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WSU – Western Shore University in Detroit

GFS – Golden Fleece Society

FRT – Field Researcher Team

FR – Field Researcher (Field agent of the Golden Fleece Society)

R – Researcher (Academic of the Golden Fleece Society)

Star Student – Student at WSU who studies to become a Researcher or a Field Researcher

The Wing – The Star Student lodgement at the WSU

R.A. – Researcher Assistant (Star Student Trainee)

P.I. – Principal Investigator (Team leader)

SiC – Second-in-Command 

SAC – Special Agent in Command

I.C. – Intermediate Course

R.P/Project/P. – Research Project (cases that the FRs are involved in)

Field Researcher name – Codename for Field Researchers

Researcher name – Codename for Researchers

Team A/The Faculty – The board of the Golden Fleece Society

Originals – First generation of Researchers and Field Researchers of the Golden Fleece Society

CSI – Crime Scene Investigator

DSI – Death Scene Investigator

Sub-Dep – Substance Department

Hom-Dep – Homicide Department
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TEAM A

Anna (real name unknown)

Armand (Henry Wittinger)

Team B

Dr. Bernard (real name unknown)

Sister Banafshe (real name unknown)

Sister Blaise (real name unknown)

Team O

Principal Investigator: Olwen (Sally Oakley)

Second-in-Command: Octavius (Carl Hansen)

Ophelia (Miriam Goldblum) 

Omega (Pieretta Williams) Intermediate Course
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​THE EARLY MORNING SUN stretched its rosy rays over the horizon. As Carl drove through the quiet and lush suburb, he took his time to enjoy the view. For the first time in weeks, the sky promised to be blue instead of gray, and there wasn’t a single cloud to cover the radiant sun. Even though the air that found its way in through the open car window was chilly with a scent of late snow, it couldn’t diminish the hope of coming spring. 

A smooth left turn onto Juniper Hill Drive placed him outside the small white brick house where Amanda lived with their daughter. The car clock told him that he was just in time for the hearty breakfast he, his ex-wife, and their daughter always tried to share on Saturdays. Pleased that the previous late night hadn’t made him oversleep too much after all, he turned off the engine.

He had just gotten out of the car when the front door swung open, and Sarah came rushing out, barefoot on the cold pathway. With a laugh, he held out his arms and caught her. He twirled her around, hugged her hard, and breathed in her special scent. She laughed too but squirmed out of his embrace. Instead, she took his hand and eagerly dragged him with her. 

“Come, Dad! Come! I have a surprise for you!”

Inside, the warm and welcoming scent of newly baked bread met him. Without even letting him properly greet Amanda, who stood in the doorway, smiling at them, Sarah dragged him along to the kitchen table, packed with bread, coffee, cheese, and strawberries. A plate with scones stood on a cake stand in the middle of it. With a tug at his heart, Carl realized that Sarah had used the recipe he had shared with Amanda all those years ago when they were younger and more naïve than they were today. He hadn’t expected her to keep it after the divorce. She was definitely not a baker. 

Proudly, Sarah displayed the breakfast table. “I made them myself, Dad.”

“Did you now? Wow, they look super tasty, Peanut,” he said enthusiastically and kissed her on her head. She beamed at him. 

“Come, try them. Mom told me how to do, and I’ve set the table too.”

He admired the artistic flair she had given it with colorful hand-drawn name cards on the plates and cut-out paper flowers. Then, she tugged at his hand, and, laughing, he sat down. Amanda left the doorway and joined them. She winked at him as he took a big bite out of one of the scones. Surprised, he thought it was pretty tasty, especially for a first attempt. Sarah watched him intensely as he chewed and swallowed. Then, he gave her a big smile.

“Did you really bake this?” When she nodded vigorously, he continued. “You’re really talented! What a treat. Thank you.” 

Sarah lit up, and her cheeks flushed by the praise. She took her chair and placed it close to him before sitting down. Then, she eyed Amanda.

“Aren’t you going to have any, mom?” she asked.

“Course I will,” Manda smiled and reached for the scones.

Over breakfast, they decided to spend the whole day at Riverside Park since the day promised sun and not rain, instead of going to the indoor playground as they first had planned. While they packed the picnic basket, Sarah chatted about all the things that had happened since Carl had seen her last. Listening to her cheerful and excited voice that only stopped long enough for her to catch her breath, lured out a smile on his lips. It was as if they’d been separated for months and not only for a week. Manda kept in the background as always, but her face was soft whenever her gaze fell upon their happy daughter, and a​s always, he was forever grateful that she was a sensible and loving woman that let him take part in Sarah's life, instead of shutting him out after their divorce. He glanced at her with an amused smile as she came over to put the sandwiches in the basket. ‘Letting me take part in Sarah’s life’, eh? She would kill me if I didn’t. Brimming with the amicable love that he would always hold for her, he gave Manda a half-hug. Her green eyes behind the thick-framed glasses were surprised and questioning, but he just shrugged with a smile.

“And do you know what she said, Daddy?” Sarah asked, referring to her drama teacher.

“No, what?”

“That I’m a good actor. Do you think I am?”

“I do.”

“And that I should go to the audition on Friday in two weeks. Do you think I should?”

“Why not? As long as your mom thinks it’s a good idea.”

“She does. Don’t you, mom?”

“I said,” Manda said with a smile, “if it doesn’t affect your homework, I can’t see why not.”

“It won’t,” Sarah replied with conviction. “And it’s on Fridays so you can pick me up afterward if you want to, Daddy.”

Manda laughed. “She’s got it all sorted out already. Wait with all the plans until you know if you’ve got a part.”

“I think I will,” she said confidently. “So, do you, Daddy? Want to pick me up?”

A spark of insecurity flashed over her face for a split-second before she managed to hide it. At the sight of it, the pain in Carl’s heart made him short of breath, but he was better than she at hiding things, so he just smiled lovingly at her and ruffled her hair.

“Of course I do, Peanut.”

She beamed at him. “Good. It’s settled then.”

Carl and Manda shared an amused glance over her head, and then Manda took the picnic basket and said over her shoulder, “Last out to the car is a squirrel!”

Laughingly, Sarah set off and was out of the door before any of them had the time to blink.

The drive to the park was a short one, and as soon as they got out, Sarah took his hand and held on tight. Together, they skipped all the way over the parking lot to the steep wooden stairs that led down to the wild-like nature trails. Amanda laughed behind them as she tried to keep up.

Carl loved these kinds of excursions when he got to spend a whole day of quality time with his daughter. During days like this, he was completely satisfied with everything. It wasn’t until he returned to his empty and quiet apartment that the longing for being something more than the fun “weekend-daddy” became overwhelming. Sarah’s warm hand in his and her happy, radiant face as she smiled up at him, made that longing of being a full-time daddy nearly unbearable.

As he bent down and kissed her sun-warm hair, regret welled up inside him, as it usually did when he thought about the decision he had made all those years ago. It wasn’t Manda’s fault. When they decided that it was best for everyone that they sold the old apartment and found separate places, she had wanted him to take two weeks every month with Sarah. God, she had been so angry with him when he told her that he couldn’t do that, and she accused him of being paranoid and stupid and letting his work take over his life. In a way, she’d been right. He had indeed been paranoid back then, but he couldn’t blame himself. At that point, he and his teammates in N had been involved in that damn, terrifying Newton-project. It was the first and only time he had received death threats, and it had scared the hell out of him, especially since the killers had gone through with one of their threats and murdered Nigel’s cousin. Just the thought of exposing his daughter to those lunatics had brought him to the brink of panic. Manda had always believed that he had exaggerated, but even now, six years later, he wasn’t as sure about that as she was. At least he had managed to overcome part of the paranoia during the past two years. Now, he would love the two weeks a month with Sarah, but the opportunity to talk with Manda about a change hadn’t come up yet. If he was entirely honest with himself, part of the reason he hadn’t brought it up was that he was afraid Manda would say no. I'm just silly. Why would she say no? There’s no reason for that. He glanced at Manda. Her face bore the calm, intelligent demeanor behind which she sometimes tried to hide her real feelings when she was together with him. He knew it to be a defense mechanism from the days that led up to the divorce. Every time he saw it, he regretted the things he had said and done back then, all of which led to her to distance herself from him. 

Eventually, I’ll talk to her, he promised himself. But not today. Can’t talk about Sarah when she’s around to listen. I also need to prepare first, so I know how to phrase it properly. 

Satisfied with that thought, he smiled down at Sarah as she suddenly stopped and got down on her knees.

“Look, Daddy!” she breathed. “A squirrel! And it’s so close. Do you think it will take a nut from my hand?”

Careful to not scare the curious animal, Carl kneeled too and handed her a nut from the small plastic bag in his pocket.

“You can try.”

She took it between her thumb and her index finger and stretched out toward the squirrel. The whiskers shivered slightly when the animal saw the treat, as did Sarah’s hand, and then, the squirrel took a couple of cautious steps forward. Sarah sat completely still, and Carl barely breathed beside her, as eager as she was that the squirrel would take the nut. It took a few more steps forward, but just then, there was a loud commotion behind the bend of the wooden path, and the squirrel disappeared into the undergrowth. A small boy and his large golden retriever came rushing through the bushes, laughing breathlessly at everything and nothing. 

Disappointed, Sarah stood up but didn’t say anything as the pair continued their running, and a couple of adults showed up at the bend, laughing too as they jogged after the boy and the dog.

“I’m going to leave some of the seeds and nuts here, Daddy,” she said when it was all quiet. “I don’t think he’ll come back now, but when he does, I want him to be able to find what I promised him.”

“Yeah, go ahead,” Carl agreed.

“That was sad,” Manda said behind them. “I was so sure he would come all the way to you. Next time, sweetheart.”

With a concentrated expression, Sarah dug out a little hollow in the soil where she placed seeds and the nuts from Carl’s bag.

“There,” she said, eventually, looking pleased. “I hope he’ll be happy when he finds it.”

“I’m sure he will,” Manda said, but Sarah glanced at Carl, wanting his reassurance.

“You know what?” he said, and she shook her head. “He’s sitting in that tree right now, just waiting for us to leave so he can get all the goodies.”

“How do you know?” she asked, wide-eyed.

“Do you hear that sound?” She listened and nodded as she heard the shrill, angry sound coming from the tree Carl had pointed at. “It’s him, warning all the other squirrels and birds from coming here, telling them the food is all his.”

A bright smile lit up her face, and she took both Manda and Carl’s hands and pulled them along. “Let’s go then.”

Smiling at each other over Sarah’s head, they followed her along the bend in the path, which led down to the river.

After a couple of hours, they had hiked the shortest trail all the way around, watching birds, feeding more squirrels, and even seen a beaver dam, which had excited Sarah to no end, and now they returned to the open meadow behind the parking lot. As they slowly walked toward the cars, Carl glanced down at his still energetic nine-year-old girl, and with an ulterior motive, he led the conversation toward Sarah’s favorite subject, her future dream of becoming a police officer. For a while, they chatted about the different kinds of professions within the police corps and the FBI, respectively, before Carl, with a very innocent appearance, said, “You know what I and everyone else did to become FBI, Peanut?” Intrigued, she shook her head. “Exercised. Every single day. That’s what you need to do. You won’t get into the Academy otherwise.”

His serious, book-loving, never-want-to-exercise-ever-even-if-her-life-depended-on-it daughter, gave him a suspicious look, and he managed, with some difficulty, to keep a straight face, while Manda smiled broadly at him behind their daughter’s back.

“Okay, Dad,” she said eventually, and with a surprised grin of his own, he jogged over to the car to get the soccer ball out from the trunk. “Did you plan this?” she shouted after him when she saw, and he couldn’t help laughing. “You did! I know you did!”

