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Adapt yourself to the place where your lot has been cast, and show true love to the fellow mortals with whom destiny has surrounded
 you.


—MARCUS AURELIUS, Meditations

 
PROLOGUE

New York City

“Department of nuclear medicine,” said Celina S. Gomez into the telephone. Gomez was a technician in the radiology department
 at Mount Sinai Medical Center on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. A technician was nowhere near as prestigious as being a
 doctor or a nurse, but for a girl who had worked her way across town and down eighty blocks from Little Santo Domingo on the
 West Side, it was good enough.


The S stood for Selena. Her mother had been such a fan of the late pop singer that she had, in effect, named her twice. “Just like
 New York, New York,” mamacita used to tell her. “The town so nice they named it twice.” Celina didn’t want anybody calling her Celina Selena, so she kept
 her middle name a closely guarded secret, but she enjoyed using her middle initial in honor of her mother and because it was
 cool.


If only mama could see her now. But mama couldn’t, because she had been killed six years ago, when she caught a stray bullet as she was on her way to the supermercado over on Broadway. Celina had still been in high school then, a senior at Mother Cabrini in Washington Heights, and was on
 a day trip to The Cloisters in nearby Fort Tryon Park when she heard the news. The easy thing would have been to drop out
 of school at that point and get pregnant, like many of the girls she knew, but she stuck with it, buried her mother, and went
 to King’s College in Brooklyn.


She’d made the right choice, because now here she was, living on the Upper East Side, in what the gringos used to call the
 little girls’ neighborhood—safe, boring, secure. She could walk to her apartment over on First Avenue, maybe even hit one
 or two of the bars on Second on the way home to her walkup, where she paid eighteen hundred dollars a month for the privilege
 of living with her cat.


“I would like to speak to Saleh,” said a man’s insistent voice at the other end of the wire. She’d heard that expression “the
 wire” from one of the older women on the staff, and loved its retro sound. It was a throwback to the days when phones really
 were connected with wires—not like today, when cell phones and smartphones could give you brain cancer if you weren’t careful.
 Celina knew enough to stay away from as much unnecessary radiation as possible. In her line of work, she was exposed to it
 every day, to gamma radiation mostly, injected into heart patients to chart the blood flow through their damaged or diseased
 organs. She felt sorry for them, mostly middle-aged men who had suddenly realized they no longer had a shot at playing shortstop
 for the Yankees, or dating girls in their twenties, or a host of other fantasies that time had just disabused them of.


“I’m sorry, there’s no Dr. Saleh in this department,” she replied without even looking at the directory. Celina knew everybody
 on the staff—not just in radiology, but pretty much the entire medical staff. She didn’t intend to stay a technician all her
 life, so she spent every spare waking moment studying the workings of the hospital, learning the names of all the doctors and nurses and even their faces whenever possible.
 How else was she ever going to be like them if she didn’t know them?


“Are you quite sure?” said the voice. “No Saleh?”

In a city of a million accents, this one stood out. In addition to a near-photographic memory, Celina had an outstanding ear
 for accents and dialects. New York, Boston, Southern, standard American, Long Island, Puerto Rican, Nyurican, Spanish Harlem,
 Jamaican, Haitian, Central American, Mexican, Canadian, British, Scottish, Irish, Australian, New Zealand, South African,
 Japanese, Chinese, subcontinental Hindu/Muslim, Atlantic Avenue Arabic, and whatever. This one was “whatever.” She had to
 find out more.


She glanced at the phone’s display screen—no ID. Even when calls went through the main switchboard, the system generally preserved
 caller ID. Whoever had called this way, he didn’t want to be known. She went on alert. “Can you hold a moment, sir?” she said.
 She pressed the hold button and collected her thoughts.


Since 9/11, all hospitals in New York City, and especially those in Manhattan, had instituted heightened security procedures.
 For hospitals were a terrorist’s dream, a veritable one-stop shopping depot for all manner of deadly things. It was ironic
 that a place devoted to healing the sick and saving lives should also be a potential source of destruction, but there you
 were. Why, right here in radiology, there was probably enough radioactive waste to fuel a small dirty bomb.


She got back on the line. “I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t seem to find anyone on the medical staff by that name.”

“Are you sure you know how to spell it?” came the voice. “S-A-L-E-H. Asian Saleh.”

“What kind of name is that, sir?” she inquired.

“An American name.” The tone had turned resentful. “What do you think?”

“Of course it is. I meant, where does it come from? Sorry if I’m being nosy, but it’s kind of a hobby of mine. Names, cultures,
 languages … accents. You know the old saying: ‘Nothing human is foreign to me.’”


“It’s Arabic,” said the man. “Yemeni, I believe. Maybe Palestinian. Lebanese. Whatever.”

Whatever. “Well, I’ll certainly be happy to give Dr. Saleh a message for you. Can you please give me your name and telephone
 number?”


A short pause. Then: “Of course. My number is … wait a moment. I want to make sure I have the right place.”

Celina smiled. “Of course.” She could hear the man rummaging through some papers.

“I’m terribly sorry,” he said, coming back on the line. “I seem to have made an error.”

“That’s quite all right, sir. Now, if you will just give me your name and number …”

“I don’t know how I could have been such a fool. This is the New York City Police Department, isn’t it? The Counter-Terrorism
 Unit?”


“No, sir, this is Mount Sinai Medical Center Radiology, Department of Nuclear Medicine.” This wasn’t good. Nobody made a mistake
 like this, unless they wanted to. But what could she do about it? Mr. Wald was due to arrive in five minutes for his stress
 test, and the last time she saw him, he didn’t look so good.


“Yes,” said the voice. “It is, isn’t it?” The voice was cold now, ice cold, its temperature having dropped a hundred degrees
 in an instant. “So listen to me carefully, Celina S. Gomez. …”


Her blood froze. How did he know her name?

“I want you to get a message to Detective Aslan Saleh at the NYPD. Office of Counter-Terrorism. Are you listening to me? Are
 you writing this down?”


