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CHAPTER 1
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From a hard run, Haley Donovan dropped to a knee to let the bullet pass, only to hear it break glass behind her. After a glance back at the shattered cafe door, she rushed over to the walk-in newsstand and stood at a corner, catching the inky scent of morning newspapers. She spotted the three men that shot at her as they raced down the sidewalk across the street. The man in front was empty handed, the second held oversized binoculars, and the third carried a scoped rifle, pointed up.

As they turned away from her into an alley, she closed her eyes and followed them by using a native ability called remote viewing—seeing things at a distance. Through it, she watched as the men hopped through the side-door of a waiting van that hurried away.

Having seen what she wanted, she went to the shattered door behind her. Careful to avoid the glass chards, she reached through and unlocked the door then opened it and stepped into the cafe. She spotted a black-haired woman in the first booth, blood was spreading across her left shoulder. She called Georgetown 9-1-1 then applied finger pressure on the wound to slow the bleeding. The woman’s eyes were heavy—she was in pain—but was breathing regularly.

“Listen to me,” Haley said, “you’re okay. Medical help is on the way.”

Haley called her mother. “I was shot at. They missed me but hit a woman here in the cafe. She’s bleeding and I want to help her.”

“Okay,” Sara Donovan said, understanding that Haley wanted to use her advanced, though underdeveloped, healing skill. “Slow the bleeding but don’t try anything more.”

“Got it. I called 9-1-1. Would you ask Lt. Wilkes to come? We’re at Remmy’s.”

“Okay, but come back here when you’re done. You’ll need to rest from the healing.”

“Got it.”

Haley saw that no one was watching through the cafe windows, so she floated her hand over the woman’s shoulder and closed her eyes. Imagining the wound as if in full health but damaged, she slowed the bleeding to a trickle. Satisfied, she stopped to avoid being seen and resumed light finger pressure on the wound. She then noticed the name tag.

“Rosa! Can you hear me?” 

Rosa lifted her droopy eyes and nodded. 

“I’m Haley, Rosa. A man shot at me but hit you. I’m sorry you were hurt.” 

Rosa’s sputtering eyes slowed as she saw who was helping her.

“Good, that’s it. Keep looking at me.” 

“Are you Haley from the Funnel?” Rosa asked in a slow, raspy voice.

“I am.”

Haley read that Rosa expected to miss work because of her injury but didn’t want to lose her job. As a single mother of two boys, she needed to keep working. 

“We’ll take care of you and your boys,” Haley said, as sirens approached. “Please don’t worry. Come see me at the Funnel as soon as you’re feeling better. We’ll make things whole.” 

“Are you really Haley Donovan?”


“I really am.” She gave Rosa a reassuring smile just as the shrieking sirens stopped.

“You help people.”



“How’s your pain?”

“The pain is not much.”

The door burst open. Two medical techs rushed in over broken glass with shoulder radios blasting and quickly crowded out Haley. The taller tech examined Rosa for breathing and pulse while the shorter tech jabbed a needle into her unhurt arm. 

“Not much blood,” the tall tech said, turning to Haley. “What’d you do?”

“I put finger-pressure on the wound to slow the bleeding,” Haley said. “Basic first-aid.”

The tech nodded but didn’t seem satisfied.

Rosa said, “Thank you, Haley Donovan...” before succumbing to medically induced blackness. 

Lt. Wilkes of the Washington DC Police walked in. Short and stocky with grey hair cut high and tight, he wore iron gray tactical pants, black athletic shoes, and a black warm-up jacket. He looked around as if the scene were all too familiar.

“Are you okay?” he asked Haley. They’d known each other since Haley was a child.

“I’m fine, Lieutenant. Good to see you.”

Wilkes gave Haley a warm smile, studied Rosa, and the two techs. “Talk to me.”

They sat in a window booth. Haley explained that the rifle shot missed her but hit Rosa, explaining the shattered door glass and her wound.

“Commercial glass shouldn’t shatter like that,” Wilkes said, nodding at the door, “but it did so go on.” 

Haley described the three men, the make, model and license plate number of the van, and the finger-pressure first-aid she gave Rosa. There was no need to report her healing.

“You ducked because you knew the shot was coming?” Wilkes asked.

“Yes.”

“Did you move her?”

“No, you know I didn’t. She was seated in the booth when I walked in. Her head was down, her eyes were fluttering and she was slumped forward.”

“The med techs moved her?”

“They did.”

“Odd that there was flesh damage but not much blood.”

Haley wiggled her extended forefinger and gave a slight smile at his observation.

Wilkes nodded, unsure what to make of it. He called dispatch to put out a BOLA to locate the van, then he sat back. “What’s going on here, Haley? This was a premeditated attempt to shoot you by professionals, yet you don’t think it was attempted murder even when it sets up that way.” 

Wilkes glanced to see the crime scene van pull up. “That said, I’m not surprised because nothing has ever been straightforward and simple with your family. What’s the real story?”

“I agree that more is involved but I don’t know what it is yet. As soon as I figure it out, we’ll contact you.”

“Hurry it up this time,” Wilkes flashed a tight smile. “Issues with your family are always civilization altering, which means I need to coordinate with local, national, international and for you, intergalactic law enforcement to protect you, or maybe to protect the world from you.”

“We certainly appreciate your protection over the years, Lieutenant.”

“It works out. Your family’s relationship with Deputy Director Bjork has made my job easier more times than I can count, so you’ve helped me more than you know. Plus what you can do is really interesting to me, as you know. Bjork’s a big shot at the FBI these days.” 

Haley knew Bjork as Amy because, as one of her mom’s long-time friends, she’d been at their townhouse too often including holidays to call her anything else.

“I’ll take you back,” Wilkes offered.

“I’d like to finish my run. You can finish up here.”

“Your mother would skewer me until Congress balances the budget if I let you. How about I drop you off?” 

“I’ll tell her I really wanted to finish my run, to let you off the hook.”

“Look, we don’t know where that van is, and you were shot at by trained professionals with a long gun. Maybe they took lousy photos and decide to come back, we can’t rule that out or anything else. Consider it a favor from and for a friend.”

Haley didn’t need to read his intent to know it was golden. “How can I say no?”

“You can’t.”

