and other tourists?” Howden asked.
 
   Magnuson paused, looked down at her phone, then back up. “My other inside source is texting me now. That source says tourists who were present on the lower floor of the Top level are now heading down the emergency stairs that wrap around the central elevator shaft. Those stairs lead down to the Second level, which includes two restaurants.” The reporter jumped when a siren went off behind her. “My source tells me the four terrorists have chained the door of the elevator that transports tourists down to the Second level, thereby preventing any normal access to the Top level. The Top observation level consists of two floors, with the bottom floor fully enclosed but with large windows that allow a view outside, while the floor above it contains small offices. That floor is encircled by a fenced in open walkway that wraps around the tower’s four sides. My source says the hostages are being held on the upper floor of the Top level, on the east side of the tower where a window sells glasses of champagne to the tourists on the walkway.” The woman looked to one side. “Leslee, my van driver is signaling me to look up.” Which she did. “A helicopter from the French TV station France 24 is flying toward the tower. I see that it is passing to one side and aiming to get a view of the east side walkway, where the hostages are being held. Maybe your producer can grab the feed from whatever the helicopter is transmitting?”
 
   I looked away from the TV and over to my friend. “Billy, tell Bridget I feel sick. I’m heading into the bathroom. I may puke. If you don’t see me on the floor in a few minutes, I’ve headed back to my place. I’ll call later if I feel up to working.”
 
   Billy looked surprised. “Oh, sure Jeff, I’ll tell Queen Boss Bridget you’re sick. Hope you get to feeling better.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said as I headed into the bathroom.
 
   No one was inside, thank goodness. Standing before one of the sinks I brought to mind the image of my living room and thought “I wish to be there.”
 
   And I was standing there. 
 
   As usual the air that had filled the spot of my arrival whooshed away as my solidity filled what had been an open space.
 
   The Eiffel Tower hostage taking was something I could act on. I’d visited the tower’s two top floors years ago during a trip to Paris with my parents. More importantly, the elevator conductor had allowed me to enter the small office room that Gustave Eiffel had constructed for himself. The room was where he had met with Thomas Edison when the inventor had traveled to Paris and then ridden up the hydraulic lifts to reach the Top level. When I visited the office there had been wax mannequins of Eiffel and Edison sitting in the chairs where once the real people had sat, with his daughter Claire standing to one side and watching. I had thought it kind of eerie, years ago, to see floral fabric on the office walls along with prints from the late 1800s. A few pieces of furniture occupied the room. A slanting iron beam partly cut through the room. It had a clear view of one side of the fenced walkway and was lighted by a small ceiling lamp. I knew that if I teleported there no one would be in the room as the office was normally locked to the public. But I could see the walkway through the clear plastic panels that covered one side of the room. That view would show me if the walkway was clear of the four men. If it was clear, I could walk out to it, or teleport myself out to the walkway. From there I could port to any spot I could see. And once I had a direct view of the four terrorists, I could act against them.
 
   I looked over to the flatscreen above my fireplace. With my thoughts I reached out, found the switch mechanism inside the TV, thought “come together” and with a buzz of power the TV came on. Its image held Howden and, behind her, jerky views of the east side of the tower that showed the upper floor of Top level. Clearly this was a live shot from the French news helicopter. From what I could see, the twenty-one hostages were gathered in front of the champagne bar near one end of the platform, with three guys holding AK-47 rifles pointed at them. The men stood at either corner of that side of the platform, with the hostages between them. The fourth man was not visible. Damn.
 
   “A source at the French Ministry of the Interior has told our reporter Astrid Magnuson the terms demanded by the four terrorists,” Howden said, glancing down at her table top, then up. “And one of the terrorists is live streaming the hostage taking onto YouTube. The ministry source says the terrorists are demanding the departure of all French military forces from the Middle East, the approval of Sharia law in all French neighborhoods where Islamic believers now live and a reversal of the French law that prohibits the wearing of full face veils in public by Muslim women.” Howden paused. “The face coverings prohibited by French law are called niqabs or burkas, coverings that either partly or fully cover a woman’s face.” She looked to one side. “Joining me now is an expert on Islamic law. He is Sunni and—”
 
   My mind shut off the power to the TV. I had seen enough.
 
   Turning, I walked into my bedroom, opened the sliding door to my clothes closet, and grabbed the bullet resistant vest I’d bought earlier. I took off my blue hoodie and put the vest on top of my green UNM t-shirt, then put the hoodie back on. It was bound to be cold at 906 feet, which was the height of the Top level’s upper floor and outside platform. Turning to the nightstand by my bed I grabbed the box of green surgical gloves, put on a pair, then pulled out my .45 from the nightstand drawer. It went into my rear waistband. Finally I grabbed my green bandana from the top shelf of the closet and tied it over my face. The hood came up and covered my head. While I could generate a ball of flame to keep myself warm, I preferred to not be distracted by minor discomforts. My primary objective must be to disarm the terrorists and then get the hostages down from the platform, using either the elevator or the emergency stairs that wound down from under the lower floor of Top level. 
 
   I went out and into the bathroom. The mirror showed me a tall guy dressed in bluejeans, a blue hoodie, a green t-shirt and my black hair mostly covered by the hoodie. Only my eyes and forehead showed above the bandana. My upper body looked bulkier than usual, thanks to the vest. Standing there I closed my eyes and brought up memory images of the rooms on the Top level of the Eiffel Tower. There was the small enclosure of the elevator in the middle of the room that gave access to the outer platform walkways. Then there was a bathroom on one side and a door leading to the small alcove of the champagne bar that served people standing on the walkway. I had to assume the champagne worker was one of the hostages, along with the people who had been standing outside on the platform at six p.m. Paris time. Bringing to mind the image of Gustave Eiffel’s office and the spot between his chair and Edison’s, where I had once stood years ago, I thought “I wish to be there”.
 
   And I was.
 
   Stepping back to be covered by the slanting iron beam, I leaned forward a little and looked through the plastic window. The part of the outside platform and walkway that I could see was empty. But where was terror guy four? He could be inside, guarding the elevator that had been chained to a ceiling beam. Best not to take a chance of running into him. Focusing on the platform walkway that lay just six feet from me, I thought “I wish to be there”.
 
   It was cold outside. Frigidly cold. And it was dusky, but there was still some daylight as the Sun had not yet fully set to the west of Paris. Looking right and left I saw that the platform walkway on this side of the Top floor was empty of people. Which made sense as I stood on what was the south side of the tower. Below me was the green swath of the Champ de Mars open field, where military parades had been held in the past. Now, only the black dots of some tourists were visible far, far below. Along with lots of white gendarmerie vans, Army trucks and some TV news vans. To my left I heard the whooshing sound of a helicopter’s blades. That must be the French 24 copter that was livecasting the gathering of hostages on the east side of the tower. Giving thanks for the softness of my tennis shoes, I turned left and walked toward the corner of the platform. 
 
   My memory of the copter image said two of the terrorists would be standing just around the corner I was heading for, with their rifles aimed at the hostages. Taking care of the rifles was the first order of business. And that included the rifle of the man at the other end of the east side platform, who was aiming at the cluster of people gathered in front of the champagne service window. Reminding myself that the east side of the platform was just 50 feet long, I moved close to the metal wall of the inside room as I neared the corner of the platform. My ears heard the shuffle of many people, a few moans from some women, a guttural “fermé la bouche!” from what I assumed was a jihadist, and the smell of fear sweat. Despite the openness of the platform and the soft wind that blew in from the west, the odor put off by scared people was distinct. It was different from exercise sweat. Ordering my mind, I stepped around the corner.
 
   Two black-coated men stood with their backs to me.
 
   They had rifles pointed at a group of people, nearly all of whom were looking out at the copter as it hovered. 
 
   Beyond the crowd of hostages stood jihadist number three. He took was looking toward the copter, though his rifle was aimed at the people. 
 
   I gave thanks that three was not looking at his fellows, which would have allowed him to see my arrival.
 
   Fixing my vision on the two nearby rifles and on the AK-47 held by number three, I thought “Come to me.”
 
   The three rifles pulled loose from the hands of the jihadists, lifted up in the air and flew back to me.
 
   I grabbed them, though the impact made me step back a bit.
 
   “Merde!” yelled one man in front of me, turning to look back to where his rifle had gone. His nearby fellow did the same. Beyond them jihadist three followed the flight of his rifle across the space above the heads of the hostages and into my arms. Fury showed on his face. As it showed on the faces of the two nearby jihadists. 
 
   Stuffing the rifles under my arms, I pointed both hands at the two nearby men and held a mental image of their heads smashing against each other.
 
   “Klunk!” came the sound of the two butting their heads against each other.
 
   But their hands were moving to their coat pockets. Were there knives in them?
 
   The square steel pillar of a viewing telescope just beyond the men gave me my answer. I could not mentally toss them over the platform railing since the steel wire webbing reached from the platform’s rail up to the edge of the roof that jutted out over this floor. The pillar would work.
 
   “Head butt that pillar” I thought and pushed with my hands at the right side jihadist.
 
   Mind power sent him flying across four feet head first. He hit the pillar with a loud clank and fell to the platform’s metal floor, unmoving. 
 
   Thoughts are fast.
 
   The left side jihadist also hit the telescope pillar hard, falling to lie across his buddy. He didn’t move either.
 
   “Non!” screamed jihadist three from beyond the cluster of hostages, many of whom had now looked away from the copter and toward me, thanks to the noise of the two men hitting the scope pillar.
 
   Jihadist three pulled a pistol from his pocket and aimed it at the hostages.
 
   “Come to me,” I thought as soon as the pistol appeared in his hand.
 
   Dropping the three rifles to the floor, I reached up and caught the pistol as it flew across fifty feet and into my left hand.
 
   Three was still a problem.
 
   “Come to me,” I thought, mentally visualizing him flying through the air.
 
   I held up my right fist.
 
   His flight through the air ended with a hard impact on my fist.
 
   “Ouch,” I muttered, then visualized jihadist three hitting his head against the scope pillar.
 
   Three flew away from me and hit the pillar, collapsing atop his two buddies.
 
   Dropping the pistol to join the rifles, I walked toward the crowd of hostages, my hands raised and open to show I had no weapon.
 
   “Attendez moi!” I said in my high school French. “Je suis un Americain. Vous etes libre! Venez a moi. Venez!” I said, telling the people who were French that they were liberated and should come to me. I repeated it in English on the assumption there were some Brits or Canadians or Americans in the group. Which seemed likely as half the hostages wore brightly colored clothes that were out of fashion among most Parisians. Years ago I’d learned that lots of French natives dressed in dark, gray, black or dour clothes, for some strange reason. My Hawaiian shirt would have stood out here like a display of Fourth of July fireworks. I noticed three people, two women and a guy, were aiming smartphones at me.
 
   The hostages began shuffling toward me, their faces a mix of shock, hope, surprise and suspicion.
 
   “Qui et vous?” called a woman in her twenties who was dressed in a gold lame gown.
 
   She wanted my name.
 
   “I am the guy called Green Mask, from America. I’m here to help free you,” I said, then repeated it in French. 
 
   That seemed to satisfy her. She joined the crowd.
 
   I looked down at the pile of three AK-47 rifles and a semi-automatic pistol that looked to be a Sig Sauer 9 mm brand. What to do with them?
 
   “Americain!”
 
   I looked up and saw a new man dressed in a black overcoat and carrying an AK-47, which he pointed at me and the hostages.
 
   Thought is fast.
 
   Teleporting is as fast as thought.
 
   In less than a second I stood between jihadist four and the crowd of hostages behind me. I held up both hands, my palms facing him.
 
   “Drop your rifle,” I said in English, then in French.
 
   The man, whose face was bearded and swarthy in color, grimaced angrily.
 
   “Non! Tous et mort!”
 
   Before I could levitate the rifle from him, he pulled the trigger. Which was clearly set on full automatic.
 
   A blur of black bullets swept toward me and the hostages.
 
   “Rise up,” I thought at the bullets. “Rise up.”
 
   They did just that, rising up and exiting through the wire mesh above my head. Rather, almost all of them did that.
 
   Two hit me in my chest, slamming against my vest.
 
   They hurt. 
 
   In my mind I thought of a ball of flame. The biggest ball of flame that I had ever seen, similar to the one I’d seen one night on the UNM campus as a post football game celebration was held before a large bonfire.
 
   Between me and the jihadist the air filled with yellow-orange flame.
 
   The ball of flame was half as big as the man standing before me. I pushed at it with my right hand.
 
   “Move away from me,” I thought, then visualized jihadist three as the end spot for the flame ball. “Go there.” 
 
   The ball of flame enveloped the chest and head of the man who had shot me with his rifle.
 
   “Mon dieu!” I heard someone call from behind me.
 
   The eyes of jihadist four grew wide as the flame ball enveloped him. He opened his mouth to scream. Flame went down his throat. He staggered, his hands rising to his neck. But the hands and arms were also aflame. In fact, his entire body from waist up was surrounded by my ball of fire.
 
   Clothes burn pretty easily.
 
   Whether made from cotton or nylon or something else, clothing burns.
 
   No sound came from the man as he collapsed onto the platform floor.
 
   The ball of flame followed him down, enveloping his legs and lower body.
 
   What nerves remained within the dying body of jihadist four now made his limbs jerk and twist and stretch out.
 
   Then there was no motion.
 
   Just a pile of blackened flesh.
 
   “Goodbye,” I said to the giant flame ball.
 
   It vanished.
 
   I turned back to the crowd of 21 hostages. People who were alive and unharmed by the bullets fired by jihadist four. 
 
   Too many of them looked at me with fear. One elderly man, tall and rangy in body shape, moved to the front of the crowd. He was half bald but his face was not lined the way the faces of people in their 80s are lined.
 
   “I’m Richard Hoffman, from Arlington, Virginia. Thank you for saving me and my wife and all these other people,” he said, his tone almost casual. “What now?”
 
   I looked above him and saw the roof security camera aimed at me. It had clearly seen my final encounter with jihadist four. I pointed up at the camera.
 
   “Well, I suspect the gendarmerie cops will be here soon, along with the French Army people. They’ll come up the emergency stairwell, then get up here from the floor below.” I looked to one side as a yellow spotlight fixed on me. It was after sunset and the TV copter was obviously broadcasting me and the freed hostages. Plus the pile of three jihadists who had not moved since I’d slammed their heads into the scope pillar. I pointed at the three. “You and other folks might want to use your belts or neckties to tie the hands of those three behind their backs. Or sit on them. Or both, until the gendarmerie arrive. Time for me to take care of those rifles and pistol, and leave.”
 
   In my mind I thought of where I had stood behind the first two jihadists. I thought “I wish to be there.”
 
   And I was.
 
   Bending down I gathered up the rifles and pistol, then thought of a smaller flame ball. Pointing my hand at the wire mesh that ran up the railing on my right, I used mind power to make it cut a large arc into the wire. With a wave of my hand and a thought, the melted wire fell away.
 
   “Wow!” said a young man who looked to be high school age.
 
   He had been at the back of the hostage crowd, along with other young people and a few elderly women. Clearly the older adults had moved to the front of the crowd when jihadist four had appeared. They had obeyed the human impulse to shelter women and children. Also obeying that impulse were four women in addition to a dozen men of various ages.
 
   I put the Sig Sauer pistol into a pocket of my hoodie, then hugged the rifles to my chest.
 
   “I wish to fly through there,” I thought, keeping my eyes on the large hole I’d opened in the wire mesh.
 
   My body lifted up. I tilted forward. Moving head first I flew through the mesh hole.
 
   “Hey!” yelled a woman from the crowd. “What’s your name?”
 
   Coming to a hover just outside the railing, I ignored the copter’s yellow spotlight that now fixed on me as I floated in midair. The woman who’d yelled was at the edge of the railing. Behind her stood the elderly man who’d first spoken and nearly all the other hostages. Their faces were mostly happy looking. A few looked surprised. Two teenagers were pointing at me and talking on their cell phones. The two women and a guy who’d earlier pulled out their smartphones were now aiming them at me, clearly doing a live streaming of my midair hover to YouTube or Snapchat or similar online chat venue.
 
   “My name is American,” I called back. “I’m a friend of France. I’m a friend of every person who is targeted by evil people who use their religion to slaughter other people.” With a thought I moved to one side as the copter came closer to me. In my mind I felt the arrival of a crowd of minds into the lower floor of the Top level. The minds were very orderly and focused on getting to the hostages. Cops. And a few FBI agents. Which surprised me until I recalled the FBI had an arrangement for data sharing with Interpol, the international police agency. And I had read there were FBI agents on duty in Paris for terrorist coordination. “Go home. Be good to your neighbors. And do anything you can to help a person in need.”
 
   “Are you a prophet?” yelled an older woman.
 
   I grinned. “Not on your life! I’m just lucky to have abilities that let me help out when civilians are put in harm’s way. Now, I have to go. The air space here is getting crowded.”
 
   Turning away from the gathered crowd, I moved my body away from the Top level of the Eiffel Tower. Once I saw I was over the Champ de Mars green area, I opened my arms and let the rifles fall down. For sure the ground level cops would grab the rifles before any curious kid tried to play with one of them.
 
   Yellow light illuminated me.
 
   The copter was moving toward me.
 
   I waved at the copter, then put one arm in front of me, made a fist, looked down and dived toward the Seine River, far below.
 
   Gravity took me down fast as I let go of my levitation impulse.
 
   Briefly I wondered if I resembled the Hollywood version of Superman.
 
   Then I recalled my bathroom mirror image. 
 
   No way did a guy dressed in a blue hoodie, bluejeans, tennis shoes and a green bandana match the muscle-bound image of Hollywood. More likely I resembled some street kid or a gang guy. No matter. I’d done what I knew my Mom wanted me to do. I’d helped people in need and I’d saved lives.
 
   It felt good.
 
   Just before I hit the water I recalled the image of my apartment and thought “I wish to be there”.
 
   And I was.
 
   Face down, that is. With a thump the rest of me fell to the carpeted floor of my living room. I grunted as the air rushed out of my lungs. Breathing deep, I stood up. Then I gave thanks that Sunday was my day off. 
 
   I knew I needed time to recover from being shot in the chest. And I needed time to adjust to being a focus of international TV and cable shows. Bummer.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   “Amazing,” muttered Richardson from across the SIOC room.
 
   Andrew could not help but agree. Looking around he saw there were no empty chairs in a room filled with 27 agents, more TV screens than that, and walls full of images transmitted by the French 24 helicopter and from the YouTube livestreaming of two women and a guy who had been hostages at the top of the Eiffel Tower. So be it. The boss would stand. He leaned back against the room’s wall and watched the people he had come to know very well during the hours he’d been there, from the start of the hostage taking to their liberation by Green Mask.
 
