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Prologue
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Why did God let this happen? I did everything I was supposed to do. We did everything we were supposed to do. We prayed, went to church, did volunteer work, tithed ten percent even when we couldn’t afford it. Yeah, ‘good works’ really paid off, just like my faith paid off. Well, I’m done. I don’t believe any of this stuff anymore. And I don’t want to hear about the mystery of why bad things happen to good people, or how we’re not meant to understand God’s will. If there really is a God, and this is his will, well, I have no use for him.

I just want all those piously gullible chumps from the church to leave me alone. I’ve heard it all, and I’m sick of their naïve proselytizing. It all sounds to me like making excuses. They tell me that God never gives us any challenge we can’t handle. Really? Well, I can prove that’s not true. He gave me a challenge I can’t handle.

They keep telling me to pray. Pray for WHAT? For him to undo what happened? Okay, if they’d tell me it’s possible to go back in time and reverse what happened, sure, THAT I’d pray for. But no, that’s not it. They want me to pray for God to help me deal with what HE let happen. So, let me get this straight: I’m supposed to pray to God to give me the strength to handle the fact that he allowed my life to be destroyed. How could anybody believe that?

Bob is – or was – my best friend, but when he tried counseling me with all that stuff he learned in seminary, it all sounded so contrived, so useless, so unbelievable. He even tried telling me that bad things happen because it’s the price we pay for ‘free will.’ Whose free will caused my life to be torn apart? My free will? God’s?

I studied – and actually believed – all that New Testament stuff about how God is love, the Good Shepherd tending his flock, and all that. Seems to me if there is a God, he’s more like the angry, vengeful tyrant of the Old Testament, smiting his enemies left and right. Yeah, he definitely smote this pitiful fool. Smote me real good. Doesn’t that make me his enemy?

I even bought into all that ‘Jesus is coming back’ jazz. Part of me wishes that were true. I wish he would come back because I have a few things I’d want to say to him. Yeah, if he exists, I know just what I’d say to him: Sure, come on back; I want to talk to you!
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Chapter 1
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Ted took another longer-than-usual walk after his morning coffee, immersing himself in memories of his lost family. He recalled how after seven years of marriage he'd been more in love with Martha than he thought possible. So much so that when she became pregnant, he secretly worried about having the capacity to love another person even if it were his own child. But when he saw precious baby Lisa for the first time, he was embarrassed that the concern had ever entered his mind. Whenever he gave prayers of thanks for his beloved family, Ted would often work in an apology for having ever doubted God’s miracle of a parental love.

His reverie was pierced by the jarring memory of the day it all was taken away from him. He stopped walking, closed his eyes and leaned back against a cool brick wall. As always, the visions of that horrible day came back to him so vividly that he relived the profound shock and grief all over again. 

A scream from the sidewalk in front of their apartment house. Martha! He bolted out the door and down the stairs. Within twenty-five feet of their front door, in broad daylight, Martha was struggling with a man who was trying to take her purse. He saw his wife defiantly positioned between her attacker and Lisa’s carriage.

When Ted yelled for her, the hulking assailant turned toward Ted and pulled his gun. In the next ten seconds Ted’s life was demolished. Martha shrieked as she made a grab for the gun, clutching desperately at the huge arm of the mugger. The assailant jerked his arm to point the gun at Ted, pulling Martha away from Lisa’s carriage which began rolling down the sidewalk toward the intersection. Martha's eyes went wide as the bullet tore through her abdomen. She released her grip on the man as she slowly slumped to the ground.

Ted was charging at the mugger when he heard the blaring horn, the screeching tires, and then a series of crashes. He never heard the second gun shot: the one that tore through his shoulder and spun him around twice before he fell unconscious into the street. 

Next came the memory of waking up in the hospital bed, struggling to open his eyes, with the sensation of lying beneath a tremendous weight. Stumbling on the brink of consciousness, he felt as though he were trying to focus his vision through murky water. Slowly, he regained his senses and became aware of the vicious headache that made him close his eyes again. His mouth was pasted shut and he couldn’t swallow. 

Blinking a few times to clear his head, he squinted at his surroundings. He tried to raise himself but found he couldn’t move a muscle. So tired. Maybe I’ll rest a while. By the time he stirred again it was the following afternoon, though Ted had no idea he’d been out for so long. 