***
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Simply said, Haley Donovan inherited her tall height and love of physical exercise from both parents. While her martial arts training came from her father and fondness for running from the both of them, her extraordinary traits came solely from her mother and her side of the family. At seventeen, fit from running and agile from martial arts training, her fully developed shape had acquired the rhythm of grace as she moved. Together with the gravity of her shock-con blue eyes and the glaze of her brownish skin, she was striking. But her brown-blond hair and blue eyes paid no umbrage to her parents uniformly jet black hair and brown eyes, distinguishing her as her own woman. 

Haley waved thanks to Lt. Wilkes at the curb and made her way to the Funnel Foundation’s kitchen. Renovated by her father, it spilled contemporary design. Gray ceramic hardwood plank covered the floors upon which sat a long white social table with walnut colored Norman counter chairs. A black painted ceiling accented with grey wood beams served as background for a series of attached, V-shaped ceiling beams—Haley’s design contribution—while a blue-grey sectional couch with small, white, egg shaped tables amidst a splattering of wood tables was Sara’s. Working together, they chose hanging, incandescent-bulb shaped lighting and a row of modern silver-white appliances that ran the length of the back wall and under the island. Derek’s kitchen project had morphed into a family affair.

Sara and Derek opened the Funnel Foundation to answer a question everyone asks themselves: am I doing what I’m supposed to do with my life. 

Indeed, newly admitted Funnel students talked of a life unfinished, underused and wasting away—like an empty water fountain in need of running water. They told of the overuse of devices, substances and gadgets that filled their days but emptied their hearts and soul, resulting in a hurried social life vacuumed of meaningfulness, and of desolate nights dotted with short-lived thrills in yet another new restaurant or bar, and of struggles over the conflicts in their places of worship. Reports of the constant search for something or someone that would, somehow, guide them to an answer to the question were all to common. 

Within a few months of admission, inklings of direction if not breakthrough life direction were just as common. A real estate lawyer discovered she’d rather be the fine arts artist she dreamt of as a child, a fine art artist found her zeal in jazz piano; a corporate SVP reacquired an ignored-and-knew-it life calling from years ago when he chose the trappings of an executive over a less prosperous life as a forester. An MBA found her passion playing the drums—her Funnel guided meditations returned her to the feeling of playing music she had as a little girl—she knew immediately that it was her calling. A professional sax player discovered just how much she wanted to teach the joys of music to young minds and to see their faces erupt in the love of playing as it had for her. Athletes—and there were several—became coaches for the love of the sport and not for the money; a heart doctor switched to a more gratifying family practice where she could interact with her patients holistically. She joined with a childhood friend, now a nurse, to open their own clinic; and a flower shop owner found ardor in the thought of becoming a policewoman in her home town. 

Each breakthrough—and Haley recalled most of them—was celebrated in the Funnel kitchen. There were so many that merely entering the room launched memories of excitement, achievement and joy. Smiling in reverie, she got busy making a protein shake and had finished it when Sara walked in. 

Sara, a lithe and fit mother, kept her black hair long. It was the thickness of her hair you noticed first, but it was her penetrating brown eyes that you remembered. When they looked at you, they moved past your defenses and into your private thoughts and you knew it. It was riveting, disarming and unfair but, she had the advantage. You learned to live with it or you didn’t, there it was.

“There were four men, mom,” Haley said, as she threw a smile at her mother, “a shooter, a spotter, a photographer, and a driver.”

“You gave the Lieutenant their descriptions?”

“Not of the driver. I didn’t see him, just the three from the sidewalk. The Lieutenant brought me back, by the way. He says hi.”

Sara smiled, realizing the Lieutenant’s wisdom delivering her daughter to the Funnel safely after an attempted shooting. “Very smart man. Did you get the plates?”

“I did, but they were fake cardboard plates with fake Virginia letters.”

“How could you tell?”

“One of the letters was lower case—not too smart.”

“What did they want?”

“To shoot at me so I would look in their direction for a recent and decent photo of me. They also wanted to test me to see how I would react to their intent to shoot at me. And, they wanted to give the Funnel notice.”

Sara glared at her daughter. “Notice of what?”

“That they can get to us whenever they want.”

“Shooting at you in daylight on a busy Georgetown sidewalk is more than a notice.”

Haley started the Keurig coffee maker for coffee for the both of them. 

“Mom, this wasn’t the first time.”

“They shot at you before?”

“No shots, but three times someone tried to take my photo and I turned away.”

“When?”

“In the last week.”

“We’ve kept your face from the public for a reason,” Sara said.

“I know. You wanted me to be ready. Well, whatever that means, I think I am.”

“I think you are, too. You’re well past ready.”

“Thank you.” She sat both coffees on the table and sat next to Sara. “That was a big step for you to tell me that.”

“You know it’s a parent’s thing to put off telling their children important stuff well past the time they should have.” Sara said, who wasn’t known for her humor.

Haley smiled. “Funny, Mom, thanks for not being too late!”

“What else did you get?” Sara asked. 

“They don’t believe the Funnel exists just to help people live a better life like we say because no one does that, there’s no good reason for it. So, they think we’re planning something secretive and sinister and it threatens them. They won’t ask us about it, it’s not their way. They prefer to bully and scare us, and shoot at us or worse.” 

“Did you get this from the men this morning, or from the men that ordered the shooting?” 

“From the man that ordered it.”

“You tracked the energies back?”

“I picked the empty handed man, his intent was the easiest to read, and followed it back to the guy that paid him, presumably the boss. He’s a part of some powerful group.”

“Did you get more on him?”

“I didn’t. Going back through that many connections is sketchy.” 

Sara studied her daughter. 

Haley gazed back. “You want to know if they’ll come back?”

“Of course I do. These guys were professionals. Can you see them?”

Sara, like her Grandmother Kate, couldn’t remote view. Of the inherited qualities from the family’s long line of gifted descendants, most could read intent and self-heal, but remote viewing—the art of seeing scenes at a distance—was rare. Haley could read intent and remote view and apply basic healing to herself and others, like she did for Rosa at the cafe. 

“No, and that’s odd. Something is off.”

“Healing Rosa may have exhausted you. Your body wants you to slow down.”

“I can’t, my class is about to start.”

“You’re overdoing it. I’ll cover it for you.”