“Yeah, I did,” he admitted when he came back. “But it’s true, you need to exercise when you’re a policewoman. How do you think you’ll be able to catch the bad guys if you can’t run as fast as they can?”

She squinted her eyes as she always did when she thought something through, and then she nodded at him. “Alright, we can try.”

At her words, a light-hearted astonishment washed over him. Wow, I should have tried that tactic years ago!

“Great!” he said happily. “Let’s go over to the goal over there. Take the ball. You’ll be the goalkeeper for now.”

As she ran over the field with the ball under her arm and the long copper-red braids bouncing on her back, Manda came up beside him.

“Good job,” she said, still smiling, and started to put her own thick sandy-blond hair into a ponytail to get it out of the way.

“Thanks.” He didn’t even try to hide how pleased he was. 

She laughed at him and poked him on his shoulder. “You look like a kitten who’s fallen headfirst into a bowl of whipped cream.”

“Well, I have, haven’t I?”

“I admit, it was good,” she said and corrected her green glasses that had gotten stuck in her hair. “I would never have thought about it. If we can get her interested in some kind of sport this way, I’m not complaining.”

“I hope we can. Soccer’s a great beginner sport, and I’d love it if she could get some friends in the process too.”

“Agreed,” Manda said with emphasis. “Especially if this theater thing doesn’t work out.”

“Are you coming?” Sarah shouted at them. “I could have brought my book otherwise.”

Both of them laughed and began jogging toward her.

They played for almost an hour, and Carl was amazed by how quickly Sarah picked up on the rules and by how much fun she had. When they sat down at the picnic table to have some hot chocolate and sandwiches, her cheeks were rosy, and her gray eyes glittered.

“That was fun!” she exclaimed. “I like the rules. They make sense. It’s like math. You have to calculate how to kick the ball to avoid the opponents.”

Carl shared a quick, astounded look with Manda, before smiling and tugging at one of Sarah’s braids. “Haven’t really thought about it that way,” he said, and it was her turn to give him an astounded look.

“I thought you’d played this game before.”

“Uh, yeah, I have.”

“Well, there you go.”

“Yeah, there you go, Carl,” Manda grinned at him, and he chuckled.

When they had finished their picnic, they packed Carl’s car and went back home to his ex-wife’s and daughter’s small house. Sarah was unusually quiet, and Carl could tell she was tired, so he didn’t object when she put on a movie and cuddled up on the sofa with her soft blankie and her old stuffed kitten. Manda went into the kitchen to start their dinner, and Carl followed to help her, but she ushered him out.

“I got this. Go sit with Sarah.”

He nodded and went back to the living room and sank down beside his little girl. Immediately, she curled up in his arms and pulled the blanket around both of them. As with everything she was interested in, she was intensely concentrated and indulged herself completely. Rather than watching the boring and irritating film himself, he used the time to study this little copy of himself, and as usual, he was filled with wonder and overflowing love for this little being he had been part of creating. Her eyes gleamed as they followed what was happening on the screen, and her sensitive face was like a sky of emotions as she reacted to the events. Carl glanced at the screen when Sarah covered her mouth with her hands. The Dread Pirate Roberts and the vapid princess had just fallen down into the Fire Swamp. Why Westley continued to love this idiotic girl was beyond him, and he had to admit that he wasn’t entirely pleased with Manda for letting Sarah watch the movie in the first place. First of all, she was too young for it, and secondly, Buttercup was definitely not a good role model for a girl. He could have come up with several films much more suited for their daughter, but the damage was already done, and he was not going to instigate a fight with Manda over it. As he looked back at Sarah, his cell phone suddenly rang. With a slight scowl, he noticed the unknown number. Damn telemarketing chasing me the whole week. Can’t they let me be on a Saturday evening, at least?

“Yeah?”

“Carl Hansen?” The dark female voice sounded vaguely familiar. It had to be the telemarketing woman he had spoken with earlier in the week. He suppressed a sigh but didn’t make any efforts to sound polite when he answered, “Yeah?”

“This is Bethany Miller, Miriam’s sister, you know? We’ve met once. How are you?”

Surprised, he frowned. Beth? What the hell? A sudden tingling sensation of something wrong made his skin prickle. Didn’t know she had my phone number. Without thinking, he put on his trusting voice. “I’m just fine. And you?”

“Fine. Um, Miriam isn’t with you, is she?”

The tingling became stronger, but as he casually put his foot up on the coffee table and rested his hand on his leg, no one would have been able to tell that he was on edge.

“Sorry, no. Why?”

“Just— We were supposed to meet tonight after work. You know, have dinner, go out dancing, but she hasn’t shown up. I— I thought she might’ve forgotten about it.”

Slightly concerned, he drummed his fingers on his legs. Yeah, right, Beth, and you don’t believe that either.

“That’s not like her,” he said calmly.

“I know, but I kind of hoped she’d be with you. I mean, you do meet sometimes.” Carl frowned at Beth’s uncertain voice but didn’t say anything. What the hell’s going on? There’s something she’s not telling me. She inhaled like someone who was about to dive from a high cliff. “She doesn’t answer her phone, and she’s not at home. I know I’m silly, but I can’t— I can’t help thinking, you know, that she might’ve been in the store when it— When it blew up....” Her voice trailed away, embarrassed.

“What?” Carl put his foot down on the floor and straightened up. Sarah changed her focus from the film to him and gave him a worried glance. With a reassuring smile, he caressed her hair, and she relaxed. 

Beth sounded nervous as she gave up a fake laugh. “I told you, it’s silly—”

“No, wait. What store?”

There was a slightly astounded pause in which Carl’s heart rate raised, and his hands got all sweaty.

“You haven’t heard? It’s all over the news. It’s Kroger’s on one o’ ninth, you know, the one Mimi usually shops at.” 

Carl’s mouth was suddenly completely dry, and he had to swallow hard before he could talk. “No, I hadn’t heard. When did this happen?”

“About an hour ago.”

“Alright, I’ll check it out. Can I reach you on this number?”

“Yes, yes, you can. And thank you.” She hung up, and with a concerned frown, Carl put the cell phone back into his pocket.

“What was that about?” Manda asked behind him. When he looked up at her, she stood leaning against the doorway to the kitchen. The light behind her illuminated her hair, and for a moment, the thought flashed through his mind of how beautiful she was. Then, he pushed the thought away and casually rose from the sofa to not alarm their daughter. So Sarah wouldn’t hear, he took the few steps to Manda and said in a low voice, “It was Miri’s sister calling, asking if I knew where she was. She hasn’t shown up for their girls-night-out.”

“Miri? That must be Miriam, right? Your girl?” Carl glared at her, irritated by the slip of the pet name he only used between him and his teammate, but Manda just smiled. “Well, she should be. She’s good for you. Anyway, not my business, is it?”

“Correct.”

“Well, why are you still here? Go find her. She probably needs you.”

Carl just rolled his eyes. “She’s not some kind of damsel in distress, you know. She’s quite capable of handling herself. If she weren't, she’d not be FBI.”

Manda poked him. “Just look at my big hero here.” When he didn’t respond to her teasing, a slight frown appeared on her forehead. “Has something happened?”

Carl glanced over his shoulder at Sarah, who seemed to be enthralled with the movie, but just in case she was trying to fool them, he lowered his voice even more when he turned back to Manda.

“A Kroger’s on one-hundred and ninth blew up an hour ago.”

Manda stared at him in sudden shock. “Why haven’t you been notified?” she asked quietly when she found her voice. “Shouldn’t you be at work?”

“It’s not my table. It’s Homeland Security.” Carl exhaled nervously and let his hand comb through his copper-red hair several times. Then he cleared his throat. “Problem is, it’s Miri’s store, and she hasn’t shown up to a date with her beloved sister when she’s a reliable woman. It’s probably nothing, but I have a feeling I should check it out.”

“So just don’t stand here. Go.” Manda followed his gaze as he watched their daughter watch TV. She placed a gentle hand on his arm. “If there’s nothing to worry about, you can come back tomorrow. We’ll go to the zoo as planned and eat out. You know you’re always welcome here.” 

He gave her a grateful look and squeezed her hand. “Thanks, Manda.” She waved away his remark, and he walked back to the sofa. “Sarah—”

She immediately paused the film and watched him sincerely with those big, gray eyes of hers. “Dad, you have to go. If Miri’s hurt in that explosion, she’ll need you, and if she’s not, other people need you.”

Carl chuckled and tousled her braids. “Nothing escapes you, right, Peanut?”

“Of course not, Daddy. How could I become a police officer if I don’t pay attention to what’s happening around me?”

When she continued to watch him with that precocious face, he sighed, but slid down on the sofa and hugged her hard, feeling the earth trembling love for her that always welled up inside him, as he mumbled in her hair, “You’re going to become an awesome police officer, Peanut.”

“I know. Now go, Daddy.”

When he rose, Manda had already brought his bag to the door and held his jacket in her hands. He put on his shoes before freeing her from the jacket and the bag.

“You be careful now, as usual. Let me know tomorrow if you can make it to the zoo. We’re going to be there at ten.”

He nodded, and she gave him a friendly kiss on the cheek before he left.

As he stepped out of the house, the sun had already set, and its remaining rays colored the sky rosy. The cold wind that ruffled his hair held more than just the promise of late snow, he noticed, when a single snowflake landed on his cheek. With a shiver, Carl zipped up his jacket and wished he had the old tuque his grandma had knitted for him when he was ten. It had finally fallen apart last winter after almost twenty years of faithful service.

With a glance up at the flaming sky, he reflected that the winter this year was very stubborn. It was already mid-April, but it felt like late February. Usually, the spring flowers bloomed abundantly by this time, but this year only the most hardened flowers had dared to poke their heads up. He missed their colors and gentle form. Who wouldn’t?  he thought as he hurried down the pavement to get to his car. Anyone from Alberta would, he continued his chain of thought, thinking about how long and bitterly cold the winters were where he grew up, and when spring finally arrived, flowers were few and in short supply. I’d be emotionally blind to not appreciate them, he concluded and stopped at his bottle-green Toyota Prius. 

For a moment, he hesitated before he pressed the unlock button on the keychain. It had been a great day, and the thought of having to end it with a disaster felt... Sad? Depressing? Terrible? No. He shook his head, couldn’t find the right word. Instead, he stole another precious moment, indulging in the splendor of the dusk, while contemplating how his love and need for beauty and colors was something people didn’t know about him. Most aren’t curious enough to figure it out either. The thought backstabbed him, and he scoffed. Yeah, it’s true. So what? It’s their loss. I don’t give a damn. 

Miri was one of the few who had taken the time to get to know him. After the Project in Alaska two years ago, she had filled his room with flowers, and their colors and scents had eventually reached him through the grayish darkness in which his mind had hidden, and comforted him. That, together with Sarah’s loving presence and Miri’s visits when she calmly read to him, drew him back. He owed her, and he was well aware of that. He also liked her a tiny bit more than was comfortable. Since he hadn’t liked her at all at the start, she had somehow managed to unnoticed slide under his skin and arouse feelings he never had expected to have for her. And now she might be in danger. Carl tried to laugh at himself and his searching for a phone booth to change into his Superman costume.

“She’s FBI,” he muttered to himself while anxiously jingling his keys. “She’ll manage.” He refused to think about how exactly she’d be able to avoid getting blown to pieces by a bomb.

Still lingering, he brought out his cell phone and pressed the three to fast dial her, but a mechanical voice answered him, telling him, “The customer you have dialed is currently not available. Please, try your call again later”. 