“Yes, sir. I am.” She was scared but excited. This was like one of those episodes of Law & Order she liked to watch on TV, except that she was in it. If only Mama could see her now …


“I’ve already spelt the name for you”—spelt, he said, not spelled—“so I expect you to get it right. His friends call him Lannie. So please tell Lannie that he has an appointment at Mount
 Sinai Hospital in three days’ time in the Department of Nuclear Medicine. It is quite urgent. In fact, tell him it is a matter
 of life and death.”


Celina scanned the appointments book for three days from now. Nothing. “Life and death,” she repeated. “How am I supposed
 to find this Detective Saleh?”


A longer pause this time. “That,” said the voice, “is your problem. Just give him the following message, please.”

“And who may I say is calling?”

“You may not. Now take this down: ‘We are discovered. Save yourself.’ Do you have that? Repeat, please.”

“‘We are discovered. Save yourself.’ May I ask—”

“You may not. He’ll know what it means.”

“Will he?” She was listening as hard as she could, soaking in every syllable, every nuance, every breath. There was something
 about the voice that gave her a chill. Something she couldn’t place. Something evil that this way came.


She would get it. She would get him. From now on, it was a point of pride.

“Can you repeat that for me, please? I want to make sure I have it just right.”

Listen.

Listen hard.

Listen like your life depends on it.

What an idiot she was! Why hadn’t she thought of this before? She switched on the recording device that came as part of the
 new phone system.


He was still there. She knew it. She could, just barely, hear him breathing.


He spoke, but this time the words came out in a rush and she didn’t understand them at all. Some foreign language, Arabic,
 Hebrew … she couldn’t tell.


“I’m sorry, sir,” she said, but he was gone.

 
CHAPTER ONE



Echo Park, Los Angeles

Ghosts everywhere. Ghosts all around, ghosts of the past and ghosts yet to come. Ghosts looming through the fog, reaching
 out to him, some beseeching and pleading, some clawing and snarling. Vengeful ghosts, sorrowful ghosts. Ghosts of those whom
 he had once loved and ghosts whom he still hated. The ghosts of his mother, who died protecting him, and of his father, who
 died fighting back. The ghosts of Milverton, his back broken, and of Raymond, that boy under the Central Park Reservoir, his
 eye gouged out and his head blown off.


All of them dead. And all dead because of him.

Was there vengeance in the next world? “Vengeance is mine,” the Lord supposedly said, but if there was no God, then vengeance
 belonged to the shades, souls existing along the great continuum of being and nonbeing, of something and nothing.


And, as every scientist knew, the greatest difference in the universe lay between zero and one. Everything else was commentary.

If the greatest distance between two points was not one and infinity but one and zero, then the shortest distance was between life
 and death. Until the lights go out, there is yet light—but in darkness there is only nothing.


He strained his eyes in the darkness. Not yet nothing; he could hear his own breath. Even if the points of light he could
 still see with his eyes closed were illusions, optical memories, random bits of electrical impulses shooting through his eyeballs,
 there was yet light. God created light with a command, and Lucifer, best-loved, was the Bringer of Light. The light was both
 friend and enemy; in darkness lay solace. Because something was more terrifying than nothing.


Not yet nothing: his heart was yet pounding, his newfound heart, his reborn heart, his breathing becoming shallower and more
 insistent. He clutched life as he dealt death.


And there she was, just beyond his grasp, as real as he was. Looking away, unable to see him or hear the sound of his voice,
 her gaze fixed on something distant, her dark hair cascading down her naked back, moved not by the wind but by a careless
 toss of her head, almost coquettish, as she gestured to one unseen.


Was she looking at him, perhaps in her own dream, her own vision, her own fantasy? Or was there another?

Close enough to touch her now, he reached for her—

—and she dissolved at his touch. Melted, not like a real woman should but as a dream woman does, filigreeing away in a shower
 of light, as if she had never really existed, merely a figment of his imagination, a succubus come to save him from his own
 private demons, not a real woman to console him in his own private hell.


“Maryam,” he heard himself saying. Her name was an incantation to a god in whom he did not believe.

She could not hear him. Something was drowning him out. A sound, like the beating of the wings of a gigantic bird, the thwack thwack thwack of a helicopter’s blades, like the roar of an approaching tornado. Like the gunning engine of an airplane, and him alone
 on the Midwestern plain, helpless, mystified, and alone, like George Kaplan or Roger Thornhill. Or, worse, like his namesake,
 T. R. Devlin, who put the woman he loved in needless, fatal peril, just to do his job, and risked everything to get her out.


He screamed—

—and sat bolt upright in his bed in the house in Echo Park. The traffic on Sunset, down the hill, was quiet at this hour,
 the Mexican restaurants closed, the Dodgers game at the nearby Stadium long over. Not even the sound of gang-related gunfire,
 which occasionally punctured the stillness of L.A. nights. The city was never this quiet, especially this close to downtown
 and the intersection of two great freeways, but at this moment he was all alone in the world. He could even hear the freight
 trains, passing through the central city like the ghosts of civilizations past.


But over everything was the beating of his hideous heart.

He rose and shook his head, trying to clear it of the ghosts who haunted him now, more than ever. But they would not go gently.
 …


He shook his head again, harder. A confidential op should never see ghosts. Seeing ghosts was a sign of weakness, or sentimentality,
 a sign of—if you were given to portents and runes—impending doom. Seeing ghosts was a sign of conscience. A sign of a heart.
 And a heart was the one thing he could not have. Not if he wanted to live.


A heart was no use in prison, especially a prison in which the lights were always turned off. In which you were not plunged
 into darkness, but in which you dwelled in darkness—the vast emptiness wherein the only sound was the voice of Lucifer, whispering
 that he could bring light that God Himself could not—would not. That he could salve the wounds, sever the irons bonds of superstition, and welcome you home.


“Maryam!” he cried.

A couple of blocks away, the spires of St. Andrew’s, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, caught the first motes of sunbeams, the
 gleam in the eye of God.


He was not alone.

He would save her, no matter where she was, no matter what it took.

No matter what it cost him, no matter whether it cost him his life.

For a life was a small price to pay, to banish the ghosts and see the light once more.

For, God help him, he had sent her into the monster’s lair, a poisoned pawn, bearing the gift of NSA technology in the form
 of the secure computer he had given her. They both knew the chance she was taking, and they had both signed off on the operation.
 Consenting adults, and all that. It was only business.


