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      The publication of a book is a team effort. I want to say thank you to those who have helped me present this latest effort to you, the reader.

      First, my editor, Amy Davis of Riverfog Writer's Group, has molded this writer, and with tough love, forced me to take the next steps to becoming a competent storyteller. Believe me when I say that the many light-bulb moments I have experienced reflect lessons that have been beaten into me, and I hope are reflected in the story. Our collaboration in the four books of Quantum Touch thus far has been rewarding for me as a writer, and I hope the result will be enjoyable stories for the reader.

      My designer, Jack Parry, and publication consultant, Elizabeth Parry, of Parry Design, are responsible for the fabulous cover and creative layout. They also have joined me on this quest through the first four books of this collection.

      I would like to express my deepest thanks to George and Jill Hobson Kassis for sharing their knowledge and love of the countries of the Middle East. Our conversations have added to the perspective presented in the story.

      The collective stories of Quantum Touch revolve around two teachers, Fritz and Ashley, and a high school. The teachers as characters are now a part of my life, but in reality, are based on two teachers from my school years, who left a lasting impression. Both have passed on now, but are remembered. Thank you, Russell Fritz, for introducing me to my own written words. Thank you, Gilbert Ashley, for making learning fun.

      My final thank you is to you, the reader, those who have joined me on this journey. I hope you have enjoyed the tale, and that Storm Unleashed makes you happy you have returned for the next adventure.
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      “DARKNESS IS HARD TO DEFEAT.” The gray-haired man stood by a bank of windows overlooking the black Pacific. A dimmed antique chandelier imprisoned the shadows and barricaded dawn's arrival. Polished, paneled walls reflected Tiffany lamplight. Floor-to-ceiling bookcases exuded first-edition mustiness. His minions, five silent figures sitting in a circle of plush chairs, weighed his remarks. “The others will be here soon,” he said. “We need to find a successor for our dearly departed.” His undisguised disgust darkened his pallid complexion. “His office has been searched and secured. They were thorough. No signs have been left.”

      “Do you have someone in mind?” asked the youngest of the group, a former corporate founder who took his money and ran.

      “That's why we're here,” the gray-haired man said as he crossed the room. “To choose a replacement.” With his back to his guests, he watched through the bay window as four top-shelf cars approached on the long gravel drive. It was sunrise.
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        * * *

      

      “MERRY CHRISTMAS, Mr. President.”

      “Merry Christmas, Fritz. I'm sure you have a busy day ahead, but I wanted to invite you here for New Year's Eve. You could stay a day and we could look around this place together.”

      When Fritz first stumbled through the portal that let him move around the world, time travel also ceased to be fiction. Since spring, when it began, his relationship with the commander-in-chief had intensified. Fritz had saved the president's life twice. As useful as it was, the portal also brought danger. They might be able to use it for good, but Fritz had almost been killed by men who had tried to destroy his passage to the past.

      Fritz and Linda Russell sat in the family room, while TJ, their month-old baby, napped in his crib in the corner. The tree ornaments reflected the early morning light coming from the sunroom. “Thanks, Mr. President. I'll have to speak to Linda and call you back.”

      “Bring the baby. Jane and Ashley will be here too. We can celebrate having made it through this very strange year.”

      “Strange is an understatement, Mr. President.”

      Fritz and Linda's goal was simply to enjoy a quiet Christmas morning. A busy afternoon was in store, but coffee and a Christmas movie provided the perfect interlude. Fritz's parents were coming, and so were Ashley Gilbert and Jane Barclay. Putting dinner in the oven remained the sole, planned interruption to eating, drinking, and being merry. Until the phone rang.

      “The president invited us for New Year's Eve,” said Fritz. “He said to bring TJ.”

      “I wonder what he wants this time,” Linda said. “It's strange that he would want to socialize with us.”

      “I've thought about that. But like he said, we treat him like a normal person. I think he likes that. We missed their Christmas affair. Do you want to go? Do you feel up to it?”

      “Not really. I don't feel comfortable taking TJ. And I can't help but feel he wants you to use the portal again for something else. Though our staying away won't keep him from asking.”

      Since April, Fritz had used the portal to let special troops rescue the U.S. Ambassador to Eledoria and his family. To destroy Naria's nuclear program. To save an Israeli community from an attack by the Eledorians. To end a conspiracy to assassinate the president.

      “We don't need to RSVP yet. If he needs the portal, I'm sure he'll let me know.”

      Ashley and Jane showed up at two, early as usual. Ashley and Fritz were teachers at Riverboro High School and had been friends for years. Jane, Ashley's girlfriend, worked for the government as an advisor to the president. In official circles, she was known as Dr. Barclay. She also held the rank of major in the Army. Ashley blamed Jane for the ever-present smile on his face. When they arrived, Ashley volunteered to help Linda with Christmas dinner, and Jane joined Fritz in the family room with TJ.

      “The president called this morning,” Fritz said. “He wants us to come to the White House for New Year's.”

      “I know. We're going. It should be fun. Very few people are invited. Besides, he wants to talk to you.”

      “Linda thought that's why we were invited.”

      “It's not the only reason. I've been fine-tuning his plan for the Middle East summit, so he'll want to talk to you about that. He's also concerned about the chest-beating going on in North Korea again. It's certainly not dull.” Fritz rubbed behind his left ear. “He invited us to insulate him from the politicians, I think,” she continued. “He told me he feels closer to you than most of the people he sees every day.”

      “Jane, every time he wants to use the portal, it's for some world-saving event. And it's getting scarier each time. The portal isn't secret any more, and the bad guys know about it.”

      “I understand that. I've been trying to find out more about the people Koppler associated with. The problem is that he knew everybody. It's a Who's-Who list from around the world.” James Koppler, a former advisor to the president, appeared to have been the center of a large group of conspirators. “We're still sifting through the stuff from his office. James and Mel Zack went back on Black Friday. They planted small cameras. By that Saturday, someone else had been there too, but they were masked. We're not the only interested party. Someone else is not taking chances.”

      “That worries me even more. Do you think he worked with some terrorist group or something?”

      “Not terrorists. But I have a feeling that there's more to it than we've seen so far.”

      “One of your feelings? Now I know I have a reason to worry.” Jane had had one of those feelings before the president had almost been killed at a summit conference in Geneva only eight weeks earlier. Fritz and Ashley had used the portal to save him.

      They were interrupted by the doorbell. Fritz checked his watch. Too early for his parents. Jim Shaw, a former student and local police officer was standing at the door. “Hi, Mr. R. Merry Christmas.”

      “Come in. Are you working today?”

      “Yeah. I switched with a guy with four kids.”

      “Hi, Jim,” said Linda, coming from the kitchen. “Merry Christmas. Want to come for dinner?”

      “Hi, Linda. Thanks, but I'm on duty. I just wanted to drop off a present for TJ.”

      “Thanks, that's very thoughtful. Can I get you a drink of something? Egg nog?”

      “No, thanks. I have to go. But I'll be around if you need me.”

      Jim had taught Fritz to shoot, which had come in handy when the president was taken hostage in Geneva. When Koppler had tried to shoot the president, Fritz had killed Koppler instead.

      “I have to get back to work,” Jim said. “Hi, Mr. Gilbert, ma'am,” he said as Ashley and Jane came to the door.

      “Merry Christmas, Jim,” they said together.

      “Have a good day, Jim,” said Fritz. “And thanks again.”

      Before Fritz closed the door, a black Suburban drove past. They all saw it and exchanged glances. Jane had jammed her phone to her ear before the door shut.

      “Good morning, Mr. President. A black Suburban just drove by Fritz's house. Anything you know about?”

      “Merry Christmas, Jane. I forgot to tell Fritz. Sorry. I asked the guys to keep an eye out and be visible, just in case.”

      “I'll tell him. Sorry to bother you. Merry Christmas.”

      Black Suburbans had played a significant role, good and bad, since Fritz had found the portal. The primary transport used by the Secret Service, they had also been used by the conspirators. One had tried to slam into Fritz when he climbed out of his car, and another had tried to ram him as he left school for the day. Each new one they spotted raised a red flag.

      “It's time for some eggnog,” said Ashley. “I'm buying.”

      “It's already in the refrigerator,” Fritz said.

      “I know that. But it doesn't have my personal touch, which of course I will provide. Free of charge.”

      Linda said, “You mean you're pouring it into glasses?”

      “Absolutely. My personal touch.”

      

      JUST AFTER THREE, Fritz's parents arrived. Everyone opened presents, mostly for TJ, who had no idea what was going on but gurgled and squeaked. After a dessert pudding of fruits and nuts, a mix of spices, and some highly flammable brandy, they had just moved to the family room for coffee when breaking news disturbed the celebration.

      “Here we go again,” said Ashley. The report said North Korea had launched a missile that might have intercontinental range.

      “If they're accurate,” Jane said, “we might have a big problem. We know they're close to developing nukes. And now they probably have the delivery capability. I'll bet the president's already on the phone.”

      Linda's frown and furrowed brow reminded them all of the danger they faced. Fritz put his arm around her, pulled her close, and said, “I know.”

      Fritz's father, John, asked, “Do you think the president…”

      Fritz interrupted. “I don't know. He's mentioned the North Koreans before. I hope he finds another way to fix this, Dad.”
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        * * *

      

      IN A ROOM FULL of suits, a man dressed in white slacks and a thin blue sweater glanced at his phone and said, “Turn on the TV. Something's up in Korea.” The eight men and one woman gathered around a large screen enclosed in a custom-made mahogany cabinet. After watching, the host offered a toast. Standing by the crystal bowl of Christmas cheer, he said, “Gentlemen, and lady, to the Kim family. May their year be as bad as ours will be good.”
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        * * *

      

      “JANE,” SAID THE PRESIDENT, “I think they picked today to disrupt the holiday. The football games will be interrupted. I've called the cabinet for 9 P.M. I need you here before then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      “MR. PRESIDENT, we know where the nukes and the launching areas are,” the secretary of defense said. “There's no indication they're trying to move the bombs, at least not yet.”

      The secretary of state said, “The parade is about to begin. The usual crowd is out, and the square is full. They're in high-level show-off mode, sir.”

      “What I have to decide is what to say and when,” said the president. “The missile worked. But that's the first one that has, and we don't know its full range. It's not a threat at the moment, and I'm not going to push a national panic button.”

      “Mr. President, wait for a regular press conference and questions. Still, we should move some ships closer.” The president held up his hand and looked around the table.

      “John, have you spoken to the Chinese yet?” the president asked the secretary of state.

      “Not yet, sir. I've called their ambassador, and I've called the foreign minister. I couldn't get through to either. I think they're still determining their response, particularly to us.”

      “Here's my thought,” the president said. “In his next press briefing, Mac should say only that we're evaluating the situation. When we reach the Chinese and the Russians, then maybe I'll have a press conference next week. Tuesday or Wednesday.”

      “Mr. President, I think you should be visible on this. And it should be immediate,” said the secretary of defense. “Show you're on top of the situation and will have more to say when we've gathered more information. Leave it at that. If you wait, the hawks will get to the media first.”

      “They're already at it, Charlie. The usual suspects interrupted their Christmas dinners to take shots at the president.”

      The meeting lasted until 10:30, with no final resolution. The president said he wanted to consider the options. Adjourning to his office, he went to talk to two people—the First Lady and Dr. Jane Barclay.

      “Sorry to disturb Christmas, Jane.”

      “No problem, sir. I expected to hear from you.”

      The First Lady said, “The regulars are already piling on, hon. You'd think they had a direct feed to Fox.”

      The president thought he should make a TV appearance and let the public know that the administration wasn't worried and was making contact with leaders around the world. “Let the country enjoy the weekend. Mac needs to know what I want to do.” The president looked through the window at the glowing top of the Washington Monument and the muted lights around the South Lawn. He dialed his press secretary. “Mac, arrange a statement for as quickly as possible. Tell the networks it will be five-minutes long. No questions.”

      “Mr. President, you need to call the leaders before you go on,” Jane said. “We're going to need them with us for the summit. And the Joint Chiefs. You know how General Beech gets.”
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        * * *

      

      FRITZ AND LINDA were up before seven. Bacon wandered through the house and roused Fritz's parents. John settled in the family room with his coffee and turned on the TV.

      “Fritz,” his father called. “The president's talking about North Korea.” Fritz turned off the flame under the bacon and went to watch the report. The president reassured the country that all diplomatic channels were open and that the situation was being monitored. He closed by wishing the country Happy Holidays and said he looked forward to the new year.

      “I bet he does,” said Linda, feeding TJ in the doorway. “Only one more year and he's done.”
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        * * *

      

      EARLY SATURDAY MORNING, phone traffic contained a conversation from California. “Do we have replacements yet for the ones we lost at the school?” He sipped his coffee. “Then see if we can fill the gap with Asians. We need them now. Get as many as you can. Time to rattle cages. We have to prove the president wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      ALTHOUGH SCHOOL would be closed until after the holidays, Fritz still had work to do. He needed questions for the history baseball tournament his ninth graders were planning. His seniors had outlined a play about a family's trek through the Twentieth Century. Ashley's tenth-grade creative writing students were writing the script. After breakfast, Fritz went back to his laptop to dig for questions.

      Since the start of the school year, the teachers had embraced the marked changes from their students. Fritz had happily remarked that using the portal had caused his students to like school more. Far ahead of schedule, the students in all his classes worked harder than ever before, engrossed in the material.

      In mid-afternoon, he put his work aside and joined his parents and Linda at the kitchen table. “Welcome back, stranger,” said Linda. “We thought we'd lost you.”

      “Sorry. I discovered a new source for questions. These are harder, great for the final rounds. They'll mean low-scoring games. And faster ones.”

      “We were talking about how the president's going to handle this,” said Linda.

      Fritz changed the subject. “I'm surprised we haven't heard from Ash. I don't think he went with Jane.”

      His mother said, “He knows we're here. Maybe he wants you to be able to visit a little.”

      Linda said, “Well, visiting is what you should do. I need a shower.”

      “Mom, Dad, sorry. Linda's right. I got on a roll. When Ash is here, he helps me remember the questions we've already got.”

      “Too bad Ashley's picture of Robert E. Lee disappeared,” said his mother. “Now that would be something to remember. I certainly will.”

      “I'm not sure you didn't hire a guy just to fool with us,” his father teased.

      Leaning forward, urgency in his widened eyes, Fritz said, “Dad, if you hadn't actually been through the portal, I wouldn't blame you for doubting the story. But you saw it for yourself.”

      With a wistful note in his voice, John said, “When you were a kid, you looked like you do now. I'm kidding, Fritz.”

      Visiting with his parents killed two birds. He had a chance to enjoy them and gave Linda a break. Until her phone rang.

      “What's wrong? Where are you?” she asked.

      “Hi, Lin. Merry Christmas to you, too.”

      “Ashley, you never call me. What's the matter?”

      “Then let's get down to business. I have been instructed to call you, not Fritz, as ancient etiquette and social protocol demand.”

      “Oh, shut up. What are you up to?”

      “I've spent my day working devilishly hard, and this is the thanks I get?”

      She laughed. “I'm going to break your leg.”

      “And my reward is pain and suffering.” Linda didn't respond. Melodrama was an Ashley specialty, so she waited. “Are you feeling guilty now?” he asked. “The purpose of my communication is an invitation, for you, your husband, child, and your guests for this evening's repast. You may arrive at my home at seven of the clock.”

      “Dinner. You are such a butthead. Why didn't you just say so?”

      “Now my efforts bring scorn and ridicule.”

      “Have you been reading Shakespeare again?”

      “Nope. Been cooking. And cleaning. And preparing. And being insulted.”

      “Ash, are you okay?”

      “All I'm doing is inviting you guys for dinner. At seven. Why don't you just say yes already?”

      “Yes. Is Jane back?”

      “Not yet. But she will be.”

      “Can we bring anything?”

      “No, thank you. However, dress is business casual. Jeans would be inappropriate.”

      “What are you up to?”

      “Almost six foot three. See you at seven, then?”

      

      Fritz stretched out on the sofa in the family room to watch the TV news. A reporter described the carrier task force preparing to depart for the western Pacific from San Diego. The scene switched to the White House press room, where the press secretary was briefing reporters on the latest information. Fritz sat up when Linda came in. His parents both looked up. She announced that dinner would be at Ashley's.

      “What's he up to?” asked Fritz.

      “I don't know. We're all invited, and he said business casual. No jeans. Seven o'clock.”

      Fritz said, “All my plans—up in smoke.”
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      FOR THE FIRST TIME in Fritz's memory, Ashley had decorated his two-story Cape Cod. Christmas lights were everywhere, and life-size statues of Old English carolers greeted them at the front steps.

      As they emptied from Fritz's new car, the front door swung open and their grinning host stepped out. “Fritz, leave the baby's stuff in the car. Come on in.” Jane waved as they came up the walkway.

      “Like what you've done to the place,” said Fritz.

      “It seemed a bit lacking.” Ashley swept his arm toward the neighbors' houses.

      “Keeping up with the Joneses?”

      “No, actually.” He pointed to three houses. “Smith, O'Reilly, and Steinberg.”

      Linda said, “Don't start. Let's have a quiet dinner.”

      “Yes. Let's.” Ashley held the door. “Please, do come in.”

      Linda handed TJ to Jane and took off her coat. She looked at Ashley and laughed. “You did it.” Standing in the living room were James Williams, Mel Zack, the president and First Lady, and the vice president and his wife.

      When it registered, Fritz shook his head. Even more shocked were his parents, who were introduced by the president to those they hadn't met. Ashley had told Jane to suggest an evening off and invite them for dinner. At the back of the room, Tony Almeida stood with a cup of eggnog.

      “So may I offer anyone a libation?” Ashley asked.

      “Jack and rocks for me,” said Fritz. “In fact, I may have more than one.” The president asked for sparkling water.

      With drinks in hand, Ashley offered a holiday toast and announced, “Dinner is served.” A complete baby corner, with a swing and a playpen, had been set up in the corner of the dining room.

      “When did you get this stuff?” asked Linda.

      With his smile broadening, he said, “Jane suggested it. She said we could have you here more often, although I can't imagine why.”

      “What's for dinner?” asked Fritz. “I'll decide later if I want to come back.”

      “This evening's entrée is the chef's specialty, Beef Wellington.”

      “You made it?” Fritz asked.

      “I did. And it looks terrific. The president said this is a test, and if I pass, I have a job at the White House.” Ashley had made broccolini, homemade French fries, and a large salad. The table was dressed with linen napkins. He had bought expensive china and glassware, as well as new silverware. The dining room had white twinkle lights on anything that didn't move.

      “Fritz, you're awfully quiet,” said the president.

      “I'm not sure where I am. This can't be Ashley's house.”

      “I heard that,” said Ashley from the kitchen. “It's your fault.”

      “How's it my fault?”

      “You told me I was changing, so I just added a few details.” Jane and Tony delivered bowls and serving pieces. With a large platter in his hands, Ashley followed, wearing a tall white chef's hat and carrying the main course.

      “Where did you get that?” asked Fritz, trying not to laugh as he snapped a picture with his phone.

      “A gift from the White House. Even autographed.”

      Fritz looked at the president, who held up his hands and shook his head. “I didn't sign it.”

      “I can get his autograph anytime,” Ashley said. “The head chef signed it. Jane brought it back with her.”

      “Good thing you have big ears. It would be over your face otherwise.”

      “Please take your assigned seats, as indicated by the placecards I have so carefully … placed.

      The vice president said, “Mr. President, you were right. I think this is gonna be fun. We weren't sure you could match an embassy party, Ashley.”

      “But the chicken, excuse me, chicken-in-chief, didn't bring his sneakers,” said Ashley.

      When they finished the meal, Ashley wheeled in a cart with two ornate pitchers of coffee and decaf and a platter of cannoli for dessert. A selection of liqueurs stood on the bottom shelf.

      “When did you get all this stuff?” Fritz asked.

      “When I became civilized. On Wednesday. Jane and I went shopping after school.”

      “Now I know I'm in the wrong place. You went shopping, spent a bundle, and had your own state dinner. I can't wait to find out what's next.”