   Agent Yamaguchi was busy at her desk, just feet away from Richardson, busily talking to someone on her neck phone. Beyond her sat agent Chase, who had shown remarkable insight in her work with chief Jackson in tracking down the free-ranging jihadists in Miami and New Orleans. Thanks to her work and the efforts of the Terrorist Screening Center, local agents and police had rounded up three men in Miami and four in New Orleans. With no loss of life. True, there had been a flood of called in tips once the images and names of the seven had shown up on local and national TV in those cities. Still, Chase and Jackson had gone without sleep in order to develop digital imagery leads on the jihadist cells in Miami and New Orleans. 
 
   Not far from where he stood Jacob Whitson of the NCTC looked to him and gave him a thumbs-up. Watching Andrew were chief Ramsay of CIRG and agent Lowenstein of BAU One. Turning his attention away from the CNN commentary on one of the video walls, he focused on her.
 
   “Special Agent Lowenstein, what will this Green Mask guy do next?”
 
   The gray-haired woman faced him, her expression professional. And thoughtful. 
 
   “Deputy director, I suspect this young man will continue to do what you just heard him say to the hostages at the railing. He will intervene in future events where the lives of civilians are threatened by religious fanatics.”
 
   He thought the same. “But why does he show up and make such a public display of his unique abilities? He is not trying to get rich since he is hiding his face and identity.”
 
   “Sir,” Lowenstein said, her tone musing. “Our various BAU units put a lot of time into evaluating the psychology of violent criminals like serial killers, and also the mindsets of bank robbers and kidnappers. My Quantico instructor was Jungian-trained rather than Freud-focused in her psych research. She emphasized the commonality of archetypes across all human cultures.” She paused, saw that Andrew was not impatient with her comments, and continued. “My guess is this young man is acting out one aspect of Joseph Campbell’s Hero Of A Thousand Faces view of human mythic archetypes. But the motivation for why he is an anonymous hero is likely to be personal. Perhaps related to his family and how he was raised. Just my guess, sir.”
 
   That was interesting. He was familiar with Jungian psychology and had taken some refresher courses in dynamic psychology a few years ago. Now, here was a young man, labeled by the media as the “reluctant superhero”, who did what many people wished they could do. Rescue people in deadly peril. His need to help in that kind of rescue was one reason he’d joined the agency, thirty years ago. Just how similar were this young man’s motivations with those held by him and other members of the FBI?
 
   “Thank you, Agent Lowenstein.” He looked to the man in charge of SIOC operations. “Agent Richardson, have you and the TSC team turned up any results from the review of the 141 young men who showed up in retail videos from the Four Corners states? And are there any other candidates from second hand stores and church refuges for the homeless?”
 
   The broad-shouldered man, still standing beside his own desk, gave a nod.
 
   “Deputy director, we’ve ruled out 93 of the 141 candidates based on verification of their presence at other locations during the rescues in New York and in St. Louis. But we gained 57 more candidates from Agent Chase’s review of video records from church and second hand store sources.” The agent gestured toward the black woman. “Chase will transmit to you our revised list. She advises me that seven of the candidates who were not ruled out are now present in northern New Mexico. She says Special Agent Janet Van Groot, from the Counterintelligence Division, is visiting the towns of Santa Fe and Los Alamos on a field assignment given her by chief Lederberg. Agent Van Groot could do interview these seven, while agents in the Albuquerque field office interview suspects located elsewhere in New Mexico.”
 
   That seemed useful. “Sounds good. Have Agent Van Groot work with Chase and the rest of the TSC team.” Andrew gave a nod to Carlos Jackson, since TSC was his baby. “What about suspects in Arizona, Utah and Colorado?”
 
   “I will request assistance from the field offices in Phoenix, Salt Lake and Denver in interviewing the subjects in those states,” Richardson said.
 
   It was too bad that Green Mask had not hugged or come into personal contact with any of the Eiffel Tower hostages. While the French intelligence agents were good, and would be doing one-on-one interviews of the hostages, while also tracking down the residences of the four jihadists, he doubted they would turn up any data on the identity of Green Mask. That mystery was up to his people. But he would ask his Paris agents to forward the investigative files of their French colleagues, once the field work was done. Maybe the cell phone and computer records of these four whackos would provide a link to the whereabouts of the jihadists in Houston. There had been no sighting of the five men and one woman who were part of the sleeper cell in Houston. That meant they were lying low in some non-public location. He suspected they were planning their attack. Which was surely going to happen sooner rather than later.
 
   “Richardson, during the field interviews with the suspect young men, have your agents find out which ones of them have visited Paris, at any time in the past.” He gestured at the copter’s view of nighttime Paris. “To me it is obvious this Green Mask has visited Paris. He clearly knew his way around the top of the tower. We saw that on the platform cameras. So let us establish which suspects have traveled to St. Louis, New York City and Paris, and who were not in public view elsewhere during the rescues at those locations. That data should reduce our universe of probables.”
 
   Richardson blinked. “Will do, deputy director.”
 
   Andrew turned away and headed for the room’s exit.
 
   He had plenty to think about, after this Paris rescue. While it was nice how Green Mask had said he was an American who was a friend of France, the youth’s appearance in France made the mystery of him an international diplomatic incident. That was a development he knew the director and the president would not welcome. He tapped the elevator button, ignoring how a few nearby agents gave way for him to be first to enter. He stepped into the elevator and touched the button for the seventh floor. Stepping back against the elevator wall, he ignored the curious looks of the few agents who joined him. Perhaps they were headed up to the restaurant on the eighth floor. Food did not interest him. The mystery of Green Mask did. And solve it he would, he vowed to himself.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Valery walked out of the bedroom where Justine was still sleeping. Sunday morning was the time when they both slept in. But she had awakened early, her awareness filled with the residue of a dream she’d had. The dream had featured young Jeffrey Webster walking along the Seine River in Paris. He had looked up, seen the Eiffel Tower, then had lifted his arms and flown up to the tower to rescue the hostages.
 
   Walking into her kitchen she grabbed a packet of coffee and stuck it into her Keurig brewer. Putting a cup under the spout, she tapped the control surface and waited for her single cup of Columbian coffee to come out hot and steaming.
 
   The source of the dream was surely her memory of Jeff’s family history. Early in her counseling he’d talked a lot about his parents, the trips they’d made together overseas, and how he hoped to do future overseas trips. Right before his mother died from cervical cancer, his father John had taken Jeff and his mother Elaine to Paris as a kind of early high school graduation gift for Jeff. And, she suspected, as a means to give his wife one more experience of family togetherness. Before she passed on. Jeff had mentioned the places they’d visited. Those had included the Louvre museum, the top of the Arch de Triomphe, the Eiffel Tower, the Left Bank with its bohemian cafes, the Trocadero and Notre Dame cathedral. 
 
   She grabbed the cup of coffee and walked over to the window in her living room that looked out on the mountains to the east of Santa Fe. Juniper and pinon trees framed that view.  
 
   Taking a sip she wondered what Jeff would say at their regular session Tuesday afternoon. Would he talk about rescuing people, people whose genders and natures would match the hostages rescued in St. Louis and Paris? Or would he focus on the flashback nightmares of the night of the car crash, when Jeff had found himself thrown to the side of the road, watching as his father’s car and the DWI car became a mass of flaming wreckage? Valery had worked hard to help Jeffrey come to terms with the fact that he was not personally responsible for his father’s death. No one was responsible for what another person chose to do. Jeffrey had no control over the driver who’d chosen to drive badly drunk. Nor had he had any control over the fact his father had chosen to drive home right after his UNM graduation, rather than stay overnight in Albuquerque. Jeffrey, she had done her best to help him see, was only responsible for his own emotions. And for his own feelings.
 
   Which led her to what she had thought about days earlier.
 
   If the women of Jeffrey’s downtown Santa Fe rescue story were really the women taken hostage in New York City, then he really was this Green Mask superhero person. But how could she know that for sure? And if he did say something that convinced her, could she, should she, say anything to anyone else?
 
   Mentally she hoped Justine would wake up and propose they go for a drive up into the mountains to see the fall leaf colors up by Ski Santa Fe. She needed a distraction. She needed real life to be less stressful than it had become.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Janet drove into the parking lot at 1738 North Sage Street in Los Alamos. It was Sunday and this was the location of the Unitarian Church of Los Alamos, the church attended by Webster’s parents and himself when he was younger. Yesterday during Beverly’s call to her about doing in person interviews of seven young men who might be the covert Green Mask guy, she had learned something vital. One of those seven men was Jeffrey Webster. It turned out that his presence could not be accounted for during the rescues in New York City, St. Louis and yesterday in Paris. More important was the detail that DNA analysis of the NYC hair sample had shown that Green Mask was a red-haired guy who dyed his hair black. That was a serious match to Webster, who also matched to the intruder in voice tone, walking gait, age, height, weight and the fact he worked at the REI store in Santa Fe. Beverly’s other six suspects lived in various towns of northern New Mexico, like Farmington, Taos, Espanola, Raton, Las Vegas and similar places. Those suspects had a record of visiting REI and Men’s Wearhouse stores, just like Webster. Beverly had wrapped up their late night talk by adding that Webster was listed in the Customs records as having gone to Paris with his parents almost six years ago, when he was in high school. His family had also traveled to NYC and St. Louis. Webster was becoming a major candidate for Green Mask.
 
   She grabbed her black purse, made sure her badge was inside it, stepped out of the rental car, pointed the radio lock at it, then walked across the black asphalt toward the entry to the large one-story building. Her talk yesterday with Abby Spahn had included the mention from the young woman that the local Unitarian church had built a new building for its congregation. When she looked up the church details on its Facebook page, she’d seen something that had motivated her to get up early and arrive here at 9:20 a.m. This church had a regular Forum talk session set for 9:30, an hour before the later church service at 10:30. The title of today’s talk was “Magic or Biology? The Green Mask Enigma.” That interested her, since much of the congregation were former or current employees of Los Alamos National Laboratory. So the topic should have some science element in it. Equally vital was a chance to see some of the people who had known Webster as he was growing up. Maybe she could learn something about the man that would help her in her next interview with him. 
 
   “Hello!” called a middle-aged Asian woman as Janet walked through the swinging glass doors of the entrance. “Is this your first visit with us?”
 
   Clearly the woman was a greeter assigned to show a happy face to new attendees. “Hi, yes, I am. I’m here to attend the Forum talk. Where is that being held?”
 
   The woman smiled easily. “Welcome! I’m Atsuki and today’s Forum is being held in the Fellowship Hall.” She gestured behind her. “It’s just this way and to the left. There’s coffee on a table for anyone who wants it or hot tea. And on the other side of this foyer is a table with blank stickers for writing your first name on, if you wish other folks to know your name. Thank you for coming!”
 
   Janet saw six men and women of various ages coming down from the right and aiming for the Fellowship room. She nodded to Atsuki, then walked over to the name tag table. Using a black marker she wrote ‘Janet” on a tag, pulled off the back and stuck it to the front of her lime green jacket. Today was her day to pretend to be a civilian rather than an agent in the open, so she’d dressed in her summer dress and jacket, hoping it would not clash with whatever other women were wearing today. To her relief she saw several women wearing floral dresses, with one wearing a sari. She turned and joined the group as they walked through the double doors of the Fellowship Hall.
 
   She found a seat in the middle row of seats and sat at the edge of the row. In front of her were forty or more people of all ages and genders who were scattered across the front of the room. A podium with microphone stood at the front of the room. To either side of the podium were doors leading outside. To her right was an opening that led into a kitchen area. Clearly this hall was intended to be used for food serving, in addition to lectures. 
 
   An elderly couple sat down to the left of her. The white-haired woman was closest to her. The woman glanced her way, saw her name tag and gave her a smile.
 
   “Hi there Janet. I’m Heloise Camenbert. I’m original Dutch while my husband Jim here is from Arkansas. Are you visiting from elsewhere?”
 
   Around her other singles and couples were taking their seats as a tall, heavily built man with wavy brown hair walked toward the podium. “Yes, I am. I live in Virginia, near Washington D. C. My friends live there. Who’s the speaker?”
 
   Heloise looked ahead, then lowered her voice. “He’s Bryan Anderson, an ecologist from the lab.”
 
   “So he is going to talk on a biology issue?” she said, showing honest puzzlement.
 
   Heloise gave a shrug. “Bryan works in the Environment, Safety and Health branch of the lab. He’s a specialist in ecology. Has a Ph. D. in it. He knows more about environmental biology than me. I used to work in the Theory, Simulation and Computation branch.”
 
   “Well, this should be interesting.” Janet looked away and scanned the man, who looked to be in his early fifties, judging by how much color there still was in his hair.
 
   “Good day,” Anderson said as, behind him, a white screen unrolled from the ceiling to provide a surface for the projector attached to his laptop computer, which sat on a table to one side of the podium. The man tapped the keyboard of the computer, then smiled at everyone. “My talk today is ‘Magic or Biology? The Green Mask Enigma.” He gestured at the computer and tapped a radio control unit in his right hand. Behind Anderson the screen filled with an image of Green Mask in his blue business suit, showing a scene from his Gateway Arch rescue.
 
   “Over the last week people in America have seen this man, labeled Green Mask by the national media, carry out fantastic rescues of people held hostage by Islamic terrorists,” Anderson said, clicking his device so it showed an image of two bearded jihadists as they stood with rifles aimed at people. “While the Empire State Building rescue of hostages appeared at first to be that of an athletic vigilante who somehow happened to be in the right place at the right time to knock out the single terrorist, the Gateway Arch rescue caught him stepping off the arch, falling through the air, then disappearing. This happened after he lifted the body of one terrorist up to the roof of the arch, using what appears to be the power of his mind.” The man clicked his control and more images appeared of the actions of Green Mask in Paris, ending up with an image of him floating in midair next to the top level of the Eiffel Tower. “Now, there are plenty of physicists in this room, and a lot of research scientists from other fields. We all worship the scientific method. Observe, form a question, propose a hypothesis, experiment, verify the data, then modify the hypothesis and repeat.” The steps mentioned by Anderson now appeared on the screen, next to a separate image of Jeff hovering beside the tower. “Well, none of us can explain how this man could disappear in midair, or float in midair, or create a ball of flame that engulfed the fourth terrorist who fired bullets at the Paris hostages.” The man smiled. “But maybe I can. Some of you are probably familiar with the words ‘quantum entanglement’. Well, my hypothesis is that this Green Mask guy can teleport from one place to another based on the fact he has visited these locations in the past and his body has become quantum entangled with the molecules and atoms unique to those locations.”
 
   “That’s crazy!” called a white-haired man sitting on the front row.
 
   Anderson pointed at the man. “Now Steinman there is the first person to state the obvious. But floating in midair and teleporting from one place to another is also crazy. Or was, until we all saw it happen. Here’s why I think quantum entanglement, rather than the ‘magic’ explanation given by the man during his Gateway rescue, is the best answer for how he can do what he clearly is doing.”
 
   Janet listened for the next ten minutes as the man gave a professorial lecture on quantum mechanics, how everything vibrates in a certain way, and how quantum entanglement has been demonstrated at the subatomic level. She stifled a yawn. Around her the rest of the audience was leaning forward, clearly fascinated by what the man said. While it was very different than the Sunday sermons she’d listened to at the Methodist church attended by her parents, it was just as boring. Anderson’s presentation slowed, then stopped as he took a drink of water.
 
   “Anderson!” growled the white-haired man on the front row, someone whose name was Steinman. “That’s all physics stuff. Loaded with probabilities. What is the cause and source of this man’s abilities?”
 
   The speaker smiled. “Ah, that’s the biology part of this talk.” He pointed his control at the computer and a new image of the double helix ribbon of a DNA molecule took shape on the screen. “In short, I propose—” Loud chuckles from several people in the audience stopped him. He pointed a finger at the audience and shook it. “Hey, laugh at me if you want. But my monologue was shorter than Steinman’s last paper that he submitted to Physical Review Letters!” The man blinked, then resumed his professor manner. “Really, there is a biology answer to Green Mask. I submit the man is a mutant. Or to be more exact, he possesses a genetic sequence that is very rarely seen among most humans. That DNA sequence allows his mind to latch onto the quantum entanglement elements that are associated with past locations he has visited, then tell his body to move to a location that matches one set of quantum signatures.” 
 
   Someone in the audience held up a hand. “Yes, yes, I know, you ask how does this explain his fire trick. Well, being close to a fireplace or a campground firepit would imprint that fire’s quantum signature onto him. His unique genetic code allows him to draw from that fire location the actual flames themselves and make them appear to float in air. Clearly the flame ball has to include some reactive elements, like hydrogen, in order for the flame to oxidize it using the oxygen in the air that surrounds the flame ball. But it could work that way!”
 
   Janet thought the mutant DNA idea was as good an explanation for how Green Mask could do what he did as anything else she had heard today. It certainly made more sense to her than this ‘quantum entanglement’ stuff. Or the materializing campfire idea. She kept quiet as Anderson reached the end of his talk and invited questions from the audience.
 
   Most of what she heard others say was similar to what Steinman had asked. One woman who held a Ph.D. in molecular biology asked just what the DNA signature of Green Mask might look like, as in which parts of the 23 pairs of human chromosomes might contain the genes unique to the man’s mind powers. Janet understood that the genes in chromosomes determined a person’s hair color, blood type, gender, weight, special abilities like being a math wizard, and they also held genetic errors that produced inherited diseases. It was clear the woman was focused on what she called “chromosomal abnormalities” that Green Mask might possess.
 
   “Doctor Ludeki, you have made some valid points,” Anderson told the woman. “Let’s hope someone obtains a DNA sample from Green Mask. That would allow researchers like yourself to examine his DNA for such signature abnormalities.” The man looked toward Janet’s side of the room. He pointed to the Dutch woman sitting beside Janet. “Yes, Heloise, you have a question?”
 
   Janet ignored the woman’s energetic questioning and thought about the point Anderson had made. The agency did possess several hairs with roots that had yielded the man’s exact and unique genetic profile. She understood that to mean they had a record of certain ‘marker genes’ across multiple chromosomes that served to create his unique identity. Realizing that made her wish she had somehow grabbed Webster’s hairbrush or something from his bathroom that would contain his cells, like a toothbrush. Or a bandaid with his blood on it. Well, the past was the past. But maybe she could grab something from his apartment the next time she visited him. And there would be a next time. The red hair dyed black, when coupled with his employment history and other physical data, plus his travel history, made visiting Webster her priority for Monday. If Webster really was Green Mask, that would explain his many personal quirks, like not dating anyone and not seeking a better job at a big corporation. It might also explain why the man had been so controlled during her visit with him. He knew she was an FBI agent and so he would be extra careful around her.
 
