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Chez Bernie Restaurant, Washington, D.C.

Saturday lunchtime

JAZZ CASTRO WAS STILL a few feet away from the honeymooners at lucky Table 7, when a distant BOOM! rattled the restaurant windows. She staggered a bit at what had to be an explosion, and the dessert started to drift unbalanced across the tray in her hand.

She recovered just in time to slip her precious cargo onto the table, followed immediately by a pair of dessert forks. Whew! she thought, as she eyed the île flottante, a floating island of meringue, ringed with crème anglaise and domed with a birdcage of solidified caramel. The male honeymooner made her doubly glad she hadn’t dropped it. He was a loud guy in a loud purple shirt and white tie—just the sort to stand up and slow clap.

Immediately after they heard the explosion, Purple Shirt Guy sprang to his feet, ignoring the dessert Jazz had so carefully transported. Other patrons also rose to gather at the dining room windows.

When Purple Shirt Guy’s Brand-New Wife stood, he murmured: “Babe, did that sound to you like something blowing up?”

Aside from the sudden—but momentary—shaking of the windows, there was little evidence of an explosion. No flying debris, no smoke. Out on the street, a bike messenger crashed into a van, but the accident was seemingly caused by inattention—not by a shock wave. Passersby helped him to his feet, but the bike would need a new front wheel.

Jazz had earlier figured that two male patrons—who kept looking around, and were dressed in ill-fitting black suits—were probably FBI or Secret Service Agents. Now the two Crappy Suits dashed from the restaurant into the street, stopping suddenly and looking around. Then, they craned their necks and turned back to the crowd at the windows. They shrugged. Nothing to see. Nothing to report.

A ten-year-old boy, carefully examining the windows for damage, did find one angled and glinting line. This he proved to be a crack and not a spider web by cutting his finger on it. When he wiped a drop of blood on his pants, he drew not sympathy, but a reprimand from his mother.

“Do you know what’s going on?” Jazz asked Gabriel Thomas, an older waiter and co-owner of the restaurant. Jazz had come over to him, carefully navigating among the tables, staying clear of the one that Gabriel had insisted for some reason be kept empty and draped in black. Gabriel was older, but devilishly handsome and even mysterious. Unlike other men she’d known, Gabriel seemed to be hiding some delicious secrets. She wished she had the nerve to tell him what she thought.

As she inched ever closer to retirement age, Jazz felt like she’d missed out on life. Yes, even with limited resources, she’d had fun traveling the world. With ingenuity and Google-Fu, she’d managed a behind-the-rocks tour of the temple at Petra. But she’d trade it all for...

Jazz had been married twice, but they’d been short and disastrous. In retrospect, she had never experienced True Love. She still had her looks, with a slim figure and long straight hair she kept dyed jet black. And weren’t her funky cat-eye glasses super-cute? But, she was scared that she was running out of time. Gabriel... Gabriel might be The One.

“I’ll let you know the minute I find out anything,” Gabriel said, looking at his phone, but tilting it away so Jazz couldn’t see the screen. What was he hiding?

“OK, let me know,” she said, and went back to waitressing.

The restaurant’s customers concluded, as a group, that it probably wasn’t an explosion after all. Purple Shirt Guy proclaimed—loudly, to everyone—his evidence-free theory that it was actually construction debris being dropped into a dumpster. In any case, whatever it was became less of an immediate concern than the île flottante tempting him and his bride.

Drifting back to his seat, one of the Crappy Suits pulled a vibrating cell phone from his pants pocket. Then he froze mid-stride and, with a shocked expression, flashed the phone at the other Crappy Suit, who squinted, then grimaced in horror, and fumbled for his wallet and flung some bills in the general direction of their table. Both Crappy Suits then dashed for the front door. Jazz thought she overheard them say one thing: White House.

That prompted her to check her cell phone for news. Nothing yet. She was about to trawl through social media, when the phone vibrated in her hand. An incoming alert confirmed what she’d overheard:

Truck bomb explosion outside White House. That was almost two miles and four dozen blocks away. Stay off streets. Emergency and military vehicles have right of way.

A few more patrons threw down money and rushed for the door.

Gabriel showed Jazz what was now on his phone, and they traded snatches of information:

Social media was abuzz with jerky, hand-held footage. Firefighters were watering down the flames licking the flattened wreckage of a delivery van. An FBI agent pointed excitedly at a license plate, twisted and blackened but still legible. Could they use that to track the perp?

More details emerged, snatches of chaos in panicked five-second videos and frantic posts full of typos. Broken windows for blocks. A wrecked fence. Now closer to the scene: Blood splatters on the pavement, still wet and glistening. These led to: A young man lying on the sidewalk, his body unmoving, except for a single hand jerking wildly, a leash wrapped around the wrist. At the other end of the leash, a miniature Schnauzer was jumping up and down, then nosing a big pile of crumpled and bloody fur, barking for his doggie pal to wake up so they could continue their walkies. A nanny had been cut by flying shrapnel, blood pouring from between the fingers she held uselessly to her forehead. The baby in her stroller was screaming but miraculously unhurt—it was a smaller target. One particularly horrible video showed a young couple, talking excitedly and smiling lasciviously at each other, maybe on a first date, when their legs were simultaneously cut out from under them.

