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    For the Thunberg Generation, for the fierce Planet Stewards who make up Extinction Rebellion, and, more specifically, for my children and grandchildren.

      

    


Author’s Note

Respect for the vulnerability of human beings is a necessary part of telling the truth, because no truth will be wrested from a callous vision or callous handling.

Anaïs Nin

––––––––
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A few words of caution are in order, so I hope people will read this before diving in.  Life is unsettling enough without getting stunned by unforeseen ugliness, especially when all one seeks is a thrill or a bit of escape.  

You are about to read a thriller (of sorts) that avoids the usual violence for violence’s sake but squarely faces a murderous upheaval that may well be around the corner.  The book is fiction, but only because it offers informed speculation.  It speculates on how vulnerable/angry people are likely to respond to the impending climate crisis once they move beyond denial.  The climate science is all factual.  The human psychology is basically sound.  And, given our dire straights, I’m afraid it’s not at all unlikely we’ll eventually be in for similar savagery of the non-fiction sort.  Still, none of these events have happened—yet.

I’m also afraid my speculation may prove to have been more of a dire prediction.  And since dire predictions that come true have clearly failed to be of any use, I’ve chosen to pull no punches in the hope people will take action to prove me wrong.  I’ve risked shocking people with some established truths and observed human propensities, but only in pursuit of greater utility.  Therefore, be forewarned that my darker revelations may unsettle some readers.

In 2006, Al Gore attempted to educate us about “an inconvenient truth,” which, outrageous as it was, sparked surprisingly little outrage.  It scarcely perturbed our collective complacency.  The truth he shared proved so easily ignored it hardly registered as inconvenient.  As a result, we’ve lost precious time.  That’s why, without meaning to be callous, I’ve chosen not to make the same mistake.  I decided to be so blunt that if people aren’t at least a little outraged and unsettled by what they read here, they can’t have been paying much attention.  If that makes Casualties Of Conscience a bit of a broadside, I apologize.

I wouldn’t have bothered writing an outrageous novel were I not both frightened and somewhat hopeful.  I’m a bruised idealist who’s evolved into an apprehensive realist.  I understand Humanity’s peril well enough to be duly alarmed, but I still believe in human potential.  Thus, I remain strangely disposed to imagine we may yet complete our species’ evolutionary leap into rationality.  I also believe we are still capable of preserving our planet’s capacity to sustain our species, if only just barely.  But neither optimism nor pessimism will serve or save us.  So, clear-eyed rationality remains our only saving grace.  And Reason says we must act with grim urgency.

However, it’s the grim urgency of our plight that most frightens me.  I have little confidence the casual reader will receive my urgent message as intended.  I offer a cautionary tale, not an incitement.  Horrors surely await us should we continue shutting our eyes to the truth about climate change, which would be grim enough.  However, this cautionary tale hopes to provoke responsible action, not violence.  The novel depicts how horribly some people might react when they discover their betrayal by their government and others with power.  But that’s not how any of us are obliged to respond.  I’m inviting the reader to imagine reasonable proactive alternatives to the novel’s portrayal of reactive violence.

Bear in mind it didn’t take much imagination to conceive the premise for this story.  Just look around.  Without a doubt, people increasingly feel anger as they awaken to the scope of our betrayal.  Feeling aggrieved is understandable; many are already on the verge of explosive rage.  And an ensuing sense of fierce urgency would be logical, even desirable, if only it were well-informed and tempered by rationality.  And if it underscored the importance of staying grounded in compassion.  

Consequently, I feel compelled to plead: Please don’t misinterpret this fervent call to action as an incitement to take up arms.  It is not.  Casualties Of Conscience is emphatically NOT an incitement to violence.  It is the opposite.  It is meant to encourage us all to take decisive, non-violent action.  And take such action immediately lest reactionary violence interfere with effective preventative measures we might yet discover and embrace.

As history suggests, complacency in the face of our existential threat will make some form of the following fictional events inevitable.  So, take Casualties Of Conscience as a fair warning.  A warning intended to provide ample opportunity for reflection, thereby giving the better angels of our nature a chance to hold sway.

Stephen Pocklington, November 1, 2024

stillpartoftheproblem@gmail.com

––––––––
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[image: WARNING: Chapter 9 contains a depiction of violence against women/sexual violence.]

* * *
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Part One
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Adults keep saying: "We owe it to the young people to give them hope.”  But I don't want your hope.  I don't want you to be hopeful.  I want you to panic.  I want you to feel the fear I feel every day.  And then I want you to act.  I want you to act as you would in a crisis.  I want you to act as if our house is on fire.  Because it is.

Greta Thunberg

* * *
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Chapter 1
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Try persuading the world not to cut its throat for half a decade or more...and it'll begin to dawn on you that even your behavior's part of its plan.

Malcolm Lowry

––––––––
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“Excuse me, boss... Some guy’s on Line 1 asking for Jordan and says it’s urgent.  He’s a reporter with the Washington Post.  Says it’s about some terrorist threat she’s supposed to have received.”

The word “terrorist” carried implied permission to take the call, but Special Agent Eva Jordan checked that assumption and paused for Elliot’s nod of assent.  It wasn’t because he was the Deputy Special Agent in Charge.  She had better, more personal reasons for always showing the man due deference.  So, as much as she’d welcome anything that could pull her away from yet another CDC briefing, she awaited Elliot’s leave.  And, of course, he nodded.  He knew there was no one better to take the call.

Eva tried not to let her eagerness show as she nodded back and moved briskly toward the phone on her desk.  Everyone else knew the nods signaled a merciful end to their Friday morning briefing and the long, pointless slog through pandemic protocols.

Before she could pick up on line 1, she heard, “Jordan!  You’ve also got the New York Times on Line 2.”  

While punching Line 1, she turned to her partner and asked, “Malcolm, do you mind...?

By the time she’d finished with the guy from the Washington Post, two more calls were waiting.  Malcolm Douglass was hanging up from his first call as she punched another button for her second.  Their shared looks telegraphed, “What the f...?”

Eva Jordan paused before taking her third call to yell for someone to please light a fire under those sluggards in the mailroom!

“See if they have a Priority Mail Express envelope addressed to me, marked Personal/Confidential.  And if they do, tell them I needed it ten minutes ago!”  

Eva and Malcolm handled a couple more calls while they waited.  Hers was from the Philadelphia Enquirer.  Malcolm’s was from the Boston Globe.  Same story on each call.

On their end, the conversations were all versions of: “No, sir, I haven’t received anything in the mail remotely like what you’re describing.  No, sir, I know of no cause for public concern.  No, I wouldn’t do that if I were you.  Print whatever you like, but it will have to be without substantiation from me.  You’ll probably look pretty foolish tomorrow.  Of course, I will if it’s warranted... No, I have no other comment.”

Jordan looked up to see Calvin approaching at a trot from the mailroom with a thin Priority Mail Express envelope.  Dropping it on her desk, he said, “Sorry.  Given its nature, they were taking every precaution....”  

Eva cut him off with a head shake and a good-natured scowl.  She knew anything labeled “Personal/Confidential” got extra scrutiny and zero privacy, so she wasn’t surprised that the envelope was already opened.  But she was surprised to see that both the envelope and its contents were already in evidence bags.  Calvin tried to explain they were supposed to be dusted for prints, so....

Eva again cut him off.  “Sure, thanks, Calvin.  You can return them as soon as we take a good look.” 

More calls were still coming in, but Eva left them to other agents.  They all sensed something significant was up, and handling a few calls was an easy way to get in on whatever it proved to be.  She and Malcolm had already turned their attention to what lay on Eva’s desk.