Nervously, he fiddled with the phone a few seconds before putting it down into his jeans pocket. While trying to decide what to do, he opened the door and got into the car. Beautiful sky or not, the wind was damn cold. Drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, he pondered his options. There was no point in heading to her apartment since Beth had already checked it. If DSI-officer Andy Gorlois had called Miri and the other angels into work, she would’ve let Beth know, so he could rule out that scenario. Nothing else popped up in his mind. Instead, he decided to drive directly to Kroger’s. Not that he actually suspected her to have been there when it exploded, but just to be on the safe side, to be able to tick it off the list. The thought struck him that he would probably find her there working while she’d forgotten everything about Beth and their girls-night-out. Carl began to breathe easier. That scenario sounded much more likely than her being in the store at the wrong time, especially since she lived just a block from it and would have heard the explosion.

Just as he was about to insert the ignition key in his car, the cell phone rang. This time, he recognized the phone number, and he grimaced.

“Boss.”

Alan Bai’s voice was more stressed than usual and almost drowned out by background noise. “Carl, we need you at one-hundred and ninth and thirty-fourth. A bomb’s detonated at Kroger’s. Massive mess. Everything’s blown to smithereens. We need everyone we can get. Even SWAT’s been alerted.”

SWAT? Goddamn! It’s that bad? The image he had in his head of one or maybe two broken walls began to give away for something bigger. It can’t be the whole store, can it? “I’m on my way. How many survivors?”

“Hard to say. A handful, I think, from outside. It’s chaos, Carl. Our own little nine-eleven.”

Carl clenched his teeth, couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I’m out of town. I’ll be there within the hour. Is agent Goldblum there?”

“Haven’t seen her, but it’s possible. I guess the president himself could be around here without us noticing.”

Alan didn’t joke, he never did, and Carl wasn’t in the mood for laughing. “What about Sharon and David?”

“I’ve called them in too.”

“Alright, I’ll be there ASAP.” He hung up and started the car. Immediately, the radio turned on.

“—massive cordon guarded by police as far as a block away on each side. No one of authority will answer my questions, but what we know so far is that no organization has taken on any responsibility for the bombing. From where I stand, I can see ambulance crews taking care of a few people, firefighters clearing debris, and even FBI working alongside. There’s a canine unit as well, and a bomb squad, probably searching for other detonations as well as survivors. We haven’t gotten any reports of how many victims are expected, but seeing as the bomb detonated at six-fifteen p.m., Kroger’s was most likely filled with people shopping for dinner. This is Nicola Brett for CBS Radio. Stay with me as we continue to follow up on the biggest terrorist attack in the United States since nine-eleven.”

Carl switched off the radio and logged in to FBI NAC on 167 while concentrating on driving as fast and safely as he could. Every ten minutes, he made a new attempt to reach Miriam without any result. He didn’t want to admit that it began to worry him immensely. Sternly, he focused on the radio instead.

The encrypted FBI channel didn’t reveal any direct news. There had been no threats before the detonation. The bomb squad suspected there had to have been more than one bomb to create this kind of damage. The FBI worked frantically to find a connection between the store’s owner and the bombing. So far, the only survivors were found in the parking lot outside the store. It would take days to locate all the victims. And months to identify them, Carl thought with a cold feeling in his stomach.

When he closed in on the area, it became harder to get through. People were milling around everywhere, both on the street and the sidewalks. Cars were carelessly parked halfway out in the street, and people had stopped their cars in the middle of it just to gawk. Irritated, he honked at them and got some ugly fingers as an answer. Eventually, he just gave up and parked his car in a nearby parking lot. Yes, he knew it was for residents only, and no, he didn’t care that he was going to get a ticket and maybe towed. He grabbed his CSI bag and struggled to get through the mob as quickly as possible. As he jogged toward the blocked off area, he hauled out his cell and called Beth.

“Have you found her?” Beth sounded breathless and near tears.

“Not yet. I’ve been called in. My guess is that she’s already here working. With all the chaos, I’m not surprised if she forgot to notify you. I’ll tell her to call if I see her.”

A relieved gush of breath was heard from her. “I’m so stupid. Of course, she’s working. Thanks, Carl. I’m going home now, but I’ll keep my cell on.” She hung up, and Carl put down his phone again, cruising around people, trying to get through the growing crowd of spectators. The air was filled with a dark-gray smoke that smelled of chemicals and dust, and a sweet, burnt odor he hadn’t smelled in nearly four years, except for in his nightmares. He closed his eyes for a moment and swallowed, gathering strength to push away the past and concentrate on the present. Determined, he opened his eyes, pushed himself through the crowd, and finally reached the cordoning. Before the police officer in charge could tell him off, he shoved his ID badge under her nose.

“Where’s HQ?” he asked when she opened the barricade slightly to let him slip through.

“At the end of the parking lot. You’ll see it. The big van.” She pointed down the smoky street, and he nodded, leaving her behind as he half-jogged toward the scene. When he turned around the last house, he stopped mid-step. The smell and the smoke were overwhelming here, but it was the absence of the well-known store that stopped him. He’d been here numerous times during the past two years, shopping with Miri for their Friday dinners, and now there was only rubble and a few walls left standing. It looked like a war zone.

Silently, he tried to take it all in. The image he had had of just a couple of damaged walls would have been laughable had the sight not been so shocking. He had no knowledge of explosives at all, and it bothered him that he felt so clueless about the situation. How much was needed to create such damage in the first place? How many people were involved in this? How many casualties were there? Several ambulances stood around with the crews tending to more people than he expected to be alive after seeing this disaster.

“Carl!” Alan Bai, Special Agent in Charge of Carl’s unit, hurried toward him. His usual proper demeanor looked dirty, and his face was soiled with sweat and ashes. “You’re here!” he said unnecessarily. “Great! You can join Sharon and David. They’re interviewing the victims at South Side Hospital.”

Carl nodded, relieved that his two elder colleagues were somewhere safe, and looked around, feeling dazed. The magnitude of it all eluded him, it was impossible to grasp it; the dark-gray smoke that clawed in his throat and lungs, the cries of injured people, the blood on the rubble, the frantic voices of the rescuers.

“This looks really bad, boss,” Carl remarked, shaken. Even though he tried, it was impossible to hide the shocked and unnerved tone in his voice.

“It’s actually better than we thought initially,” Alan said pleased. 

Carl gave him a skeptical side-glance. “Really? In what way?”

“There are quite a few survivors, more than were expected initially. Some of the witnesses have quite the story to tell. I’ve spent the last hour interviewing the conscious ones here, and most of them say the same thing.”

“Which is?” asked Carl, swallowing his irritation when Alan stopped to catch his breath. It was no use to try to hurry him. Alan spoke in more complex ways than needed. Not that it mattered since he was one of the best profilers in the field. Carl just dug up more patience than he usually needed every time he had to work closely with the man.

“Quite remarkable. Nine people, two teenage girls – one black and one Chicano—”

“Hispanic,” Carl mumbled and got a glare back.

“One male postal officer in his fifties – white,” Alan continued, “four cashiers – all women of different ages – two of them white and two black, one young dad in his twenties and his five-year-old son – both white, all tell the same story.”

“Which is?” Carl asked again, drumming his fingers on his leg.

“Carl, we have a hero here!” Alan’s eyes gleamed, and his grimed face brightened with a smile.

“Well, that’s good. Not very unusual that someone steps up in a crisis—”

“No, no, WE have a hero. FBI has a hero.”

“Alright?”

“All these people survived because of one woman, Carl. They all heard her shout over and over from different parts of the store as if she was running around.”

The tingling sensation came back to Carl with full force to the point where it was almost overbearing, and his heart hammered heavily in his chest.

“Alright, what did she shout, Alan?” Somehow, he managed to hide the strain in his voice and sound casual.

“‘FBI! There’s a bomb in the store! Get out!’ And people began to run toward the entrance. Not even five minutes later, everything exploded.”

Carl swallowed hard. “What happened to the woman? Do you know?”

Alan shook his head. “She’s not out here, so she’s probably in there somewhere. Dead, I suppose, but you know, as soon as we know who she is, she’ll be celebrated as the hero of April seventeenth. And she’s FBI. That’s great! We need some positive light for once.”

“So, you’re suddenly in the marketing department, are you?” Carl sneered and left. It felt like someone had kicked him repeatedly in the stomach. He refused to cry. He promised himself he wouldn’t cry until he knew for certain, but he needed to find her – and he needed to call Beth. The thought made him cringe. 

Behind him, Alan was shouting, “Where are you going? I need you over at the South Side!”

Carl spun around and walked back to his superior, towered up over him, and looked him straight into the eyes, utterly emotionless. Alan took an insecure step back.

“Agent Miriam Goldblum lives one block from here. This is her store. She’s not at home. She doesn’t answer her phone. She missed a date with her sister this evening. You’re telling me a female FBI-agent warned people here. How many other female FBI-agents use this store? I don’t care about South Side. I‘m going to look for her.”

Alan’s face had the most ridiculous expression of shock he had ever seen in a superior before, but he didn’t like to laugh at people. Instead, he stomped away to the clearing site where someone gave him a white mask to cover his mouth and nose.

He didn’t know how many hours he worked, but night fell, and numerous spotlights lit up the whole area. A helicopter hovered overhead, filming their work. When dawn broke, Carl’s whole body ached. He had never worked this hard for this long in his entire life, and he had never seen so many wounded people at the same time. Seeing all their pain and agony made him want to cry, and to be able to continue working, he had to try to shut off that overflowing well of sympathy and sorrow that he felt. Somewhere, he found the strength to push himself harder. They all did, he realized. No one wanted to stop because they all knew that every single pause might mean that someone under this rubble lost their battle with death while the person who could have saved them had a cup of coffee.

It was eight in the morning when they found Miriam’s badge. Alan had stopped hours ago trying to reassure him they would find her alive. At this point, Carl could tell that they all had a feeling that most of the people still buried under the rubble hadn’t made it, even though no one said it out loud. When he stood with the badge in his hand, swaying with exhaustion after clearing debris for twelve hours, Alan awkwardly patted his shoulder and said, “There’s always a chance, you know. She could be lucky, you know. Quite a few people in these kinds of situations are, you know, um, lucky...” Then, he fell silent, sighed, and walked away. 

Carl stood alone a couple of minutes and looked at the dirty ID photo with Miri smiling at him. During the night, the same story had been told over and over from surviving witnesses as they got dug out from under the rubble, how she had run through the store, trying to get people out, and when the customers all fled, she went to the back, to warn the employees. A young butcher told him that she had rushed in, waving her FBI badge and screaming at them all to get out.

“She was right behind me, sir, and then, just black.”

The butcher had been hit in the head by a partly crumbled wall and suffered a concussion and two broken legs, according to the paramedics, but he – like most of the surviving victims they found – was going to make it. They had found sixteen dead so far, and nearly seventy alive. The talk of the bomb squad was that the numbers would have been the reverse if Miri hadn’t been there. She had managed to get people away from the epicenter, and she was indeed talked about like a hero. When they heard from the butcher that she’d been behind him just as the bomb detonated, they started to clear the debris in that area, but they only found her badge. At least they knew it was her now, Carl thought, and he really had to call Beth. He had put it off for so long now, wanted to be sure before he called. 

A hand was placed on his shoulder, and he jolted. Alan’s exhausted face scrutinized him. “I’m going home now. You should go too. You need to sleep. The SWAT team just arrived to relieve us, all of us, who took the night shift.”

Carl nodded. “I’m just going to put this in the van,” he said, the words coming out with some difficulty.

“Do that. We’ll reassemble at eight hundred tomorrow morning in our briefing room if we’re not needed here. I’ve already notified Sharon and David too.”

