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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

 

Wolfgang (‘Wolf’) Driscoll: Science journalist.

Cynthia (‘Cyn’) Driscoll: Wolf’s daughter.

Cassandra (‘Cassie’) Yoshida: Mathematician.

Naomi Pendelton: Cassie’s sister-by-adoption.

Raphael (‘Rafe’) Pendelton: Naomi’s husband.

Kumi Pendelton: Naomi’s daughter.

Terence (‘Terry’) Wheeler: TAT Team Leader (Chicago Office).

Mary Byrne: Waitress at Il Segreto.

Carlito Romano: Son of the owners of Il Segreto. 

Carlotta Romano: Carlito’s mother. 

Leopoldo Romano: Carlito’s father.

Isabella (‘Bella’) Romano: Carlito’s sister.

John Racal: FBI Assistant Director (Chicago Office).

Lisa Racal: John Racal’s Wife.

Harry Cranberg: FBI Special Agent (Atlanta Office)

Paul Lefevre: Lawyer.

Otto Helbert: Wolf’s father-in-law.

Therese Helbert: Wolf’s mother-in-law.	

Walter Del Rey: NSA Team Leader, Complex Cases (DC Office).

Roger Devon: Member of Del Rey’s team (Chicago Office).

Frank Hillview: Pro tem leader of Del Rey’s team (DC Office).

Simon Overland: Member of Del Rey’s team (DC Office).

Denzel Lincoln: Member of Del Rey’s team (DC Office).

Carl Hogue: NSA agent (Atlanta Office).

Matt Shriver: Mary Byrne’s former husband.

Clive Stanton: Helicopter pilot.

 

 



CAMEO CHARACTERS

 

From My Third Chance and The Snowman Who Came To My Door: 

Anna. 

Riley.

 

From How Come We Didn’t Know, and The Snowman Who Came To My Door: 

Dee. 

Bryce.

John.

Tia.

Rube.

Angie.

Frankie.

Liz.

Nick.

Fenella.

Danny.

 

 



SOME ACRONYMS USED IN THIS BOOK

 

AG: Attorney General.

AWOL: Absent Without Leave.

CBD: Central Business District.

CCTV: Closed Circuit Television.

COB: Close Of Business.

DC: District of Columbia.

DHS: Department of Homeland Security.

DNI: Director of National Intelligence.

DOJ: Department of Justice.

FBI: Federal Bureau of Investigation.

MARTA: Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority.

NAND (gate): Logic element used in computing hardware.

NSA: National Security Agency.

TAT: Terrorism Anticipation Taskforce.

UNSUB: ‘Unknown/Unidentified Subject’.

VPN: Virtual Private Network. Encrypted communication.



Chapter 1

 

On July 7 of a year that Wolf Driscoll at the time wished had never happened, he watched his wife being buried. As the coffin was lowered into the dank hole in the ground of a large plot in Atlanta’s Oakland Cemetery, Wolf was ineffably grateful for the grounding and sanity provided by the touch of Cyn’s arms tugged under his, tightening now as the opulent white casket with her mother’s remains disappeared from sight.

What made this moment worse than what had gone before? 

Maybe, Wolf thought, his mind oddly detached from the proceedings, it was the finality of it all; witnessing the grim end-result of a string of failures to live up to his promises to himself and those who depended on him. The failure to save his marriage; to stop Clara from going for that drive after that last damn argument; to make sure Cyn had a mother. Worst of all maybe was his failure to grieve for Clara. Almost twenty years of marriage, and he was unable to mourn for his dead wife! Despite the fact that they had coexisted as mere strangers for well over a year, it seemed like a betrayal not just of her, but also of his dangerously-close-to-grown-up daughter, who had a right to expect her father to grieve for her mother.

In a way he was mourning, of course, but it was for the wrong things. It should have been for the woman he loved—or, to be more precise, the woman he had once loved, or thought he had—but he knew that it wasn’t so. His grief was for Cyn; and though there was nothing wrong with it, it still seemed like a betrayal of Clara and whatever relationship they’d had once upon a time.

The coffin sank into the grave and disappeared from his view. The Catholic minister—here at the insistence of Clara’s parents—pronounced a few more meaningless words and made empty ritual gestures. People stepped forward to toss flowers—white roses, chosen and supplied by Clara’s parents—into the dismal hole. Wolf just stood and watched it all. Cyn, sensing his mood, stayed by his side, her arm tightening around his. 

“Please, dad. Don’t do this to yourself.”.

For a moment he thought she might refer to his guilty thoughts about not grieving for Clara. But how could she know? His daughter knew him well, but nobody could possibly…

Otto Helbert, Clara’s father, stepped away from the grave, waited for his wife, Therese, to recover her poise, and then, when she joined him, stepped back with her at his side to his former place beside Cyn. 

Mourners filed past them to shake their hands and mutter meaningless platitudes. When it was over, Wolf and Cyn stood in silence. Clara’s father looked as if he was going to say something to them, but then he and his wife turned away and left with the other mourners. 

Not a word had been exchanged between Wolf and his now-former in-laws throughout the entire farcical procedure. The antagonism between them was an almost palpable presence. Cyn had spoken to her grandparents briefly, but then—and Wolf hadn’t asked, for this was not the time—something had happened and she’d made a point of sticking close to her father. 

Still, Wolf had an inkling about what went on there. Most likely Otto, with his single-minded tactlessness, had yet again suggested that Cyn should spend the rest of the weeks remaining before college with them; a suggestion that had been made on several occasions during the few days following Clara’s death. 

Wolf wasn’t quite sure what really prompted them to suggest such a thing; but whatever it was, it wasn’t complimentary to him. Clara’s parents had never liked him and had, at best, tolerated his invasion into their lives. 

The antipathy between Clara’s parents and Wolf had been a constant point of friction and, he thought, ultimately might well have been the straw that broke the camel’s back. Certainly his unwillingness to move to Connecticut, and thus effectively next door to Clara’s family and all that came with it, hadn’t helped their marriage any. The argument had been that, since his own parents were dead, there was no reason not to leave what Clara considered the culturally backward Georgia and move Cyn closer to her remaining grandparents, who after all had a right of sorts to their granddaughter. Over the last few months Clara’s urgency to move to Connecticut appeared to have increased; the topic had been raised and been the cause of arguments more often than once.

The fact that Cyn, who was very much aware of the animosity between her father and her grandparents—and just about all of Clara’s family—repeatedly voiced her disinclination to move north, didn’t help any. It just reinforced Clara’s other major gripe, which she had last voiced a day or so before her sudden death by shouting at Wolf, during one of their final arguments: “You and Cyn—you have this damn…understanding! How do you think that makes me feel?”

What was he supposed to do? Not have this ‘understanding’? How many parents nowadays could claim that they had an ‘understanding’ with their children, especially when these were in the, say, fifteen to twenty year range? How many could get the sense that they weren’t just parents, but friends to their offspring?

Both he and Cyn had been trying their best to play down that friendship; but Clara had been aware of it for many years, and what she had once found endearing, she had begun to resent; just like she apparently resented everything Wolf did, thought, or stood for.

And now Otto and Therese were at it again—and probably would continue to be at it for the rest of their lives. Now they hovered nearby, staring at the grave, their countenances pinched and bitter; frozen into ricti of grief and, Wolf thought, loathing. 

On the other hand, maybe he just imagined it.

Without a word Otto finally turned away and pulled his wife with him. A few steps beyond them stood Paul Lefevre, a man of Wolf’s own age, whom Wolf had known since high-school and who was possibly Wolf’s oldest friend. Their professional and social paths had diverged since their early twenties, but somehow they had stayed in touch, with more or less regularity, over the intervening years. Paul, who was a partner in Sloan Gordon Fitz, a prestigious local law firm, and who made more money in a month than Wolf did in a year, was the kind of guy who attracted women like rotten meat attracted flies with his nordic good looks and athletic figure. His one and only marriage had lasted for less than a year. His former wife had taken a goodly chunk of Paul’s still-growing wealth with her, prompting Paul to swear off any future marital experiments; a resolution to which he had held firmly. He lived alone in a large house in Dunwoody, where he entertained his guests and possibly screwed his paramours, but that’s as far as it went.