Along with the empty Priority Mail Express envelope, there was just a single sheet of paper sealed in an evidence bag.  No accompanying letter like the reporters had received—letters explaining that the original message was in the hands of Special Agent Eva Jordan of the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Washington D.C. Field Office.  

No, all Eva and Malcolm found was a mere slip of paper with these words neatly printed out:


A storm is coming.  For decades, your scientists have given you fair warning.  More than fair, really.  Climate change is real, and it’s caused by you humans.  Because you haven’t heeded those warnings, climate change is accelerating, and a horrific catastrophe is imminent. Recent cyclones, floods, droughts, and fires were warning shots fired across humanity’s bow.  Still, you paid no heed.  All right then.  No more warning shots.  Beginning with the deceivers, deniers, exploiters, pollutocrats, and destroyers, now you will pay with your lives.  Starting early next week, look for bullets to rain down and a flood of blood.  Gaia 



* * *
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Chapter 2
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The rifle itself has no moral stature, since it has no will of its own. Naturally, it may be used by evil men for evil purposes, but there are more good men than evil, and while the latter cannot be persuaded to the path of righteousness by propaganda, they can certainly be corrected by good men with rifles.

Jeff Andreas

––––––––
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He was lying in a perfect prone position.  He had been for more than an hour now.  The sun rising at his back illuminated a beautiful view of the awakening city.  And 1,186 meters out, this morning’s first targets.

It was just after 06:00 on a Monday morning when he laid a foam mat down on the rooftop and carefully aligned it and his weapon with the head of the table just inside a distant conference room window.  Later this glorious morning, a certain group of very influential men would gather in that room and sit at that table.

* * *
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Only when the rifle was precisely positioned had he dropped his long, lithe body straight in behind it.  He thought it was like assuming a front-leaning rest position but without a drill sergeant hollering the order.  He’d kept his back arched up a bit, so when he lowered his chest and put the rifle butt to his shoulder, he’d put a slight positive load on the bipod.

He took great care, making sure all six feet of him were laid straight out and in line with the rifle’s long bore.  He’d then stabilized this position by keeping his legs comfortably offset just a little, with his toes pointed out to either side, his feet, ankles, and legs laid flat.  It was now second nature for every muscle in his body to relax and sink solidly down onto the rooftop.  Fully settled into place like this, his very bone structure kept the rifle on target.  Endless practice had indeed made for perfection.

He kept the rifle butt anchored squarely in the pocket of his shoulder, knowing the recoil of the .50 BMG rounds he was using would exact a considerable toll.  In training, it had taken no more than one vicious kick to learn his lesson and respectfully make friends with the beasts.  

His cheek rested on the stock in what was almost a caress, keeping his head in natural alignment with the scope’s reticle.  With his elbow firmly planted, he maintained a solid but relaxed grip on the rifle with his right hand, using his left to further steady his position by holding it under the stock.  He’d become the solid connection between rooftop and rifle, even as his 5-45x56 Schmidt & Bender scope put him almost in that distant conference room.

* * *
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In the hours to come, he would repeat this engagement sequence more than once, checking and rechecking his aim, making sure no accuracy was lost to fatigue.  Before ultimately taking his shot, he’d fine-tune every element until he was sure he was one with the rifle and with the target.  

And each time he settled, he practiced his breathing, visiting over and over again that moment of perfect stillness at the end of every third exhale.  It was a meditation.  It brought him peace.

Throughout the long ritual, he kept his finger off of the trigger.  He knew he didn’t need to practice his trigger squeeze.

* * *
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Chapter 3
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If you tell a lie big enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually come to believe it.

Joseph Goebbels

––––––––
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Richard Sunderland stared out at the same city from the opposite direction.  Lacking a rifle scope with crosshairs, his view was broader than that of the unseen man surveilling him, but his gaze was no less critical.  This is my city, he mused.  The seat of imaginary power where “elected” officials merely imagine they run the nation.  The District of Columbia.

He sneered at the presumption of the district’s puffed-up politicians.  He knew they weren’t truly elected.  Not at all.  They were bought and paid for.  And most were in his pocket.  He considered them little more than egotistical fools.  His fools, of course.  His tools.  Or, as he liked to think, wholly-owned subsidiaries of Sunderland, Inc.  Who needed to pull triggers when you already pull all the strings?

Mr. Sunderland—always Mister Sunderland—wouldn’t be needed in the conference room for another hour, so he had time to amuse himself.  And it pleased him to reflect on the part most people forgot of Goebbels’s quote about repeated lies: The lie can be maintained only for such time as the State can shield the people from the political, economic and/or military consequences of the lie . . . the truth is the greatest enemy of the State.  

Richard Sunderland never forgot that part.  It was his raison d’être—suppressing the truth—now more than ever.  He counted himself both a defender of America’s Big Lie and one of its finest revisionists.  That also made him one of the few true guardians of the State.  Sadly, it was a role best served in obscurity.  There would never be a Medal of Freedom for Mr. Sunderland.

Mr. Sunderland certainly rivaled Goebbels as a liar.  He was founding director (some 35 years ago) of the Center for Energy Research and The American Future (CERAF) and was now President and CEO.  That corporate name alone was a feat of deception.  As the man who passed off the fabrication of lies for research, he also regarded himself to be a true patriot.  Not one of those flag-waving, populist idiots but a genuine patriot to the true State, the fossil-fuel-dependent economic world order.

This morning, as a true patriot, he would face down dissent within his own ranks.  Dissent from weak men frightened by the mounting consequences of their Big Lie.  Pitiful little liars, he thought, who only played supporting roles in selling his narrative.  

Truly, they were unoriginal little liars who had never been strong enough to face the very future they were creating.  None had the guts to embrace the inevitable and utterly predictable consequences of denying scientific Truth for incredible short-term profits.

What most frustrated Mr. Sunderland about today’s confrontation was the necessity of relying on so many weaklings.  Fools whose weakness required them to believe at least some portion of obvious lies.  A few in the ranks understood they were mere deceptions and maintained them only for their share of profits, but most simply repeated the lies so often they’d forgotten the deceit.  It seemed no one, none of them, could honestly accept the undeniable truth of the impending collapse.  

Getting these fools to reenlist as fellow defenders of the State compelled Mr. Sunderland to demonstrate his total mastery of the Big Lie yet again.  He’d already recast it for them a dozen times, making it fit each of the emerging realities that frightened them so.  It was as though they couldn’t fully appreciate the rich glories of staying in control and on top even on the way down.  

Especially on the way down, he thought.  It’s how we remain masters and not victims.

* * *
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To look at him standing at his office window, Richard Sunderland indeed appeared every bit the master.  That was discernible even through a rifle scope.  The man had a definite air of refinement and command.  

An aristocratic older gentleman, he was unmistakably a man of considerable wealth.  One might think such a man would take pleasure in all varieties of excess, yet he looked lean and fit in a bespoke charcoal grey suit tailored for timeless style.  There was nothing trendy about him.  No, nothing merely fashionable for Mr. Sunderland.  

In his youth, he’d calculated how best to present himself to the world.  And through decades of deliberate choices, he eventually became who and what he was: an icon of prestige.  Not some grasping millionaire or a mere brand.  He was a genuine member of the elite.  

The vintage Patek Philippe Calatrava on his wrist honored timeless elegance without ostentation.  It pleased him that a mere glimpse of it would inform others that this man required no superfluous bezels or dials on his watch to tell the day or date.  And, of course, he was never out of his depth.  