Carl nodded and walked away to the HQ van. In the organized mess, he found unused evidence bags. He took one of them and put Miri’s badge in it and wrote the serial number on it with a permanent marker and in the evidence journal as well. In the corner of his eye, he saw the side door to the van open and a SWAT officer coming in. She closed the door carefully behind her and came up beside him.

“Hi, Octavius. I thought it was you,” the low, melodic voice said. 

For once, he was taken entirely by surprise, and he looked down at the officer with wide-opened eyes. She took off her helmet, and the long, brown hair fell down, framing her heart-shaped face and beautiful almond eyes.

“Olwen?” he said, unbelieving, even though he shouldn’t be surprised. He knew his other superior worked as a SWAT officer nowadays.

“Not so loud.” She looked him over. “Have you been here all night?”

“Yeah.”

“Is it true what they say about Ophelia?”

Without answering, he handed her the badge. She took it and scrutinized the photo. Then she gave it back to him. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“She’s not been found yet?”

“No. We searched in the back area where a witness says he saw her just as the bomb detonated, but nothing yet. Just this.”

Olwen handed him a floor plan over the store. “Can you show me?” With the marker he tightly held in his hand, he circled the place where they thought Miri was. “Thanks. You’re on your way home now, right?” He nodded, his throat aching when he thought of doing something as ordinary as taking a shower and sleeping when Miri— Olwen gave him a penetrating glance and seemed to think something over, but then she shrugged and reached into her pocket. “Here,” she said. “It’ll help you sleep.” 

He took the pill from her without looking at it. “Thanks.”

She turned and opened the door. “I’ll see you around,” she said and headed out. Carl just nodded, tired to his bones.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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HE DIDN’T CALL BETH until he sat in his car. The smell of burnt flesh and dusty concrete oozed from his clothes and skin. The only thing he wanted to do was to go home, take a long, hot shower, swallow that sleeping pill, and black-out until tomorrow morning, but he had this one duty left to do.

“Hi, Carl.” Her voice was quiet, and he knew that she already knew.

“Hi, Beth.” His own voice was nearly unrecognizable. The silence stretched out. “I’m sorry,” he managed to say eventually. She didn’t answer but drew a deep, shaky breath. “We found her badge an hour ago.”

“Okay.”

“I don’t want to—” No, he wasn’t going to say something stupidly comforting they both knew wasn’t true. Instead, he said, “We’ve only found her badge, nothing else.”

“I understand.”

“We’re... we’re still searching.”

“It’s alright, Carl. Thank you.” The silence stretched out once more. Carl rubbed his neck and let his hand continue up and run through his hair. Beth sighed again. “If you don’t mind, I’m going back to... to...” He could almost see her waving her hand as she struggled to find words.

“Yeah. Take care, Beth.”

“You too.” 

They hung up, and Carl covered his face with his hands, but he couldn’t cry. After a while, he managed to compose himself enough to start the car and drive the twenty minutes home.

Coming into his small apartment was like entering a bubble of quiet harmony. The sienna colored walls in the living room complemented the Persian carpet on the warm golden hardwood floor. Together with the soothing incense that seemed to infuse every room, he felt his shattered nerves relax. Getting rid of his clothes was the first thing he wanted to do. He couldn’t undress fast enough. Naked, he went into the microscopic kitchen and threw his clothes, his jacket, and shoes into the cupboard beside the trash can. He never wanted to see them again. As he stood in the apartment, looking around, everything seemed to remind him of Miri. In his mind’s eye, he could see her sitting on the sofa, smiling at him, as she had yesterday evening. It felt impossible to understand that she might never come here again, that they might never again sit together on the sofa, drinking tea and chatting about books and movies, history and philosophy, that she might never again share a home-cooked meal together with him, and that he might never again have the chance to let her know that he really liked her.

With a stuttering breath, he sternly cut off the thoughts. Instead, he hurried into the shower and let the hot water flow over him. The vanilla-scented soap washed away the last fourteen hours of grime, sweat, sorrow, and anxiety, and together with the sleeping pill Olwen had given him, he managed to calm down and drift off to sleep, not even an hour after he came home.

When he woke up from a restless dream that he didn’t remember, the room was dark. He glanced at the alarm clock. Four a.m. He turned around on his stomach and sprawled in bed, wishing he had someone special to embrace. As he loosely hugged his pillow, he somehow managed to drift off to sleep again.

One and a half hours later, the CD alarm went off. This morning he had the pleasure to be lulled awake by the ambient dark-jazz of Bohren & der Club of Gore. As he lay there, listening to the music, he felt drained. His face and pillow were damp. He must have been crying in his sleep. Slowly, he rose from the bed, and couldn’t help groaning. Every single muscle hurt, and under the lingering scent of vanilla, he thought he could still smell burnt flesh. He turned up the music, grabbed the lighter on the bedside table, and without bothering to put on a robe, went around the apartment lighting candles and incense. Standing naked in the living room, he stretched his body, warming the muscles. Eyes shut, he let his mind disappear in the movement, the music, and the calming scents as he performed the program. Afterward, he took another steaming hot shower until he felt totally relaxed, and the vanilla won the battle over the burnt flesh.

He was struggling with finishing his breakfast when the phone rang. He glanced at the display window.

“Alan. Damn it.” Filled with foreboding, he answered. “Yeah?”

“Yes, um, Alan here.” His boss’s voice still sounded stressed out. “You know, let’s just skip the whole briefing room meeting. We’ll do a short phone conference instead.”

Relief flowed through him that Alan didn’t call to tell him they’d found Miriam dead.

“Alright.”

“Okay, wait a minute, I’ll just connect Sharon and David. Um, just a second.”

“Hiya, Sharon here.” The older woman’s voice was high-pitched and cheerful as usual.

“David here.” David’s mature voice was deep, warm, and trusting, and as always, it reminded Carl of Caesar. Both of his colleagues were excellent interviewers and had about eighty years’ experience between them. None of them was a personal friend to him, but they were a pleasure to work with, and he always enjoyed taking part in their vast knowledge.

“Yeah, I’m here too.”

“Good, good.” Alan’s nervous voice broke in. “Alright, let’s start. No one really believed we were going to finish the cleanup quickly, right?” Carl kept quiet, but the other two hummed in agreement. “Of course we didn’t. So, I’ve worked out a schedule with the other departments and the SWATs. We need to get to the victims ASAP, right?”

“Right,” Sharon agreed. “Those poor people.”

“Sharon and David, you’re both too old to work with the debris clearing. You continue with the interviews at the South Side, and contact those who have been released already. Don’t forget to keep clean records and journals.”

Carl rolled his eyes. It was so typically Alan to try and teach the seniors their job even though they’d started working as FBI when he wasn’t even born yet.

“Don’t worry, Alan.” David’s reassuring voice didn’t sound offended. They all had more patience with Alan than he deserved. “Sharon and I worked out a good system yesterday. We’ll hand it over to you this afternoon.”

“Good, good. Carl, you and I will continue at the site, clearing debris. We’re not night-timers, so I’ve worked out a schedule of our usual eight to five shifts.”

“Oh, that’s great!” Sharon chirped, saying what Alan wanted to hear.

“Yes. The contractors who are involved now say it will take about a week to clean up the place. I don’t think we’ll be working onsite that long; we’ve got more important work to do, but for now, they need all they can get, firefighters, contractors, us, to get all the dead bodies up from there.” He paused. Carl clenched his teeth at the disrespectful tone. It was no use saying anything. Alan wouldn’t get it. In all his life, Carl thought, he had probably never encountered anyone who was so good at profiling people, but who had no clue at all about social graces. Alan cleared his voice nervously when no one said anything. “Anyway, I’ll keep in contact with you, David, during the days, and I’ll come over to South Side every now and then, just to check in.” 

When Alan paused again, Carl’s eyes narrowed. And as usual, you don’t even acknowledge Sharon and her competence! Asshole.

“Sounds good, Alan,” David said. “We’ll have the reports ready for you, as long as we know when you’re coming.”

“Of course, of course. I’ll be over at three. Carl, I’ll see you at eight onsite. Any questions?” He waited slightly, but no one said anything. “Good, good. I’m on the phone if you need me.”

The conference call ended. Carl sighed relieved and let his hand comb through his hair. Then, he glared at the cupboard with the trash can and went over to gather his clothes from the night before. He wasn’t going to throw away new clothes every day, but he refused to wear these until necessary. Instead, he hurled them into a black garbage bag and placed it at the door. Time showed seven-fifteen. He could still grab a coffee from his regular shop if he wanted to, but his stomach felt sore and uncomfortably full from the one sandwich he had managed to eat. Unwillingly, he took the garbage bag with his used clothes, carried it down to his car, and drove directly to the site.

Coming back only twenty-four hours after he had left it, didn’t reveal much of a difference. It still looked like a war zone with people milling around hauling debris. Honestly, it didn’t look like anyone had worked at the site at all, and he’d be damned if that sickening smell didn’t linger all over the place still. Clearing the site in just a week, as Alan had said, seemed more than a bit optimistic.

In the HQ van, he grabbed the event log to see what had happened during the past twenty-four hours. The victim’s report was the first he checked with slightly shaking hands and an anxious lump in his throat. There were now eighty-seven survivors, but he couldn’t see Miri’s name anywhere, and twenty-one deceased. The description of those who hadn’t been identified didn’t match Miri. Carl felt torn. He was relieved to see that she wasn’t among the dead, but the fact that she hadn’t been found yet was alarming. He tried to put it out of his mind. If he was going to be able to work at all today, he couldn’t search for Miriam under each and every pile. He would go crazy in the end, breaking down, wondering if he had searched at the wrong place, wondering how injured she was, if she was slowly bleeding to death or suffocating— No! Stop it right there! I am going to go out and MOVE DEBRIS, nothing else, and I’m going to do it slowly and carefully and meticulously, so I don’t miss anything or mess anything up. 

He took some deep, shaky breaths and pulled his hand through his hair several times. When he felt relatively prepared – I’m never going to be fully prepared – he went out, looking for the coordinator to get a location to start at, not caring to wait for Alan, who was late anyway.

“You’re under Alan Bai, you say? Not sure I know where you’re supposed to be, but if you don’t mind, you can help out at the epicenter. Report to Special Agent in Charge Qiu over there.” The FBI-agent pointed with his whole hand, and Carl nodded. 

Carefully, he trudged over the uneven surface until he reached the sweaty and tired agent. Several dogs were sniffing around the perimeter.

“Reinforcement? Great,” she said before he had even had the chance to introduce himself. “So what we’re looking for in particular are pieces of a stroller. Here. Take a look.”

Carl put on his unreadable mask when she gave him five evidence bags containing different deformed metal parts and pieces of dirty green fabric.

“A stroller?”

The agent nodded grimly. “Yes, we’ve found what we think is the bomb carriage, and that’s a stroller.

“Was, um, was there a baby in it?” Why wouldn’t there be a damn baby in it? People just love destroying others’ lives. Damn it!

“It’s possible, yes, but we haven’t identified any yet, although we have found the person of interest, at least what’s left of her.”

“Her?” Carl repeated, somewhat surprised, but the SAC rattled off the information at a rapid pace as if she had done it too many times already.

“We’ve found a severed head that corresponds to the damage a suicide bomber suffers when wearing a bomb-belt and it’s a female head. The stroller parts found corresponds to damage that would occur if it’d been filled with detonations.” Qui paused and picked up a bunch of see-through bags from her FBI-carrier. “Here, take some e-bags. And speaking of detonations, if you find something, anything, that looks like parts of copper wires, plastic tubes, and suchlike, place them in bags too.” She took a quick breath and looked down at his hands. “Good, you’re already wearing gloves. You can start over here. If you find any body parts, let me know.”