But what of the President?

In a few spots, fires burned on the White House façade, and the rest was blackened and pockmarked. The van had first launched a napalm-filled firebomb at the White House, then blown itself up with a payload of nails and ball bearings aimed in the same general direction. At the time, the older bulletproof glass in the White house was in the process of being replaced by newer, thicker unidirectional ballistic glass, a laminate of plastic polymer and lithium aluminosilicate glass. Much of the older glass was shattered. The newer panes were mostly shaken from their frames, and now lay strewn about the White House lawn, as intact rectangles reflecting the flickering flames.

Not long afterward, President Howard released a brief statement from his bunker.


We do not yet know who committed this heinous act of unwarranted aggression, nor do we know their purpose. But, we know ours. If the perpetrators hoped to break us or our system of government, we remain unbroken. If they are attempting to change our minds or our actions with their senseless violence, we remain unpersuaded. We are Americans all, and we will forever be unbowed, unbreakable in our spirits and undeterred from our noble objectives.



Jazz thought that, without naming names, President Howard had managed to be quite clear about who he thought the perpetrators were.

Recent news had been dominated by reports that Russian forces were massing on their border with the Baltic state of Khovaslova. It was rich in rare earth metal deposits, which Russia could use to supercharge its petroleum industry, still a huge percentage of its economy. With the new incoming funds, the Russians, led by the ruthless Ivan the Inevitable, would be able to push anywhere and everywhere they wished, restoring their ancient land and establishing what some called The Third Empire. This goal was not a secret to anyone in the West who followed the most popular Russian-language podcasts and news sources.

Nor was it a secret that President Howard had vowed to do everything he could to oppose this new aggression, just as America had stood in opposition to the Russian invasion of Ukraine years before. Howard had already issued an emergency determination for $120 million for Khovaslovan military aid, and was pushing Congress to pass another $750 million. He knew that this put a new bulls-eye on his back, but did it anyway.

A year earlier, Russian assassins had targeted the leaders of the West, far too often succeeding. They aimed at anyone who opposed their coming invasion of Khovaslova, replacing them with puppets of their own choosing. Even President Howard was almost burned alive. Was the bombing another attack on Howard? What crazy schemes would the Russians try next?

And what, if anything, did all this have to do with the little French restaurant where Jazz worked?

Chez Bernie was popular with politicos, and thus became ground zero for some of the attacks. Jazz had also noticed that many of the people who came and went were CIA agents, who annoyingly took up table space without placing a meal order.

Jazz had also picked up a weird psychic vibe to the restaurant: Chez Bernie was, after all, the only restaurant with a weekend house band suspiciously called “Mentallica.” It had also had a resident fortune teller—Katrinka Kharatyan, who seemed to actually know fragments of the future, like which apartment ad Jazz should answer. She also seemed to know how Jazz’s dates had gone, without being told. Meaning: she was either really good at reading expressions—or at reading minds. This was all before Katrinka died under circumstances that no one, especially Gabriel, Katrinka’s erstwhile lover, would fully explain to her.

Or was Jazz just reading into things? But didn’t it seem odd the year before, when the main restaurant staff, including Gabriel and Bernarde, suddenly jetted off to Paris for some reason? Did they have something to do with the capture there of the Russians’ lead assassin, Nikolai Aslanov?

Now, with the Russkies about to invade Khovaslova, would there be more secretive shenanigans at the restaurant?

For most people, it was far too stressful to think about the impending Russian war in Khovaslova. Or to think about the myriad stateless actors who vowed to bring death to America, or about the countless crazy people out there... it was just overwhelming.

So rather than think about all the danger, most of the customers, like Purple Shirt Guy, mentally withdrew and returned to their own lives. They didn’t know how to respond to all the dangers in the world, so they did nothing. Nothing except call Jazz over for more coffee or wine. Or another île flottante.

Now finished plates were accumulating in the kitchen, and Bernarde was yelling for Jazz, Gabriel and the other waitstaff to distribute them. Bernarde reminded them: There would be no microwaving cold food in his French restaurant!

As Jazz was delivering some tagliatelle with salmon and mussels marinière, she saw Bernarde calling his old friend Gabriel over. Were they planning secret chicanery related to the White House bombing?

#
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BERNARDE CARDONNE WAS a man of middle height, leaning on a cane with a carved wooden handle, a snail munching on a leaf. He was 75 like Gabriel, but full of energy, usually policing his kitchen, making sure the chocolate piping was smooth and even, or yelling at anyone using olive oil instead of butter.

Gabriel was a little taller than Bernarde, and a little more fit. He tried valiantly to suppress his grin when he read Jazz Castro’s thought: So handsome! Looks so much younger than he is. Once he was close enough to Bernarde, he asked, “Have you heard anything from the Colonel?”

“No. Rien.” Bernarde shook his old head, as he watched cop cars through the windows, racing down the street toward Pennsylvania Avenue.

“Gibson must have his hands full,” Gabriel said. Then, he thought at Bernarde: So we carry on like nothing happened?