Cyn didn’t like Paul and, in private and with Wolf, had made no bones about her feelings.

“He creeps me out. Sometimes he looks at me like he thought he should—” she shrugged “—I don’t know. Like I belonged to him or something.”

Paul with sexual designs on Cyn? Wolf, having some respect for that intangible female asset known as ‘intuition’, had considered it, but in the end had decided that Cyn simply didn’t like the guy. Bad chemistry or whatever, and when pressed Cyn admitted that’s probably what it was. 

Wolf told himself that it had to be. Still, after Cyn’s mutterings he had actually decided to check his assumptions about Paul. Friends were one thing; family was another and especially Cyn. He’d gone against everything he believed in and paid out over a thousand bucks to a P.I. to check Paul out; his girlfriends, where he went when he wasn’t working, where he spent his money, what his colleagues thought of him. The P.I. delivered a clean bill of health for Paul. The only negative element was Paul’s reputation at his firm for having a ‘raptor-like’ approach to the business; which, on one hand, earned his firm a lot of money, while at the same time making his co-workers extremely leery of him, especially those underneath him in the hierarchy.

That Paul was a snob and went for the jugular was nothing new to Wolf, and if it hadn’t been in the P.I.’s report he would have doubted the man’s competence. Anyway, when the P.I. was done, Wolf felt like the shit he was. He’d never told anybody about the investigation. Clara was fond of Paul, who had back in the college years had designs on her, but yielded with surprising grace to Clara’s preference for his buddy Wolf. She would have been horrified at Wolf doing what he’d done. Cyn on the other hand didn’t need to know that her father had been suspicious enough to follow up her intuition to the extent of effectively betraying a friend and forking out a load of cash to accomplish that betrayal. 

If you’re incapable of trusting your friends, how can you be trusted?

Indeed…what did that say about himself?

Wolf was plagued with these troublesome questions, as Paul, seeing Otto and Therese leave, stepped closer. His handsome face twisted into a smile that was probably meant to be compassionate, but didn’t quite come off as that, having a derisive air about it. He cast a quick glance at Clara’s departing parents, then shook his head and stopped before them.

“You two OK?”

“As well as can be,” Wolf said, while Cyn remained silent.

“Anything I can do?”

“No thanks. We just…” 

Wolf hesitated, unsure of what he wanted to say.

“…need to be left alone for a while,” Cyn completed for him.

Paul’s nodded. “Sure.” 

To Wolf: “Call me if you need someone to…hang.” 

To Cyn: “And you, too. If there’s anything…”

“Thanks,” she said, just a tad snippy.

Paul didn’t seem to mind. 

“Take care.” 

He nodded at them both, pivoted and with long strides headed for his sleek Beemer, parked among the other show-off cars near the cemetery gates just over a hundred yards away.

Cyn’s arm around Wolf’s tightened. She pulled him forward. Together they peered into the grave. The coffin was covered with white roses; the ropes from the gantry which had lowered it were still in place. Someone would take care of these details later. Someone in the compassion-vulture brigade took care of every detail; for a price, of course. Wolf, though he had—gratefully, if the truth were told—surrendered Clara’s final disposition to her parents, had had enough recent contact with the mortuary industry to last him for a lifetime.

Lifetime?

Ha! Truth be told, that might not be so much more for him anyway. After all, he was in his forties. By current reckoning his life was just about half-way behind him. 

Was there any way to bow out of this life without having to become the target and focus of this stupid ritual? The only way he could think of was to disappear to somewhere nobody could find you. But, of course, one would have to do that in anticipation and foreknowledge of what was about to happen. This was by no means guaranteed.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Cyn said softly as they gazed at the coffin. “Don’t ever think that!”

He glanced sideways at her. His daughter looked back at him, frankly, and he saw nothing but that she’d meant what she said.

Still…

“She was driving around out there for almost three hours. I should have called her.”

“You did.”

“I should have called again—and again…until she answered.”

“She just didn’t hear her cellphone, dad! It happens.”

“She probably thought I was wanting to argue some more.”

“Then it was her choice.”

“I shouldn’t have argued with her. I should’ve known…”

“You didn’t start that argument.”

“I didn’t stop it from escalating either.”

“Yes, you did. I was there, remember?”

He shook his head. “I’m so sorry, Cyn…”

She squeezed his arm. 

“I know, dad. So am I.” She sniffed and resolutely tugged on his arm.

“Let’s go home.”

She tightened her hold on his arm.

“Let’s make a wish. Right now.”

“Let’s.”

And he did; wished that Cyn would be all right, that her life somehow would come out OK, despite all the crap it had thrown at her. 

The tight hold on his arm loosened.

“Come on,” he told his daughter, and they started for his car.

 

<~~>

 

Wolf slept in the guest bedroom that night, just like he had every night since Clara’s death. They’d argued and fought, but they had continued to sleep in the same room and the same bed; though they hadn’t actually touched each other for many months. But the bedroom and the bed was just simply too much ‘Clara’ for him to bear sleeping in it. The whole house was suffused with memories.

Would Cyn agree to sell and move away from here? Maybe those memory ghosts mattered too much to her to just let them go. He couldn’t spring this on her right now; besides, she would be heading off soon anyway and start a more independent existence.

Wait and see.

Wolf tossed and turned on the bed; then, when he was just about to go off to sleep, somewhere in the neighborhood, probably down by the shopping center, an alarm went off and kept on howling and beeping away. With a sigh of frustration Wolf got up and padded into the kitchen, wearing nothing but his briefs and a crumpled, oversized NASA T-shirt that reached halfway down his thighs. 

In the kitchen he made himself a cup of hot cocoa from chocolate powder, a teaspoon of sugar and milk, all of which he nuked in the microwave, all the time trying to ignore the alarm’s hooting and yowling. It must have driven the people living even closer to it absolutely crazy.

The microwave beeped and he extracted the hot cocoa.

“Dad?”

He almost spilled it.

“Don’t sneak up on me like that!”

“Sorry!” She regarded him thoughtfully. “Can’t sleep?”

He shook his head and sat at the kitchen table. Cyn planted herself opposite him.

“I can’t either.” She nodded at the window. “Not with that noise.”

“Yeah.”

“Make a wish,” he said.

“I wish that damn alarm would stop,” she said, grinning.

“You’re not supposed to tell me!”

“Well, I did. So there.”

It was a silly little ritual between them; one of those people start just for a lark, not knowing whether to take it seriously or not; but even if they don’t, if done often enough it eventually becomes kind-of sufficiently serious so it doesn’t feel right just stopping it. When one of them told the other to make a wish, no matter the time or the circumstance, it had to be made. No telling the other what the wish was!

Clara, who had been of what she had called a ‘rational’ disposition—though she remained, at heart, a Catholic; which to Wolf’s thinking wasn’t exactly evidence of rational thought—very much disliked the Wolf-Cyn I-wish game, and had expressed this on numerous occasions; so that Wolf and Cyn did it either when Clara wasn’t watching, or they did it quietly and out of sight. Clara knew they did it, of course, and therefore probably resented it even more.

I wish that stupid alarm would stop!

That wasn’t normally what Wolf wished for; little things like that one didn’t waste a perfectly good wish on, no matter how fanciful the whole thing was. Better to think of bigger and better things, and preferably something moderately unselfish. So, he generally wished for good things to happen to himself and all those who were close to him. He could have wished for peace and goodwill for all humankind of course, but he’d always thought that was so preposterously unlikely and un-doable that wishing for it was worse than wasting a breath. 

The alarm stopped.

“Did you make yours?” Cyn said.

“Yeah, and you know what?”

“What?”

“Listen.”

He looked at her with raised eyebrows, and she finally got it.

“You didn’t!”

“Yeah. I thought maybe our combined mind power…”

If Clara had heard them talking right now she would have thrown a fit. 

“You’re a scientist, damn you? How can you even…”

Of course, he didn’t believe that wishes made any mysterious difference to anything. The alarm had been turned off by someone or something just in time to make the event dovetail with their wishes. 

It was known as ‘coincidence’, which humans often made into ‘meaningful coincidence’, because that’s just what people did; because people really couldn’t understand what ‘random’ really entailed.