With a hard knot in his stomach, Carl began to search for whatever could be of interest while trying not to think of what the SAC had told him. He felt a little lost in this more or less unknown territory. Miri should’ve been here, he thought without being able to stop himself. She’s the one who’s good at finding things, seeing things. Me, I’m just second class. Despite that, he found a whole bunch of evidence. What surprised him was the large number of bomb pieces lying around. He had not expected that many parts to survive the blast. A couple of hours of thorough searching made him fill up several e-bags, and it was almost lunchtime when he came close to the bomb unit.

“How can you cram so many explosives into one single stroller?” he overheard a younger man say, bewildered. “I mean, a stroller?”

“That’s no problem,” an older officer answered. “What worries me is where the hell she got them from.”

When they noticed him listening, they silenced and walked away. Carl shuddered at the thought of how many casualties there would have been if Miri hadn’t somehow been alerted and managed to warn people.

He hadn’t caught one single glance of Alan the whole morning, and he suspected his SAC had found something ‘more important’ to do. Not that he was surprised. As long as Carl had known him, Alan had never been enthusiastic about working with his hands or getting dirty.

Suddenly he stopped his slow, methodical search. Something was half-buried under some debris. No, no, no, please let it be something else. Reluctantly, with sweaty hands and hard-beating heart, he crouched and carefully removed the debris. That horrible smell wafted up toward him, and he choked violently. A terribly burnt face without eyes looked up at him. He stumbled backward, sliding over the debris, and somewhere far away, he heard someone shouting at him, but he couldn’t make out what. Everything spun around him, and he wasn’t aware of what was happening. A hard slap on his face woke him up, and he turned on the side and vomited.

“First time, boy?” a rough voice said beside him. 

Carl avoided shaking his head. “No, not the first time, and that’s the problem,” he gasped.

“Well, first time or not, you can’t lie here. Can you walk over to the van? You’re too big for us to carry.”

“Yeah...”

With the help of the SWAT officer, he managed to get up on his feet and stagger to the van.

“Here, have some water,” the older man said kindly, after leading him to the only chair, and gave him a bottle. Gratefully, Carl drank deeply. “You wanna talk about it?”

“No.” Can you please just get out of here?

The other man suddenly scrutinized him with squinting eyes. “Wait a minute, you’re not that agent who was almost burnt alive, right? In that huge scandal four years back? Star Student?” Shocked, Carl jerked his head up and stared at the African-American man with eyes wide open, before racing his hand through his hair several times, without answering. The officer patted him on his shoulder. “Thought I recognized you. Name’s Jones, but I don’t believe you remember me. Don’t worry. I’m not telling anyone. You just take your time, and maybe you’d better ask your superior to give you the rest of the day off and to be placed somewhere else. No one who’s been through what you’ve been through should have to work with this.”

“Thanks,” he managed to croak. 

The older man patted him again, rose, and went out. Finally, he was alone.

The images in his head came unwanted, no matter how hard he fought to keep them out. Accompanying the shaky film in his mind were the sounds, the horrible screams, and the smell. Oh, God, that smell...

It was a sunny day. Carl knew that because when he tilted his head, he could see the beautiful blue sky above the bundle of gray houses that served as a fortification. Eight long, sturdy stakes made out of wood decorated the round grass-clad yard. Carl couldn’t see them properly, but he thought they had once served as telephone poles. If nothing else, they were uncomfortable enough. He tried once more to ease off the pain from where his hands and feet were chained to the stake, but to no avail. Though what frightened him was the terrifying foreboding that he was going to hurt more, so very, very much more before the day was over.

They were all here; he, Ned, Nigel, and Nadir from Team N, and Uranus, Uriel, and Ursula from Team U, and they were all chained to stakes. There was one empty stake, and the reason for that was why Carl was the only prisoner honored with a gag. It had already made his mouth completely dry, and his tongue felt like it had doubled in size. He hadn’t believed he’d be able to talk the guard into letting the young Star Student research assistant go, but he’d had to try. She was only seventeen and had her whole life ahead of her, and whatever these mobsters had planned for them, he was sure none of them would get out alive. 

Yes, he was afraid; he was crap-my-pants-afraid. He didn’t want to die. He was only twenty-five and had a five-year-old daughter who needed him. He wasn’t finished with life yet. None of them were. He looked at the others. Ned, who had remarried only a few months back and was going to retire next year, Nigel— Well, yeah, Nigel might be finished with life. Carl had never understood why the Faculty still let him be active. The guy was so damn nervous that he exploded if an ant looked at him the wrong way. But even if he was crazy, he didn’t deserve to die in the hands of mad religious zealots who didn’t have an ounce of empathy for others. Then there was Nadir, who always loved to laugh. The two of them were real friends in a way Carl had never experienced before, not even with Simon and Sonia. He watched the members of FRT U where they were strapped up just opposite him. He didn’t know them well enough, but they sure as rail tracks get wet in the rain had better things to do with their lives than end it here, today. And everything because of a stupid, damn mistake. No, he didn’t blame Nigel. The guy was obviously irrational, but the Faculty should have known better than to send him with them.

On the other hand, one could have thought Nigel should’ve known better than to light that damn cigarette, but he was a chain-smoker and crazy on top of that, and after a whole day without his kick, he was about to do something tremendously stupid. Ned saw the signs as well as Carl, so eventually, he told Nigel to take two puffs of his cigarette, nothing more. Apparently, Nigel only heard the “smoke your cigarette” part because he sneaked away, and when Ned finally went to get him, four cigarettes lay at his feet, and he was smoking away on the fifth as if it was going to be the last one he ever had. Well, as it looked now, he might’ve been right about that part. 

As if things weren’t bad enough, Nigel also decided that this was the perfect time to knock Ned unconscious for having the guts to reprimand him. Carl didn’t know if it was the lit cigarettes or Nigel’s shouting, or both, that gave them away, and it didn’t matter. The Faculty’s mistake to send Nigel on this Research Project when he was clearly unstable would end with the deaths of seven Field Researchers.

Something stirred at the main entrance. A group of men and women entered the yard. In the middle, Carl recognized his guard, hands bound together with a rope. The group steered the former guard toward the last empty stake and started to haul him up, all the while he was shouting and screaming and kicking and squirming to get away. Carl felt sick to his stomach. So, because of his actions, someone else was going to die here today anyway. Not that he regretted anything. He would do it again if it meant Danielle managing to get away.

It took them about fifteen minutes to get the screaming, squirming man up on the stake, and his feet, hands, and stomach chained. Around his neck, a bag of some sort was hung. Meanwhile, about fifty people gathered around, watching silently. Some of them had drums hanging around their necks. A woman Carl hadn’t seen before walked to the middle of the yard. She was clad in a red cape, and her shaved and oiled head gleamed in the sunlight.

“We have gathered here today to take part in the execution of these heretics,” she began in a deep voice that seemed to reach throughout the fortification. Carl suspected that she had some kind of amplifier to be heard without shouting. “These seven police officers,” she continued with conviction, “came here to try to destroy our community. They failed, just as every other association will fail. The-All-in-One stands behind us and will protect us.”

“Yog-Sothoth,” the crowd breathed.

“These people are dangerous. They have powers unknown to us, and they were sent here to try our faith. Our brother was weak, and he will be punished. That man!” The woman pointed toward Carl, and the crowd murmured. “That man deceived our brother. He will not only suffer the cleansing fire, but he will also watch all the others burn before him. He will have plenty of time to contemplate his sins and rethink his path in life.”

“Y'ai'ng'ngah.”

“Helgeb, light the cleansing fire for our brother.”

The former guard on the stake began screaming again. “NO! I will repent! Please, I will repent!”

“Yes, brother, you will.”

Carl’s heart hammered like crazy as several of the audience members gathered wood from a woodpile he hadn’t noticed before and placed it underneath the guard’s stake. He watched the others, and he could see the same shock and disbelief on their faces as he felt on his own.

“Wait!” Ursula shouted, and the cape-clad woman turned to her.

“Yes, heretic, what have you to say?”

“I’m... I’m pregnant. You can’t burn an unborn baby.”

There was a slight pause, but Carl couldn’t see the woman’s face, so he didn’t know what she was thinking.

“Well,” she said eventually. “We could. It has happened before, in another enclave.” Oh, God, Carl thought, bewildered, there are more of these lunatics? “We, however, are not barbaric. An unborn child does not share its mother’s sins.” She looked at the men who had taken them out to the yard. “Did any of you notice if this woman is pregnant?”

“I thought she was just fat,” one of them mumbled.

“Rip off her clothes. I want to see if she speaks the truth.”

Obligingly, the man went over and shred Ursula’s clothes. Pain flashed across her face as the chains bit into the flesh, and her arms were stretched out. With her upper body naked, Carl could clearly see her baby bump. Around the fifth month, he would say, from his own experience.

“Take her down,” the woman said. “We’ll keep her here until her baby is born. If she has come around to our way of thinking by that time, she’ll live. If not, she’ll burn, and we’ll raise her baby as one of The-All-in-One’s own.”

Carl stared at the woman’s back. If she didn’t understand that there would be people searching for them, she was more delusional than he had been led to believe. Eventually, they would find this place, if not this week, then the next one at the latest. It wasn’t as if the Faculty didn’t have the Teams’ coordinates and knew exactly what kind of RP they were assigned to, and since Ned had failed to contact them during the last couple of days when they’d been prisoners, a search party might already be on its way. He didn’t have any high hopes of being alive when the rescue team came, but at least Ursula would live.

Ursula was taken down from the stake and staggered along when another woman with long blond hair brought her inside the fortification. While she walked away, she kept her gaze on the ground as if she was ashamed for being rescued from the execution. Don’t be ashamed, he thought. Live and take care of your baby.

“I’m pregnant too!” Nigel suddenly shouted, and everyone on the stakes, except the guard, laughed.

The red-clad woman glared coldly at him. “Trying to be comical will not help you, heretic. You will soon try your ridicule on the burning flames.” She nodded toward the blond, heavyset man who Carl thought was her executor. “Helged. It is time. Bring the cleansing fire to our brother. May he find atonement in pain.”

The guard started to scream again when the blond man lit a torch and to the sounds of slow-beating drums solemnly marched up to the stake and set the wood on fire. The crowd began to chant something Carl didn’t understand as the flames reached higher and higher. Unable to look away, he saw how the flames closed in on the guard’s body and licked his feet. Soon the guard’s screams were not screams of fear, but of pain, unbearable pain and agony, as his bare feet turned black and cracked in the fire. A violent churn in his stomach made Carl retch behind his gag. He couldn’t look anymore! He couldn’t see this! The guard screamed and screamed, and the fire roared. Tears of shock and compassion fell from his eyes and wet the gag.

“Faitho, make that man look. He will not be allowed to escape his punishment.”

Carl glanced around toward the assembled people to see who Faitho was. Worriedly, he saw a heavyset man with a huge butcher knife making his way toward the stake. As soon as the man stood at the foot of it, he fixed his emotionless eyes on Carl and held up the knife. Even now, with the threat of being burnt alive, Carl tried his best to wiggle away from it. Then, Faitho moved his hand so quickly that he barely saw it. A sharp flash of agony pierced his shin, and he inhaled painfully. Blood dripped from a wide, but shallow wound in his leg. Faitho pointed toward the burning stake with the knife, but Carl, filled with defiance, continued to look down at the butcher. Once more, the man pointed with the knife toward the scorching flames, but Carl refused to look. If it was so important that he watched people burn, then they had to try harder and by other means than some flesh wounds. The thought hit him that this might be a way for him to stall for some time. 