      Ashley nodded to Jane at the far end of the table. She lifted her left hand, and on her third finger, a diamond sparkled. The noise that greeted her woke TJ, who chirped. Linda started to get up, but the vice president motioned her to stay seated. “I'm closer. I'll get him.”

      Everyone found their way to the kitchen. Stacked plates in the sink, counters covered with all the glasses and silverware, and the cookware still on the stove, Jane and Ashley held hands, leaving the clean-up until later. “Did you see this coming?” Fritz whispered to Linda.

      She nodded. “Maybe not yet. But uh-huh, and Christmas is such a good time for it. I'm surprised he didn't tell you.”

      “Me, too. I wonder when he decided.” He called across the crowded kitchen. “Hey, goofball, when did you decide?” The room was suddenly silent, except for TJ.

      “Actually, in September. But I had to wait.”

      “Why?” asked Fritz.

      “I had just met her that day.” Jane kissed his cheek.

      The laughter almost drowned out the president's ringtone.

      

      “HI, CHARLIE. What's happened?” The president listened as the secretary of defense reported. “Casualties?” The night became silent. He frowned at the response. “Okay, keep me advised.” The president told them a destroyer, one of the ships headed for Korea, had blown up in San Diego. The explosion damaged two other ships. “They're still on fire.” The president looked around. “Sorry, Ashley, but we have to leave. I need to find out what happened.”

      “Do you want to use the portal, Mr. President?” Fritz asked. “I have keys to the school.”

      “If you don't mind. We have the generator in the car. We should all go. Tony, you can come back when you want. I'll keep the plane here for now. Sorry about the inconvenience.”

      “No problem, sir.”

      Jane asked, “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “No. I'll let you know when.”

      

      WHEN FRITZ AND TONY returned, Linda, Ashley, and Jane were cleaning up. Fritz's parents sat at the kitchen table, drinking coffee.

      “He just doesn't get a break,” said Fritz.

      “After we got to school and Fritz opened the portal, the vice president saw the Oval Office and sounded like he was choking,” said Tony. “The president laughed at him. He said, 'Pretty cool, huh?' I think the vice president was speechless for the first time in his life.”

      “Jane, what do you think this means?” asked Linda.

      “Unless some kind of accident set off the explosion, it's an act of war or domestic terrorism. Let's check for any news,” Jane said. Only one network had video, taken by a tourist who happened to be filming the harbor at night. They saw the initial explosion in the distance, followed by others when the ship's munitions detonated and hit the other ships.

      Jane squinted, looking for what might have caused the explosion. “If they were set to go to sea, it would have been easy to miss seeing the explosives being set, especially underwater. They could have set them days ago.” She pointed to the place where they first saw explosions. “It looks like the charges detonated where the most explosives are aboard. Someone knew the right spot.”

      “Will they be able to find out?” asked Martha Russell.

      “Maybe. A lot more cameras than people know about are focused on that harbor.” Jane pointed to the shops along the walkway as the news camera panned. “Quite a few analysts will be working overtime. They'll send divers in once the fires are out. I wonder who took the pictures?” Jane was asking, but mostly talking to herself. “Was it really a tourist?”
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      FRITZ WAS making waffles when Ashley pushed the back door open and came in with Jane. “Ash, set the table in the dining room,” said Fritz. Ashley took off his jacket, took Jane's coat, and dropped both on a chair.

      “Hang them up,” said a stern voice from the family room.

      “Hi, Linda.” He stuck his face around the corner. “Hi, TJ.” The baby ignored him. Returning to the kitchen, he opened the drawer and asked, “Do you want this cheap stuff, or do you want me to go home for my brand-new, good stuff?”

      “You can go home, but we'll still eat with ours,” Fritz answered.

      John and Martha were packed to go home right after breakfast. “Those look really good,” said his father, watching Fritz add to the stack warming in the oven. Fritz wiped the griddle and poured more batter.

      “When are you going back, Jane?” Linda asked.

      “I don't know yet. The president said he would call. But probably by Wednesday. They should have a lot of info by then.”

      “If he hasn't been crucified by then,” said Ashley. “The early shows all had guests claiming the president had failed again.”

      Jane said, “He's inured to most of that now. He's more concerned with things people don't see or hear.” She stopped.

      John asked, “What is it that you do, Jane? You seem to be involved in a lot. Different things, not like a regular job.”

      “I have a special position with the president. My jobs involve policy, programs, actions. Basically, I'm a planner, but that's just a part of it. That's my training and my experience. I'm just lucky that I met him when we were both starting out. I've never treated him as a politician, just as a person who has a great deal of responsibility. We've developed trust both ways.”

      “It doesn't hurt that she has me now,” said Ashley. “She finally has a pretty face in her corral.” Jane smiled.

      

      WITH BREAKFAST OVER, everyone went to watch the rest of the talk shows. Live footage of the damage and scans of the area around the harbor appeared on the screen. Jane leaned close to the TV, not listening to the comments. Fritz asked her if she had seen something.

      “Just looking at people and what's in the background. It's funny how often criminals return to see the damage.”

      “That's just weird,” said Ashley. “You'd think they would want to disappear.”

      “Or see what they can report to someone later,” Linda said.

      Jane glanced sharply at Linda and took out her phone. “Mrs. Evans, is he free?”

      Seconds later, “Mr. President, we've been watching the TV reports. I think we need to find the guy who took that first eyewitness film and check three days of surveillance, for Thursday through Saturday, from all the shops along the shore. We're looking for divers in wetsuits. We need to check when our guys did the last underwater sweep. It should have been on Thursday.” In answer to his question, she said, “I'm not sure, but I think the eyewitness film might answer some other questions. Just a hunch. Linda just said something about reporting the result to someone else.”

      John said, “You just called the president, got connected, and you didn't even say who you were. That's impressive.”

      “Ms. Evans knows my voice. She's impressive. She gives him a second brain. I've never seen anyone better. Even on the non-policy stuff. If I had told her I was here, she'd have asked about TJ. She keeps the president up-to-date on the baby's doings.”
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        * * *

      

      WITH THE LA TIMES across his lap and a TV news channel for background noise, the man relaxed in his sunroom and looked out over the ocean. The breaking waves were calming, a rhythm he always enjoyed. His Christmas meeting had been productive, but not yet conclusive. The others would be back later with their opinions. He didn't care. He'd already decided, and they would do as he said. He snorted. The explosions had rattled the country, and he thought the president looked too complacent. His plan had begun well.
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        * * *

      

      FRITZ USED his holiday break to plan for the entire second half of the school year. By mid-week, he had typed and printed most of the questions for the tournament, as well as a list of sources to hand out to the teachers who were coaching.

      Jane worked at her office at the airport during the daytime as she prepared details for the upcoming summit. She and Ashley had come for dinner every night. “Tomorrow is New Year's Eve. We're going down in the morning,” Ashley said. “Have you decided if you're coming?”

      “We're not. I'll call the president later,” said Fritz. “It's really too soon to travel with TJ. Besides, we haven't really had any down time in weeks.”

      Jane said, “He really wants you guys to come. He said he'll have a plane for us so you don't have to drive with the baby. Or you could portal. Tony's also invited to dinner. You should come. We'll have fun.”

      “We're gonna pass. I'll call him later.” As Linda set dinner on the table, everyone jumped when Jane's phone buzzed.

      “I'm still at the Russell's. Ash and I are driving down tomorrow morning.” She handed the phone to Fritz. For an instant, the only sound was gurgling from the swing.

      The president told him a nuclear weapon had been stolen. It was not the first time. “Same short time frame as Pakistan, Mr. President?” Linda crossed her arms. “George isn't here, you know.”

      He grew somber as the president told him that time was even less than before, that it was in Russia, and that President Putin claimed he had no troops near enough to deal with it.

      “Do you want him to know what we can do?”

      “Who?” Linda whispered. Fritz held up his index finger and hurried to get a pad and pen.

      The president wanted Fritz to get Putin and bring him back, along with some troops. Colonel Mitchell, whom Fritz had worked with before, was already on his way with soldiers.

      “How soon, sir?” Fritz felt his entire body tense. “I really wasn't expecting this, and I need to call George.”

      

      FRITZ TOLD THEM what had happened. “What about Tony?” Linda asked. She had begun to chew her bottom lip.

      “He's here, at the airport. We should write down what we'll need.”

      Jane said, “Colonel Mitchell has the lists we've made after each insertion. He created a checklist. He'll have everything.”

      Fritz said, “I need George.”

      “That's a first,” said Ashley. “I'll call Al Kennedy.”

      “Good idea. And call Jim Shaw.”

      Linda said, “Why is this all happening now? It doesn't feel coincidental. It's like, I don't know, like a kid causing as much trouble as he can.”
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        * * *

      

      A STEADY WIND blew across the parking lot. Jim Shaw and Al Kennedy had already arrived. They emptied the car, and Fritz opened the school door. Al asked, “What do you need me to do, Fritz? Thanks for asking me to be here, by the way.”

      “Don't be too happy yet, Al. This is serious. A nuke has been stolen in Russia. We're going after it.”

      “Holy cow.”

      Jane, now Major Barclay, settled into Ashley's classroom. The president called to let them know Colonel Mitchell was ready. He asked if Fritz would come for him as soon as Tony arrived. Fritz instructed Al about George's usual jobs. None of them had keys to the cafeteria, though. “We may have to break in later.”

      

      Tony set up the generator. Fritz and Ashley had posted signs identifying each room's use. Major Barclay huddled with Colonel Mitchell. A truck backed up to the doorway.

      Al said, “Fritz, this looks like they know exactly what to do. It's so quiet.”

      “It'll get louder in a minute.”

      Al gasped when he walked past the classroom labeled HOSPITAL.

      Colonel Mitchell motioned to Fritz to join him. Fritz eyed Tony as he passed. Tony stuck his thumb in the air. The colonel said that the president was ready. When he grabbed the doorknob and pulled, the president and half-a-dozen secret service agents were waiting.

      

      “Thanks, Fritz.” By the time the door closed, the president was already talking to the colonel and Major Barclay. “Fritz, I have President Putin's floor plan. He's here.” The president pointed to what appeared to be a living room. “We'll get him first.” Handing Fritz a second map, he said, “His troops are ready. Here.”

      “Mr. President, do you want to get him right now, or bring in our guys first?” asked the colonel.

      “I want him here while we're unloading. He'll see we're ready to help. I don't want an incident, so he needs to see this unfold. The president stepped to the doorway, Mel Zack right behind. “Be ready. Keep the door open. Let's go.” Waiting on the other side, President Putin was startled.

      “I was expecting you at my door, Mr. President.” They shook hands as the translator spoke. Putin interrupted. “I speak and understand English. Some things are better to be unknown.”

      “There was no other way. If you will come with me, you will walk into the United States.”

      Putin stared at the rectangle in the middle of his living room and at the faces watching him. The president reassured him that everything would be fine. Slowly, as though his feet weighed tons, he crossed the room and into a granite hallway with tan lockers lining the walls. “Where am I?” he asked.

      “A school in America, Mr. President.” With a subtle nod from Mitchell, the outside doors opened and soldiers entered.

      “Mr. President, Colonel Mitchell will lead our troops into the area with your men. We are tracking the thieves by satellite. We believe they are headed for an airfield.”

      “Mr. President, this is most unusual,” replied Putin. “You are saying you want to go into Russia to stop them. From here?”

      “Yes. We'll go together, bring your troops, cut off the road, get the nuclear device, and bring it back here.” He pointed to the truck at the door. “We are running out of time. If you agree, we can go now.”

      Putin hesitated, watching the soldiers line the hallways with almost no noise. “A joint effort?” he asked. The president nodded. “Who are these thieves?”

      “I don't know. I'd like to capture them if possible. In any event, the warhead will be safe. We will dispose of it. But I need your agreement.”

      Putin examined the president with a penetrating stare. “How did you know?”

      “We can discuss that after.” He nodded to Fritz. With the paperclip on the map set at the outside of a barracks complex, the two chiefs of state returned to Russia.

      “Heads up everyone,” said the colonel. “You've all done this before. This time, it's a joint op with the Russians. We want prisoners, but we don't want casualties. They will shoot back, so don't give them a chance. Any questions?” No hands, no comments. “Remember, the Russians have no idea how this works. They may be jumpy. All the Russian speakers should go in the first group. You can help keep the Russians calm. Good luck.”

      When the door opened, the president and Putin led a line of men through. The Russians followed the example of the Americans in line, standing next to them in two lines. Heads nodded, hands shaken, the message had passed they were all working together. The Russian president introduced Colonel Mitchell to Marshal Kirinyenko, who said in almost perfect English, “To stop this truck, rocks may be our only form of road block. All my men have flashlights.”

      “Marshal, we want to avoid shooting if possible. We should line the road, take out tires. I hope we can take prisoners. But I've told my men not to get shot.”

      “I have told mine the same.” While they were talking, Fritz had set the map, leaving a twenty-mile cushion along the road where the truck was headed. “You only have a few minutes, Colonel. You should go now,” said Fritz.

      The soldiers entered Russia on the run and kept running, flashlights showing the way, as Fritz held the door. The sound of boots crunching on stone and soft commands in two languages came through the portal as the hall emptied.

      “Mr. President, the truck turned off, heading north,” said Major Barclay, holding the computer for the presidents.

      “What should we do?” asked Putin.

      “Hold up, Fritz,” said the president. “Come here.”

      “Ash, take the door.”

      The president told Fritz that the truck had turned off about three miles before the insertion. He asked if Fritz could change the map. “We need to get our guys back quickly.”

      “Hold this,” the major said, handing the computer to the president. She ran to the door, grabbed a rifle from a startled soldier still in the hall and ran through. They heard her calling, “Colonel Mitchell.”

      Fritz looked at the computer image. The truck moved along a straight line but seemed to be slowing down. President Putin said, “Yes, they slow down. But it is dark there. Can you make the picture better?”

      “Lin, can you work this thing,” Fritz asked. She handed TJ to him and enhanced the picture as the soldiers started to file back.

      “Gentlemen, they turned off and are slowing down. We're going in hot,” said Major Barclay, wearing trousers and a sweater. Marshal Kirinyenko looked at her and then at Mitchell, who said. “I'll explain later, Marshal.”

      “Fritz, maps,” said the major. “We're guessing. If there's a road there, they will be about here,” Jane pointed. “Let's go.” The entrance began again. Major Barclay directed the troops in three different directions, telling them to form a perimeter.

      

      “THEY'RE COMING back,” called the president.

      “Ash, direct traffic,” Fritz said. “Al, would you tell the truck driver they're coming.”

      The soldiers began to appear. The Russians spoke quietly among themselves. Moments before, they had been somewhere in Russia and were suddenly standing in a hallway. Between groups of returning troops, Captain Dolan led soldiers carrying a box labeled with the international symbol for radiation hazards. A couple of soldiers moved to the doors and placed the box in the open truck. Everything had happened quickly and smoothly. Putin merely observed.

      Trailing the last soldiers, Colonel Mitchell and Major Barclay came back, her arm slung over the colonel's shoulder. Jane's right pants leg was stained with blood and torn at the knee. “Medic,” Ashley shouted and followed Jane to the hospital room. The colonel walked to the presidents and Marshal Kirinyenko. Fritz heard the colonel say, “Mr. President, none of them would give up. Sorry sir.” Kirinyenko nodded to his president.

      “Mr. President, if you would like, we can send your men home now,” said the president.

      “That is acceptable, Mr. President. But if I may, I have questions.”

      The two presidents went into Ashley's classroom. When they returned, President Putin waved Marshal Kirinyenko over, and whispered to him. The officer nodded, saluted, and told his men to prepare to leave. At Fritz's door, Colonel Mitchell thanked his Russian counterpart.

      “All set, Colonel,” said Fritz.

      “Nice to have met you, Marshal Kirinyenko.” Still grappling with the strangeness, the Russian shook hands with the colonel, saluted, and signaled his men to move to the door. With Tony beside him, Fritz watched as the column of Russians marched single file back to their own country, some smiling or nodding heads as they passed. Next to the door, one of the Americans who spoke Russian listened for comments he could relay to the colonel. When the portal cleared, Fritz removed the map from his desk and reset the portal to Putin's home.

      

      “THANKS, FRITZ,” said the president. “I told him about our new technology that affects atmospheric pressure. We can cause wormholes and walk inside from place to place. It's secret for now, I told him, but we want to use it to reverse climate change. I suggested a joint study with their scientists. It will keep him wondering. He asked where we were. I told him Oklahoma. Tornado country. I think the portal is safe.”

      “Not bad, Mr. President. That's as implausible as time travel, so he's sure not to believe you.”

      “Sleight of hand. Colonel, time to go home.” The immediate increase in hallway echoes reminded Fritz that his students would soon return.

      As if this mission were daily routine, the machine went into motion. The truck with the warhead left, the buses began to load, and the clean-up crew waited outside. Linda and Ashley, alerted by the activity, left the hospital room.

      “Where's TJ?” asked Fritz.

      “Jane has him. They're wrapping her legs, so they're both sitting still,” said Linda.

      Ashley was frowning. “She must have a four-leaf clover or a rabbit's foot or something I don't know about.” Since they had met in September, Jane had been wounded three times. In November, she had been shot when terrorists attacked the president's car in Washington. His wisecrack that Jane had a better scar than he did hid a touch of envy.

      “Time for me to go home,” said the president. “Sorry guys, but New Year's Eve is postponed. We still have the ship bombing to figure out. And now this.”
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        * * *

      

      “THE RUSSIANS must have followed our comrades. We heard the gunfire but lost contact. I don't think any of them survived. The warhead was captured, I think.”

      “Don't concern yourself. Stolen nuclear material gives the Americans and the Russians something to think about in the new year. Besides, we've saved enough to buy more men. We don't need to pay that lot. Just get more. Oh, and Happy New Year.”
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      “THANKS FOR your help, Al,” said Fritz.

      “I didn't do much. Can you tell me what just happened? It went so fast.”

      “Come to our place,” Fritz said.

      Before they reached the house, Jane had the president on the phone. He had called to thank them once again and to tell her he needed her in Washington the next day.

      Al joined them at the crowded kitchen table. Fritz made coffee and brought out pound cake. Everyone listened as Jane talked to the president. She handed Fritz her phone.

      “Mr. President, if Tony's here, why don't you come here?” he said. “No interruptions. Bring anyone you need with you.” He listened and said, “No problem. See you tomorrow then.” He handed the phone to Jane.

      

      Placing the phone on the table, Jane said that everyone who was needed to discuss both the ship bombing and the summit would come through the portal at ten the next morning. It would likely be the secretaries of state, defense, and homeland security, General Beech, Admiral Davis, the heads of the CIA and FBI, and of course the president and vice president. She looked around the table with a blank stare, still thinking. “I think that's it. Fritz, we'll use a classroom to meet. Okay? You know, he likes it here. And it will get him away from the vultures. Oh, and the NSA chief. How could I forget her?”

      Fritz asked, “Would this be a good time to add the Speaker?” Yanked from her reverie, Jane said she would ask the president.

      Ashley suggested that they disguise the classroom. “People in the government were behind the attack on the school,” he said. “Koppler. That Navy guy, Wixted, the one who fed information to Koppler. How do we know they didn't tell others?”

      “We don't,” said Jane.

      Ashley said he thought they should get to the school early and set up across the hall from the portal. That classroom was not being used. He said it should be easy to set up like a meeting space.

      “We're collecting equipment and uniforms in the morning,” Al said. “We should be done in about two hours. I told them I would open the doors at 9:30. They'll only be able to use the locker room entrance, in and out.”

      “Before you leave, stop down and let us know everyone's gone.”
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        * * *

      

      BY NINE THE next morning, Tony, Colonel Mitchell and six soldiers had arrived from the secret airport. At quarter to ten, Tony hooked up the generator and called the planes. Colonel Mitchell lined up his men to form an aisle from room to room. At ten sharp, Jane signaled Fritz. He pulled the door and looked at surprised faces. The Oval Office occupants emptied into the room across the hall. The president came last, winked, but didn't speak. James and Mel stood aside as Jane and the president disappeared behind the closing door. He told the group that he wanted to discuss the explosion in San Diego and his proposal for the Middle East.