As his senses began to reassemble, he squinted in the dim light. A hospital room. Sore as hell all over. Head throbbing. Then he remembered. 

“Martha,” he tried to scream but all that came out was a barely audible, groggy croak.

***
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Ted closed his eyes tightly and shook his head, then looked around to get his bearings. He was surprised to find that this morning’s walk had returned him to his own block; he was just around the corner from home. He smiled through the laundromat window at the young couple sharing a laugh while folding clothes on the counter. He winced at the smell of stale cigarette smoke and beer that wafted from the open door of the Stadium tavern, already serving a half-dozen morning patrons. Well, at least he hadn’t resorted to drinking. He wondered what kind of ups and downs had brought the Stadium’s “fans” (that’s what the bar's patrons called themselves, he’d heard) to the point where they were already resting their elbows on a bar while most people were just starting their morning rituals. Turning the corner, he stopped short when he spotted the man sitting on the steps of his apartment building.

***
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Ted’s first reaction was that the man was so disheveled he looked like someone doing a bad impersonation of a homeless person; like someone wearing a hastily thrown together Halloween costume. Leaning back on his elbows, the man lifted the brim of his threadbare New York Yankee cap so he could look at Ted. His badly soiled pants hadn’t seen their matching jacket in years; they were the pinstriped remnants of a business suit someone had donated to the shelter. Being several inches too long, they were tucked into mismatched work boots. The boots couldn’t quite be called a pair, not only because one was black and one was brown, but because each was the left half of pairs of obviously different sizes. 

The pants were pulled up nearly to his chest and held in place by a cracked, faded brown leather belt. The gray shirt evidently had once belonged to a gas station attendant named Joe, who seemed to have done more than pump gas based on the deeply ground-in grease stains at the cuffs, pocket and elbows. His curly, matted gray-brown hair exploded in all directions from underneath the cap when he pushed it back. The weather-beaten skin, black stubble on his chin, discolored teeth and indescribable stench all faded away when Ted saw his startlingly clear blue eyes. The overall effect was that of a vagrant’s caricature over which someone else’s eyes had been superimposed, eyes of a man who lived worlds away from the street and the shelter.

“How’s it going?” The voice was clearer and more animated than Ted expected. Ted fished in his pockets, pulled out a few singles and handed it to the man. He looked up at Ted and asked, “Don’t you even want to know my name?” Ted froze. “You were going to hand me a few bucks and then walk right by me, weren’t you? Is that what you normally do? Let me ask you: would that make you feel good?” 

Taken aback, Ted stammered a bit and said, “Look, I just wanted to help.” 

His bright blue eyes flashing, the man replied, “Why? Tell me why you just wanted to help.”

“Because, well, I’m a Chris-, well, because I think it’s the right thing to do.” The man was staring at Ted now, in a manner more genuinely curious than threatening. He smiled at Ted, breaking the tension a bit.

“My name is Steve, Steve Baker,” said the vagrant, extending his hand. 

“Ted,” he answered, taking Steve’s hand, surprised by the sincere firmness in the grip.

“Ted, were you about to say that you're a Christian?” 

Without thinking Ted said that he was, then added, “Um, that is, I used to be.”

“Ted, I don’t think anyone can really used to be a Christian. Anybody says that is likely a Christian with a problem he hasn’t figured out how to hand over to his faith. Listen Ted. You see me - a bum, homeless man, whatever you want to call me - and you want to help. That’s good. But what would your Christian faith tell you to do? Hand me a few bucks so you'd feel better, and then walk away? Maybe feel sorry for me for a little while? Shake your head if I pop into your mind while you’re cooking dinner or taking a shower? Oh, wait; I forgot. You’re not a Christian, you just used to be one.”

Ted was surprised at the heat of his own reaction, and he said firmly, “Hold it, Steve. I’m on my way home, I see you on the stoop. You look like you need help, so I assumed a few dollars were what you were looking for.” 

“Didn’t ask for anything, Ted. Just said ‘how’s it going’, remember? But now that you mention it, suppose I do need help. What are two or three bucks going to do for me? You think I’d stumble off and buy a bottle of cheap wine? Or breakfast? Well guess what? I’m not hungry right now and I don’t really feel like I need a drink. That’s right. Believe it or not, I’m not a drunk or a drug addict. Right now, I don’t need anything; just saying good morning is all. But you might want to think a little more carefully about the meaning of charity, Ted.”