Until we receive new orders, Bernarde thought back to his old friend. The show must go on.

The customers were still buzzing, but starting to re-focus on their food. One thought: Sure, shit happens, but this Valencia paella is not going to eat itself. Gabriel read his mind and then thought: What a self-centered prick! The worst part about mind reading is reading other people’s minds. It was Katrinka who had said that, alas.

Now Gabriel was giving some wine suggestions, noting that one should consider a wine’s acidity and sweetness, its boldness and bitterness. This meant a nice pairing of a particular Bordeaux with the boeuf bourguignon, or seafood and the sauvignon blanc. But, he felt like he was on auto-pilot, except for scanning the minds of the restaurant’s patrons. Did any of them know anything about that truck bomb? Was one of them, gods forbid, the actual bomber?

A Congressman was thinking: How can I use this bombing in my next campaign mailer? We need to walk a fine line, drumming up anger at the attack on the White House, but without engendering sympathy for President Howard. Of course, I’d be overjoyed if Howard snuffed it, but you can’t just say that out loud...

Abruptly, everyone was pointing at their phones. The cops had a suspect!

They had traced the owner of the van by its license plate.

Now news cameras followed the Capitol police—eagerly and en masse, but at a prescribed distance—as they and Secret Service agents invaded a local DC warehouse. Gabriel wondered if the Russians had recruited the truck bomber from among the poor or found a naïve and ill-informed college student.

Alas, cops and agents soon filed out of the building. When reporters approached, the cops shrugged. It became clear that the building was empty. The suspect had vanished. Agents would pick it over for clues in the dust, but they weren’t hopeful.

Once more, Gabriel looked around the restaurant and scanned the thoughts within his limited range. No one was above suspicion.

He suppressed a weary sigh.

It wouldn’t do to let the customers see how tired he was. I’m old, but I don’t want to feel old, do I?

Yes, he had helped beat the Russians and foil some of their assassination attempts, but that battle had taken a lot out of him. Not the least because he was still heartbroken over one of the other psychic agents, Katrinka Kharatyan, who had sacrificed herself in their effort. He had been looking forward to spending his twilight years in bliss with her, but now...

Near the front of the crowded restaurant was one empty table. This was where Katrinka had done “psychic readings.” It was now marked with her crystal ball and a black tablecloth. After a year, Bernarde kept telling Gabriel it was time to move on, reminding him of all the revenue that one empty table was costing them.

On this one point—Katrinka’s table—Gabriel remained unpersuaded. Just like President Howard. If he was going to continue working for the CIA, continue fighting the war, this was his price.
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The Truth Palace, Washington, D.C.

Later that day

––––––––
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THE NIGHT OF THE WHITE House bombing, Gabriel and the rest of the staff at Chez Bernie had been scheduled to cater a fundraising party at the Truth Palace. All through the afternoon break, Jazz was wondering if the party would be cancelled.

Then, Speaker of the House Elmer Tristan Kaehler, head of the Truth Party, went on TV. “If we cancelled tonight’s gathering, that would be letting the bad guys win. Of course, there remains the question of who exactly the ‘bad guys’ are. Please consider that the attack was on the White House, a location policed by the Patriot Party. No one there was hurt, though many people on the street were. What does that mean? One can’t help but wonder if this so-called bombing was as a false-flag operation, meant to interfere with tonight’s festivities, which I have carefully planned and scheduled for months, at great personal effort and expense. No, this event will be spectacular, and I have no plans to cancel it for any reason.”

The Truth Palace was a beautiful building in the Neo-Romanesque style, its façade featuring a central clock tower flanked by two square towers, all rising above an elegant wall of windows and arches. The atrium was an enormous interior space five stories tall, lined with sparkling glass that shimmered with corruption—this used to be a Post Office, but was closed down and sold by a past President to his friends for pennies on the dollar.

Now, the Palace was a mixed hotel-residence-conference space, and tonight, Speaker Kaehler was throwing a party for himself, celebrating his latest efforts to stonewall President Howard’s efforts to get military aid to Khovaslova. One late-night comedy show had him saying, “If I make enough of a nuisance of myself, that’s headlines, and then I’ll be in a good position for the Presidential Primaries next year.”

Jazz had carefully prepared for the evening’s festivities, donning her favorite magnetic eyelashes and funky cat-eye glasses. She went to the upstairs party venue to set up the flower delivery, and to prepare various small and private little rooms with luxurious and comfortable accommodations.

After that, she and Gabriel both set to work arranging, on a long table to one side of the foyer, an array of wines, craft beers, and whiskies. All the time they worked side by side, Jazz kept stealing glances at him, and thought of taking a few minutes to declare herself, but she couldn’t work up the courage. This, even though Gabriel kept glancing back at her, as if he knew something was up.

She wanted to be at her best when she finally talked to him. And she was still rattled by the bombing earlier that day—all the cops and flashing lights were not making her feel any safer. Plus, she was nervous about fitting into the Palace’s poshness. Jazz had not come from money, but she put on her game face, picking a last bit of lint off her long-sleeved, button-down banquet coat, black like crushed velvet. Then, she took up a tray of wines, ready to serve the guests as they trickled in. Maybe afterwards she could talk to Gabriel?

