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      And he that sat on the cloud thrust in his sickle on the earth; and the earth was reaped.

      
      Revelations 14:16

      
      They have sown the wind and they shall reap the whirlwind.

      
      Hosea 8:7

  



      
      
      
      
      Cursed be Belial in his hostile design, and damned be his guilty dominion. Cursed be all the spirits of his lot in their wicked
         design, and damned in their thoughts of unclean impurity. For they are the lot of darkness and their visitation is for eternal
         destruction. Amen, Amen.
     

      
      Cursed be the Wicked One in all of his dominions, and may all the sons of Belial be damned in all the works of their service
         until their annihilation. For ever, Amen, Amen.
     

      
      Be cursed, Angel of Perdition and Spirit of Destruction, in all the thoughts of your guilty inclination and all your abominable
         plots and your wicked design and may you be damned. Amen, Amen.
     

      
      From The Curses of Belial,
the Dead Sea Scrolls, Qumran

  



      
      


      
      Darkness, the sixth hour. Dying time, when the spirit bled and the breathing ebbed, each shallow pant a spear to the lung,
         each minute past a blade to the heart. The vinegar stung sour on his cracked lips, sponged there by the soldiers to quench
         their boredom, increase his thirst. His throat was dry, so dry, blistered raw like his skin, dust-filled, blood-flaked like
         his eyes. Burning up, burning out. A pain surge, travelling in from outstretched arms, pinned and pierced feet, stretched-out
         soul. Veneration. The chest heaved. Not long to go until end of show, when the hoarding of mockery was removed, the temple
         curtain allowed to fall or rent. The elders had visited, spat and gone, the crowds had taunted and drifted away, the guard
         contingent had jeered, played dice and moved on. Busy people, unwilling to stay, unable to listen. And he was meant to reach
         out to them, touch them, inspire. He was meant to build a church on shifting sand. He was meant to carry, cure, coax, care,
         conduct miracle works. He was meant to expire. He could not even sustain their attention. There was a whimper to his right,
         bubbling air, the subdued expression of wracking endurance, respiratory failure, of humanity suffering inhumanity. A simple,
         common thief, forgotten by them, counted by him; a private act on public Calvary display. It was a privilege to be with him. Salvation was here, at this place,
         on this skull rock, celebrated with thorns, marked out with whips, driven home with nails. It did not make it easier. Yet
         courage and faith could conquer, bring peace, take him through. He was called, had answered, accepted the cup in Gethsemane.
         His body shook. Weakening, in search of strength, raised high on the tree, brought low. Must fight. A smell of myrrh drifted
         to his nostrils, across a drifting brain – a trick of the fading mind, perhaps a trick of the Roman centurions as cruel as
         those when beating, crowning him, bowing their knee to him in the Praetorium. Myrrh, a memory residue, an accident, of birth.
         Wise men – Magi – wise counsel were strangers in this corner of Israel. The cramp worsened, contorting the limbs, pressing
         the wounds hard against rough wood. No relief. Only love and duty and the cover of blackness. Beyond it, his followers waiting,
         the women from Galilee kneeling in worship, gathered to collect and tend his body; beyond it, light. Sin would be banished,
         Man would learn, live forever. But not yet. Father, forgive them. They know what they do . . . They know.
     

  



      
      
      BEGINNING

      
      Ad te, Domine, clamo; petra mea, ne surdus fueris mihi, ne, si non audieris me, similis fiam descendentibus in foveam . . . He prayed. For the people, for the planet, to the saints, to Our Blessed Lady, to the Only Begotten Son – and Helios Sun – of God, to Our Father. Forgive our sins, O Lord, forgive my weakness. Audi vocem obsecrationis meae, dum ad te clamo, dum attollo manus meas ad templum sanctum tuum . . . He was prostrate before the altar, before the cross, forehead pressed to the cold mosaic floor, unworthy at the feet
         of the bleeding Saviour, the butchered Lamb. And Christ looked down from his crucifixion, secure and secured, eyes glistening,
         humanity and suffering, agony and ecstasy, the Passion, rendered in gold. Salvum fac populum tuum, Domine, et benedic hereditati tuae . . . 
     

      
      It was quiet in the chapel, intensity and totality of private worship translated into silence, displayed in the steady flames
         of six altar candles, by the soft reflection of the stained-glass ceiling, the gentle face of the Virgin Mother, and in the
         figure wearing white stretched out with humility and supplication before the Divinity. Around, the red marble of the walls
         glowed dimly, embraced and entombed him. The blood of Christ. His fingers worked feverishly on the rosary. Six a.m. An hour before others would join him in prayer,
         celebrate the Mass, those few who would enter through the great bronze doors of the Apostolic Palace, to be ushered in with
         his private staff of three nuns and two secretaries to receive the host from his hands. Celebrants, and he could minister
         to them with love. For a moment he would be their priest, shorn of the jewelled mitre, the gilded crosier, the trappings of
         office, church and state, descending from his white and gold cathedra beneath the monumental bronze Bernini canopy, sharing
         faith and thanks and a simple joy.
     