The butcher cut him deeper in his shin, and Carl groaned behind the gag. It hurt like hell, and blood flowed freely down his leg. With a gaping mouth, Faitho attempted to talk, but only grunts were heard. Nauseously, Carl saw that his tongue had been cut off at some time. The man began to wave with the knife as if to force him by will to look at the burning man, and Carl saw incipient fear in the butcher’s eyes, not fear for him, but for what he’d suffer if he didn’t manage to make Carl watch. Even now, when he was this scared and nauseous, a small wave of empathy hit him.

Faitho started to slap Carl’s thigh with the broad side of the knife, and through the pain and fear and compassion, Carl forced himself to grin around the gag at him and at his desperate attempts to make him look. Driven to desperation, the man raised the knife and swiftly thrust it deep into his thigh and rotated it. If he could, he would’ve screamed, but the pain was too extreme. Only raw groans slipped out of the gag, and red waves of pain flashed in front of his eyes. Then, everything went black.

When he regained consciousness, some weird metal construction held his head up at an uncomfortable angle, but the tired pain in his neck felt like nothing compared to the intense pain in his leg. Gradually, he became more and more aware of the pain, until it crept up through his whole body and made his eyes water and his entire body cringe in futile attempts to get away. Weak groans slipped out of the gag. As soon as he opened his eyes, he saw what was left of the guard. The whole body was blackened and scorched. The feet and half the legs were gone, just burnt away, and the head— What the hell had happened to his head? It looked like it had exploded, partially. Waves of nausea rushed through him, everything started to spin, and he fainted again.

Next time he regained consciousness, the pain had subdued to a dull aching. Exhausted, he noticed that the shadows in the yard were deeper and darker. Early evening. We’ve been here all day. His head was still pinned to whatever contraption they used to make him look straight ahead, and his whole body ached, but it seemed as if someone had a bandage on his hurt leg. Apparently, they didn’t want him to bleed to death. He glanced at the others, but thanks to the contraption, he couldn’t see all of them. Nigel had lost consciousness for some reason, and his body hung slumped on the stake, but Ned and Uriel seemed to still be aware of what was happening around them.

“He’s awake!” someone shouted, and the red-clad woman turned toward him. Had she been there all day too?

“Good. For being so weak, you have caused us quite the ruckus.” She looked him steadily in the eyes with a solemn expression, before continuing, “Therefore, you will have the privilege to name which three shall be burned next.”

He stared at her, still dizzy, didn’t really think she was serious. Are you kidding, lady? What makes you think I’d do something like that? As if she knew what he was thinking, she made a gesture with her hand, and two young teenage boys came forward carrying armfuls of fresh birch branches.

“If you name them, they will be strangled before the fire is lit. If you don’t, these green branches will be placed in the woodpiles, so the fire will burn slowly, which will be much more painful and take them longer to die. Take off his gag. I want to hear what he has to say.”

Carl felt the first tendrils of panic. She was serious. She didn’t lie. How could he choose which ones who were to die? If he chose three, how would the rest of them die? If he refused to choose, how could he sentence people to a slower and more painful death? Wildly, he stared at the others.

“I volunteer,” Ned shouted suddenly.

“I volunteer too!” Nadir’s voice was heard from his left side.

“I too,” Uriel said.

For the first time, the woman smiled. “You have loyal friends, heretic. I hope you deserve them.” She turned toward the man who had lit the fire under the guard. “Helged, bring the garrote.”

Helged immediately went over to a sandbox and picked up the garrote. A sandbox? They keep these things in a sandbox? How often do they execute people here? Two other men brought a larger stepladder and put it down under Ned. Ned looked straight at Carl and smiled kindly.

“I’ll see you on the other side, Nero. Thanks for all the good times.”

Deep sobs heaved Carl’s chest, and tears fell from his eyes. They blurred his sight so much that he didn’t see the details of Ned’s face when the garrote was placed around his throat and tightened, but he heard the sickening choking sounds for an eternity. When they finally stopped, Ned’s head hung lifeless, his tongue sticking out between his lips.

“Look!” the woman shouted. “The heretic has feelings! He cares for his friends.” The crowd laughed loudly, and the drums beat a sensational tune. “Let’s burn the body before the soul escapes. Helged.”

Still crying, Carl saw Helged douse the woodpile and Ned’s body with a liquid that smelled like benzene. When the man lit it with his torch, the whole stake went up in flames with a deafening roar. Helged worked quickly. Ned’s body hadn’t even perished in the flames before he proceeded to Uriel. Uriel didn’t say anything. He only looked straight ahead when the garrote was placed around his throat. 

Beside Carl, Nadir prayed in Arabic. It was a du’aa he hadn’t heard before, even though he knew about it. It was a du’aa invocated when tragedy struck.

“We are from Allah, and unto Him we return. O Allah, take me out of my plight and bring to me after it something better.”

As Uriel let out the last gurgling chokes, something broke inside Carl. With a burning hatred he had never felt before, he promised that if there were a life after this, his ghost would not rest until these people suffered as much as he and the others had suffered here today.

“Catch the heretic’s soul, Helged. Don’t let it slip away.”

“To Him, we belong, and to Him, we shall return.” Nadir’s voice was calm and soothing. Carl wished he could move his head and look at him, that he could talk to him.

The benzene stung Carl’s nose, and the heat from the flames burned his right side as they engulfed Uriel’s body. This new pain awoke the pain from the deep knife wound. Lightheaded from agony and fear, grief and hatred, he tried to convince himself that this was a better death, had to be a better death, than what the guard had suffered, but every kind of consolation felt empty.

“O Allah, surely Carl is under Your protection, and in the rope of Your security, so save him from the trial of the grave and from the punishment of the Fire. You fulfill promises and grant rights, so forgive him and have mercy on him. Surely You are Most Forgiving, Most Merciful.” Nadir’s voice quieted a couple of seconds. “Carl,” he whispered urgently in Arabic, “don’t forget that revenge and hatred will eat your soul. Bear love and forgiveness in your heart. Allah will see the deeds of the wrongdoers for what they are and do with them what He sees fit. My love for you is like the love for a good brother.” Carl cried again. He heard the step ladder be put down on his left side, and heavy feet climb it. “Laa 'ilaaha 'illallaahu,” Nadir cried out.

Carl wished that he could scream, that he could move, that he somehow could save them. The fact that he couldn’t, pained him more than anything he had ever experienced before. Nadir’s death du’aa broke off and choked. This time, Carl closed his eyes.

When the heat from Nadir’s death pyre reached him, it felt like the breath of a giant dragon that burned his left side. The smoke from the fires lay thick and heavy over the small yard. There’s no wind here, Carl thought dazed. Nothing that can blow away the smoke. The suffocating smell of burnt flesh made him retch under the gag.

“Now, heretic, only one more of your friends is left to suffer for your crimes, but you have yet another choice to make. Either you or he suffers the green branches’ slow fire. The other one gets doused and burned quickly.”

One more? Does she mean Uranus? What about Nigel? Is he dead? Carl realized that Nigel hadn’t moved on his stake during the whole strangling and burning. He was still hanging slumped. Something must’ve happened when I was out. Why didn’t they burn his body too if they’re so eager to catch our souls? Was he too crazy for them? The thought of Nigel being too mad for these madmen made him giggle hysterically underneath the gag, but only wheezing sounds broke through. The giggle died away soon enough. At this point, he felt so drained that all he wanted was to end all of it. It hurt everywhere, except in his leg, which he couldn’t feel any longer. That was an extremely bad sign, but he was too far gone to care anymore. What did a lost leg matter when he was going to burn anyway?

“Remove his gag. I want to hear his verdict.”

At that moment, a gunshot echoed around the yard, and the red-clad woman slumped. There was a sudden shocked silence before the crowd screamed and ran toward the main entrance, stopping short when they were met by several SWAT officers aiming at them with their shotguns. Carl saw Helged frozen in place, still with the torch in hand, but he abruptly composed himself and rushed toward the stake where Uranus hung. Carl stared at his fellow FR. The relief on his face from the sight of the SWATs got replaced by unbelieving terror as Helged doused Uranus and the pyre underneath him.

“No! No! Stop him! Oh, God in Heaven, stop him!” Uranus pulled the chains violently and screamed louder. “God, shoot him! Shoot him! I don’t want to die! I don’t want to die!”

The sticking smell of benzene penetrated the sickening smell of burnt flesh. The roar and heat of the fiercely burning fire reached him, and Uranus screamed, high-pitched shrieks of agony that ripped Carl’s soul apart. Helged stood in front of the stake, watching the man burn. His arms were up in the air, and his lips pronounced words Carl could not hear. Through the roaring fire, another gunshot blasted, and Helged went down. The shot fuelled the crowd who uncertainly had lingered around the entrance and let themselves be surrounded by the SWATs. Everyone cried out with rage and attacked the officers unarmed. Several more shots were heard, and people fell. The yard echoed of screams of fear and pain and frenzied fury, but Carl was only aware of Uranus’ horrible wails until they abruptly ended. He barely noticed how the people at the door were overcome, and the ones still living taken away. Too many lay unmoving on the ground. The next moment, everything was quiet except for the dying fire and the never-ending wails in Carl’s head. He wanted to claw his scalp to get them out of there, but his hands couldn’t move. Two SWAT officers left the others and approached Nigel.

“Oh, my God, look at his head. He can’t be alive.”

“No. He’s not.”

“Shit, man, these people suffered. Burnt alive? Can you believe it? And the one still burning— I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“The damn bastard managed to douse him with something. He just went up. God, I’m shaking.”

“At least we got him. Oh, my God, Jones, that guy over there, he’s still alive! He’s looking at us!”

“Shit! Get him down! Get him down!”

The two SWATs rushed across the yard toward him, and not being able to stop himself, Carl cried.
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Chapter 3
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THE MEMORIES SLOWLY faded away, leaving Carl trembling uncontrollably. When he buried his face in his hands, he realized that his cheeks were wet with tears. 

Alright, breathe now, breathe. You can’t get a panic attack here. Breathe, goddammit, breathe! 

He took some deep shattering breaths, trying to calm down, trying to steer his thoughts away to something else, touching on Miri, but shied away immediately. No, can’t go there now, just can’t. If I do, I’m done for. In his mind’s eye, he saw himself on the floor in a fetal position, helplessly crying with sweat covering his clammy face. Desperately, he searched for something else, anything else, detached from him that could help him calm down, but his mind was blank from everything that wasn’t work-related. Okay, fine, work. Um, work what? Uh... He took another deep breath and felt something stir. Um, alright, what happened after the RP? It changed everything. That’s good, I can concentrate on that.

Jones was right, he thought. The whole RP had become a huge scandal. The Golden Fleece Society had nearly been kicked out of the FBI, something that had never happened before. The only thing that had saved them was a massive reorganization. The entire Faculty got sacked, and a new one was chosen. Amongst other decisions, the new Faculty decided that before any FR-Team was allowed on a Project, they had to undergo a psychological evaluation to establish if they were fit to operate. No Research Assistants were allowed to take part in any Projects that could involve violence. The Faculty also had to report coordinates and updates from the different Field Research Teams that operated within the FBI to a specially appointed SAC at the FBI HQ. 

All in all, Carl thought it was good news. The FRs were FBI-agents too, after all, and they had a responsibility toward the FBI as well, not only toward the Faculty. He only wished they could have gotten rid of the silly Field Researcher names too, but the Faculty decided to keep them. 

A week after the new Faculty had taken on its responsibility, one of its members, Anna, visited Carl at home since he was a convalescent. He appreciated that she did. It showed him that the new Faculty cared about injured Field Researchers, and it created another kind of relationship than what had existed before. The new members weren’t the faceless Faculty anymore; they were people he could finally connect with.