Speaker Kaehler arrived in a crimson tuxedo, with a ruffled shirt and a smug expression. He went straight toward a bevy of young women, many with hair dyed in colors not seen in nature.

Jazz remembered when Kaehler had interrupted himself during a House budget conference to muse, off-topic, that “women should be blonde or brunette, preferably blonde, because like First Corinthians says, it’s her godly glory. The Whore of Babylon had purple hair.”

But now, at his party, one cute girl was rocking a short bob and bangs, black on the top graduating to bright purple on the bottom. A girl with enormous doe-like eyes had seductively fluorescent straight pink hair, with neon yellow highlights framing her face. Another girl had bright orange lipstick with faint upward streaks flowing into butterflies painted over her eyes, the wings in turn sweeping back and leading into two flying ponytail braids in rainbows of colors; her kimono had colorful butterflies as well. Jazz thought: If only I still looked like that!

Jazz did not need mindreading powers—unlike Gabriel and Bernarde, she had none—to tell how excited Kaehler was by the pretty girls. He had no obvious objections to their hair color, and it seemed weird to her that one of the most powerful men in the world would be so easily distracted.

In fact it was disgusting to Jazz, as the girls had eyes that were glazed over, and walked stiffly, robotically, as if drugged. Their minder was an older woman, her hair chestnut streaked with gold, her eyes roving over her flock. Jazz recognized her from news reports, always hanging around businessmen and politicos. Madame Célestine Apolline Beausoleil. A former beauty pageant queen and yacht-racing champion nicknamed the Gazelle, and as sleek as her namesake, with long, lithe limbs and a sophisticated way of carrying herself. Her evening gown seemed to shift colors, like a tricked-out Lamborghini, shifting from a deep purple to blue, with highlights of fuchsia that accentuated her sculpted form.

When Speaker Kaehler was finished flirting with the girls with funky hair, he said, “Sorry, gotta take care of business now.” Célestine winked at him as he wandered back into the crowd.

Others soon arrived. Many faces, like Célestine’s, were familiar from the news. There were politicians, agency heads, business bigwigs, and a few famous Hollywood figures. One of the most conservative male politicians had a lot of pretty, pretty boys that he called interns. Célestine greeted the newcomers with a warm smile and a peck on the cheek. She seemed to know everyone, and to watch everyone like a hawk.

#

[image: ]


ON THE OTHER SIDE OF the grand entryway, Gabriel had a white napkin draped over his left forearm and held a tray of mini-crabcakes. As he circulated, he put his psychic powers on soft focus. He could read minds, but only from a few feet away, and he couldn’t be everywhere. The party was so crowded that he often overheard several minds simultaneously and it was increasingly stressful and difficult to sort out the overlapping thoughts.

Gibson had given him a short list of key targets, but it would look suspicious if he hovered around them. What if they thought something important, but at that moment, Gabriel was across the room?

Furthermore, the exertion was causing increasingly bad headaches. I refuse to get old, he admitted, as he skimmed through the crowd, dipping in and out of minds as he went, searching for any ominous thoughts. The thing that surprised him most was that not a single person was thinking about the war looming in Khovaslova. Most of the pundits thought it was at least three weeks away, when the now-muddy land had dried out after the spring melt. In three weeks, the ground would be firm enough to support the weight of Russian tanks—thousands of them. President Howard was desperate for Congress to pass more Khovaslovan military defense funding before then.

Meanwhile, other members of the Chez Bernie crew were falling into their roles. Bernarde was waving his cane around, directing traffic. Grandmotherly Calli Maduro had a tray of bacon-wrapped scallops impaled on toothpicks flying colorful flags. Green-eyed Angela Berryman had small puffy vol-au-vents filled with chicken.

Colin Visnic, young and intent and slender, was adjusting the pegs on his Fender Stratocaster and doing some vocal exercises. His girlfriend Very Lapinne usually played the theremin, but was now doubling on the drums, to give the opening song a martial feel.

Even if none of the politicians cared about the imminent tragedies around the world, the musicians did. Very and Jacques Montreux, the main drummer, started a hyper-kinetic drum roll as the Chez Bernie house band, Mentallica, launched themselves to a dramatic start. Red lights, centered on Very, seemed to appear from nowhere, as if bathing the band in fire, drowning them in blood.

Colin shredded his vocal chords shout-singing, “War! What is it good for?”

No one around Jazz was paying attention, but she chimed in with the proper response: “Absolutely nothing!”

#
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A RUSSIAN MAN WHOSE body bore the scars of many wars, both large and small, both declared and not, now sidled up to Célestine. He was heavily muscled, but missing his right pinky and several pieces of skull. These he had lost years before during the Ukraine war, when an enemy drone, falling short of its intended target of a Voronezh aircraft factory, had blown up his family’s house instead. His father had enough money to pay a doctor to repair the skull, but not the finger. The former was accomplished by inserting various cheap pieces of steel plate, bent and more-or-less cut to size. The patches, thank heaven, no longer got infected or leaked cerebrospinal fluid, though they still itched occasionally under his scalp. The edges of the plates still showed a little under his short, military-crop haircut.