      
      Joy and simplicity: as rare as ancient myrrh, as rare as an untroubled summer walk in the Garden of Our Lady at Castel Gandolfo.
         It seemed so long since he had removed the red zucchetto, so long since the Vatican camerlengo had summoned the College of Cardinals to their conclave, enjoined them to prayer and the Mass of the Holy Spirit. And the
         Spirit came, went with them through the route of centuries and the Sala Regia on into the Sistine Chapel. There the decision was made. God chose, and he accepted. So long since he made his way to the
         Room of Tears, its walls covered in scarlet damask, to change forever into the white cassock of a pontiff; so long since the
         ballot papers were burnt with their defining and declaratory clouds of white smoke; so long since the camerlengo stood on the balcony and announced to the world ‘Habemus papam!’. We have a pope. So long.
     

      
      The man in white stirred, let the candelight seep through his eyelids. He was the inheritor, the point at which St Peter’s lineage had arrived, would one day move through. The fisher of men had been crucified inverted. Against such sacrifice,
         his own contribution, his worries, his pain, were insignificant. He had only ever carried a symbolic cross along the Via Crucis,
         traversed the Colosseum and prayed at each of the fourteen stations of Christ’s suffering and death. Theatre, simulation.
         Yet his shoulders ached.
     

      
      Absorbed in concentration, immersed in contemplation, he rose to his knees. He thought of the Missionaries of Charity, their
         hospice, the drunks, addicts and fallen who came for succour at the walls of Vatican City; the victims of war; those dispossessed
         by flood, hurricane, drought, earthquake, fire; the families and survivors camped in improvised shelters, huddled in blankets,
         spreading out from the post-shock epicentre of every catastrophe, China to Mexico, Turkey to India, Ethiopia to Bangladesh,
         Guatemala to the Philippines. Christ had endured for them. Yet they still endured. Have mercy. Let the Church reach out to them for Your sake. Still the waters, cure the afflicted, calm the afraid.
     

      
      He felt the sharp itching on his neck, rubbed the collar of his vestments to reduce the irritation, but the prickle pain spread
         out between his shoulder-blades. A nervous allergy, stress-related, perhaps. He would ignore it, change into fresh clothing
         later. His discomfort was meaningless against the immensity of God’s task. Everything was meaningless against that: the Vatican
         treasures, the beauty of the Raphael Stanze, the exquisite Pinturicchio frescoes of the Borgia apartments, Donato Bramante’s decoration in the Pope Julius II suite,
         the immeasurable gifts left by Michelangelo. The pontiff bowed his head low, hands clasped, regained the stillness of a sculpture from the Chiaramonti galleries.
         His mind fretted. What did he have to leave? To offer? What was his legacy to some four thousand Catholic bishops, to over
         nine hundred million worldwide adherents to the faith and the Holy See? Had he done his best? Enough? The Lord would understand,
         recognise the battle, appreciate the vicissitudes and difficulties of running His great earthly Church. Let Him counsel His officers of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, be present at their Feria Quarta meetings,
            imbue the dicastery councils and congregations of the Curia – their presidents and prefects – with wisdom, grant insight to
            the Secretariat of State, sense and sensitivity to the Penitentiary, Roman Rota and Signatura tribunals.
     

      
      The burning sensation at the base of his neck became sharper, distracting. He rotated his head to ease the annoyance, then
         scratched with a probing finger, thoughts temporarily abandoned. The skin irritation worsened. He would have to address the
         matter before stepping from his fourth-floor study on to the Apostolic balcony to deliver his Angelus blessing to the crowd gathered in St Peter’s Square below. Composure was required, theatre rather than theatrics, poise instead
         of a pope fidgeting and ill at ease. His skin was burning. He returned to prayer, would have a word later with one of the
         sisters in his household. The candles were so bright, their blaze climbing like the iridescent tail of stars, drawing him
         in, taking him back to Bethlehem and on to Golgotha.
     

      
      
      Along from the apartments, past the cloistered gloom of the grand frescoed hallway adorned with sixteenth-century maps, a
         desk lamp glowed in a room of the General Affairs section of the Secretariat. The priest leafed idly, inattentively, through
         the back-copy of L’Osservatore Romano. Talk about a Vatican Rag. His dirty fingernails plucked at the corner of another page, impatience and lack of interest forcing
         the pace. Old news was no news. He tossed it unfolded onto one of the mail trays and leant back in his seat, twisting a wrist
         to check his watch. Early. He looked around, hummed the initial bars to a tune, retrieved a piece of paper and discarded it
         within seconds. Killing time. Boredom and nerves played on the mind at this hour, on this day. He picked irritably at his
         scalp, running a hand through thinning hair, scraped at an ear and inspected the residue. The Holy Father would be in his
         chapel doing his thing, making his peace, keeping busy. It was best that he made the most of it. At least his brain was engaged.
         The priest sighed. Coffee was in order. Then again, it would not help the jumpiness. Perhaps the Pope was as twitchy, already
         clawing at skin inflamed by the powder. A conspiracy worthy of the Vatican, undetected by its Vigilanza police or the Swiss Guard halberdier-buffoons in their mock-Renaissance clown outfits. He wondered what the next issue of
         the newspaper would have to say. That would be news – hard news, hot news – and he would know the story, from the inside, from the start.
     