      The desks were arranged in a circle. The president asked the Director of Naval Intelligence for a status update on the ship bombing. Admiral Davis told them diving teams were searching for telltale debris on the ship and at the bottom of the mooring. At least four bombs had been set near the ship's munitions, where they would cause the most damage.

      “Any progress on the video cameras?” the president asked.

      “We spotted what you guessed, Mr. President,” said Doug Glassen, the FBI Director. “Four divers climbed over the seawall on Friday morning. We followed their movements to an SUV, but the plates were stolen.”

      “Were you able to get faces?”

      “All we can say is they appear to be Asian. They have their wetsuit hoods on in all the film we've reviewed so far. Sorry, sir.”

      “Thus far, no group has claimed responsibility. And nothing has shown up in our internet or phone surveillance,” said the national security advisor.

      The Speaker interrupted. “Where are we?” The president glanced at him, and continued his questioning.

      “John, have you had any response from the North Koreans?”

      “They haven't denied it, Mr. President. But they haven't actually responded to my inquiries.” The Secretary of State frowned.

      “What about the original film, the eyewitness?”

      “Mr. President, I have personally spoken to Mr. Burke and Mr. Griffin,” said the FBI director. “The NBC group said they'll get back to me. But they're stonewalling.”

      “Why? Don't they understand we may have a war on our hands?”

      “They're protecting a source, Mr. President.”

      The president's jaw muscles rippled, and his eyebrows lowered. After the flash of anger passed, he asked everyone for suggestions about next steps. Only the Speaker, arms crossed and scowling, had nothing to contribute.

      In the classroom down the hall, Fritz, Linda, and Ashley listened closely. Ashley and Jane had an audio connection between their computers. Linda took notes while TJ napped in his swing.

      “No wonder the president has problems,” Ashley said.

      “Fritz, which of them know about the portal?” asked Linda.

      “The veep does, the secretary of defense, but I don't know about the rest, or how he'll explain where they are. Obviously they know they're not in the White House.”

      “If he's going to talk about the summit, they'll all know by the end of the meeting,” said Ashley. Colonel Mitchell walked in and sat down. He asked what had been discussed.

      “So far, only the ship explosion. Do you know the agenda, Colonel?” asked Fritz.

      “Jane briefed me last night. He's still got the Middle East to discuss.”

      In the room down the hall, the president said he had heard from leaders throughout the world that they had had enough of constant crisis. “I don't know about any of you,” the president said, “but I'm convinced we have a chance, maybe our best chance, to stop it.”

      Fritz said, “He's going to explain why. He's going to tell them.” He didn't expect the president to say, “Fritz, would you come here please?” Linda gasped. Ashley and the colonel just looked at him.

      “Did you know he would do this?” asked Linda.

      “I had no idea. I'll be back.”

      As Fritz pulled up a chair, Jane's eyes said it would be okay. He took a deep breath.

      The president said, “What I am about to tell you will remain here, not be discussed or even dreamed about.” He looked pointedly at the Speaker. “Last spring, our ambassador to Eledoria and his family were taken hostage. Our troops rescued them.” He paused and looked from face to face. “In September, the Narian nuclear program was terminated, not by the Narians or the Israelis, but by a joint special operations mission of the U.S. military.” He stopped again. Fritz could feel the tension grow as fast as his anxiety. “In the aftermath, Eledorian soldiers attacked an Israeli settlement in the West Bank. The same unit rescued those taken hostage.”

      “I don't mean to be rude,” said the Speaker, “but what's your point?”

      “My point, Mr. Speaker, is that you don't know the full stories. And if you'll let me finish, you'll understand why you can't talk about how these missions were accomplished.” No one could doubt the president's anger. He continued with the stories of stolen nuclear weapons in Pakistan and Russia that American soldiers had recovered. The vice president, whose serious look hid a devilish twinkle, had a tough time not smiling.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I've asked Fritz to join us because his research and subsequent practical application have made it possible for you to get here so quickly.” The president cut short the Speaker's interruption, holding up his hand. “We are now sitting in New Jersey.”

      “Oh, come … on. You don't expect us to believe that,” the Speaker said. The vice president began to chuckle. The others looked at each other. “Fritz, would you like to show everyone the trophy case?” The president nodded to go ahead. His look, like Jane's, said everything would be all right.

      

      “OH, MY GOD,” Linda said. “I can't believe he said that.” They heard the squeak of chairs on the floor and the door opening as the meeting adjourned for a walk down the hall.

      Fritz led them past the rows of lockers and the green tiled walls. Shoes tapping the granite floor made the only sounds. At the end of the hall, a glass-enclosed case exhibited a variety of sports memorabilia and trophies. On the wall above it, a sign said, “Riverboro High School. Congratulations New Jersey Division 3 Football Champs.”

      “Look at the trophies, closely,” said the president. The group spread along the case, still not speaking. Footsteps announced someone's approach.

      Dressed in his coach's jacket, startled, Al said, “Sorry, Fritz. I didn't know anyone would be here. Hi, Mr. President.”

      “Mr. Kennedy,” the president acknowledged. “I'd like to introduce you all to Al Kennedy, Riverboro High's football coach. Congratulations on your fine season, Coach.”

      “Thanks, Mr. President. I didn't mean to interrupt. Sorry.” Al looked closely at the crowd. He recognized people he had only seen on TV. “Holy mackerel.” The vice president finally laughed and introduced himself. He shook Al's hand and said, “Nice to meet another Irishman.”

      “This is pretty elaborate, Mr. President. How much did this cost the taxpayers? This doesn't prove anything to me,” the Speaker said.

      Al looked over the vice president's shoulder and got mad, rising to his full, intimidating height. “It didn't cost us taxpayers anything. This is Riverboro High School in New Jersey. I know who you are. Fritz has done things to make this country safe. The portal's real. Last night, we captured a stolen nuke, and…” Al stopped. “Sorry, Mr. President.”

      “Couldn't have said it better myself, Mr. Kennedy. I think we should go back to work.” The return to the classroom wasn't as quiet. Al gripped Fritz's arm. “I'm really sorry, Fritz. Would you tell the President? I hope I didn't screw anything up.”

      “It'll be okay, Al. You may have done him a favor. Talk to you later.”

      The president waited for him at the door. “That wasn't planned, but it couldn't have worked out better. Thank him for me. I'm going over the Middle East outline next. You can go back to Linda. Later, we'll take the Speaker home first.” He removed a sheet of paper from his jacket pocket. “The Speaker's house. We'll go to the living room. Here.” He tapped the floor plan. In small print in the corner was a GPS icon “It'll be a while yet.”

      The president began again. “One reason we're here was to show you a momentous discovery that gives us the carrot and the stick we need to get the world's attention. Now I want to discuss a proposal to end the Middle East conflict.”

      “When do we see this new discovery?” asked the Speaker.

      The President gritted his teeth, glanced briefly at the Speaker, and asked Jane to pass out the folders. She handed them to each person individually and smiled at the Speaker, taking more time in front of him than necessary. The president asked them to open the packet to page five.

      “You will see two maps. The top is the current Middle East. On the bottom is a new map that adds a State of Palestine.” He waited for them to look it over. “Without a nation of their own, the Palestinians will continue to be used by other countries to perpetuate conflict.”

      General Beech said, “Mr. President, we've had this discussion before, you and I. I can't help but wonder if Major Barclay put this together.”

      “She did, General, but not alone.”

      “Then I want to say something on the record. Dr. Barclay and I have argued about this for seven years. And I have reached a conclusion. Without reading a word, you can depend on the data, the analysis, and the conclusion.”

      “Thank you, General,” said the president.

      The Speaker scowled, having expected the general to scoff. “I can see I'm outnumbered here. I'll take this and look it over, but I see no reason to stay.” He pushed back his chair and started to stand.

      “Sit. Down.” Angrier than anyone except Jane had seen him, the president said, “I need you, and our country needs you, to be here now. You'll leave when I'm done.” Not happy with being publicly humiliated, the Speaker resumed his seat.

      

      ASHLEY SAID, “Wow. He's really pissed.”

      “This is too important to play politics. The Speaker hasn't had enough of a shock yet,” said Colonel Mitchell, chuckling.
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      “NOW. THE bottom map,” said the president. “We've created a country for the Palestinians and a buffer zone between Israel and the other countries. Remember that the Brits and the French did this in the early twentieth century, but didn't account for all the cultural issues. The culture and history are all outlined inside.”

      The meeting continued, but few seemed convinced. The concept of a U.S.-driven nation-building effort, even with massive development programs, seemed like it would be an impossible sell to the leaders in the Middle East.

      The president knew he needed to push harder. “Fritz, will you all come in please?” He waited for them, Fritz, Ashley, Linda with TJ, and Colonel Mitchell. Before the door closed, he asked James and Mel to come too.

      “General, Admiral, you both know Colonel Mitchell. Colonel, would you describe the missions you have performed.”

      “Certainly, Mr. President.” He made eye contact with everyone before he spoke. “The President has already told you what we accomplished. What he didn't say was that we entered Naria, Israel, Pakistan, Switzerland, and Russia through the door across the hall. Mr. Speaker, you asked what the new discovery is. It's a tunnel that allows us to move anywhere in the world, and from what I've heard, it's also a portal into the past.”

      “From what you've heard?”

      Fritz stepped forward. “I've met with Robert E. Lee six times, witnessed the Triangle Fire, met William Shakespeare, heard the end of the Gettysburg Address, rescued the president from the Geneva meeting attack, and…” He hesitated and looked at the president. Ashley didn't wait. “I helped rescue the Israelis from the settlement, and last night, I saw President Putin standing just outside this room.” The meeting erupted into chaos.

      “The night we went to Israel, Jerry Burnett died,” said the colonel, looking at General Beech and Admiral Davis. “We carried him from this room. We killed the thieves who stole the Russian nuke and brought it back through that door.”

      The president said, “Gentlemen, ladies, Mr. Speaker, this isn't a theatrical production. Last night, the Russians saw what we can do. The Israeli Prime Minister knows. The Narians have never figured it out. You were sitting in Washington and now you're in New Jersey. The portal is our stick. We can go anywhere, at any time. That's real power.”

      “Why have I not been told?” asked the secretary of state.

      “Would you, would any of you have believed it? These people,” pointing to Fritz, Linda, and Ashley, “have put their lives on hold and on the line for the country. At Thanksgiving, the existence of the portal was leaked, and they were in danger. The leaker is dead.” He looked squarely at the secretary of state. “You haven't been told until today because this is as much a secret weapon as the atomic bomb was when even Vice President Truman wasn't told of it.”

      The room filled anew with indecipherable noise, questions, and comments. Only when TJ began to cry did the cacophony subside.

      “Why is a baby here?” asked the Speaker.

      Before the president could answer, Linda said, “We didn't have time to find a babysitter and we wanted him to have company. We figured you'd do fine.”

      The vice president broke out laughing.

      General Beech said, “Mr. President, I'd like to ask Dr. Barclay a question.” The president gestured for him to go ahead. “I'll read the details later, but how do you plan to make this work?”

      “General, that's the easy part. Another summit, including the leaders of each country in the region plus the Chinese, Russians, Japanese, Germans, French, British, Turks, Brazilians, Indians, and South Africans. In this room. It will be renovated for the meeting. The president will show them the portal. The carrot and the stick. We expect the countries with resources to share them. They'll all get the message.”

      “And what if they don't?” asked the Speaker.

      Jane looked at the president. He waved his left hand as if to say keep going. “Mr. Speaker,” she continued, “there are maps and floor plans of pretty much every building in the world. They're pretty easy to get.” The President handed her a folded sheet of paper. She opened it and handed it to the Speaker. “This is your house, isn't it?” He looked down, and then raised his eyes to meet hers. “We have access to every location in the world.”

      Fritz said, “I worked on an experiment with General Lee to pinpoint exactly where we go, and we've had occasion to need that accuracy. Like getting the president out of Geneva or putting Colonel Mitchell's troops into underground nuclear facilities. This is real, Mr. Speaker.” Fritz looked at the president, an apology on his face.

      “Maybe it IS time for you to go home, Jack. The rest of you can stand in the hall. Fritz.”

      “Yes, sir.” He winked at Linda, patted TJ on the head, and walked out. Tony waited on a chair, reading. Fritz told him to get ready. He set the paperclip and returned to the hall as the group assembled. When the president entered the hallway, he motioned to Fritz and told the Speaker to look through the window in the door.

      “It looks like a classroom. So what?”

      “Fritz,” prompted the president. The cabinet members and advisors gathered by the doorway. Fritz twisted the knob and pulled. The president guided the Speaker through the door. Audible inhaling and soft comments broke the suspense. “Wow,” said the secretary of state as the scene changed to a living room. The president waved to close the door. His classroom reappeared in the window.

      “How does this work?” asked Admiral Davis.

      “Sorry sir,” Fritz said. “I'm not sure you have the clearance. You'll have to ask the president.” The vice president laughed again.

      “What's so funny, Joe?” asked the admiral.

      “He's messing with you, Admiral, and unless I'm way off, he's enjoying it.” The vice president continued. “Folks, for the past eight months, we've put these people through hell. We've asked them to do things we couldn't have done without them. In spite of the danger, these two gentlemen put on body armor and rescued the president with a couple of local cops. They brought out James and Mel also. You need to know this because they're civilians. Teachers.”

      “Mel and the late Tom Andrews rescued the ambassador and his family,” the secretary of defense added. “I found out about the portal during the summer, but this is the first time I've seen it.”

      “And now, you all know about it,” said Fritz. “I worry every minute of every day that someone's going to spill the story. My family is in jeopardy. For us, it's not a political toy. So, Admiral, I'm not being a wise ass. And clearance is determined by me, not the president. So you all better help him make this happen. It'll be about time.” They all looked as if they had been slapped.

      When the door opened and the president returned, the Speaker followed a few steps behind. Before he crossed the threshold, he looked over his shoulder at his living room. “Fritz, close the door,” said the president. “Everyone stay here for a second.” The president mouthed “open it” to Fritz and told everyone to follow him. When everyone had entered, he asked Fritz to tell everyone where they were.

      “Mr. President, as you know, this is my classroom. Mr. Speaker, if you look out this window, to that wall, the school name is on the building.” A few of the others crept closer to look out the window. “Mr. President, if you don't mind, would you get your meeting going. I spend too much time here already. This is Christmas break.”

      The president patted his arm and whispered, “You're the tough guy now. Good job. Set the portal to the Speaker's bedroom. He'll go home first when we're done.”

      

      ASHLEY GLANCED at his watch. “Jeez, it's already lunchtime. Should we get some food?”

      “I don't know what the president wants to do,” said the colonel.

      “I'll go ask,” said Fritz, and he walked down the hall. “Sorry, Mr. President. I just wanted to know if you wanted lunch.”

      “It's that late?” Fritz later said that the president was looking at the Speaker when he said, “Time flies when you're having fun. Excuse me for a moment.”

      In the hall, the president said, “I thought it might take this long. Sorry Fritz. I told the kitchen to make up platters, but I planned to eat at the White House. But since we've made some progress, I'd rather eat here.” The president scratched gently behind his left ear. “We'll have to get it. I don't know what they prepared, so we might need a couple of trips.”

      “Mr. President, I'll get Ash. And maybe these guys?” Fritz said, pointing to the soldiers in the hall.

      “I have a better idea. How about we ask our guests to help?” A sly grin sneaked out.

      “That works for me. I'll set the portal.”

      Fritz went into his classroom and the president asked for help. The Speaker was the first to volunteer and sped out the door. Fritz opened the portal and the Speaker, the CIA director, the secretary of state, and three soldiers followed the president back to the Oval Office. The rest of the officials waited by the doorway, staring at their morning's starting point.

      “Hmmm. Looks like the President's office to me,” said the vice president. “I thought we just saw a classroom, or was it a living room?”

      “Subtle, Mr. Vice President,” said General Beech. Then he turned to Fritz and asked, “You really met Robert E. Lee?” Fritz nodded. “How did he react?”

      “General, it's a long story. But I will tell you he was more receptive and curious than what I've seen today. I'd be glad to tell you more some other time.”

      “What's your name?”

      “Don't answer, Fritz.” The vice president jumped in and said, “General, right now we're still establishing security protocols for these folks. You'll find out later.”

      “We're the good guys, Joe,' said General Beech.

      Fritz interrupted. “Right under the nose of one of the people here,” Fritz looked at the admiral, “a conspiracy almost succeeded in killing the president.” The vice president said to drop it.

      The door remained open, and in minutes, a parade of food platters walked through the Oval Office in the hands of leaders of the government, including the president. “The bread is fresh, and I recommend the corned beef and pastrami,” he said.

      The group ate at their desks. Linda, Ashley, and the agents and soldiers were invited to join them. Everyone glanced from time to time at Fritz.

      “Let's get back to work. Jane will explain the details.” For the next half hour, she laid out the plan. The non-participants had followed Linda to Ashley's classroom and settled in front of Ashley's computer. TJ watched from his swing.

      Jane rattled them when she presented the proposed finances. The multi-trillion dollar cost of a variety of projects started a discussion about who would pay. The president looked to the Speaker but said nothing. In short order, dead silence replaced the conversation.

      “Mr. President, this borders on foolhardy,” said the Speaker. “Congress will never approve even a portion of this amount.”

      “Mr. Speaker, if some of your members need convincing, I'm sure I can help. The minority leader is already on board. These costs will be shared. Will be.”

      “Can you guarantee that?” asked the Speaker.

      “At this moment, no. I haven't asked. But I think Fritz has a way to convince the recalcitrant. Wouldn't you agree?”

      The battle of wills echoed mythological battles of the gods, lightning flashing from eye to eye. When the flames died, the president said, “Jack, you have a century of peace, or war, in your hands. I know where your campaign funds come from. It will take courage. I also know, from my conversation with Putin last night,” he pointed at the door, “that he can be convinced. But this has to be a united effort. Now once again, America must lead. We've done it before. It's the right thing to do. It will pay for itself. No country can match us if we gear up to make it happen. Jack, I need your help.” The president sat down. Fritz thought, If silence is golden, this is Fort Knox. “I think we have a good start. Please read the folder. I am going to ask you each to swear to protect the secrecy of the portal,” and he went person to person for a verbal answer. “Got that, Fritz?” An email arrived, which Jane shoved in front of the president. Lips pursed, he said, “Fritz heard every word.”

      The president adjourned the meeting, and Fritz returned to the hall. The portal opened, the president and Speaker crossed the threshold, and Fritz shut the door. In a short moment, the president returned. “Sorry Jack, I forgot your car is at the White House.” The Speaker glared at Fritz, who grinned in response. With the portal properly reset to the Oval Office, everyone now returned to where they had started the day. As he left, the vice president squeezed Fritz's arm and winked again. The president whispered, “Wait here. I'll be right back.” Fritz let the door close. With his phone in his hand, he remained by the door, his neck and shoulders relaxing. The others joined him as fingers of afternoon sunlight reached down the hall. Linda was about to pass TJ to him when his phone rang.

      “Hi, Mr. President. Give me a second.”

      

      “GOOD JOB, EVERYONE. That last little maneuver, the Speaker's bedroom, shook him up. He's alone. His family is out of the District. I asked him if he had plans for New Year's Eve. He said no.” A devilish grin shown on his face. “Let's go sit for a bit.”

      When the soldiers had departed, Tony entered the classroom with James and Mel. The president exhaled, “It's been a hell of a year.”

      “How do you think it went?” asked Linda.

      “Only one person needed to be here. Everyone else provided camouflage. Those who didn't know would have had to be told shortly.” The president looked at his watch and took out his phone. “Lily, please call the Speaker at home. I just want to know if he's there. If he answers, tell him to expect a call from me in a couple of minutes.” He grinned.

      “What are you up to?” Fritz asked, as the president's grin widened.

      “One more trip. I'm going to invite him to the White House for a New Year's Eve party. If he accepts, it's back on despite the ship bombing. I want him to see me just pop in and then disappear into the glowing box. So far, he hasn't seen that. I think that will be a perfect final touch.”