But that didn’t make him feel like less of a heel.

He stepped into the shower and let the scalding water play over him. Water was a precious commodity in Los Angeles. He didn’t
 care. He didn’t care about anything—not about the ghosts, not about himself, not about anything. He cared nothing for the
 whole fucking lot of them. He only cared about her.


In the distance, the secure phone. Only three people on earth had that number, all of them on a need-to-know basis. Even more
 important, on a need-to-call basis. Since the events in New York and their aftermath, there had been little to know, and even
 less to call. The last phone call, the one from his stepfather, had said it all:


Stand down, for your own safety. Branch 4 will go forward without you. Keep your head down, stay out of sight, and, whatever
you do, do not try to find her.

From this moment forward, she is dead to you, dead to us. While she may yet still live, her death is merely a formality of the
future, an i to be dotted, at to eventually be crossed, and crossed off. If you’re lucky, your photo and hers will go on the Wall of Shame
in Fort Meade. If not … then you already have all the immortality you are ever going to need.

The phone, more insistent. The relays kicked in, routing the call through a series of secure servers, to determine the real
 number and the actual location from which the call was being made. Anybody could fake anything these days, especially the
 National Security Agency, but he knew them—because he was them. At least, he had been, for as long as he could remember.


It must be some sort of a joke. After what had happened, why would anyone call? Why would Seelye call him, or the new secretary
 of defense—or, even more unthinkable, the President of the United States? Skorzeny had escaped again, Maryam had defected
 to her native country, and everything he had done for his country, all the bodies he had left in his lethal wake, amounted
 to nothing.


Most likely, they had burned him, as they always said they would. It was the code of Branch 4, that once an op was burned
 he or she was no better than dead, and it was only a matter of time before the killer announced himself, two .22s in the back
 of the head, just like the mafia but more lethal.


It was always your friend, and never your enemy, because what worse enemy could a man in his line of work have than a friend?

This line was designed so that, if the incoming call passed all the security checks, the ring would continue to loop until
 it was answered. It didn’t matter that the person on the other end of the line would have rung off; the instant he picked
 up the secure instrument, he would automatically be connected, via a series of secure cutouts, with the person who had called.
 That way, the security checks ran in both directions, and both parties could be sure they really were speaking to each other.


He picked up the line and waited. No beeps and blips, just utter silence … until, finally, a voice:

“Is that you?”

“Who else?”

“You’re wanted.”

“Bullshit. Try to kill me and you’re in a world of hurt. I know where all the bodies are buried.”

“You should. You put most of them there.”

“And there’s at least three more to go if you fuck with me.”

“This is supposed to be a friendly call.”

“Then start acting like it.”

“Okay, I have three words for you.”

“They’d better be good. Because if they’re not, I have three words for you.”

“Skorzeny. Maryam. Devlin.”

For a moment, he had nothing to say. “Have I got your attention now?” said the voice, the voice he knew so well.

“Where?”

The answer surprised him. “The La Brea Tar Pits, tomorrow, one o’clock … not in them, don’t worry. Look for the wooly mammoth
 and await your contact.”


“Does he come armed or unarmed?”

“He’s a she. Jacinta. Act like a gentlemen.”

“And then what?”

“You’ll know what to do.”

“How? A miracle?”

The line went dead.

He stood there, still naked except for a towel around his waist, his hair dripping.

“Dad? Dad?”

Nothing. Emptiness, as usual.

He poured himself a short whiskey. It was a short step onto the terrace. To the south, he had a panoramic view of downtown. Nobody cared that he wasn’t wearing any clothes. This was
 L.A. Nobody wore clothes in L.A., not really, just costumes.


The Bruckner symphony he’d been listening to was still playing. The Fourth, all horns and majesty and a slow death march and
 a vision of the afterlife and just enough harmonic wild cards to keep a listener on his toes as he contemplated the face of—


He raised his glass in a toast to the desert city by the ocean—water water everywhere and not a drop to drink—to Hollywood,
 and to the wide world beyond. The Hollywood Sign, from which poor Peg Entwhistle had thrown herself in revenge against its
 utter indifference, was behind him and off to his right, out of sight, which was where it belonged. Danny could see it from
 his house on Hobart Street in Los Feliz, could look up at it, just off to the west of the Griffith Park Observatory, the original
 rebel without a cause, white, gleaming, illuminated—a beacon in the L.A. darkness, reaching out to the heavens—redemption,
 if not quite salvation.


Not like the pagan Hollywood Sign, which appealed to the basest instincts of every kid who got off the bus, every hack screenwriter,
 every hooker-in-waiting, the waitrons of the past, present, and future: buy here, buy now, but buy, buy, buy.


If he had his way, the sign would not read HOLLYWOOD. Instead, it would read: FUCK YOU, SUCKER.


“Here’s looking at you, kid,” he said.

In the silence of the night he could say things like that. Because he knew that, after this drink, he had a job to do.

He was Devlin.

 
CHAPTER TWO



Tehran, Iran

The Grand Ayatollah paused and waited for the reaction from his subalterns. Like all great imams—and none was greater than
 he, certainly not those Sunni infidels in Cairo, no matter their exalted titles at Al-Azhar University. Unbelievers, all of
 them. As they—and the world—would soon discover.


He paused for a moment, collecting his thoughts, making sure they were in accordance with the sacred word of Allah, divinely
 revealed through his Prophet, Mohammed. He took a deep breath. How wonderful to have been freed of Western superstition—the
 blasphemy they called “science”—by revelation. Those years spent in England, at the London School of Economics—what a waste.
 How foolish had been his country and his countrymen, still in thrall to the throne of England, upon which, in just a few decades
 or, Allah (PBUH) willing, a few years, the new caliph would sit, resplendent in his glory and beckoning to the twelfth Imam,
 the Mahdi, the expected one, to deliver the world from iniquity and unbelief.


How close it all was.


“O Muslims,” he began, his intonation stentorian, as befit his station. Another pause. He looked out upon the sea of humanity—all
 male—that faced him expectantly. Hanging on his every word. Watching him for signs and wonders. Never was he more conscious
 of his station, or of his sacred duty.