He wondered whether Cyn believed it was anything more than that. She, too, knew better; but she had a more developed mystical streak than her father. That didn’t predispose her toward religiosity, much to Clara’s disappointment. But it also had resulted in some interesting discussions between her and Wolf. He had, after all, and as Clara had pointed out many times, been trained and worked as a scientist—and not just any scientist, but a physicist of the highly ‘theoretical’ kind!—and though he had left academia years ago to become a freelance science correspondent for several TV stations, web-based media like The Atlantic, as well as newspapers like Atlanta’s Journal and Constitution, his background still qualified him as a ‘scientist’ of sorts. 

Add to that a moderately successful and controversial, ‘popular science’ book, Limits And Possibilities: What we might do one day and what we Probably never will, and it made for lively discussion material with the sharp mind of his very bright daughter.

Cyn shrugged. 

“Well, I guess our wishes just for once weren’t wasted. Maybe we can get back to sleep now.”

“I doubt it.”

She grimaced but said nothing.

“Cyn?”

“Hmmm?”

“I…” He hesitated.

“What is it, dad?”

“I know this is rather soon, but I think we’ll have to think about it sometime in the near future, and maybe—”

“I think we should.”

“Huh?”

“You want to sell, right?”

He heaved a deep breath. It was difficult to conceal anything from her.

“How about you?” he asked her.

“Where do you want to go?”

“Away from here. Somewhere completely different. I mean, I don’t need to live here; and when you go to UCLA…”

“You would live in California? I thought…”

Wolf shook his head. “Nah. Couldn’t handle it. I was thinking of Oregon—or maybe New Mexico.”

She chuckled. “That’s quite a contrast!”

“Can’t make up my mind if I want ‘green’ or ‘desert’. Either has its attractions. Though maybe avoiding redneck country…”

“You’d be closer to me than you would be in Atlanta either way.”

“That’s part of the plan.”

They were silent for a few moments.

“I’ll miss you,” Cyn said softly.

“Same here.”

“I know you and mom didn’t—” she swallowed “—but now, with her…gone…there’s nobody to…”

“What? Look after me? You don’t think I can do that quite by myself?”

“I didn’t—”

“Yes, you did!”

“So I did. Sue me. I care about you.”

“I’m not quite over the hill yet, you know? And quite capable of looking after myself.”

“Oh, dad!”

“It’s all right,” he said. 

Cyn wasn’t completely wrong, of course; he hadn’t been on his own for over twenty years, and to her it must look like he had never been.

She said nothing, and for a while they sat in companionable silence.

“It’s strange though,” she finally said, pensively.

“What?”

“The alarm.”

He gave her a look; the raised-eyebrow kind. 

Cyn grinned. “Kidding! Had you there, didn’t I? Still, who wrote at length about the need to pay as much attention to the statistically insignificant as we do to the other stuff?”

He chuckled. “I’ll never live that down, will I?”

“You argued for a whole chapter! It was what got you into most of the trouble with your former buddies.”

“I wish I hadn’t. Sometimes I also wonder if it hadn’t been better if you had never read the book!”

“Ha!”

He sighed. She was right. He had argued a lot of things ‘at length’, and she wasn’t going to let him forget it.

One way to keep you honest.

Still, while it would be nice to think that wishes could make a difference, the fact was that—unless one argued that they could motivate one into doing things one might not otherwise have done, which in turn could well make them, or something approximating them, come true—unless one thought of it that way, wishing had never made a difference to anything. It certainly didn’t accomplish things in any mysterious or magical way. 

If it had, Clara would still be alive and his marriage would still be in one piece. It would have been comforting to think that his good wishes, of which he had sent aplenty, had made any difference to, say, that little boy and his mother, whom his father, her husband, had kept hostage for over a day in their house in a dingy suburb of Nashville, while the cops tried frantically to talk the lunatic out of slitting their throats. 

The thing had ended well; but that had nothing to do with Wolf’s good wishes, but with an excellent negotiator, who had kept the man talking until he got so tired and uncoordinated that he finally slipped on a water-spill in his own kitchen—which, and here was the irony, he himself had produced a short time before. Slipping, tired from more than twenty hours talking to the police, he managed to impale himself on his own knife. End of story.

Cause-and-effect. Shifting probabilities, in this instance against the perp. Good wishes had nothing to do with it. Sometimes things just worked out all right. It didn’t happen often, but happen it did.

 

 

 



Chapter 2

 

The assembled TAT (Terrorism Anticipation Taskforce) team members, with their uniformly dark-blue to near-black suits—some with, some without their jackets on—with their faces turned in her direction in various attitudes ranging from ostensible boredom to leers, reminded Cassie Yoshida of nothing so much as a collection of individuals from only slightly different penguin species. 

Predatory ones, she reminded herself. In more ways than one. 

She wondered which of them were only waiting for her to make a fool of herself, which wanted to screw her and which wanted to do both.

Either way, this wasn’t going to be easy. Not only was she an outsider, working with TAT as a consultant because of her academic specialty and because the FBI was currently funding her work; she was also a woman, who was about to tell them things, some of which would go right above their heads, and which she had to simplify drastically to squeeze them into their blinkered brains. 

Further adding to her woes was the fact that she was attractive and somewhat of a general mystery; if for no other reason that, at least according to a DNA analysis with one of the better web-based services, she had a significant component of French and Hungarian ancestors in her lineage. But her last name came from the Japanese-Jamaican couple who had adopted her. All of which meant that the attention of the entirely male audience was likely to be distracted by her face and her difficult-to-hide bust from the complex topic of her presentation. 

In anticipation of their reaction she’d spent an extraordinarily long time before the mirror this morning, trying to select her clothes for the day. Her usual choice of work clothes; which qualified as ‘casual’? Or maybe something more formal that would, if not hide, but at least disguise, those of her attributes the average heteronormal male might get distracted by? Or, as the least favorite option, something formal and ‘suit’-y that would make her look almost as much like a penguin as they.

In the end she’d hung the business suit back into the wardrobe. Not just because she didn’t feel like looking like a bird whose breath probably reeked of rotten fish; but also because she’d always considered ‘suiting’ up a concession to male sexist standards. Pretty much the same as the stupid way in which actresses insisted on being called ‘actors’. Talk about completely missing the point!

Emancipation? 

Ha! Not even close!

Cassie told herself that she didn’t need to conform, and finally showed up in jeans; a semi-formal dark-navy jacket, worn over a burgundy blouse, whose top button was left open; and flat-heeled black suede not-quite-dress shoes. The jacket, which she had decided to keep on for her presentation, added formality and an air of professionalism. It also did something to hide her bust and hung just low enough to at least partially conceal her butt. The jeans told everybody that she didn’t really care about conforming to the Bureau’s dress hang-ups. Her long, dark-brown hair she had tied into a ponytail; though she had arranged it so that on the sides it hung down just far enough to cover what she considered slightly-too-large ears. 

So, I’m vain. Sue me!

Terence Wheeler, head of the TAT, cleared his throat. The low murmurs subsided. Wheeler was a highly respected former FBI Special Agent, who had assumed this position when the TAT had been formed. He stood almost six foot tall; clean shaven, dark grey-streaked buzzcut hair with a three-inch long horizontal pencil-narrow strip of white skin just above his right ear, which looked like it might be the result of an injury. 

Cassie liked Terry; he was a notable exception in the still-mostly-macho culture of the agency. He also was a thinker, who saw more than what was immediately before his eyes. 

Terry stood. “Gentlemen—” apart from Cassie there wasn’t a woman in the room “—this is Dr. Cassandra Yoshida, who will give us an overview of Third Eye, a promising new tool to help us with our job.”

He nodded at her. “Please.”

Cassie took a deep breath. In her right hand she held a remote, connected to the projection system on which she had loaded her presentation.

She faced the penguins.

“I’m not going to waste my time or yours trying to sum up your job,” she began. “What I will, however, offer here, is a method of finding patterns, or systems, of criminal or terrorist activity which are so deeply hidden that only careful statistical analysis can actually reveal them. Indeed, some of my analyses not only found these patterns in a historical context, but have produced some very interesting predictions.”

She clicked a button on the remote and the computer dimmed the lights. The penguins became outlines and blotches of light and darkness. The projection area on the wall lit up as she launched into her talk. The silence as she went on was complete. Not even a throat clearing; meaning that she had their attention.