      
      Holy See? Holy cesspit. Face it, wherever Italians and Irish gathered, whether in Hell’s Kitchen or Heaven’s basement, there
         was corruption. It came in finance, in politics, in flesh. Black, white, scarlet, purple: beneath the coloured robes of office lay man, his sin more predictable
         than original, his foibles and secrets, dissolution and depravity, easily garnered for observation. The State of Vatican City,
         microcosm and spiritual zone, 108.9 acres. Small enough to case, compile; centralised enough for a priest on one of the eight
         language desks of the General Affairs section of the Secretariat – gatekeepers, scribes and mail-openers to the Pope – to
         understand all aspects and every innuendo of life or gossip in this independent territory. Holiness: the world’s oldest profession.
         By contrast, prostitution was a parvenu. An African bishop who sat on the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples found
         with a suitcase of cash originating with the Vatican’s Administration of Patrimony department; a curial cardinal sucking the
         rears of whey-faced young prelates, putting the semen into seminarians of the Teutonic Order; an official at the Istituto per le Opere di Religione trapped in a love-triangle and channelling funds to his mistress in order to trump the efforts of a senior Roman politician
         and rival. Bathhouse meets God’s house, irreligious acts by the religious, the smell of hypocrisy overlaid with the heavy
         scent of incense and the furtive addictiveness of guilt.
     

      
      An atmosphere comforting to the priest, his bread-and-butter. Ever since his arrival, trawling it was what he had been paid
         for by anonymous financial backers. Nothing sinful about that. One had to live, and preferably live well, particularly when
         uprooted from the United States. Morality depended on perspective, and from where he sat it was not an imperative but a philosophical
         abstract best kept well away from men of the cloth. His own diocesan bishop was tangible proof of the approach. It had started with a scandal
         – political and pastoral – and ended with the hasty removal of the senior cleric from his position as one of America’s leading
         Catholics to the safety of a titular role in the Vatican as refendario on the Committee for Social Communications. The body’s president, an ex-nuncio on the diplomatic and Los Angeles–New York
         circuits, was a personal friend, appreciated having a public relations and media specialist with access to California and
         New England holiday homes to his credit. The bishop brought his assistant, a priest whose strong linguistic, communications
         and information technology skills allowed him to fill a vacancy in the Secretariat. So, here he was, listening, prying, passing
         on. IT expert. Man, was he It. When in Rome. Pedicabo ego vos et irrumabo.
     

      
      The volume of traffic to his handlers was immense. Saints and sinners, Fathers and fathers, priests and thieves. The Secretary
         of State resented the influence of the Jesuit cardinal prefect heading up the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith;
         the Sostituto, chief of the general affairs arm of the Secretariat, disliked the Secretary of State and loathed the pontiff’s Private Secretary;
         the Private Secretary in turn fought with the Prefect of the Papal Household who conducted an internecine campaign against
         the Master of Liturgical Ceremonies. Meanwhile, the Curia – the Vatican’s civil service – complained bitterly of the Secretariat’s interference and obduracy, and the Italians dominating
         the professional staff continued to scheme and outflank all comers and any competitor in the power arena. Ego, spite, careerism, ruthlessness, petty feuding to richter-scale rivalry – the legacy of the early papal princes. The mindset
         owed more to Machiavelli than to God. Who hated whom, who loved whom, who did what to whom, who had a dispensation for celibacy,
         a predilection for deviancy. Rich pickings.
     

      
      He had heard it from a novice nun helping at the Pius X preseminary off Piazza Santa Marta: one of the sampietrini craftsmen working on restorations in St Peter’s basilica was rumoured to be a serial sexual predator with leanings not solely
         towards the sisters but also towards a select group of older and more flirtatious altar-boys of the school. The priest researched
         the matter, found evidence, and through a combination of blackmail and bribery had ensured that the man became a regular and
         loyal contributor to his mail bag. As moonlighting handyman and Mr Fixit, the skilled worker had access to parts of the Vatican
         which few others could reach, was able to plant eavesdropping devices, pilfer, photograph and rummage with abandon and little
         risk. Motherlode. A rental property in the city, owned and let by the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples, had
         become more than simply an investment. It was a brothel, and as the stills provided by a hidden camera showed, the clientele
         included an exotic and powerful mix of police, politicos, masons and clergy with a gamut of Catholic preferences. One regular
         visitor was identified as a member of the Pope’s private household. He had been watched, filmed, snared.
     

      
      Whatever the identities of the controlling players, those for whom he worked covertly – a foreign government or business concern, the priest had tilted at most possibilities – they played a long game. They might have engineered the American
         bishop’s original difficulties and subsequent move to the Vatican, placed honey-traps in the way of the sampietrini, ensured that the city apartment was staffed with the most accomplished and accommodating hostesses in Italy. Conspiracies
         within conspiracy, and the priest barely caught a glimpse. He was himself trapped, both threatened and pampered, locked in
         gilded jaws. And they were closing. While he provided intelligence and discreetly babysat the squealing new recruit, the terrified
         household staffer was forced to give up keys and betray the security details and domestic patterns surrounding the pontifical
         apartments. The man knew what was good for him – deep body massage, essential oils, shared saunas, deep-filled hot-tubs –
         and what was bad. Against that, the surrender of the Holy Father’s laundry schedules could almost be justified.
     