      In less than five minutes, the door opened. The president sported a smaller grin. “He's coming.” Everyone laughed. “So,” said the president, “what're you doing New Year's Eve?”

      “I know that song,” said Ashley. Jane shook her head.

      “Seriously, I outsmarted myself. Can I convince you guys to come, at least for a while?”

      Linda shook her head. “Honestly, I can't believe you boxed us in after all. Do we use the portal?”

      “Fastest way. Bring TJ. I ordered a crib ready for him.”

      She looked at Fritz and sighed. “What do we wear?”
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      WHEN ASHLEY had said he would bring his sneakers, Jane hit him.

      “I'm serious,” he said. “What better way to end the year than one-on-one?”

      James greeted them when they entered the Oval Office. Pointing to a suit draped over a chair, he told Tony that his roommate had dropped it off and ushered him to a place where he could change. When the president and First Lady welcomed them, a gym bag hung from Ashley's arm.

      “I couldn't talk him out of it,” Jane said.

      The First Lady laughed. “Are you going to do this before or after?”

      “After,” they said together.

      “Let's celebrate,” the president said, leading them into the heart of the White House. “Let's hope next year will be better.” The president's gaze swept the hall, a distant look on his face. “This time next year, we'll be getting ready to move.” They reached the center hall and headed into the State Dining Room.

      “We're using the Blue and Red Rooms, too” the First Lady said. “Check out all the Christmas decorations.” Ashley excused himself and went to say hello to the vice president. As they shook hands, he whispered in the vice president's ear, which brought a loud guffaw. TJ, in Linda's arms, made a noise that sounded like a laugh, and General Beech said, “Sounds like a vice president in the making.”

      Fritz spotted a number of the morning's attendees. Standing on the periphery with Linda and Jane, he understood why they had been invited. The president and First Lady walked the room. When he reached the Speaker, they whispered to each other, and Fritz saw the speaker glance at him. The president waved for him to join them.

      “Come on, Lin.”

      “I'll stay here with Jane.”

      “I'll be back,” Fritz said in his best Arnold Schwarzenegger voice. Linda sighed.

      Fritz approached the president cautiously.

      “You remember Jack, don't you, Fritz?”

      “He's vaguely familiar, Mr. President. Mr. Speaker, I'm a news junkie, and I think that's the first time I've ever seen you smile.”

      “Well, Fritz, it's either smile or be afraid of you. You gave us quite a demonstration.”

      “Mr. Speaker, this is a party. But everything we told you really happened. If you're scared, well, you should be in my shoes.” The Speaker, hearing one of the president's standard phrases, looked at the chief executive.

      “Must be rubbing off,” said the president, tilting his head. He turned to the rest of his guests, who were standing around the table. “Hey, everyone, this is a party. The food's great. Please help yourselves.

      

      LINDA SMILED as she followed a volley between the general and Jane.

      “Telling a story, General?” asked the president.

      “I was just telling Linda, sorry ma'am, those of us who know your last name have been asked not to use it. Well, I was telling her about my first meeting with Jane. You were one stubborn young woman, let me tell you.”

      Fritz listened as General Beech reached the punch line. In the middle of a briefing, Jane had told him he didn't know his ass from Israel. “I was furious. And I told the president. When I got back to my office, a folder on my desk contained enough analysis to sink a ship and prove Jane right.” Jane smiled as Ashley came back and took her hand. “Jane and I have argued about tactics ever since. I looked at your plan when I got home. It'll be hard to make work, but it's brilliant.”

      “Thank you, General. Let me introduce my fiancé, Ashley Gilbert.” She closed her eyes, realizing her mistake.

      “Congratulations! And don't worry Jane. I know a thing or two about classified information.” He smiled, still shaking Ashley's hand. “Nice ring, by the way. You should know, Ashley, a lot of smoke from extinguished flames will be floating all around Washington.”

      The president returned with his daughters and a woman, who would watch TJ in the Red Room. A swing and a crib had been placed in a dimly-lit corner.

      “I want you guys to have some fun tonight. Ms. Davis will watch him, and you'll be right nearby.”

      Linda handed the baby to her. “First time out?” she asked. Linda nodded. “We'll be in the next room.” Fritz and Jane stroked his head, which he had put sleepily on the babysitter's shoulder.

      James walked in with two women, followed by Mel Zack, barely recognizable with her hair down. The president welcomed them and pointed toward Fritz and Linda. James's wife, Lucy, smiled and waved.

      “Everyone,” the president said as he took the woman by the hand, “I want you to meet Sharon Andrews, Tom's wife. Sharon, this is Fritz, this is Ashley. Guys, Sharon knows the story.”

      Fritz shook her hand and introduced Linda, whose eyes were suddenly puddled. Ashley, instead of shaking hands, hugged her and held on for a minute. “We're all so sorry. Tom was a great guy. Please accept our sympathy.”

      When she stepped out of his grasp, Sharon had tears on her cheeks. “Thank you, Ashley. Tom could never tell me the whole story, but I know the two of you saved him in Geneva. He spoke about you both as superheroes.”

      “Well, Fritz isn't. But I am,” Ashley answered with a smile.

      “Tom said you were a wiseass. He couldn't laugh at you when he was working, but he told me some stories. So did James. Thanks. I needed a good laugh.”

      “Sharon,” Fritz said, “stick around. He's on a roll.”

      “Maybe I will. Hello, Jane. I understand congratulations are in order. You too, Ashley. Thanks for inviting me, Mr. President.”

      “Glad you're here, Sharon. Let me introduce you to some others.”

      When the president left, Linda said, “Can't the two of you behave, just for one night. Honestly! Lucy, don't let James spend too much time with them. I think they're contagious.”

      The First Lady, with a daughter on either side, introduced them to the growing crowd in the corner. “Where's TJ?” asked the younger.

      “He's in the next room,” said Linda, winking at her. Linda had met both of them when she was hiding at the White House for a couple of days at Thanksgiving.

      “Can I hold him?”

      “Sure. Let's go see if he's still awake.”

      The First Lady sighed. “They've grown up so fast. They were both little when we moved in. It's going to be quite a change for them, living somewhere else.

      Fritz asked, “Do you know where you might move?”

      “My husband keeps talking about Riverboro, but probably here or Chicago. Or maybe Hawaii.”

      

      FRITZ, LINDA, AND ASHLEY wandered from room to room. Linda kept checking on TJ, asleep in the Red Room. They looked out the Blue Room windows and admired the spectacular decorations. They said hello to the secretary of defense, whom they had first met in September. Everyone who had been at the morning's meeting stopped to say hi.

      The good time froze when phones around the room started ringing. The president asked Jane to join the crowd moving toward the hall. “Another attack,” he told them. “This time in Norfolk. Four ships.” The president thanked everyone for coming, apologized that some of them would be heading to the Situation Room, and asked Fritz and Linda to hang around.

      One woman said that the attacks were like Pearl Harbor. Creases appeared on Linda's brow. Ashley's worry ruts appeared. He asked, “Do you think he'll need us?”

      “Probably not tonight,” Fritz said. “The damage is done. I hope no one was hurt.”

      A short while later, the president returned. When he joined them, he said, “Sorry Ash. No game tonight. It appears to be the same deal as San Diego. We'll know more when we can see what happened.” He frowned as he went to say goodnight to Washington's powerful.

      “We should get TJ,” Linda said.

      “Lin, let's wait until we can leave. No point in making him wait.”

      “It won't be long,” said Ashley. “But where's Jane?”

      “I didn't see her come back,” said Linda.

      The president and First Lady had said goodnight to most of their other guests. When James started to move toward the door, the president held up his hand.

      “Hang on a minute, James. Jane and General Beech are calling to get info. I'm really sorry about this. I wanted everyone to have a nice evening.”

      

      THE AGENTS LEFT from the North Portico with Sharon Andrews. The First Lady shooed the girls up to the residence. Ashley and the Russells followed the president and First Lady back to the Oval Office, where Jane and Tony were waiting. General Beech was on the phone in the outer office.

      “One of these days, I'd like to look around here when everything's not nuts,” said Fritz. “Does that ever happen?”

      The president exhaled sharply. “It doesn't feel like it sometimes. What's up, Jane?”

      Jane told them the MO matched the San Diego bombing, with greater damage. Four ships had sunk. “The admiral said they got a carrier, too. Still afloat, but a lot of damage.”

      “Casualties?”

      “They don't know. Some injuries on deck. Most of the crews are on shore leave, but they'll have divers out at first light. The Admiral said he didn't want them back yet. But every diver in the area is being contacted.” The electric glint in her eyes conveyed her anger.

      

      THE PRESIDENT BALLED his hands, told the First Lady he'd be a while, and told Jane to stay near a secure phone. She said she'd go to the airport with Tony. Then he pulled Fritz and Linda aside. He said he didn't know what plans they had for childcare, but he would like a secret service agent to go back with them. He wanted them to have someone with them at all times. Mary McElroy was great with kids and would be happy to take care of TJ. Shaken and grateful, they agreed. Although they had chosen a very reputable agency, they had not picked a particular nanny yet since Linda didn't have to go back to school until two days after Fritz's classes began.

      “Let's get you guys home. Mary has suitcases.” A clock chimed midnight. The president shook his head, and they left for Riverboro High. “Happy New Year,” he said, but nothing in his voice sounded remotely happy.

      

      BEFORE TJ was born, Linda could plan a schedule. School during the day, work at home. She was planning to finish her MBA in the spring. Her boss at the publishing house had sent her a steady flow of work, and she had gotten it all done. But she'd fallen behind. She realized it would be a huge help having Mary there a few days earlier than they'd planned to bring a nanny in.
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      IN A GREEN leather recliner, the man glanced at his watch and returned to the annual report on his lap. It was just past nine. It had been a great year, and his greeting proclaimed it when the phone rang.

      “They sank four missile cruisers. You were right. They also have the Bush listing. I don't think she'll go down, but they'll have a problem moving her.”

      “Make sure we get the pictures to the right people.” He hung up. He raised his glass in a toast to the empty room, “Happy New Year.” He left his report, went up a fifteen-foot-wide staircase, and began dressing for his guests. The steps heard “Auld Lang Syne” as he climbed.
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        * * *

      

      “HAPPY NEW YEAR. NOT,” Fritz said. Linda frowned in response. Fritz turned on the TV as soon as they got in. Linda put TJ to bed and showed Mary the guest room.

      “Fritz, this smells like the fall all over again.” He scanned for reports, but all the stations were carrying New Year's shows. Anderson Cooper was still in Times Square. There was no crawler. The news hadn't yet become public.

      He said, “Let's go to bed. We'll have all day to watch.”

      

      “THANK GOD FOR coffee makers.” Fritz yawned. Linda was booting her laptop, her coffee at arm's length. She glanced up at his slurp. “Sorry. It's hot.”

      “Fritz, start scrambling eggs, and I'll look for news.” As he went to the refrigerator, Ashley and Jane walked in wearing their previous evening's clothes and with dark circles under their eyes. They grunted their greetings and went straight to the coffee. A wide-awake TJ gurgled in Mary's arms. Jane told them about the damage.

      “What time did you get home?” Fritz asked.

      “A little after the sky was bright enough to see,” answered Ashley, taking a sip. “They got a carrier. And an eyewitness filmed it again.”

      Jane rubbed her eyes. She said she had talked to the president at seven. Once more, NBC had the pictures. Another exclusive. “This is all wrong.”

      “NBC. Not the others?” asked Fritz. “Are they going to give up the film?”

      “I don't know yet. A cabinet meeting is starting at 11:30. The president ordered all nearby videos to be confiscated. The Navy probably won't have all of them until tomorrow.”

      Jane watched the TV with her usual intensity. In the NBC film, the underwater explosions were loud thumps, but no significant fireworks were visible until the USS Bush. That explosion was at water level.

      Thinking aloud, Jane asked, “Why did they only have one device?” She took out her phone. “Good morning, Lily. And you, too. Is he available?

      “Mr. President, we may have spotted something on the Bush. We need to look at the shore videos as soon as they come in. I think we'll see the divers again.” She listened and then said, “I can if you want. Tony's up.” She asked Fritz if he could get her to the Oval Office.

      Fritz shrugged. “I'll go get ready.”
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        * * *

      

      TONY PACED by the school door. Jane said, “Fritz, I won't be back until later. Maybe not until tomorrow. Tell Ash I'll call.” Before the classroom door closed, the president, in shirt sleeves and wrinkled pants, called out. His eyes revealed a weariness that came from more than just lack of sleep.

      “Fritz, are you going to be home?”

      “I expect so.”

      “I may need to visit New York. NBC's still giving me a hard time.”

      “Call me. We'll be there.”

      “Why don't you come for dinner?”

      “Thanks, Mr. President, I'll ask Linda.”

      “I know. You don't want to come, so you are setting up to blame her.” He laughed. “Talk to you later.”

      

      WHEN FRITZ ARRIVED home, he told Linda they had been invited to dinner.

      “I haven't made anything. Jane will be there.”

      “So, you want to go?”

      “Might as well.”

      Fritz asked if any new stories had been reported.

      “Not yet,” she said. “Call about dinner.”

      They watched planes removed by crane from the aircraft carrier, which was listing to starboard. The NBC film of the explosions, complete with audio, showed rescue boats shuttling around the harbor in the aftermath. After the explosions, searchlights combing the water furnished no new information.
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        * * *

      

      THE PRESIDENT was waiting when they crossed the threshold at dinner time and flashed a knowing smile at Fritz. “Glad you could make it,” he said. “Nothing fancy. Some of the stuff that was left from last night and a casserole of something. Jane's upstairs.” They ate in the residence with the First Lady, the girls, and James. The crib and swing had been moved to the family dining room, and TJ napped while they ate. The president bantered back and forth with Ashley about the bowl games. Heads swiveled as the debate continued. Fritz thought that it was incredible that the president could be so engrossed given all the problems confronting him. He shook his head. The president noticed. As if he had sucked the thought out of the air, he said, “Compartments, Fritz.”

      “You really can do it.” Fritz recounted their November conversation about compartmentalization. It seemed so long ago. “It's magic.”

      By the end of the meal, Ashley and the president had made a ten-dollar bet.

      Once dessert was served, Linda asked, “Are you planning to use the portal tonight?” The president shook his head. She was touched they had been asked to the White House just to socialize.
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        * * *

      

      THE NEXT MORNING, Ashley and Jane arrived with five bags of groceries. Fritz jumped to hold the door. “What's all this?”

      “Good morning to you, too,” said Ashley.

      Ashley and Fritz made eggs, bacon, and toast. Jane and Mary joined them in the kitchen. “Time to fill you in.” Jane said. “The president spoke to the president of NBC. In light of the second attack, the network agreed to release the film from San Diego. The eyewitness was taken into custody early this morning. They checked her out, and she was in Washington on New Year's Eve. She's not talking.”
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        * * *

      

      “WHAT?” HE WALKED around his office, listening. “OK, where is she?” He looked out at the Mall, a bleak gray etching. “She works for you. Is there any trail?” He listened again. “If they find out she was in Norfolk…” He stopped and leaned on the door jamb. “I'll take care of this.”
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        * * *

      

      “COME QUICK!” Ashley was pointing at the screen crawler. It said the eyewitness who had filmed the San Diego ship attacks had been found dead in her home.

      “I thought she was in custody,” said Fritz.

      “How does the news have it already?” Jane asked. Her hard stare reminded Fritz of aiming at a target when he had gone shooting with Jim Shaw.

      “A leaker?” asked Ashley. Jane nodded. She was lifting her phone.

      “Do you know anything else?” asked Ashley when Jane put her phone down. Jane told them that the FBI still had the eyewitness in custody. “Someone's playing games.”
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      ASHLEY SHOWED up early with more groceries. Another full house for dinner. When Mary helped unload the food, Fritz noticed a bulge in the small of her back.

      “Mary,” he asked, “are you carrying?”

      “Of course.”

      

      Jane's return a few hours later sparked an explosion of questions. She answered as many as she could. The feds still had no idea who was responsible for the attacks, and all military resources were on alert.

      Jane was pacing. “Why is the Navy being targeted?” she asked. Ashley suggested that the Navy targets were easily accessed, that no one guarded underwater. Fritz agreed. He said the attackers could take their time if they knew when routine checks were scheduled.

      “Easy targets,” Linda mused. “Jane, what was the Navy's general response after Norfolk was hit?”

      “Increased surveillance. Moved ships. Called off leave.”

      “Right. Motion with no strategy. And what about the eyewitness?” Linda asked.

      “Oh, she's dead all right. Her lawyer blocked the door and gave her poisoned soda. I don't know if he knew what he had, but they were both dead in three minutes.” She shook her head. “We have video. It was gruesome.” The woman, Caitlin Morgan, had been a computer analyst for National Digital Communications, a leading cyber-security company.

      Investigators were looking for more information on her, and agents were collecting security film. Finding the people involved would be hard without someone claiming responsibility. The North Korean government had responded to the secretary of state. They said they were not responsible, but seeing the second attack, wanted to assure the president he would receive their cooperation moving forward. A representative had actually flown in from North Korea.
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        * * *

      

      THE PRESIDENT went on TV that night. He assured the nation that the military was prepared to act. No claim of responsibility had surfaced, and all law enforcement agencies were investigating.
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        * * *

      

      ASHLEY WAS ALREADY at his desk when Fritz arrived at school, wondering aloud if vacation had skipped them. Only when he spotted Ashley's sweater did Fritz realize he was cold.

      “Doesn't feel like we've left,” he said. Eric Silver poked his head in and told them that the script was written through the 1930s. He handed them copies.

      “Good job, Eric,” said Ashley. “I'll talk to Jean later and try to read it tonight.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Gilbert. I'll see you later, Mr. R.”

      “They didn't have a vacation either,” Ashley said.

      The first class, his tenth graders, set the table. They were grumpy and worried.

      “Mr. R,” said AJ, “I've been reading the news and watching reports for a week. It wasn't a fun vacation.”

      “AJ, what are you thinking?”

      “I watched the president last night. I don't think he knows what he's doing.”

      Mary Ann jumped him. “How can you say that? He has a hard job. Do you want a war?”

      The play distracted the next class. Fritz thanked them for taking time to work so hard during vacation. As the period wound down, Bob Bee asked, “Mr. R, do you think we're going to war again?” By lunch, Fritz had heard questions about war in each class. Ashley told him the same had happened in his classes.

      After lunch, Fritz talked about the French and Indian War and England's rise to international power. But the kids still asked about the news. In seventh period, he started by congratulating Johnny Clayton for having been chosen for the all-state football team. His class on the history of work was discussing wartime production during World War II, so the news gave them an incentive to talk about the military-industrial complex. His ninth graders were chafing in their seats and questions flew. They barely mentioned the tournament.

      

      “HI, HONEY, I'm home,” said Fritz. “Anything new?”

      Jane said, “Nothing that's been released. The president said nothing is conclusive, but the chemistry indicates the same explosives were used in Norfolk and San Diego.”
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        * * *

      

      “WE'VE CREATED A CRISIS,” the younger man laughed, raising a glass of bourbon. “I salute you. They'll be busy for a decade figuring it out.” His host sipped a dry martini and withheld comment. “A great idea, absolutely perfect.” The young man's effusive reaction brought tremors to his companion's well-honed sense of caution.

      “The girl and the lawyer are traceable,” said the man. He walked to the windows, watching a wave smash the rocks below. “You need to be watchful and silent. You will be questioned, more likely sooner than later. I recommend a trip, one that began two weeks ago. Can you arrange it?”

      “No problem. I was on my boat,” the younger responded with an off-handed impertinence.

      The man knew then his associate was lucky, not smart. “And where was your boat?”

      “Just driving around. Didn't stop anywhere.”

      The man nodded, recognizing a weak link that jeopardized everything.
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        * * *

      

      THE NEXT WEEK, Linda went back to school. She was taking three courses, one involving a major project. She thought she could begin to think about setting up her bicycle store. Finding the money would come first, but she knew what she was doing. In addition to her graduate coursework, her father, an innovator in corporate financial management, had begun teaching her about his work when she was very young.