The Grand Ayatollah Ali Ahmed Hussein Mustafa Mohammed Fadlallah al-Sadiq said a silent prayer to Mohammed ibn al-Hasan al-Mahdi,
 still occulted at the bottom of his well in Qom. Soon, my lord, soon will you come again, accompanied by Issa to unite the world of holy Muslims and benighted Christians against
the Jews and infidels, ushering in the final era of peace and submission to Allah’s holy will.

Soon.

“O Muslims,” he began again. “For thirteen hundred years have we, the Faithful, awaited this holy day. For thirteen centuries,
 O my brothers, have we patiently and faithfully observed the strictures and commandments of the one true faith. Triumphant
 have we been, and oppressed by the lies of the Jews and infidels, who have taken from us the holy cities of al-Quds, of al-Andalus.
 We have patiently awaited the day of deliverance, the day on which even the rocks and the trees cry out to alert us to the
 presence of the Jew, and reveal to our holy warriors his infernal hiding place, that we might kill him, his women, and his
 children.”


The crowd rose and cheered its approval. The Faithful could always be counted upon.

“Signs and portents were we promised by the Prophet and his holy Imams. And today I stand before you, Ali Ahmed Hussein Mustafa
 Mohammed Fadlallah al-Sadiq, to bring you the joyous news of fulfillment. O Muslims, I bring you the news of our Brother Arash
 Kohanloo, a glorious martyr to the sacred cause, who has struck a great blow against the Great Satan, the United States—such
 a blow as not even the Great Atta and his fellow martyrs on that happy day of September 11, 2001, could have dreamed.”


An enormous roar rumbled up from the crowd of the Faithful, here in Azadi Square, beneath the great tower of Freedom. Let
 the infidels of New York call their blasphemous tower, still rising after more than a decade, a sign of their surpassing impotence
 and of the immanence of the Twelfth Imam, call their pitiful attempt at reconstruction the Freedom Tower. Here was the heart
 of true freedom, brought by the Arabs a millennium and a half ago but since purged and purified of their desert savagery.
 The destruction of the Sassanid Empire and the abolition of the Zoroastrian religion was a small price to pay for enlightenment.


Thus spake Zarathustra? Only in the infidel lands. Here, only Allah spoke, and always spoke the truth, immutable and eternal
 and preserved forever in the Holy Qu’ran.


From here he could see the Alborz Mountains to the north, from what used to be called the Square of the Shahs, Shahyad, before
 the Revolution. How inspiring they were—almost as inspiring as the Holy City of Qom and the holy mosque of Jamkaran.


Soon.

“O Muslims,” he began again. “Of signs and portents and wonders have we long spoken. Of the Occultation. Of the Expected One.
 For centuries have we endured and suffered under the false promises of men such as Mohammed Ahmad, who slew the infidel Gordon
 at Khartoum but left us with nothing but blood and desolation and disappointment while the Crusaders took our lands, even
 unto the blessed city of al-Quds, where the Jew sits, plotting against us.


“O Muslims—the time has come, for I bring you joyous news.” He paused once again, for effect but more—for divine inspiration.
 He breathed the air in deeply, letting the breath of Allah wash over him, purging and cleansing him, revealing holy Truth
 to him as had been vouchsafed to only a handful of great men in the centuries since al-Hasan secluded his holy person in the sacred well.


Greatness. It felt good. It felt holy. It felt right.

“O Muslims. The Day of Deliverance is at hand.”

He stopped and waited. Part of being a holy man was the sacred caesura, the final dramatic pause that signified to the Believers
 that Truth had been revealed, the sacred Promises had been made—Promises that must and would be kept. Because a holy man also
 knew that Promises unrealized, Promises unkept would be turned back on him with the force of a thousand suns—with the force
 of the infidel Jew Oppenheimer, who said “Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds,” at the birth of Trinity.


So far away and yet so near. Deep in the heart of the Jew city of New York, at one of the Jew holy places for a people who
 had lost their faith. No longer would the Brothers bomb their so-called holy places, for not even the Jew believed in them
 anymore.


No, this time they would strike at the heart. Their great financial center the Believers had already destroyed. But that was
 not enough. Not enough for the Jew, who could always find money. Money could be lost and found again—they had been doing that
 for centuries, frustrating the Believers, who had forced them into dhimmitude in al-Andalus and made both them and the Christian dogs like it.


But health—life—was something else. They might die for money, but unlike the Believers, they would not die for Death.

The infidel West no longer believed in the afterlife. It was too cowardly, too solicitous of its own misery. But a Believer
 would willingly give up his life and the lives of his women and children, in furtherance of the Truth.


Which was, at last, in the person of Ali Ahmed Hussein Mustafa Mohammed Fadlallah al-Sadiq, so near to hand.

*   *   *

“O Muslims,” he shouted. “The Messiah will not rise unless fear, great earthquakes, and sedition take place. The worst kind of humans will
 become leaders. Women will rid themselves of the hijab. Men will dress like women. Adultery will become common.”


They responded with a roar. The signs and portents were all around. They knew that the time of the Coming was near. They were
 shaking their fists at the heavens, their ranks a sea of signs proclaiming DEATH TO THE GREAT SATAN, DEATH TO ISRAEL, DEATH TO AMERICA.


“O Muslims, on all sides we are afflicted with oppression and injustice, just as the holy Prophet, blessings and peace be
 upon him, so long ago predicted. And what did he say? That a nation from the east will rise …”


He was working the crowd now, letting their anger and their faith swell and build like a mighty wave.

“… and prepare the way …”

“Allahu akbar!” shouted the crowd.


“… prepare the way—for the Coming of the Imam Mahdi!”

He threw out his arms as if to embrace all of creation, slowly raising them upward.

As that moment, a blinding flash of light tore through the sky. It was like a lightning bolt hurtled from the hand of Allah,
 propelled to earth, there to form and coalesce into …


“O Muslims,” shouted al-Sadiq, “so it is written, so shall it be done. After a thousand years—behold the Face!”