Good, because they needed to think in ways they’d never thought before.

She started with a brief introduction designed for those she thought of as ‘mathematically disinclined’. A total of five slides; each of them with a title and a drawing representing the topic: dynamical systems; attractor theory; catastrophe theory; statistics; the connection between them. 

She had allocated a minute of talking time for each of the first four slides and two minutes for the fifth, which depicted the core and essence of her work, namely that the merging of large amounts of a huge variety of data, statistics and dynamical systems theory produced a remarkably precise predictive tool. 

Her talk was nearly done, with examples that demonstrated that given available the computational processes would have predicted a whole lot of events, including in particular 9/11, as well as with significant precision the timing of the appearance of a pandemic like COVID-19 including its source.

“All in the past you probably think,” she said. “And you’re right. Hindsight is the best sight and anything can be proven if one wants to massage the data to fit one’s post-hoc theories to historical reality.”

The silence told her that that’s exactly what they were thinking.

“Well, think again, because now I’m going to make a prediction based on calculations using my tool.”

She displayed the last slide, which just read: 

 

ATLANTA

August 5 –10

 

“There you are,” she said, leaving them to ponder what they saw.

Terry finally spoke up. 

“You’re telling us that between those dates there will be a major event, possibly of a catastrophic nature, in Atlanta?”

“Yes. It’s likely to be a blackmail attempt, involving a major building in the CBD.”

Cassie hesitated, wondering if she should say more. She decided against it; she wasn’t certain enough of her ground as yet, and the models, though promising, might not yet serve to justify her own preliminary conclusions. These involved a concept so revolutionary that it would need a significantly more solid basis to argue from. It didn’t matter that she knew in her gut that she was right. Peer-reviewed science had no time for gut feelings, only results backed up by research, especially when it came to things like this.

But Cassie was certain that in the end she would be proven correct.

“Questions?” she asked.

There were many, most of which were about the reliability of her methodology and the data used in the computations. She answered them as well as possible, avoiding speculation even when it was solicited. She wasn’t going to get into hypotheticals until they weren’t hypotheticals anymore.

The last question came from a man sitting in the back row of her audience.

“What makes your methods more effective and reliable than using the same data for deep learning AI?”

Cassie had known that question would be coming, mainly because right now everybody seemed completely infatuated with deep learning, the current saveur du jour, and its magical abilities to do just about anything that was asked of it, short maybe of managing to convincingly pretend to be a real human.

“Maybe nothing. But it looks to me that so far deep learning hasn’t really done much for large scale crime fighting. When Atlanta happens in a few days, remember that I told you so.”

“And if it doesn’t?” someone else interjected.

“Then you’ve wasted your time here. Any other questions?”

There weren’t and the group dispersed. Cassie heaved a sigh of relief.

Wheeler came over. “I’m glad you seem to appreciate that everything depends on how right you are with the Atlanta thing.”

She grimaced. “I know. But do you know what I really want?”

“What?”

“To be wrong.”

“If you were proved right—” Wheeler started.

“It would still be too late for the victims!”

“You don’t even know who they are,” Wheeler said soothingly. 

“I know!” she snapped.

“You’ll save lives later, Cassie. Today they were just sitting there and listening. Interested but unconvinced, because there’s always someone who thinks they can magically predict the future. You’re not the first. But if you’re right with your Atlanta prediction, everybody’s going to start taking you and your work very seriously. Because they’ll realize that it could change the world we know.”

“Too late for those people that are going to die or get hurt sometime within the next few days. Because I couldn’t save them!”

She didn’t wait for his reply but stormed out of the conference room.

 



Chapter 3

 

Wolf’s life resumed a semblance of normality, if the term made any sense at all. He plunged back into his work. The Atlanta Journal-Constitution wanted his weekly column; the scripts and detailed concepts for NBC’s planned series on gene-based life-extension therapies were due in two weeks. Enough to keep him busy until he went off to Boulder for a science-fiction conference with a difference. It was more a treat for himself than anything else. It would hardly give him more contract work. But when he’d heard the title, Possible and Impossible Worlds, and scanned the web-based briefs on the sessions, he decided he couldn’t resist.

“Want to come?” he asked Cyn when the subject came up. 

“I’m not sure I can handle several days’ worth of sci-fi and philosophy.”

“You could just come with me. It’ll get us both out of town for a few days.”

“I guess…”

That same afternoon his former mother-in-law called, though he only found out after she’d spoken to Cyn.

“They still want me to go to Connecticut.”

“Do you want to?”

“I think maybe I have to.”

Wolf shrugged. “If you want to go, go. If not…”

“I don’t want to, but I think I should.” She hesitated. “If you’re…”

He grinned. “I’m all right. I promise, I won’t do anything stupid.”

She sighed, but the exasperation was a put-on.

“When were you thinking of going?”

“The sooner I get it out of the way the better.”

“How long you’re thinking of staying?”

“You think a week would be enough?”

He didn’t like her going at all, but she was right.

“Tell you what,” she consoled him. “I’ll go to Boulder with you after that.”

Wolf gave his daughter a hug. “That would be nice. I’m looking forward to it.”

“Yeah, and are you going to miss any sessions because of me?”

“Definitely the boring ones I would otherwise have gone to. We could go together to the ones we both flag as potentially interesting.”

“You would do that?”

“For the pleasure of your company? Of course!”

“Got yourself a deal.”

 

<~~>

 

Cyn had left for Boston. Her departure left a dreary void in Wolf’s life. The house now was truly empty. Just himself, wandering through rooms and hallways loaded with over ten years worth of memories.

With Cyn gone—and with her agreement!—he started cleaning up Clara’s things. Since Cyn, who wore her mother’s size garments, had quite emphatically declined inheriting any of them, these went first. 

The clean-out of Clara’s wardrobe was a mournful exercise, made no easier by their recent estrangement. It took the bitter-sweet tinge off the memories, but added a different kind of bitterness, that had much to do with guilt, regret and an ineffable sense of loss and things that now would never be fixed.

The garments ended up with a local charity, who were happy to send someone to collect them. A middle-aged, overweight woman in a Suburban showed up and loaded them into the back. When she found out that Wolf had been recently widowed, she made all the appropriate noises, but he could see that her mind was on other things, like which of the dresses she might use for herself or possibly her own offspring. Clearly, many of them were too damn good for the underprivileged she was meant to help.

Wolf checked himself. He was in an excessively dark frame of mind. The woman—who couldn’t possibly have fitted into Clara’s clothes anyway—was probably not thinking any of this. And yet, glancing at her as he helped her carry the stuff to the Suburban, he thought to detect an unmistakable trace of covetousness. 

Internally he shrugged. What did he care anyway?

The woman left and Wolf continued his clean-out. In a nook of Clara’s wardrobe, hidden out of sight, he discovered a shoebox. Inside was a stack of notebooks, which, when he opened them, turned out to be diaries.

Clara had kept diaries? 

He’d had no idea!

Torn between curiosity and the feeling that he was violating a privacy he still had no right to violate, he at least allowed himself to glance over the dates of the diaries. They started when Clara was in her mid-teens. The entries were sporadic, and had remained that way for about seven years after their marriage; but then had resumed with greater frequency. Still, Wolf forced himself not to sneak a peek at the diary contents to confirm this. Clara may have needed something, even if it was only a diary, to communicate her innermost thoughts to in the final stages of their marital disintegration. 

Wolf put the unexamined diaries back into the box, duct-taped it up and put it back where he had found it. He would keep it. Maybe one day he would even read the diaries. Or not. Time would tell.

Many more things had to go. Cosmetics, miscellaneous small garments and underwear. In a drawer he found some lingerie he had never seen before. It didn’t look like it had been worn a lot, if at all. He stared at it for a moment; then, with a determined motion, put it into the bag with Clara’s other things.

Just as well Cyn wasn’t here.

More stuff. Leftovers of a life. Handbags, nicknacks, slippers, pajamas, pantyhose. 

He wondered how to dispose of these items, then decided to tape them all up in a tight bundle that wouldn’t disintegrate until a long time until after it had been covered with other trash.