As a youth, he thought the metal plates in his head made him invincible. This self-assessment proved inaccurate, as evidenced by the fate of his nose. This was broken in various boxing matches, at least two or three times—it was now hard to count—and formed a jagged Z-shape in the middle of his face. Still, over the years, he had learned various hand-to-hand combat techniques and developed a tenacity many found useful, along with a loyalty to immediate superiors rather than any particular doctrine or governmental agency.

His name was Arseni Nichevoff, nicknamed the Russian God of Snowstorms, though Célestine was never careless enough to say either aloud. He glanced around the party. Various waitstaff circulated with trays of wine and appetizers; these treats were of no interest to Nichevoff, as his nose no longer provided a sense of smell. But he waited patiently until the waiters and patrons were gone, and then gently ushered Célestine into a quiet, secluded alcove.

Without saying a word, Nichevoff tilted his phone toward her with one hand, while cupping it with the other. Célestine could see, but no one else could. He was even careful to ensure that no one was positioned to see a tiny reflection in Célestine’s eyes.

Nichevoff’s screen showed a man in his thirties, with long dark brown hair, driving a delivery van. The caption below the photo—taken by a traffic camera—read: “Is this the White House truck bomber?”

Célestine grimaced and turned away in disgust, but then plastered on a smile to hide her frustration.

Nichevoff blacked his screen and dropped the phone into a pocket. Almost imperceptibly, he shrugged, palms up. Neither was a mindreader, but his meaning was unmistakable to her: Not my fault. You were there when I told him to wear a disguise.

Célestine breathed in deeply, and held it for several long seconds before slowly exhaling. The implications of this mistake were clear. First he misses his target. Now—If he’s caught, he’ll give us all away.

Célestine continued to breathe in and out wordlessly, until Nichevoff couldn’t take the silence anymore. “Have you... have you heard what the weather is supposed to be like tomorrow?”

When she finally answered, she sighed, almost sadly, “Rippling rain... So many plans ruined.”

Nichevoff acknowledged this coded order by scratching his chin three times with his four-fingered hand.

The order was for a hit on one of their own.

Her weather report was a verbal construct alluding to the great Russian poet Vladimir Mayakovsky. The stanza following the reference to “rippling rain” was: Running amok with a knife outside, the night caught up to him and stabbed him, unseen. The stroke of midnight fell, like a head from a guillotine.

“Of course, it will seem that the plans ruined themselves,” she whispered.

For emphasis, Célestine made a double-click sound with her tongue and the back of her two top front teeth, like: “Tck Tck.” This meant that he was to take care of it personally. He was the only one she could trust to clean up this mess properly.

Again, Nichevoff thrice scratched his chin with four fingers. “He is waiting for me now. He wants his payoff.” She nodded, and then he quietly slipped away.

As the God of Snowstorms left the crowded party, he briefly brushed shoulders with an old waiter. “Excuse me,” the God whispered, unaware that the waiter was headachy, struggling to sort the myriad thoughts he was reading. “Excuse me,” the waiter replied, unaware that metal plates in the God’s head rendered his mind invisible among the crowd.

#
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CÉLESTINE FLOATED BACK to the party. Conversations and arguments grew in volume. Some of the men had their heads together over the tables, and Jazz overheard the art of the deal in play. Votes were swapped for verbal promises of fancy cars and houses, to be received after they’d left office and no longer had to file financial disclosure reports or subject themselves to public scrutiny.

“Red, white or champagne?” Jazz said, offering a tray to Célestine.

Célestine sized her up. Jazz’s eyes were not doe-like and empty like others. Her clothing fit well, and her makeup was carefully applied.

“I would love a drink, my dear... Jazz,” the woman said, glancing at her nametag, with a fleur-de-lis and “Chez Bernie” in raised gold letters. “Short for Jasmine?”

“Jasmina.”

“Lovely to meet you, my dear.” Célestine introduced herself, words gently tumbling from her mouth like blown kisses, before doing a small curtsy.

Jazz hardly expected this high-society woman to curtsy before her, and wasn’t sure what to do. So she bowed her head slightly, careful not to spill her tray.

“Tell me, my dear Jazz...” Célestine pointed with her glass. “What do you think of this painting?” It was a Mark Rothko, a large almost comically-simple canvas depicting a gray rectangular blob, with a square orange blob underneath. Being an abstract, the Rothko was the perfect personality test. “We paid ten million twenty years ago. If it went for auction today, we’d probably get thirty or forty.”

Before she came back to Washington after her most-recent divorce, Jazz had seen Rothko’s paintings, both at the Tate in London and at MoMA in New York. They had not impressed. “How could this possibly be worth that much?”

“Some things have an intrinsic value in and of themselves.” For a moment, Célestine cradled Jazz’s face with her eyes. Then: “Just look at this! Really look at the colors.”