“The names have lots of symbolic and ceremonial worth and value,” Anna had explained to him. “They’re part of who we are. They define us as a unit and give us a sense of belonging.” He had to concede the point, but now, when he was wearing his third FR name, it also stood for all he had lost. Not only that, sometimes FRs like him, who had gone through several names, also had a hard time remembering what name to answer to in the heat of a moment. It was easier for someone like Caesar, who never had changed his name until he became Faculty.

Now, two years later, he had come to accept that he never would be able to get over that Project, no matter how long he spent in therapy. Sometimes, when the thought of it struck him from out of the blue, or when he woke up from nightmares, or smelled the horrible odor of a barbecue, he still felt guilty about being the sole survivor. Honestly, he didn’t count Ursula and Danielle. They hadn’t been there. They hadn’t seen everything. They were the lucky ones. At those times, the thoughts wouldn’t leave him alone, and he waddled through oceans of what-ifs. If only he had been unconscious half an hour longer. If only he had had the opportunity to talk before Ned volunteered. They used to call him Golden Tongue Nero. Surely, he’d been able to say something to, if not stop the executions, at least stall for more time. 

At least, he had stopped screaming, “It’s not fair!” in his lonely apartment, but that didn’t mean that he still didn’t feel that way.

Sometimes when it was truly bad, he lay in his bed crying inconsolably, seeing Ned’s lifeless head with his tongue hanging out, or Nadir’s badly burnt and unrecognizable body of which he had caught a glimpse when the SWAT officers removed the cage-like device his head had been fastened to. At these times, it wasn’t any of the psychiatrist’s words that managed to calm him down, but the imagined presence of Nadir and his comforting du’aas. Yeah, and the Xanax. Don’t forget your beloved pills, Carl, he thought bitterly. 

To be fair, he didn’t take them at times other than when an anxiety attack struck, and together with the therapy sessions he actually managed to attend, he was now able to accept that he couldn’t have done anything to stop the events from happening. 

The therapy went on for half a year before he had been appointed a new FRT, the C, where he became Cyrus, and then another half a year of therapy before C accepted the damn Research Project where he got those claw marks on his back. In retrospect, he’d probably needed more than a year in therapy before going on a new RP. Yeah, I screwed that one up pretty badly. Can’t believe Caesar kept me considering what I did. Well, when all’s said and done, I’m glad he decided to give me a second chance. 

When he entered C, he had promised himself that he wouldn’t make any new friends and that he would be cold, professional, and distant. He knew that something would happen sooner or later that would make him lose them anyway, and he couldn’t go through that again. For a year and a half, he had managed to keep that promise before Miri somehow found the key to his feelings without even trying, and now the day he feared had come, the day he might find her dead.

Carl drew another shaky breath and drank the rest of the water Jones had given him. The panic attack had stalled and disappeared, thank goodness. He wouldn’t give in. He was needed here, and now he knew what the worst parts would look like. The next burnt body wouldn’t catch him off guard. 

Still a little unsteady on his feet, he stood up, grabbed a couple of wet wipes from the table, and wiped the sweat and grime from his face before heading out. The sun was peeking out from behind the clouds, and he squinted against the harsh light.

While walking back to the epicenter, he saw Jones coming toward him with a concerned frown.

“You’re white as a sheet, boy. Sure this is the right place for you?”

Carl clenched his teeth. “I’m not giving in,” he said defiantly.

Jones looked at him with respect. “You’re one tough cookie. What’s your name again?”

“Carl Hansen.”

“Yeah, that rings a bell. I’m Jones, as I said. Mike for my friends.” The big African-American man looked him over. “So, you’ve got Scandinavian ancestors or what?”

Carl didn’t show that the question surprised him, even though he saw through the attempt of redirecting his thoughts. With a trembling hand, he tugged at his hair, grabbing some strands and let them glide through his fingers, feeling too confused and dazed to grasp everything going on around him.

“Dad’s grandpa was Danish,” he managed to say eventually.

“Thought so. I know you can’t tell from the looks, but family legends tell of some Scandinavian blueblood in my veins too.” He gave up a thundering laugh as he held up his dark hand and looked at it. Carl tried a smile for the first time that day, tried to normalize things, and got a friendly nudge on the shoulder. “You look better already.” Then the older man let his gaze wander around the scene. “What a mess. Never thought anything would happen in nice quarters like this. D’you know if they’ve found the girl yet? The one everyone’s talking about?”

Carl swallowed hard and shook his head. “No, she’s still missing.” His voice cracked, and he cleared his throat quickly, but not quickly enough. 

Mike stopped mid-step and scrutinized him. “No, no. Don’t tell me you know her.”

“Miriam Goldblum. My co-worker and my... my girl.” A slow blush he couldn’t control crept up on his face, making it burn. Why the hell did I say that for? ‘My girl’? Am I for real? Anxiously, he tugged at his hair again. God, I’m such a mess. I hope she never hears about it. It would be so damn embarrassing. 

Mike gave him a long look, and Carl met his gaze, tired to his bones. A huge hand landed on his shoulder.

“You’re one unlucky man, Carl. I’m sorry, my friend.”

The thought that he should be offended touched him, but he didn’t take offense. Instead, the genuine sympathy this man radiated worked as a healing spell.

“Thanks.”

“Okay, let’s try to find her,” Mike surprised him. When Carl looked at him with inquiring eyes, the officer took up a thumbed and folded sheet of paper and a pencil from his breast pocket. “You know,” he said while carefully unfolding it, “I’m one lazy bastard and don’t like to work more than I have to, so I’ve been studying the reports coming in. Here, take a look.” Carl looked obligingly at the map in Mike’s hands. “This place here and this one here,” he showed with his pencil, “—have been thoroughly searched. They’re positively empty of victims. Here’s the epicenter. This area here—” He drew a circle around the epicenter. “—we’re ninety percent certain being empty of victims, thanks to your brave girl. That leaves this area here. As you can see, this wall here separates the store from the employee area.” Carl followed Mike’s explanation with keen interest and, for some reason, growing hope. “Here’s the customers’ washroom, just before the big double doors that lead to a common storage area. Behind this door here, lies the meat department. Over here, at the other end’s the bakery and over here’s the produce. This place here’s the dairy. Right?” Carl nodded. “So your girl ran this way, from what I’ve figured out. She started here, right, ‘cause she must’ve seen the bomb carriage. She ran over here, according to witnesses, and continued here, according to other witnesses. That way, she covered most of the store, probably relying on people over here getting the drift and following the herd. Right?” With another nod, Carl saw everything in his mind’s eye. “So, she runs back again, past the epicenter and the washrooms, which had to take more than some guts, through the doors here and here, to the meat department where a young butcher tells us she was right behind him when it blew.”

“I thought you said you’re lazy,” Carl remarked, and Mike laughed.

“Believe me, I am. That’s why I’m doing thorough research before jumping into the crockpot, to minimize the workload.”

“Yeah, makes sense.”

Mike grinned. “I knew you’d get it. Anyway, she’s not been found here—” He drew an X on the map. “—where the butcher boy said she was. Thing is...” Mike pulled another map from his chest pocket. “This here’s the basement. As you can see, the bearing wall goes right under the X here. That means—”

Carl suddenly filled with hope. “She’s there,” he said with certainty. “She must be. There’s still hope.”

Mike smiled at his suddenly beaming face. “Let’s go and dig up your girl, Carl.”

Together with three others, they cleared debris for five hours at the spot Mike had chosen before they found anything. It was Agent Hawkins and his border collie Cutie who directed them. Cutie had sniffed around for a while when she suddenly marked, and Carl’s heart skipped a beat. They immediately started to clear away the debris, and not even ten minutes later, they found the damaged floor. Cutie whimpered eagerly, and Carl had to restrain himself from jumping down into the hole. Safety first, he had to remind himself. She’ll not be helped by a couple of broken legs. Another agent, Mbeko, carefully checked the floor’s durability before he lay down on his stomach and flashed his light down into the hole.

“It’s the basement, alright, and it’s pretty intact. There’s only one pile of rubble down there. A wall that collapsed, most likely. Oh, my God, I see something! She’s half-buried under it. Help me down.”

Carl’s legs collapsed under him, and he had to sit down.

“Easy now, my friend,” Mike said. “Easy now. Breathe.”

Carl became aware that he was holding his breath, and he forced himself to take deep, calming breaths. His heart hammered like crazy, and his throat felt as dry as a thousand-year-old column in the desert. Mike gave him a new water bottle, and he drank deeply. 

From down the hole, they heard Mbeko shout, “It’s only a coat, nothing else. I need some assistance to remove the pieces of the wall.”

Carl immediately stood up, and Mike helped him down before providing a ladder and extra light. The cold room was empty and smelled faintly of vomit. Carl looked around, but couldn’t discern any source to the smell. Instead, he walked over to Mbeko, who stood at a large heap of rubble that covered the stairwell. It seemed to come from a collapsed wall and an upper floor. Behind him, the rest of the men climbed down before helping Cutie down the ladder. The border collie sniffed around and marked at several places, including at Miri’s one-of-a-kind bright-red coat which lay half-buried high up under the rubble. 

Carl cleared his throat. “Yeah, it’s hers.”

“Okay, she can’t be far away.” Mbeko flashed the light over the rubble again. “Agent Goldblum? Can you hear me? Help is on the way. Can you make some kind of noise, so we know where you are?”

The five men held their breaths, but no sound was heard. Tears burned in Carl’s eyes, and to hinder them from spilling, he flashed the light at the coat. Several light-brown strands of hair were stuck under a big piece of concrete, and blood stained the broken concrete pieces underneath. Carl inhaled shakily and brought out an e-bag.

“It’s her hair and some blood,” he said, trying to sound calm and professional. “She’s been here if nothing else.”

Mbeko came up beside him and studied the area. Then, he frowned. “It’s a weird position. She seems to have been sliding down on the rubble and then got stuck under it. If you look here at how her coat is placed, I’d say she was conscious and managed to break free.” Carl followed Mbeko’s gestures and nodded with growing hope, but the agent spread out his arms and frowned, clearly concerned. “But if she was, where is she now? It doesn’t make sense.”

“She must be under here somewhere. Maybe she got trapped a second time,” Mike interposed. “Let’s clear it.”

It didn’t take long. An hour later, the area was cleared, but no Miriam was found, and there were no other traces that she’d been here; not under the broken wall, not in the collapsed elevator, not under it, and not in the also collapsed stairwell. Even the spots Cutie had marked were without traces. They all looked quietly at each other. 

Eventually, Mike broke the silence. “She’s been here. We have the evidence; her hair, her coat, blood. There’s no way she’s been able to get out of this place on her own, and we were the first ones clearing this site.”

“She can’t just vanish into thin air,” Mbeko said with the same troubled expression Carl had seen numerous times when ordinary people encountered something that shouldn’t be. He looked around the enclosed area one more time, even more thoroughly than last time, trying to figure it out, trying to find somewhere, anywhere, she could have gone, somewhere she could have become trapped, but there was nothing.

Mike just shook his head. “Honestly? I don’t get it.”

The older man glanced at Carl, who tried to wipe away his tears without them noticing. Failing with that too, he thought with bitterness completely unlike him, but he was so damn tired of getting his soul ripped apart again and again.

Mike’s voice was very gentle, “Go home, Carl. You’ve been here all day, and it’s been very emotional for you. You need to sleep.”

Carl nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.” He took Miriam’s coat and climbed up the ladder into the early evening.

The whole drive home, he tried to create an empty space in his head, but the thoughts clamored and wanted to get in. Go away, he growled at them. Just fuck off! They didn’t listen, and images of Miri’s broken body haunted his mind.

As soon as he got home, he threw himself and the coat on the sofa and buried his face in the red fabric. It didn’t even smell like her anymore; it just smelled of concrete and dust. Finally, the tears ran freely, and he curled up on the sofa, sobbing.