For a moment, as the vision became manifest, nobody said or did anything. And then, as one, the men prostrated themselves
 upon their prayer rugs in homage, and let out a deafening cry that shook the heavens:


“Allahu akbar!”

“Allahu akbar!”

“Allahu akbar!”

And then, once more as one, they rose, their faces purple with rage and yet suffused with a divine fire. Truly had they become holy
 warriors, mujahideen, ready for the final battle, which was now at hand.


The Face hung in the sky, the Face that none had ever looked upon, the Face that only blasphemers and infidels had ever imagined
 in their degenerate art … the Face now revealed at last to the Believers, the Face that would lead them to the final confrontation
 and to ultimate victory.


The Face of the Prophet, as he had been in life, and so was in life eternal.

“Allahu akbar!” he cried, and then dared to gaze once more upon its magnificence, forbidden no longer.


He glanced in the direction of the sacred well of Qom, the holy well in which dwelt Ali, the occulted Twelfth Imam, in hiding
 from the infidels and the crusaders all the Unbelievers since the year 941 in the Christian dog calendar. Deep within, he
 could already sense the stirrings. …


“Allahu akbar!!”

He heard the sound. And it was good.

At last, after more than a thousand years, He was coming.

And he, the Grand Ayatollah Ali Ahmed Hussein Mustafa Mohammed Fadlallah al-Sadiq, was the instrument of his holy wrath.

 
CHAPTER THREE



Central California—the San Joaquin Valley near Coalinga

“Get ready for stinky!” shouted Danny Impellatieri as they drove north on the Golden State Freeway toward San Francisco. The
 Five, people called it now, just as they now called the Santa Monica Freeway the Ten. It was a sign of the decline, he decided.
 The end of the world, for all real Californians. In the old days, when he was growing up in Los Angeles, people knew the difference
 between the Santa Monica Freeway, heading west, and the San Bernardino Freeway, heading east. Between Highway 101, heading
 north through the Cahuenga Pass, and the Hollywood Freeway, after it split off in Valley Village and became Highway 170. Between
 the 110 that was the Pasadena Freeway and the 110 that was Harbor Freeway.


Between the days when California had names and today, when it had numbers. Between romance and quantification. The poetry
 had fled, to be replaced by the accountant’s green eyeshades. And yet the state was broke, diminished, destroyed.


Progress.

Hope, Emma, and Rory had never been to San Francisco, and they were more than a little trepidatious. To all too many Americans,
 especially those in the Midwest, the City by the Bay was a combination of Sodom and Gomorrah without Lot’s saving grace—as
 Herb Caen used to call it, Baghdad by the Bay, back in the day when Baghdad meant Sin City, not Saddam City. But to Danny,
 it was the city of DiMaggio and Lefty O’Doul; the city of Geary Street, not O’Farrell Street. The city of white-gloved women
 on their way to take in Lucia di Lammermoor at the Opera, of foghorns, and the military might of America, over in Oakland, or Vallejo, or on Treasure Island. To Danny,
 it was a city of what America used to be, not what America had become.


All of which made him today the bad guy. When the thought police, the PC Nazis, came, he would be one of the first to go—maybe
 to Alcatraz, maybe straight to the needle at San Q. How fast the country had changed. But somebody had to be the bad guy,
 and it might as well be him. After all, his wife, Diane, was dead. And with her had died so much, more than a year ago. …


He reached over and laid his hand, ever so gently, on the thigh of the woman sitting next him in the passenger seat. Not his
 dead wife but soon enough his new wife—the woman for whom he had released the past and embraced a new future that he had never
 envisioned, had never prepared or planned for, but which he joyously welcomed.


Was it wrong? Could you stay married to a ghost, or did the ghosts of the past demand that we, the living, go on living? Why
 wouldn’t they? Didn’t they want to go on living themselves? Had they died willingly? Didn’t all God’s creatures want to live?
 Wasn’t that the first principle of life, of the life force? To go on living, even after death? If you fought against the dying
 of the light, if you fought against death, did not that bring you closer go God? Or was He just another myth, a fairy tale told to children by their elders to explain away the terrors of the night? Those things that exploded
 in the midst of the safest environments, that robbed you of your certainty just before they stole your life and the lives
 of others, randomly, capriciously, in the way of the Greek gods, or the Fates, or, God help us, the meaningless lares and
 penates.


Her name was Hope. Hope Gardner—and soon enough, if she accepted him, Impellatieri. And then where once there were two families
 with four parents and three children, there would now be one family with three children.


He was going to propose to her in San Francisco.

“I know this place on Clement Street.” He pronounced it right, with the accent on the second syllable. In every city, there
 were test words, the ones that separated the natives from the locals. Cle-MENT Street was one of them. Like HOUSE-ton Street
 in New York. Not only was all politics local, so was pronunciation. And it was precisely in these interstices that spies and
 illegals and confidential ops got killed.


It was never the big things. It was never the cover stories. It was the little things, the details, that tripped you up, like
 DiMaggio’s batting average. The Great DiMaggio, who accompanied Hemingway’s Old Man on his fateful journey to the Sea, in
 spirit, if not in person. Simplicity, not complexity. The best cover story was 99.9 percent true. Everything important must
 be true except for the sliver of a lie that you told. Even to the ones you loved most.


And this was your life; to lie to everybody important to you, to everybody you loved, and to tell the truth, the whole truth
 and almost the entire truth, to those whom you despised, to those whom you loathed, to those whom you were about to kill.


After all they’d been through in the past year, it was a vacation well-deserved, and in his favorite city. No matter how nutty it was, San Francisco was still the best town in the country,
 a place devoted to wine, food, natural beauty, and the pursuit of sybaritic happiness. If Thomas Jefferson were alive, thought
 Danny, he’d live in San Francisco. Although maybe not George Washington …


“How stinky, Dad?” asked Jade, his daughter, from the back of the BMW. He could almost hear her mother’s voice. Diane’s voice.
 Diane, whom he’d loved so much that they had conceived the most wonderful daughter together. But she was gone now. And no
 matter how much you loved a woman, you could not make love to a ghost. You could not even love a ghost. All you could do was
 honor her memory and love the creature that allowed her to live on. …


“Real stinky, I hope!” shouted Rory, Hope’s son and younger child. “Gross-out stinky! Barf-in-your-socks stinky! Girl gross-out
 stinky!”