He wore no other jewelry, not even glasses, though his eyesight wasn’t what it used to be.  He thought such things frivolous adornments, even the spectacles he needed.  He’d often remarked, “If a man wants to mark his attainments, proper attire, and a dignified bearing were all that mattered.”

His colleagues were astonished by how little he cared for the usual accouterments of business success.  No bulging devices ever disturbed the fine lines of his suits.  He abhorred cell phones.  It wasn’t that he was old-fashioned; he simply didn’t require one.  He had Francis to handle all calls and cared nothing for the nonsense that passed for “news” on so-called smartphones.  Only ill-informed idiots relied on them.  

Indeed, Mr. Sunderland preferred to keep himself inaccessible and insulated from what he considered the noise of the world.  Besides, as he was fond of saying, the White House always took his calls, as did the Majority Leader.  He was never without any of the inside information his work required.

Only Francis would have noticed Mr. Sunderland’s frustrations this morning, evidenced by his slightly tousled hair.  Running his fingers back through his hair was his only anxiety tell.  Francis knew his boss to be prideful of that salt and pepper mane, which was the very definition of distinguished, and he always kept looking “just so.”  In fact, though it appeared he was due for a trim, his hair was cut quite regularly to maintain just that appearance.  Francis knew everything about the man was entirely purposeful.  

As with the Big Lie, his real mastery was over appearances.  And this morning, he wasn’t entirely hiding his irritation, which suggested he wanted people to notice.

* * *
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A flash of movement from below called Mr. Sunderland back from his thoughts of Goebbels.  Scowling, he glanced down at the drive in front of his building, only to relax when it proved clear of little liars.  Good, he thought, no one’s arrived yet.

A minor wave of revulsion arose with the thought of the people who were soon to descend on him, most likely with Brian Phister at the head of the line.  This whole meeting was a mistake he might have forestalled if only Brian had come to him first.  Instead of stepping up with his concerns, Brian chose to work up his nerve by rallying the weakest of the consortium to his side.  

With them feeding each other’s fears, there was again pressure to roll out a revision of the Big Lie before it was polished.  It would be better to face this nonsense head-on, but, in truth, he would rather do what he had done so many times in the past.  Just give them some psychological air and pump them up with the false sense of their own importance.  It’s what usually kept them useful in the past.

Turning back from the window to face his desk, Mr. Sunderland reminded himself that the consortium had been through such moments many times before.  Only now, the intervals between the bouts of skittishness were getting distressingly shorter.  

He would have preferred to shrug it all off with a “That’s all they are, really... just bouts of skittishness.”  But he knew it was more than that this time.  The science was growing clearer, and the looming catastrophe appeared closer at hand, even to those fools.  That’s what was actually forcing his hand: Reality.  

Mr. Sunderland understood reality.  He had never been a climate change denier, nor did he ever doubt human causation.  More importantly, he had never had any delusions about our human ability to turn things around.  No, his life had been dedicated to creating a narrative that would maintain stability and economic growth even as things inevitably fell apart.  And that’s what mattered.

In front of him, thoughtfully arranged in his large but spare corner office, were manifestations of everything he was working to maintain, even as civilization collapsed around him.  Each possession was an example of his true values, his wealth, his world.  

The office was 10 yards square, with window walls on the East and South sides and exquisite paneling to the West and North.  Centered on the East window wall where he stood was a solitary Herman Miller Eames Lounge Chair and Ottoman.  Beside it, he kept a short Spot Stool by Michael Anastassiades as a side table.  

In the very center of the room stood his desk.  “Desk” was the wrong word for it.  It was a piece of installation art.  A twelve-foot by five-foot slab of two-inch-thick polished crystal seemed to float above two massive rectangular blocks of Brazilian rosewood, polished smooth as the glass on two sides and live-edged on the others.  

Immediately behind the desk sat his Henry Miller Aeron desk chair.  The only objects on the desk’s gleaming surface were a simple 16” MacBook Pro, a thin stack of Strathmore personal watermark stationery, and a Meisterstück Geometry Solitaire fountain pen lying diagonally across the top sheet.

The west wall behind his desk was bare but for the forest’s worth of bird’s eye maple.  Centered on the wall was a sleek sideboard, a smaller mirror image of the desk with a thick, live-edged rosewood top sitting on twin rectangular crystal prisms.  Illuminated in its center stood a single unlabeled William Yeoward decanter of scotch, two Lalique tumblers, and a small pitcher of fresh still water.  

The decanter was not labeled because one of Mr. Sunderland’s few amusements was guessing which rare single malt Francis had most recently procured for him.  Each Friday, Francis would reveal the mystery spirit’s vintage and distiller.  They would then share what would likely be the last two drams from the decanter.  Unless he was mistaken, this week, the decanter held a Yamazaki Sherry Cask 2016.  Rarely was Mr. Sunderland mistaken.

Also on his whiskey wall, spaced widely and angled to face a focal point on the Eames Lounge chair, were a pair of Legend L800 speakers in black ash.  No electronics were visible in the room: Francis managed the music, like most other things in the office, from another room upon request.  Most days, J.S Bach provided the soundscape for Mr. Sunderland’s musing.

To the far right of the desk, on the other interior wall, was a single painting, Monet’s “Le Bassin aux Nympheas.”  It was hung, unframed, looking somewhat alone on the vast expanse of maple despite its considerable size.  Mr. Sunderland treasured the painting above all else, though it rarely captured his gaze unless his endeavors left him feeling particularly alone.  He said it helped him look at the world through Monet’s eyes, but no one was ever sure or asked out loud what he might mean.

Mr. Sunderland broke his reverie and was moving toward his desk when there was a knock at an invisible door in the interior corner of the room.  The door appeared as a break in the paneling when Francis poked his head in to say, “I’m sorry, sir, but they’ve begun arriving.  As you anticipated, Mr. Phister looks to be the first one up.  Assuming that he does indeed expect an audience, how long shall I keep him waiting?”

“Give me ten minutes, won’t you, Francis, before you announce him.”  Reflecting on the music Francis had selected for this morning, Sunderland added, “And when you show him in, please turn the volume up a bit and switch to something likely to move the conversation along.  Bolero perhaps....”

* * *
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As the final notes were fading, Sunderland thought, Francis...such a dear boy...he added that final short piece just to give me a contemplative moment with Pablo Casals before Brian Phister....

“Dick, old boy.  So good to see you....” Brian stormed in as expected and launched straight away into: “I’m so glad you recognized the importance of our getting together so quickly.  Some of the guys are getting positively squirrelly, and it was all I could do to rein them in and hold things together until we could meet....”

Though he could have easily cut Brian short, Mr. Sunderland thought it wiser to let him ramble on and talk himself out.  He knew letting off steam in private would make Brian more manageable in the meeting, and, in here, the fool wouldn’t even notice the absence of encouragement.

As Brian rambled, Mr. Sunderland mused.  Just like the politicians we control, neither Brian nor anyone else in the consortium understands they are mere puppets, mouthing whatever narrative I set for them, both for and against, on any issue.  Oddly, my little liars all basically understand how we control the politicians, the media, and the voters by controlling the narrative.  Yet they still don’t have a clue they are controlled the same way.  Unbelievable!

“So you see, Dick, we just have to respond to these disasters in a way that puts us in a better light....”

And there he goes, calling for action without a clue what to do, thought Mr. Sunderland.  If he was true to form.  Brian would run out of steam in another five minutes or so and wrap up with his usual, “So what do you think, Dick?”

If only his colleagues could appreciate how tightly he still controlled the national narrative, regardless of mounting scientific evidence.  It killed him that even some of his more competent perpetrators of disinformation did not understand the absolute power of the narrative.  Why must he keep reminding them?  