      “I'll have to buy a bike so we can race, Fritz,” said Ashley. “How about a buck a minute? I'll design the race course. Lin, I'll be your first customer.”
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        * * *

      

      THE PRESIDENT was frustrated by the investigation's lack of progress. No one had claimed responsibility. The videos disclosed unidentifiable divers. The military and law enforcement teams had no reports. A dead woman and her dead lawyer formed the only tangible connection. A single link. Three weeks after the San Diego bombing, the president faced another Sunday of talk-show critics. No man is an island? he thought. Yeah, right.

      Jane spent most of the week with General Beech and the CIA Director. The facts pointed to a single set of perpetrators. Friday afternoon, Jane sat at the Russells' kitchen table, looking at the snow-covered lawn through the bay window. Her phone had been silent all day. Startled by the ring, she jumped.

      “Yes, General?”

      “Jane, you were right. There's a definite link. It's the Eledorians.”

      “General, there's a link, but it's not them. It was mercenaries, bought and supplied by someone else. This ties back to Koppler. I'm sure of it. Someone is pulling strings. And spending a lot to do it. General, I don't know if you know, but I worked with the colonel saving the Israeli settlers.”

      The general interrupted. “I didn't know. The portal?”

      Jane continued, “Um-hmm. The troops that attacked the settlement had no identifying markings. The planes were stolen, and we captured no prisoners.” She spotted two cardinals in a tree. “General, you are already sworn. You know I have to report this discussion to the president. He's got a list of everything to do with the portal. I want you to know that I trust you, but the president requires it. Nothing personal.”

      General Beech laughed. “Jane, everything with you is personal. But don't worry. I get it. You know, Fritz and Ashley have a lot of guts. Those guys handled the Speaker and Admiral Davis. I don't think they know how hard that was. And the football coach couldn't have done a better job.”

      Jane knew the mercenaries could have been Eledorians fighting for funds rather than country. Facing terrible shortages of food, shelter, and medicine made them eager for cash. Whoever was paying them was still hidden, though, and Jane wanted to look for large, unusual bank transfers that might lead them to the puppeteer.
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        * * *

      

      FRITZ AND ASHLEY had planned to play ball Friday afternoon. Liz Chambers found Fritz in his classroom, already in shorts and tee shirt. He had given her the list of questions he had prepared and the tentative schedule for all the games.

      She said, “Some of the teachers are already working with the kids. They don't want to lose. They're going to have fun, but they'll be competitive. We may need to set up the cafeteria for the overflow.”

      “The kids amaze me. Thanks for your help, Liz.”

      “George will have a full house when this gets started. Do you know what Susan Leslie and your kids did over the holidays?” Fritz said they hadn't told him. “Well, she corralled her sisters and their friends to go door-to-door with flyers about the tournament. Every flyer had a form for a scholarship donation. They've raised nearly $20,000. They're at the office now opening envelopes. George is beside himself.” Fritz started to laugh.

      He and Ashley surprised the twelve students sitting on the office floor. Stacks of unopened envelopes surrounded them. Susan, Mary Ann, and Pat were collecting the checks and cash, recording the proceeds, and writing receipts. A crew of kids was addressing outgoing mail.

      “Hi, Mr. R,” said Susan. The other kids looked up, said hello, and returned to their tasks.

      “So. Holding out on me, huh?” Susan smiled and said they wanted to surprise him.

      George poked his face out his office door. “Mr. Russell, may I speak to you please?” Fritz winked at Susan, grinned at Ashley, and said he was on his way.

      “This is amazing, isn't it, George?” He closed the door.

      “Did you know about this?”

      “I just found out. They did all this over the holidays.”

      “There's all sorts of money here. This is very irregular.”

      “How do we set up an account for the scholarship fund? What did you do with Liz's check?”

      “It's in my desk. Don't worry. It's safe. Fritz, they went all over town. I keep getting calls. Every time I try to get something done, it's another call. This has to stop. I can't even go home.”

      “I can't believe you sometimes. Liz told me she thinks we'll need the cafeteria for the crowd at the games.”

      “This is out of control.”

      “George, calm down. We have time to work out the details. If it's too much for you, ask for help.”

      “You're going to have to cancel this, Fritz. I'm sorry. You're just going to have to.”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, no?”

      “If I have to do it without your cooperation, I will. We're not canceling. If you want to go home, I'll move the kids to my room. And I'll tell them to use it from now on.”

      A knock on the door interrupted them. Ms. Sweeney said that the superintendent was on the phone. “See, now look at the trouble.” George picked up his phone. “Hello, Mr. Chatham.” George glared while he listened. “Well, of course I know. In fact, Mr. Russell is right here.” Then, like a scolded puppy, he sat down. “Thank you. That's very kind.” His face suddenly looks like library paste, Fritz thought. “I'll tell him. Yes, you too. Bye, now.” George set the phone in the cradle. “That was the superintendent.”

      “I know.” Fritz waited.

      “He said he's been getting calls about the tournament and congratulated us for a wonderful idea. He said he'll be here for the games.”

      “Still want to cancel, George?” Bewildered, George shook his head. “Then I'll go move the kids to my room.”

      “No, don't bother. I'll stay a little late. Let them finish up today. You can move them on Monday.”

      Fritz thanked him and snorted softly after he left the office. He caught Ashley's eye and shook his head.

      “Kids, on Monday, we'll move all this to my room. Okay?”

      “Mr. Russell,” said Ms. Sweeney. “May I speak to you for a second?” Fritz sat by her desk and leaned forward. She whispered, “You should know they've been exceptional. They've stayed out of the way and cleaned up. They're so excited that all the teachers are commenting. You should be proud of them.”

      “Thanks, Ms. Sweeney. I am. I'm sure George will be too when we get started.”

      “You know, I can't wait.”

      Fritz and Ashley offered to help, but Susan said that they were okay, they had a system.

      “You're turning me down?”

      “Well, yes. We're doing fine.” Ashley laughed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 10


          

        

      

    

    
      KOPPLER'S BOXES held full address books, most in code. They also discovered a list of names under the heading Caballeros, with numbers and letters. At dinner, Jane moved the food around her plate and stared at the far wall. She was sure she'd heard the name Caballeros before.
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        * * *

      

      THE PRESIDENT SAT with a stack of yellow pads and the to-do list Lily Evans had left on his desk. He spread them out and read the headings. He reached into a desk drawer and took out Colonel Mitchell's and the Israelis' reports about the rescue mission. Jane had said she had a feeling. She wanted to follow the money, but he was reluctant to start a search through bank accounts without something more to go on. Then again, he knew that if he had listened to her feeling in October, Geneva wouldn't have happened. So he read everything again and scribbled in the margins. Sucking the top of his pen, he recalled a voice. “Where was I?” he asked himself. The scene returned. The elevator in Switzerland. He picked up his phone.
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        * * *

      

      “G'MORNING, MARY,” Linda said, taking a mug from the shelf. “You're up early.” Mary McElroy stood at the counter with a full mixing bowl and an eggbeater. It was barely seven. TJ was in his swing. A frying pan sat on the stove.

      “I'm usually up at five, so this is like sleeping in. Pancakes okay?”

      “Great. Not sure if you'll have a lot of customers though.”

      “The batter will keep, but I think it'll be busy. Jane called. She's already talked to the president. She and Ashley will be here soon. Something's up.”

      “Should I get Fritz started?”

      “I'm already started,” he said, yawning in the kitchen doorway. “What's the early bird special?”

      “Mary's making pancakes, and Jane and Ash are on the way.”

      “Did something happen?” he asked, pouring a cup of coffee.

      “We don't know what yet. Jane's already spoken to the president.”

      

      JANE AND ASHLEY arrived with more food. “What's up? Why so early?” asked Fritz, before Ashley put the bag down.

      “I figured you were a poor, lonely, forgotten soul, so we've come to lighten your burden.”

      “Putting up with you is my living purgatory.”

      Jane said, “We need to talk, but coffee first. Hi, Mary.”

      “Mary's making pancakes,” Linda said, “or do you want a bagel?”

      “Sure, bagel, toasted,” Ashley answered, “with butter and cream cheese. And some cold grapefruit juice. No, better, half a grapefruit.”

      Linda shook her head. “No problem. But put your coat back on. The grapefruit is next to your section at the store. You know, the nuts.”

      “Don't get him started. He's already in rare form,” said Jane. “Turning to the serious, the president called. The head of NDC was found dead. By himself. That big boat of his. Just floating.”

      “His name was Jonathan Hartmann,” said Mary. With all eyes on her, she held up her phone. “Text message. Caitlin Morgan worked for him.”

      “The woman in Los Angeles.” said Linda.

      “So there is a connection,” Fritz said.

      “Only NDC, so far,” Jane answered. “Somewhere we're going to find a money trail. Fake Eledorians, I'll bet fake Koreans, explosives, and weapons purchased, travel for a bunch of men, or hiring a lot of mercenaries in different locations.” Jane scanned their faces. “This is all tied together. I'd bet on it.”

      “But who? Why?” asked Linda.

      “Right now,” Jane shrugged, “the name is a blank.”

      The toaster popped as Tony and Mel opened the back door. Linda asked where James was. Mel told her he would be along shortly. He had to go shopping. “It's Lucy's birthday, and he hasn't been home.”

      Jane asked, “Mel, how hard would it be to find the file about the Caballeros?”

      “No trouble. I know exactly where it is. But it's in Washington.”

      “Fritz, Tony, could you set it up? I think it ties in.”

      Ashley asked, “What do you remember about the Caballeros, Jane?”

      “Someone said to watch out for them. Maybe the president will remember something.”
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        * * *

      

      “MR. PRESIDENT, have you ever heard the name Caballeros?”

      “Rings a bell. Hang on, Jane.” He called Lily Evans and asked her to step into his office. Although it was cold, he led her outside. “Lily, do you have a file on Caballeros? I don't know why, but the word makes me queasy. I don't want it even mentioned inside.”

      “I understand, Mr. President. I'll check.”

      “Jane, Lily is checking her file. I can't pinpoint anything in my memory. Let me think about it.”
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        * * *

      

      Once James arrived, Jane, Mel, Fritz, Ashley, and Tony headed to the school. Over the previous couple of weeks the portal had turned the Oval Office into a transit station.

      “Good morning, Mr. President,” said Jane. “Mel is picking up a file.”

      “Hi, everyone.” He stood, but Jane told him they would be leaving right away. “Jane, until we remember, don't mention that name in here, okay.” The President held a finger to his ear and gestured around the room.

      “Got it,” she said. The office door opened, and Lily Evans and Mel came in.

      “Good morning, Jane, everyone,” she said, smiling. “Mr. President, this was all I could find.” She handed him a single sheet of paper. He read it and held it out to Jane, who glanced and then looked up at him. It said, “Bill Clinton.”

      “Can you call him, Mr. President, and let me know what he says?” He nodded, and waved to Fritz, who was holding the door open. At the door, Jane asked, “Sir, do you know if General Beech is in his office this morning?”

      “He is. I spoke to him about an hour ago.”

      “Good. Talk to you later,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      “LINDA, CAN I spread this out on the dining room table?” asked Jane, holding up the file folder.

      “Of course. Do you want help?” Jane nodded.

      Slowly, a full file box was emptied on the table and turned into fourteen separate piles. Linda scanned each piece. Jane began turning pages, her soundless lips moving. The note reading “Caballeros” sat in front of her.

      The others watched TV, scanning the news for any updates or interviews. The main story was the tragic yet suspicious death of NDC founder, Jonathan Hartmann. CWN host Alan Carter was interviewing former colleagues, who expressed surprise and sadness that “such a brilliant mind had been lost.” A senior employee, Penelope Wise, said it was terrible to lose them. Carter sat up, his brow wrinkled and asked her who she meant. “Why Caitlin and Jonathan, of course.” Jane was in the doorway before another word was said, her phone in her hand.

      “Mr. President, we need to get to Penelope Wise from NDC. She's on CWN with Alan Carter. Right now. Can we get someone to New York City?”

      “Fastest way is the portal. I'll call CWN.” He hung up.
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        * * *

      

      THE PLANES were flying before they reached the school. Jane asked the president where she should go. He said CWN had a meeting room set up. “Just tell them who you are at the reception desk. They know you're coming.”

      “Jane, we should close the portal when you go in. When you're ready to come back, I'll open it again. Otherwise, someone in New York might see it or just walk through. They don't pay attention to where they're going.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 11


          

        

      

    

    
      THE ARRIVAL OF two Secret Service agents and an official from Homeland Security, all carrying weapons, afforded a new experience for the security team at CWN. Alan Carter was informed of their presence only when his guest was removed to a small meeting room and told not to leave.

      Penelope Wise, a senior vice president for NDC, rubbed her hands and cleaned her glasses.

      “Ms. Wise,” Jane said.

      “Call me Jen.”

      “I thought your name was Penelope?”

      “It is, but would you go around being called Penny? Penny Wise?”

      “I see your point.”

      Jane introduced herself and the agents and told Wise she might have information needed for an ongoing investigation.

      Puzzled, Wise said, “I think you have the wrong person.”

      “You mentioned a relationship between Caitlin Morgan and Mr. Hartmann moments ago.”

      “Yes. It's a tragedy.”

      “Ms. Wise, Jen, do you know how many people watch Alan Carter?”

      “Not really.”

      “I don't either, but your interview will be replayed, and others exist who won't want that link made public.”

      “I don't know what you're getting at, but I don't like the sound of it. Are you arresting me?”

      “No, protecting you.” Jane faced her, staring hard at the blue eyes glaring back, and said, “What I need to know is everything you can tell me about the two of them.”

      “Why?” Her eyes narrowed. “I should get a lawyer.”

      “Caitlin Morgan had a lawyer,” said Jane, knowing she had an opening. “He was killed with her. Did you know that?”

      Behind her glasses, Wise's smugness transformed to wide-eyed shock. In a shaky voice, she said, “I didn't know they were killed. Just that she died. We were told it was an aneurysm.”

      Jane said, “Jonathan Hartmann died, alone on that big boat floating unmanned like a ghost ship. It's under investigation. We know Ms. Morgan worked for NDC, but until you spoke, we had no link. We're here now at the order of the president. Will you help us?”

      “Am I in trouble?”

      “No, but you may be in danger.”

      Clearly agitated, Wise said, “I want a lawyer.”

      Jane turned to James, who was standing by the door. “James, will you get Alan Carter in here, please. Ms. Wise, we have reason to believe Ms. Morgan was involved in a conspiracy to assassinate the president. We're asking you to tell us what you know.”

      “Not without my lawyer.” She folded her arms and turned away.

      Jane took out her phone and nodded to Mel, who left the room. “Before I make this call, Jen, I want you to understand that I hoped this would be straightforward. I know you think you need to protect yourself legally, but by refusing to answer, you're forcing me to consider your possible involvement.” Jane smiled at her. Jen Wise turned to Jane, bemused by the smile. She shook her head.

      “Okay.” Jane spoke softly, but her intention was undisguised. “You leave me no choice.” She walked to the door and asked the agents and the anchor to come in. She dialed a number.

      “Mr. President,” Jane said so everyone could hear, “Ms. Wise is refusing to answer without her lawyer.” She listened to his instructions. “Do you really want to do that? Alan Carter is here, too.” She handed her phone to the newsman. “The president wants to talk to you.”

      He raised his eyebrows, and his wrinkled forehead activated. “Hello.” He listened to the president's instructions and handed the phone back to Jane.

      “Yes, sir. I'll set it up. You'll be there? OK, see you shortly.” She took a deep breath. “James, will you stand at the door, please?” She said, “Miss Wise, you are under arrest for withholding evidence in a Federal criminal investigation.” She recited the Miranda rules and said Wise would be able to call her lawyer later. “Mr. Carter, you will join us.” Surprised, he agreed.

      Jane called Fritz and told him to get the president, who would explain. “Then, give us about three minutes. I'll call you to tell you we're ready.”

      “Can you tell me what's going on?” asked Carter. “This is pretty weird stuff.”

      “Mr. Carter, my name is Jane Barclay. I work for the president. Mel, will you cuff Ms. Wise?” Wise gasped and began to complain about her rights being violated. Jane told her she had had her chance and blew it. “Let's go.”

      James led the way through the lobby to the street. As they left the building, a rectangular outline appeared down the sidewalk, a soft light-brown fluorescence. Jane walked to it, pushed what appeared to be blank space, and ushered everyone through. Before she joined them, she glanced at the bystanders, including a CWN security guard, and waved.

      “He's in there,” said Fritz. Standing by what seemed to be school desks was the President of the United States.

      “Take the cuffs off, Mel,” he said. “Ms. Wise, I'm sorry we had to do this, but you need to know why it's important that you help us. Mr. Carter, nice to see you again. Please have a seat.”

      “Where are we?” asked Wise.

      “I'll explain later. First, I want you to know you are in possession of vital information. Are you aware that Navy facilities were attacked and over three-hundred men and women killed?” He waited until she nodded. “Ms. Morgan was present at the ship bombings in San Diego and Norfolk. She took the only eyewitness film of both attacks. We also know she had an unusually large bank balance, money deposited over the past month.” He stopped. He looked at Wise with a withering stare that chilled her. “Until you spoke to Mr. Carter this morning, we knew of no link between Morgan and Jonathan Hartmann. Other people now know you know. Dangerous people.”

      With her upper lip raised, Wise asked if they were calling Morgan responsible for the bombings.

      “She took those pictures on someone's orders. She had received a great deal of money. Jonathan Hartmann's death is suspicious.” The president pulled a chair in front of her and sat. “Ms. Wise, in my world, one and one still equals two. You can help make the equation work. Right now, it doesn't.” The president stopped, allowing her to absorb his statement. She glanced through the window at the parking lot.

      “All I know is that Caitlin was in love with Jonathan. She and I were friends. She had been offered promotions but turned them down. She traveled with him, so he told her to stay in her position because she could work remotely. But I can't believe she had any involvement with the ship bombings. She met him in Washington for New Year's. He kept his boat docked somewhere around San Diego.”

      “Did she ever mention any of the people she met with him?”

      “Sure. He had parties, and she went to them. He took her everywhere.” She brushed her hair back over her right ear. “I think he loved her too. But he was always busy.”

      “Where did they go together?” the president asked.

      “They spent a lot of time on his boat. He always had guests. But he went all over the country. And all over the world. Caitlin went with him when she could take time off.”

      “Did she ever tell you about any unusual meetings or people?”

      She frowned and took a deep breath. “I know what you want me to say, Mr. President, but frankly, I'm a little intimidated and nothing is coming to me right now. And I'm not in New York City. Where are we?”

      The president ignored her question. “Mr. Carter, what brought Ms. Wise to your attention?”

      Taken aback by the abrupt change of direction, Carter said that one of his staff members had seen her name on Facebook. “We were trying to get some personal information about a woman who died in government hands.” The president nodded and frowned at the implicit criticism.

      He asked if she had ever heard Caitlin mention the Caballeros. Her head jerked up, and she gasped. “Yes. They were his special buddies, Caitlin said. That's what she called them. She met them more than a few times.”

      “This could be important, Ms. Wise. Did she ever mention any names? Or say anything about them?”

      “No.” She hesitated. “But she did say they all had girl friends or women other than their wives with them. And they apparently came from around the world. They were wealthy. That's no surprise.”

      The president scratched gently behind his left ear and considered what had been said. When he didn't ask another question, Alan Carter asked, “Mr. President, can you tell me where we are? We're not in New York.”

      “Mr. Carter, Ms. Wise, we have discovered a new technology that allows us to connect locations. It's classified at the highest security level and before we're done, you will be sworn to secrecy.”

      “Mr. President? Am I in trouble?” Wise asked.

      “Ms. Barclay is going to ask you some additional questions, and then you'll be free to go. You will be returned to Columbus Circle. Mr. Carter, if you would like to leave now, you may.” Carter stood, knowing he had been dismissed. The president took two folded sheets of paper from his jacket. He handed one to the newsman and the other to James, who walked out. James handed the sheet to Fritz. “Carter's residence. Same as the Speaker.”

      “Got it,” said Fritz. He went into his classroom.