“Wait a second, Steve. You don’t even know me, or anything about what I’ve been through, and you’re lecturing me about charity?” 

Steve sat upright, taking his weight off his elbows. Arching his back to work out the kinks, he stretched and yawned. 

“Well Ted, I think I am precisely the right person to talk to you about charity, because I am the one you offered it to. I don’t have a place to sleep. Haven’t had a shower or shave in a few days, as you can probably tell. Had a little food this morning, but likely I’ll be hungry again tonight. I don’t want anything from you Ted, except maybe I want you to see me. Maybe I want you to look past the clothes and the dirt and see the person sitting on these steps."

Steve paused, expecting a response but Ted just stared at him quizzically.

"Let me ask you again, mister I used to be Christian: What do you think Jesus would tell you to do right now? I'd bet he’d tell you to take me home with you. Share your home, your clothes, and your food. Right, Ted? He’d tell you that when you look at someone like me, you are seeing Him. He’d say your offer of a few bucks was more for your benefit than mine. He’d tell you to stop dwelling on your story - whatever it is - and maybe offer to listen to mine. Don’t worry; I'm not expecting anything from you. Don’t want anything from you. Sure as heck don’t expect you to take me home and feed me. I smell bad, you don’t know anything about me, and it’s clear that you have your own problems weighing you down. But I can see you, Ted. I could see a mile away that you’re a troubled soul. Know why? Because I looked, that’s why. Maybe when I said, 'how’s it going,' maybe I was just trying to help you!”

Ted moved closer, leaned on the railing. Staring into Ted’s eyes, Steve lifted his chin and arched his eyebrows. The intensity of Steve's gaze startled Ted, who swallowed audibly.

“Come in for a cup of coffee, Steve?” 

Still holding Ted’s gaze, Steve let a wide smile creep across his face.

“Sure, Ted. Thanks.​”
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Chapter 2
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For the first month or so after Martha and little Lisa were killed, Pastor Bob Turner visited Ted several times each week and spoke to him every day on the phone. Other ministers and congregation members also called and visited frequently at first, but eventually the visits petered out to the point where he hadn’t heard from any of them in weeks. Which was fine with him. The last conversation with Bob had been tough. Bob was talking about the mysteries of God’s will, and Ted’s responsibility as a Christian to accept it. He was warning Ted not to be angry with God. In one of the few displays of emotion since his wife and baby were taken from him, Ted had lashed out angrily.

Ted shouted, “Angry! You think I’m angry? I wish I were! The problem, Bob, is that I don’t feel anything anymore. I’m not mad, I’m not sad. I am dead inside. I’m not angry with God, I just don’t believe in Him anymore. Why don’t you just leave me alone and save your sermons for the living?” Bob froze, staring at Ted in disbelief. 

“Ted,” Bob whispered, pausing to gather his thoughts, “Ted, it’s normal and understandable for you to feel forsaken at this point. But God never hands us a problem that we can’t deal with.” 

Ted startled Bob by vaulting from his chair. “Enough, Bob, please just go away and leave me alone.”

***
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Ted replayed that scene in his mind almost every day. On one level he understood that Bob was only trying to help. Not only had Bob been a strong spiritual mentor, but he’d also been a good friend to Ted and Martha over the past few years. Bob, his wife Angie and their slobbering Golden Retriever named Roscoe were frequent visitors to the Lewis’ first-floor apartment. The two couples had become fast friends, and it wasn’t unusual for Bob and Angie to pop in unannounced with a pizza on a Sunday afternoon during football season. Although Martha had never been the least bit interested in football, Angie was such a rabid fan that she couldn’t help but get involved enough to sit through the games, ask questions, and even tease Ted when his team lost.

***
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Ted enjoyed working nights, winding down at the end of a work shift while others were beginning their day. After a particularly tiring shift, Ted thought about skipping his habitual stop for after-work coffee, but when he found himself approaching Café Mona’s he entered and ordered, succumbing to the force of habit. Nicole, the friendly young barista, turned to prepare his usual order the moment she saw him walk through the door. With a quick nod and swipe of his credit card, he snatched the large to go cup from the counter and turned to leave. As he exited the shop, he held the door for a harried young mother who was trying desperately to herd a boisterous toddler scampering in front of her. 