“Actually, teaching re-energizes me. Oh, and I told Rosa—her name is Rosa—to come here when she feels better and we’d make her whole.” 

Sara hugged her daughter. “Good call, and you do seem fine. I know you weren’t in real danger but it was everything I could do not to rush over to be sure.”

“I know, and I appreciate it. But we both know that’s not needed, even if it’s nice. You’ve taught me to be tough and I was today.” 

Sara stood back to see her daughter’s face. “Continue please.”

“I was calm and clear thinking and knew what to do. Those four guys got nothing from me but another lousy head shot, and they got nothing new on us. But we got something on them.”

“What’s that?”

“They know they can’t shoot me.” Haley smiled, letting her mom figure out that she was kidding.

“Okay, not that funny,” Haley admitted. “We know they’re coming after us.” 

“We’ve always known.”

“Yes, but now we know it’s begun.” 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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Washington, DC radio personality Ray Ennis at WELL-AM adjusted his headset. He had been interviewing callers on hold in advance of this morning’s show to pick topics with the most interest. Indeed, after several conversations, a pattern emerged. Callers wanted Sara to explain the original energies. 

Right on time, Sara walked in, donned her head set and miked-up. She was ready. After a quick good morning, off they went. He introduced the show and Sara to the radio audience, and then asked her the first question. 

“Listeners have asked you to talk about the original energies. Would you explain them?”

“I’m happy to. There are six. They’re God’s energies embedded in each one of us before birth to help us guide our lives beneficially.” 

“Everybody was touched by God before birth?” Ray declared. “Wow! One hell of a good start.”

“They’re words you recognize. Appreciation, respect, truth, joy, the sub-assembly energies, and attraction energies.”

“Explain these for our listeners.”

“Respect is regard for another human being. It’s how you consider others for how they think, perform, act and speak, as you follow their actions over time. It’s an overall regard for them and not just one word or activity. Your respect can be felt by others—in other words, the energies of respect transfer to others. It’s powerful and when established in the mind and life, it can accomplish a great deal.”

“How does respect differ from appreciation?”

“Appreciation is regard for life itself, for the mere fact of living as in, isn’t it fantastic to be alive. People that sparkle usually have developed a strong appreciation of life. Its wonder extends to existential life but not to other beings—so it does not transfer to another person or words or actions. Instead, it’s your attention to your love of life as experienced in the smallest of things and moments. Its fresh air, its riding in a boat or convertible car or a walk along the beach, or a quiet moment with your pet. Our students tell us that appreciation lights up their lives up from the inside.”

“How do your students fare with understanding these two?”

“They say they’re easy to describe and understand, but hard to concentrate on in attentive space. With daily practice, though, the can draw respect and appreciation find on to center stage.”

“What’s the next one?”

“The energies of truth. This original energy behaves differently. It holds no content, it’s an empty shell energy, as some say.”

“How can it be empty?” Ray asked. “How can it contribute without anything in it?”

“It’s empty because content biases truth energy, which then makes it a belief and no longer pure truth. Truth’s importance lies in its drive to investigate, to relentlessly search for the truth. Searching and reexamining our truths challenges them and lightens bias.

Bias held too long or too tightly taints truth. People don’t like hearing that, just as they don’t like hearing opposing views on matters they believe in dearly. The more this occurs the less truth is involved, an energy that exists to investigate and learn. Truth strives for purity, bias keeps the truth away, so unlike respect and appreciation energies, which are more static, truth enemies are always in motion.” 

“How does that apply to our listeners.” 

“Most of us hold beliefs without ever reexamining them. But truths aren’t rocks, they’re energy flows. We must reexamine our long held truths, its likely we’ve outgrown them.” 

“Isn’t that hard to do?”

“It sure is. They often feel baked in. But working on them by listening to opposing views and sitting quietly to think about them gets truth energies on the job and that will help bring a joy that has not been experienced.”

“I’m fascinated by that one,” Ray said, “but what’s next?”

Sara pushed her hair back. “The energies of joy. Joy is a come-upon energy because it descends upon you. You can’t call it up, ask for it, or make it happen. And it will come only if you observe and live with the first three original energies. Joy has a will of its own, and when it comes it’s immensely satisfying.” 

“Like a reward?”

“You could say that, but it’s more like a marker of personal progress.”

“Do Funnel students get far enough along to experience joy?”

“They do and we celebrate each one, and we do it in our kitchen—laughing and tears are everywhere!” Sara laughed almost as an example.

“And the sub-assembly energies—what are they?” 

“They’re the body’s systems viewed as a single whole. We tend to see our bodies as different systems, but spiritually, we consider the whole body as a group of energy systems united as one overall system. For health, we focus on integration.” 

“Expand that a little more,” Ray urged. “This topic comes up often.” 

“Focusing on the integrated body helps it to function as designed, as a set of interconnected moving parts. Sub-assembly energies are used for normal daily repair and healing and are heavily used for advanced healing. Remember, these energies reside within us at all times. Focusing on the daily stimulates body healing.”

“The last one, then, are the attraction energies.”

Sara realized that Ray was hurrying her. 

“Attraction has an element of mystery in it. It is the energy that draws us to a lesson, person or circumstance at the right time and place with the right person needed for our best growth. A boy is attracted to the military, the law, the seminary, or to restoring Tri-Five Chevy’s. A young woman is drawn to medicine, architecture, or the fight against poverty. Attraction draws one to these endeavor in a powerful, clever and tenacious manner. And, it is the energy that draws love and friendship relationships together.”

“Isn’t the right relationship an expression of fate or an act of free will?”

“Free will gets its energy from the attraction energies, which is tied to learning and larger life lessons. In fact, all life’s energies draw from an original energy or a combination of them.” 

“That topic also sounds fascinating. How do our listeners put these original energies to good use?”

“By focusing on them during quiet reflection or attentive space daily. To do that, focus on a blank surface, like an empty hand, a table top, even a plate, then in time add respect and appreciation when you’re ready. Add truth energies and so on, again, when you’re ready.”

“So, if members in our audience were to bring all six original energies into daily awareness, would it complete their sense of vibrancy and being like you have?”

“They’ll have what they need to start living a fuller life.” 