People need to believe there will be a happy ending to this story, so they do.  People won’t allow themselves to believe that the consequences of climate change will be any more catastrophic than life already is.  Any greater catastrophe is simply unthinkable.  What did Zorba the Greek say when asked if he were married; “Yes,” he said.  “Wife, children...the whole catastrophe!”  Ha! Isn’t that the truth?

Mr. Sunderland was sure: We only have to keep feeding people hope.  People will always turn away in disbelief from the obvious horrors that are coming.  Horrors have always surrounded humanity.  But as long as we distract them with heart-warming scenes of puppies being rescued from the floods, singed Koalas being cuddled by the nice, kind humans, and we show them pictures of green new shoots rising from the ashes, they’ll numb themselves with alcohol and Netflix and go on being good little consumers. 

“So what do you think, Dick?”

Ah... There it is, thought Mr. Sunderland.  Time for our meeting.

* * *
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Chapter 4
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Death is the solution to all problems.

No man—no problem.

Joseph Stalin

––––––––
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The view provided by Herr Schmidt and Herr Bender was exquisite.  As the lights came up in the conference room, it was as though he were at a county fair when the shooting gallery switched on, revealing little metal ducks and deer moving mechanically about.  Only here, powerful men moved purposefully, chatted boisterously, and jostled for position near the head of the long table.  It was almost time.

All the technical aspects of today’s action were in order.  In fact, preparations had been complete for weeks.  His only deviation from a long-standing plan was the mat he was lying on.  A yoga mat made of purple memory foam.  Something he’d “borrowed without permission” from a cell phone-absorbed middle-aged woman waiting for class at a studio in the building below.  

He’d “borrowed” the mat on a whim.  An inspired improvisation, taken because it undoubtedly carried the owner’s sweat.  Sweat that would provide some puzzling DNA.  DNA of someone no one would expect to find on a mat underneath a sniper rifle.  DNA that would raise some amusing and distracting questions.  But it was more than an improvisation.  It manifested his confidence, putting him further at ease.

He didn’t allow himself to become impatient.  If this last bit of waiting seemed long, it was only because it followed twenty-three months of excruciatingly detailed planning.  Things weren’t behind schedule; there simply was no way to control when this particular group of men would formally gather.  All was well.  The wait would serve as a final meditation on the choices being made.

* * *
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The debate over options was long since over.  There were no doubts, just resolve tinged with a sense of curious exhilaration.  He recalled how, as a young teen, late summer vacation boredom had often found its release in “bridge jumping,” a mildly illegal activity involving groups of boys cruising around on motorbikes, stopping at various high-rise bridges across the Intracoastal Waterway and jumping into the dark waters below.  The trick was to hop over the rail without thinking and jump immediately.  To contemplate the fall or what might be down in the black water was to become frozen with fear.  No one wanted to face the ridicule of peers for a failure to jump.  As the advertisement says, “Just Do It!”

No debate about the morality of today’s action, the right to take such action, or the judgment of others.  That had all been processed long ago.  There was already no going back.  Everything he’d learned during these long months of preparation only added to his resolve.  No, nothing bothered his conscience.  And for several hours now, his mind had let go of everything except his breathing in and breathing out.  Breathing in and breathing out...breathing in and breathing out...hold for that moment of perfect stillness...take up the slack in the trigger...and release.  Then continue, breathing in and breathing out....

* * *
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A little more than a kilometer away, things were settling down in the conference room.  The man standing at the head of the table held forth for quite a while.  Though his back was to the window, he clearly commanded the room.  When he finally stopped talking and sat down, the room went still for a long moment.  Then, a man at the far end of the table stood, and though the scope wasn’t thermal, it was obvious he brought heat to the conversation.  But too late.  Strident opposition no longer mattered.  He was target number one, and this was the moment.

Breathing in and breathing out.  Breathing in and breathing out.  Breathing in and breathing out.  Hold.  A moment of perfect stillness.  Take up the slack in the trigger.  Confirm: on target, and....

As always, the explosion came almost as a surprise, as it should when a trigger is very gently squeezed, not pulled.

As it should, his whole body absorbed what was left of the long recoil after the suppressor had done its work.  He had practiced this entire sequence at least a thousand times, conditioned his body to hold steady and endure.  With perfect follow-through, eyes and mind still on target and only the slightest body shift to adjust aim, a second shot followed the first by mere seconds. 

And again. 

And again and again...until the magazine was empty.

Ten rounds, thirty-seven seconds, start to finish.  By his own count, that was ten out of eleven men down.  Several, because of how they were lined up on each side of the table, with the second and third rounds alone.  Two other rounds caught men just starting to flee.  The remaining shots were finishers, bringing a dead certainty to the action.

The eleventh man, who had never been in the crosshairs, remained seated.  He flinched initially at the crash and the shower of pebbled glass.  Still, he sat frozen in place throughout the thirty-seven seconds as carnage erupted all around.  He was still seated when the shooter rose from his long-held prone position, stretched, and calmly departed.

* * *
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The two targets didn’t know it yet, but their assassin was just two miles away.

* * *
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Chapter 5

[image: ]




The carnage is not the end of something.  Rather, it can be the beginning of everything.  And the manner in which the carnage serves us will depend on the manner in which we see it.

Craig D. Lounsbrough

––––––––
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This wasn’t Eva Jordan’s first horrific crime scene.  It wasn’t even her first mass murder.  In thirteen years as an FBI Special Agent, there had been more than a few.  All had been chilling, but when a full clip of .50 caliber rounds encounters a fairly tight cluster of ten victims, the sight can unsettle even a seasoned professional.  Eva took an involuntary step back when she peered into the conference room, and Malcolm could be forgiven for mistaking her sudden intake of breath for a gasp.

Special Agents Jordan and Douglass were already on the scene due to the Bureau’s assumption that this event was the act of terrorism foretold in Friday’s not-so-cryptic message.  The event’s terror was evident.

It appeared the first round had been armor-piercing.  That was a fair assumption given how it penetrated all the way through a thick tempered glass window, one human skull, a heavily sound-proofed wall, and well into the far wall of the adjoining office.  Eva couldn’t begin to describe what had happened to the guy’s head.  This had been a slaughter.  Remembering Friday’s message, she thought, Raining bullets, indeed.

They were delayed getting into the conference room because it was still considered an active field of fire.  That was because the sniper’s hide was so far out S.W.A.T. was having difficulty locating it.  They were good at their work, so this had to have been one helluva shooter.  

Fortunately, the armor-piercing round gave them a neat through-and-through channel in the conference room’s back wall, making it easy to assess the angle of trajectory and shoot a reverse azimuth from fairly decent cover.  Those calculations put the shooter more than a kilometer out, aiding the helo’s sweep of probable search areas.

Still, it took an agonizing forty-plus minutes to pinpoint the damn hide.  It was so well concealed they might never have found it had the rotor wash not caused the camouflage to ripple, at least not without a tedious physical search of the area.

With the area finally cleared, Eva found herself surveying an imposingly swank conference room.  Imposing but for the ten bodies and the gore splattered everywhere.  At a glance, it was apparent how things had transpired among the posh on this side of the shattered window.

“Simple math,” Eva said, as much to herself as to her partner.  “Ten rounds, ten dead, eleventh man left standing.  On purpose, it would seem.  You agree?”

Looking just a bit green around the gills, her junior partner, Malcolm, merely nodded.

The Crime Lab team would still spend ages analyzing and detailing the sequence of events, but she didn’t mind them taking their time.  It would only add to her satisfaction when they confirmed her quick analysis.  For now, enough was clear that she wouldn’t be slowing down her investigation just to wait on their crossing the forensic Ts and dotting a few dead eyes.