      
      Windows were brightening to a faint dawn of apparitiongrey, were waiting on colour and stammering sunlight to rise with the
         waking Vatican murmurs of people and worship. The world’s largest stage for the world’s greatest confidence-trick, the priest
         mused sourly. He had seen the performances, suffered the artistic temperaments, experienced the scheming in every department
         whether wardrobe, props or understudies. The show would go on, as it had for centuries. Today, he was part of a bid to inject
         variety into the pantomime. The lead – a decent and saintly man – would be preparing in his chapel. He was prepared for little.
     

      
      
      A less than saintly character scowled as the party of school-children jostled him. A crowd, and he could not afford to be
         crowded. Around him, the sun warmed the air of restless anticipation, the throng expectant, exultant, the frisson of mass
         worship coursing through and beyond them, flowing out past the confines of St Peter’s Square and down to the Tiber. Souls
         to be saved, succoured – suckered – their voices chattering, singing, eager laughter and minor squabbles, the good-natured
         banter of common creed and purpose, swelling within the pillar-bounded expanse. There were large screens erected at the basilica,
         spring flowers, instant groves of imported olive trees, police marksmen and spotters camped on rooftops and behind balustrades.
         Security was always present, invariably cosmetic. These people were as chaff, to be winnowed and cast aside. The man saw their
         field glasses traverse, elbows angled up to hidden faces, reticules sweep above the multitude. They were blind, stared but
         could not see, would not find. God had made it so, protected and hidden him. They looked for snipers, for the conventional,
         for the terrorist signature of bomb, bullet and booby-trap – searched as the citizens of Jericho had in vain searched for
         the agents of Joshua – for a threat that they comprehended. Yet the power of the Lord, the extent of His wrath, exceeded their
         comprehension. As smoke clears and is no more, so shall wickedness perish forever and righteousness be revealed like sun governing the world. He pulled his cap lower, shaded his face from intrusive cameras and the heat energy of seasonal sunshine. The Reaper, Melchizedek, Chief of the Army of Light had sent him; there could be no failure.
     

      
      
      The pilgrim observed the camera crews conducting final run-throughs on their scaffold platforms and cranes. They would be
         recording quite an event. The KGB had failed in a previous attempt at papal assassination for it was godless, the time was
         not right. It was here, now, with a later pope, that the sword would fall, the majesty and might of the Creator and Destroyer
         be transmitted to a waiting world. There was no better demonstration of man’s corruption than in the ability to pervert, attract,
         Vatican officials to a different cause. Doubt and moral ambiguity in the enemy favoured the army of light. Good and bad were
         no longer black and white, behavioural codes were there to be cracked, and if religious offices were themselves filled with
         the weak, the dissembling, the treacherous and the impure, then the moment for trial and purification was come. End-time.
     

      
      Clamouring fervour, tens of thousands of people responding and ecstatic as the pin-prick figure in white appeared on the balcony.
         He would be wearing one of two sets of vestments laid out by the holy sisters in his domestic service. Application of an irritant
         compound to one should ensure his eventual choice of the other. Unless he had opted for the suffering-as-spiritual-journey
         approach. The stranger in the crowd planned to initiate an alternative kind of spiritual journey. Murder could take many forms
         in many places. Poison in the vegetable garden at the heart of Vatican City, radioactive substances fed into the dairy produce
         from the Castel Gandolfo estate, a plastic bullet from a non-metallic gun during a private audience paid for with backhanders
         to the appointments staff, a fatal aerosol among the Holy Thursday rites at St John Lateran, a bomb to accompany proceedings in the Paul VI hall. Too easy. Permutations
         were endless, but none possessed the ingredient of large-scale, bona fide, core-shaking spectacle. He studied his watch, wondered
         whether it would be an anticlimax, imagined the hysterical commentaries going out in over thirty languages on Vatican Radio
         that night. For the Glory of Christ and the Salvation of Souls was its remit. Ditto, the impostor thought. The minute hand clicked on. Countdown. He intended to slip away unnoticed through
         the Arco delle Campane, hoped that the crush would not be too terrible during the panic-evacuation. Human behaviour was unpredictable
         in such circumstances, southern European behaviour irrational in any circumstance. He would go with the flow, the scurrying
         waves, keep his head and profile down, stay detached yet part of the rest. Aloofness and anonymity were a shield.
     

      
      Around him, the faithful stood enraptured, eyes diverted to the distant production, brains engaged, ears attuned to the words
         carried high on loudspeakers. Their leader spoke of Christ’s sacrifice, unaware of his own. Paternoster, the Address, and
         final Benediction. He was wrong. Evil had to be terminated. The video camera came up to the right eye, left eye closed, fingers
         finding zoom and lens control, starting to film, monocular swallowing the Holy Father’s benign and caring countenance, tracking
         downwards, searching for the spot, forefinger manipulating and adjusting. The Pope raised his arms. Uplifting, lifting the
         burden from the multitude. Point found, power activated. Sweet. Urbi et Orbi. And the great dragon was cast out. His angels were cast out with him. The pulsed laser-sequence took a microsecond.
     