   The thought left her wondering if, while Webster worked his Monday shift at REI, she might visit his apartment. She could use her lock picker to get into the place, and then comb the site for stuff that would contain physical remains. Like hair in a hair brush or gum cells in a toothbrush or a discarded bandaid with blood on it. She knew there was no chance of grabbing a used glass with his fingerprints and skin oils on it. Her glance at his kitchen had shown him to be a spotless housekeeper. Still, getting into his place while he was at work seemed like a good bet.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   Andrew sat in his seventh floor office wondering why he had come in on a Sunday afternoon. Late afternoon, actually. He could have stayed at home with his wife and watched NFL football on his giant flatscreen. Martha was very understanding of his addiction to football. Coming from Houston, football was in her blood. As it was in the blood of her aunts, uncles, cousins, nephews and nieces who lived in Houston. 
 
   Still, he was here. Maybe he’d come in to think about the events of Saturday and the appearance of Green Mask to rescue the Eiffel Tower hostages. Richardson and Jackson had sent him an email late last night with the preliminary results of the interrogation of the three surviving jihadists. The French had been very forceful in their questioning. Jackson said their Paris agents had said nothing about the obvious bruises on the faces of the three men, who had been kept separate and subjected to interrogation by teams of GIGN officers who knew their stuff. Statements made by the jihadists, plus the records of calls on their cell phones, along with two computers found at the apartment block they’d lived in on the city’s north side, had confirmed the four were acting on orders from an Islamic State handler based in Raqqa. The email IPs suggested their handler was the same guy who’d directed the St. Louis and New York attacks. One of the four had been in regular email contact with Omar Alkoury from St. Louis. That matched the email trail they had found among the covert jihadists in San Francisco, Chicago, Miami, New Orleans and Houston. The only crew not yet rounded up were the six based in Houston. That bothered him.
 
   His iPhone buzzed. He pulled it out of his coat and put it on the desk in front of him. Touching the phone app, what he saw woke him up. It was Richardson calling from the SIOC room.
 
   “Deputy director, terrorists have hit the University of Houston,” Richardson said as, behind him, empty desks began filling up with agents and computers were activated. “The six jihadists attacked the TDECU stadium during halftime. They’ve taken hostage the entire marching band that filled the stadium field. The six fired automatic rifles at the stands on either side of the field. At least twenty are dead, scores more wounded. But most of the 40,000 people attending the Cougars game escaped out to the parking lots. Our Houston field office has dispatched a team to the stadium. What are your orders?”
 
   Damn. And double damn. “Call in Whitson from NCTC. And Jackson from TSC if he’s not already there. Have a desk free for me when I arrive. I know the Houston police chief and the U.S. Marshals boss. We’re going to need lots of bodies for this scene.” He stood up. “Does the field office have a sniper among their agents?”
 
   Richardson shook his head. “They do not. But one of the HPD SWAT teams includes a marksman rated Superior at firing an M82 Barret .50 caliber. The county sheriff’s office might have a sniper-rated shooter or two. We also have Army troops within an hour’s reach. The Air Force is close by at Ellington Field. But there’s a problem with putting a shooter up on the top level of the stadium.”
 
   He grabbed the iPhone and headed for the door to the rest of the seventh floor. “What problem?”
 
   “The jihadists have forced the marching team members to form a thick circle around them. The six are sitting on the 50 yard line, with 303 young men and women arranged around them, standing up, in concentric circles,” Richardson said. “The six are broadcasting what they’re doing by a live link to YouTube. They say they have the means to shoot down any helicopter that gets close. One of the stadium security guards is an ex-Marine. He told our Houston people one of the jihadists was holding a Barret .50 with bipod. The bipod was braced against the shoulder of a band member who formed the inner protective circle.” Richardson looked to the side as Yamaguchi arrived, then back to his phone. “That’s why the guard did not shoot at the terrorists. He only had a .38 revolver. The distance from one of the team field entrances was bad. And he was afraid killing one guy would make the other five shoot the marching team people.”
 
   Andrew walked out into the hallway, turned right and headed for the elevator. “What are their demands?”
 
   “The usual stuff from the other attacks. Freeing of all jihadists in US prisons, a withdrawal of our military from the Middle East and a disavowal of any support for Israel if it is attacked.”
 
   Andrew walked into the empty elevator, touched the fifth floor button and waited as the doors closed, feeling impatient. “None of that is going to happen. Any threats from the six?”
 
   “Yes. They said on YouTube that they will kill one hostage each hour, on the hour, until the prisons release their buddies. They made specific mention of Khan and Alkoury and the folks we’ve grabbed in the other cities.”
 
   “Crap.” Andrew realized Sunday was going to be a harder day than usual. “When does the first deadline happen?”
 
   “In fifty-three minutes,” Richardson said. “With 303 captives they have plenty of people they can add to the bodies they killed earlier, in their arrival attack.”
 
   “I’ll be there shortly. Tell the Houston agents to deploy snipers on both the north and south seating stands of the stadium. We may lose some of the band people, but if they start killing people one by one, I will order them to be taken out. By whatever means possible.” A thought crossed his mind. “Does the Air Force have a Cobra attack helicopter fueled and available to assist us?”
 
   “I’ll find out, sir.”
 
   “Do so.” The elevator door opened onto the fifth floor. “I’m heading your way. Out.”
 
   Putting the iPhone into his coat pocket, Andrew realized he had a personal stake in the outcome of this terror attack. One of his wife’s nieces, Mira was her name, played the clarinet in the Cougar Marching Band of the University of Houston. She was almost certainly among the 303 captives being held by these bastards. Which meant he dared not call Martha until this hostage scene was resolved, one way or another.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   I like Sundays. I usually go to the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Santa Fe for its morning service. Located at the junction of Galisteo and West Barcelona roads, it’s not a far ride on my bicycle. And I like the woman minister and the 150 people who regularly attend. They are a diverse group of folks, including plenty of families with kids. While I don’t mind small kids, screamers I run away from. 
 
   I looked down at the journal I was writing in. Was there a point in doing this? There was no one I could ever show this journal to. Still, it felt good to write stuff down. I applied my ballpoint to the journal’s lined paper.
 
   Going to the UU each Sunday is something I liked doing even after graduating from high school. While it was something of a family tradition, I mostly went because the people and minister welcome people of every spiritual background. That includes Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims and even an occasional Creationist who came and seemed surprised that he was not talked down to. Since I’m still pursuing my own spiritual journey, it’s nice to be around folks who accept that not everyone can be slotted into a ‘standard’ faith or church or whatever.
 
   Today I had dressed up in my blue suit, with my white-striped blue tie, white shirt and black leather shoes. My only decorative element were the two turquoise rings on my left hand. They fit the Southwest casual manner of most people attending the UU. Some guys wear turquoise bolos, while others arrive dressed in Hawaiian shirts, even in winter. I’d kept the suit on even after coming into my apartment and kicking off my shoes. Now, feeling comfortable in my recliner, I didn’t feel like getting up, going to the bedroom, undressing, and changing into jeans and a t-shirt. I glanced down at the coffee table. The magazines were still there. And my bookcase held more than a hundred books of both fiction and non-fiction. 
 
   While I could have looked over, caught sight of my favorite travel book that includes loads of pictures of Amazon jungle trees and wildlife, and then mentally told it to “come to me”, I resisted the impulse. The drapes only partly covered the sliding glass doors that led out to my porch. Someone in the café parking lot on the other side of St. Michaels might be aiming binoculars at the apartment complex, hoping to catch a view of a woman changing clothes inside. No need for them to see a book floating across the room to me. Instead, I looked at the TV above the fireplace, reached out with my mind to ‘feel’ the flow of electricity, and told the current to flip the switch to On. The phrase ‘Breaking News’ filled the top of the screen. As did the CNN logo.
 
   “Terrorists have taken captive the entire marching band of the University of Houston at TDECU stadium, after shooting dead at least twenty people and wounding at least 60 more people,” said a red-haired woman whose byline name was Carol Henderson, senior financial reporter. Behind her appeared a file photo of the football stadium. It consisted of an open air stadium with two seating stands on either side of the football field, with lower seating rows at either end, and a jumbotron screen at one end. Beyond the jumbotron rose the skyline of downtown Houston. “We go now to a live report from Jack Wilshire, our senior terrorism reporter who is outside the FBI headquarters in Washington, D.C. Jack?”
 
   Damn. Another one. And it was taking place at a location I had visited with my parents, five and a half years ago, when I was checking out possible colleges to attend.
 
   Behind the anchor woman there appeared an image of Wilshire, the stocky guy in his forties who seemed to be CNN’s Go To guy for terror stuff. The man was standing outside the Pennsylvania Avenue entrance to the FBI building. 
 
   “Hello Carol,” Wilshire said, looking up from a tablet or iPad he held in one hand. “There has been no official announcement from either the FBI or from the Houston Police Department. However, my source inside the agency says both the FBI and the HPD are evacuating the 40,000 people who were there for a Cougars football game. Ambulance first responders are trying to reach the wounded. My source says the terrorists are sending live video of what they are doing to YouTube. Which I’ve just accessed.” Wilshire looked down, then up. “The YouTube page says six jihadists have captured the entire Cougar Marching Band of at least 300 people and are holding them captive in the center of the football field. The page says the terrorists will kill one hostage every hour until fellow jihadists are released from federal prisons. They specifically demand the release of the St. Louis terrorists and other jihadists captured in FBI raids in San Francisco, Chicago, New Orleans and Miami. Carol, back to you.”
 
   The anchor woman frowned. “Jack, how soon does the first hour expire?”
 
   “In fifty-two minutes,” he said, looking worried. “Do you have anything from one of the Houston stations? Have they got a helicopter up?”
 
   The Carol woman looked down at her announcer desk, squinted, then touched her right earbud. “Yes, Jack, we do have contact with Houston station KTRK, an ABC affiliate. Jane?” She looked up at the camera. “My producer says we are receiving a live feed from the KTRK helicopter that is flying toward TDECU stadium. We are now sharing their live streaming broadcast with our viewers.”
 
   I leaned forward, wondering what might happen when the helicopter came into view of the green grass field of the stadium. While such copters normally reported on traffic snarls in big cities, they also covered natural disasters like floods and hurricanes. Now, this copter was being sent in to cover a situation where live gunfire had happened. Would the jihadists fire on the copter?
 
   The CNN screen half-filled with an image of the southeast side of Houston. Dark clouds were moving in from the north, maybe carrying rain. I recognized the ground view as an elevated highway came into view. It was Interstate 45. The copter passed over the interstate and headed for what I recognized was the campus of Texas Southern University, a close neighbor of UH. The view shifted as the helicopter turned. The white concrete and gray metal frame of the outside of TDECU came into view. The copter was approaching the western side of the stadium, the portion with the jumbotron. The big rectangle of the jumbo rose above the upper seating level at that end of the field. As the focus tightened, I saw a cluster of hundreds of people dressed in red jackets with white trim. They were gathered in a group of circles. In the middle of the circle were a group of darkly dressed people. A yellow flash appeared in the center of the crowd.
 
   “Jake!” yelled someone holding the camera, which now jerked. “They’re shooting at us! That bullet just missed us!”
 
   “Take us lower,” called a low male voice.
 
   The helicopter view carried by CNN now shifted. The copter went down to just above the rooftops of the buildings below, maybe 400 feet up. The camera image shifted but grew more distinct. The cameraman caused the image to enlarge as he worked to focus in on the stadium interior. 
 
   Red-streaked bodies showed on the two sides of the field, lying draped over the bench seating. A few wounded people crawled toward a concourse opening that might let them escape from the view of the terrorists. 
 
   “How close are we?” called Jake.
 
   “A half mile out,” called someone else. The voice sounded like that of a woman. “I flew copters in Iraq. We can get closer if you want.”
 
   Another yellow flash showed. Then a second yellow flash.
 
   “We’re hit!” yelled the woman pilot. “Our tail rotor is spinning down. I’m heading for that open space down at Texas Southern before we crash!”
 
   “Do it!” growled the voice that belonged to Jake.
 
   The camera image showed the copter turning to the right and going lower to put the south side of the stadium wall between it and the terrorist shooter. The tops of bushy green trees rose up. Then the camera angle changed to a forward look. I recognized it as the grassy yard in the middle of Texas Southern. People in the yard looked up, then began running away. The ground came up quickly.
 
   “Brace for impact!” called the woman pilot.
 
   The camera image went dark.
 
   The CNN anchor looked up, her expression shocked. “We hope everyone on board the KTRK helicopter is alright. Jack, do you have any idea what kind of rifle was shooting at the helicopter? They were a half mile away.”
 
   The inset screen image of Wilshire frowned. “Carol, an AK-47 cannot reach out a half mile. It has to be a larger caliber rifle. Maybe a .308 hunting rifle or perhaps the Barret .50 caliber rifle. That has a range of a mile. And its slug could seriously damage anything it hit.”
 
   “Thank you, Jack. Let us hope the police find a way to rescue the band members out on that field. We go now to a CNN reporter in Houston, who is standing at the Scott Street Metro station. It’s close to one stadium entrance. The Metro light rail station is one of the major evacuation points for stadium attendees. Jocelyn?”
 
   With a thought I shut off the TV.
 
   Should I?
 
   I stood up, turned and walked into my bedroom. Sliding open my closet door I got out my vest. It was a Monarch MR01 soft ballistic vest that included a 5 by 8 trauma plate front pocket. The pain I’d felt from yesterday’s AK-47 bullets had motivated me to teleport back to the Army-Navy store where I’d bought the vest so I could find an insert for the front pocket. I’d found a Protech Ceramic Multi-Curve hard plate. It was Class III rated and should stop all rifle rounds. It had gone into the Monarch vest with some shoving. I took off my suit jacket, pulled on the vest, wrapped the Velcro patches around to make a tight fit on my waist, then I put the coat back on. It felt tight. I didn’t care. So what if I looked like a businessman with a gorilla chest? While I could mind-block most bullets fired at me, my mental shield that caused bullets to fly off on a diagonal vector was not perfect, as witnessed by the two blue bruises that showed on my left side ribs. The people I was going after were well-armed, based on the images of dead students lying on stadium benches. And at least one of them carried a heavy-duty rifle able to reach out and hurt a helicopter. That meant I had to get to the stadium un-noticed, then get quickly under cover before I carried out my plan. And the minutes were counting down. I guessed there were 45 minutes left before the first hostage was shot.
 
   The nightstand next to my bed yielded my .45 semi-auto, while my green bandana came with the vest. The box of green surgical gloves on the nightstand made me think hard. To do what I hoped to do meant I should not have any metal on my body. I pulled off my two rings and put them on the nightstand. Today I would do without gloves. I would not be touching anything when I carried out my rescue plan. I put the bandana on. Heading out to the living room I squatted, grabbed my shoes, then sat on the couch. It was hard bending over to put on my dress shoes. But I managed. Feet covered, I stood up.
 
    Closing my eyes I focused on my memory of the stadium as I had seen it years ago, with my parents. Mom had liked how the big UH emblem was emblazoned on the center of the football field. Dad had liked the two rows of stadium lights that shown down from the north and south stands. I had thought the jumbotron was a bit garish, its giant red screen filled with white words that said Cage Rage. Slashing across the words were three black claw marks, as if some giant cougar had swiped the screen. What mattered to me was my memory of the metal screening that covered the support frame for the jumbotron. That screening was five feet thick and contained the really big speakers that sat on either side of the red screen. If I ported to the third level of the enclosure, I could hide behind the red screen and look around its edge. The screening was the standard type that kept out people but allowed air to pass through easily. That meant no one else would be inside the support frame when I arrived.
 
   It was time. I thought “I wish to be there.”
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   “The copter is mostly intact and not burning,” called Richardson. “The pilot and TV folks are in one piece.”
 
   Andrew sat back in the basic chair that was his seat in the middle of the SIOC room. Video screens covered all the walls of the room. On them were the CNN feed, the KTRK feed from the copter’s approach, an image from some first responder’s smartphone as he looked out from a concourse opening on the north side seating stand, and a shoulder camera feed from the lead agent of the Houston field office, who was walking up an interior stadium concourse with an HPD SWAT team and four other agents, all armed with MP3 semi-auto submachine guns. He knew the agents also carried Sig Sauer semi-autos in shoulder holsters under their coats. 
 
   “Who’s in charge of the Houston agents,” he asked.
 
   “Alice Kimberly. She’s good. Has fifteen years in the agency. Took over the field office two years ago,” Richardson said.
 
   He recalled agent Kimberly. She had arrived fresh from Quantico with the best recommends from her class instructors that he had ever seen. Her work after that had led to the capture of a Columbian drug lord when he’d passed through LaGuardia, the breakup of a Lebanese drug gang in Brooklyn and the capture of a Missouri serial killer. She had earned her field command.
 
   “Who’s with her? And does the SWAT team include the sniper guy?”
 
   “The agents with her are Yamamoto, Stern, Heckler and Yang. And yes, the SWAT team includes the sniper guy with his Barret,” Richardson said. “There’s a second SWAT team heading up the north side stands.”
 
   “When will they be in position to take out the jihadists?”
 
   “In five minutes, I think. Kimberly is heading for the top level of the south side stands. They should come out just below the westernmost light stand. It will be above them. If the lights are switched on, the glare might make it hard to see our people.”
 
   He thought about that. Ordering the stadium engineers to turn on the stadium lights might give his team some cover. And cover for the north side SWAT team. Then again, it might cause a reaction among the jihadists. The football game they had interrupted was being played under the afternoon light of fall in Houston. There had been no need for the lights to be on in the early afternoon. Which was what the time was, considering it was now three p.m. in D.C. That made it earlier in Houston. Then again, he noticed the sky above the stadium had begun to darken as storm clouds moved in.
 
   “Hold off on the lights. Let’s wait until Kimberly tells us she is ready to move out of the concourse and onto the bench seating. That will give them an elevated view of the hostages and the shooters. Should be the right angle to allow the sniper to avoid hitting the band people.”
 
   “It will also put them in clear view of the jihadists,” Richardson said.
 
   “I know. Timing will be everything. How long until the first hostage shooting happens?”
 
   “Forty minutes.”
 
   
  
 

“Let’s monitor what we can see from Kimberly’s camera. And from the first responder’s phone. Any word on a Cobra getting free?”
 
   “Yes,” Richardson said quickly, looking up at the wall image from the agent’s camera. “Our DOD liaison says the Air Force can send over a Cobra in fifty-two minutes. They’re fueling and arming one at Ellington Field right now.”
 