Rory was sitting in the backseat, between his sister and Jade, still getting used to the idea that, horrors, he might have
 yet another sister in his future. Two against one was by his standards a fair fight on the playground, but the backseat of
 a car was an entirely different proposition. You couldn’t hit a girl, not if you were a real man. Not if you were like his
 dead father, or like Danny, who had lost his wife in that terrorist attack in Los Angeles, or like the weird guy who had saved
 him from the bomb back in Edwardsville, Illinois, where they used to live before his dad got killed and his mom met Danny
 and …


“Okay, hold your noses, kids!” shouted Danny. “Here comes Cowschwitz.”

Hope bit her tongue even as she held her nose. Everybody knew the term “Cowschwitz” was incredibly un-PC, even as most Californians
 who drove up and down 1-5 between L.A. to San Francisco used it.


There would be cows as far as the eye could see on both sides of the freeway, that Rory knew. Cows for miles. Nothing but cows,
 mooing, lowing, farting, sending vast plumes of methane into the atmosphere, killing the ozone, destroying the climate, and
 alerting the aliens on Mars, or the Mother Ship or the planets orbiting Alpha Centauri or Betelgeuse to our malevolent presence.
 Nothing good could come out of Cowschwitz, thought Rory, except maybe some milk and some really good steaks.


The girls squealed. Rory expected shrieks from Emma, his real sister, but Jade, Danny’s daughter and only child, was an altogether
 mysterious creature. She was four years younger than Emma, but she seemed older, wiser, more mature. Maybe that was because
 she had lost her mother and she was an only, whereas he and Emma had lost their dad, but at least they had each other. And
 their mom …


“Here we go!” said Danny, gunning it.

Instinctively, Rory threw his arms around his sister, Emma.

“Any moment now,” said Hope, getting into the spirit of things. Rory glanced at his mother just as she tossed a smile at Danny.
 There was definitely something going on with those two. …


Jade clutched his hand. “Ready, Rory?” she asked. He nodded, then made like a deep-sea diver and held his nose as he went
 under.


“Pee-you!” shouted the kids, almost in unison.

Emma was the first to see it. She said nothing, but only let out a small gasp, as if the gap between expectation and reality
 were something that might be papered over in the next quarter mile. Rory, however, had long ago learned to interpret his sister’s
 gasps—


“What is it?” he asked.

“Look,” she said, pointing. And whispering.

At first, Rory only saw the vast expanse of the Central Valley in all its uncinematic nonsplendor. Miles and miles of nothing, flatlands,
 with invisible mountains to the east of them and to the west of them, and a vast ocean not far away.


Then Rory saw it—

A dead cow.

One, at first. And then two. And then ten. And then at least a hundred.

Dead, all dead.

“Mommy!” screamed Emma. “Make it stop. Make them go away!!”

The car hurtled northward at more than seventy-five miles an hour. The CHP never stopped anybody on this stretch of 1-5. But
 still the dead cows would not stop. They kept on coming, in serried ranks collapsed in homage to a bovine Morpheus, lying
 on their sides as if sleeping, but their bellies already bloated with death, some of them already burst open, their guts spilling
 out, the stench rising. …


“Oh, my God,” said Hope. “What …?”

“I don’t know,” said Danny, already punching the keys of his secure iPhone. As per the agreed-upon code with Fort Meade, he
 hit a pound key in the middle of his home phone number, then a series of rotating digits depending on the day of the week
 minus four, which he knew would send the message directly over a secure channel to the one man who could possibly answer his
 question. To the one man whom he needed to alert, right now, before the situation got even further out of hand. To a man he’d
 never met, but whom he trusted beyond all others.


There was an overpass, just ahead. As they approached—

“Look!” shouted Rory. “Over there—people!”

Danny slammed on the brakes, screeching and skidding. A small group of people was clustered to one side of the overpass. He
 could see candles flickering as they huddled around something, looked at something—something that, to judge from their gazes, was on the concrete wall of one of the bridge’s
 struts.


The car slowed and rolled to a stop. “Stay inside,” Danny commanded, but it was Hope who relayed the order and gave it parental
 authority.


“Nobody move,” she said. “Let Danny handle it.”

He got out of the car, ready for anything.

A group of Mexicans, farmworkers, was huddled together, their faces illuminated, flickering in the light of scores of candles,
 all eyes turned toward an object on the wall … muttering to themselves in Spanish. No, not muttering—praying.


Dios te salve, María, llena eres de gracia, el Señor es contigo. Bendita tú eres entre todas las mujeres, y bendito es el
fruto de tu vientre, Jesús. Santa María, Madre de Dios, ruega por nosotros, pecadores, ahora y en la hora de nuestra muerte.
Amen

And then he saw it. “Jesús, Maria,” he gasped


 
CHAPTER FOUR



Los Angeles—the La Brea Tar Pits

The woolly mammoth’s eyes were wide with fear, pleading with him to stretch out and pluck the ten-thousand-pound animal from
 the muck.


Fat chance: The great beast stood twelve feet tall at the shoulder, with a pair of enormous tusks that could shish-kebab an
 elephant. But, trapped in the seductive, bubbling asphalt, the dumb thing had no place to go but down. Look where ignorance,
 greed, and hunger got you.


“You’re in the soup now, buddy,” muttered the man known as Devlin. “Guess that makes two of us.”

He wiped the sweat from his eyes and glanced around the grounds of what was technically called Hancock Park, although no Angeleno
 ever called it that. To everybody but foreign tourists reading a map, it was the La Brea Tar Pits, and always would be.


“Where are you?”

He was trying to spot the woman—Jacinta, she called herself, like the flower. Hyacinth. No Last Name. Nobody had a last name
 anymore. Or if they did, they never used it.


Just him. Devlin. Even though that wasn’t his real name, it was good enough. It would have to be. It had been good enough most
 of his life.


It was always fun trying to match a voice with a face. The pretty ones always turned out to be ugly, and once in a while vice
 versa. The young, old. The hot, not.