“What about faith?” Ray asked. “Some people won’t feel complete without it.”

“Faith comes into place after the original energies.”

“Why?”

Sara sensed Ray’s need to hurry was conflicting with his desire to ask more questions like this one. The time remaining in the show was getting short.

“The original energies were given to us before birth and before a faith system could be introduced and established.”

“Does that explain why the original energies and faith aren’t in conflict?”

“It does to us, but I’m aware that faith belief systems that want exclusive control or occupation don’t see it that way.”

“I wish we could continue, but we’re out of time.” Turning from Sara, he said, “You’ve been listening to WELL-AM. Stay were you are, we’ll be right back.”

Ray cut to a commercial break. 

“How do you think that went?” Sara asked.

“I for one couldn’t get enough. My Gawd, you are really onto something here. It’s so straight forward and you were clear and genuine and your voice was so damn compelling the listener knows you believe in and live by what you say. I can’t wait until the next show.”

“Thank you.” But she hoped Ray wouldn’t overly promote the Funnel Foundation. Doing the show risked receiving more enrollment applications when the point of doing the show was to draw in more lineage descendants.

She smiled at Ray appreciatively and left the studio.

***
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“Sara, Rodney Morrison is on the phone,” Derek said through the bathroom doorway. Sara was soaking in the tub after the family’s Sunday morning run. “He heard your radio broadcast and thinks you might consent to appearing on Precipice.”  

Derek was everywoman’s dream. Tall, muscular and fit, with black wavy hair and dreamy brown eyes capable of melting snow, he was also attentive and thoughtful. He’d lit candles for Sara’s bath and then disappeared, but not so far away that he couldn’t protect her coveted after-run soak.

Rodney Morrison produced Precipice, one of TV’s most popular news shows. But he called too frequently, so they agreed she would contact him when she was ready.

“Tell Rodney I’ll call him tomorrow, and that he’s in trouble for calling on a Sunday.” 

“Got it. By the way, it’s Haley’s turn to pick the movie.”

“I know,” Sara said, realizing her leisure time was up. She climbed out of the tub, dried quickly, and put-on her terry robe.

The master suite and bath occupied much of the second floor of their townhouse. It shared the floor with a small den, Haley’s bedroom, a guest bedroom, and Derek’s music listening alcove. The architecture was Georgetown traditional, but the Donovans weaved in a contemporary decor, starting in the master bath. Hanging filament lights over the above-counter sinks, quartz countertops, twin, back lit mirrors, a double shower, a separate tub, and new tiled floors headlined the transition. 

Haley found Sara combing her wet hair. She gave her mother the light duty version of the Donovan stare. “I had the dream,” she said.

Sara’s empathetic eyes studied her daughter. “God’s cupped, floating hands dream?”

“Yep.” 

“And you have questions?”

“Did Aigel have this dream back in the beginning?”

“She didn’t, but our legends say that all Grandmothers have since. It’s a beckoning dream that means you’re ready to go to Aigel’s land and connect with her energies.” 

“The land next to Kate’s?”  

Sara combed out her damp hair. “It is. Your dream came early.”

Haley watched Sara’s smeary reflection in the foggy mirror. “I like that it did. It will help me help people sooner.” 

Sara nodded. “We’ll go out to Kate’s soon. I take it you feel ready?”

“One-hundred percent.” Haley grabbed a brush and refreshed her hair. “Are we going to a movie?”

“We are, and it’s your choice. Got one in mind?” 

“Not yet. I need to see Molly first. Her world is blowing up because a boy she really likes won’t text her back. She’s so preoccupied with him she’s sad beyond belief and I don’t want her being that way. I’ll be back in an hour with a movie choice. Oh, and mom, good show this morning.”

“Riveting?”

“Riveting.” They smiled at each other in the mirror at their standard post show exchange. It brought a little levity, a trait they both worked at. “Bye,” Haley said.

Sara knew Haley will remote view the theater’s movie posters on her way back and make her choice. She might even remote preview a few scenes. She always liked the movies she chose. 

But Sara knew—as Haley did—that remote viewing wasn’t meant for convenience; it was one of Aigel’s gifts designed for self-protection. Remote viewing saw danger coming and gave time to run, hide, or prepare a defense. Haley could not only see danger—such as men intending to shoot at her—she could also find people at a distance, especially those she’d met. Knowing this about Haley was comforting to Sara because she had proven difficult to harm. In fact, she was as close as one could get to being bulletproof. 
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CHAPTER 3
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US President Jefferson “Hap” Raines stood in rank disbelief behind the HMS Resolute Presidential desk. He had a phone to his ear and a tight-fisted hand in his pocket. A chronically painful back initiated the standing habit years ago. 

“You say there’s no reason for it, Mr. President?” Hap’s caller repeated. “There are plenty of good cover reasons for armed warfare, so pick one...need for natural resources, defending democracy, the risk of nuclear proliferation, reduction of terroristic threats, or even just plain espionage. They all work.”  

“Not with this Congress,” Raines protested, but his retort was weak and he knew it. Who was this guy? The call came from the office of a leading Senator so he took it, who was he to the Senator?

President Raines grew up in coastal California where, as a kid, he caught a sunrise bus to the beach for surfing before school. Later, he parlayed beach volleyball into a college scholarship, but his brains and good looks drew him into politics. He won every state election he entered, bolstered by a near-perfect memory and off-the-chart intelligence. His rise to become a two-term Senator and then the president was rare. 

“Since you were recently inaugurated,” the caller said, “I’ll tell you how this works. I represent a constituency larger than yours. I have substantially more money—ten thousand times more—and I have absolute control of my kingdom. Nothing limits me while you’re made to suffer by the media, polls, party politics and elections. Your position holds you in-check, mine lets me run free. I do as I see fit any time I want.”

“What do you want?”

“We’ll get to that. I spend to wage battle just like I spent to assure the outcome of your election. Apparently, Senators friendly to us did a poor job briefing you.”

“Apparently.”

“In our typical arrangement with the US Commander-in-Chief, you launch limited air strikes in a show of military strength, although lately I’ve asked your predecessor to deploy special forces instead in a quick in and out operation. We pay for it. Money is never a problem.”  

“We strike, you pay, that it?” 