Having adjusted to working the overnight shift, Ted normally didn’t sleep until mid-afternoon, and the morning coffee stop served as the beginning of his daily ritual. The late morning and early afternoon were the best times for reading the paper, running errands, or - with increasing frequency these days - taking long walks through the city, casually sipping his coffee as he strolled through the neighborhoods.

He hadn’t planned a long walk this morning, but as he threw his empty cup into a curbside trashcan and checked his watch, he realized he’d been walking for well over an hour. He paused for a moment to get his bearings and clear his head. He was only a few blocks from his apartment, which was just around the corner from Café Mona’s. It occurred to him that he must have slipped into his usual habit of traversing a circuitous route through the neighborhood’s maze of one-way streets without ever getting more than a few blocks from home.

Even in his foggy state he could see how badly the neighborhood had run down over the past few years. He smiled and shook his head when he remembered how Martha wanted to move to a “nicer” neighborhood, especially after Lisa was born. It didn’t happen often, but occasionally Ted would find himself awash in the comforting memories of his life with his girls. Something about the meandering walk on this warm summer morning brought their faces back to him now. Normally tormented by horribly painful memories, Ted basked in this rare warm embrace of fond images of his beloved family​.
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Chapter 3
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“Good morning, Mr. Zimmerman, this is your five o’clock wake up call.” The voice was young, female, and distinctly American, he thought as his agile mind quickly snapped into consciousness. Within seconds he was completely awake. 

“Thank you and good morning,” he said, smiling as he practiced his American English accent. It was damned good, and it was improving with practice.

Hans Zimmerman shrugged into the bathrobe he found hanging on the bathroom door and closed his eyes. He had carefully avoided looking at the phone on the nightstand and the stationery on the desk, enjoying the private game that had become one of the very few frivolities he allowed himself. He recalled the texture and smell of the sheets, visualized the room’s color scheme and furniture placement, and sighed, “Obviously America, most likely New York City.”

He moved to the door, turned the deadbolt, flicked down the door handle and pulled the door open as far as the chain would allow. Peering through the narrow gap between the door and frame, he looked down to see what newspapers would be waiting for him. When he saw the Tuesday edition of the New York Times he unchained the door, smiled and squatted to retrieve it. He closed and bolted the door, then as if to settle a bet with himself, moved over to the nightstand to check hotel stationery to confirm his assessment. “New York it is,” he whispered.

The few people who knew anything about Hans Zimmerman’s personal habits were always amazed at how little rest he required. Regardless of the time zone, he disciplined himself to rise at five a.m. for a brisk forty-minute jog followed by a half hour of calisthenics or weightlifting if a gym were readily available. Not today. He was too preoccupied with thinking through the events of the past twenty-four hours. Although he had been attending the Leader’s periodic meetings ever since being designated as a Member twelve years earlier, he still found the routine very unsettling. He frowned as it occurred to him that his participation in this Membership was in fact the first and only thing in his life over which he did not have complete control.

Zimmerman had long ago given up trying to unravel the mysterious origins of this group, and his attempts to learn more about the enigmatic man who commanded it had also led nowhere. He found it profoundly troubling that despite his near-genius IQ, immense wealth, and far-reaching influence he was a mere pawn at the Leader's beck and call. While he was completely committed to the cause, he didn't believe he'd ever become comfortable in the role of an underling.

The routine was always the same. He would awaken the morning after a Membership meeting with no recollection of how he got to or from the meeting. He'd have no idea where he had spent the night or how he had gotten to his room. The details of the meeting, however, always came back to him in vivid detail when he cast his mind back on the proceedings. 

Although the Members had very limited interaction with each other beyond the Leader’s meetings, Zimmerman had surmised that others were subjected to the same treatment and were equally disturbed by it. Even Medway himself... Medway!

“He’s dead,” Zimmerman said so loudly that by reflex he looked around as though there were people in the room who might overhear him. He murmured, “The Leader- the Leader killed him,” then took a deep breath to reset himself as he began to recall the startling events of the prior day. 

He could almost hear the Leader's booming voice as he bellowed, “He is back! You incompetent fools have let him come back! I want him found and taken care of. Now!”

He recalled how no one around the table dared move or make a sound, each hoping to avoid being in the crosshairs of the Leader's rage. The stark and overwhelming energy that radiated from him seized and immobilized the twelve enormously powerful people seated around the oval mahogany table. The group included presidents, prime ministers, CEOs, ambassadors and two ruthless dictators - each of whom wielded tremendous influence over millions of lives. Yet all were reduced to humble subservience in the Leader's presence.