   That would be after the first hostage was killed. Which meant the Houston team on site, the SWAT team with them and the other SWAT team were the only options for direct action. Leastwise any action that could happen before the first band member was killed. He looked aside to the YouTube live image that was being transmitted by the smartphone of one of the terrorists. It showed one lightly bearded man holding his Barret, its bipod resting on the shoulder of a male band member. The Barret was pointing at the western end of the field, toward the jumbotron screen. To one side stood a female jihadist. She was holding an AK-47. Kneeling at her feet was a male band member. The muzzle of the AK-47was pointed at him. He looked frightened. As did the few band members whose faces were visible in the YouTube imagery. He wished the bird at Ellington Field would take off right now. The base was southeast of the university, just a few miles from the stadium. But getting fighter jets and attack copters ready for combat took time. Time the band members did not have.
 
   “We wait,” he said, hoping against hope.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   I arrived.
 
   The third level inside the screened support frame was empty, except for the black speaker boxes. My location was the left side of the frame as seen from the field. I moved left to get behind the speaker. Further left was the backside of the giant red screen. The speaker covered me down to my knees. Which meant my lower legs were visible to anyone looking this way from the field. Which at least one jihadist was doing, based on the copter shots coming from the west end of the field. I moved further left until all of my body was covered by the backside of the screen. Leaning to the right, I moved my head to the narrow open space between the speaker and the screen edge. The field lay before me. My sharp vision took everything in.
 
   There were 23 dead bodies scattered across the bench seating of the north and south stands. Nine wounded people were moving a bit, but were not able to reach the dark opening of a nearby concourse entry, where white-dressed EMTs were gesturing to the wounded to head to them. 
 
   “Crack!”
 
   One EMT jerked back as one of the jihadists on the field shot at him as he moved out of cover and toward a wounded woman. It was clear the terrorists were just fine with the nine wounded adding to the death toll of 23. Lowering my psychic shield halfway, I reached out, seeking what minds were in view, and those that might be hidden.
 
   Pain hit me from nine locations. The woman who was the target of the EMT was hit in her belly. Her pain was immense. Shaking my head, I broadened my mind seeking.
 
   Ordered, determined thoughts came from within the north stands and also from the south stands. The minds belonged to police SWAT people at both locations and FBI agents on the south side. They were getting ready to come into the open and fire down on the jihadists from the top levels of the stands. But the six killers were alert to that option, which was one reason they had forced the inner ring of band members to stand very close to them. The jihadists wanted to make any rifle shots at them hit a band person, instead of them. The long black tube of a large rifle drew my attention. Was that a Barret .50? Whatever it was, the rifle tube was bipod-braced on the shoulder of a young man who was looking my way, toward the west end of the stadium. Behind that young guy stood a burly, lightly bearded jihadist dressed in a long raincoat. An infrared glow came from the tube of the long rifle, telling me this was the guy who had shot down the news copter.
 
   His thoughts of blood and paradise nauseated me. I slammed my psychic shield shut, not wanting to perceive any more twisted thoughts from the five men and one woman who were convinced their actions would bring on the worldwide dominance of Islam. Nor did I wish to hear the frightened musings and terrors of 303 band members. My plan required tight concentration and sudden action.
 
   Looking up, I focused on the thick gray pillars of the cumulonimbus clouds that now hung over the stadium. I knew from college books I’d studied that producing a thundercloud requires lots of air moisture, unstable air and heat lifting it all upward. This being Houston, even in the fall, there was plenty of all three. The base of this cluster of giant toadstools looked to be four or five miles across. And that base was low, maybe just 2,000 feet up, with the top going way higher. A big hunker it was. 
 
   As my mind reached up, I felt the negatively charged bottom of the cloud mass. The charge was heavy and felt like a mass of octopus tentacles lashing out, urgently seeking a connection with something positive. Like the jumbotron frame I stood within. Or like a tall tree that conveyed upward positive charges from the ground. Or like me. My mind caressed the negative charges filling the base of the cloud mass. Almost I heard the electricity speaking.
 
   “Free me! Free me! Join with me!” it seemed to say to my mind.
 
   I looked away from the cloud base and down to the crowd of people on the grassy field. Many band members were looking up as the thunderclouds rolled over the stadium. The jihadists noticed the clouds too. Five of them pulled hoods over their heads or put on rain hats or some head cover. But all six still held their rifles aimed at the hundreds of young college students who surrounded them. The leader of the group, a lanky, long-limbed man who was holding a smartphone aimed at the woman who was pointing her rifle down at a kneeling student, held his own rifle in his other hand, pointing outward. There had been no more shots at EMTs as the first responders stayed inside the concourse entries. In my mind I tallied up the minutes left before the kneeling student was shot. In less than forty minutes either the first hostage would be murdered on a worldwide YouTube broadcast, or the waiting groups of police and agents would come out and shoot down at the six jihadists, trying their best to kill all six before the killers could murder again. Time to act before either side took a gamble or did the irreversible.
 
   In my mind I recalled my memory image of the jumbotron and the top of the frame that supported the red screen. There was a railing above the screen that supported person-high metal letters that spelled out the words ‘TDECU STADIUM’. Maybe I could hide most of myself behind the first ‘T’ in that giant line of letters. I imaged that spot in my mind and thought “I wish to be there”.
 
   The cold storm wind whipped at me as I appeared on top of the metal support frame. In front of me was a frame of three horizontal rails that supported the letters. The ‘T’ was directly in front of me. It was five feet high and a foot thick. Glancing down I saw the six terrorists as if I was viewing them through a telescope. My perfect eyesight brought each of them into tight focus. They were arranged in a circular group, with the inner circle of band members standing two feet beyond them, excepting the kneeling student who was within a foot of the woman jihadist. She had her brown hair rolled into a bun on top of her head and seemed ready to ignore the likelihood the oncoming rain would soak her. Though she did glance now and then at the lanky man in charge. He shook his head, then gave her a grin.
 
   That arrogance convinced me these six were going to kill all 303 band members even if someone in the White House made a public promise to meet their demands. The leader was clearly enjoying the prospect of being the center of world attention. And thanks to YouTube, Flickr, Snapchat and similar online media sites, he was indeed being watched by hundreds of millions of people worldwide. Well, time for those viewers to see what happens when fanatics target civilians who never did a thing to harm anyone.
 
   My awareness rose up to the base of the thundercloud, which hung above the stadium. The writhing snakes of the negative electric charges were even stronger than before. Good. I thought “bring me close to them”.
 
   My body rose up in the air, moving toward the dark gray of the thundercloud base. My thoughts moved fast. I had only seconds before I was noticed by the crazies on the field.
 
   “Come to me,” I thought as my mind reached down, took hold of millions of positive electric charges that filled the jumbotron frame, and brought the charges up to me.
 
   A cloud of positive electrical charges surrounded my body, hovering just outside of my natural electrical field. That meant the charges lay within a few millimeters of my forehead and hands, and the clothing I wore. 
 
   Looking up, I called to the negative charges.
 
   “Come to me, little ones. Come to me.”
 
   A stepped leader of negative charges sped down from the cloud bottom, moving almost too fast for me to see.
 
   A streamer of positive charges rose up from my body toward the leader, which is the precursor for the main bolt of lightning that happens when both the leader and the streamer connect, bringing the harsh yellow flare of lightning down to the ground.
 
   Except I was hovering in mid-air.
 
   “Coming to you,” the negatives seemed to say.
 
   Rain hit my face. I looked down. I spread the fingers of each hand, then pointed them downward.
 
   Above me the negative leader fingers of charged energy connected with my positive streamer particles. The circuit closed. From above the bolt came.
 
   Yellow-white harshness filled the space around me.
 
   It moved and glared and shone and sparkled as if I were inside an old-style light bulb, or at the center of a crowd of spotlights. In one way, it was as if the sun now surrounded me. In another way, it felt familiar. So similar to the one time before when I had done this, out in the meadow near my Jemez Falls refuge. That time I had been standing on the ground, which allowed the millions of volts to flow down and out to nearby rocks and trees.
 
   This time, those volts englobed me. They encased me. They hugged me tight. I pointed my fingers down at the six killers, down to the spots where they stood. Those killers I could not see through the glare of the lightning nimbus that englobed me. It did not matter. My mind provided the route to them.
 
   Six bolts shot out from my fingers, one for each killer.
 
   The negative charges rushed down, drawn by the positive charge of each killer, who stood on the wet ground, their torso soaked with rain, holding metal in their hands.
 
   I could not hear their screams.
 
   No matter. I held my aim for a few seconds more, making sure the negative lightning charges moved from me down to them.
 
   Around me the yellow-white glare faded.
 
   Still hovering, I looked down.
 
   Though it was now dusky due to the thunderclouds overhead, I saw clearly. My vision has always been sharp as an eagle’s, based on a few mind visits with eagles. 
 
   Six stumps of blackened metal and flesh smoked like small campfires, the white smoke rising up from them like fingers of iniquity.
 
   Hundreds of band people lay on the group, thrown there by the impact of my six bolts. There must have been some very loud “cracks!” as the bolts connected with the jihadists and the wet soil they stood on. Fortunately the grassy soil was a good absorber of negative charges. I noticed that the kneeling captive was standing up and slapping at his clothes, which looked badly scorched. The inner ring of band people were also slapping out sparks that had hit their clothing. Fortunately, all their metal instruments had been piled at one side of the field, so my six bolts had not jumped from the jihadists over to someone holding a trumpet.
 
   “We’re coming!” called millions of negative charges above me, reaching down in stepped leader fingers that searched for the remaining positive charges that still hung around my body.
 
   “No!”
 
   The word was no sooner out of my mouth than the positives of my body linked up with the descending negatives. 
 
   Yellow-white light surrounded me, hugging me, getting so close I smelled smoke as some of my clothing became singed by the negative charges. Desperately I sought an answer. Then I remembered the jumbotron frame on top of which I had just stood. Behind it was a flag pole that rose up behind the giant screen. My mind followed my memory.
 
   The yellow-white glare of the second stroke of lightning had done what all lightning does in following down a successful pathway to the ground, or to a strong positive charge. Me. But it now fled downward to the metal pole. The flag pole sucked down the screaming negative particles. Did I mind-hear them say “Goodbye!” as they flowed to the pole? Had to have been my imagination.
 
   I sucked in wet, tingling air. I opened my eyes. Looking around from three hundred feet above the ground, I realized my plan had worked. The jihadists were dead. Their rifles were half-melted. No band member was hurt or dead. And the police and agents in the two stands were now pouring out of the concourse entryways, running down the steps toward the field. As were the white-clothed EMTs and ambulance medics, some of whom were streaming out onto the field from ground level entries used by the two teams. Time to go. I thought of my grassy meadow in the Santa Fe National Forest, close to the Jemez Falls. I wanted to be there, to see the red sunset that happened so often in northern New Mexico. I wanted to rest in a place without people, a place where I could feel safe. I thought “I wish to be there.”
 
   And I was.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Andrew could not believe his eyes.
 
   One wall screen was filled with the image from agent Kimberly’s shoulder camera. Another wall screen carried the EMT’s smartphone image. They both showed the same thing.
 
   A man dressed in a blue business suit hung in the air above the jumbotron at the west end of TDECU Stadium, his arms outstretched, his hands pointing down toward the cluster of jihadists. A green bandana covered his face. His black hair flared in the wind. That was what he saw in the second or less before a yellow-white lightning bolt shot down from the gray thunderclouds above and wrapped around the man’s body, creating a swirling glow that resembled yellow electrical snakes. The snakes writhed and jerked and flowed as if eager to find escape. Which they did. 
 
   From the lightning enclosed form of the hovering man, two hands stuck out from within the swirling ball of yellow. The fingers aimed downward. From the fingers shot six yellow-white lightning bolts. The bolts connected with the six jihadists. They became six clouds of yellow-white lightning. The shapes of the people within became invisible. Those clouds stayed present for two, three, four seconds, his mind told him. It was the longest he had ever seen a lightning bolt stay in once place. Then the clouds faded, leaving behind blackened pillars of burning clothing and flesh. Stuck to those flesh pillars were the metal of the rifles they had each carried. The rifle metal looked partly melted too. 
 
   “Ka-boom, boom, boom!” sounded the crack of lightning striking the ground and what had stood on the ground.
 
   Beyond the blackened pillars were hundreds of band members, half fallen to the ground from the booming impact of the lightning strikes. The ones closest to the six were slapping at their singed clothing to knock loose sparks that had jumped to them from the pillars.
 
   “Ka-boom!” came a second lightning bolt that enclosed the hovering man in a yellow-white nimbus. 
 
   Andrew saw that the second bolt lasted just a few seconds before the lightning snakes sped down to the flag pole that stood behind the jumbotron. The hovering form of Green Mask became visible again, his suit singed and smoking. Then he vanished.
 
   “We’re heading out there to help them!” yelled Alice Kimberly.
 
   “Grab the jihadist cell phones!” called Richardson from where he stood in the middle of the room, his face full of wonder and shock.
 
   “Sir,” called his assistant Juanita Yamaguchi. “I don’t think anything electronic is left intact after that.”
 
   “Madre Maria,” murmured Carlos Jackson, who sat within a few feet of Andrew.
 
   “Well, that takes care of those six,” growled Leonard Ramsay.
 
   “Andrew,” called Jacob Whitson. “How the hell did that Green Mask guy do that?”
 
   Andrew didn’t know. There was too much he didn’t know about Green Mask. “Well, he ain’t Zeus, that I know for sure. He didn’t like getting hit by bullets from the Eiffel Tower jihadist. I thought at the time that was why Green Mask tossed a giant ball of flame at the guy. Now, I don’t know. Maybe this guy’s family was hurt by jihadists, or violent criminals. He didn’t wait for those six to toss away their rifles. Nor did he mind-call the rifles to him, like he did in Paris. He just showed up, called down lightning and took them out.”
 
   “For which I am thankful,” grunted Carlos. “Those six were enjoying their YouTube show. I suspect they would have shot all 300 students sooner rather than later.”
 
   “Three hundred and three students,” Andrew corrected, his mind whirling with options and hopes and worries. He slapped his hands together, drawing the attention of the shocked crowd of agents in the SIOC room. “People! We need follow-up! Work with our Houston field office to identify where those six hid out. Find the vehicles they came in. It’s got to be close to the stadium. If possible, get fingerprints off those bodies. If not, get DNA samples. I want to know where those six have traveled, who they worked with, who helped them get those rifles and what bastard sold them a Barret! Move!”
 
   Around him people looked down to their desktop computers, began typing on keyboards, or talking into neck phones. His iPhone vibrated in his coat. He pulled it out and tapped on the phone icon.
 
   Martha’s face filled the screen. “Andrew? I heard on CNN the jihadists have all been killed somehow, maybe by this Green Mask guy. Does that mean Mira is alive?”
 
   He nodded. “I think she is alive. The HPD and first responders will be gathering the band members together, checking them for injuries and getting their names. We’ll have a full name list within an hour. I’ll call you back when I see Mira’s name.”
 
   His wife looked relieved. “Thank God! I felt so alone here, thinking of Mira. I knew you were working on saving those kids, but it looked really bad, especially after the helicopter crashed.” She paused, then looked intently at him. “Andrew, do you think this Green Mask guy is on our side? On the side of law and order?”
 
   Was he? “I think he is on the side of saving civilians from harm at the hands of mad men and women. And the Paris rescue says he will go outside the U.S. to help save people. Maybe we’re lucky to have his help.”
 
   Martha smiled. “I agree. I’m sure he knows you and your agents do the best you can to stop kidnappers, killers and terrorists, but you and our street cops cannot be every place all the time. I wonder who he is? And why he is doing what he’s doing?”
 
   “Me too,” he said. “Martha, this place is hyper-busy. I’ll call you when we confirm Mira’s name has shown up in the list of rescued band people. Gotta go.”
 
   She nodded, a soft smile still on her face. “I know. And let your people know that I’m proud of them too.”
 
   He gave her a smile. It was real, not for show. “Thank you. Love you. Bye.”
 
   Her image vanished from his iPhone. He tapped it off and stuffed it into his pocket. Looking up he saw Richardson watching him.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Sir, what now on Green Mask?”
 
   He looked over to Ethel Lowenstein, who had come in on her day off. “Ethel?” he said, not giving a damn he didn’t use her title and last name. After today, after what everyone in this room had seen and had gone through here and in working with folks in the field, first names seemed right.
 
   The gray-haired woman looked away from the video wall image of the green grass field and its hundreds of stumbling young people who waved to oncoming rescuers, helped those near to them or walked over to collect their band instruments. She fixed on him. Her eyebrows rose.
 
   “Yes . . . Andrew?”
 
   “What will he do next?”
 
   She frowned. “Well, since this lightning bolt rescue was being live-streamed on YouTube from that EMT’s smartphone, I suspect he is going to have lots of admirers around the world. And plenty of people making up conspiracy theories. He might just go public, now.”
 
   Would he?
 
   “Thank you,” Andrew said, then pulled out his iPhone. He tapped in the number for the chief of the Houston Police Department. He’d met the man during a trip to Houston for a family get-together of Martha’s relatives. Turned out the HPD chief was a third cousin on her father’s side. 
 
   “Hello Ryan, it’s Andrew from D.C. You got a minute?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   I woke up at 7:58 a.m. Monday, like I usually do. Don’t need an alarm clock or to set the alarm on my cell phone, though I do that as a backup. Just in case. I lay in bed a moment, thinking of yesterday afternoon. It had been kinda wild, floating in the air above the stadium field, feeling the eager flow of electric charges just yearning to be born as lightning. The feel of cloud electricity is different from the feel of wall socket electricity. Very similar, but different. Wall socket electricity does not talk to me. Cloud electricity, now, well, maybe I had imagined the words in my mind. Or maybe they had been real, somehow, someway. I just knew that the way I mind-feel cloud electricity is way different than how I mind feel wall socket electricity. Or how I feel electricity whenever I drive under a powerline.
 
   Sitting up, I stretched. Then I touched my face. The two day beard growth felt singed and short. Maybe that close hug from the second bolt had been a bit too close. To my bare skin, at least. Reaching up I felt the top of my head. The ends felt dry and crispy, though the bulk of my hair felt normal. Weird. Double weird. Time for a shower.
 
   I got up from bed, stripped off my pajamas and walked into the hall and then left into the bathroom. The shower glass entry slid to one side. I got in. Turned on the hot and cold water. Adjusted the temp. Then I stood there, my face uplifted, letting the steaming hot water flow over my face and down my body.
 
   Today my REI shift began at 10 a.m. What to do before then?
 
   A fun thought hit me.
 