Jewelry. He kept it in Clara’s jewelry box and put it in Cyn’s bedroom to look through when she got back.

An address-book. He flicked through it without really taking note of what he read and put it into a drawer in his desk. It might be necessary to refer to it at some time. You never knew. Already he’d fielded several calls for Clara from people he didn’t know; but she obviously had, mostly in connection with her former employment, and who weren’t yet aware that she was dead. Some calls were in response to her not posting anything on social media for long enough to make people wonder. Which seemed to indicate that she had been an avid and frequent social media user. 

Wolf hadn’t known about that aspect of Clara. He considered social media a plague upon the human universe and had diligently avoided it like one would a contagious virus. Social media, least in Wolf’s view, made the COVID-19 pandemic look like a trivial bagatelle. The latter had by now subsided to a low boil, with a variety of different vaccines keeping it in check. But social media, which had already taken over far too much of people’s mind-space and ability to think, had thrived like freshly watered noxious weeds during the pandemic’s reign, and showed no sign of losing any of their pernicious impact on human beings and societies.

Wolf stood in the bedroom, looking around him and decided that he’d never sleep here again. In fact, he didn’t even want to be in the house anymore. Even less did he want to cook himself dinner and sit at the empty table having it. Instead he drove to the nearest Mellow Mushroom pizza place, intending to shamelessly enjoy a bit of not-quite-junk late lunch. If Cyn had been around, they would have gone to Il Segreto, but he didn’t feel like making the drive into the CBD.

He hadn’t been to this Mellow Mushroom for a while. There had been some changes, mostly as a result of the social distancing requirements left over from the COVID-19 disaster that had swept across the US, helped along by a narcissist covidiot President. The tables were further apart than they had been once upon a time and right now the place was sparsely frequented. A wall-mounted TV was tuned to WAGA-TV, with the sound just high enough for the words to be understood with focused listening. Wolf sat himself at a table not too far away from a late-teen couple talking animatedly, nibbling pretzels, and playing footsie games under the table and in each other’s laps. 

Did they think that nobody saw what they were doing? 

Wolf chuckled to himself. More likely they didn’t give a damn. Eyes only for each other

When the waitress brought their pizza, they desisted from their activities, looking at each other with delicious and anticipatory guilt. After some bites of the pizza they leaned across their table and pizza and kissed with passion, then continued, occasionally feeding each other; until the young man said something which totally surprised the girl. There was an instant of complete it’s-just-you-and-me. Presently, the blatant flirting continued, with even more obvious sexual overtones, a definite new tension and lots of heated, longing looks that really needed the aircon turned up to cope with the extra load. It didn’t need a genius to figure out where this was heading.

I hope you make it, Wolf thought, and from then on tried to ignore them. 

The couple left, arms hooked together, not too long after; the pizza mostly eaten, but their minds clearly on very different things.

On the TV the regular program was interrupted by a news flash. The images and snippets of the anchor’s voice completed the picture: a cordon of heavily armed police and emergency vehicles surrounding a familiar-looking building. 

Across the bottom of the screen in highlight yellow against a blood red background…

 

Atlanta Siege

 

From behind the counter someone pointed a remote at the TV. The sound level increased; details became clearer. A scenario of disturbing familiarity, and this one was happening just down the road. 

Extortion, yet again. Someone wanted ten million dollars, or else the Marriott Atlanta Suites and everybody inside was going to be toast and rubble. The WTC on a smaller scale, and possibly taking a part of downtown Atlanta with it. Already panic was setting in as the surrounding buildings were being evacuated and police and emergency services were establishing a wide perimeter, extending over several blocks around the potential disaster site.

The perp—masked, dressed in a black tight coverall, the voice digitally distorted—was on the phone to WAGA-TV, which, faithfully and without the slightest regard for the possible ramifications for public safety, relayed every word he said. 

The threats were ominous enough. Anybody tried to leave and boom. Anybody tried to go inside and boom. No money sent to an offshore account in the time stipulated and boom. 

Apparently the perp was not currently in the building. But if anybody cut off the internet to the building, that was going to act work as a dead-man’s switch and trigger off the explosives as well. 

Wolf and everybody else watching the TV jerked back as a fireball grew across the screen, expanded to cover the police, ambulance, and fire vehicles cordoning off the building. The intensity of the explosion’s shockwave overwhelmed the capacity of the recording equipment and produced a garbled rumbling and crackling in the TV’s speakers.

The people in the Mellow Mushroom had grown still, their eyes fixed on the screen.

“Holy shit,” a man said, but that was all.

The fireball exhausted itself; the clearing view, transmitted live to the US and the world, showed burning figures fleeing or being dragged away from the scene. A white haze covered the area as fire crews started to extinguish the blaze.

“Just to show you that I mean it,” the distorted voice said. “Don’t fuck this up. Next time it’s gonna be the hotel and everybody in it.”

The WAGA-TV anchor, finally able to form a coherent sentence again and stop yelling, speculated that it was a car that had blown up.

Reasonable assumption.

It also was strangely reminiscent of something that happened in Asheville only a week or so ago. There it had been the son of the owner of some textile factory, who hated his father and wanted to ruin him by demanding two million dollars in cash—small unmarked bills, just like he must have seen in the movies. When daddy wasn’t forthcoming with the money, the son had blown himself up, together with a goodly portion of the factory and four employees, who just happened to be in the way. The event had come and gone with lightning swiftness; it was over in less than four hours.

Would this ruin the father? Who knew? At the very least it would have gotten his attention. If that had been the son’s plan, it had been executed with some success and terminal futility. On the other hand, Wolf thought, the fact that it all had happened so quickly might well have meant that the conclusion had been foregone. 

The son had wanted to die. The issue wasn’t the money but…what? Revenge? A final pathetic defiant gesture by a child against an inadequate parent? 

Aren’t we all inadequate?

Who was to blame? 

Father or son? 

Anybody at all? 

Wolf wondered what kind of a lunatic was holding the Marriott to ransom. He thought of a lot of innocent people locked up inside the hotel. From snobbish assholes with more money than you could count in a lifetime, to babies who might now never grow to see this incredible world they had been born into. 

Whoever he or she—probably ‘he’, because that’s the way it worked!—was, they had no right! 

Wolf hated it when people disregarded the fate of the innocent in their machinations to get wherever they wanted to get to. ‘Collateral damage’ usually amounted to the killing, maiming or making homeless of innocents and untold suffering in its wake. And hate. Lots of hate.

Nobody deserved to be in this situation. 

On the TV appeared telephoto shots of people’s faces pressed against the windows of their rooms. 

A sensational close-up on the face of a little girl.

I so hope you all make it out of there—alive and well!

Especially that little girl. 

Something constricted Wolf’s throat. She reminded him of Cyn, maybe ten years ago. 

Please let her come out of this alive! he thought, to nobody in particular and the universe in general. 

He forced himself to calm as he refocused his attention on the TV.

Another high-power telephoto shot, taken from a slightly elevated position across the chaos in front of the hotel, through the glass-doors. Just discernible, behind the reflections from the glass, what might have been two people.

The door opened. A woman emerged. Behind her was the masked man, one of his arms wrapped around her throat. They stopped in plain view of everybody, cops and media. 

It looked like the whole online stunt had been at least a partial fake. The man had been online, but from inside the hotel; prepared, it appeared to go down in a blaze of posthumous infamy, unless his demands were complied with.

He held out a hand. The image zoomed in on a small black box with an antenna sticking out. A single button was held down by the man’s thumb.

Dead-man switch.

Wolf could see the perp’s grinning face. The woman he was holding looked amazingly calm.

She’s probably beyond even knowing what’s going on.

At that very instant she twisted out of the man’s hold. Her right hand grabbed the one with the dead-man switch. Her left elbow jerked up underneath the arm around her throat and into his armpit. It must have hurt, because the arm went limp. She twisted around further and added her left hand to the one holding onto the dead-man switch.

The man’s head, now exposed, flew apart in a spray of blood as a sniper bullet found its target. The woman held onto the hand as the dead body collapsed on the ground.