The Leader hadn’t even demanded the status reports that the senior Members were normally called upon to deliver as soon as all were seated. The silence was stifling, and each attendee knew immediately that something of major importance was happening; something had gone terribly wrong. They'd become quite accustomed to being completely intimidated in his presence, but now there was a striking difference in his appearance and his mannerisms.

The fierce intensity in his presence, the searing force of his stare, the arresting power in his voice all seemed sharper and more palpable, and the overall effect was terrifying. It was obvious to all that this session would be unlike any in their memory. Even the most senior Members, whose stature and authority made them some of the most powerful people on earth, were visibly shaken.

“He is back! The last time a group of idiots like you let him slip through, it took years to clean up the mess. How can this supposedly elite group, with virtually limitless resources, not see the obvious signs? Your elaborate systems with their allegedly airtight controls have been compromised, and you have let him slip by you to resume his miserable mission.”

He pounded the table, sneered at them and snarled, “And now I find that my highly compensated lieutenants don’t even know that their controls have been compromised. Anyone care to hear what happened to the incompetent fools who let him get through last time?”

“The enemy is more sophisticated than you’d believed. He was able to tamper with your systems right under your pompous noses. I’ve arranged to have them corrected and enhanced by more capable people while you were traveling here; now you will be able to get an accurate reading of the damage he’s been inflicting.”

Of course, no one responded or even changed expression, as though remaining completely still would somehow defuse the Leader’s fury. With the vast network of people, technology and immeasurable financial resources, how could his return go unnoticed? No, each of them thought, there couldn’t be a failure of that magnitude. It had been so many hundreds of years since he came the first time, and there’d been many close calls since then. But surely the controls had evolved to the point where a breakdown this serious was inconceivable.

“You have one week to find and neutralize him.” His voice took on a ferocity and force that rattled their ribcages like a passing freight train, and the very room vibrated with the ultimatum. But no one saw his lips move. Without moving his head, he seemed to glare into the eyes of each Member simultaneously, causing each to freeze in place, afraid to move. Most didn’t blink for a full minute while he held their gaze. There was no need to articulate the threat; each knew instinctively that they would all suffer unspeakable consequences if they failed.

To his immediate right, trying desperately to maintain his air of stately calm, sat former British Prime Minister Nigel Medway. The most strong-willed and influential of the group, he was first to regain control of his senses. His unchallenged control over the entire European economy, coupled with his outright ownership of the head of the European Union, made him the most respected and powerful of the Members. He was the only one who was permitted to - or would even dare to - ask questions during a meeting. Medway's plans for expanding the role of the U.N. into a de facto global governing body had yielded promising results, and this success further solidified his position as the reigning senior Member. Although an unofficial title, the privileges that came along with this rank included the distinction of being allowed to speak to the Leader without his permission.

“I beg your indulgence, Leader,” he said, “but we have been monitoring our controls very diligently and have no indication that he has returned. Respectfully, I ask how you have come to know about this breach that our monitoring infrastructure seems to have missed. My concern of course is that we identify any shortcomings in our controls so they can be corrected immediately.” Medway’s regal bearing and masterful communication skills enabled him to sound at once authoritative, confident and deferential.

No one saw the Leader move. In retrospect, the Members could only vaguely recall seeing the Leader’s eyes widen into a murderous glare directed at Medway. Then, a blinding flash and crackling electrical sound. Medway lurched backward in his seat, then rocked forward, his head exploding as it hit the table. A grey and red sludge splattered on the members seated nearby, and it covered a good portion of the shiny tabletop. An eerie red mist - the man's airborne blood - settled on their expensive suits as they froze in abject horror. Then, as they reflexively pulled back from the table, gruesome outlines of their hands and forearms were left painted on the table’s surface by the mist and gore. The Leader sat unmarked and unaffected. As always, his dark jacket, white shirt and bright gold tie were meticulously crisp and clean.

“One week.”​
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Chapter 4
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"What is wrong with you," the slight elderly woman shrieked. “Watch where you’re going!” Lost in thought and walking with his head bowed, Ted had nearly knocked her off her feet when he crashed into her. The frail old woman would have been sent sprawling if he hadn't reflexively grabbed her arms when he collided with her. "Let me go, you idiot," she seethed. 