      
      ‘Boom.’ The Reaper blew imaginary smoke from his cocked fingers. ‘Houston, we have lift-off.’

      
      A bright flash, a disappearance, the seismic report of high explosive transmitted and filtered through lenses and screens
         across the world. The balcony, its occupant, had gone, the Apostolic Palace torn, defaced, and raining slow-mo debris.
     

      
      ‘Not the kinda blessin’ they was expectin’,’ Beck observed.

      
      ‘Worked for me.’

      
      Beck reversed his cap and shook his head in wonderment, southerner’s mouth slack with the ambivalent suggestion of supreme
         stupidity or gifted intelligence. ‘Awesome.’
     

      
      The Reaper sat still before the display, a hand reaching out to absorb, touch, the image. ‘And they worshipped the dragon
         which gave power unto the Beast.’
     

      
      ‘And they worshipped the Beast.’

      
      ‘And there was given unto him a mouth speaking great things and blasphemies.’

      
      ‘Revelations 13,’ Beck muttered.

      
      His master spoke softly to himself, voice reverential, eyes half-closed behind tinted yellow shades. Yellow for happiness.
         Death as an act of worship. ‘I beheld even till the Beast was slain, and his body destroyed, and given to the burning flames.’
     

      
      In St Peter’s Square, the pause before the panic – a shocked tranquillity – a hovering, heavy silence that drifted and settled temporarily with the smoke. Then a groan, collected and collective trauma that welled, deepened, gathered volume
         and anguish, and rose into consciousness and screams. Stampede. Among it, people fell to their knees to pray, were pushed,
         crushed, clung to columns and statuary against the tide, were overcome by emotion, trampled by feet. Flowers, faith and festivity
         extinguished, beaten down by terror and tens of thousands of struggling, directionless bodies. Celebration to decimation in
         a few seconds. The assassin moved steadily and unseen towards an exit.
     

      
      ‘I am Alpha,’ said the Reaper. ‘And I am Omega.’ Beginning and the End. The synagogues of Satan would be crushed, the whore
         – the Church – that rode on the scarlet beast of Rome destroyed, the red dragon that sought to devour the Christ child vanquished,
         and the Watching Angels, servants of Darkness, cast into hell. It would come to pass. Resurrection. He switched off the screen.
         ‘It is done.’
     

      
      The priest raised his head from below the safety of the table, crossed himself and walked to the window. Surprisingly, the
         panes of glass remained intact. He would gaze down on the bewildered aftermath of sudden tragedy, see grief and movement shift
         in running canvas from colonnade to colonnade, from obelisk to fountains. Events unfolding, history unravelling. Too bad.
         The Holy Father had been a kind man, did not deserve the excommunication-immolation dealt him. So permanent. But there was
         upside. It would have wiped the smile, and the face, off the chief private secretary standing behind. He had never much cared
         for him. Hell, that was the Vatican for you.
     

  



      
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      Fragments . . . A shuffling queue of mortals and misery, without faces, without individuality, filing between dark pines mist-wrapped
            and dusted in snow. A chill wind from the Volhynian steppe gusted across barbed-wire strands, plucked at rags covering bent
            skeletal frames, blew the powder from sloping branches onto sloped shoulders. Evil was here, corrosive, permeating, carried
            like a spore. The air grew thick, choking, burdened with the ash of humans and lost humanity. Monochrome hell, bleak-set in
            the narrowing slash between iron-heavy sky and iron-hard earth. They were caught in its jaws, pressed down. Death – of Man,
            of God – and he felt it, felt the pain of guilt and loss. He had to reach them, halt their passive walk to oblivion. Scarecrows.
            Yet scarecrows had character, form, a role. These had nothing. Why didn’t they fight? Flee? They terrified him. Hopelessness
            terrified him. The helicopter vibrated. He looked down, saw crows start to gather, crowd in on the victims, jostle, peck,
            tear at flesh and fabric. They took over where the dogs left off. There was no noise, were no screams. Fate accepted, a trudging
            mass resigned to horror. He was panicking, could not watch. It made no sense. Aircraft jinxed, mind jinxed . . . Faster, faster, for fuck’s sake . . . But the helicopter slowed, time slowed, and the anonymous
            forms tramped on. The death detail, selected and apathetic, killed by inertia. Beyond them, a horizon of mud, limitless and
            limiting – destiny. Blank. Mind switched again, dodged barrage balloons pregnant and floating in his path. More obstacles,
            more delay . . . The front of the line disappeared, beyond help, beyond him. He was shouting to them, to anyone. His words
            were silent. Everything was silence. Even the crows ignored him, even the scarecrows. And the man in black pointed the way,
            smiled, arm outstretched to the left, always to the left. The rotor came away above his head, was spinning, mincing his comrades
            now. He was cowed, naked, had joined the group, was holding a card on which was written his number. Heading left. Then a pressure,
            a roar, furnace heat that reached out and swamped the land with orange fury. Colour and sound erupting, brutal. The trees
            ignited. He was caught up, burning, was too close, too late. And the cries came to him. Cries and static, then laughter –
            rabid, unrestrained – from the man in black, the man in uniform, superman, and the dull, distorted crump of artillery impacts
            and belt-fed bursts of automatic. He turned, and the woods were writhing. The firestorm increased. There were people in there,
            people he knew – the medics, combatives, radio operators. He could not breathe, was dying, falling. And then a swelling wall
            of blood-brown water rose to an apex, gathering, a Vistula torrent as high as the Carpathians that curled and bore down, and
            he was so weak, so tired . . . Fragments.
     