“I’ve heard you were a quick learner. The target country this time is run by a belligerent egotist that has the potential to upset the region’s religious stability, something that we care a great deal about preserving. Our five religions, operating as one in these matters, protects religious stability we call the fabric of the whole. We are, in effect, a single, worldwide force with no equal dedicated to ensuring religious harmony. No one can ever upset that harmony, Mr. President, not ever. So, by use of your special forces, we can accomplish our goals while you suffer few if any losses, and very low cost. You would do well to count your blessings.” 

Raines wasn’t counting anything, he was staring at the trees outside his window. He tended to shift his focus when the news was bad. What disturbed this distraction was that no one had informed him that he could be forced to front for a man who could call in a war.

“You do want stability, Mr. President, don’t you?”

“Of course,” Raines blatted. “But who are you?”

“Don’t worry about that, but understand this: those that opposed me have suffered catastrophic loss. You don’t want that.”

Raines felt his face get hot. He knew a threat when he heard one. He also knew when to do something about it, and that wasn’t now. “I can’t believe what you do can be kept secret.”

The caller laughed. “That’s a popular myth, isn’t it?”

“A myth that doesn’t exist in my world.” 

“It does now. An intelligence pouch containing photographs of mass graves and soldiers breaking into houses at night and stealing young boys in this hapless little country is being delivered to the White House and the Washington press as we speak. These photos beg for immediate US military action to stop the horrible barbarism. Your mission is to fatally strike this man and his cronies, secure the keys to the palace, give them back to the old regime, and pull out. I fund it by giving you extremely low costs on war materials you are in constant need of for all your non-ending battles in the Middle East. Extremely low costs means half price or less. My time is up, Mr. President.” 

The phone clicked off.

Raines cradled his phone fully aware that he’d been asked to assassinate a country leader by someone he didn’t know.

***
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“Religion is always top of the heap, Hap, the highest authority,” Randall Dillingham, the UK Prime Minister, said. “Even in your country, although your last president didn’t know an upside down bible from a little black book.” 

Randall laughed at his own comment. “Politics serves at the pleasure of religion. It tops the power heap above your constitution and our monarchy. Your caller, Theo Mur, leads the Concilium—were you told? They are lethal, powerful and adept and are said to be a thousand years old and still manage to remain hidden-in-the-wind. Make no mistake, Hap, you and I and others like us work for that son-of-a-bitch and nothing can be done about it.”

Raines felt every bit the rookie. It took a foreign leader to tell him about his biggest nemesis.

“Where does he come from?”

“No one knows. The point is that he’s extremely powerful and dangerous. He forced me into conflicts twice. We did our part, no UK lives were lost, but so did he. In fact, he paid with twice the materials we needed elsewhere below our cost of one op. Materials just began rolling in. Don’t get me wrong, I hate the man but he’s an efficient twerp. I had a ton of explaining to do about the cheap materials but that was all.”

“You said his group is a thousand years old?”

“Per legend.” 

“How can anyone that big remain hidden for so long?”

“Theo can. He uses his immense power and money to ensure silence.”

“Have you found a workaround?”  

“We couldn’t figure it. We don’t know who the members are. When we sent out investigators they did not return. A few of yours disappeared, too, you might look into it and the media wouldn’t touch the story. It’s a sordid, comply or die business.”

Raines’s mouth ran dry. “You’re suggesting that I comply?”

“Manageable nightmare if you do, a shit-storm you won’t likely survive if you don’t.”

“Damn it to hell!” Raines exclaimed, though he rarely swore.

“Listen. It isn’t inconceivable that the world would have been more torn up by repeated war if the Concilium hadn’t compelled unity. The gains from his actions could outweigh the losses. He is bad news but his effectiveness is worth some thought.” 

Raines mumbled thanks and cradled the phone. He leaned back in an arc to stretch his back and then requested the file on the Concilium.  

With that, he was done for the day. Sara Donovan had relented to an interview on Precipice and he had to watch.
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CHAPTER 4
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“Sara, it’s my pleasure meeting you,” Rodney said. He was positively beaming. 

But Spencer, Rodney’s on-air host, was overtaken by her room-filling largesse and could only stare. Once he got hold of himself he said, “Hello, Sara,” and shook her hand.

“We’re ready to roll,” Rodney said. “Come with me.”

Rodney led them to two chairs sitting in a plainly presented open floor area with heavy drapes behind. Spencer seemed to have recovered because he sat comfortably, as if on his couch at home. Cameras, though large, weren’t as intrusive as she had guessed, and the off-camera space in the studio looked industrial. Microphones on, lighting set, water at the chair sides, they began.

“In the last fifteen months,” Spencer began, “you’ve won two honorary doctorates for humanitarian work and nine awards from leaders of major organizations. You’ve saved the world from a disaster of a bioengineering contract and you located the Queen of England’s admitted favorite, Carmen Jenkins, in a kidnapping. Your intuitive skill provided high relief to her parents, one of which is the Ambassador to the US from England.” 

Spencer offered an appreciative smile that Sara understood. He wanted to project that he was enjoying her accomplishments.

“If that’s not enough, your work as a business negotiator is legend. You and your husband Derek have negotiated over two hundred business cases and haven’t lost, nor have the teams you’ve trained lost. You’ve counseled the new President, politicians, educators, and, well, the list goes on.”

Sara was impressed; they’d done their homework.

“And if that’s not enough, you and Derek run the Funnel Foundation, a teaching organization for personal growth. Since its inception, you’ve graduated thousands of students and the Funnel has grown to a million followers. And, you and Derek have a beautiful and talented daughter. What do you say to all this?”

Sara smiled at the enormity of the moment, contained only by the need to respond to the question before her.  

“We were all blessed at birth with a unique set of traits. In my case, they were known to me early. I have a Grandmother with similar traits who taught me in their use, and a loving mother who taught me how to live without them.”

“You make other people’s lives better without religion or obligatory philosophy, or anything like that at all—is that right?”

“Correct. Students follow their path, not ours. We don’t presume to know what their path is, everyone’s relationship with God differs and everyone has a life purpose. And it’s private.”  

Rodney, standing aside the camera, noticed that Sara didn’t flinch, twitch or move as she spoke. She sat perfectly still.