      The president and Alan Carter entered the hall at the same time as Fritz. The president waved for him to open the door. Carter stepped across the threshold with the president right behind. When the president returned, he said, “Fritz, reset it. I'm going back to his place.” He remained longer and returned with a confident smile on his face.

      “He got the message,” said the president. “I don't think I'll need to do it with her.” A couple of minutes later, Jane and Wise came out. Fritz had changed the map, so he opened the door, and Jane ushered her companion onto the streets of New York.
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        * * *

      

      “MR. PRESIDENT, you know she's in danger now,” said Jane, her lips tight.

      “Can't be helped, Jane,” he said.

      “Why did you bring Carter?”

      “We needed to move quickly. From what you'd said, I thought she would be unresponsive if she was alone. With him sitting with her, she had a buffer. I don't think he'll be saying anything that's believable.”

      Fritz listened to the conversation, unhappy that more people knew about the portal. “Did you get information you can use?” he asked.

      “Yes. We need to concentrate on Hartmann and Morgan. We need good police work. And fast. James, you and Mel get teams set up. Put those devices in both their houses.”

      “Yes, sir. We'll need to find out all the locations.” He paused. “Mr. President, that means not being in Riverboro.” He glanced at Fritz.

      “Get it started. Mary is there. Jane, you stay too. James, Mel, get the best, regardless of agency. Get them reassigned to temporary duty at the White House. This is 24/7, starting now. Go ahead.” He gestured with his right hand. “Fritz, I want to talk to you.”

      With the agents gone and Jane and Tony waiting, Fritz and the president went into his classroom. The president asked if he could visit Robert E. Lee.

      “Mr. President, I haven't tried since our dinner, but I don't think we'll be able to. In his time, five days after you met him, he had a stroke. He died two weeks later. Let's see.”

      Fritz located the book that had first brought him to the general at Appomattox. They returned to the hallway. Fritz said they were going to look for Lee and opened the door cautiously. The Civil War wasn't over.

      “Mr. President, we should leave. The trees are whole, like the battle hasn't started. I don't know what day it is, but he's not here. Let's try his office.” Turning to leave, a volley of cannons sent them running through the portal. Fritz reset it to Lee's office, but again, Lee wasn't there. They looked around the sparsely decorated room, where dust and cobwebs appeared to be the newest decoration.

      “Mr. President, I think he's gone.” His eyes moist, he felt his chest tighten. “I'd go further back, but you'd be in danger. Do you want to go somewhere else?”

      “You know, Fritz, I think I'll go home. I just time traveled to the 1800s. That's enough excitement for now. Maybe some other time.”

      On the way home, Jane asked where they had gone. When Fritz told her, she shook her head. “He takes too many risks.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 12


          

        

      

    

    
      “DID YOU SEE the interview?” asked the man. On the other side of the country, his associate stared at the top of the Washington Monument and said yes. “Does she know anything?” the man asked.

      “She was a close friend of the Morgan woman. If CWN found her, there are bound to be other leaks.”

      “No names.” The order was sharp, tinged with anger.

      “Sorry.”

      Silence, then the disconnect. The man had two more problems.
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        * * *

      

      JANE RETURNED to the files and her long-distance stare. At the kitchen table, Linda held TJ while Fritz told her about the president, Alan Carter, and the trips to find Lee. “He asked me, Lin.”

      “He's as bad as you. I'm glad Ash stayed here.”

      “Why?” asked Ashley, walking through the doorway.

      “The three of you together would be out of control.”

      “Me? I'm a reliable, quiet, stay-at-home kind of guy.”

      “Shut up, Ashley” came from the dining room.

      “And I always do what I'm told.”

      

      Jane read and reread throughout the afternoon, looking for anything that would match the Caballeros list. Fritz looked through each of Koppler's address books and compared each phone number to the list in front of him. In the fourth book, he spotted the name Boatman under H.

      

      With the TV on in the next room, Fritz prepared lesson plans for the rest of January. With the presidential primaries beginning at the end of the month, the tournament only five-weeks away, and all the intrigue surrounding them, he wanted to be prepared as far ahead as possible. Engrossed in his work, he jumped when James tapped his shoulder.

      “Sorry to startle you,” James said. “Can you get me home?”

      Fritz set down his pen. “Sure. Every year when I read about the lead-up to the Civil War, I get sucked in. It seems so obvious now, but it's hard to remember that the country was only fifty years old and still feeling political growing pains.” He had just reread his notes on John C. Calhoun, the Tariff of Abominations, States' Rights, Nullification, and the Tenth Amendment. “Where are we headed?”

      “My car's at the White House.”

      “Are you coming back tonight?”

      “Not tonight.” Catching Fritz's eye, he said, “This is going to be harder, a lot harder, than Koppler.”

      

      Already falling behind on another project and with three classes to prepare for, food for the multitudes wasn't on Linda's agenda. No new clues on the attacks had been found. To make matters worse, twelve inches of snow were predicted for the next day. Fritz, Ashley, and Tony had returned James and arrived home with dinner. Before they could remove their coats, Jane, with tears streaming down her cheeks, said, “TV.”

      A report from New York showed a blanket-covered body surrounded by policemen and flashing lights. The anchor, Alan Carter, paler than usual, stated that the woman had been his guest earlier in the day. Penelope Wise had fallen or jumped eight floors. She had left a note declaring her misery at the loss of her friend and partner, Caitlin Morgan.

      Stunned, Fritz said, “That doesn't make sense.”

      “They didn't waste time. James has already sent a team to her apartment. I want to speak to anyone who knew her—parents, siblings, friends. Especially ex-boyfriends. I don't think she was Caitlin's partner. Wise said Caitlin had been involved with Boatman. I want to go myself and look.”

      “Jane, let's eat first,” said Ashley, sitting in front of the TV.

      “Maybe Alan Carter can help,” said Fritz. Jane took her phone out and called the president. He told her he would set it up.
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        * * *

      

      THEY MET CARTER at Penelope Wise's apartment. Ashley went with Mel and Jane.

      “What are we looking for?” Ashley asked.

      “Some indication that she and Caitlin were more than friends,” Jane said. “Just in case the story about Caitlin and Hartmann was disinformation. Check especially for photos or other personal things.” She turned to Carter. “Mr. Carter, I'd like your reporter's eye to see if you spot anything unusual.”

      “You mean more unusual than the rest of today?” he sighed. “I don't know what you expect to find.”

      The spacious two-bedroom apartment was furnished with Persian carpets, antique furniture, and solid walnut dressers. The closets, which had been fitted with built-in drawers and shelves, housed expensive clothing. But not one picture of Caitlin Morgan sat on tables or hung on walls.

      They found a photo album in a closet drawer. Jane placed it on the antique secretary and turned to the back, looking for the most recent pictures. Again, no picture of Jen Wise and Caitlin Morgan, although she had photos of vacations, parties, and holidays.

      “This is very strange,” said Carter. “Not a thing. And it doesn't look like anything has been disturbed. It's like she flew out the window.”

      Jane stared at Carter with the look that meant she was about to make a call.

      “Mr. President, I know the M.E. is far from finished, but can you have the mayor ask if she was dead before she hit the sidewalk.” She listened. “Mr. Carter made an observation.” She turned to the anchor. “Yes, sir.” She closed the connection. “He said to say thanks.”

      “Jane, no sign of forced entry, no struggle,” Mel said. “We have the security camera film. Let's go.”

      “How come I've never heard your name before?” Carter asked Jane as they headed for the door.

      “Mr. Carter, I'm a forensic analyst. I thought you might have a sense of Ms. Wise given that you spent some time with her. You're a pretty good interviewer.”

      She smiled. Ashley could almost see ropes or tentacles extend to wrap up her prey. He watched the CWN anchor lean slightly forward and smile back.

      She has him. Does he have a clue? Did she do that to me?
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        * * *

      

      THEY SAW CARTER home and called Fritz to reopen the portal. Driving from the school, Ashley said, “With so many details floating right now, it's almost impossible to sort them.”

      “That's why I make lists,” Fritz said, navigating slowly through the large snowflakes that had begun falling. Turning into the driveway, Fritz slid sideways. Jane bumped her head on the window. “I'm fine,” she said. Ashley told her again that she was accident-prone.

      Fritz sat at the kitchen table telling Linda how crazy things were. She said she didn't see normal returning any time soon. Leaning back, he sighed, longing for a cigarette, a feeling that had come more frequently in the past month. Ashley joined them. He asked if Jane could leave the papers on the table because they were going home. Mel and Tony were going with them. When Fritz opened the front door, the swirling snow had piled calf-deep on the walk. He hated to disturb it.

      The house had a residual hum. Fritz brought his laptop and a yellow pad to the kitchen. Thumbing through the folders, he scribbled a new note for each class. Linda focused on the latest manuscript from her publisher, trying to speed up her review. Behind her on the counter, two stacks waited patiently for their turn. She looked like she was smoking her pen.

      “Stop staring at me,” she said. “You're distracting me.” They both remembered other times when they stared at each other and wouldn't have stayed in the kitchen long.

      “I'm not staring. I'm thinking.”

      “If I didn't have so much to do, I'd ask what you were thinking.” She smiled.

      “I can tell you. I was thinking I love you and tomorrow's Sunday.” They drifted into their own thoughts. Saying that he loved her was easy. It was true. He had fallen for her at their second cup of coffee, but he didn't say it for a long time. He was afraid of chasing her away. She had felt his hesitance. She knew his stint with Teach for America would end, and then he'd be gone. But she didn't give up easily. He was comfortable to talk to. And he was cute. This one had the potential to be a keeper.

      

      He rose early when he heard the baby cry. On a clear day, the sky would be visible, but the snow reflected all available light back to the clouds. “Come on, buddy.” He changed TJ's diaper, took him to the kitchen, and turned on the coffee. With TJ on his lap, he headed to a news website. A story about Penelope Wise quoted her parents. They said they had never heard of Caitlin Morgan and had no idea, as her father said, “that she liked girls.” Fritz looked for other stories, bookmarking them all. They sat in the window seat, watching the blowing snow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 13


          

        

      

    

    
      AS SUNRISE APPROACHED, the president studied the white blanket on the lawn. He had read the story of another dead woman. His jaw tight and lips pressed, he knew he was partly responsible for her death. He should have moved her out of harm's way. He put his cup to his lips not knowing that Fritz was doing the same.
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        * * *

      

      WITH TJ IN the swing, Fritz spread his yellow pads on the table. He breathed deeply and closed his eyes. “Compartmentalize,” he said to himself. He started with the tournament, now less than five weeks away. With a random number generator, he paired the forty-four teams to determine the schedule. That was easy. He made a note to collect the team names. I'll bet the kids already have them.

      Not knowing who might show up for breakfast, he took out the waffle iron and began to mix batter. He was enjoying the quiet time. His thoughts drifted, like the snow on the window ledge. He was startled when Linda said, “Good morning.”

      “Hi, Lin. I was wandering.”

      “I know. I've been here for three minutes. Good smells woke me.”

      “Sorry. I was getting hungry, so I figured I'd get started. Want a waffle?”

      “Not just yet.” She kissed TJ's head and looked out at the winter portrait. “I don't think there will be much going on today.”

      Mary McElroy in jeans and a sweatshirt poked her head around the corner, rubbing her eyes. “Sorry, folks, I overslept.” She gazed at the backyard. When Fritz asked if she wanted breakfast, she said, “Just coffee for now. I haven't seen this much snow in a while, at least not without skis.”

      Fritz asked, “Mary, do you want to go home? I mean to Washington?” Linda glanced up, wondering why he was asking.

      Mary shook her head. “This is like a vacation. I mean, look at me. I couldn't be wearing jeans. Don't get me wrong. I love my job. But the long hours. And always, a gun.” She gently patted her sweatshirt.

      

      “FRITZ, WHAT are you up to?” Linda asked.

      His eyebrows raised in feigned innocence, he said, “Me? Nothing.” The crunch of waffle took her eyes off him.

      “That sounds good. I'll make myself one,” said Mary. “Linda?” Linda nodded.

      The thumping of a snowplow reminded Fritz to get the snow blower from the garage. He parked the thought in the list of things called “Later.” When the doorbell rang, he set down his fork. Ashley and Jane had trudged up the walk. A moment of snow-flecked wind blew past him when Jane opened the storm door. Red scarves covering red cheeks, they hustled into the warmth.

      “It's cold out,” said Ashley. “Some people bother to clear a path.”

      “It's only eight o'clock,” said Fritz. “Come on in, Jane.” Fritz turned toward the kitchen. “Jane, toss your stuff in the family room. Leave him there.”

      “Well, then, I won't make the snowman I planned,” Ashley responded.

      “Shut up. Breakfast is waffles. Why are you out so early anyway?”

      Jane said, “The president called at six-thirty. He said to watch the TV news shows. He thinks something is cooking.”

      Ashley told them that he and Jane had shoveled for half an hour to free their car. “We have a while. Get some coffee and tell us,” said Fritz. She cloaked her warm cup with her cold hands, and related her conversation.

      Before Fritz sat down again, he got dressed and called Jim Shaw, inviting him for breakfast. He took over the waffle iron and made a stack, brown and crispy, and put them in the oven. Waffles took him to childhood, when his mom taught him to maneuver in the kitchen. He wasn't much help now. Linda made meals that looked like magazine photos. Fritz helped sometimes, peeling potatoes or carrots, or grating cheese or cabbage, but mostly he stuck to making breakfast. Still too early for the news shows, Fritz donned his down coat and prepared for a tussle with the still-blowing snow.

      “Save me one,” he said.

      He shivered at his first step into snow almost up to his knees. High-stepping to the garage, he was able to get the snow blower started right away, and he pushed his way to the street. He had to lift the machine to get through the pile where the driveway had been plowed in. The first run created a walkway, and as he finished the path to the front door, Jim Shaw pulled up in his own car.

      “Hi, Jim. Follow me to the back door while I do the driveway.”

      “Mr. R, you need to cover your face. You're getting frostbite.”

      “I think I'll go in for a bit. Do you know what the temperature is?”

      “Below ten, and with the wind, maybe below zero. You're totally not dressed for this.”

      “Maybe my ears will fall off.” He smiled and regretted it when his lips stuck to his teeth for a moment.

      “Hi, Jim,” said Linda, shivering as the cold blew in with him.

      “Hi, everyone,” he said, looking around the table. Seeing a new face, he stopped short.

      “Jim Shaw, meet Mary McElroy,” said Linda. “Mary, Jim Shaw.” Jim reached out his gloved hand, but pulled back and took the glove off.

      “Too cold to do it all at once,” said Fritz. “I'll have another waffle and finish after.”

      “Some of us are hardier folk,” Ashley said. “You'd never have survived prairie winters. We put you to shame.”

      “I forgot. You're supposed to be out on the front landing. Why did I let you in? Remind me.”

      “To try to poison me with your cooking? Just a guess.”

      Linda took Jim's coat, told him to sit in the corner seat. “Make Jim a waffle, and then have your second breakfast, Frodo.”

      Ashley raised his hands, fingers wiggling at Jim. “Poof. You are now a waffle.”

      Mary walked to the counter, and said she would make them. Jim watched every movement she made.

      “Mary, Jim is one of the officers who helped rescue the president in Geneva,” Linda said. Jim frowned. “Mary is a Secret Service agent, Jim. The president wanted us to have extra protection.”

      Jim nodded, not taking his eyes off Mary. She watched and then smiled. “Oops.” Batter missed the waffle iron. Jim and Mary sneaked peeks at each other. Fritz stared at Linda, and her grin made him think he had done the right thing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      THE SPEAKER WAS on two of the major Sunday programs. He noted his concern about the slow pace of the inquiry into the ship bombings and that the administration had not yet found the attackers. Later, he said he fully supported the president's planned summit agenda and hoped for a solution to the Middle East conflict. He said he expected all the governments of the region to participate.

      “Why do you think that?”

      “The president can be very persuasive.”

      On the second show, asking his reaction to the death of Jonathan Hartmann, the host noted that Hartmann had been an outspoken supporter of the Speaker and a significant campaign contributor. Jane reached for a pad.

      

      The snow continued, and the plows blocked the driveway again. Another street plow came by, but the driver saw the dirty look Ashley gave him, and placed the blade at the edge of the pile and pushed it all out of the way. Ashley waved, put the shovel over his shoulder, and followed Fritz back and forth up and down the driveway.

      “You're just gonna follow me?” Fritz asked.

      “I'm done,” he said, pointing to the cleared entrance. “What's taking you so long?” Fritz turned the chute and covered him with snow.

      As Ashley shook off, Fritz said, “Ash, this place is a zoo. I'm worried about how we're using the portal. We won't be able to use it again, fortunately, until this snow stops.”

      

      They came in to a very quiet house. The TV was background noise, and TJ was gurgling in his swing. Linda looked up from her books and told Fritz to mop the floor.

      Jane was holding the list in front of her, her head swiveling, and her lips moving. “This is a numerical nightmare,” she said. “If I can match any of these with one of Hartmann's phone numbers, we have the key. But I'm not sure these are phone numbers.” She turned back to the table. Ashley said it scared him when she did that. “It's like she's talking in her sleep,” he said.

      Mel was watching a repeat of a talk show. Jim and Mary were talking in the sunroom. Ashley said, “Greetings, Professor Falken. How about a nice game of chess?” By the late afternoon of the most uneventful Sunday in what felt like months, Fritz realized he hadn't had lunch, nor had anyone else. Linda sat at the kitchen table, talking with Jane, a copy of the Caballeros list in front of her. Jane's eyes were bloodshot, but she managed a tired smile when he came to the table.

      “You found something,” Fritz said.

      “I think so. Actually, Linda did. These are phone numbers, all right. Each one on the list has its own number also.” Linda pushed the sheet over so he could see. “It's a formula.”

      “How did you figure that out?”

      Linda said, “It's from a spy novel. A writer I worked with. Jane showed me where she got stuck. Fritz, I can't believe we could be that lucky. I only read the book to get a feel of how he wrote. And it wasn't a big seller.”

      “Do the numbers match up?

      “I called,” said Jane. “Got an answering machine or voice mail. A woman's voice. I called the president. We can track the number, and I'll bet that it was Caitlin Morgan's voice. We're getting tapes of the interrogation. Maybe voice analysis can tie them together.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 14


          

        

      

    

    
      “YOU'RE EARLY,” Ashley said, walking into Fritz's classroom on Tuesday morning.

      Fritz returned his gaze to his notes. Ashley interrupted him again.

      “Jane was up most of the night. I think she wants to be in Washington.” Fritz lifted his head when he heard the tone.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “I don't know. She's distracted, and I think she misses the action. It's almost too domestic here.” Sadness was speaking, the same sadness that Fritz had seen briefly each time a woman had left Ashley's life.

      “She's got a lot on her plate, Ash. And she's tired. So are you. That's probably all it is.”

      “This is what I was afraid of. That she'd get bored here.”

      “Ash, sit down. Look at me. How can she be bored? We, all of us, haven't had a quiet moment in almost half a year. But if it worries you, you need to tell her what you think. You can't be a loner when you're married.” Ashley's droop-eyed misery stunned Fritz. “You're still getting married, aren't you?”

      “I don't know.”

      “Maybe you need some time by yourselves. No bombings, no babysitting. Just you and Jane. Ash, talk to her.”

      

      His World History classes had already reached the 1800s. His train of thought about European wars continued as he discussed Napoleon. But he enjoyed most the discussion of the westward movement in his U.S. history course—wagon trains, steamboats and railroads. The rest of the year would be busy, but fun. At the end of the day, after a discussion of Marbury v. Madison, his ninth-graders didn't leave at the bell.

      “What's up, guys?”

      “We have a surprise, Mr. R,” said Susan. “Then we'll get the mail.” Heads turned to Ted, his pale cheeks turning a deepening pink.

      “I spoke to Mr. Montgomery last night. He said the Phillies would donate $10,000 and that he had told a bunch of Phillies sponsors and will let me know how much they'll donate. Mr. R, he didn't say if, but how much!” Reserved clapping told Fritz the story wasn't complete. “He said he'll have a surprise for the final game. Some Phillies will be the pitchers. The class erupted. They were so loud, Ashley yanked the door open and ran in.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Ted, why don't you tell him?” Before the story could be repeated, George scurried through the door.