      
      
      ‘Darling . . . honey?’ Concern, questioning, the gentle shaking that transmitted both reassurance and worry. ‘I’m here, Uzi.
         It’s Kit. We’re in Maine. The lake . . . Rangeley . . . remember? Near Oquossoc.’
     

      
      The Scharführer – or perhaps it was the Blockältester – was wrenching him from his sleep, bellowing in his ear. ‘Häftling, Stinkjude. Aufstehen. Antreten! Antreten! . . . Raus!’
            Screw the man. He struggled deeper. The shadow-figure persisted, followed him in to drag him from his dream. Consciousness
            changed again. He held the stench of a holocaust in his nostrils, exhaled, let it mingle, filter out with the odour of ripening
            citrus groves and Yahrzeit candles. Strange. Muddled senses, muddled images. The shadow again had him by the shoulder, was
            readying to spray aerosol opiate in his face, preparing to terminate. That’s what they did in his world . . . 
     

      
      ‘Darling, we’re at the camp. You’re safe. The camp . . .’

      
      Always the fucking camp. The Camp. It was why he had to get away, from the pines, the dogs, the searchlights, from that dreary
            funnel of dreary fucking faceless people. Losers.
     

      
      She shook him harder. ‘Uzi, Uzi . . . Please.’ He could hear an air-raid siren, the Fliegeralarm wail that mixed with the moans of ritual lamentation. All-clear. Shit, nothing was clear. ‘Uzi . . .’
     

      
      He panted, throat dry, her face hanging close to his, hair tumbling forward into his night-strained eyes. He blinked. Acclimatisation
         to a wakened state, awareness of his own sweat, of the uncomfortable damp adhesion of balled sheets. He shifted, pulled her down, using her warmth, presence, to smother the trembling. It would return. Dream toxicity,
         the memories it threw up, that blistered him, never left. But he was alive, needed the reminder. She smelt the rank perspiration,
         sensed the fevered exhaustion, anguish, understood only part. They breathed together, synchronised, and he was stroking, kissing
         her.
     

      
      ‘You’re okay now, you’re okay,’ she whispered.

      
      ‘That’s a vote of one. I’m sorry.’ Apology deep from the gut, autonomics all over the place. He was not proud of this, of
         putting her through it. ‘I scared you.’
     

      
      ‘You scared yourself. Relax, just relax.’

      
      ‘Mmm . . .’ Scepticism camouflaged as assent. Relaxation was the root of the problem, gave his psyche time to wander, search
         for trouble. He needed focus. Idle hands and all.
     

      
      She lay against his chest, felt the cardiovascular rates ease. They said it was dangerous to pull a man from his nightmare.
         It was more dangerous to work for the Institute. Mossad could really fuck a man, had done so with hers. Fifteen years in Kidon and Caesaris assassination squads, killing for the Israeli state, were always going to make recuperation, reconstruction, difficult. A
         casualty of war, wounds deep, bleeding internal and psychological. She was lucky the flashbacks kept mostly to the night hours,
         lucky that loose ends had largely been tidied, stitched by military men in white coats.
     

      
      ‘Some dream you had.’

      
      ‘The one where the tooth-fairy wears a balaclava and works with a pair of pliers. It’s a favourite.’

      
      
      Her laugh was shallow, tension rather than humour breaking through. ‘Favourite? Not of mine.’