“In your speech to the Mayor’s League last month,” Spencer continued, “you said kindness was the measure of a civilization’s civility. Would you tell us how this one is doing?”

“As a collection of societies, this civilization is just beginning to move past a basic understanding of our bodies, minds, and the world around us. We can grow food, cure many diseases, generate and manage electricity, break an atom, and send data and objects through the air, but we haven’t learned how to get along with each other.”

“So, not very good?” 

“Well, to me that question is like asking a five year old how his or her career is going.”

Rodney’s face reddened, so he quickly asked, “how should we measure civility?”

“When violent deaths and violations to integrity stop.”

“But haven’t we made progress, with no recent world wars?”

“Unfortunately, fighting is occurring in 69 countries involving 800 groups as we speak. The U.S. has been involved in 130 military operations with casualties in the last ten years, which is about one per month. In the twentieth century, though death totals vary, over 100 million lives were lost. So no, not much progress.”

Spencer stared in disbelief. “Was the Funnel also formed to stop this?”

“The Funnel was formed to help people find their life purpose. As our students begin to do so, they find themselves less tolerant of violence. Imagine that globally.”

“I find that hard to imagine. But for now, tell us about attentive space.”

“It’s reflective concentration similar to meditation and prayer. We use it to focus on the original energies and then later, on problem solving.”

“How is it similar to prayer?”

“Prayer is observed in many forms but generally, it’s based on a silent or scripted communication with God or other supreme being. In attentive space, you direct the mind to focus on God’s original energies already implanted in the mind/body system. That, in turn, invigorates the internal connection to God’s energies. It is powerful, as Funnel graduates and students attest.”

“But what about those that don’t believe in God or a non-God supreme—do they accept the original energies?”

“Very good question. Some reject the original energies because they came from an entity they don’t believe in, or don’t believe can exist. But most accept them because they offer valuable guides to live their life by.”

“A common perception,” Spencer said, “is that the soul is part of us. Do you agree?”

“Our legends say that we acquire a pre-existing, everlasting soul just before birth, and it remains within us until we pass when it transitions back to non-physical existence. We know that the incarnate soul is quiet during physical life yet it’s available if we access it. Attentive space helps to provide that access.”

“But why bother? What’s the gain or need?”

“The soul is a source of creative ideas, inspiration, intuitive hunches, and the telling of dreams. I think we can agree that better hunches and inspired ideas is a positive for all of us.”

“You’re saying that if I sit and focus I can talk to my soul. Isn’t that rather an extreme claim?”

Sara was unfazed. “It may seem so to the uninitiated, but not to actual users. Consider that the soul is quiet and won’t interfere, but it doesn’t take residence in us to be idle. It’s come to learn so it wants to interact as it can. I have a question for you. Name a part of the human body that has no role in our lives?”

Spencer was caught off guard and looked it. But he said, “Probably nothing...it would be superfluous.”

“Very well answered,” Sara said, chuckling. 

Spencer took a breath. “So the soul is willing to aid us, if we learn how to ask.”

“It seems obvious to you now, doesn’t it?” 

Rodney got the point: Sara just him showed how easily she read his intent as the TV world watched. She knew how he’d answer her question before she asked. 

“Can a person outside your lineage learn to read intent, remote view, and heal themselves?” 

“We think a few can learn to read intent and advance self-heal to an extent, less so for remote viewing. We’re always looking for those in the lineage that can.”

As Sara took a sip of water she caught Spencer looking beyond her.

“We understand that one of our own, a news anchor at our affiliate station in Portland, Oregon, is a dear friend of yours.”  

Sara turned to see Mia Thompson peeking in from behind the curtains. Sara laughed gleefully as she stood to greet her friend as she came into view. They looked at each other through swelling tears before they hugged.

This segment, Rodney thought, might be considered gimmickry, reminiscent of daytime talk shows. But he thought the two women would radiate a special magnetic, on-screen appearance. Indeed, their side-by-side screen presence was the most powerful he’d witnessed—Mia as a force of personality, beauty and intelligence, and Sara as an angel-like gift to humanity.

Mia then surprised everyone by imitating Spencer’s spirited voice for the next question. Everyone but Spencer laughed. “Of the five thousand students you’ve graduated from the Funnel,” she said, “how many didn’t benefit to your satisfaction?”

Sara smiled at Mia. It was a good question but she had seen it coming. “None. They all benefited. Their hidden natural ability was discovered and or life purpose emerged.”

“That’s a high degree of success for any endeavor, can you elaborate?”

“It’s like finding what’s at the bottom of the toy box. When they learned how to dig all the way down, they found what’s been there all along. When they do find it, their body reacts and they laugh and cry happy tears and give you the biggest smiles ever. We’re blessed to be able to experience these moments and so we celebrate each one every time. Our kitchen stays busy!”

“You must have a long waiting list.”

“It’s in the thousands.”

Mia smiled at the answer. “Damn, woman, you’re killing it!” She laughed again, knowing they would cut that scene. 

Mia moved on. “People believe nighttime dreams are odd and undecipherable, an intrusive if not extraneous interruption to daily life. Explain their importance.” 

“Souls send us messages using their language and it’s a universal language. Dreams are intended to give clues to an important life lesson.” 

“But dreams are so puzzling. They’re very tricky to understand.”

“They can be and take work to figure out, which is why they’re so often ignored. But once you realize dreams use symbols to communicate—a dream about your boss may be about authority or oversight or taking instruction and not about the person, for example—dreams become clearer. And what may seem like a weird or bad dream almost never is. With practice, understanding them gets easier.” 

“What if the dreamer misinterprets the dream? What happens then?”

“The intended lesson wasn’t learned so the soul will message it again. The second dream may use different symbols and scenes and may seem different, but the message is the same. The soul won’t quit. It has great love, patience and empathy. It will never quit.”

“It won’t stop?” Mia looked a bit incredulous.

“The soul never stops,” Sara said firmly.

Mia caught herself remembering—and marveling at—Sara’s poise. She was in her element and it was captivating. 

“I understand that your daughter was born with your skills, when before the traits skipped a generation. So rather than go from grandmother to daughter where a generation was skipped, your daughter has them. What caused this to change?”

“Apparently, our civilization needs more of us.” 

“Are you suggesting that these traits have an agenda?” Spencer asked.