Jazz was a little weirded out by Célestine but humored her by taking a stand, an arm’s length from the canvas. She took off her cat-eye glasses and set them on her tray’s edge. “I can see better without these. For me, the perfect distance to stand from a painting is this: if you lean forward, you can see the brushstrokes, and if you lean back, you can take in the whole composition. Infinitesimal and infinite.”

Jazz blanked her mind, and thought to herself: Open to me, the doors of perception... The edges of her field of vision became dark and blurred, the center vignetted. Hidden details revealed themselves, but only to her.

Under the layers of orange, Jazz saw an almost-invisible vertical scar, two inches long. “Rothko must have damaged the canvas and glued a strip on the back. You can see where he gessoed and sanded it, re-gessoed, and re-sanded.”

“You have a really good eye,” said Célestine. “I’ve never noticed that before. I can’t even see it now. All I see is orange.”

Jazz had a theory: Some colorblind people are unable to distinguish green from red, so things are grayed out. On the other hand, tetrachromats—with an extra kind of cone in their eyes—could see fine distinctions between colors. Everyone was somewhere on this spectrum. Jazz thought about explaining this to Célestine, but the woman was making her ever more nervous.

Perhaps picking up on this non-verbal cue, Célestine said, “Here’s my card,” and handed Jazz a clear plastic rectangle, with gold letters that seemed to float in the air. “I help people find situations to use their hidden talents. You are more than you appear.”

Célestine winked, and then spun around and disappeared, her hips swaying, her shoulders catching the sparkling lights in fuchsia and bluish purples.

As she walked, Célestine motioned an assistant over.

“I want you to get this painting X-rayed,” Célestine said.

The assistant protested. “But it’s huge.”

“No, no. All I care about is the lower right-hand corner. Take it off the stretcher if you have to. I need to see the canvas sandwiched between other layers in the repair...”

Meanwhile, Jazz was glad to be out of Célestine’s presence. Even though she was beautiful and elegant, something seemed off. She might even be dangerous. Was she trying to recruit everyone into some enormous, complicated scheme? Célestine seemed to be someone who didn’t hire people, so much as collected them, putting them into boxes. Jazz didn’t want to be put in a box—especially if it meant being dressed up like a doll, like the girls with funny-colored hair. Yes, they were stunning, gorgeous, but in retrospect also robotic, probably drugged. No, that definitely wasn’t for her.

She threw Célestine’s card in the trash.

Jazz refreshed her tray of beverages and got back to work. Then she wandered as far as they could from Célestine, over to the other side of the main entertaining parlor, where Gabriel was holding a tray of mini-crabcakes. Speaker Kaehler was standing nearby impatiently, his tuxedo crimson, his face red and sweaty and shiny.

“Where’s that TV boy?” Kaehler asked.

Gabriel offered Kaehler a crabcake from his tray. Kaehler took one and wolfed it down in one gulp. Kaehler was one of the “key targets” Gibson had assigned him that night. Gabriel had no proof, but Kaehler was suspected of assorted wrongdoings.

With Speaker Kaehler standing in the way of President Howard’s re-election, his pal the CIA Director had taken it upon himself to order the Deputy Director to order the Executive Director to order the Deputy Executive Director to order the Director of Science and Technology to order the Office of Advanced Information Technology—which the CIA deemed psychic powers to be—to order Colonel Quentin Gibson, as Director of the Psychic CIA team, to order Gabriel Thomas to keep an eye on Speaker Kaehler.

But Gabriel couldn’t just suspiciously hover around Kaehler with a tray of crabcakes.

Luckily for Gabriel, Kaehler, in his gluttony and self-importance, set himself up for a fall.

As Gabriel turned to leave, Kaehler snapped, rather rudely: “Hey! I’m paying for these. Don’t go anywhere!” He pointed a finger—greasy from the crabcake—at Jazz and grabbed a glass of champagne from her tray. “You, too, sweetcheeks. Just stay right there.”

Jazz glanced at Gabriel, who whispered, “The customer is always right.” Gabriel was more than happy to stand there, listening.

Moments later, Kaehler’s chief aide arrived, with a television on an AV cart. He plugged in the power cable and reached to turn it on, when Kaehler roared, “Don’t just leave it in the middle of the hallway!”

Kaehler casually pushed aside a small sculpture on a desk: a priceless genuine Bouchardon equestrian sculpture—a study for a statue of Louis XV—on a priceless genuine Louis XIV writing desk, decorated with bronze sphinxes and acanthus leaf scrolls. He shoved the sculpture aside as if it were a tchotchke from a garage sale and set the television on the desk. On the screen, two talking heads were showing satellite pictures of the Russian side of the Khovaslovan border.


“Ted,” talking-head Louie said, “these are brand-new barracks, big enough for thirty thousand troops.”

“And, Louie,” talking-head Ted said, “these weren’t there a month ago?”

“No, Ted. You have to be impressed how quickly the Russians built these. And, Ted, here we see a fleet of BMP-3 infantry fighting vehicles. We know of at least 200, and we didn’t even think the Russians had that many left after all their losses in the Ukraine war. Here we see ballistic missile launchers, anti-aircraft guns, and a Tyulpan 240 mm self-propelled heavy mortar...”