Eva intended to charge full-steam ahead until someone could prove she’d gotten something wrong.  That second piece of Priority Mail Express she received just before the call-out this morning had lit a fire under her.  If she was reading things correctly—and she knew she was—it was evident the promised storm had indeed broken.  Today’s message provided context for what lay all around her:


Clearly, these are no longer warning shots.  Today’s assassinations are a natural response to your prolonged and deadly assault on your own home.  Not revenge or even retribution; merely self-preservation offering a chance at redemption.  Warnings were issued for decades, yet you ignored them and persisted in your assaults.  Enough!  Now, the deceivers, deniers, exploiters, pollutocrats, and destroyers will begin to pay the ultimate price, dying horribly that their deaths may awaken others, so we may yet avoid the coming climate apocalypse.  You already know what you have to do, so do it.  Just stop your madness.  Redeem yourselves.  Gaia



Eva didn’t know who this Gaia was, but it was a safe bet she and Malcolm were standing among the bodies of people Gaia thought of as deceivers, deniers, exploiters, pollutocrats, and destroyers.  Malcolm said he assumed pollutocrats were polluting plutocrats.

Again, she muttered to herself.  “I’m getting the sense this Gaia is no slouch as a destroyer him- or herself.”

Malcolm knew the muttering was a sure sign of Eva’s mounting frustration.  Securing the building and finding the sniper’s hide had already taken far too long.  He also knew she felt pressure to hurry things along before inevitably getting elbowed out of the way.  There was no doubt about it.  Everything suggested the investigation would quickly be hijacked by the ham-fisted politicians at the Department of Homeland Security.  And Eva and Malcolm were just barely getting started.  They would need to show concrete progress to prove they deserved to be kept on the case with her in the lead, even when DHS took over.

* * *
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Back down in the lobby, Malcolm took statements from the outer office personnel whose testimony was limited to what they had heard.  Only one had been injured; an assistant showered with debris when the first round punched through the wall above his head.  He was pretty shaken and kept going on about, “If I had been standing....”  No, he wasn’t much help at all.

Eva wasn’t getting much more out of Richard Sunderland, the boss of this place.  Actually, it was Mister Sunderland, as he insisted he should be called.  When asked if she could call him Richard, he’d said, “That’s Mister Sunderland, if you please!”

The man wasn’t rattled like the assistant, just haughty.  She could concede that it might also be shock.  After all, he’d been seated at the head of the table during the shooting, closest to the shattered window, his back to it, and dead center in the field of fire.  But he came across as haughty.  He seemed less concerned about his assistant than his expensive suit, which sparkled with tiny bits of shattered glass.  Or maybe he was bothered by the polka dots of blood splatter, which seemed unlikely to come out at the cleaners.

Although being treated for minor cuts by the EMTs, Mr. Sunderland appeared curiously annoyed.  And, oddly impatient, asking several times to get back to his office as if he had something pressing to do.  He only consented to begin his statement downstairs when Eva explained his office suite might still be an active field of fire.  His reluctant consent proved wise, as there was still a good bit of glass to pick out of his neck and scalp.

By the time the EMT’s ministrations were completed, Sunderland’s adrenaline had subsided, and he became resistant to returning to the scene of slaughter.  Even when Eva asked nicely, remembering to address him as mister.  He relented only when she explained how beneficial it would be to her investigation.  And to the rapid apprehension of the culprits.  And, finally, to prevent further attacks.  She said everything depended on him helping her visualize the sequence of events.  And it would be best if he could do that where it had all happened.

It was still a busy crime scene, made somehow more horrific by the forensic team poking around among the corpses.  Still, Mr. Sunderland’s sudden display of discomfort appeared related to something other than slumping bodies, brains splattered on the wall, or the other blood and gore.  Eva sensed perhaps he was bothered by the same thing bothering her, which only heightened her desire to press him amidst the horror in that room.  Why was he still alive when all the others were not?

Sunderland reflexively took his accustomed place at the head of the table.  He put his hands on the back of his chair but remained standing, apparently reluctant to sit.  Perhaps because all the other chairs were occupied by deceased colleagues.  From there, he recounted a somewhat chilling sequence of events.  An account that cast his own survival in a curious light.  

He said the first shot came just moments after he had finished speaking and taken his seat.  That was when his colleague, Mr. Brian Phister, stood up at the other end of the table.  He didn’t hear the shot.  Just the crash of the shattering window behind him.  He said he flinched at the simultaneous crash and shower of glass, which peppered the back of his head and neck.  The EMTs had cleaned him up reasonably well, but he had declined bandages.  Blood still oozed from several of the deeper nicks.

He noted that he hadn’t actually seen Mr. Phister’s head explode.  He guessed he’d shut his eyes, flinching at the shower of glass.  Upon opening them again, all he saw was the man’s body falling backward, half dropping and half sliding to the floor as his chair was pushed back to the wall.  He wouldn’t say anything about the mess splattered on the wall behind where Mr. Phister had stood except to comment that it clearly wasn’t only blood.

“It seemed almost immediately after,” he said, “the four gentlemen to my left jumped a little sideways and away from me, almost as one.  It was as though they were being slightly lifted and pushed into each other down the line.  There still wasn’t any sound of shots being fired; only a sickening, dull, rapid staccato thupthupthupthup and sprays of blood erupting from each of them.  And then again, after a pause of just seconds, the same thing happened to three of the men on my right, again with no sound of shots but the same staccato thupthupping and sprays of blood.

“By this time, the two men on either side of the far end of the table rose as if to make their escape.  Mr. Dobbs, who had barely reached his feet and was turning for the door, was spun right around by a shot that tore obliquely through his chest.  And poor Mr. Millier only made it half a step before his chest erupted.”

Sunderland looked increasingly pale and visibly sickened as he recounted events.  He went silent for a moment or two before going on.  “It seemed like there was a long pause...” he said haltingly.  “But it probably only seemed longer because there was no movement in the room, no sound at all after Millier’s body hit the floor.  For a second, I thought it was all over.  And then... with another thup, the furthest body on my left, which was slumped over the table... It jumped a little and slid sideways off the table.  And after a few more seconds, the furthest body on my right did the same.  There were another two or three thups more, I’m not sure.  They were all striking what looked to me to be already dead bodies.  And then it finally stopped.”

It struck Jordan as strange.  He hadn’t said, “For a second, I thought I would be next....”  No.  He said, “I thought it was over,” as though being shot himself had never entered his mind.  Was this chutzpah?  Or foreknowledge?  Even when pressed, he offered no real explanation as to how and why he managed to stay seated while his colleagues were being—she tried unsuccessfully to be somewhat delicate—“shot to pieces all around you?”  Nor did he offer any conjecture about his survival, especially given that everyone else had clearly been targeted quite precisely and executed so efficiently.

From the look of it, those last few shots were superfluous and might well have been better directed his way.  She, of course, left this final thought off of her question to Mr. Sunderland, though she tacked it onto her mental note, marking him as a person of interest.  Maybe it was shock.  Maybe it wasn’t.  He certainly seemed less haughty now.

As she was wrapping up, she thanked him for talking with her at such a difficult time and gave him her card, asking that he call if he thought of any...

“Oh, yes,” he interrupted, “there’s the small matter of this....” Sunderland pulled a note from his inside jacket pocket and, handing it to her, added, “Everyone who was here received one of these a few months ago.”