“When things occur in nature has always been a question of the ages. As to the question of why things are changing, more people with these abilities are apparently needed to help solve the problems presented today.”

Rodney signaled that time was running out. 

“What’s next for you and the Funnel?” Spencer asked.

“We want to find more like us so we can accept more students.”

With that answer, it was done. As they stood, Sara felt she had done what she wanted to.

***
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“Theo, you watch?”  

Theo Mur knew that the phone-caller with his twitchy, resonant voice spoken in a thick accent couldn’t veil his worry. It was Aziz Galla, the Muslim Concilium member.

“I told you not to call unless it was an emergency,” Theo said. “I despise extra contact.”

“I use throwaway phone.”

“I watched it,” he answered, deciding to get through the call quickly.

“And?” Aziz said. His question sounded like a deep, guttural grunt.

“We’ll discuss moving the Funnel Foundation up the threat list.” 

“This is serious.” Aziz Galla hung up.

Theo expected the call. He had begun gathering intelligence on the Funnel using his own means, including a look into Haley’s rising skills and potential threat. That’s when he realized that had no recent photograph of her.

Theo was a short man in his sixties, stocky rather than rotund, thick but not muscular. His eyes trumpeted his personification far more than his size. He had dark hair and a round, flat face, but it was his pupils that put people off. They shifted side to side, darting staccato-like left and right as if caught in a non-ending search for an unfound object, person or idea, as if the sight signals in his brain vacillated between over charged and under charged in non-stop, alternating motion. 

His eyes had no charm; they frightened people. 
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CHAPTER 5
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To the President’s surprise, the government’s brief on the Concilium opened with a warning capitalized in large red font. Written by a former Chief of Staff and centered on page one, it stated: “Those contributing to this brief have inexplicably left the service of the government. They were sent to investigate the Concilium and did not return. They were likely killed. Thus, this work remains speculative and incomplete.”  

Raines flipped the page. 

“The US (and UK) do not know who the Concilium’s five members are, in spite of the group’s reported continuous, thousand-year history. In addition, the Concilium is likely to be protected from exposure by an overseer group. We don’t know who they are, either. 

“The Concilium functions through its vast wealth and power. It has access to any country leader it chooses. It values privacy over the sanctity of human life. 

“From speculation and assumption, the following are the Concilium’s requirements for each member religion’s admission:

Members are limited to one representative (vote) per religion, no matter size differences; 

Members must have full, autonomous authority over their religion; 

Member religions must have one hundred million adherents (see below);  

Member religions must be organized;  

Member religions must thrive beyond the original geo area;  

Member religions must be independent, with no sub-sets or sects. 

“Accordingly, we project the following membership roster: Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, and Buddhism. 

“Note: Judaism’s fifteen million adherents would disqualify it due to size, but its prominence in history, commerce, culture, and, as the base of Islam and Christianity, presumably earned it membership.  

“These five religions account for 70% of the world’s population, resources, and money, making the Concilium the most powerful group ever to exist on earth. 

“Religions conspicuously absent include the Tribal Religions (Shamanism, Animism), African Traditional and Diaspora (including Voodoo), and Chinese traditional (Taoism and Confucianism). No speculation is known as to why these and others were initially excluded or not invited. The Earth-based pagan belief systems and Goddess Spirituality or Wicca belief systems were formed too recently to be included, as was Scientology. 

“As to the group’s operating conventions, we speculate that:

“The largest religion selects the group’s chairman, most likely itself. Christianity, therefore, chairs the Concilium, and Christianity rules the Concilium’s speaking conventions, word usage and culture. As examples, places of worship are called churches, observance day is Sunday, there is a God, Jesus is real, and so on. These conventions were intended to expedite internal communication while specifically avoiding the disrespect of non-Christian members, practices, culture, and vernacular. Still, to the non-Christian members, these conventions must be annoying.

“The Concilium has proven that it will stop at nothing to protect its identity. War, insurrection, armed warfare, private killings, and assignations are operational tools used to maintain its secrecy and what it calls “the anatomical unity of the fabric of the whole”. Over the centuries, their death totals are unimaginable as they maintain their goal.” 

Raines put the brief down and creaked back in his chair. Murderous secret society? The anatomical unity of the body of the whole? Warring religions working in unity? If he hadn’t talked to Theo Mur, he wouldn’t believe any of it. 

Did he now? Shaking his head in doubt, he stood. He paced the office to ease his back and then sat and wedged himself into position. He flipped to the section on finance.  

“Estimating financial strength of an unknown entity is egregious. Yet, we estimate that the Concilium’s wealth accumulated from centuries of bequeathed assets, tithing, cash grants and contributions, and income from vast real estate holdings is staggering. Conjectured net worth: $100 trillion.”  

“Holy hell,” Raines thought. “Theo does have the wealth and power he claims.”

He tried to take this in, but could not, so he flipped to the brief’s last page. In bold face, it said, “If you’re reading this, sir, the Concilium’s wealth and influence helped get you elected. There is no profit in questioning it. No life, office, or institution rises above its reach. Only our knowledge of UFOs and possession of nuclear code have earned this level of secrecy.”

Raines glanced back at the trees whose view was mostly lost to darkness, a darkness he related to with a heavy mind. His day was ending with knowing that one of civilization’s longest held secrets controlled him, and his office lacked the power to stop it. 
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CHAPTER 6
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Theo rented every guest room on the top floor of the small, wood and stone, two-hundred year old London hotel. He also bought pricey tickets to the consumer electronics show held two blocks away. Each Concilium member would attend the show after the morning meetings, making it the ostensible reason they traveled to London. For this meeting, he chose a windowless meeting room. A beautiful but small French Walnut oval conference table, a matching small side table with a raindrop shaped decanter of water, and a private rest room—once a closet—were its main offerings.

“Gentlemen,” Theo said, “you have the updated death totals in the folder in front of you. Be forewarned, two conflicts have extended past expectations so the losses run high.”

Gavriel Selig, the Jewish member, said as he examined the loss totals, “These numbers are not high, they’re gruesome.” A frail man, Gavriel spoke in a congested, gravelly voice.

“Was there a question, Gavriel?” Theo asked, expecting no reply.

Gavriel, not known for verbosity during meetings, shook his head.