SWAT and bomb squad rushed to the scene, the latter with grotesquely thick padded vests, leg protectors, and helmets, looking like weird robocops. They surrounded the two, lifted the body and, with the woman still holding onto the dead man’s hand, dragged him to a nearby bomb-squad van and disappeared inside. The doors closed and the van roared off. The remaining SWAT. personnel and bomb-squad streamed into the lobby.

“Did you fucking see that?” 

It was one of the cooks, leaning over the counter, his hands still covered in flour and bits of dough.

“Shit!” said another.

“Yeah.”

“Did you see that broad? Fucking incredible!”

 

<~~>

 

The mystery was explained in a bulletin Wolf watched later that night at his house. The woman the wannabe extortionist had picked was a blackbelt aikido practitioner with the guts and moxy to risk literally everything to bring this to a quick end. Just exactly why the perp had been stupid enough to try and brave a whole contingent of cops with a hostage covering him was unknown and might forever remain the subject of unfounded speculation.

But one thing was clear. There had been enough explosives in a vehicle in the Marriott’s parking garage to seriously damage the foundations; which just might have caused the building to collapse.

Wolf turned off the TV and went outside into the garden and the humid Atlanta late-summer air. He sat in the darkness on an old wooden bench and, in the odd stillness of the evening, wondered about the marvelous confluences of coincidence.

For it had to be.

Because anything else, like ‘fate’, made no sense. It was an artificial concept imposed on the structure of the universe by intelligences who needed to believe that there was more to life than randomness; that things like what had happened today were actually part of a scheme so grand and vast that nobody could ever hope to understand anything but the tiniest facet.

After today, Wolf could almost understand how one could believe in that.

The cellphone in his shirt-pocket bleeped.

Cyn.

“Hey, you!”

“Hey, you, too!”

“How are you, dad?”

“Fine, how about you?”

“Fine.”

He knew her well enough to discern the tone, even through a phone connection.

“Sounds like freaked-out, insecure, neurotic and emotional to me.”

From the other end of the line came growling noises. Wolf grinned to himself. Cyn was not in a good mood.

Then he remembered where she was, and the grin died.

“What’s the matter?”

“You know how hard it is to get away from Otto and Therese for long enough to talk to my dad!”

The nomenclature, ‘Otto and Therese’ versus ‘dad’, told him most of what he needed to know.

“I can imagine. Why not call me at night?”

“Sometimes I think they just might be listening in. How would I know who’s standing behind the door? For all I know they have their rooms bugged!”

“Hey!”

Another growl. “Never mind!”

“Will you last the distance?”

“Just.”

“Where are you now?”

“In the garden, as far in the back as I can, so they can’t see me calling you.”

“I’m sorry, love.”

“Sometimes I think I almost hate them. They don’t actually say anything against you, but—” she fell silent, and he could almost feel her rage “—it’s hints and innuendo. Their tone of voice. Like you were some trash they’d rather not have anything to do with.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said gently. 

“‘Worry’ isn’t on my mind. It’s more like I wanna tell them to shove a long sharp stick up their asses and… Ahh, never mind.” 

Sometimes, when things got like this, Cyn was given to suggesting inflicting unpleasant physical acts on the targets of her ire. 

“Just come home.”

“I might.” 

A pause. 

“What’ve you been doing with yourself? I suppose the Marriott thing…”

He told her where he’d been when it went down.

“Wasn’t it amazing—how she took the guy down?” Cyn said excitedly.

“One tough lady,” he agreed.

“I suppose she’s the big hero now.”

“She deserves to be. Though I fear that once the initial jubilation and public adoration wears off, whatever passes for ‘authorities’ are going to try and take her down a few notches.”

“Already happening. Otto said she was acting criminally irresponsible and should be locked up. I get the feeling though that if it had been a man he wouldn’t have thought so.”

“What about Therese?”

“She just shook her head. You know the way she is.”

They talked for another few minutes, then Cyn told him that she could hear someone calling her. “I’d better go in.”

“Be good.”

“Yeah, well, if I can’t, expect me home sooner than planned.”

“Love you.”

“Love you, too, dad. Miss you.”

He sat in silence for another while, then slowly, reluctantly, went back into the house and the sofa. He turned on the TV and listened to the endless postmortems on the day’s events. As expected, Sheila Haley, the woman at the center of public attention right now, was the heroine of the day. Criticisms of her actions drowned in a flood of good-on-you-for-taking-the-fucker-down kinds of responses. Wolf was inclined to agree, but he also found himself nodding when one commentator pointed out the incredible element of ‘luck’ that had made the benign outcome possible. 

Then there were endless interviews with people who had been inside the hotel, including the girl whose face he’d seen on the TV. 

Somehow seeing her made it all alright.

As Wolf sat there, watching it all, he was suddenly overcome by a strange emotion that made his eyes turn hot and wet. 

He knew the feeling and dreaded it. It usually came when his emotional guard was down—for any number of possible reasons—and he was confronted with something that deeply offended his sense of…well, maybe it was ‘humanity’; what was right and what wasn’t.

It hadn’t always affected him like this. Like most people he was perfectly capable of watching news of terrible things while having his dinner, and without anything ever getting stuck in his throat. One shut off and compartmentalized. And life went on.

But one day, shortly after Cyn turned ten, he’d been away from home on an assignment, just a month into his new career in science-writing. 

He remembered it vividly. 

Indianapolis. A teen girl called Kirsty Flynn had disappeared without a trace, presumably snatched by some creep or creeps on her way home from school in broad daylight. Nothing was ever heard from her again. In his hotel-room— watching the news and seeing a picture of her taken by someone only days before her disappearance—something had reached out to him, and nothing ever was the same again. 

Maybe it was because she reminded him of Cyn. Maybe it was because he’d just had the first real bad argument with Clara, and on the phone at that. Maybe…whatever. 

He was alone in his hotel room, his defenses down, and the picture of Kirsty flicked up on the screen. Bang! He’d never known what ‘soul sickness’ was, but he found out then. It translated into a nausea that had him run for the toilet bowl where he’d vomited up his dinner and then some more. 

Since that day, in some sneaky and devious way—though normally he was able to protect himself against reacting uncontrollably—every time a kid was on the receiving end of something they had done nothing to deserve, Wolf felt it like it was a personal attack, made worse by the terrifying knowledge that he was utterly helpless to do anything whatsoever to either prevent or change what was happening. He knew that the feeling of responsibility that came with this wasn’t healthy, but he couldn’t help it. It went too deep to take to a shrink or to excise from his soul. It probably was akin to a religious conversion, only that it had nothing to do with religion, but with…

What?

“Any man's death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind, and therefore never send to know for whom the bells tolls; it tolls for thee.”

That had been John Donne. For Wolf, what he felt was akin to that, and every assault on every innocent was like another statement of a personal failure.

He had tried to explain the thing to Clara, hoping to find support and strength. To his dismay she responded by telling him him that he was having a nervous breakdown and to get a damn hold of himself, because he had a responsibility to his family and couldn’t afford such self-indulgent nonsense. Maybe he should just go and ‘see’ someone for ‘help’.

Wolf didn’t, despite repeated urgings; but after that episode—which he thought might have marked the beginning of the slow but accelerating decline in their relationship—he had never mentioned it to anyone. When that feeling came to him again, he tried to find someplace where he could let it out; maybe did a bit of primal screaming, and sometimes he allowed himself to cry. Just as long as nobody saw him do it. 

Why not just be content bottling it up? 

Well, he knew that if he did, he’d eventually explode with the sheer energy of the grief that built up inside him. He needed these cathartic moments to himself, where nobody heard or saw what he was doing. Of course, the outbursts were futile and solved none of the world’s problems; but at least he didn’t go crazy and remained functional. 

He also realized something else; the grief had always been there. Fragments of memories from his childhood, even from before his adoption and teen-years, surfaced to haunt him; stuff he’d rather have forgotten, but which he now welcomed, because it meant that he hadn’t suddenly flipped into some weird state, but had merely acknowledged something that had always been with him. It was like welcoming back an old friend, who had been left out in the cold, ignored and neglected—and, though the friend was not easy to live with, to Wolf it felt like he’d become more complete than he’d been. 

There was a dark side; a part that had been scarred by experiences he’d had at a time when he had been too young to remember them later. 

Had he lost Clara because of that?

He’d never know.