It wasn’t until he woke up that he realized that he’d fallen asleep. He felt completely drained. In a way, he welcomed the emotional hibernation. Right now, it felt better than the raw pain and sorrow. 

As Carl sat up on the sofa, his whole body protested. He grimaced, but it was also a relief having something else to wrap his mind around instead of Miriam. With her coat in his arms, he wandered over to the big window. The night was dense, but everywhere he looked, light penetrated the darkness. High above, the stars competed with the city lights, but their faint glow nearly disappeared in the competition. For a while, he just stood there, looking out at the dark sky and the city’s nightlife, without thinking, while cradling the coat, but eventually, he composed himself and went to the minuscule hallway where he hung the coat in the closet.

“You’ll have to come here and get it yourself, Miri,” he mumbled as he brushed off the worst of the dirt with a clothes brush. “Until I find your body, I’m not accepting you’re dead. So there.”

When he felt relatively satisfied, he put the brush away and stripped off his own dirty, sweaty clothes at the door. On his way to the bathroom, he saw the answering machine blinking and pressed the button.

“Carl?” It was Manda’s worried voice. “I saw the news. Do you want me to come over? Or do you want to come here? I know you probably want to be alone, but I don’t think you should. Please, call me, okay? Sarah sends her love.”

The machine whirred.

“Carl.” He grimaced when he heard Alan’s voice. “I’ve got a message from Dean Henderson at homicide. Your presence is required at HQ tomorrow. A murder case with a child witness. You’re supposed to check in with Mr. Henderson at ten a.m. Sleep in and be representative. You know how important our job is.”

Carl sighed and went into the bathroom, where he lit some of the tea lights instead of turning on the bright bathroom lamps. A quick glance in the mirror showed him that he’d already lost some weight. His face looked sunken and hollow-eyed. I need to eat, I guess, he thought listlessly, but shrugged the thought away and turned on the hot water. He wasn’t hungry. After the shower, he went to his bedroom to try to get some more sleep. Instead, he lay awake for three hours, fiddling with his cell phone and repeatedly clicking and refreshing the FBI’s missing person’s list from the bomb site until his alarm went off. 

Mechanically, he brushed his teeth, combed his hair, washed, and put on deodorant and eau de cologne, before dressing properly for a day at the office. His eyes felt like they were filled with sand, and his stomach was as hard as a date pit. At least he’d be doing something, not just sitting at home, wallowing in the loss.

“I’d go stir crazy,” he mumbled and rubbed his sandy eyes. 

Before leaving, he reluctantly called his ex-wife. To his relief, he only reached her answering machine. In an unnaturally happy tone, he recorded his message.

“Yeah, thanks for checking in, Mand. Um, I’ve been called into the office today, so I won’t be at the site. If it’s Miri you’re wondering about, she’s, um, not been found yet. I don’t know when I’m off, but probably too late to drive to your place anyway. Don’t worry about me. I’m good. Tell Sarah I love her too.”

Liar, he thought as he hung up. Well, maybe it’s not a lie if the person you tell it to knows you well enough to recognize it as one, he continued his chain of thought, but then, he shrugged. Honestly, it doesn’t matter how I feel. She can’t do anything about it anyway.

As he was about to walk out the door, he took up the folded newspaper that lay on the floor at the front door. A big photo of Miri was on the front page with the words FBI-HERO! all over it. He looked at it, indulged in the smile and the happy look in her eyes. With a finger, he stroked her cheek. Then, he took the whole paper to his closet, where he had an empty shoebox and put it inside. 

Leaving his apartment, he drove to the big gray building where he spent most of his days trying to get people to remember things correctly and to tell the truth, or if that wasn’t possible, to at least try to discern what were lies. Not always the easiest of tasks, but at least it was never boring. He took the elevator up to the third floor. Usually, he took the stairs, but his body protested at the mere thought of more exercise. When he knocked on the door to Dean Henderson’s office and peeked in, the SAC of the homicide department talked on the phone and just gestured at him to take a seat, and threw a thin file to Carl as he obligingly came in and sat down. While flipping through the few pages, he half-listened to Dean’s distinct New York City accent.

“No, sir, we’ve just started the investigation. There’s no reason for the media to link her to Joanne Siegler’s death at this point. We’ve nothing specific right now that connects them. Yes, of course. I’ll keep in touch.” Dean hung up and adjusted his glasses. “Thanks for coming in, Carl. I know you’ve been busy at Kroger’s. This case here turned up on our table yesterday, and there’s only one witness, a young girl, four years old, so we wanted you for this.”

Carl nodded. “What are the circumstances?”

“An elderly woman, Karen Smith, found the girl walking on I-95 in the middle of the night and took her to a local police station.”

“I-95? Isn’t that the discontinued one in New Jersey?”

“That’s right.”

“What was an old lady doing there in the middle of the night?”

Dean shrugged. “You tell me. We haven’t had the chance to interview her yet. I’m putting Sharon on that one.”

“Yeah, she’s good with that. Sorry, I interrupted you. Why was it handed to us?”

“Long story short, NJPD found a car with Michigan State plates and a murdered woman in the front. On check-up, she’s a university student at MSU, single, no kids, so the NJPD got suspicious about all the kid stuff in her car; you know what I’m saying? Turns out the kid’s missing from Cincinnati. Case gets turned over to us.”

“Does she have a criminal record? The student, I mean.” Carl flipped through the few pages one more time and pulled out a school photo of a smiling young woman.

“None whatsoever. Her grades are tops. Comes from a clean middle-class family. No connection between her and the kid.”

“So, we’re actually looking for a third person, eh?”

Dean grinned. “That’s what I’m talking about, Carl. We’ve put Allie Harris on the case today.”

Carl raised his eyebrows as he recognized the name. “Allie Harris? I thought I heard you say there’s no connection between this case and that of Joanne Siegler?”

Dean gave him a broad grin. “Let’s just say I’m following a hunch. Allie might be young, but she’s the best specialist we have on serial killers.”

“Alright. Am I assigned to this case too, or just here for the interview of the child?”

“Right now, just for the kid. We’ll see later on if that changes, know what I mean?”

“Sure thing. So, what are the details of the child? She’s from Cincinnati. What else?”

“Name’s Ariel Wing.” Carl’s lips actually made an attempt to form into a smile, and Dean caught it. “I know, right? Parents these days. What’s wrong with Teresa or Sophie? No way, now it’s Belle and Aurora and Jasmine. Damn Disney.” He paused and corrected his glasses. “Anyway, Ariel Wing turned four on January thirteen. Parents are Alexis and Jason Wing, both born and bred in Cincinnati. Nothing special. High school sweethearts. He’s working as a computer engineer; she’s a kindergarten teacher. No economic problems, no criminal recs, no history of violence, no known enemies. Kid’s at a day home during work hours and gets snatched from the high-fenced backyard when the provider makes lunch. This was April eleventh, so little more than a week ago now. Provider Lucia Hernandez never saw the perpetrator. When she came out to get the girl, she was just gone.”

“Huh.” Carl drummed thoughtfully with his fingers on the chair’s arm. “She’s been with the kidnapper a few days, eh?” Dean nodded. “Well, hopefully, she’ll be able to give me some kind of description, even though she’s very young. When can I meet her?”

“A social worker will be here with her at eleven-thirty.”

“Alright, that’ll give me enough time to go through the file and set up the room. Anything else? Anything I need to know about the student? Name, for example?”

“Right. Stephanie James. Twenty-one years of age. Studied to become a lawyer. Missing from the university since April eighth. Well, that’s it.

“Alright.” Carl stood up. “See you later, then.”

“You just go ahead. I’ll be here if nothing calls me away.”

Carl nodded, took the folder, and left for the child interviewing room. It was bright and sunny with airy yellow curtains and a fairytale landscape painted on the walls depicting an enchanted forest, a mountain with a castle on top of it, a lake, and a meadow with lots of flowers. The moss-green rug on the floor went tone in tone with the painted grass on the wall. It was big and soft and fluffy, and he’d seen numerous kids hide their toes and hands in it and some who even lay down to snuggle on it, pretending they were in the fantasy realm they saw on the walls. 

When he first started as a child interviewer, the room had looked like any other interview room; gray, boring, and intimidating. He had fought for years to change it to this, and last summer, he had finally gotten the approval. The results with the children had become so much better, just as he had predicted. What he hadn’t expected, however, was that it quickly became the favorite place for FBI people who wanted to steal a couple of minutes of quiet and calm whenever it was unoccupied.

From the cupboard, which was painted with flowers and butterflies, he brought out cookies and juice boxes and placed them on the kids’ table. He was glad he’d managed to drive by the store and pick up some fresh blueberries and a fruit tray. Cookies were fine, but he liked to make the kids feel a little bit extra special.

He cut and filled small bowls with pieces of strawberries, grapes, and chunks of pineapple and honey melon, before bringing out his special things from his child victim interview bag; the old-fashioned-looking tea party set with roses and violets, and the four stuffed animals. He set the table with the porcelain and placed the stuffed kitten, puppy, teddy, and bunny on small chairs around it. On the tiny plates in front of each animal, he put a blueberry each, before placing the rest of the berries in a bowl of their own. At last, he scrutinized the result and felt satisfied. It looked perfect. Different kids acted and reacted on different cues, but the tea party almost always worked, even with boys, at least up to a certain age.

On the old CD player, he put on a cd with carefully chosen tunes by Bohren & der Club of Gore on low volume. He had often found the ambient dark-jazz soothed both the kids and the adults. 

Time showed eleven o’ five. While he waited for his clients to arrive, he sat down crisscross on the carpet and read the file again. There wasn’t much to go on, more than what Dean had already told him, but he memorized all the details and tried to figure out what was left out since it was obvious that quite a few case details were missing. Irritated, he realized it was too vague to work out, and restlessly, he flipped through the pages without being able to concentrate. With a grimace, he closed the file, hid it under the rug, and brought out his cell phone instead. Quickly navigating to the FBI page on the missing, dead, and surviving people from the bombing, he anxiously read the lists over and over, hoping for some miracle, but Miri’s name was still under the missing persons. A few times, he clicked and refreshed, clicked and refreshed the page, but nothing changed.

When there was a knock on the door, he turned off his cell phone, tossed it into his work bag, took a deep breath to regain his professional persona, and called out, “It’s open.” 

To his satisfaction, it was Elliette Burns who came with the little girl. Not that the other two social workers he occasionally interacted with were bad, but he and Ellie had worked together for six years, and she knew exactly how he wanted the scene. 

The girl held Ellie’s hand and looked curiously at the surroundings. She didn’t seem traumatized, Carl reflected with relief, even though she had a nasty looking bruise on her cheek. Her short brown hair had been neatly combed, and he guessed it was the always meticulous Elliette who’d provided the brush. Her own blond hair was neatly formed into an elegant bun at her neck, and her makeup was discreet and sophisticated, making her brown eyes and high cheekbones stand out.

“Hi, Carl,” Ellie said and kneeled down to the girl’s level. “This is Carl, Ariel. He’s very nice, and he’d like to invite you and me over for tea. What do you say? Do you want to have some cookies and juice?”

The girl nodded eagerly but didn’t let go of Ellie’s hand. While the social worker stood up and closed the door behind them, Carl waved cheerfully to Ariel.

“Hi there. I have some friends here who’d like to meet you.” He took the bunny from its chair and waved its paw at the girl. In a high-pitched voice, he said while jumping the bunny up and down, “There she is, there she is! Can I say ‘hi’ now?” In his regular voice, he looked at the bunny and said, “Sure you can, but you’ll have to wait ‘til she sits at the table with you.”

Ariel giggled, and Ellie smiled and tugged her along to the table.
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