Akbar Mahto, the very thin, dark-complexioned Hindu representative, leaned toward Theo. “Elaborate on why they’re so high. I find them deeply disturbing.”

“Our intelligence regarding the North African operation was incomplete,” Theo admitted. “The rebel leader that stormed the capital has a warlord brother we were unaware of. He ruled in a distant location but was more than willing to lend hundreds of well armed fighters to his brother’s cause. The government, though, did know about the brother so it purchased large quantities of superior weapons, knowing the battle would be long and bloody. Both sides are taking heavy casualties. It will likely last a few more weeks.”

“Heavy losses, little gain,” Akbar said, cynically.

Theo let that pass.

“What’s the next disaster that caused so much carnage?” Akbar asked.

“Last month’s special forces unit,” Theo said, “got surrounded by surprise and had to shoot its way out. Losses ran above projections. They should be out of country in three days.”

Akbar, with his face grim and dark, said nothing in response. 

Theo knew that everyone hated death total days. It reminded them that they were in control of death squads, killing machines that won but often at a high cost.

“This is a low point,” Theo said, “we regret this. If there are no more comments, we’ll move on to new business.”

Gavriel spoke first, “I wish to submit new names to the low-threat list. Three authors claim to have found the Way to God. Their potential for disruption warrant inclusion on the list.”

“We don’t tolerate new ways to God,” Theo said. “There are plenty of existing ways to choose from. But it sounds potentially disruptive so I agree. Who else?”

“I’ve learned of a new terrorist group that claims it’s God’s chosen agent for the destruction of the mongrel infidel,” Akbar said. “We’ve heard this language before and we know it can disturb the anatomical whole.” Akbar lifted a thin arm used to support his back to adjust his thick, dark glasses.

“Text me the name and we’ll add it.” Theo knew that Akbar rarely offered names for the threat list, so he made a show of accepting his candidate, even though his past entries rarely escalated into actionable threats.

Aziz Galla, an NFL lineman-sized Muslim man with the guttural voice, spoke next. “More threat comes from the US Funnel than authors and terrorist no-names. Sara Donovan, Funnel leader, made it onto big US TV news show. We must elevate Funnel to high threat.” 

As a physically large man, Aziz’s voice could resonate to stadium-filling levels. But when he wasn’t speaking he often appeared comatose. His half-dead look today had featured a stone-hard glare from nearly shut, slit opened eyes, but now that he had the floor, his eyes were bright and animated.

“The Funnel is on the agenda, Aziz,” Theo said, “as you may know from reading it. Let’s try to keep interruptions to one per meeting.” 

“Who could be more important?” Aziz asked.

“The threat hidden in the loyalty numbers is more important,” Theo answered. “Our adherence counts include our disloyal members, you know this. If they decided to organize and splinter off as a new religion, they’d be an instant, significant threat and the somewhat stable world we manage would blow up like the Death Star. 

“That said, no one, including the Funnel, is trying to organize beyond place of origin. We’ll list the Funnel because they could be disruptive, but they’re otherwise static in spite of the TV appearance. I know of no present threat.” 

“We don’t know anything,” Akbar said. “They could be making for big new growth right now.”

“They’ve added no new leadership,” Theo argued. “They’ve held no national unifying rally meetings, they’ve built no new places of worship. They are, as I said, static.” 

“So what!” Aziz roared. “Funnel has enough name to make the important TV show. They’re a big threat standing still!”

“Aziz, listen,” Theo said. “Christianity’s former members are counted as Nones. To their growing totals we add the atheists and agnostics, and those that don’t practice any religion, and the new New Age independent faiths. If just our disloyal and the Nones joined they’d be bigger than your group and mine. Compare that threat to the Funnel.” Theo’s pupils raced curb to curb in agitation. He loathed repeating how their business worked. 

“Recall, Theo and Aziz,” Buddhist Bohdi Kokan said, “that we pirated the ship of a potential competitor once before to protect the religious whole. Our strategy worked because that group, Scientology, was well organized. Perhaps it would be better for us if the Christian disloyal and the Nones did organize so we can eradicate them more efficiently.”  

“Bohdi,” Akbar said. “Theo was referring to our ongoing battle with the disloyal and Nones and not with Scientology.”

“I understand,” Bohdi snapped. “I was referring to how we became so contagiously nervous about how quickly Scientology grew—just like the Funnel has. It was the only genuinely new religion in the US to come along in one hundred fifty years and we freaked. We spent millions on studies that concluded that, in fact, we should have freaked out. Scientology could have upset the anatomical whole.” 

“But to our relief,” Akbar added, following a drink of water, “its rising membership crested at one million, even as it claimed eight million.”  

“Which is the size of the Funnel now,” Bohdi said, “Scientology drew members from our religions, our disloyal members that were still with us , and the Nones because it offered a choice of how to observe. It also showed that our theologies have the flexibility of a concrete pier, unable to flex enough to keep our members faithful.”

“Perhaps,” Theo said, “but we don’t argue theology here.”

Akbar, though frail, was persistent. “We don’t but should we have? Our solution came differently from theology but it may have covered over that as a fault.”

“Explain yourself,” Aziz said.

“Well, once Scientology started Theo saw that it could have achieved more membership had they better managed their rabid need to distinguish themselves. He saw how we could use their over zealousness against them and that their claims were always so passionately overstated that a calmer, more reasoned approach would have retained more adherents over the long haul. Had he not persuaded us and had we not acted, they might have met our alarming projections.”  

“Your recall is correct,” Gavriel said. “I’d even say that we made their dream messages wet, so to speak, so they couldn’t deliver the dream.”  

“But will that strategy work with the Funnel?” Akbar asked. “We used logic and sweet sugar to manage Scientology, as Bohdi and Akbar have competently explained, while the Funnel seems to be made of sugar already. Maybe our strategy would work with the Funnel, maybe it won’t.” 

“Concise distinctions,” Theo said, “and I don’t know yet either.”

“The answer doesn’t matter,” Aziz said. “The Funnel is a big threat on its own and doesn’t need Nones or fallouts.” Aziz’s response took its usual cover in the charm of his willful misuse of a non-native language, the repetition of which rendered his ploy transparent. “It tears fabric of whole away like sidewalk weed that gets through.”
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