      
      He was weary, bone-achingly, being-achingly weary, fatigue draining off the possibility of sleep. He looked up into the blackness,
         past plucking at his conscience, collective past at his consciousness. Neither could be shrugged away: history dictated it,
         blood ensured it. Berlin Hauptbahnhof, January 1939. The spiritless whistle of a train, escape of steam, and the Kindertransport pulled away to shouts of Nazi guards, moans and cries of parents, as another batch of Jewish children were exiled to freedom
         and safety. They were among the ten thousand rescued that way, ten thousand who never heard the sound of a different engine,
         the three-blast, two-tone shriek accompanying the cattle-trucks to the rail-sidings and crematoria of Auschwitz. A girl of
         twelve and her brother aged eight tried to push tear-suffused faces against the barred windows of the jolting carriage to
         catch a glimpse of their mother and father. But the train had picked up speed, the crush of youngsters waving, weeping and
         calling out ‘auf wiedersehen’ was too great. Grief and salvation combined – the story of Europe, of a race. Then, near the Dutch border, German troops
         entered and searched the compartments, checking documents, removing valuables. The boy was dragged away with others – incorrect
         papers were cited – and his sister continued the journey alone. She never again saw her brother or family. Cared for by the
         Children’s Refugee Movement, adopted by a Yiddish-speaking American couple, she was taken to New York, was educated, studied
         languages and trained in international law. At sixteen, she was a committed Zionist, by eighteen had performed her first clandestine mission for the Shai – the intelligence arm of the Jewish underground’s Haganah military wing – and was to remain an enthusiastic overseas Sayanim ‘volunteer’ for Mossad until her death from cancer in 1989. Independent and rebellious, she had married in her twenties a
         musicologist of English-Italian extraction who converted to Judaism to placate her adoptive parents. Their son – Uzi – was
         born in Jerusalem, an Israeli and dual-national, and flown back to the United States. Distance did not diminish the link or
         the loyalty; maternal influence prevailed. From the woman once banished on a train as a frightened twelve-year-old, he learnt
         perseverance, discipline, sacrifice, the importance of offensive-defence of a cause and for his people. From a quiet, pacifistic
         father who had sought only solitude and peace, he gained a certain insularity, introspection, inherited Mediterranean good-looks
         which might have placed him closer to Naples than to Tel Aviv. He had fought for the chosen land as his mother had fought,
         hunted the enemy, done his duty with the Komiemute combatives, trained, honed, refined, murdered. No more. Post-traumatic stress, post-familial stress. Whatever, he was retired.
     

      
      ‘I love you, Mrs Pelham.’ He raked her dark hair softly with his fingers, gently massaged the back of her neck. Ten years
         younger, carrying the tautness, knowingness and optimism of a New England achiever, she was twenty-nine, outcome of Miss Porter’s
         School for Girls in Farmington, Connecticut, and Middlebury College, Vermont, product of boarding-school and privilege. Beautiful,
         intelligent, thoughtful, she made him laugh, made him happy. He did not deserve it.
     

      
      ‘I love you too, Mr Pelham,’ she replied. ‘Even if you are a little damaged.’

      
      ‘I’m more interesting that way.’ Sure. Not everyone could make the tips of their fingers bleed through stress-related eczema.
         Quite a party-trick.
     

      
      He was fully awake, voice in its equilibrium state between hoarseness and dry Italian mafioso whisper. She felt the pinch-pressure
         of the thumb and forefinger, was only faintly aware of what those hands had done before: assembling explosives, handling guns,
         knives, poisons, ciphers, handling her. It added danger, the lure of tenuous hold and control. He was the odd half of the
         odd couple, she his second wife, a political lobbyist-turned-writer, a goy and lapsed Episcopalian who had met him in a Tel Aviv hotel while researching a book that was never completed. He had been
         too great a diversion; she could barely remember its title. One advance accepted – another returned to publisher. His first
         wife, a Russian Jew, had two nervous breakdowns and several attempted suicides to her name and credit. He could be exasperating,
         spouse two conceded. Love was not only blind, but in need of major counselling.
     

      
      ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he said.

      
      ‘Oh, shit,’ came the reply. She was thinking that endorphins generated by gym-workouts were no substitute for the adrenal
         rush of action, that a day would land when combat drew him back, that his life was given definition – stimulation – by its
         proximity to death. She was thinking that he attracted trouble. It made her a vicarious thrill-seeker, a junior jeopardy-junkie by association. Better that than
         growing old and bored in his inherited New York Third Avenue apartment, or living on her trust funds.
     

      
      She smoothed a palm across his torso, felt the martial-arts muscularity, cartoon-hero definition. Spartan hardness, balance.
         Her own avenging angel. Wings clipped, burnt, put out of commission. It made no difference – he could still raise Hades.
     

      
      Out-of-season, and it showed – in the chill droplets beading from magnolia and dogwood, in the damp air and low cloud cascading
         through ghost trees above him, in the raucous, high-pitched human cough of a pair of ravens that sat hunched in the branches
         of a dripping hardwood. Joel curled another stick of gum into his mouth and watched them. To the Babylonians, Messengers of
         God, Great War Chiefs to the Cherokee: the birds to him just looked depressed, wet. If Noah had used one to find dry land,
         they had definitely lost their touch since then.
     

      
      He pulled up the collar of his waterproof and huddled beneath the overhang of a giant rhododendron. A good place to shelter.
         Thank God he was descending. A short walk to the lay-by and his Subaru, and he would soon be back on King Street for coffee
         and a hot shower. There had been no views today, no company; Etta was at a lecture on campus in Boone – she always was – and
         he was trudging through the Blue Ridge mountains, alone, wondering why the hell he had bothered coming up from Chapel Hill
         to be with her. Quality time. The quality sucked. They had both moved from Florida to North Carolina to study, she going to Appalachian State University for teacher training, he to UNC-Chapel
         Hill as an ex-High School jock with damaged knee turned journo student. Close enough to stay close enough, apart enough to
         party with impunity. He stretched, shivered as water found an opening. Yep, the highlands were fine if you had your partner
         with you, if every summit from Mt Mitchell to Grandfather was not enshrouded in fog-drizzle. On a day like this, he preferred
         a warm-sanded beach, sea-scented air, and a bottle of Carolina Blonde.
     