      “I heard noise. What's going on?” The door opened again. Tom Jaffrey and Liz Chambers came in.

      “Looks like you have an audience, Ted.” Fritz smiled.

      “Does he have a fever?” George asked. The kids laughed.

      “He's fine, Mr. McAllister,” Fritz said. “But he has a good story. Go on, Ted.” When the story reached its punch line, the class cheered as loudly as before.

      “I could hear you in the office,” said George. “I guess that's very good. I'm glad everything's all right.” He turned to leave, but Liz Chambers grabbed his shoulder.

      “George, did you hear the story? The Phillies and their sponsors are donating.”

      “Yes, well, um, uh, I must have missed that. I'm glad everything is all right.”

      “George,” Liz said, “the kids did this. No teachers.”

      “Yes, that's very good.” He waved at the class staring at him.

      “I'll tell you about it later,” said Fritz. “See you then.” The principal left. The teachers looked at each other and started to laugh.

      Fritz turned to the kids. “Thank you all. This is great for the school and the whole town. You know what? I think you should all go home now. The mail will be here tomorrow. And no homework.”

      The teachers formed a greeting line and all four shook hands with the students as they left.

      “What is wrong with that man?” asked Liz.

      “Don't worry, Liz. When has he ever been different?” Ashley said.

      “I better go down and explain it to him,” said Fritz.

      

      “George, what's wrong?”

      “I thought someone was hurt, or worse. That cheer came down the hall like a tsunami. Lockers were rattling.”

      “I think the kids scare you George. Why is that?”

      “Just getting old, I guess. I've been in schools now for almost forty years. And I worry about everything. Lois knows. She'll tell you. Did you say the Phillies have donated?”

      “Ted O'Neil spoke to the Phillies chairman, who told him the Phillies would donate $10,000. He told Ted that he had roped in the team's sponsors, and he would call Ted to tell him how much they would give.” George was listening, wide-eyed. “And for the championship, our pitchers will be Phillies players.”

      George whispered, “This could be big, Fritz.”
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        * * *

      

      WHEN FRITZ REACHED home, he watched the flakes gather and melt on the windshield before going in. A line of cars fronted the house, so the usual suspects greeted him when he walked in the back door. Ashley was in the middle of a story. Linda followed him to the hall closet.

      He whispered, “Hi honey. I'm home.”

      She smiled and kissed him. “They all like being here, Fritz. I'll never get anything done.”

      “I'll pick up dinner and keep them occupied. Can you work in a bedroom? I think we still have an extra. Or the sunroom?”

      “I don't want to be rude.”

      “Lin, they know how much you have to do.” He cocked his head. “Is anything going on?”

      “The voices match. Hartmann appears to have been one of the Caballeros. Jane sent the other numbers to the NSA this afternoon. A puncture on the Wise woman's neck was detected, like a needle. No autopsy results yet.”

      “Did anyone mention the summit meeting?”

      “No.

      “Fritz, do you know what's wrong with Ash?” she asked in a low voice.

      “Fear of losing Jane.” Whispering, he filled her in.

      “He really is nuts. I see her almost as much as he does. We talk. She's crazy about him. But don't tell him.”
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        * * *

      

      WHEN THEY GOT home, Ashley said, “I need to talk to you.”

      “Sure. Go ahead.” Jane sank into a cushion. “We need a new couch, Ash. This one's shot.”

      “We?” he asked.

      “Of course, we. You'll need one to sleep on when we fight. Isn't that how it's supposed to work? So what's up?”

      Ashley took a step back. “I want to know if you still want to marry me?”

      Her eyes widened. “Why would you think I wouldn't?”

      “You just seem so distant. You stay up half the night, and you're at the computer before I'm awake.”

      “Ash, I've never needed a lot of sleep. You know what's happening now. It's my job.” She gazed deep into his eyes. “Of course, I want to marry you. But you have something else you want to tell me. Out with it.”

      “I've lost girlfriends before. I mean, they died.”

      “Have you ever told Fritz and Linda?” she asked, tears lining her cheeks, his pain so palpable.

      “You're the only person I've ever told.” He wiped his right eye. “That's why I get scared every time you go into danger. Jane, I don't want to lose you, and you have so little regard for your own safety.”

      “And you, who faced terrorists and rescued me, twice, not to mention saved the president, are the epitome of caution?” She put her arms around his neck, and drew as close as she could to kiss him with a passion that lifted his spirit and his toes. When she loosened her hold, the sparkle in his eyes had returned, a gentle smile on his face. “Ash, I love you, and when this craziness is over, we'll get to spend some real time together. I think it's time you met my mother.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 15


          

        

      

    

    
      THE PRESIDENT STOOD in front of the mirror examining his hairline. “These weren't here yesterday,” he said, poking at some new gray hairs.

      As he entered the hall, the vice president exited the elevator. “We have pictures from San Diego,” he said. “They stopped in a strip mall. A motion sensor camera caught them with hoods down.” The facial analysis was still sketchy, but one person had been identified as a North Korean colonel tied to a trade delegation in Cuba.”

      “Who else knows?”

      “John, Charlie, Jim Beech, and the FBI.”

      “Does anyone know where this colonel is now?”

      “Charlie said the agency is on the ground, looking for him in Havana.”

      Before opening the door to his office, the president said, “I think we have another job for Fritz.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      THE PINK OCEAN portended the kind of news the man disliked. Sailor, take warning, he thought. He hated puzzles. When puzzles turned up, the most persistent would battle to solve them. To safely cloak his anonymity, he had learned from his grandfather when he was very young to leave clues that went nowhere. His father had taught him to leave no loose ends. They had left him the money to do both. But to maintain his invisibility, he was forced to rely on so many lesser beings. Too bad about the women, he thought, but then shrugged. Loose ends gone. A soft vibration in his pocket disturbed his reverie. “Where did you find him?” he asked. He gritted his teeth. “Bring him to me.” He stared out at the glimmer of the waves as the sun split the horizon.
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        * * *

      

      FRITZ TOLD the second period class that he considered the Berlin Blockade and airlift a highlight event in the Cold War. Its success reflected on that entire generation. “Let's review it quickly, and I'll add some details. You read about how Germany, and Berlin, were split into four sectors.” He pulled down one of the old maps hanging over the blackboard. “Russian, French, British and American. Berlin was cut in half since it had been the capital, but it was completely inside the Soviet sector. West Berlin couldn't get food or anything else when the USSR cut off all the roads leading into the city.” He tapped the map with a yardstick. “Beginning in June, 1948, the Allies flew cargo planes into Berlin. The first day, thirty-two planes brought in eighty tons of food and supplies. When it became clear that the blockade would last, they flew in heavy equipment and built two new airports. Once they got going, they could load flights so fast they took off every four minutes. The ground crews in Berlin competed and a ten-ton cargo was unloaded in under six minutes. The airlift was so successful, and so embarrassing to the Soviets that they lifted the blockade in May '49. By the end, more supplies arrived in Berlin every day than had come by train and truck before the blockade began.” He leaned against his desk.

      “Mr. R,” said Eric. “I read that we would have helped the Russians rebuild Berlin and East Germany with the Marshall Plan, but the Russians refused.”

      “True, Eric. They were unwilling to accept the terms we insisted on in exchange for loans. I have a couple of handouts for homework. One is about the Marshall Plan and the other is about the blockade and airlift.”

      When the bell rang, Fritz thumbed through his notes for his next classes. Looking through the textbook, he flipped to pictures of the Alamo and thought about the movies he had seen. He placed a paperclip on the page. The face in the window came in and asked, “Where are you going?”

      “Hi Ash. Nowhere. Just marking the Alamo. I have a lecture about the Mexican War in the next couple of weeks.

      “And you're going to try to see the Alamo. I know you, Fritz.”

      “I hadn't planned on it. Wanna go?”

      “You're proving you're crazy.”
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        * * *

      

      ANXIETY BANGED on past the middle of January. The investigations continued. Fritz avoided baseball in class since the tournament was so close. Ashley worked with Eric and Jean to finalize the scripts for the play and supervised the first rehearsals so Fritz could go home early.

      

      “Linda,” said Mary, “Jim has asked me on a date. He wants to take me to the range and then for dinner.”

      “Now that sounds really romantic. When does this torrid affair take place?”

      “He kind of left it up to me. An evening or a weekend, whenever Jane can be here.”

      “We'll be fine, either way. You really don't need to be here all the time, Mary. It's not like we're a national secret or anything.”

      “Aside from the fact that you are, the president gave me explicit instructions. Until the bombing case is solved, I'm supposed to watch like a hawk and be sure someone else is here when I'm not.”

      “A few hours can't hurt. Why don't you tell Jim that Saturday night is fine. At least it's a date night. Tell him you talked with me, and I suggested the Old Lion Inn for dinner.” She chuckled. “That'll set the bar high enough for him.”

      “Is it nice?”

      “Nicest around. Food's spectacular.”
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        * * *

      

      “NEXT WEEK, THE Iowa Caucuses will begin the presidential selection process,” Fritz said to his ninth graders. “Two weeks later, we'll have the New Hampshire primary. What's important about them?”

      Ted raised his hand, and his face grew pink. Fritz smiled and pointed to his formerly diffident student. “I don't think either of them are important this year.”

      “That's an interesting take, Ted. Explain, please.” Everyone listened to their new class leader.

      “Well, so many people are running, on both sides, that the votes are going to be split all over the place. Also, neither New Hampshire nor Iowa is large enough to make a difference, except maybe for getting people to drop out. Then it's about raising money.”

      “Good answer, Ted.”

      “For homework…” The boos were loud. “Stop it,” Fritz chuckled. “For homework, two things. I want you to read about the changes in the election process, pages 232-241, and I want you to predict the winners in the Iowa Caucuses and the New Hampshire primary. Have a nice weekend.”
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        * * *

      

      FRITZ ARRIVED HOME to what appeared to be a fashion show, with one model, Mary McElroy. Linda and Jane were smiling. Mel was studying.

      “Hi, honey, I'm home. What's going on?”

      “Mary's got a date tomorrow with Jim, so we went shopping,” said Linda.

      Mary's black dress reminded Fritz of Jane's cocktail party dress getting ruined in the Israeli rescue.

      Jane's phone buzzed.

      “Jane, have you heard of Georg Badenhof?” asked the president. “He just landed at the bottom of a fifty-story building.”

      “International chemical business. That's the second rich guy in a month, sir. I wonder if he had any connection to Hartmann,” she said, speaking mostly to herself.

      “A dead man was discovered on the roof of the building too. Shot. Unregistered gun, no ID. No fingerprint identification yet. The bureau is checking the guy out.”

      “A rich guy jumps off a tall building after shooting another guy. Mr. President, that doesn't make sense. I think we have a third person involved. Just a feeling.”

      “A feeling or a logical conclusion? I'll talk to you later.”
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        * * *

      

      WHEN FRITZ WALKED to the kitchen, Jane called Ashley, and they both sat at the table. She asked Fritz and Linda to sit, that Ashley had a story to tell them. They could tell he was reluctant, staring at his hands. “Ash, this is more important than a football game. Tell them.”

      He looked from Fritz to Linda, took a deep breath and said, “I've never told this to anyone. I only told Jane a few days ago.” He took a long breath. “You know I haven't had long relationships. Well, when I was in high school, I was in love with a girl who I had known since third grade. She was killed waiting to cross the street. When I was in college, I had a girlfriend, who was shot and killed coming to meet me. You remember Andrea Porter. She left teaching because she had cancer. She died, too. All those other women over the years … I was afraid something would happen to them, so I kept it short.”

      “I'm glad you told us,” said Linda. “That explains a lot. It also says just how important Jane is to you.”

      With the floodgate opened, Ashley told the whole story, including details he hadn't yet told Jane. Tears, waiting for years, spilled. Fritz grabbed the tissue box.

      “There's something else,” Jane said. “Get it out, Ash.”

      “No easy way to say this. I killed my brother. On that hunting trip, I'm the one who shot him.” He told them that his brother had separated from them and was playing in some bushes. Ashley had called out, but before anyone could stop him, he'd pulled the trigger. “My parents haven't really ever forgiven me.”

      Fritz dabbed his eyes with his shirt sleeve. With TJ on his lap, Fritz looked at Ashley and then at Jane.

      “Jane, you're the best thing that's ever happened to him. Do me a favor? Let someone else jump in front of bullets from now on.”

      “Yeah,” said Ashley, smiling again.

      “Not married yet, and you're already trying to change me,” Jane said.

      

      A LITTLE PAST midnight, they heard the key rattle in the front door. No one left the table. Most of the lights were dimmed or turned off, but Mary knew everyone was up. She invited Jim in, and they headed to the kitchen.

      “Hi, Mr. R,” said Jim.

      “Have a good time?”

      Mary said they did.

      “I'm on tomorrow early, so I better get going,” Jim said. He and Mary went to the front door.

      “I guess we'll be seeing a lot more of Jim Shaw,” said Fritz.
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        * * *

      

      “FRITZ, IF IT'S okay, Ash and I will bring breakfast.” Jane's calling so early had his immediate attention. “The president called an hour ago. He's on Alan Carter's show this morning. He's announcing the summit for early March.”

      “Sure. What time did you get up?” he yawned.

      “He called at 6:15, but he's not on until eleven. A half-hour segment. Exclusive.”

      “Payment for the kidnapping.” On a new pad, he wrote “Summit—Early March.” He took out his pad for the tournament. The beginning of March, he thought, the second round. But because he didn't know the exact dates, all he could do was wait. Or call the President.

      “Good morning, Mr. Russell,” said the cheerful voice of Lily Evans. “How's TJ today.”

      “He's doing fine, thanks. Having breakfast right now.” Fritz grinned. She always asked. “Does he have a minute?”

      “I'll tell him you're on the line. Hold a moment, please.”

      Fritz said he wanted to know about the dates for the summit because the tournament would be going by then.

      “Fritz, I expect an invite to the finals. The summit will be on Saturday and Sunday. We can use the school without overlapping.”

      “Mr. President, I want to say something.” He paused to make sure it came out the way he wanted. “Ms. Evans has to be the best mood setter for anyone who calls you. No one could be upset after talking to her.”

      “Home-court advantage, Fritz.” He laughed. “I'll tell her you mentioned it.”

      

      As concerned as he was about the approaching tournament, Fritz was unable to avoid the Sunday interviews with primary candidates from both parties. For the first time in eight years, both parties had candidates in the Iowa caucuses. The three-year build-up had produced multiple candidates, including two women, one a business executive, the other a former U.S. senator and secretary of state. One Sunday host said that by the time he had a chance to interview them all, half would already have dropped out. Another story was the death of yet another very rich man. The guest said he wondered if the ninety-nine percenters had finally gone too far.
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        * * *

      

      A FILLER STORY just before a commercial mentioned the strange deaths of two businessmen heavily involved in the global economy. The man listened as the guests expressed sorrow and condolences for people they didn't know. Not a regular viewer, he was waiting for the president's live interview. He had been alerted earlier that the president had a major announcement.
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        * * *

      

      AFTER THE TV FANFARE, the theme song, the neon introductions, Alan Carter introduced the president, live from the White House. Carter asked if the president had good news.

      “Alan, I certainly hope so. For the first time, the world truly has a chance to see peace in the Middle East. On March 5 and 6, the United States will present a comprehensive approach to ending more than a century of warfare. Leaders from around the world will be attending.” The seriousness of his statement was followed by a smile.

      “Mr. President, can you tell us yet who will be attending?”

      “Not yet, Alan, but we will release the schedule of events in the next couple of weeks. The response thus far has been very positive. I look forward to making the program public.”

      “Mr. President, I can say from personal experience, you can be convincing.”
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        * * *

      

      THE BEAUTIFUL DAY IN California didn't interest the man. As soon as he heard the dates for the summit, he made a phone call. “Get them ready. Plan a meeting and social gathering. Golf bags. The Hay-Adams. February 28 to March 7, eight rooms on the same floor. The higher the better. Do it now.” How can I be so fortunate?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 16


          

        

      

    

    
      JANE WAS SMILING. “Fritz, he just put the world on notice. The questions were a plant. Alan Carter was willing to help.”

      “What's he doing, Jane?” asked Linda.

      “Setting up the NSA phone surveillance. They have the numbers I gave them. If someone is trying to mess with him, the phones on the list should get busy quickly.”

      “You mean he wasn't just announcing the summit?”

      “We already have the invitations out, and everyone has already responded. The president suggested putting a prefab room inside the classroom. It could be assembled on Friday night and taken down on Sunday.”

      “George will have a canary,” said Ashley. “How are you going to do that?”

      “Lois,” Jane said. “We've already set up a weekend vacation for them. Flying in family from Austin and California.”
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        * * *

      

      FRITZ NEEDED to deal with the portal and the room across the hall. Each project needed George's approval, and then he would need to coordinate. More of his time, and it was running out. “Compartmentalize,” he reminded himself. He headed to the office as soon as he got to school. The principal didn't give the week an easy start.

      “Fritz, how can you ask me to do all this? I'm as busy as you are. How do you know we'll need the cafeteria? Maybe no one will come.”

      “You saw the kids. They filled the auditorium. We may not have a full house every game, but the parents and the sponsors are likely to show up for the final rounds. My ninth graders have already started an advertising campaign for the entire schedule.”

      “You can't let them run wild. Advertising, charging admission, using the school all the time. I'll never get home. The phone barely stops ringing now.”

      “It's not easy for either of us, George. Say yes or no, but I need to know. I'll take care of the details. We're out of time.” Fritz realized his voice was louder than it should be, and George was already turning crimson. “Sorry, George. I need to know.”

      “I have to think about the cost and review the legal issue of charging admission. I'll talk to you later.”

      “Dammit, George. We charge to get into football and basketball games. What's the difference?”

      “I have things to do right now. If you'll excuse me.”

      Fritz slammed the door as he left. After the last bell, he returned to the office to apologize to George.

      “I accept your apology.”

      “George, I'm juggling time, and I don't have much. I have to give the kids information about where the tournament stands and the president needs to set up for the summit. We need to let the workers get started. I'll take care of it. But you have to decide on this stuff.”

      “Okay, but the costs for the cafeteria, the auditorium, and the room can't come from my budget.”

      “The president said he would take care of the room. If we collect admission, we can use it to pay the other costs of the tournament.” Fritz hurried back to his room, trying to remember when he wouldn't have been bothered by any of this. David Jewels was waiting for him.

      “Hi Mr. R. Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      “Sure, David, what's up?” He was talking to a student who was now taller than he was.

      “I wanted to ask about General Lee. I saw you with him at Starbucks. He was real, Mr. R. That wasn't any projection. Did we really time-travel?”

      “Sit down, David.” Now what do I do? “How old are you now, David?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “Two-hundred years ago, that would be old enough for you to be on your own, get married, have a family, maybe move to the wilderness. Open a store or study a profession or a trade. Today, you're a student in school, getting ready to go to college. And you're old enough to go to prison as an adult.” David listened intently. “David, wait for me in the hall, please.”

      Fritz took out his phone. “Hi, Tony. Can you come to the school now, with the equipment?” He listened to a quick response. “Tell you when you get here. Thanks.” Then he dialed another number. “Hi, Mrs. Evans, is he available?”

      When the president picked up, Fritz said, “A student cornered me. He saw me with Lee at Starbucks. He's old enough to go to prison, if you get my meaning. Can you help? Will you be there in a half hour? See you then. Thanks.”

      

      From his window, Fritz saw the new SUV pull into the parking lot. When he left the room, David was waiting. “Are we going to see the general, Mr. R?” David's freckles looked like they were jumping. They walked to the parking-lot door, now locked for the evening, as Tony pulled to the curb.

      “No, David. How's the tournament coming?”

      “My team's doing really well. We practice a hundred questions a day. We're not telling anyone. We think we can win.”

      “Hi Fritz. What's up?” Looking sideways at David, he raised an eyebrow.

      “Tony, this is David Jewels.”

      “Hello, David.”

      “Hi, Mr. Almeida.”

      Tony checked the parking lot before unloading. “I guess I'm not so unforgettable.”