As he scanned the crowd, Devlin could see the towers of Park La Brea across Sixth Street, feel the eternal traffic of Wilshire
 Boulevard at his back as his gaze roamed across the reeking expanse of major urban America’s only open oil field. “Miracle
 Mile” if you wanted to go retro-civic-boosterish. He dabbed his brow with a pocket square and replaced his hat on his head.
 No place like the tar pits in October, if you liked heat. Good thing his suit could breathe, even if he couldn’t.


It was the usual collection of tourists in shorts, baseball caps, and flip-flops. Devlin shuddered, as he often did in the
 presence of boobus Americanus in his colorful native costume. You could chart the decline of America strictly by the togs. Beachwear for all occasions.
 Earringed men and tattooed women. Ten-year-old girls tarted up like hookers and twelve-year-old boys duded out as gangstas.
 And more butt cracks than a plumbers’ convention.


In this muck, the mammoth had plenty of company.

Devlin looked at the time on his cell phone display: one-ten in the pyem. In the old days he would have looked at his watch,
 but who needed watches anymore when you had instant, time-zone-sensitive, satellite-calibrated time on demand?


For the tenth time he read the signage in front of the sculpted monster: MAMMUTHUS COLUMBI. That was the dying creature’s scientific name. It sounded like the kind of thing any kid with a halfway-decent command of
 pig latin could make up. Any kid in his day, that was; how many kids today spoke pig latin? Mammuthus my utt-bus …


One-eleven.

Should he light a cigarette? Only social renegades, rich people, undocumented aliens, and teenage girls smoked in L.A. anymore.
 Would a carelessly tossed match, caught just so by a breeze, ignite not only the tar pits but the entire latent Wilshire Boulevard
 oil fields, setting off a chain reaction from the still-functioning oil derrick on the grounds of Beverly Hills High School
 to La Cienega and Stocker Street, blowing all of central Los Angeles to kingdom come? It might be fun to find out.


One-twelve.

He never used to smoke until … until.

He lit up.

One-thirteen.

“Señor Harris?” Harris was the name he was using for this assignment. Like all his aliases, it was a name of a Jimmy Cagney
 character from one of his old movies, in this case, Blonde Crazy.

It was nice to be right, for a change. Skin: light brown. Age: somewhere between thirty and ninety. Height: five feet in heels
 on a footstool. Weight: don’t ask, don’t tell. Ethnicity: illegal-American.


Devlin turned his attention from the doomed behemoth to the small, supplicant woman. She was dressed all in black and wore
 an Angels baseball cap to ward off the broiling sun. “Jacinta?”


Jacinta thrust a dog-eared manila folder at him, as if that were reply enough.

“We have to know the truth.”

A girl in low-rider jeans crossed his field of vision, her lower-back tattoo as visible as a circling buzzard in the desert.
 Wings of some kind, splayed across her small. No doubt her boyfriend enjoyed the view. Devlin wondered how the lad’s replacement,
 a decade down the line, was going to feel about the anonymous Venice Boardwalk artist’s handiwork when it was three times life size and fading even faster than the lady’s desirability.


Pay attention. “We?”


“About what’s happening. The padre—”

His secure PDA buzzed. In a time of iPhones, Androids, BlackBerrys, and everything else, he still reflexively called whichever
 device he was using at the moment his PDA. Personal digital assistant. It made him feel like he had a friend in this world,
 even if he didn’t. “Excuse me for a moment, sister,” he said, glancing down at the display.


Danny, although he never would call him that. His most trusted personal nondigital assistant, and yet they had never met face-to-face
 and had never exchanged any personal details. And yet he was, at this moment, the man whom Devlin felt closest to in the world.
 Still, it was not a secure location to answer.


He pressed the IGNORE button, although with this particular caller, the call would be sent to a special voice mail that would be turned immediately
 into a text message and displayed. “You were saying?”


“Padre Gonsalves. He wants to see you. About this.” She opened the folder and out tumbled a set of Polaroids, caked with powdery
 debris.


“Mira,” she said. A command. He mira-ed.


The blazing midday L.A. sun wasn’t helping. It glinted off the folder right back into his eyes; that was the downside of no
 clouds, ever, except when there were plenty of them. Living in Los Angeles for the past few months, Devlin more easily understood
 the parable of Paradise from the book of Genesis: feast or famine, my way or the highway. It never rained in California, but
 man did it ever pour.


He shifted position to catch the tentative shade of a palm tree. As he did, he came once again face-to-face with the statue
 of the dying Mammuthus, perpetually frozen in the awful realization that its next bite was also going to be its last meal. If it could think that far ahead.


The first picture: not as expected—

A smudge of white light. A starburst against the backdrop of an infinite, threatening darkness. His mind raced, free-associating
 as it always did when absorbing new information. Talk about Genesis: Let there be light. But was this the beginning, or the
 final flameout?


He caught himself. It was the overexposure of an aperture, the misfire of an amateur accidentally aiming a camera at the noonday
 California sun, although for what reason he couldn’t guess. He was Rorschaching even before he had to.


“The door? You see it?”

He saw no such thing. Tijuana in a fair-weather cumulus; Megan Fox in a rain-threatening cumulonimbus. You saw what you wanted
 to see. And what you almost always saw was yourself. He moved on.


Variations on the Theme of the Smudge: blurs, splotches, gradually clearing. Moving from solar apogee toward the horizon.
 Dusty mountains, dustier deserts. Lancaster. Or worse, Barstow. Or worst, Needles. Middle of the Mojave. The most forlorn,
 desolate place on God’s sometimes-green earth.


He kept leafing. More sky, more mountains. Some people. Then more people: huge crowds. Mostly Hispanic, by the look of them.
 A prizefight, a cockfight, a bullfight?


Ten pictures down so far nothing to see. It reminded him of television.

Then something—flowers. Desert plants, two feet high, with dull green stems and brilliant hungry yellow flowers that soaked
 up the sun as if it belonged exclusively to them alone.


“Marigolds,” said Jacinta.

“So?”

“Her flowers.” She motioned for him to keep looking.


The next one was a little different. Fairly well-registered, it showed the desert sky, the distant mountain range, and the
 desert floor.