And he knew that he’d probably also never find something to fill that dismal void he thought he sensed lurking somewhere in his soul, and which had never been filled. One day, when Cyn finally had started to live her own life and even she was gone, maybe that void wouldn’t just ‘lurk’, but start to taunt him with the constant awareness of his terrible incompleteness. Because only in that void could the darkness exist and wait.

Sometimes Wolf also wondered if maybe the reasons why he had left academia had something to do with this. Because completeness needed connection…

Wolf stared at the TV. The video clip of the little girl had long been exchanged for a mid-twenties blonde with streaks of green and red and blue in her spiky hair, a metal hoop through her nasal septum and another through her lower lip. Plus her ears must have weighed a ton with all the rings poked into them. 

Yeah, well, she, too, was an ‘innocent’; one of those who had not deserved the fate the dead perp might have inflicted on her. It didn’t matter that Wolf couldn’t even begin to like her. If he thought the little girl deserved to live and be uninjured, then so did everybody else in that building. It was as simple as that.

Cut to the anchorman, who provided more details about the perp. Mid twenties; rich kid from an old Atlanta family; unemployed and, from what Wolf heard, unemployable; liked to play with guns; liked to brag about how one day he was going to be rich himself, without his daddy, and much much more famous.

And so he was—for just a brief few moments, before the media and the public forgot him; while on the other hand, most of those whom Sheila Haley had almost certainly saved would remember her for the rest of their lives.



Chapter 4

 

What was it with these people?

Cyn came back into the house; was greeted by her grandmother with a look that made it amply clear that she knew what Cyn had been doing. The fact that she couldn’t see the cellphone in a back-pocket of Cyn’s jeans didn’t make a shred of difference. The disapproval was heavy and ill-concealed.

“Yes?” Cyn snapped. 

Her patience was at an end. She’d meant what she told dad; if it went on like this she was out of here!

Therese Helbert jerked back involuntarily and opened her mouth to say something, but Cyn cut her off. 

“You say or even imply one more thing against my dad that I don’t like…” 

She broke off, too mad to vocalize what was on her mind, and stormed up the stairs. She threw herself down on her bed and lay there, staring at the ceiling.

How dare they? 

What kind of a dysfunctional bunch of creeps was this, where she had to sneak away to have a conversation with her father? It seemed that after mom’s sudden death her grandparents’ aversions to dad had broken open like festering sores. If he was mentioned at all, usually obliquely, it was with such obvious detestation that it made her sick. Even worse was what she’d heard one day when she was passing by what she thought of as the ‘Shrine Room’.

It was a study of sorts, where Therese seemed to spend an inordinate amount of time. It contained an antique desk and two matching side-boards, both of which were decorated with dozens of framed photos of Cyn’s mother, dating back to her earliest days. On the walls hung larger photos and two paintings, one depicting Clara when she was about ten, the other as a young woman, possibly from just before she got married. 

Only one of the photos in here contained dad; a college shot, from when her mother was about eighteen, and which also included Paul. A ‘buddy’ shot that hid the complex relationships active at the time. Dad hadn’t been overly forthcoming with details—and mom hadn’t said anything at all!—but it seemed that sometime during those days mom had been ‘interested’ in Paul and dad. In the end she had chosen dad; much, Cyn suspected, to her grandparents’ dismay. Paul would have been a much more appropriate match; prospective mid-six-figure-per-annum lawyer, as opposed to an academic nobody, who in the end discarded even whatever bit of status the ‘Dr. Driscoll’ and potential professorships might have been able to confer.

Cyn avoided the Shrine Room like the plague. Despite her grandmother periodically trying to drag her in there, she had succeeded in avoiding it.

Thanks, but no, thanks. 

I loved you dearly, mom, even though you screwed dad over. But a shrine?

One day, when Cyn had passed by the Shrine Room, she had stopped at the closed door, because the voices behind it were loud enough to carry snippets of the conversation between her grandparents into the hallway. So Cyn had yielded to curiosity and listened.

Her grandmother, the voice dripping venom, audible even through the door: “Whatever it takes to get rid of him.”

Her grandfather: “He should have been neutered at birth. That way Cynthia might have been the daughter of someone we could be proud of.”

And that was enough; Cyn moved on because she knew that she was ready to storm in there and make a scene these people wouldn’t forget for the rest of their miserable lives.

But she caught just another snippet as she moved away…

Her grandmother: “Well, with a bit of luck maybe she is.”

Whatever had they meant by that? 

Who were they talking about? 

Cyn rolled over on her back and told herself to stop fretting. Like dad, she had a tendency to build up stuff inside her; and every now and then that needed to be released. But not right here and not now. The two people below hadn’t done anything to deserve her sharing anything of what went on inside her; or having any knowledge of who she really was. Right now, the only person who had that right was dad. 

Dinner time would be coming close. More torture on the way. Conversation hell with people she shared nothing with, except a few genes. The only person left in the world she actually shared anything with was dad.

I wish—sorry, mom, but I really do!—that dad will meet someone soon who actually appreciates him for who he is; which is a really, really great guy, who deserves much more than the grief you and your parents gave him. 

Really, really sorry, mom. But that’s the way it is. I guess, with those dysfunctional morons you never had much of a chance. Still, dad could do without the damn guilt you laid on him by killing yourself!

Cyn never knew when she dozed off; but she dreamed of a grand ball, straight out of some crappy period flick—and there was dad, dancing with a very attractive woman with long, dark hair, swept to one side to reveal a graceful neck. She wasn’t a classical beauty, but Cyn thought she was beautiful anyway. She also had a lovely smile, and the way she looked at dad was openly affectionate. 

And here the dream was disrupted by a peremptory knock on the door; and everything imploded and winked out, jolting her out of the pleasant vision. Cyn opened her eyes and saw the unwelcome shape of her grandmother poking her head in the door; not having waited for Cyn to tell her to come in, but assuming, with characteristic disdain for anybody else’s privacy and sensibility, that knocking and not immediately being told to stay out implied an invitation to come in.

She took in Cyn’s appearance. 

“You shouldn’t fall asleep in those clothes.”

Hmmm. Want me to doze off naked? Now wouldn’t that be scandalous?

“Just had a nap.”

“I think it’s time to get changed for dinner.”

Now there was another bit of weirdness…

“Thank you so much for telling me,” Cyn said, making sure the sarcasm couldn’t possibly be missed.

Her grandmother’s face puckered up. “No need to get testy.” 

She was easily offended; the touchiest person Cyn knew, and never mind that she didn’t give a hoot about other people’s feelings. Sarcasm always hit the bullseye.

“Can you just go?” Cyn said.

Therese hesitated. “After dinner…we have to talk.”

“What about?”

“After dinner.”

“Won’t be having dinner.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I’m leaving.”

When did I decide that?

Her grandmother, in the process of exiting the room, froze. 

“You what?”

“I’m going home.”

“Home?”

“Yeah. You know! ‘Home’. Atlanta. Where dad and I live.”

Therese Helbert—Cyn could even think of her as ‘grandmother’ right now—pulled herself up. 

“I think we better talk now!”

“What about?”

“You had better come downstairs. Otto will want to know about this.”

“Now?”

“Yes,” Therese Helbert said firmly and flounced out the door, closing it behind her with unnecessary emphasis. For someone of her disposition and self-control to exhibit such temper, she had to be in some state!

Cyn quickly reviewed her sins, or at least tried to figure out what she’d done that what might have passed as ‘sinful’ in her Otto’s and Therese’s twisted minds. 

Do I give a crap?

 

<~~>

 

As Cyn had expected, they were waiting for her on the sofa in the Shrine Room. 

“Come in.” 

Otto Helbert motioned imperiously toward a nearby armchair, but Cyn ignored him.

“What’s this all about?”

“We need to talk to you,” Otto said.

“So I gathered.”

“No need to be ratty about it!”

“Just say what you have to say.”

He visibly forced himself not to let fly with yet another admonition to behave herself.

“Your grandmother says you’re thinking of leaving.”

“I am leaving. Just have to pack.”

“Now?”

“Yep.”

“You’re going back to live with your father.”

“Of course.”

“That’s not a good idea.”

“What?”

“Your father,” Therese said, her voice showing significant strain, “is not the kind of man with whom you should be associated.”