   My Houston rescue was getting millions of people to click on the EMT’s video that he had live-streamed from his hiding place in the south stands. I’d seen the video last night, along with endless talking head blather on CBS, ABC, NBC, Fox and lots of indy cable news report sites. Even the Christian Broadcasting Network had carried the video, accompanied by serious talk on whether I had a tie-in to the prophet Jeremiah. I’d switched to another channel before I heard some crazy mutter about me being related to Jesus. I was the only son of Elaine and John Webster, originally from Iowa, now gone and buried in Guaje Pines Cemetery in Los Alamos, just off of Range Road. Period. I was normal, in most ways. Just kinda weird in one way. Mentally, that is. Maybe it would be fun to chat about my normality with someone on TV.
 
   Getting out of the shower, I dried off. The mirror said my two day beard was just a low red fuzz. Wouldn’t do to show red hair on my face with black hair on my head. Minutes later I put away the razor blade, dried my face, and then I walked into my bedroom. Looking over at the chair in one corner of the room I saw what I had worn yesterday. The suit and pants and white shirt and tie. There were some brown singe spots on the sleeves and collar. So be it. I opened my dresser, got out shorts and socks, put them on, dressed in my day-old suit, shirt and necktie, grabbed my green bandana and grabbed my semi-auto. The nightstand sparkled. My two rings were there from yesterday. I put them on, then pulled on green gloves, and walked into the living room where I had kicked off my black dress shoes. After putting them on, I wrapped the bandana over my face. Standing up I looked over to the glass door that led out to my small porch. The porch had a clear view of St. Michael’s Drive and its crazy drivers. But that view was now blocked. The drapes were fully closed. No one outside could see in. Closer in I saw my cell phone sitting on the coffee table between my recliner and the couch. That had to stay here.
 
   Taking my mind back to the trip years ago that I’d made with my parents, the very trip in which we had taken the elevators up to the top of the Empire State Building, I recalled another part of that trip. After touring the downtown area where plays were advertised on large marquees, we had gone and toured Radio City Music Hall. Then we had gone to another Manhattan skyscraper. This one contained the broadcast studios for BBC America, the program we often watched on our local PBS channel. That trip had been eight years ago, not long after I’d entered Los Alamos High School. But my Mom had really enjoyed it, and I had had fun seeing the large TV cameras being pushed around the floor several camerapersons. The production studio was a high-ceilinged room with a curving video wall backdrop. In front of the backdrop was a table at which the BBC America evening news presenter usually sat. Was the studio in use this morning? Or should I arrive in the bathroom that lay just down the hallway from the glass-front doors that let passers-by see the darkened studio? It was 10:20 a.m. in New York city, two hours ahead of Santa Fe time. Odds were that the stage was empty since the BBC info flyer we’d gotten said the evening news program was recorded in the afternoon. The bathroom could easily have people in it.
 
   Standing in the middle of my living room, I recalled my memory of that stage, its background video wall and the desk at the center. I grabbed hold of that memory and thought to myself “I want to be there”.
 
   A whoosh of air told me I had arrived.
 
   The room was dark. No lights were on. My infrared sensing eyes saw the low heat of the nearby table, the chair behind it, the power cord that fed energy to a desk-mounted microphone and plenty of other details. I turned and looked toward the hallway doors through which I had looked, past the intervening production room that held repeater TV screens, sound controls, and three chairs for technicians. One of whom now occupied a chair. He was a young man whose features were dark in the room’s light. He might be Hindu or Pakistani, judging by his features. The tech had not noticed me. I stepped off the low platform that held the presenter’s table and chair and walked over to the glass half wall that separated the production room from the sound stage. I knocked on the glass.
 
   Mr. Swarthy Skin looked my way and then his eyebrows rose. He tapped something on his control desk.
 
   “Yes? Who are you? And why are you in there?” came his voice from a ceiling speaker.
 
   I smiled, then remembered my bandana hid the smile. “I’m Green Mask, the guy who flies through the air and helps rescue people from terrorists. You may have seen me doing my thing in Houston, yesterday. What’s your name?”
 
   “Johan Singh,” he said, his bushy mustache moving above thick lips. The man’s dark brown eyes were wide open as he looked me up and down.
 
   “Well, Johan Singh, would you please ask Katty Kay to come here? I’d like to do an interview with her. As in, she interviews me, I mean.”
 
   The man licked his lips, then frowned. “I’m not sure she’s in the building. It’s pretty early for—”
 
   “For producing BBC World News America,” I said. “I know that.” Letting down my psychic shield, I reached out and felt the nearby minds. Eleven were present on this floor. Six male and five female. Ahhh. One female mind was bright and alert and thought of herself as Miz Katty Kay, the mom of four wonderful kids. Whom she had kissed goodbye an hour earlier, before she boarded the train to get to downtown Manhattan. “Miz Kay is here. She’s in her office down the hall. Go fetch her, would you? I’ll wait. For a few minutes.”
 
   The young man gulped, then stood up. Stepping back he stumbled against the wheeled chair, which skidded to one side. He waved to me. “Hey, sure, I’ll go get her. Don’t move. I’m sure she will want to talk with you.”
 
   “I’m waiting.”
 
   The guy turned, walked fast to the door leading to the hallway, twisted its knob and stepped out into the brightly lit hallway. He turned right and ran.
 
   As he ran to get the woman who was the official main presenter for BBC America, I scanned the other minds. Johan Singh was the twelfth mind on this floor. The floor above seemed empty of people. The floor below this one held several dozen people working on editing and production for other BBC shows like Dr. Who, Man Vs. Wild, Planet Earth, Top Gear and other popular shows. My mental attention reverted to the production room as I felt the approach of the minds of Singh and Kay. A tall blond woman with a longish face peered through the half glass of the room door. She spotted me. She said “It is him! It’s not some imposter. He’s a perfect match for all the video we’ve seen. Go get Doris! She can work the camera for us.”
 
   Rather, she thought those words. I heard her say them in her mind immediately before her voice spoke them. I nodded to her. Beside her Singh turned and ran back the way he’d come. Kay stepped into the production room, paused, then walked over to the glass half door that gave access to the stage area. She opened it and stepped through. She turned and faced me.
 
   “Hello there. I’m Katty Kay, lead anchor for BBC World News America. My friend tells me you wish to offer yourself for an interview. Is that correct?”
 
   “It is,” I said, feeling her mind go intensely curious and thoughtful. 
 
   “How did you know I would be here this morning?”
 
   “I felt your mind when Mr. Singh expressed doubt you would be here.”
 
   She frowned slightly. “Does that mean you read minds?”
 
   “I can read minds. I rarely do that. It hurts when too many minds are close to me.” My psychic shield went up as I felt her investigative reporter side grow alarmed. “But I just put up my mental shield. I cannot read your thoughts now. Please be at ease.”
 
   Kay looked past me at the darkened presenter stage, then back to me. “How do I know you’re telling the truth? That you’re not reading my mind? After all, it puts me at a disadvantage if my interview subject sees my question as I think it and before I say it.”
 
   “You can take my word for it.” I met her sharp look with my own sharp gaze.
 
   She took a deep breath. “Well, whether you can read my mind or not, this is a unique opportunity. I’m willing to visit with you. Expect hard questions.”
 
   “I will answer what I can. But you will not learn my name.”
 
   Her blond eyebrows lifted. “Too bad. But I expected such in view of that green bandana you wear. And have worn at every rescue. Will you join me over there?”
 
   I nodded. “Sure. But I only see one chair.”
 
   “That can be fixed.” She turned, opened the door to the production room, grabbed a chair that rolled on wheels, and slid it out into the stage area. “Will this do?”
 
   “Sure.” I turned and walked over to the presenter stage, not caring that it was very dark.
 
   “We need some light,” she said.
 
   The click of a switch told me she had reached inside the room and turned on the stage lights. Which now shone brightly on the presenter table and its single chair. I walked over to the table, turned and watched her walk over, carrying the second chair. She put it down near me, then walked around her desk and over to her chair. I resisted my Mom’s training and did not step over to pull out the chair for her. Mom had insisted on the Iowa tradition that men opened doors and pulled out chairs for women, as a simple courtesy. Knowing how smart my Mom was, I knew she did not need such help from a feeling of inferiority. Far from it. She just knew what she wanted and made sure it happened. Which was much the same sense I was getting from Katty Kay as she sat behind her desk and looked up at me, her expression calm, in control and expectant.
 
   “Please be seated Mr. Green Mask.”
 
   “Sure.” I pulled the chair over to one side of her desk, sat in it and split my attention between watching her face and listening for the production room doors to open. Which they did in a few seconds. Two sets of footsteps filled the room. One pair belonged to Singh. The other pair belonged to a woman, judging by the lightness of her footfall. I turned and looked that way.
 
   “Katty, I’m activating this camera,” called a short, sturdy brunette dressed in black pants, a white blouse and with headphones hanging around her neck.
 
   “Thank you Doris. Let me know when you’re ready.” Kay paused, reached into a pocket of her white jacket, pulled out the small bar of a wireless microphone and clipped it to the top of her red blouse. She pushed a similar mike toward me. I grabbed it and clipped it to my necktie. Kay looked back at the camerawoman. “Doris, is there any chance we can do a simulcast of this interview? Make it live and stream it to our website? I think we have breaking news here.”
 
   The brunette looked down at the back of her camera, then up. “Maybe. This unit can transmit wireless to the booth. I’ll have to get Singh to set up a wireless link with our website. Gonna take a few minutes to set this up.”
 
   Kay, her expression serious, nodded slowly. “You and Johan do what you need to do to get this onto simulcast. Both video and to PBS radio. Activate the video wall and put up our BBC World News logo on it. And have Johan make a call to our AMC bosses. They’ll want to offer the networks a live feed. For a good price, I’m sure.”
 
   “They sure will!” Doris said as she turned away from the pedestal mounted camera that was as tall as her. She ran to the back of the room, pulled open the door and rushed over to Singh, who was seated at his own control panel. 
 
   Her words did not come through the closed door. I didn’t care. A livestreaming of this interview was just fine with me. I looked over to Kay. Who was watching me intently. So I began the dance.
 
   “Did you and your husband get rich from sales of your two books?”
 
   Kay looked briefly startled, then her face went sharply focused. “Looks like you’ve done your homework on me. While Harper Collins and HarperBusiness paid me nice advances, I did not get rich from book sales. But my kids do like it when I read to them when they are in bed at night. Do you have any children, Mr. Green Mask?”
 
   “Nope. Never been married. Never had any kids married or not.”
 
   “Katty!” yelled Doris as she burst out of the production room and out into the stage area. “We’ll be going live simulcast in twenty seconds! And I’ll put our logo up on the wall.”
 
   I watched the brunette run up to her camera, tap something on it, then lean forward and focus on the back of the camera. Located about ten feet away, its snout swung to cover me and Kay. “Ready. Were live. Go ahead,” called the young woman.
 
   Kay sat forward a bit. “Good Monday morning. This is Katy Kay of BBC World News America. Today I have a surprise interview guest. The mysterious man known in the media as Green Mask has appeared in our New York City studio, offering to be interviewed.” She gave the camera a big smile. “I’m sure everyone in America and around the world will be interested in learning more about this young man who flies through the air, juggles balls of flame in the air, and yesterday shot down lightning bolts to carbonize the six terrorists who were holding captive 303 young men and women at the University of Houston football stadium.” She looked to me. “Let’s get started. What’s your name, sir?”
 
   “An American.”
 
   “Why don’t you give me a personal name? And why do you keep your face covered?”
 
   So it began for real. “Because I learned early on that I was different from other people. When I was four years old I looked up, saw a white cloud and wished to touch it. The wish took me up thousands of feet in the air. I touched the cloud. Then I began to fall. Instinct teleported me back to the basement of my home. Since that day I never port anywhere without wearing a mask.” I held up my hands. “And gloves. I learned early on that being different brings out the bully in some people. My Mom warned me not to show my abilities to other people. So I avoided being too different. Which is why I won’t give you or anyone my name or show my face. It’s safer that way.”
 
   Kay leaned toward me, her manner intense. “Why do you need to be safe? I’ve seen you lift or levitate people. I’ve seen you mind-call firearms to yourself. I’ve seen you divert bullets from hitting you and other people. And I’ve seen you call down a lightning bolt, which you used to take out those terrorists. Surely you have nothing to fear.”
 
   I reached down, unbuttoned my suit jacket, unbuttoned the middle of my white shirt and pulled it to the left. “I’m not invulnerable. Two bullets hit me in Paris. Although I was wearing a bullet resistant vest, still, the impact left these bruises on my ribs. Do they look fake to you?”
 
   Kay sat forward and leaned her head toward me. “For the information of viewers, I can testify that I see two dark blue bruises the size of dollar coins on the left rib skin of Mr. Green Mask.” She looked up. “So you bruise. And can be hurt by the right weapon. Why do you put yourself at risk, then? Surely with your abilities to teleport, levitate, call fire into the air using pyrokinesis, read minds like you did mine earlier today and whatever calling down lightning is called, you could do most anything with your life that you wanted. Why endanger yourself?”
 
   “It’s called electrokinesis, the lightning thing. Which also applies to electricity.” I looked up, saw four ceiling lamps, reached out to two of them, felt the flow of the current and told it to stop connecting with the bulbs. The light on stage went to half what it had been. “As you can see, I do not need to flip a switch or use a radio control to turn on, or off, the lights.”
 
   Kay pursed her lips. “An interesting demonstration. Would you restore those lights? It helps with the quality of this simulcast.”
 
   “Sure.” My mind reached up, touched the current flow and urged it to connect with the two large bulbs. Which it did. The stage lighting brightened. I looked to Kay.
 
   “Well, let’s begin at the beginning. Earlier I asked you if you had any children. Do you?”
 
   “Nope. Never been married and never had any kids,” I said.
 
   “So you live alone?” she said.
 
   “I do. It makes life simpler.”
 
   “What else can you do?” Kay asked, sounding honestly curious.
 
   “Well, besides what you just listed earlier, I can also affect the air and make the wind blow. A little.” Reaching out with my mind I pushed at the air lying between Kay and me. It responded. She looked startled. “The books call that aerokinesis. I can affect water too, a little. That’s called hydrokinesis. But when I’m busy like I was in Houston, I don’t tell the rain drops to leave me alone. Not worth the effort or the distraction.”
 
   Surprise filled her face. “Fascinating. But again, why endanger yourself?”
 
   Now came the time to share some of what I’d shared with Valery during our counseling sessions. “Well, both my parents are gone. Died some years ago. So I’m alone. No brother or sisters. But I remember what my Mom told me when I was young, just getting ready to go to first grade.”
 
   “And what did she tell you?” Kay asked.
 
   “She said I should use my special abilities to help people.”
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Andrew was back in the SIOC room, watching the video screen on the opposite wall. It held the BBC America simulcast of the interview of Green Mask. Richardson had called him down moments earlier, when Yamaguchi had alerted him to the video broadcast from New York.
 
   “Richardson, tell me you are recording all this.”
 
   “We are.”
 
   He looked over to where Ethel sat. “Agent Lowenstein, add to your profile the facts that this man’s parents are both dead and that he has no siblings. Also that he lives alone. That should reduce the number of Southwest suspects our people are interviewing.”
 
   The woman began typing on her keyboard. “Doing that. I’m also setting up a link to our field offices in Denver, Salt Lake, Phoenix and Albuquerque. I’m sure they will tune into this simulcast. Which is also going out on PBS Radio.”
 
   Andrew looked back to the video wall. “Good.”
 
   “Sir,” called Richardson. “Should I have the New York field office send some agents over to the BBC building? They could get there in ten minutes with sirens going.”
 
   “Hold off. I suspect this Green Mask guy would sense them approaching and then would teleport away. Let’s listen. This stuff will help us tighten our list of suspects.”
 
   He listened as the young man spoke to the reporter.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Kay turned thoughtful. “So you’ve helped save lives in New York City, St. Louis, Paris and yesterday in Houston. You appear to be in your twenties. Why didn’t you start this helping of people earlier? Before now?”
 
   How much to say and how much to keep hidden? “Hey, I’m pretty normal. I like to eat, I need to sleep and I need shelter from the elements. So I hold down a full-time job. Like most folks. It limits what I can do.”
 
   Kay looked skeptical. “Well, it is clear you can almost instantly teleport your body from one location to another. Doesn’t that allow you plenty of time to help people?”
 
   “It does.” I stopped talking. This was getting too close to my memory of my Dad’s death, my depression, my counseling and my recent realization that I could feel better by helping people . . . so long as I kept secret my identity. 
 
   She lifted her eyebrows. “So why don’t you do more?”
 
   “Why don’t you do more? Because you have four kids. Because you are married to a nice guy. Because you have to commute to work. And because doing what you do requires you to do research on lots of issues.” I paused, trying my best to soften my voice. “Look, I do what I can. I have a job. I can’t be everywhere whenever someone is in danger. That’s the job of lots of police and marshals and deputies and the FBI, inside America. But I can help out with the hard cases. The cases where it’s hard to get to the bad guys.”
 
   Kay leaned forward, her manner intense. “Are you limited in where you can teleport to? Or can you go anywhere in the world at any time?”
 
   “I can only port to places I’ve visited in person,” I said, telling myself this limitation was already in the parapsychology literature. “So if someone is being held by terrorists in Timbuktu, you won’t see me there. Never visited the place, except by way of National Geographic mags. And pictures of places do not work for me to port there.”
 
   “Fascinating,” she said. “Have you ever been to the White House?”
 
   “No. And I would not port there unless I was invited. I’m no danger to national security,” I said.
 
   “Who are you a danger to?” Kay pursued.
 
   That should have been obvious after my four rescues. “I’m dangerous to people who take civilians hostage in order to extort some action by our government. I’m willing to go anywhere in the world to help save a life or lives.”
 
   “Well, your Eiffel Tower rescue showed that,” Kay said quickly. “What other places in the world have you visited?”
 
   This was getting too detailed. If I gave Kay a list of where I’ve traveled overseas, that might help the FBI track me down. Agent Van Groot was already suspicious of me.
 
   “Lots of places that I won’t name. But like I said, I’m willing to teleport anywhere in the world to help save a life or lives. That’s what good people do, don’t they? Like during Katrina, hundreds of people drove trucks loaded with food and water to that city to help out people who were stranded and couldn’t get home. Or folks who had been flooded out of their homes.”
 
   “So they did,” Kay said, her tone authentic. She tilted her head to one side. “Why did you come here this morning? Why did you want to be interviewed by me?”
 