"Uh, ma'am, I'm so sorry. Are you okay?" Ted released his grip, picked up the canvas shopping bag that had fallen from her grasp and handed it to her apologetically. His head snapped back in surprise at the barrage of shockingly vivid obscenities that he received in reply. As she walked away, still muttering, Ted shook his head and looked around to see if any coworkers had witnessed his carelessness. He paused and took a deep breath, realizing that he needed to clear his head before entering the store.

***
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Ted walked slowly into the market, appreciating the blast of cool air from its powerful AC system. He shuffled sideways through the narrow lane of a closed register and passed the customer service desk where Tony Freda was reviewing a customer complaint with one of his night shift cashiers.

Spotting Ted, the young man looked at Tony and whispered, “Man, that guy is like a ghost. How long has it been, six months?” 

Tony put his finger to his lips. “Keep it down, Jim. The guy has had a rough ride. Cut him some slack, will you?” 

Ted nodded with a tight half-smile as he passed, speeding his pace as if to avoid any chance of unwelcome conversation. Jim shook his head.

“Just worried about him, that’s all. He was, uh, is such a good guy. I just wish I knew what to say to him.”

It had been just over seven months since Ted’s wife and daughter were killed, and during that time he'd had barely spoken to anyone beyond issuing a cursory greeting. He’d been working six nights a week and would’ve worked seven if Tony would allow it. When he was working - unloading a trailer, stocking shelves, or even cleaning up at the end of his shift - he took comfort in the numbness that came from immersing himself so completely into the rote physical activity. There was a bonus in that the harder he pushed himself all night, the more likely he’d tire to the point where he’d actually sleep sometime during the following day.

As he walked through the produce section Ted stepped around the large stack of boxes of fresh fruit and vegetables that partially blocked the aisle. He wondered how long it had taken the produce team to unload the trailer that he figured had arrived about three hours before. Glancing at the newly arrived produce, he thought about how it had travelled from farms to the huge distribution center, then from the distribution center to this store, and how it would ultimately end up on dozens of customers' tables in the next day or two. 

Ted made his way to the back room where the overnight workers were swapping complaints about the oppressive heat and chatting about the night's workload. He hadn’t noticed Tony following him until he heard the chorus of greetings for the popular store manager.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Tony said, mimicking a stadium announcer, “I present Ted Lewis, the most punctual employee in our store’s history! Ten forty-five on the dot, Ted! Exactly fifteen minutes early, as usual.”

Tony’s good-natured ribbing never wore on Ted’s nerves, for two reasons. First, Ted knew instinctively that Tony was genuinely trying to be friendly and engage him in conversation. The second reason was that Ted really didn’t feel much of anything these days. 

Ted shrugged and shuffled to his locker. He fumbled with the combination, but after a few miscues he finally got it right and retrieved his blue apron. Robotically, he ducked his head through the apron’s loop, wrapped the cloth strands around his waist and tied a precise bow at belt level. Noticing that his nametag had loosened, he removed and adjusted the bright yellow plastic badge, pinning it over the store’s logo in the center of his chest. 

Checking the shift work list, Ted was pleased to find that this would be another busy night. It indicated that here was a trailer in bay three that needed to be unloaded. He'd be one of only two workers dealing with that trailer, so the unloading would be a grueling two- or three-hour job during which he’d be reminded how badly out of shape he’d become.

When he arrived at the loading dock Ted saw that the truck was already backed into the bay with its door open, ready to disgorge its contents onto the roller conveyor rail that ran through the small warehouse like El train tracks. Someone had already connected the rail’s extension into the bed of the trailer, so Ted peeled off his light blue Oxford and hung it gingerly on the back of a hand truck. He was glad that he’d worn his frayed Green Bay Packers tee under his work shirt, knowing that it would certainly be a wreck by the time he was done with the unloading job ahead.

Ted hopped up into the trailer, eager to begin work. He was pleased to see that he’d be working with Greg on the trailer that night. Although nearing sixty-five, Greg was still stocky and strong, and often bragged that he could outwork most men half his age.

“Hey, Ted. We’re in for a good workout in this heat,” he said as he climbed up into the trailer.

While Ted had always thought Greg was a nice guy, he hoped he wouldn’t have to endure two hours of continual banter that night.