“Louie, let’s bring in Truth Party Speaker of the House Tristan Kaehler for some commentary.”



Kaehler—now on his third crabcake and second glass of champagne—waved one arm for attention: “That’s me! That’s me! Turn it up! Turn it up!” He was standing so close that he almost blocked Jazz’s view of the TV.


“Mr. Speaker, what are your thoughts about this Russian build-up at the border with Khovaslova?”

“Obviously training exercises!” Kaehler said. “The Russian ambassador just told me that these are stationed temporarily.”

“An apparently provocative training exercise,” Louie said. “But this really looks like a prelude to an invasion.”

“Not an invasion—a re-unification!” Kaehler pushed himself back in his chair, smiling broadly. “A reunion of that which was artificially divided by some random lines drawn after the world wars. Khovaslova and Russia used to be the same country, and soon they’ll be reunited, like old lovers.”

“I hate to say it, but... You just gave us two mutually-exclusive explanations—but they both sound like Kremlin talking points,” Louie said.





Gabriel was stunned. The Speaker of the House of Representatives of the United States had just been accused of being a Russian asset. Now he could read the silent response in Kaehler’s head: They’re not using me, I’m using them! Gabriel saw a rare Italian sports car from the sixties: An Iso Grifo, blue exterior, white leather interior, with Italian styling and a Corvette engine. A mysterious man known to Kaehler as “the God of Snowstorms” had promised it as a gift “when this is all over.”

Bingo! Gabriel thought. The testimony of a mindreader would be laughed out of court, but Colonel Gibson will find this interesting. Perhaps he can find hard evidence?




“Khovaslova has never been part of Russia,” Louie said. “I’ll have to call bull hockey on that.”

Kaehler stood, huffing indignantly. “The Russians just want Khovaslova back. No big deal. Like returning your neighbor’s lawn mower.”

Louie said, incredulously: “Come on! When Russia invades, a lot more than grass is going to be mowed down. Why are you standing in the way of $750 million military aid package President Howard is pushing for? Without that, aren’t you just handing a defenseless little country over to Russia?”

“I’m not standing in anyone’s way! If Howard can’t scrounge up enough votes in Congress, that’s not my fault. And I have had enough of your liberal lies!”



After the TV bit was over:

Kaehler said aloud, “Why would we subject one of our biggest trading partners to this kind of witch hunt? Someone who sells us five billion in wheat every year? Do you want your children’s cereal bowls to be empty? I don’t see why we need to get involved.”

“I beg to differ,” Vice President Powell said.

“I’m sorry, sir,” a harried-looking aide said to the Speaker. “He wasn’t on the invite list. I’m not sure how he snuck in...”

“It’s OK, he can stay.”

While Speaker Kaehler was fattish, rude, slightly unkempt, Vice President Powell was the opposite—suave, fit, and good-looking. Though Gabriel thought him also a phony, a bit too suave, fit, and good-looking.

“Thank you, Speaker,” the Vice President said. “But... What you’re calling a training exercise is an invasion of a world superpower into another sovereign state. Is this why you keep holding up the appropriations bill?”

“I’ve got nothing against supporting our allies, militarily,” the Speaker said. “But if this is going to be a shooting war—which I doubt—we won’t go in with God’s blessing unless we are morally strong, too.”

“But adding amendments to a military aid bill...” the Vice President said, “to ban drag shows on Khovaslovan military bases—which isn’t even a thing...?”

“Do you know why the Roman Empire fell? Do you?”

“Wasn’t it lead in their water pipes?”

Someone else muttered softly, “Pandemics. The Plague of Justinian.”

“No,” Kaehler said, “it was because the men were too busy screwing the boys to pay attention to the Huns coming over the hills.”

Goths, Powell thought. Visigoths. And those plagues, worse than Covid. The boys, that was Greece. Ignoramus. He sighed. I hate this man. He actually said, once, he had a “fun trip” to Mauritania, Nigeria, and Singapore—three countries where being gay was enough for the death penalty. But he said they had some “really good ideas.” Too bad they weren’t Christian.

“You fellows can’t even police Boston and Los Angeles and Portland,” Kaehler said. “Why do you think you can police something happening halfway across the world?”

The aide, who had had his hand up for several minutes, unacknowledged, finally lost patience and said, “Why do the Russians even want Khovaslova?”

Kaehler piped up: “It is because they have vast deposits of rare earth metals like... gala... gallo...”

“Gadolinium, sir!” said the girl with purple hair shading to black.

“This is Amethyst, one of our, uh, interns,” the aide said, pointing out the girl. “She has particular expertise and knowledge that you might find useful.”

“Pleased to, uh, meet you, Amethyst,” Kaehler said, feigning disinterest.

“I did a report on this,” Amethyst said, holding up her cell phone. “Gadolinium is used in the screen display, as is yttrium.”

“The Russians want them for their oil industry,” Powell said, though no one was paying attention to him. “A third of the world’s power is still generated by burning oil, and with the income from that, the Russians can continue their quest to take over the world...”

“Please tell me more about these... metals...” the Speaker said to Amethyst.