   Finally. “I came here to let people around the world know that I’m a regular guy. I eat burgers and barbecue. I drink pop and beer. I like good Mexican enchiladas made with blue corn tortillas. I like visiting the parks in the town where I live. I love forests and wildlife. And I hate to see good people get hurt by crazies who misuse religion!”
 
   Kay sat back, her eyes squinting. “Do you have a religion? Do you oppose any religion?”
 
   “None of your business about my religion. I could be an agnostic, like you. Or I could be a Buddhist. Or something else.” The quietness in the stage room struck me. I had rarely been in so quiet a place when I was around other people. “As for other religions, I’m an American. I support the Bill of Rights. People can believe anything they wish, so long as their belief or religion does not cause them to hurt other people. If they hurt other folks, look out. I may show up and give them a surprise.”
 
   Curiosity showed on Kay’s face. “So religion matters to you. Can you talk to the dead?”
 
   I almost grimaced. Then I realized this seasoned reporter understood the issues that matter to regular people. “No, I cannot. I don’t hear any thoughts from my Mom and Dad when I visit them in the cemetery. Nor from anyone else buried nearby. Been there. Heard nothing. But I saw lots of loving devotion to those who have passed on by the displays of flowers, and tears.”
 
   Her face went briefly sad, then turned intense. “Your telepathy allows you to read minds, right?”
 
   “It does. But being in a crowd and listening to hundreds or thousands of thoughts hurts. So most of the time I put up a psychic shield. To block out the thoughts of other people. I usually don’t listen to someone else’s thoughts unless invited. It wouldn’t be polite.”
 
   She half-smiled. “You place a lot of emphasis on courtesy and being polite. Why?”
 
   “That’s the way my Mom raised me. To honor her memory, I do my best to rescue people held hostage or put in danger by whackos. And I don’t go snooping into people’s private lives, unless invited. Isn’t that how you live?”
 
   She smiled fully now. “It is. It’s also how my husband and I raise our children. But this telepathy is a powerful ability. Have you heard the thoughts of whales?”
 
   What the? “Never been close to a whale. So I have no idea what they think.”
 
   Kay’s blond eyebrows rose. “What about the great apes? Surely you have visited a zoo while you were growing up.”
 
   Her question made me recall several visits to the Albuquerque Zoo years ago. “Yes, I’ve visited a zoo not far from where I live. But I was younger then, and kept my shield up all the time I was out with my parents. And the chimps and gorillas I saw did not approach me. So, I don’t know how those primates think.”
 
   She grew intense. “Have you been around when someone has died? What was that like?”
 
   I winced. “I was around when the Empire State Building jihadist fell from the top of the spire and died on the roof of the 86th floor. His mind was filled suddenly with intense pain, then went blank. Same thing happened when I killed the six in Houston.” I looked away and over to the camera being operated by Doris. “People should know that I do not have the answers to the great questions. I’m no big philosopher. I’m just a regular guy who was born with some abilities that have let me save some lives.”
 
   Kay sat back. “Can you teach other people to teleport, to read minds, to move stuff around with the power of their mind?”
 
   Could I? “Don’t know. Never tried to do that. No one I work with or spend time with in my town knows about my abilities. I’ve never encountered anyone else who can do what I can.”
 
   “So how are you able to do these mind things?” Kay asked.
 
   I shrugged. “Maybe I’m a mutant, a guy with some special genes that no one else has. Maybe a special kind of radiation affected my Mom while she was pregnant with me. My Mom never said why I was the way I am. She just said I was a special person. A superguy. And that I should use my powers to help people.” I spread my hands to either side. “I’ve been trying to do that lately. I’ll do it again in the future, whenever some whacko puts lives in danger in order to make a political point. Especially if those lives are American.” I looked away from Kay and over to the camera. “I give a warning to any jihadist or terrorist or drug cartel or secret agency that thinks it is okay to experiment medically on people. If you try to do any of what I just said to any American, you will answer to me. Sooner or later.” I turned back to Kay.
 
   She looked surprised. “That’s a pretty big threat you just made. You are not an army. Nor do you possess nuclear weapons. I think. So why do you think you can make a difference in today’s crazy world?”
 
   I smiled. “I have access to normal weapons. But I prefer not to use them. I’ve left some terrorists alive so the cops and the FBI can track down the folks who helped them. As for why I think I can make a difference, you tell me. Your BBC audience is at least 78 million people. Don’t you think some of those folks can make a difference in their town?”
 
   “So you will set an example that you hope other people will follow?” Kay said.
 
   “Exactly so.”
 
   She stared intently at me. “Early in your rescues you gave your name as ‘an American’. Why?”
 
   Was this getting too political? No. And there was one more thing I needed to achieve with this interview. “I said I was an American because I am. Was born in one of our states. Grew up and went to good public schools in one of our states. Now I hold down a job in one of our towns. I think the best of America is when we set a good example for people around the world. Hopefully we can reduce our bad behavior in the world. But that's up to the politicians. Which I’m not.”
 
   She nodded. “Is there anything else you want our audience to know?”
 
   “Yeah, there is.” I looked over to the camera that was transmitting the interview. “Hey, everyone out there. I’m Green Mask. I’m an American. And I’m not rich. While I could port into a bank and grab money, I won’t do that. It would be wrong. But I’ve got costs.” I touched my suit. “As you can see, this suit kinda got zapped by the lightning I used yesterday to free hundreds of people being held hostage by bad guys and a bad gal. And I may have to quit my job if I want to help people full-time, the way my Mom wanted me to help.” I looked back to Kay. “So pretty soon I’m going to set up a crowdfunding appeal on the internet called GreenMask. I’ll probably use GoFundMe. You’ll know it’s my site and not some imposter because I will put some rescue videos on it that are shot from my perspective.” I stopped.
 
   Kay looked surprised. “Well, that is most interesting, Mr. Green Mask. I hope you will come back in a week or so and share more about your abilities, your rescues and why being a vigilante is your choice in life.”
 
   I stood up. “I’m not a vigilante. No way. I’m a helper. A volunteer like the folks who help at homeless shelters. Keep that in mind. Goodbye.”
 
   In my mind, I thought of my apartment. I still had a half hour before I needed to report for work at REI. Time enough to port back, change clothes, bicycle over and check in. Hopefully Bridget would be nice today.
 
   I thought “I wish to be there.”
 
   The carpet of my living room felt soft under my feet.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   Janet sat back in the soft chair in her Comfort Inn motel room as the BBC Special finished with a wrap-up by Katty Kay of the four hostage rescues done by Green Mask. The video excerpts from New York City, St. Louis, Paris and Houston were dynamic and impressive. What mattered most to her, though, was her memory of what she had seen early in the interview and later on. Green Mask had raised his hands twice to emphasize a point. The hands were covered in green surgical stretch gloves, like always. But in the close-up provided by the BBC cameraperson she noticed something she had not seen in the YouTube or security camera images. The man’s left hand had bulges on two fingers, just inside from the thumb. The bulges were not a wedding ring or a simple band. The bulges looked like rings with large stones. That image of the bulges on the left hand of Green Mask reminded her that when she had interviewed Jeffrey Webster, he was wearing two large turquoise rings on his left hand. He had on no other jewelry, aside from a digital watch on his right wrist. Damn. She grabbed her iPhone, tapped on the phone icon, then tapped on the number for her girlfriend.
 
   “Brr-ing,” the phone sounded. Before a second ring happened it was answered.
 
   “Hello? Is that you Janet! It’s your number.”
 
   She looked at the phone’s screen. It held an unmoving image of Beverly’s face and shoulders dressed in a gray jacket. It was her standard agency ID photo. Her phone was sending her friend a similar picture of herself. 
 
   “Beverly, it’s me. Where are you right now?”
 
   “At my desk on the fourth floor,” her friend said, sounding puzzled. “Me and everyone else in a work cubicle just finished watching that wild BBC interview of Green Mask. Why?”
 
   “Because I want you to know that I’m going back to interview one of the Los Alamos lab adult children suspects. He looks to be a good candidate for Green Mask. He has blue eyes, red hair dyed black, is single, is the right height and weight, works at REI and his voice is very similar to the voice we just heard in the interview, based on my first interview of him. Plus he is one of the folks identified in the retail store video surveys.”
 
   Beverly’s dark brown eyes shot wide open. “Wow! That’s great! The deputy director will be thrilled if you really do have a lead on Green Mask. What’s the name of this suspect?”
 
   Should she tell her friend? She still had other blue-eyed, black-haired young men who had shown up in the REI and Men’s Wearhouse videos. They lived in Taos, Las Vegas, Espanola, Raton and Farmington. Each of those young men had shown up on retail videos as having visited those two stores in the last year.
 
   “I’ll give you the name after I see him again,” she said, feeling nervous. She didn’t want her friend running to the deputy director with the ‘great news’ that Green Mask had been found, only to discover that Webster had been watching a movie at a local Santa Fe movie theater. “He lives in Santa Fe. I’ll be driving over there soon. But there are five other good suspects that are part of the group you told me to interview here in northern New Mexico. Still, this guy is the most promising candidate.”
 
   Beverly looked frustrated. “Damn! Sure would be great to let the deputy director know we’ve found Green Mask. Tracking down the identity of this guy is a big deal to the boss.” She looked aside. “My boss Jackson is breathing down my neck to find more email and internet links to other sleeper jihadists before another attack happens. That’s our first priority.”
 
   “I know that,” Janet said. “Anyway, please tell my boss that I have gotten half the interviews done on the adult children of Los Alamos lab scientists, plus I’m putting in extra time doing interviews of Green Mask suspects. I know industrial espionage is a bit lower on our priority ranking than terrorism, but it’s what they hired me to do.”
 
   Beverly’s expression turned sympathetic. “Hey, I’ll tell boss Lederberg you are working overtime on both of these projects. You enjoying your first field assignment?”
 
   Was she? “Yeah, it’s good being out in the field. While we can track down lots of links and stuff using our cyberware, still, nothing replaces the old one-on-one personal interview. I like reading the body language and expressions of people.”
 
   “I know,” Beverly said, smiling easily. “You were always good at that in classes at Quantico. I envied you.” Her girlfriend looked down at her desk. “My office phone is calling for attention. Give me a call later about this Green Mask suspect. Okay?”
 
   “Will do. See you later.”
 
   Janet’s phone lost its image of Beverly, returning to the usual home screen image of multiple app icons. She put the iPhone into the pocket of her jacket, stood up, grabbed her black purse, stuffed her room card into it, and headed out into the hallway, aiming for the elevator that led to the ground floor and the parking lot. 
 
   Today Webster was working at REI from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.  That meant he would not be at his apartment until this evening. Recalling her memory of the interior of his apartment, she remembered the view of the bathroom she had gotten thanks to an open door. The bathroom held a sink, mirror and on the sink was a mug holding a couple of toothbrushes and a razor. She assumed the toilet and shower were off to one side, out of the brief view she had while looking down the short hallway that led from the living room to the bathroom, closets and bedroom. 
 
   There should be a hairbrush in either the bathroom or the bedroom. If she used one of her lock-picking tools on the apartment door, she should be able to unlock both the deadbolt and the door knob itself. Then she could grab some hairs from the hairbrush, grab one of the toothbrushes, then go out and relock the door. She would come back later, in the evening, to interview Webster about where he had spent yesterday afternoon. And also to get a phone picture of the rings on his left hand. While the covert entry she planned was illegal without a search warrant, she was too frustrated from the long hours spent interviewing people for her two jobs. And if the hair sample matched the DNA profile from the Empire State Building hairs, then for sure it would prove Webster was Green Mask. Her photo of his rings, combined with how perfectly he matched the physical parameters and the store visitations would just be additional supporting data. Maybe she would get a raise from handing the deputy director the identity of Green Mask. At the least she would earn more respect from the older male members of the agency. And that was important to her.
 
   Janet got into her rental car, started it up and drove out of the lot. She turned right onto Trinity Drive, also known as Highway 502. She looked forward to the great view of the valley to the east of Los Alamos as she drove down the narrow road that hugged the sheer rock wall that was the eastern exit point for the town. When driving on a road with a sheer drop-off, she preferred to be on the uphill side. 
 
   She smiled at her reaction. She was not usually fearful. As a special agent she had done lots of target shooting at human-like targets as part of her Quantico training. She had continued that pistol training in the basement shooting range in the Hoover building. She did not expect to have to use her pistol while interviewing Webster. The man might have a rifle and handgun in his apartment. Or might not, if he had not held onto those weapons, which were recorded as belonging to his father. No matter. She was good at reading body language. She would make her covert entry, grab what she needed, then exit and later return for a final interview of Webster. And if the man really was Green Mask, well, she hoped he would not use his telepathy to read her mind. That would be most impolite.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Andrew looked across his desk at the face of Special Agent Beverly Chase. The young black woman had just finished giving him a rundown on her recent talk with Special Agent Janet Van Groot. She looked nervous, sitting in one of the chairs opposite his desk. After all, it was just her and him in the room. Feeling empathy for someone so new to the agency, he gave her a half-smile.
 
   “That news from Van Groot is encouraging. So this young man she will be interviewing lives in Santa Fe, works for REI and has shown up on the retail store videos?”
 
   “Yes sir, he matches all those parameters.”
 
   “So why didn’t Van Groot give you a name and address? She has to have both if she is going to interview him again this evening?”
 
   Discomfort showed on Chase’s face. “Sir, I don’t know why Janet wouldn’t give me a name. She seemed so sure he could be this Green Mask guy. I’ve found, though, that she is very thorough in her counterintelligence work. She does not make a statement without having multiple supporting lines of evidence.”
 
   All those were the habits of a good agent. Still, his wife Martha wanted to know who had saved the life of their niece Mira, as did he. Owing a personal debt to Green Mask did not erase the urgency to identify the man and find a way to stop him from interfering in complex law enforcement operations. While the man had unusual abilities and remarkable powers, he was not immune to injury, as the BBC interview had documented. And whatever Andrew felt toward the man, the president herself had made clear to him and to the director that she wanted this man identified and brought out into the open. While the man’s assurance he would not enter the White House without an invitation had been a positive element, neither he nor the Secret Service nor any other member of the nation’s sixteen intelligence agencies ever relied upon assurances. Facts and direct control of a suspect were what mattered. Especially when dealing with someone like Green Mask.
 
   “I’m sure Special Agent Van Groot is very thorough. I appreciate you coming to me with this update on the Green Mask suspect interviews.” He tossed her one of his cards. “My personal email address is on the back of that card. As is my personal phone. Contact me tonight, no matter the time, when you hear from Van Groot. If she confirms this man as Green Mask, we need to get Albuquerque field office agents up there to help her in taking custody of this man. If that is possible. We might have to use an animal tranquilizer dart on him, in view of his teleportation abilities.”
 
   Chase looked shocked, then nodded slowly. “I will contact you as soon as Janet calls me with her interview results.”
 
   “Good. Dismissed.”
 
   The young agent stood up, stepped away from her chair, gave him a nod and turned to head out. The solid wood door that separated his corner office from the rest of the seventh floor shut smoothly.
 
   While the news about a possible Green Mask identity was encouraging, his first priority was getting more agents at work on tracking down the internet, social media and local contacts of Khan and Alkoury. In particular he wanted an in-person interview done of Mohammed Khan, now that the man was awake from the skull surgery. That guy had to have some accomplices in Memphis who had helped him and Alkoury in their prep work for the St. Louis attack. Tracking them down, and tracking down the Houston supporters of the six stadium attackers, were now the agency’s top priority. 
 
   While Yamaguchi had been right that the cell phones on the six were fused lumps of plastic and metal, the two vehicles they had arrived in and their motel room were intact. Agents had been working on both. They had also found a discarded Cricket phone in a nearby trash dumpster. The agency’s Cyber Division was already at work on it, tracking down the phone calls made using the cell phone. It appeared the device had been used by one of the six jihadists. Now, if they could turn up a computer used by one of the six, they might gain even more leads on other covert sleeper cells. 
 
   It was clear Islamic State had activated the four cells with the aim of showing to a worldwide audience that the United States was a ‘toothless tiger’ when it came to its ability to protect its national landmarks and the people who visited them. Those four cells had failed, mostly due to the sudden appearance of Green Mask. But the man could not be everywhere, nor could he have visited every American landmark that might be targeted. His agency had the men and women to do this work. It had the computers and specialized algorithms. And it never stopped hunting those who carried out terror attacks, or aimed to make such an attack. 
 
   Andrew stood up. It was time to head over to Virginia and pay a visit to Jacob Whitson. The National Counterterrorism Center in McLean had been working in close coordination with his SIOC and Richardson. But NCTC had its own intelligence sources. Time to find out if they had any clues about the next terror attack. For as sure as he liked baseball and hot dogs, there would be another attack.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   I made it to the corner of Familia and Manhattan with four minutes to spare. I grabbed my lunch bag, locked the bike and headed for the back door of REI. Pushing open the metal door, I walked into the break room. It wasn’t empty. Standing next to the Kronos check-in machine was Bridget Hampstead. She had on her ‘I’m the boss’ look. That never meant anything good. I nodded to her, walked over to my locker, tossed my lunch bag into it, then turned and headed for the Kronos.
 
   “Hi Bridget. Think we’ll have lots of customers today?”
 
   She looked at me intently. “Do you have a doctor’s written excuse for not showing up for work on Saturday? Your sudden illness left me short-handed.”
 
   Damn. She was pissed. And the way she had her fists pressing against her hips was not good. “Uh, no, I don’t. But I was really sick. It felt like the stomach flu. Didn’t know I was supposed to get you a slip in order to claim a sick day.”
 
   “Well, you do need a doctor’s note, when it’s sudden like that.” The thirty-something brunette frowned, then shook her head, causing her ponytail to swing from side to side. “Go ahead and register on Kronos. But I’m changing you to half-time. Full-time hours are reserved for those who have proven themselves reliable in showing up for work. You weren’t reliable Saturday.” She turned away and headed for the door leading out to the retail floor.
 
   “When do I check out today?”
 
   “Two p.m. That’s half-time for today,” she said, then disappeared out the swinging door.
 
   I signed into the Kronos machine, fighting the impulse to give her slim butt a mental push so she would fall onto the floor and look like a klutz to any nearby customer. I’d been at REI for almost a year and had never before missed work. Then again, never before had I tried to juggle saving hostage lives with working a full-time job.  Damn. Maybe I would need that crowdfunding site a lot sooner than I’d thought. My work here had been a good deal. I was one of the ten people working full-time out of a total staff of forty. Bridget was one of four shift managers. What she’d done was allowed by company policy. But it meant I would lose my health insurance. You had to be working 26 hours a week in order to qualify for that. Twenty hours a week didn’t cut it. And my mental powers did not extend to fixing illnesses, whether mine or anyone else. Double damn.
 