      Fritz told Tony he had been caught this time. They were going to see the president. Tony set up the generator and hooked up the doorknob. Fritz and David went into the classroom. David stood by as Fritz placed a paperclip on a brochure for a White House tour.

      “Come with me, David.” Once in the hallway, Fritz pulled the door open and took a step. In front of him, the president was crossing the Oval Office.

      “Come in, come in. Happy you could stop by.”

      “David Jewels, I would like to introduce the president.” David held his breath as he shook hands.

      “You look a bit startled, David. I know how you feel. I felt the same way the first time Mr. Russell walked through the portal and found me here. Won't you take a seat?”

      Although David was speechless, Fritz said, “Sorry to take your time, Mr. President. David was in the class that met General Lee. He saw him again when Lee came to Riverboro and was asking how that happened.”

      “Pretty cool, huh, David?” Seeing the student's obvious confusion, he patted David's shoulder. “Now, you and I need to discuss national security. You're the only student who knows, David. And I am going to ask you to swear an oath that you will discuss this with no one, not parents, not friends, not anyone. Mr. Russell will be giving me your address and phone number. Do you agree?” Still stunned, David nodded. “You need to say it out loud.”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. President.”

      “Good. Now that we've taken care of business, can I get you a soda?”

      David looked again at Fritz, who shook his head. “Mr. President, we won't keep you. But if you would allow it, could David talk to me about this?”

      “Good idea. David, you may talk only to Mr. Russell, who I give permission to tell you more. David, you have just portaled through space. Kind of like surfing. Except you don't get wet. Now if you'll excuse me, I'm planning to save the world.” Leading them to the door, he shook David's hand again and told him he was a member of a special group of people.

      “Mr. President,” said Fritz. “Indulge me a moment. David, take a look around and absorb it all. This is the Oval Office. That is the Resolute desk. I'll tell you more about that later. That document on the wall is the Emancipation Proclamation. David, this is a special place.” David was too stunned to look very hard. “Time to go.”

      Dazed by his encounter, David said goodbye. Ashley was talking with Tony in the hallway when the door opened. He waved to the president but said nothing.

      “Let's go in, David. Tony, Ash, come with us.”

      “Mr. Russell, did that really happen? Were we really at the White House?”

      “What do you think, David?”

      “It sure felt real. He looked like the president. He even felt real.”

      This was the moment Fritz had dreaded. Did he continue lying to his student, or tell him the truth? “David, you remember what Mr. Almeida told you last spring? About the projection system.” David nodded. “And you remember we discussed time-travel as one option?” David nodded again. “David, what you just witnessed—” Fritz could feel his insides churn, “what you just did, was real.”

      “Mr. R, does that mean,” he paused, “I spoke to Robert E. Lee, really?”

      “David, last year, I was hit by the lightning that hit the school. Remember?” David nodded. “The day we went to Appomattox, I got a shock when I grabbed the doorknob. We found out later that some kind of connection lets me open a portal to the past or a tunnel in the present. Tony works for the government, not Hollywood. And that's all the truth.”

      “Mr. R, how have you kept this secret? It's cool, but how do you know when it's going to happen? Does it only work at school? Have you gone anywhere else?” The questions poured out.

      “David, those are all good questions. I appreciate how quickly they came to you. Some of them I can't answer, and the rest will have to wait. I will tell you that I saw John Wilkes Booth at Ford's Theater and met William Shakespeare. That was General Lee at Starbucks. And you just shook hands with the president.” David rubbed his hand.

      On the way home, Fritz called the president to thank him. “Mr. President, I had to decide. I hate lying to the kids, and David is impressed and scared enough to be quiet. The story is still so unbelievable that no one would swallow it.”

      “I'm not concerned about him, Fritz. We're looking at the phone traffic after my interview. So far, there hasn't been much. But we have a line on one of the ship bombers. If we can find him, I may need your help again.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      WHEN HIS STUDENTS were gone, a stranger entered. “Are you Mr. Russell?”

      “I am. Can I help you?”

      “Sir, my name is Milt Chelton. I'm in charge of refitting the room across the hall. We want to start on the floor as soon as possible. I was told to speak to you.”

      “Have you seen Mr. McAllister?”

      “He's the one who said to see you. Mr. Russell,” he looked around, “Tom Andrews was my friend for twenty years. I'm an agent. The crew is mainly from the service or the ops group at the airport. I know. The president said I should tell you.”

      “Thanks. You understand that I can't help you do it. And it can't be done when the kids are here, Mr. Chelton.”

      “Call me Milt.”

      “Thanks, I'm Fritz. We have a wrinkle. Next week, we start a tournament, so people will be here until early evening. That leaves you nights and weekends.”

      “We'd planned to do it at night.”

      “Starting when?”

      Tomorrow, if possible. We want to get the supplies inside.”

      

      Fritz shook his hand and headed to the office. George frowned when he saw Fritz coming.

      “I was leaving.”

      “I know. I'll be quick. The construction guys are going to start tomorrow. And we're going to need the auditorium every day.” George was quiet. “We'll have two or three games a day. About an hour each. That will clear the school by dinnertime. I've spoken to Joe Pettinelli. He agreed to help.”

      “I hope this works. I keep getting calls from other schools. I don't want to be embarrassed.”

      “George, when this is done, you'll be a hero to these kids for letting them do it. Stop worrying. The teachers have your back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 17


          

        

      

    

    
      THEY FOUND THE BOMBER in Cuba. Jane and Tony were on their way to the school. By the time Fritz arrived, Tony was set up. Fritz set the paperclip on a satellite photo Jane handed him—a house outside Havana.

      Jane and six heavily armed men waited. “This won't be easy. Our suspect isn't alone, but we don't know how many are with him. We'll surround the house.”

      “Do you have enough guys for this?” Fritz asked.

      “More are on the way, but we can't wait. Send the rest when they get here.”

      He opened the door. The fragrance of an ocean breeze drifted through the doorway. A tan, beachside bungalow reflected the sunset, and the gentle sound of breaking waves harmonized with the calm, a calm that would soon end.

      Within only minutes, Captain Dolan and thirty armed men in Kevlar vests ran through the portal. Fritz told him the area was wide open. Gunfire met them. Jane kneeled near the entrance and waved them to her left.

      Minutes after Fritz closed the door, Ashley arrived.

      “They're in already. Jane went. There's shooting.”

      As before, Tony, Fritz, and Ashley stood in the now-empty hallway, watching as the last light of day slithered down the granite floor. Fifteen minutes later, the door opened. The salt air wafted through with the first soldiers, who led a single blindfolded prisoner. Dolan said the surprise attack had left four men dead in the house with no American casualties.

      “Captain, take him into that room,” said Major Barclay, pointing. “Fritz, get the man.”

      

      “Take off the blindfold and take out your pistol,” the president told Captain Dolan. “Colonel, you are charged with multiple counts of murder.” The president spoke calmly to the North Korean officer, but his pointed words left no doubt what would happen. “Your diplomatic immunity matters not one bit to me. Who are you working for?” The prisoner sat motionless. “Colonel, you know who I am. I know you speak English.” Dolan cocked the pistol. “You were one of the bombers of our ships in San Diego and probably involved in the other bombing. Your government has disavowed you. Who hired you?” No answer. “Colonel, I don't have a lot of time today. I'll be leaving shortly. You don't want me to leave you in their hands. You have a minute to answer my questions.” The president waited, an eye on his watch. “Do you have a family we can notify?”

      The colonel blinked. “I have a wife and two children,” he said, with a barely noticeable accent.

      “Where are they? So we can let them know you won't be coming home.”

      “They remain in North Korea.”

      “Give him something to write with.” Jane took a pad and pen from the desk. “Colonel, the address, please. Colonel, time's running out.”

      The captive met the president's stare, glanced at the others surrounding him, and lifted the pen. Dolan removed a large serrated-edge knife from the scabbard on his belt. “I'll be leaving now,” the president said.

      “Wait.”

      “Wait for what?”

      “We were hired by a man, I don't know his name. He paid cash.”

      “What information do you have? Did you do both bombings?”

      “One of my teams did each. We had no other contacts. Money was left for us.” The president nodded to the soldiers, who released their holds, though Dolan's knife remained close.

      “Bind his hands. Then we'll have a conversation.” The president sat and gestured everyone else to do the same. “We'll be here a while.”

      Jane turned on her computer's recorder. When asked where the money was now, the colonel said, “In the bank. We were paid half up front, half when done.” When asked how the money changed hands, he told them a woman delivered a briefcase. She waited at public benches at bus stations. When he sat down, she left.

      “How many teams? How many men?”

      The colonel said he knew of four teams, eight men each, but he had no control over them. They had each been assigned different missions. “I only met with their leaders once. I do not know where they are now.”

      “Do you recognize this picture?” Jane asked. She showed him a picture of Penelope Wise. He said no. Then she showed him a series of random pictures, like a police line-up. He peered at each and pointed to Caitlin Morgan.

      “Have you ever heard of the Caballeros?” asked the president. The North Korean said no.
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        * * *

      

      MILT CHELTON and his crew arrived just as the interrogation ended. “Fritz, get me home. We'll talk tomorrow. Jane, I'll talk to you later too. We have a link, but we need the bank records.”

      “Milt, would you mind having your guys clean up this room? It's been a busy night.”

      I know. Half my guys were involved.”

      On the way home, Ashley broke the silence. “Do you think the president would have shot him?” A reply was slow in coming.

      “Every time I see him, he's angrier,” Jane said. “When Dolan took off the safety, I thought he might. But I think it was a stall so he didn't have to. Still, if the colonel hadn't talked, I don't know. Now they're taking him for more questioning. No, I don't think he would have shot him. He wants answers. Dead men don't talk. And he remains a Constitutionalist, even though this guy is an enemy combatant. And if word ever got out … He cares about his legacy.”

      “He's getting to be a badass,” said Fritz.

      “Not getting to be. He is, Fritz. I've said before, he's always sold short. This is far from over.”
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      FRITZ SHUDDERED AT the thought of the week ahead. The tournament would start on Monday. Linda had a test on Tuesday. Ashley's Aristocrats were in Wednesday's second game.

      A call from the president interrupted his class preparation. He said he wanted to speak to the Israeli prime minister face-to-face before the summit. “I want to use the portal to remind him and to get his input on how he thinks the rest are going to react. Want to come with me?”

      “Mr. President, my tournament starts tomorrow. When do you want to go?”

      “How about next weekend? It shouldn't be for long.”

      As busy as she was, Linda took a moment to complain that the portal was nothing more than convenient transportation. “He could make a phone call.”
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        * * *

      

      “WHAT DO YOU MEAN, they're gone,” yelled the man. He listened to the description. An empty bungalow, four dead men, and empty cartridges found around the perimeter. “Did they get away? Were they arrested?” Once again, he had assigned a simple job that had not been done. “Find out and call me back.”
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        * * *

      

      THE START OF the Phillies spring training topped the morning news on the car radio. The tournament pounded in Fritz's head as he walked in. Liz Chambers waited at his door.

      “Morning, Fritz, I think we'll need the cafeteria today. My last class will set up everything. On Friday, I asked a couple of seniors to set up the video cameras.”

      “Thanks, Liz. I hadn't even thought about that.”

      “Will George introduce everyone today?”

      “He said he would.”

      

      With his thoughts floating elsewhere, Fritz chose topics to engage his classes and free him to think about the week ahead. In the first class, he listed some inventions of the mid-1800s and let the class discuss which were most important. He included Samuel Colt's revolver, the sewing machine, pasteurization, Morse code, and the daguerreotype. While the class argued, he made notes on questions about the summit. Second period, he discussed the use of fear to polarize the electorate. He listed the 1919 red scare, the post-World War II red scare, and terrorism in the Middle East. For his American History classes, he handed out “The Sentiments” from the Seneca Falls convention, and the classes discussed the beginnings of the women's rights movement.

      “Mr. R?”

      “Go ahead, Fran.”

      “The Sentiments sound a lot like the Declaration of Independence. Was that intentional?”

      “Yes, I believe it was. When it was written, America had had time to become the country the Founders wanted. The Sentiments emphasized that the same reasoning used to gain independence from England argued that women should have the same rights as men. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, the primary authors, were abolitionists and believed that equality should be for everyone. In 1848, they wanted laws changed.”

      “Like how?”

      “Just a couple before the bell. Women couldn't vote, but if they were single and inherited a house, they had to pay taxes. So, taxation without representation. Also, if a woman had income, it belonged to her husband, as did her personal property.”

      “That's not fair.”

      Fritz leaned against his desk. “Women's rights have developed slowly. It took from 1848 when the Sentiments were signed, until 1920 for women to get the right to vote. So yeah, it wasn't fair. How is it now?”

      The class lit up for the remaining few minutes. No hands were raised, and the points the students threw into the air included pay inequality, women's healthcare, and domestic abuse. When the bell rang, Fritz congratulated them on an enlightened discussion. “Remember all this when, not too long from now, you're making decisions about your world.”

      

      At lunchtime, he refocused on the tournament. Cruising through to last period, he welcomed his excited ninth graders with a discussion of the Eighteenth Amendment, which prohibited alcoholic beverages. They discussed how to fix bad laws.

      With only a few minutes remaining, he asked, “So, are you all ready?”

      Susan asked, “Mr. R, does Mr. McAllister know that we already have a traffic jam outside?” She pointed out the window, where a line of cars headed for the parking lot. “All the kids who are in the first games have asked their parents to come. We even have rolls of quarters, so we can give change.”

      “It seems you've thought of everything. Well done. Anything I should know before we start?”

      Ted said, “You should know that next year even more kids will want to play.”

      Waiting by Fritz's door, George paced, his nervousness undisguised. As Fritz entered the hall, George was visibly shaking. “Mr. Chatham is here.”

      “Relax, George. He wants to see what all the fuss has been about. Liz has the cafeteria all set. Do you have your introductions ready?”

      “Yes, but I didn't know he was coming.” At the end of the hall, the superintendent walked in and waved. Lois was walking with him.

      “Everything will be fine. Remember, you're on the team.” He waved and met Lois and Mr. Chatham, pulling George with him. “Hi, Lois. Mr. Chatham, I'm Fritz Russell.”

      “So you're the culprit.” He chuckled as they shook hands. “My office staff will be here in a little bit. They want to meet the man who has had our phones ringing off the hook.”

      “Sorry. This is much more than we had expected.”

      “Nonsense. I'm looking forward to it. No reason to be sorry.”

      Standing in the middle of the corridor, Liz Chambers directed the traffic into the cafeteria. She smiled at the approaching group. “Hi Bob, glad you're here,” she said to the superintendent. “Fritz, the auditorium is full. Bob, we saved you a seat up front.” While she talked, she waved kids and parents to the line that had formed to buy tickets. “By the way, Bob,” she said, “adult tickets are $1.00.” George snorted.

      

      At the lectern, George waited for quiet. But the loudspeaker boomed, “Everyone, please rise for our national anthem.” Fritz gleamed at Susan. When the music ended, the announcer said, “Play ball.” Cheers filled the auditorium.

      George welcomed the superintendent, parents, and students to the first Riverboro High School History-Baseball Tournament. The two teams for the first game waited backstage. He introduced Rosenberg's Scorpions and their captain, Bob Bee, and Lucas's Logarithms, led by David Jewels. Like the rest of the audience, Fritz saw the team tee shirts for the first time. The cheers exploded. George introduced Susan and raised his hands to his ears. Bob Chatham gave George a thumb's up.

      Susan thanked everyone for coming and Barking Tees for donating the team uniforms. “I hope everyone will go there to buy their Riverboro sweatshirts and jackets.” She turned to Fritz, and said, “I'd like to present today's pitcher, Mr. R, I mean, Mr. Russell.” The whoops drowned out her correction.

      Both teams had worked hard. Although the Scorpions scored first, Barb Lucas' kids got hit after hit and led 6-1 after the first inning. Joe Rosenberg stood in a corner of the stage, deflated. His students scored twice in their second at-bats. The score at the end of the second inning was 6-3. With two men on and two out, Bob Bee asked for a home run. If he made it, he'd tie the score. Fritz asked, “What year did California become a state?” Bob closed his eyes. “Eighteen…” A low buzz filled the stage. “1852.” The Logarithms all whooped. Fritz said, “Sorry, Bob, 1850, as set up in the Compromise of 1850.” Bob hung his head and smacked his forehead.

      Susan returned to the microphone. She introduced the next teams' teachers Shelly Rapstein and Ellen Berg, and their teams, Rapstein's Raptors and Berg's Behemoths. Again, George covered his ears. In a close game, the Behemoths beat the Raptors, 3-2. The two language teachers, who were sisters, hugged and then shook hands. The first day's play had ended. As the auditorium emptied, Jay Bennett walked up to the principal and the superintendent, carrying a grey metal box. Jay shook the superintendent's hand and headed for the stage.

      “Mr. R, Susan, we collected four hundred-eighteen dollars. The cafeteria was packed.”

      Several teachers had been waiting to speak with Fritz. “What we want to know is if you'd allow other teachers to be the pitcher. We might want to try this in our own classes.”

      “I'd have to show you how it works. I'd love to have a rotation of relief pitchers.” He suggested they spread the word. He would meet with them before classes on Thursday.

      

      Ashley was a nervous wreck by Wednesday afternoon. At lunch, he couldn't eat or stand still. Between classes, Fritz overheard students commenting that Ashley hadn't taught anything all week.

      “I want to win this thing.”

      “Are you making things worse for the kids?”

      Mid-step, Ash stopped. “I don't know.”

      “Then, my friend, you'd better calm down. Your team, in case you didn't know, has practiced without you. Matt told me on Monday they were all at his house on Saturday for six hours.”

      “Really?”

      “They want to win too.”

      When the final class ended, George waited in the middle of the hall. “Here he is now. Fritz, this is Natalie Johnston. She's writing about the tournament for the Riverboro newspaper.”

      “Nice to meet you. I'm afraid I can't talk now, but if you want, you can call me.”

      “That's fine, Mr. Russell. Mr. McAllister has filled me in. I'd like to watch.”

      “Come on in then. I have to get ready.” Ashley had disappeared when Fritz stopped. When Fritz found him backstage, he asked, “You ready?”

      “I dated her.”

      “Who?”

      “Nat Johnston.”

      “I thought the name was familiar. Pretty woman.”

      “Long story. I gotta get my kids.”

      The first game came down to the last question. Then Ashley's Aristocrats battled Larsen's Lunatics. Ashley's worries fizzled. Matt had set a strategy of “all or nothing.” Singles and home runs. By the end of the first inning, the Aristocrats were ahead, 6-0. Matt had the lower grades try to get on base with singles, and the seniors answer home-run questions. Johnny Clayton and Matt both drove in three runs in their first at-bats. Ashley's team won 12-3.

      As the auditorium emptied, George told Fritz that the cafeteria had been standing room only. Jay and Susan announced they had collected over $800. “Mr. R, I think every kid in school was here.” Ashley was beaming. “Bye, Mr. Gilbert.” The twin voices of Nicole and Rachel carried over the surrounding noise. Rachel, who was on Ashley's team, had hit well.

      “Bye, girls. See you tomorrow. Good game, Rachel.”

      “Ash, I think that's the first time you haven't been scared of them,” said Fritz.
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        * * *

      

      CARS LINED THE street in front of his house. Fritz waited for Ashley, and they went in the back door together. In his jammed kitchen, he greeted Linda, and then asked if something had happened. Jane told them the president had just called. The North Korean had been killed trying to escape on the way to another interrogation. He had grabbed a gun and shot six guards before they got him. “The president is furious,” Jane said.

      “How did the games go?” Linda asked.

      With a wide grin, Ashley said, “The kids were great. We won, 12-3.”

      

      When the house was finally quiet again, it was past nine o'clock. Linda told Fritz that she had aced her finance test and had another piece of her term project completed. He told her that he had an early meeting with teachers who wanted to be pitchers.

      “Did the president say when you're going to Israel?”

      “No, but I'm guessing Sunday.”

      “Why does he want you to come?”

      “Lin, honestly, I think he wants company. But I really don't know. Should I invite him for dinner?”

      “Not unless you have to. We already have too many people hanging around.”
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