The conveyer rail led from the rear of the trailer, across the loading dock into a wide staging area about thirty feet away, where three workers stood ready to pull goods off and stack them according to their destination aisles. Through trial and error, the night crew had determined that it was more efficient to stack the boxes, sacks and crates in the staging area rather than try to load them directly onto the U-boat carts that were used to convey them to the aisles. So, when the trailer was completely empty the combined crew would load up the U-boats and wheel them out into the store.

The process always turned into a friendly competition to see who could work faster: the workers unloading the trailer or the "stacking" crew at the far end of the conveyer rail. As soon as the work started, there’d be playful digs flying back and forth.

“Hey Ted, glad I’m working with you tonight instead of one of those weaklings at the other end of the rail,” Greg said loudly enough for his coworkers to hear. This launched a series of good-natured taunts that flew back and forth throughout the two hours it took to complete the unloading. Greg tried several times to pull Ted into the raucous banter, but it was clear that he wasn’t interested in participating.

When the unloading was complete Ted retrieved his work shirt and headed to the locker room to wash up and cool off. After cleaning up, he tossed his dirty wet tee into his locker and slipped into one of the clean ones he always kept on hand. After buttoning and tucking his work shirt, he brushed his damp hair and hustled back to help with loading the U-boats. 

As he approached the warehouse entrance, he heard Greg’s unmistakable voice in what may have been the loudest whisper he’d ever heard. Overhearing his name Ted froze, not wanting to walk in on the conversation.

“Tell you what,” Greg said, “There’s definitely something going on with that guy. He used to be a lot of laughs, but tonight I couldn’t get two words out of him.”

Ted backed away, turned and walked to the break room to get a cool drink and sit for a few minutes​. When he found two security guards there taking a coffee break, he frowned, pivoted, and strode to the men’s room to hide out for a while.
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Chapter 5
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Hans had always marveled at how clearly and completely he could visualize the setting, the faces of the Members, and of course, the Leader’s appearance, actions and words. Almost like an actor’s memorized dialog, he could recite the Leader’s introductory remarks, his questions, the status reports submitted by the Members, and the rare question-and-answer exchanges that occasionally ended the meetings. Even the minutest details from meetings ten years past were retrievable when he closed his eyes and summoned the memory.

As was his custom with all business matters, Zimmerman analyzed the meeting thoroughly. He carefully walked himself through every sentence in the Leader’s opening remarks and relived the escalating anger in his voice as he excoriated the group for its failure. When he reached the point in the meeting where Medway was murdered, he could actually feel the sticky gore on his face and see the crimson mist settling on his hands spread in front of him on the table. He cringed when he recalled the changes in the Leader and the unleashing of this seemingly new power. He wondered for a moment how he had come to be cleaned up and showered, and what had become of his clothing that bore the sickening remnants of what was once Medway’s brain and skull. He willed himself to put the questions out of his mind.

During his rise to the top of Europe’s largest financial services conglomerate, he had trained himself to control his mind, consciously managing where and how his precious intellectual energy was spent. This prevented him from wasting time on non-critical pursuits and ensured that he maintained focus on what was truly important. Puzzling over unanswerable questions about the Leader and the Membership would serve no purpose, and the Leader had made it abundantly clear he would determine how much the Members would know. This unchallenged control was the underpinning of the Leader’s command over them.

Zimmerman leaned back against the lushly padded headboard and unfolded the Times. Unable to get the vision of the prior day’s horror out of his mind he threw the paper on the floor, using his native tongue to curse his lack of mental focus. On the rare occasions when he did not feel in complete control, he found it utterly unnerving and infuriating. The spark of anger was exactly what he needed to help him regain control. He pushed the murder out of his mind and turned his thoughts toward his marching orders.

As if to prove to himself that he was back in control, he stripped off his robe and hit the floor where he pumped out fifty pushups. Springing to his feet, he went through his daily stretching routine, admiring his still-athletic physique in the mirror. He ordered coffee, again practicing his American English accent, and went in for a long hot shower.