   Pushing open the swinging door to the floor, I headed for the camping and bedroll section, options flying through my head. Maybe I could appeal Bridget’s cut-back to Mr. Clarence. He was the senior manager for this store. Maybe he would tell Bridget to give me a second chance at keeping my full-time hours. But did I really want to stay full-time? Or even part-time? It had felt very good to help those people in Houston and earlier. It had felt good inside, where I had been hurting ever since the loss of my Dad. And my Mom. This felt like something I should discuss with Valery, before I walked up to Bridget and gave her the finger, accompanied by a loud “Fuck You!” before the customers lined up at the checkout counter.
 
   “Hey Jeff, you feeling better?” called Billy as he headed my way.
 
   The guy’s narrow face was clean-shaven like mine and he was dressed in spiffy shirt and pants, not the bluejeans and hoodie I wore. “Hey Billy. Yes I am.” I paused, looking him over. “You look dressed up. You aiming for a manager slot?”
 
   Billy grinned his happy-go-lucky grin. “Nope. I’m not stupid. But this new girl I’m dating really likes me. She motivated me to start looking like I got an office job, rather than serving beer at Second Street Brewery.” He shrugged. “So I’m trying a new look. Whatcha think?”
 
   I turned to resorting the bedrolls on the top of a nearby shelf. “I think you look good. So this one might be the one? Or are you still juggling multiple gals on your dating app?”
 
   Billy walked over to lend me a hand. “She could be. I haven’t called back any of the other gals I’ve dated. Wanted to see how this scene works out.”
 
   “What’s her name?”
 
   “Lois. Lois Anderson. She’s a Santa Fe native. Leastwise her family’s been here for lots of years.”
 
   “Well, congrats guy. Hope you and she work out.”
 
   Briefly I felt jealous. The memory of Van Groot thinking I looked handsome and that she had been willing to go out with me for a beer and a meal hit me deep. Then I told my inner self to stop being deluded. Having a steady girlfriend requires hiding half or more of whom I am. It hadn’t worked with Mercedes. I hadn’t tried to make it work during college. And now, when the whole world had seen me on the BBC, was for sure not the time to go romancing. Leastwise it seemed that way to me. Maybe Valery would have some insight into the romance thing too.
 
   I waved to Billy as he headed off to his section of the store, then turned and began looking for display irregularities caused by customers handling stuff and then tossing or dropping it back to the table or shelves. One thing Mr. Clarence emphasized was the importance of every section of the store looking orderly, attractive and appealing to the customers who came in from the Market Street entrance. If I was going to appeal my hours change, I had better make my part of the store shine like new.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTTEEN
 
    
 
   Janet stood before Webster’s apartment door. The metal numbers of 412 stared at her. She looked to the right, down the long hallway that led from Webster’s fourth floor corner apartment to the rest of the apartments. There was no one visible. And the hallway ceiling lacked the black dome of a security camera. Those had only been present in the elevator and outside the office that handled rentals. That could be due to the complex being a few decades old, even though it was located close to the intersection of St. Francis Drive and St. Michael’s Drive, two of the busier roads in Santa Fe, if her experience was anything to go by. She’d gotten to the apartment complex after spending the morning in an interview of a guy in Espanola, which was almost on the way to Santa Fe. It was early afternoon, but well before the time for the end of Webster’s shift.
 
   Still, it would be best to get this done sooner than later. She unslung her purse, reached in, got out her lock picker container, pulled out two of the standard ones, hung the purse on her shoulder and began working on the deadbolt lock that was higher on the door. 
 
   In thirteen seconds she heard the ‘click-thunk’ of the bolt drawing out of the door frame. She squatted down and went to work on the door knob. It was a standard brand, one that was guaranteed susceptible to the tools she had bought right after graduation from Quantico. The locksmith had been a referral from one of her instructors. While it was against agency policy for agents to possess or carry lock picker tools, plenty of them did, going back to the J. Edgar Hoover years. Back then the formalities of a search warrant had been less stringently enforced than in the last few decades. 
 
   “Click,” went the door knob.
 
   She pulled her tools out of the knob, stuffed them in the container, looked both directions, saw no one and grabbed the knob. It turned easily. She stepped into Webster’s apartment, pushing the door closed behind her. She turned and locked the deadbolt, then found the door knob. She twisted its lock stud. A ‘click-snap’ sounded.
 
   It was dark, very dark. She touched on the rocker light switch. She saw the same arrangement as before. A short hallway took her past the kitchen alcove on the left, ending up in a living room with couch, recliner, glass coffee table, bookcases, artwork on the walls and a fireplace in one corner. She looked left. Long green drapes covered the glass door that led out to the small porch. No one outside could see her. She walked across the living room, then down the short hallway that led to the bathroom at the end. She stepped inside the bathroom, reached to the right and flicked on the light, then scanned. In front of her was a large mirror that reflected her gray jacket and part of her pantsuit. Below it was a decent fake marble sink. To the left was a glass-enclosed shower stall. To the right was a white porcelain toilet. And sitting on the sink at the upper left was a shaving mug with two toothbrushes in the mug, next to the razor. She reached out and touched both. The wet one she grabbed by its handle. Putting her purse on the sink, she pulled out a clear plastic zip-lock evidence bag and stuffed the brush inside it. It went into her purse. 
 
   She needed hair from the hairbrush. Where was it? She stepped back. Below the marble sink was a cabinet door. To its right were three drawers. She opened the top one. Yes! Sitting there among three combs was a brown plastic hairbrush. And in the brush end she saw many black hairs. Pulling out another evidence bag, she used tweezers that were in the same drawer to pull out as many loose hairs as she could find. They all went into the bag. She noticed that two of seventeen hairs were red on the lower end. Clear evidence of red hair being dyed black. She opened the other drawers. Packaged soap of cheap quality filled the middle drawer. The bottom drawer held a small hand mirror, like that which some people took on a camping trip. Its glass had several smudges on it, two of which looked like fingerprints. Nice! She put it into a third bag.
 
   “Click-thunk,” came from the entry door. That was followed by a ‘click’ as the door knob was unlocked.
 
   No! 
 
   She grabbed her purse, then turned.
 
   Jeffrey Webster stepped in, looked up at the lights, then his face went grim.
 
   “Why the hell are you here?”
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   I sensed a woman’s presence in my apartment as soon as I got within twenty feet of my door. Automatically my awareness reached out, feeling the Top level mind contours of the person inside.
 
   It was Janet Van Groot the FBI agent. 
 
   And she was here because she suspected I was Green Mask.
 
   Briefly I considered turning around, heading to the bank, drawing out most of my money and then disappearing from Santa Fe, never to be seen again. Then I recalled the art work on the walls, the special books on Buddhism in my bookshelves, my Dad’s firearms there were in the bedroom closet, and the family picture of Mom and Dad that sat on top of the dresser in my bedroom. While I could port to my bedroom, grab the picture and be gone before Van Groot even knew I’d been there, my stubborn streak told me it was wrong for her to have broken into my place, my home, my refuge. It was one of the few places where I’d felt half safe. Living at the Jemez Falls campsite or the cave nearby was safer than living in Santa Fe, but I liked the comfort of a kitchen with a gas stove, a fridge, internet wifi, TV and easy bicycle access to my job. Which now was endangered by my Saturday rescue. Enough!
 
   I unlocked the door and stepped inside.
 
   She was standing just outside the bathroom, wearing a gray jacket and pantsuit, holding her black purse. Which, her Top level told me, contained the toothbrush I’d used that morning, hairs from my hairbrush and my camping mirror. My personal property. This was wrong.
 
   “Why the hell are you here?”
 
   She looked guilty. As she should. Tossing back her blond hair, she chose to attack.
 
   “Why are you here now! You don’t get off until six!”
 
   I walked down the entry hall, stopping in the middle of the living room. “I’ve been cut back to half-time. Which clearly big bad special agent Van Groot did not know. Do you have a warrant? If you don’t, then you’ve broken the law. This is my private space. And I did not invite you in.”
 
   She licked her lips, then took a deep breath. “Are you Green Mask?”
 
   So it had come to this. “There are thousands of guys with blue eyes who are my height and have black hair. Any of them could be Green Mask. And earlier you said you came to see me because of the work my parents did at the lab. Why the change to this Green Mask fixation?”
 
   I knew the answer to my question. But she needed to be taught a lesson on politeness and courtesy. Which, her Deep level revealed, she did understand. Just as she understood how wrong it had been to break into my place. But her determination to advance her career had overwhelmed her training and her judgment.
 
   She pointed at my left arm. “Your left hand has two rings on it. They are big turquoise stones. This morning during the BBC interview, Green Mask raised his hands twice. Even though they were covered by surgical gloves, it was clear to me that there were two rings under the gloves on his left hand.” Her oval face grew intent. “Plus, you dye your red hair black. That matches the hairs we recovered from the coat of Lois Fitzgerald, from St. Louis. She was one of the women you rescued during the Empire State Building appearance of Green Mask.”
 
   I looked down at those rings. Damn. I should not have put them back on this morning. “So what? Lots of guys wear rings. And some guys with red hair dye their hair black. And some women dye their hair green or purple. What the hell does any of this prove!”
 
   She stepped back, looking startled by my yell. And the anger I know was clear on my face. But her hands curled into fists.
 
   “Mr. Webster, you work for REI, which company owned the paraglider that was used in the New York rescue. You wear a hoodie and tennis shoes that are brands sold by REI. That clothing matches the clothing worn in the New York rescue. Also, you showed up on a retail video from Men’s Wearhouse in Albuquerque. It showed you buying a blue dress suit and paying for it with a Wells Fargo bank debit card. And your co-workers could not explain your sudden disappearance from work on Saturday, other than your claim you were sick. Moments later Green Mask showed up in Paris.” Her eyes fixed on me. “I suspect the hairs from your hairbrush will yield a DNA profile that matches the DNA profile from the New York hairs.”
 
   I looked left at my recliner, at the fireplace, at the artwork on the wall, at the bookcases, then back to tall Janet Van Groot. “You have no proof of anything. My high school science classes made clear that coincidence is not causality.” I gestured to her. “Leave my apartment. But before you do, put back my toothbrush. And my mirror.”
 
   Surprise showed in her young face. “How did you know I had your toothbrush with me?”
 
   I gestured at the bathroom. “My eyesight has always been good. Only one toothbrush is in my mug. This morning there were two. Put it back.”
 
   Briefly she looked disappointed. Then she turned intense. “How did you know I also have your hand mirror? It was not in sight. It came from your lower sink drawer.”
 
   I realized I’d made a mistake as soon as she spoke. Clearly she was a trained interrogator. I should not have said more than the obvious. “You just came out of my bathroom. It was clear you had taken one of my two toothbrushes. It seemed likely you took other things of mine. Return the mirror and the toothbrush.”
 
   She reached into her purse, pulled out a clear bag with the mirror, then the toothbrush bag. She put both on the sink counter. Van Groot turned back and walked slowly toward me, a half smile on her face. “Mr. Webster, you could only have known about the mirror by reading my mind. Which is impolite without my permission. Didn’t you say this morning on BBC that you did not read minds without an invitation?”
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Janet felt triumphant. She had him. “You haven’t answered my question. Are you Green Mask?”
 
   “Leave my apartment,” he said, stepping over to his recliner.
 
   Too bad. She would have liked to hear him talk about his Mom and his early life. What she had heard him say in the BBC interview had shown Green Mask to be a normal young man, a guy who was trying hard to live up to the memory of his Mom. Who was now dead, along with his father. Just like Janet’s parents were dead. The sharing done this morning and his willingness to put himself into harm’s way in order to save innocent people had touched her. Like it had probably touched millions of other people. The man’s later vanishing from the BBC stage had been just the right ending to a fantastic tale of yearning, hope and wishing. And Webster was a handsome guy, if a bit distant in how he related to women. Too bad. Despite his angry tone at finding her inside his place, she would still have gone out with him for a beer and a chat, maybe at a nearby café like the ones that were close to where he worked.
 
   “I’m leaving, Mr. Webster. You’ll be hearing from me and from other agents of the Federal Bureau of Investigation in the near future.” She stopped and looked through the kitchen alcove to where he stood. “And if you disappear from here, well, we have your college graduation photo. And recent images from REI. I’m sure if we put them up on YouTube and Snapchat, someone will see you, wherever you fly off to.”
 
   “Does it ever occur to you people to thank someone who volunteers their help in an emergency?” he said, his tone biting.
 
   Ahhh. “So you are Green Mask?”
 
   “Leave.”
 
   “I’m going.” She grabbed the door knob and opened his door. “As to your question, it is a fair one. Yes, I and other agents do say Thank You to citizens who provide information, give us warnings or share vital news about crimes they’ve seen. Good day.”
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   I stood and watched her leave. 
 
   Her Top level thoughts about my interview this morning, the things I’d said then about my Mom, they touched me. As did the fact she thought I was handsome and worth spending time with. But for some reason this tough, determined woman could not let go of her fixation on learning ‘what I might be hiding’. Her determination was similar to my own persistence at helping people in danger from whackos. And, I’d noticed the memory in her Middle level where she had promised her Dad that she would be like him, a cop who saved people from bad folks. Her Dad had died before she’d graduated from Quantico. As had her mother. She only had their memories pushing her on to be the best she could be at doing her job. That was an obsession that was familiar to me. It made her matter to me.
 
   I walked over to the green drapes, mind-moved them aside, then mentally unlocked the sliding glass door. I stepped out onto the wooden porch that looked out on the parking lot below and busy St. Michael’s Drive beyond the lot. There she was.
 
   Van Groot was walking across the lot, aiming for the sidewalk that ran along the road. Why?
 
   I reached out and touched her Top level.
 
   She had parked on the other side of St. Michael’s because that was the location of a small family café. It was the place where she had some coffee and a donut before walking across the four lanes of St. Michaels to get to my apartment complex. Now, she had to cross it again to get to her rental car. She did not go up to the stop light and crossing lane that lay five hundred feet up from where she stood on the curb. Instead, she stepped off the curb as traffic lessened, clearly aiming to walk fast across the four lanes. So normal for her to ignore the rules about crossing ‘the right way’.
 
   Her mind felt busy. She was sorting through her thoughts about me, slotting them into analytical categories, and thinking about her girlfriend Beverly. Who, I saw, she had spoken with this morning. Janet had mentioned her suspicions about me to this Beverly, but had not given the woman my name. Well, that was going to change shortly. Once she got back to her motel room in Los Alamos—
 
   “Screech!”
 
   Vision carries more than words. Thoughts even more.
 
   A dented white pickup raced out of the café parking lot and turned up St. Michael’s, heading toward the light that was going yellow. 
 
   The mind of the man behind the pickup’s wheel said he was determined to beat the light, no matter what.
 
   He was also deeply drunk from having finished off a bottle of Thunderbird in the parking lot.
 
   Between him and the light was a woman crossing his lane.
 
   Janet.
 
   Instinct saved me years ago when the drunk driver smashed head-on into my Dad’s car.
 
   Now it propelled me to her side.
 
   I grabbed her.
 
   The pickup pushed air before its rusty grill. Air that I felt, it was so close.
 
   “Roarrr!”
 
   My mind filled with the image of the meadow near Jemez Falls. I thought “I wish to be there.”
 
   And we were there.
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   Janet looked right at the sound of tires screeching. A white pickup was barreling straight at her. Some guy was leaning on his wheel, peering through a cracked windshield. But she saw his face was red and determined. He was looking beyond her at something further along the road. She leaned forward, hoping she could run to the curb before he ran her down.
 
   A whoosh of air sounded beside her.
 
   “Roarrr!”
 
   The white pickup sped to within feet of her.
 
   Arms wrapped around her waist.
 
   The pickup disappeared.
 
   Who had grabbed her? And where was this place?
 
   She looked around the green mountain meadow. Tall red barked ponderosa trees surrounded it. Mountains rose to the west. The sun was high above. But the air felt cold, despite her jacket. 
 
   Arms let go of her waist. She turned and looked. It was Webster. Jeffrey . . . no, Jeff Webster. His lightly tanned face held a fascinating mix of relief, worry, frustration and general pissed-offness. Hopefully at the driver who had nearly run her down. Now she was here. Far from her car and the café and  . . . then she understood.
 
   “You saved me. You teleported me out of the way of that crazy driver. Didn’t you?”
 
   He blinked. “Yeah. Had to. Or you woulda been killed by that drunk.”
 
   She took a deep breath, checked to confirm she still held her purse, then stepped back a few steps from Webster. Or Jeff. His warmth left her to cool off in the cold mountain air.
 
   “That was a drunk? I sure didn’t see him when I headed across. I was heading for my car and it looked—”
 
   “Clear to you. I know. I was watching you from my porch. Saw what was going to happen. Couldn’t let another person get killed by a drunk driver. Not when I could prevent it.”
 
   His words sounded so forlorn. Why? “Hey, thank you for saving my life! You saved me. And . . . and you saved hundreds in Houston. I’m sure your Mom would be proud of you.”
 
   “Would she?”
 
   Webster looked aside to a nearby firepit filled with gray ash. The meadow grass was shorter near the firepit. Which made sense. The bio history of Jeffrey that she had read now rushed back into her mind in all its depth and detail. “Did you go camping up here with your Dad?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s one of the few places where I can escape from other minds and feel safe.”
 
   Janet looked at young Jeffrey in profile. He stood there, dressed in his Barringer blue hoodie, wearing a Hawaiian shirt underneath, his bluejeans a bit worn on the knees, while his Salomon tennis shoes looked dirty brown. His black hair looked a bit tossed about, maybe from his bike ride from work. His nice muscular hands were pushed into the pockets of his bluejeans. He seemed to be staring into the future as he looked beyond the firepit at the trees and mountains.
 
   “Are you reading my mind now?”
 
   His lips tightened. “Only your Top level. I sensed you when I walked down the hallway to my door. Been monitoring your Top level thoughts since then. They . . . they were why I went out onto my porch and watched you walk through the parking lot.”
 
   She shivered at the high altitude cold, then walked over to stand almost in front of him. “Jeffrey, why did you watch me after I left?”
 
   “I’m Jeff.” He looked down at her, his deep blue eyes bright. His face was troubled. “Your thoughts told me you cared about me. That you were still willing to . . . to go out and have a beer and a meal with me, if only things had been different. I’m not used to other people caring about me.”
 
   Damn. Here was another person like her self, someone with no family or parents or anyone to support him, to cheer him on or to care for him. And yet he had managed to make a life for himself, to hold down a job, to pay his bills and ride his bike through town, when some young folks would have gone whining to the cops, to a local church or into a bottle. He must be really tough.
 