The note was like something out of an old TV detective drama, letters cut out of magazines to form words of warning, often in the form of a riddle.  In this particular case, the message was quite clear and direct.  It read:

S T aR t  T eL l i n G  t He  T R uT h 

U  HaVE  1  mONth  oR  U  D Ie

After reading it through a couple of times and handing it to her partner, Jordan asked incredulously, “Really!?  You think this is a small matter?”

“Well, in light of what’s just happened, perhaps not.  But you have to understand, we all got one, and that was over three months ago, and nothing ever came from it.  We’ve heard nothing else since.  The note says one month, so we wrote it off as an ugly prank after a couple of months.  Given what we do, we get a lot of hate mail.”

“And again, just what exactly do you do, Mr. Sunderland?”

“We tell truths about critical energy needs for our economy and way of life.  Truths that some people contest.”

Eva thought, Your ‘truths’ versus .50 caliber bullets: I’d say no contest.

Before she could ask why he still was carrying the note around or could get Mr. Sunderland to expound further about his work on behalf of humanity, Special Agent Jordan received a call notifying her that another Crime Lab team had arrived at the sniper’s hide.  They were waiting for her before moving anything.  Jordan was tempted to stick with Sunderland, hoping to get more out of him while he was still ostensibly rattled.  However, the agent calling insisted:

“You gotta see this!  It’s like a crime scene diorama or something...all that’s missing is a frigging manikin posed as the shooter.”

* * *
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The sniper’s hide was further out than she had initially anticipated.  Out around 1,200 meters, which puts it in the category of a pretty tough series of shots: ten rounds in fairly rapid succession, all on target.  Truly impressive.  Highly professional.  A bit scary.

Equally impressive was the scene on the rooftop.  There would be no need for the usual interminable search for the murder weapon after a shooter flees the scene.  The rifle and all the other evidence they could conceivably want were laid out for them under an amazing camouflage net.

No wonder it had taken so long to find the nest.  The camouflage tarp precisely replicated the view of this section of the rooftop as seen from above.  He must have used a drone to take the photo.

When the tarp was pulled back, it revealed, like the caller had said, a literal “crime scene diorama.”  The weapon with scope and suppressor, the brass...hell, you could still see a faint imprint in the memory foam mat where his elbow had been.  There was even a sniper’s logbook next to the weapon, with all the shooter’s recent D.O.P.E. (Data Of Previous Engagements), which appeared to pertain only to the data recorded on this brand-new rifle.  

The logbook contained not just his calculations and scope settings but also the times of day when people came and went.  And, damn, if there wasn’t a nice little note tucked in the back—just some ramblings perhaps, but it might suggest the shooter’s frame of mind if not his motive.  Eva scanned the note quickly and snapped photos with her cell phone before leaving it with the other evidence for the Crime Lab team to bag.  With all this in hand, she felt they almost had their shooter.  Of course, fingerprints and DNA would also be nice.  And a proper signature on the note would have put a cherry on top.

The whole thing was eerily like a movie set.  Or, as Malcolm noted, “It’s as though someone opened a bunch of Prime boxes and set the contents out on display.”  The rifle, the scope, and the suppressor all looked brand new.  Those three things alone represented an outlay of somewhere around $20K if they were legally procured.

Pondering the strangeness of all this, Jordan asked no one in particular, “Who leaves stuff worth this much behind?  And why?  Hell, who even has brand-new military-grade hardware like this?  An M107A1 is hard to come by—it’s not Superstore stuff—and whoever left it here had to know we are certain to trace it.”

As she was puzzling over those questions, another thought occurred to her, which stopped her short: How many rounds down-range would a person need to fire to get this good?  I mean, ten rounds for ten bodies at around 1200 meters...?  Out loud, she asked, “We’re looking for an experienced shooter, aren’t we?  And yet this weapon looks like it’s hardly fired more than those ten rounds plus a handful more to zero the setup... Aw shit!  Wherever this guy is now, I’m betting he’s got another rifle!”

Just then, her phone rang.  She didn’t want to answer.

* * *
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Chapter 6
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La plus belle des ruses du diable est de vous persuader qu'il n'existe pas.

(The devil's finest trick is to persuade you that he does not exist.)

Charles Baudelaire

––––––––
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The adrenaline rush from the shooting had been almost overpowering.  He hadn’t felt a surge like this since his out-of-control experience with “Serpent Fire” back when he first studied Kundalini yoga without a teacher or guide.  That first surprising burst of serpent fire had knocked him unconscious.   It was not unlike the rush from those ten recoils, which were like body blows from a heavyweight.  Happily, this adrenaline rush seemed to lift him to a sustainable hyper-level of functioning.  Happily, because he still needed it to carry him through the first hour of his exit plan without really thinking.  

Adrenaline does that.  It heightens your memory, exploits your conditioning, and supercharges your autopilot.  The trick would be to keep up his momentum through the inevitable crash.

* * *
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He was halfway to his next staged hide before he felt wholly back in his body and normally present to his surroundings.  He was mildly troubled that he couldn’t say with certainty how careful his routine surveillance countermeasures had been during that first hour.  Or even which of the many plotted routes he had actually followed—probably parts of several.  But that’s what all the practice was for.  He’d moved carefully and confidently as his heightened awareness dictated.

He could almost recall the rappel down to the alley.  It was only a six-story drop, but it was the one step he hadn’t practiced on-site before.  From there on, he relied on his adrenaline-fueled instincts.  Instincts, he knew, were just habits instilled through intensive training.  And he had been training for this day for the better part of two years.  

Without effort, he was always reading his surroundings.  He attended to foot traffic and was mindful of all the CCTV camera placements he’d previously mapped out.  He paused to browse shop windows and observe anyone approaching.  He doubled back periodically.

Catching his reflection in a storefront window on one of his counter-surveillance pauses, he smiled.  No one could see the smile, of course, thanks to these increasingly ubiquitous N95 medical masks.  Jeez, he thought, actual criminals must be having a field day with this pandemic!

Judging by what else he was wearing at the moment, he’d taken several opportunities to transform his appearance.  Ducking in and out of busy cafe restrooms to strip off part of his multi-layered light disguise, he’d removed a hat and sunglasses here, peeled off a jacket, and added a ball cap with a fake fringe of hair there.  This quick self-assessment left him feeling pretty sure he hadn’t been followed.  With nerves settled a bit, his controlled breathing could manage the post-adrenaline headache he was getting, even despite the limits imposed by the mask.

For the next mile, he followed a pre-planned access route fairly directly.  Still, he utilized several discreet vantage points to pause and check for surveillance.  Altogether, by the time he reached his second hide, he’d switched genders twice, acquired and lost a limp, aged and grown younger again, and looked twenty pounds thinner.  

Satisfied with the measures he’d taken, after one last look around, he entered a middle-income apartment building.  He was wearing the distinctive pale blue shirt and grey pants he’d been stripping down to on the way.  The decal on his shirt matched the one on the ball cap he put on as he entered, announcing to the world he was making a Priority Mail Express delivery.  The official envelope he pulled out of his pack confirmed it.  The only noticeable curiosities were his oversized aviator sunglasses and his Stalinesque mustache.  And the fact that this would be a rooftop delivery.

Everything there was just as he had left it the night before.

* * *
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Chapter 7
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We are living in dangerously weird times now. Smart people just shrug and admit they're dazed and confused. The only ones left with any confidence at all are the New Dumb. It is the beginning of the end of our world as we knew it. Doom is the operative ethic.

Hunter S. Thompson

––––––––
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Of course, Eva had to answer the call.  It was from her boss Elliot, the Deputy Special Agent in Charge.  Her instinctive dread proved well-founded.  There had indeed been another rifle.  