“Rare earth metals...” Amethyst bit her lower lip as she thought for moment. “...are all malleable, soft. Khovaslova also has large deposits of, you know...” She was looking at the Speaker, as Gabriel and Jazz and everyone else seemed to disappear from the conversation. Amethyst looked Kaehler up and down before she continued. “One of the hardest metals known, you know, chromium. Plus deposits of tungsten, which is...” Now Amethyst was playfully petting Kaehler’s chest. “...really strong under heat and friction.”

The Speaker said to no one in particular: “I think this young woman can teach me a lot.”

Gabriel shook his head at this crude pick-up line. But it seemed effective.

“Tell me more about these heavy metals...” Kaehler said, taking Amethyst’s arm in his, as they drifted away, toward the stairs up to the private luxury rooms.

A girl in pink neon hair with yellow highlights harrumphed. Gabriel hadn’t noticed her standing there, but decided to read her thoughts.

From the pink-haired girl—whose name was Charis—Gabriel learned that she had an informal contest going with Amethyst. Of all the girls, Kaehler had picked Amethyst 5 times, but Charis only twice.

These were the girls already part of an investigation into Kaehler. From their thoughts, Gabriel confirmed that they were both underage. And Kaehler knew it.
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Chez Bernie Restaurant

Late that night

––––––––
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ONCE THE CATERING WORK was done and they were putting things away back at Chez Bernie, Jazz said to Gabriel, “You were pretty zonked carting those boxes to the truck earlier this evening.”

“Me?” Gabriel said. “No, I feel great. But I appreciate your concern.”

“Just to be sure,” Jazz said. “Can I walk you back to the Metro? I worry about you.”

“Worry about me? We barely know each other,” Gabriel said. “Besides, there are cops everywhere now.”

“I have to ask you about something. That thing with the fly.”

This was one of Gabriel’s proudest moments in waitering.

A few days before, during the lunch rush, Gabriel had warned Jazz that a man and a woman in her section were about to run a scam.

Because of Gabriel’s tip, Jazz watched the man for a minute, and then saw him pull a plastic pill vial from his pants and shake out a dead fly into his mostly-eaten lunch.

When Jazz approached, he said loudly, “There’s a fly in my food! What are you going to do to make me whole?”

Jazz said: “Normally, we’d comp your meal...”

“Thank you!”

“...if I hadn’t just seen you put that fly there yourself.”

“What an outrageous accusation!” the man said, feigning offense. “We don’t have to put up with this terrible service! What is your name? I’m going to spread it all over the Internet and get you fired!”

Jazz was starting to get nervous about losing her job. She’d only been back in the country for a year and a half, and rent had gone up a lot while she was gone. This was the best gig she had going.

With anger in his eyes as he glared at Jazz, the man started to get up—when Gabriel appeared. He stared the man back down into his seat, and then pulled out his cell phone and spoke into it. “Is this the guy?” Gabriel said and aimed the phone’s camera. The voice on the line said: “Yeah, that’s the guy!”

Gabriel said, “You scammed my pal Pascoli last week, and today, you’re trying to besmirch the reputation of the finest French restaurant in DC. I wonder what the police will ask you about your long history... of petty theft, Mr... Fleminger. Or you could leave before they get here, and never, ever do this again. Anywhere. And you can just leave cash. You have enough in your wallet. Jazz works hard. Be sure to give her a good tip.”

The man looked at his date with a twisted smile. Then they slowly got up, as other customers watched. They made their way out, the man pausing only to leave money and his vial of dead flies.

Colin led everyone in a chorus of: “Na-na na na, na-na na na, hey hey hey—Goodbye!”

Later, as he and Jazz walked down the street, Gabriel was still smiling, thinking about his triumph.

“How did you know all that about that guy? His name, how much money he had in his wallet?”

“Um, uhhh, um... I’m a lucky guesser.”

Jazz stopped him and looked in his eyes. “Come on.”

“Jazz, the real truth is...” With a dashing swipe of his hand, Gabriel pretended to whip off the glasses he wasn’t wearing. “I’m Superman.”

“Bullshit,” Jazz said. “It’s like you had some kind of sixth sense... or something.”

“A what now?”

“I guess we’re going to go that way, huh.” Suddenly, Jazz stood very rigidly.

“What are you doing?”

Jazz closed her eyes tightly, as she stood, in the middle of the sidewalk, as straight and still as a hat-stand wearing glasses.

“What...”

Then, with her eyes still closed, she leaned to her right, just as Gabriel lunged toward her other side, between Jazz and the street, as a police car zoomed by.

“Ha! I knew it!” Jazz said. “I knew you were a mindreader! That’s how you knew about the scammer with the fly!”

“What are you talking about?” Gabriel asked.

“Then why you were leaping in to try to save me? You read my mind about throwing myself in front of that cop car, just before my body did the opposite.”

“Uh... uh...” Gabriel stammered. “There was this cat...”

“I guess we’re still going that way...” Jazz closed her mouth tightly and stared at him.

After a few moments, he said, “Stop, stop, stop!”

She just shook her head, without taking her eyes off him.

“Oh, god, make it stop!” he shouted.

Jazz pursed her lips even tighter.
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