   “What do you read now?”
 
   He looked surprised. “That you like me. Even though I’ve frustrated you in your work.” Jeff shrugged. “Sorry. But it’s how I kept my abilities from being discovered by other people. Being different brings out the worst in people. I learned that in first grade. So I pretended to be someone I was not.”
 
   She blinked, feeling deeply touched by this young man’s sharing of such deeply held inner feelings. There was nothing artificial or fake about Jeff Webster. She liked that.
 
   “So you wanna go get a beer? And maybe eat some blue corn enchiladas? Like you, I love ‘em too.”
 
   Jeff smiled slowly. “Are you asking me out on a date?”
 
   Janet shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe I can put it down on my per diem log as the expense of a meeting with an informant.”
 
   Surprise filled his face. “So now I’m an informant? Earlier your mind said you were going to tell your Beverly friend that I was Green Mask. What are you going to do now? About me being Green Mask?”
 
   What should she do? Inside, she knew the answer as soon as she felt the feelings. “I’ll keep your identity secret. I can see why it helps you to move around unnoticed. And to hold down a job. Though it sounds like REI might not be the best place to be in the future.”
 
   He shrugged, then faced her, his tall frame just a few feet from her. “I was thinking of quitting. That’s why I talked about crowdfunding in the BBC interview. I really do need money to pay for stuff if I lose my job.” He looked at her, vulnerability clear to see. “And I probably need to move to another place. Even if you keep my name secret, this Beverly and others at your Hoover building might look over your travel records and expenses and figure out you came to interview me.” He sounded puzzled. “After all, I was on your list of adult children of Los Alamos researchers. And you told Beverly I lived in Santa Fe and worked at REI. Why would you keep my identity secret?”
 
   His words gave her the answer she needed. “Jeff, your telepathy can help me in checking out suspected spies engaged in industrial espionage. I find the prime candidates, you read their minds to see if they are spies. I pay you some bucks as my confidential informant. What do you say?”
 
   He scowled. “Don’t like going into other minds. It hurts. But if I did this, could you really keep my name secret? Could you put me down as an informant? And could I continue with my rescues?”
 
   “Yes, I could, three times over,” she said, feeling of rush of caring for this young man who had spent most of his life feeling like the ultimate outsider, someone unable to connect with other people. Maybe she could help with that. At the least she could be an ally to him, someone who understood why he chose to rescue hostages. He could not save his Mom from cancer, or his Dad from the DWI. But he had saved her from a drunk driver. And in the future he could save more people held hostage by terrorists. Maybe he didn’t always have to be an outsider, a loner. Maybe there could be more. Was that possible?
 
   Jeff’s black eyebrows rose. “You just thought ‘maybe there could be more’. About us. You and me. Could there be?”
 
   Janet showed him her feelings and her thoughts and her worries. It felt right to share this way with him. “Yeah, I’m willing to give it a try. Jeff, we’ll see each other now and then. You do some assignments for me. I meet you to get your reports. We have some drinks. We dine out. All on the federal per diem tab. What say?”
 
    
 
   ♦   ♦   ♦
 
    
 
   I liked her mind honesty. She was not promising love or easy sex or anything other than an effort to get to know each other, to have a good time together, and to learn whether there was a basis for getting closer. Her caution fit my own instincts. I’d spent years on my own, in college, and in the year I’d been working in Santa Fe, after my Dad’s passing. I was not the emotionally impulsive type. Action impulsive yes, as I’d learned upon seeing the TV news about the four hostage takings by deadly terrorists. Maybe my impulse to save lives could use some caution leavening from a trained special agent for the FBI. The glimpse I’d had of her memories of training at the FBI academy told me she knew and understood stuff about criminals and bad guys that I didn’t know. Yes, I could research in great detail on the internet. And I could fit the pieces together of that research. But she understood people, understood how they worked. Knowing her would be an asset to any future rescue I might try. And it might become deeper than that, if I was lucky. If we were both lucky.
 
   “I say sure, let’s soak the Treasury Department for all its spare change!”
 
   She liked my joking and she liked how I looked. More important, she liked my devotion to my Mom’s admonition to help people. And she respected me. That felt really good. I’d never felt much in the way of respect from the teachers in high school, from the other REI managers, or from my college professors.
 
   “Great!” she said, then looked around before looking up at me. “Uh, time to head back to your place?”
 
   “Maybe. Tell me, do you like fishing?”
 
   Delight filled her face. “Yes! I love it! My Dad took me fishing with him to all the lakes near where we lived in Nebraska. Do you use lake floaters or flies for the streams?”
 
   “Both.” I stepped closer to her. “Would you like to see my favorite fishing spot?”
 
   She raised her blond eyebrows, then looked down as my arms reached out to her. “Uh, is this going to be another teleport thingie?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Janet grinned big. “Well, let’s go see your favorite fishing spot!”
 
   Wrapping my arms around her waist, I pulled her into close contact with me. She felt warm and good and too many other things I’d done my best to avoid over the years. Holding her close was enough for now. I thought of the deep pool of water that lay below the Jemez Falls. It was a small place surrounded by granite boulders and rocky walls. There was green lichen on some of the rock walls and a giant ponderosa rose up from a rocky crevice that supported its roots. Its thick limbs spread green needles high above the pool. I’d always liked porting there with the pole I had stored in the nearby cave. Now, I recalled the flat rock spot at the foot of the pool, near to where the pool water flowed out in a stream that tumbled rapidly downhill. I thought “I wish to be there.”
 
   And we were.
 
   Together we stood there, looking at the blue waters, the gray rock walls, the red barked ponderosas and listening to the screech of a golden eagle as it flew high overhead.
 
   “Like it?”
 
   “Oh, yes, very much!”
 
   She hugged me. I hugged her back.
 
   It looked like the future might be something we were both going to enjoy.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
    
 
   T. Jackson King (Tom) is a professional archaeologist, journalist and retired Hippie. He learned early on to question authority and find answers for himself, thanks to reading lots of science fiction. He also worked at a radiocarbon dating laboratory at UC Riverside and UCLA. Tom attended college in Paris and Tokyo. He is a graduate of UCLA (M.A. 1976, archaeology) and the University of Tennessee (B.Sc. 1971, journalism). He has worked as an archaeologist in the American Southwest and has traveled widely in Europe, Russia, Japan, Canada, Mexico and the USA. Other jobs have included short order cook, hotel clerk, legal assistant, telephone order taker, investigative reporter and newspaper editor. He also survived the warped speech-talk of local politicians and escaped with his hide intact. Tom writes hard science fiction, anthropological scifi, dark fantasy/horror and contemporary fantasy/magic realism. Tom’s novels are BATTLEGROUP (2016), BATTLESTAR (2016), DEFEAT THE ALIENS (2016), FIGHT THE ALIENS (2016), FIRST CONTACT (2015), ESCAPE FROM ALIENS (2015), ALIENS VS. HUMANS (2015), FREEDOM VS. ALIENS (2015), HUMANS VS. ALIENS (2015), GENECODE ILLEGAL (2014), EARTH VS. ALIENS (2014), ALIEN ASSASSIN (2014), THE MEMORY SINGER (2014), ANARCHATE VIGILANTE (2014), GALACTIC VIGILANTE (2013), NEBULA VIGILANTE (2013), SPEAKER TO ALIENS (2013), GALACTIC AVATAR (2013), STELLAR ASSASSIN (2013), STAR VIGILANTE (2012), THE GAEAN ENCHANTMENT (2012),  LITTLE BROTHER’S WORLD (2010), ANCESTOR’S WORLD (1996, with A.C. Crispin), and RETREAD SHOP (1988, 2012). His short stories appeared in JUDGMENT DAY AND OTHER DREAMS (2009). His poetry appeared in MOTHER EARTH’S STRETCH MARKS (2009). Tom lives in Santa Fe, New Mexico, USA with his wife Sue. More information on Tom’s writings can be found at www.tjacksonking.com/.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PRAISE FOR T. JACKSON KING’S BOOKS
 
    
 
   EARTH VS. ALIENS
 
   
“This story is the best space opera I've read in many years. The author knows his Mammalian Behavior. If we’re lucky it’ll become a movie soon. Many of the ideas are BRAND NEW and I loved the adaptability of people in the story line. AWESOME!!”—Phil W. King, Amazon 
 
    
 
   “It’s good space opera. I liked the story and wanted to know what happened next. The characters are interesting and culturally diverse. The underlying theme is that humans are part of nature and nature is red of tooth and claw. Therefore, humans are naturally violent, which fortunately makes them a match for the predators from space.”—Frank C. Hemingway, Amazon
 
    
 
   STAR VIGILANTE

“For a fast-paced adventure with cool tech, choose Star Vigilante. This is the story of three outsiders. Can three outsiders bond together to save Eliana's planet from eco-destruction at the hands of a ruthless mining enterprise?” –Bonnie Gordon, Los Alamos Daily Post
 
    
 
   STELLAR ASSASSIN
 
   “T. Jackson King’s Stellar Assassin is an ambitious science fiction epic that sings! Filled with totally alien lifeforms, one lonely human, an archaeologist named Al Lancaster must find his way through trade guilds, political maneuvering and indentured servitude, while trying to reconcile his new career as an assassin with his deeply-held belief in the teachings of Buddha. . . This is a huge, colorful, complicated world with complex characters, outstanding dialogue, believable motivations, wonderful high-tech battle sequences and, on occasion, a real heart-stringer . . . This is an almost perfectly edited novel as well, which is a bonus. This is a wonderful novel, written by a wonderful author . . .Bravo! Five Stars!” –Linell Jeppsen, Amazon
 
    
 
   LITTLE BROTHER’S WORLD
 
   “If you’re sensing a whiff of Andre Norton or Robert A. Heinlein, you’re not mistaken . . . The influence is certainly there, but Little Brother’s World is no mere imitation of Star Man’s Son or Citizen of the Galaxy. Rather, it takes the sensibility of those sorts of books and makes of it something fresh and new. T. Jackson King is doing his part to further the great conversation of science fiction; it’ll be interesting to see where he goes next.”–Don Sakers, Analog
 
    
“When I’m turning a friend on to a good writer I’ve just discovered, I'll often say something like, “Give him ten pages and you’ll never be able to put him down.” Once in a long while, I'll say, “Give him five pages.” It took T. Jackson King exactly one sentence to set his hook so deep in me that I finished LITTLE BROTHER’S WORLD in a single sitting, and I’ll be thinking about that vivid world for a long time to come. The last writer I can recall with the courage to make a protagonist out of someone as profoundly Different as Little Brother was James Tiptree Jr., with her remarkable debut novel UP THE WALLS OF THE WORLD. I think Mr. King has met that challenge even more successfully. His own writing DNA borrows genes from writers as diverse as Tiptree, Heinlein, Norton, Zelazny, Sturgeon, Pohl, and Doctorow, and splices them together very effectively.” –Spider Robinson, Hugo, Nebula and Campbell Award winner

“Little Brother's World is a sci-fi novel where Genetic Engineering exists. . . It contains enough details and enough thrills to make the book buyers/readers grab it and settle in for an afternoon read. The book is well-written and had a well-defined plot . . . I never found a boring part in the story. It was fast-paced and kept me entertained all throughout. The characters are fascinating and likeable too. This book made me realize about a possible outcome, when finally science and technology wins over traditional ones. . . All in all, Little Brother’s World is another sci-fi novel from T. Jackson King that is both exciting, thrilling and fun. Full of suspense, adventure, romance, secrets, conspiracies, this book would take you in a roller-coaster ride.” –Abby Flores, Bookshelf Confessions
 
    
 
   THE MEMORY SINGER
 
   
“A coming of age story reminiscent of Robert A. Heinlein or Alexei Panshin. Jax [the main character] is a fun character, and her world is compelling. The social patterns of Ship life are fascinating, and the Alish’Tak [the main alien species] are sufficiently alien to make for a fairly complex book. Very enjoyable.”—Don Sakers, Analog Science Fiction
 
    
 
   “Author T. Jackson King brings his polished writing style, his knowledge of science fiction ‘hardware,’ and his believable aliens to his latest novel The Memory Singer. But all this is merely backdrop to the adventures of Jax Cochrane, a smart, rebellious teen who wants more from life than the confines of a generational starship. There are worlds of humans and aliens out there. When headstrong Jax decides that it’s time to discover and explore them, nothing can hold back this defiant teen. You’ll want to accompany this young woman . . in this fine coming-of-age story.”—Jean Kilczer, Amazon
 
    
 
   RETREAD SHOP
 
   
“Engaging alien characters, a likable protagonist, and a vividly realized world make King’s first sf novel a good purchase for sf collections.”–Library Journal
 
   
“A very pleasant tour through the author’s inventive mind, and an above average story as well.”–Science Fiction Chronicle
 
    
 
   “Fun, with lots of outrageously weird aliens.”—Locus
 
    
 
   “The writing is sharp, the plotting tight, and the twists ingenious. It would be worth reading, if only for the beautiful delineations of alien races working with and against one another against the background of an interstellar marketplace. The story carries you . . . with a verve and vigor that bodes well for future stories by this author. Recommended.”–Science Fiction Review
 
    
 
   “For weird aliens, and I do mean weird, choose Retread Shop. The story takes place on a galactic trading base, where hundreds of species try to gain the upper hand for themselves and for their group. Sixteen year-old billy is the sole human on the Retread Shop, stranded when his parents and their shipmates perished. What really makes the ride fun are the aliens Billy teams up with, including two who are plants. It's herbivores vs. carnivores, herd species vs. loners, mammals vs. insects and so on. The wild variety of physical types is only matched by the extensive array of cultures, which makes for a very entertaining read.” –Bonnie Gordon, Los Alamos Daily Post
 
   
“Similar in feel to Roger Zelazny's Alien Speedway series is Retread Shop by T. Jackson King. It's an orphan-human-in-alien-society-makes-good story. Well-written and entertaining, it could be read either as a Young Adult or as straight SF with equal enjoyment.” –Chuq Von Rospach, OtherRealms 22

“If you liked Stephen Goldin’s Jade Darcy books duo, and Julie Czerneda’s Clan trilogy, then you will probably like Retread Shop since it too has multiple aliens, an eatery, and an infinity of odd events that range from riots, to conspiracy, to exploring new worlds and to alien eating habits . . . It’s a fun reader's ride and thoroughly entertaining. And, sigh, I wish that the author would write more books set in this background.” –Lyn McConchie, co-author of the Beastmaster series
 
    
 
   HUMANS VS. ALIENS
 
   
“Another great book from this author. This series has great characters and story is wall to wall excitement. Look forward to next book.”—William R. Thomas, Amazon
 
    
 
   “Humans are once again aggressive and blood thirsty to defend the Earth. Pace is quick and action is plentiful. Some unexpected plot twists, but you always know the home team is the best.”—C. Cook, Amazon
 
    
 
   ANCESTOR’S WORLD
 
   “T. Jackson King is a professional archaeologist and he uses that to great advantage in Ancestor’s World. I was just as fascinated by the details of the archaeology procedures as I was by the unfolding of the plot . . . What follows is a tightly plotted, suspenseful novel.”–Absolute Magnitude 
 
   “The latest in the StarBridge series from King, a former Rogue Valley resident now living and writing in Arizona, follows the action on planet Na-Dina, where the tombs of 46 dynasties have lain undisturbed for 6,000 years until a human archaeologist and a galactic gumshoe show up. Set your phasers for fun.”–Medford Mail Tribune 
 
    
 
   ALIEN ASSASSIN
 
   “The Assassin series is required reading in adventure, excitement and daring. The galactic vistas, the advanced alien technologies and the action make all the Assassin books a guarantee of a good read. Please keep them coming!”—C. B. Symons, Amazon
 
    
 
   “KING STRIKES AGAIN! Yes, T. Jackson King gives us yet again a great space adventure. I loved the drama and adventure in this book. There is treachery in this one too which heightens the suspense. Being the only human isn’t easy, but Al pulls it off. Loved the Dino babies and how they are being developed into an important part of the family of assassins. All of the fun takes place right here and we are not left hanging off the cliff. Write on T.J.”—K. McClell, Amazon
 
    
 
   THE GAEAN ENCHANTMENT
 
   “For magic, a quest and a new battle around every corner, go with The Gaean Enchantment. In this novel, Earth has entered a new phase as it cycles through the universe. In this phase, some kinds of “magic” work, but tech is rapidly ceasing to function. In the world of this book, incantation and sympathetic magic function through connection to spirit figures who might be described as gods.” –Bonnie Gordon, Los Alamos Daily Post 
 
    
 
   “In The Gaean Enchantment the main character, Thomas, back from Vietnam and with all the PTSD that many soldiers have—nightmares, blackouts—finds his truth through the finding of his totem animal, the buffalo Black Mane. He teaches Thomas that violence and killing must always be done as a last resort, and that the energies of his soul are more powerful than any arsenal . . . Don’t miss this amazing novel of magic and soul transformation, deep love, and Artemis, goddess of the hunt and protector of women.”–Catherine Herbison-Wiget, Amazon
 
    
 
   JUDGMENT DAY AND OTHER DREAMS
 
   “King is a prolific writer with an old-time approach–he tells straight-ahead stories and asks the big questions. No topic is off limits and he writes with an explorer’s zest for uncovering the unknown. He takes readers right into the world of each story, so each rustle of a tree, each whisper of the wind, blows softly against your inner ear.”–Scott Turick, Daytona Beach News-Journal
 
   
“Congratulations on the long overdue story collection, Tom! What I find most terrific is your range of topics and styles. You have always been an explorer.”–David Brin, Nebula and Hugo winner
 
   
“I’m thoroughly loving [the stories]; the prose is the kind that makes me stop and savor it – roll phrases over my tongue – delicious. I loved the way you conjure up a whole world or civilization so economically.”–Sheila Finch, SF author
 
   
“Judgment Day and Other Dreams . . . would make a valued addition to any science fiction or fantasy library. There is a satisfying and engrossing attention to detail within the varied stories . . . The common thread among all works is the intimate human element at the heart of each piece. King's prose displays a mastery over these myriad subjects without alienating the uninitiated, thus providing the reader with a smooth, coherent, and altogether enjoyable experience . . . King is able to initiate the reader naturally through plot and precise prose, as if being eased into a warm bath . . . There is a dedicated unity amongst some of the entries in this anthology that begs to be explored in longer formats. And the works which stand apart are just as notable and exemplify King's grasp of human emotions and interactions. This collection displays the qualities of fine writing backed by a knowledgeable hand and a vivid imagination . . . If Judgment Day and Other Dreams is anything to go by, T. Jackson King should be a household name.” –John Sulyok, Tangent Online
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