Elliot informed her that two more men had just been shot.  Both were pronounced dead at the scene.  Both appeared to have been assassinated with a single round, though a second round ensured the kill.

The first man was Tom Brewster, the newly nominated director of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), who was yet to be confirmed.  The other man was likely Louis Hampton, the close friend and advisor to the president who had championed the newly nominated and now-departed EPA director.  Elliot said “likely” because the second man’s face was obscured by matter that formerly belonged to Mr. Brewster’s chest.  So much so that no one initially noticed the round he had taken in the mouth.

This changed everything.  Eva had no doubt.  She would be relegated to a supporting role in this investigation.  Almost immediately.  The Department of Homeland Security would indeed be taking over the official lead.  But thankfully, Elliot knew he had his top agent on it already.  And he’d been explicit.  He wanted her to keep charging ahead until he was ordered to stand her down.

So, at least for now, Eva was still the lead investigator.  She needed to get to the second scene ASAP, a government limo parked outside the DOE Annex.  Knowing they would again have to wait on S.W.A.T. to clear the field of fire, she called for a helicopter to search out the second hide even before they departed the first.  

Based on what she’d seen earlier in the day, Eva best guessed that the sniper would be as far out as the line-of-sight down 19th Street permitted, probably as far out as Dupont Circle.  The agency helicopter was already in the air and responded immediately to Eva’s call for an outward spiral search pattern centering there.  She didn’t have to remind them to stay low enough to take advantage of the rotor wash.  She knew it still wouldn’t be easy, but this time, they had a better sense of what to look for and didn’t need to calculate a reverse azimuth.  Within minutes, they had the location.

The hide was taken and cleared without incident, well before Eva and Malcolm arrived at 19th and K.  As soon they had the all-clear, the Crime Lab team set to work.  By the time Eva set foot on the scene, forensics had confirmed that the first shot, which passed through Brewster’s chest, had taken out Mr. Hampton with what was deemed a coincidental headshot.  The second round also passed through both bodies because Brewster had fallen backward into the limo and on top of Hampton.  An ID check confirmed that it was indeed the president’s buddy Hampton.

From what she could see of the two bodies, the Medical Examiner wouldn’t have any difficulty confirming the cause of death: GSW.  However, to Eva’s eye, it didn’t look like these were .50 cal rounds as before.  She was pleased when forensics hazarded tentative agreement.  There wasn’t much for her to learn here, but the scene gave her a clearer sense of just who and what she was dealing with.

The shots had come just as Brewster was exiting the limousine, which was pulled in perpendicular to a DOE annex building to drop them off in front of the press corps.  The presence of the media on the scene prior to the shooting indicated that it was a scheduled stop, but no one yet knew its purpose.  From where the bodies lay, it looked as though Brewster was struck center mass just as he stepped up and out of the limo.  His collapse backward into the car obscured the second shot, which had likely been meant to take out Mr. Hampton seconds later.  No one in the crowd heard either shot.  But for Brewster’s collapse and all the blood, no one would have had any idea what had just happened.

Kneeling in front of the body and looking out toward Dupont Circle, Jordan could see it had to be one helluva shot to thread the needle through the long wall of green straight down 19th Street.  The shot would be impossible in just a few weeks when the trees began leafing out in earnest.  With a crowd of reporters gathering to greet them, it was also an awfully risky shot.  It would have been impossible without causing collateral were there not a security detail keeping people back from the vehicle.  

Eva calculated how well-planned this had to have been.  A couple of things struck her.  One, the shooter probably knew that there would be a gaggle of reporters present and that his shots would be through-and-throughs with any rifle capable of making the shot.  And two, it seemed the shooter had used the limo as a backstop for both shots.  He had fired into the car even though he would have had better shots once they had exited.  She checked, and sure enough, the limo had light armor, a passable backstop at that distance.  That would also explain a smaller caliber round—another .50 BMG likely would have passed right through.  

Maybe the shooter was concerned about collateral damage.  Still, it may also have been he was putting on a careful show for the cameras.  She tried to remember.  What had that note said...the one in the Sniper’s logbook?  She’d have to check later.

Eva was having a hard time wrapping her mind around one guy doing all this in such a short time frame.  Still, she was beginning to sense the intentions of a single individual.  She knew for sure the eager beavers at the Department of Homeland Security would jump all over the idea of multiple shooters.  And likely a conspiracy to go with them—probably a whole terrorist cell.  Once the evidence from the hide was processed, she would have to put heads together with Malcolm and see what other, more reasonable, scenarios they could generate.

* * *
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Chapter 8
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Because of its tremendous solemnity, death is the light in which great passions, both good and bad, become transparent, no longer limited by outward appearances. 

Soren Kierkegaard

––––––––
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Special Agents Jordan and Douglass were answering the call from Special Agent in Charge Elliot when a tall uniformed man nonchalantly exited an apartment building just off Dupont Circle.  As it happened, this seeming postal worker was precisely eight hundred meters, as bullets fly, from the agents’ destination.

* * *
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There was a surreal quality to stepping out onto the street and into the bright sunlight of an almost-spring afternoon.  He smiled beneath his N95 mask at the thought of the sun’s willingness to shine on him still.  He had just shot and killed two more men, bringing the day’s total to twelve—yet nothing else in the world seemed to have changed.  No one in the building noticed a thing, which, of course, was the plan.  Passersby were oblivious to him, distracted by the car alarm he’d set off remotely just before taking his shots.  It would still be blaring two blocks to the north when the police or the FBI arrived.

He was taking this long leisurely moment to check his surroundings.  Surveillance concealed by the appearance of sorting through the contents of the mail carrier bag still hanging from his left shoulder.  However, this time, it wasn’t just his usual surveillance double-check.  No, he knew his earlier diversionary measures had been successful.  No one paid any attention to his emergence.  This was a personal moment, a pause to feel the sun on his face and to appreciate continued freedom.  So far, so good.

Unfortunately, this freedom wouldn’t last for long if he dawdled.  He could already hear sirens in the distance, the signal to get moving.

Dupont Circle Station was a short walk from where he stood, but now was not the time for a quick getaway.  The circuitous walking route he had planned would take him away from that station on a roundabout walk to Farragut North.  It would expend just under a leisurely hour—or no more than an hour and a half if he felt the need to duck in somewhere or do any doubling back.  He had the time.  The Red Line would carry him straight back through Dupont Circle Station in under three minutes.  Then, it would be just another 31 minutes to Rockville Station.  That is if the DC Metro earned its 90% reliability rating today.

As it turned out, an abundance of caution stretched his walk to the whole hour and a half allowed.  He was grateful for the extra time, which he used to shed some of the telltale nervousness his gut carried down from the rooftop.  By the time the train from Farragut North pulled into Dupont Circle Station, those jitters were replaced by his usual relaxed vigilance.  And once again, he was grateful to have mastered quick changes of disguise on the fly since two equally vigilant FBI agents surveilled the platform.  

It was safe to assume that human nature applied even to these agents and that both were telling themselves that the perpetrator was long gone.  Still, these were highly trained investigators and likely had a rudimentary profile of him in mind.  And there was no knowing what witness descriptions they’d gotten from residents of the apartment building.  Fortunately, both agents were more intent on scanning the passengers boarding than those already on the train.  It was reasonably unlikely they were looking for the doddering older gentleman he appeared to be at the moment.

When the doors shut again and the train pulled out of DuPont Circle Station at 16:46, he felt safe for the first time since leaving the rooftop.  He was technically one minute behind schedule, but he was finally in the clear and on his way to Rockville, MD.  This was now the routine journey he’d practiced at least a dozen times in five different variations.  