Having shaved, showered, and eaten a light breakfast, Hans went to the closet. There, as expected, he found a crisply pressed set of clothes. He donned his perfectly tailored navy-blue suit, crisp white shirt and solid red tie. Running his hands through his steel grey crew cut, he nodded to his reflection and began to formulate his plan.​
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Chapter 6
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The Swiss Air flight to Zurich provided a quiet, comfortable setting for catching up on recent news and correspondence. Hans was the only one in first class who remained awake for the entire flight and the only one who waved away the relatively sumptuous meal. As usual he drank only water with ice and a slice of lemon, making sure to drink at least one half-liter for every hour in the air. The attendants were polite and deferential, and once they were told he didn’t want to be disturbed they limited their contact with him to a polite nod whenever refilling his glass.

Zimmerman was looking forward to taking advantage of the quiet, interruption-free stretch of time. The Leader was one of only three people who could reach him in flight, and he reassured himself that direct contact was extremely rare. Although the timing should have startled him, he was only mildly surprised when his satellite phone began vibrating in his pocket. The Leader had only called him twice in the past twelve years, and both times Zimmerman remembered being shocked to hear his voice. This time, however, Zimmerman knew instinctively who it was.

“Hans, I hope you are enjoying the flight,” the Leader greeted him informally. He’d never heard the Leader use anyone’s first name before. The familiar and almost friendly tone in his voice made Zimmerman shiver as he recalled the last time he’d heard it. As though realizing its impact, the Leader again addressed him by his first name.

“Hans, I’ll be expecting more from you now. I need you to be my new head of operations. And of course, as you become more important to me you will be compensated accordingly,” said the Leader, sounding like a powerful CEO congratulating a newly promoted executive while simultaneously setting the hook. “Are you with me, Hans?”

“Leader, I am of course flattered by your confidence. My commitment is absolute, and I am at your command.” Zimmerman suppressed a shudder as he struggled to maintain his composure. 

“You are apprehensive, Hans. Tell me why.” Zimmerman thought that if seated near him, the Leader would have extended his hand and patted his shoulder encouragingly. 

Hoping to sound confident, he replied, “Leader, you have told me that I am the best in the world at what I do, and I therefore worry that I will not be as valuable to the cause if my role changes.”

“Hans, this is just like your last year in university soccer - sorry, I forgot that you Europeans refer to it as football,” he continued, “when you reluctantly moved from goalkeeper to midfield. You used almost the same exact words when your coach asked you to move into a new role at a crucial time for the betterment of the team.”

Zimmerman pushed the button to bring his seat upright and stared at the phone for a full fifteen seconds before he was able to respond. 

“My apologies, Leader,” he said with as much calm as he could muster, “Sir, I don’t understand.”

“Well, you’d almost quit the team when they moved you from goalkeeper. You were a great keeper; many said you were on your way to becoming the best ever. Then Mombelli blew out his knee, putting your team in a hole just as you were making a run for the cup. You were such an intensely dedicated, focused and talented player that you could have effectively replaced any striker, back, or midfielder on the team. But you justifiably saw yourself as a keeper, and because playing that position was your passion you felt that was where you could make your best contribution to the team. Remember, Hans?”

Where is this going, Hans wondered as the Leader continued.

“Jastrowski told you that even though you were the best keeper he’d ever seen, the team needed you in another role. With your strength, skill and intelligence running the team from midfield, the team would in fact be stronger, even though the backup keeper wasn’t in your class.” Zimmerman’s fear dissipated, and a sense of awe filled him. The Leader even knew the name of his university coach from over twenty-five years before!

Sounding almost like a proud father, the Leader said, “The outcome, Hans, was extraordinary. All that press you got for selflessly agreeing to make that move for the good of the team! You would have had a great pro career either way, but you surely would not have been catapulted into the media spotlight so quickly without making The Move as it came to be known. The fortune you made on endorsements, the name recognition you used to launch your business career; all because you were wise and dedicated enough to - I believe the expression is - ‘take one for the team.’”

Zimmerman’s mind raced and his pulse quickened. He was completely overwhelmed. During his association with the Membership, he had frequently found himself awestruck when the Leader demonstrated encyclopedic knowledge in an incredibly wide range of subjects, from technology to world history to political nuances of current events. But this familiarity with Zimmerman’s personal history and the apparent ability to read his thoughts was particularly disturbing. He had long ago begun to suspect that the Leader possessed abilities that could only be described as supernatural. Today’s exchange, coupled with what he saw happen to Medway, sealed it. The Leader’s power had increased to the point where it was clearly beyond what could be considered human. He wondered whether the Leader could somehow see into his thoughts even at that moment. Based on what he’d seen and heard, that seemed likely.
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