“I beg your pardon??” Cyn thought she hadn’t heard right. “He’s my dad, for fuck’s sake! What’s your damn problem?”

There. She’d said it—using language which suitably shocked them.

Otto and his wife exchanged quick glances.

“Whatever he may be, you’ll have to make a decision,” Otto said.

“About what?”

“Sit.” Otto motioned at the chair again.

Cyn shook her head. “No point. I won’t be in here for long enough.”

Therese looked like she was going to explode, but controlled herself.

“When your mother died,” Otto said, clearly realizing that there was no way to make Cyn do anything he’d ask of her right now, “she left a will.”

“I know. Dad told me.”

“Not that will. There is another. It’s more recent and supersedes the one she made two years ago. This one she left with her lawyer.”

“She had her own lawyer?”

Otto nodded. “Of course. He’s our lawyer as well.”

“What for? So dad wouldn’t know about…what?”

“That she left all her worldly possessions to you.”

Cyn frowned. “So? It’s not like dad’s going to wear her clothes or jewelry, is it? Neither for that matter am I.”

“We’re not talking about your mother’s clothes.”

“What then? The house? So what? So dad and I own the house jointly. It’ll make no difference to us.”

Otto made a dismissive gesture. “Never mind the house. It’s hardly an asset. We’re talking about property which had not actually been in your mother’s possession yet—and indeed hopefully would not have been for quite a few years.”

“Huh?”

“We’re talking about Clara’s inheritance,” Therese supplied.

“We’re not going to have that man benefit from your mother’s death,” Otto said crisply.

“’Benefit’?”

“Which he would, if you continued the close relationship you have with him. We’re not going to allow that.”

“Allow?” Cyn echoed. “Who the hell you think you are? And what are you talking about anyway?”

“I thought it was obvious,” her grandmother said.

“To you maybe!” Cyn held up a hand. “Hold on. Let me get this straight. You’re telling me that I will be the one who inherits everything when you’re dead. And you want what?” She shook her head. “You can’t do that and you know you can’t.”

“We can and we will. We already have made your inheritance conditional upon you having severed all ties with Wolf Driscoll, and committing yourself by contract not to let him benefit in any way from it.”

Cyn looked at her grandparents and saw two strangers she didn’t know at all. Never had; never would; and didn’t want to either.

“So, you’ll disinherit me if I don’t?”

“It’s not like that,” Therese said.

“It’s not?” Cyn took a deep breath. “Well, let me make it easy on you. Disinherit me right now. Please!” 

She regarded the strangers gaping at her for another few moments. 

“I’ll be out of here as soon as I’m packed and never be back.”

She stabbed a finger in their direction.

“Don’t you ever—ever!—speak to me or dad again!”

She turned and stalked out of the room, leaving behind her a deafening silence. 

Did they really think she wanted their money?

She called dad the moment she got to her room.

“Cyn?” His drowsy tone changed to one of near-instant alertness. “Is everything all right?”

“Would you mind very much if I used my credit card to pay for a night in a motel?”

A brief silence. “Find a decent place, OK?”

“Thanks dad.”

“Was it that bad?”

“You have no idea.”

“Be careful. Keep in touch. And please be safe!”

“I will. Gotta pack now, and then I’m outta here.”

“I’ll kill them!”

“Don’t. They’re just…pathetic.” 

As she said it, she knew that that’s indeed what it was. Two sad, twisted old people, who had lost their only child; after having her what they considered ‘wasting’ her life on a nobody; desperate to at least control the life of their one and only grandchild, so that something remained of her.

She had nothing but contempt for them. And she’d be damned if she allowed them to get the same hold on her they’d had on her mother.

Cyn started packing. When she was done, she called for a cab and left the house without saying good-bye. 



Chapter 5

 

“Looks like you were dead on the mark,” Terence Wheeler said. “People are very impressed; even those who came to me after your presentation and openly expressed their doubts.” 

He grinned. “There aren’t many doubters left around here.”

Cassie nodded. She didn’t bother to tell him that another prediction, which she hadn’t cared to make known, had also come true.

In fact, she hadn’t told anybody; for reasons unknown even to herself. 

Maybe…

She twitched her head.

“What is it?” Wheeler asked her.

“Nothing. I gather that the FBI is willing to provide continued funding for furthering the project?”

“I don’t doubt we will. If this tool is what it appears to be, it represents a major breakthrough in law enforcement.”

“You didn’t really believe it would, did you?”

Wheeler shrugged. “I’m not a statistician.” He tapped his pen on the pad. “John Racal wants to see you.”

“Who’s he?”

“An Assistant FBI Director. One of the most important ones.”

“What’s he want from me?”

“Probably pat you on the back—metaphorically speaking.”

“Is he going to give us more money?”

Wheeler chuckled. “You are single-minded.”

“I’m a realist. You want this project to go anywhere? I need serious computing power and access to more data to fully exploit what may be possible.”

“What exactly is it that you’re actually looking to predict, Cassie?” 

“Depends on what we are looking for and the data we’re using to predict it. This is a work in progress, not a finished product.”

“Right.” Wheeler glanced at his watch and came around the desk. “Well, Racal will see you now.”

They walked through endless corridors and took a lift several floors up, until they stepped out into a lobby whose carpet and decor betrayed the heightened significance of the occupants of this level. Two armed guards in FBI field uniforms with small submachine pistols, their torsos covered by Kevlar vests, stood like silent sentinels at opposite sides of the lobby, from where they had a clear view of the lift doors. Their gun holsters also were open, the weapons ready to be drawn at a split-second’s notice. They saw Wheeler, glanced at the visitor’s badge pinned to Cassie’s jacket and relaxed minutely.

Wheeler motioned to her. “Down this way.”

Cassie thought she could feel the guards’ attentive stares follow them all the way, until they stopped before a door bearing a polished plaque, which read John. Q. Racal, Assistant Director. 

Wheeler opened it and took Cassie into the presence of an efficient-looking woman somewhere in her forties, presiding over a large desk, a battery of hi-tech electronics and an otherwise anally-tidy office.

“He’s waiting for you,” she said to Wheeler, with just a trace of asperity and flicking the briefest of looks at the battery of clocks on the wall above the door, all arranged under a flat projection of the world, with pointers and labels indicating the places whose time they represented.

She depressed a switch on her phone. “They’re here, Sir.”

“Send them in.”

They entered another office with a plethora of hi-tech gadgetry. The wall facing the occupant’s desk was a matrix of large screens. Three color-coded phones on the desk: neutral-beige, yellow, red. Two wide tinted windows afforded a look across Chicago’s city-scape. Several framed certificates and group photos adorned the walls, but that was all. If the occupant had a taste in art, he chose not to exhibit it. 

From behind the desk rose an athletic gray-haired man, possibly in his late fifties. His posture suggested a military background; tanned and weather-beaten skin; sun-bleached eyes that once might have been blue fixed on her as Cassie walked in.

Her peripheral vision picked up a movement. She glanced aside. Another man moved closer, emerging from a far corner of the office. Cassie took in his pallid skin, with the unhealthy texture of kneaded flour; head and face hairless like a chemo-case; bright-blue eyes set somewhat too closely beside a sharp nose, which ended in two pronounced protrusions of cartilage, over a near lipless mouth.

“Dr. Yoshida.” Racal inclined his head with punctilio.

Definitely military and old school. She wondered how he had ended up with a high position with the FBI instead of the Pentagon.

Racal indicated the pallid man, who eyed her with an expressionless face. “This—” the minutest of hesitations “—is John Fink, who is here in the capacity of an observer and advisor from another agency.”

He left it at that and instead indicated one of two chairs placed before his desk. 

“Won’t you sit down, please.” 

Again, it was said with an air of dignified politeness; a curiously archaic form of chivalry, that still prevailed among a certain class of officers. It seemed that, despite whatever had happened to John Racal, he retained a more-than-superficial core of that mindset. 

He also had, she thought, in his own way, told her that Fink definitely was someone whom both John Racal and Cassie Yoshida had to treat with caution. There was a definite whiff on antipathy in the air. Whatever John Fink’s role might be, John Racal didn’t like him much; all of which sent Cassie’s mind racing through a range of speculations.
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