The most comfortable variation was the one that had him passing through DuPont Circle at 15:45.  But since the Red Line passes through there every 15 minutes, he’d practiced every permutation from 15:30 until 17:00.  In this later variation, the train was more crowded than he liked, making counter-surveillance harder.  Still, it also made him even less conspicuous.  He could be thankful ridership was currently down due to pandemic fears and that everyone seemed jumpier than usual.  Excellent cover for any visible edginess he’d failed to shake.  He didn’t stand out except for the occasional glares he got for letting his mask slip below his nose.

He knew the later train meant he must deal with rush hour traffic on I-270.  However, the routine was the same no matter how busy the trains or the roads were—total transit time on the metro was 32 minutes, off by just one minute.  He knew what delays he would face on the roads as well.  All would be within predicted limits.

He knew all these details—the schedules, the routes, the travel times, the various scenarios—because he had to know them.  He carried no cell phone, no GPS, no maps, or printed itinerary.  He was a ghost who carried everything in his head to remain undetectable.  He’d programmed his head, and now his head was running him through his paces.

At Rockville Station, he picked up his dark green 2004 Prius from the Kiss & Ride parking lot beside the station and followed the exit loop down to Church Street.  He drove the only route out of the station aggressively, like the seasoned commuter he appeared to be.  

A right on Church Street, followed by an immediate hard left onto Rockville Pike (US 355) south for just a short tenth of a mile to the first exit down and a quick merge onto East Jefferson Street heading west.  Jefferson became West Montgomery Avenue west, which led him to I-270 North.  Within 10 minutes of getting off the metro, he was headed north toward Frederick in a busy flow of traffic.  The program in his head was spot on.

Without all the traffic, it would have been about 18 minutes up to where I-270 becomes I-70 W, just south of Frederick.  But at this late hour, he was lucky to make it in 23 minutes—close enough to remain on schedule.  From the junction, it was another 57 minutes up to just south of the Pennsylvania border and a few miles west of Hancock, MD.  Shortly after merging onto I-68 West, there was a nice middle-of-nowhere exit for Maryland 144, exit 77.  The perfect spot he’d found for switching his means of transportation again.

Various personas and details of their lives were among the data programmed into his head.  Taking exit 77 signaled it was time to switch identities.

* * *
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Paul Strand owned a small house on Woodmont Road, just a half-mile from the exit off I-68.  This Mr. Strand had bought the small, secluded place five months ago, telling the realtor he was looking for a quiet, out-of-the-way place he could use as a home base for his work.  Strand was a nature and landscape photographer and would be working on a book featuring the Western Maryland Rail Trail and the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Tow Path.  

Strand was also ostensibly the owner of the Prius, and the motorcycle that was kept locked in the garage.  Walter, the realtor, kindly offered to show Mr. Strand a few of his favorite spots on the Rail Trail.  But Strand declined the offer, explaining his approach to nature photography required long hikes and lots of solitude.  He liked to be surprised by whatever he encountered, which allowed him to capture the truly worthwhile “wild” shots.

The fact that it was secluded, had a secure garage, and was right off the Interstate were the only reasons Strand wanted the place.  Although he had indeed enjoyed a few lovely hikes on the trail and along the towpath, today, the house served only as a drop-off point for the Prius and pick-up point for his motorcycle, a Moto Guzzi Audace.  

The switch took only a few minutes—the time required to unlock the garage, start up the motorcycle and move it out, drive the Prius in, and wipe everything down before locking it all back up.  A few more minutes for a toilet break and to pull on his helmet, gloves, and the Carhartt quilt-lined coverall he used instead of leathers.  He was off again and back on schedule.

His mental program had him taking I-68 West for an hour and 10 minutes when he would pick up I-79 just south of Morgantown.  It would be another two hours on I-79 South to get into Charleston, WV, where he would pick up I-64 West, which would take him all the way to St. Louis.  All in all, he would be on the bike for nine to ten hours before arriving in New Baden, Illinois, where another alter-ego, Grant Wood, had a nice little place, also just off the interstate.  Ten hours on the motorcycle would leave him exhausted and more than a little saddlesore, especially after an already long day of assassinations.  But by then, he should also feel pretty well sorted out. 

He’d bought the just-barely-used Audace from a guy who hated to admit that it had proven to be “just too much bike” for him.  It was all of that.  Almost too much bike for anyone who didn’t ride regularly, but it felt good to have something so solid, powerful, and reliable underneath him now.  He loved riding at night, and tonight, the highway was quieter than usual, with so many people curtailing travel.  The ride was what he needed.  As the dregs of the day’s tension slowly drained away, a bit more with each passing mile marker, he relaxed enough to review the day’s events.

Perhaps it was all the training and preparation, or maybe it was his profound sense of purpose, but his conscience remained untroubled.  Great care had translated into zero collateral, as planned.  The kills were all quick and clean.  The deceased were all righteous targets.  There was nothing to warrant second-guessing himself.  Still, if asked, he would have conceded no one deserved to die and no one had the right to do what he was doing.

But he’d already come to terms with all that and with society’s inevitable judgment that now he did deserve what they would call justice.  When they caught him, as he knew they would one day.  There was no “if.”  There was only a question as to how that denouement would play out.  Whether it would be capture or whether they’d simply shoot him when they got the chance.

These musings carried him almost to Louisville, by which time his head was clear enough to start visualizing the events soon to unfold in St. Louis.  By the time he reached his little farmhouse outside New Baden, a full twelve hours had passed since he’d slipped out of the hide near Dupont Circle.

Though thoroughly exhausted, he was fully primed for Day Two.  It was just after 04:00 when he took a long, very hot shower and crashed on top of the bed, where he slept the sleep of the dead until ten in the morning.

* * *
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Chapter 9
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...doom is in the wind.

Philip K. Dick

––––––––
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The second hide presented Eva and Malcolm with the same scene as the first, just as she had suspected.  Everything was laid out perfectly, minus the purple yoga mat.  Eva was starting to feel the mat might have been there only for their amusement.  And just as she’d guessed, it was a different caliber rifle, an Accuracy International AX338 bolt action.  Two shots were fired, leaving two Lapua .338 Magnum casings nearby, with 3 rounds left in the magazine.  Another sniper’s log but no note.  Everything looked brand new as before.

None of the building’s residents could recall observing anything suspicious today or earlier in the week—just the usual comings and goings.  A couple residents told investigators, “Yes, there had been a few deliveries in the last few days.”  But, they added, they were by postal workers they had seen before, nobody unknown to them.  The building didn’t have CCTV surveillance, so there was nothing to retrieve and review.  Eva ordered a check on all the cameras in the vicinity but didn’t hold out much hope.  It seemed she was chasing a ghost.

The Crime Lab guys were busy having their way with the physical site from the rooftop to the front door.  The rest of the investigators were interviewing residents straggling in from work.  After their thorough survey of the scene, Eva and Malcolm huddled together on the sidewalk outside, trying to make sense of what they’d found.

The initial forensics report from the Sunderland site confirmed that only one of the rounds was armor-piercing, an Mk 263 Mod 2, most certainly the first round fired.  The remaining nine rounds were all Hornady A-Max Match 750gr., the best match-grade ammunition on the market, not military.  They had yet to find any prints.  There were no fibers.  Nothing but what had been left behind intentionally.  Their only glimmer of hope was that they might have pulled a decent smear of DNA off the stock.  Malcolm said he wasn’t surprised, noting that a pro would maintain a solid “stock weld,” and there would naturally be a lot of abrasion with ten recoils.  Eva didn’t have to follow his explanation to appreciate a break.  They were sequencing the DNA now and promised something definitive ASAP.
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