“Mira.” Jacinta, urging him, pointing at something. Her expectant expression was irresistible.


Devlin took a deep breath. In New York or Washington, you never had to be alone if you didn’t want to, because there were
 always plenty of intimate strangers around. But in L.A., alone was the default mode; the whole town was one big party you
 weren’t invited to. It was the only city in America, Devlin thought, where you could be truly, blissfully all by yourself.


If he hurried he could still catch lunch at Tom Bergin’s over on Fairfax and bang back a couple of cold Smithwicks while he
 pondered how he was going to kill his evening before heading back to his place in Echo Park alone. He hadn’t had anyone there
 since she was there, hadn’t had anyone period. Because while she might have betrayed him, he would never betray her.


What was the first rule of a confidential op? Keep your cover story 99.9 percent true. And what was the second? Never trust
 anybody, never fall in love with anybody. He had broken all those rules, and now he was paying the price—in heartache and
 career ruination. Whether he would pay the ultimate price remained to be seen.


Maryam … where are you?

“Excuse me, señor?” asked Jacinta.

“Nothing,” he said. “Please continue.”

Who sent her? It might have been Seelye, trying to steer him some business since his disgrace. It might have been President
 Tyler, torturing him, or playing him; he used to think Tyler, running desperately for reelection now against a formidable
 female candidate who was leading him by double digits in the polls, was a blithering idiot, but the way he had played them all over the past two years had revealed the hand of the master.


Or it could be Emanuel Skorzeny. For his money, Door Number 3 was always where pure evil dwelled, and at this point he saw
 no reason to reassess his experience.


“Mira,” insisted Jacinta, shaking the Polaroid photo at him.


What looked like a rainbow was circling the sun. A rainbow in the desert, where the temperature was at least one hundred and
 twenty degrees, and the humidity near zero. A place where there hadn’t been any rain since the dinosaurs.


“You don’t believe.” A pudgy finger punched the Polaroid. “Look again. Closely.”

And then he saw what she was talking about: a white, vertical rectangle blazing against the darkness. It might have been Kubrick’s
 famous black monolith from 2001, bleached out. A reverse image, like the Shroud of Turin, unnoticed until somebody had the bright idea to take a photo of
 it.


This is what she was looking at. This is what she wanted him to see.

“The doorway. You see now.”

One more photo to go. As he looked, he shot a last glance at the condemned mammoth, still beseeching him to do something.
 But sometimes you just had to embrace the suck.


Lucky thirteen:

At first glance, it was nothing but a big white splotch, vaguely pear-shaped. It could be anything, including what it no doubt
 was, a photographic irregularity. Involuntarily, he looked up at the sky, but even through the polarized sunglasses, the only
 thing he could see was the endless Los Angeles blue. Not a cloud, not a shadow.


All right, embrace the suck:

If you half-closed your eyes, you could barely, just barely, convince yourself you were looking at—

“You see?”

He squinted and looked again.


Devlin took off his shades, blew on them, wiped them off with a handkerchief. This was beyond crazy, the kind of thing Mexican
 women saw in moldy tortillas or on the side of freeway overpasses. Crudely faked by a gangbanger with Photoshop and fobbed
 off on a bunch of superstitious campesinos.

He could see it. “When?” he asked.

“On the thirteenth of every month.”

“Where?”

“In the desert. Near California City.”

He didn’t want to have to ask his next question, but as long as he was taking the job, it was his job to ask. “What do you
 want me to do?”


She shook her head. “Not me. El padre …”

“What does the padre want me to do?’

She looked at him as if he were simple: “He wants you to follow her.”

“Her?”

Jacinta slipped the pictures back into the folder without answering. As she did, Devlin got a look at what he had assumed
 was simply schmutz inside the folder. Pale, pink …


She caught him looking. “Rose petals,” she said, reaching inside and handing him one. “From the desert.”

She pointed across Curson Street, toward a black Escalade with tinted windows, idling amid the fleet of yellow school buses.
 “Hurry,” she said, rising. “We have so little time.”


Devlin stopped. “Why? What is coming?”

She looked at him with fear in her eyes. “The Great Chastisement, señor. Now, come!”

 
CHAPTER FIVE



The Central Valley, near Coalinga

Danny moved closer, to make sure that he was actually seeing what he thought he was seeing.

At first glance, it looked like a water stain on the concrete. The freeway underpasses were a riot of abstract designs caused
 by the rush of occasional rainwater from the road above to the constantly thirsty land below. With a little imagination, you
 could always make out something—the World Trade Center here, a rutabaga there. Not that, under normal circumstances, anybody
 ever stopped under an overpass in order to discover some l’art trouvé, but these were hardly normal circumstances.


The Mexicans were deep into the rosary now, praying with renewed fervor. These were the good, religious, hardworking people
 from an ancient culture, family people, descendents both of the conquistadors and the Indians, of Cortes and Juan Diego. Coming
 to America, thought Danny, may have improved them financially, but it had diminished them culturally, with what unknown consequences
 the next generations of both Mexicans and Americans would have to discover.


Dios te salve, Maria, llena eres de gracia …

Gently, he moved forward, toward the object of their veneration. Some of the candles had guttered out already, but fresh votives
 had already replaced them, flickering in the breeze.


He thought he knew what he saw, but he had to make sure. …

Closer now and closer still …

A large woman blocked his way. The crowd, which was growing in size by the minute, pressed forward, knocking him into her.
 “Excuse me, señora,” he said, but it was no use apologizing because the press of humanity was too strong and he found himself
 propelled ever forward until, like water bursting through a dam, he went sprawling into a small clearing.


Behind him was the crowd, a mixture of awe and wonder on their faces. Before him were the candles, their hot melted wax running
 down the pavement. And above him was …


A Face. The face of a woman. The most beautiful face he had ever seen.

Her eyes were half-closed, her gaze downward, a look of ineffable sadness and suffering—and yet of peace and even joy—upon
 her visage. She was wearing what the kids today called a hoodie, which concealed most of her hair, revealing only her face
 and a bit of her throat.


“Who is it?” he found himself whispering, prone, worshipful.

“Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe, señor,” someone said.
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