      
      It might have been the ravens. He was thinking of Etta lithe in her cats-cradle bikini, his eyes unfocused with carnal concentration,
         when movement drew him back up the trail. What the . . . Alerted, he scrambled clumsily to his feet, a new image – real-time and extraordinary – imprinting on a surprised mind.
         Country people could be strange, he accepted that, was happy to accommodate their molasses-slow syntax, oxygen-starved intellect,
         the lyrical use of yes’m, an’all, pert’near and ya’lways. It came with the mountain territory, was as strong as the patronising gene in the urban young. But this was fucking freaking
         him, surpassed anything.
     

      
      The figure was part-running, part-staggering, weaving down the track in short, lumbering bursts. There was confusion here,
         madness, the awkward gait and wild eyes of panic, of a man possessed and chased. The clothes – their remnants – were tailored
         rags, grey, moss-green, like the face melded with primeval filth, outer cladding on a weathered bronze that had leapt its
         plinth. A bronze with the Devil on its back. Joel stared. Trust his luck to meet a lunatic, a terrified one. A fleeing one. Confront or sidestep, the situation merited caution. It was a situation.
     

      
      ‘Hey, pal. You okay?’

      
      The Sons of Light are everywhere, they will find me, catch me . . . Woe to the inhabitants of the earth and of the sea! He was running in the certainty of capture, verses and prayers tumbling into a brain deprived of everything but psychological
         trauma. The Devil is come down unto you, having great wrath. He sobbed, incoherence of thought reflected in his jabbering shouts and outbursts. Doomed – himself, the world – and who
         was he to oppose, to flee? He had to warn, but none would believe. O good Jesu, hear me . . . Good, bad, right, wrong: meanings were blurred, judgement gone. He was crazy, could no longer trust his thoughts, instincts,
         trust anyone. They – the Sons of Light – had turned him, turned him into this, a freak. Somewhere he remembered the name of
         an oil company, an executive boardroom, a jet, a house and family. Random, filtered. Were they his memories? His family? His
         happiness? And somewhere he remembered the darkness, the endless trickle and coursing of water, the hard wet edges of the
         cave, the smell of decay and shit from the pipistrelle bats. So much had been rubbed from his past; so many recollections
         erased, re-ordered. Escape, without a sense of freedom; without sense of direction or place; without sense. A boy moved into
         his vision-field, intruded, strode to intercept him. Not a boy, but a young man – well-built in jeans, walking-boots and a
         green waterproof jacket – expression unclear. But intent was clear. He was a hostile, one of them. Hey pal, you okay, it said. The sound was distant.
     

      
      All right, it had been a dumb question. Should have asked ‘Are you on medication?’, the answer was so obvious. Should have asked ‘Do you need electric-shock?’ The man stopped. Joel stood to the side. No point backing the guy into a perceived corner, scaring him further. Cracked
         types did unpredictable things.
     

      
      ‘I don’t want to hurt you.’ He held up his hands, palms facing outward to calm. A universal language of reassurance, even
         to the deranged.
     

      
      ‘Back off! Stay away, stay . . . away!’
     

      
      ‘I’m backed off. See? You pass on by. There you go. We don’t want trouble. You need help?’ Too right. He tried to create space,
         for himself, for the shaking wreck.
     

      
      ‘You are a Son of Light. I know. I know!’
     

      
      ‘Fine.’ Useless to argue, deny. The stranger had plainly overdone the herbal remedies in the trail-mix, or his mother was
         a sibling. Count the toes, count the toes . . . ‘Just chill a little.’
     

      
      The form swayed, was pointing at him. ‘He knoweth that he hath but a short time . . .’
     

      
      Oh fuck, a hillbilly holy-man, and a potentially violent one. Not a species he knew well. The gum tasted sour in his mouth;
         unease was growing. ‘Whatever you say, fella.’
     

      
      ‘I’ll kill you, I’ll kill you, fucking kill you . . .’
     

      
      Doubtful, but he might bite, claw, scratch, Joel thought, balling a fist protectively. He did not want to hurt the man, did
         not want the inconvenience of blood tests. Contact with the clothes alone would warrant that. The shouting was wrought with desperation, studded with obscenity, Ivy League-accented.
         Little was too weird for the mountains: a profane, bible-quoting frontiersman with a cultivated inflection to his rant. Mimicry
         must be his strong point.
     

      
      ‘Look, no problem. I’m not a threat. You get going.’

      
      Split-second action, half-second response. The piece of rock was pulled from a ragged pocket and thrown with violent force.
         Joel shied – close-quarter duck and crouch too slow – the object glancing off his face and slamming from a branch. Kinetic
         energy turned into water, showering him from the quivering leaves. Shit . . . He touched the gouge on his cheek, applied a knuckle press to staunch the blood, looked around. The attacker was heading
         deliriously down the trail. A relief. He scrabbled and retrieved the miniaturised meteorite, its role as trophy or evidence
         undecided, before he noticed the scrap of paper sodden and abandoned in the pine-peat dirt. It must have fallen from his assailant
         during weapons selection. He peeled it up carefully, wiped and placed it in a waterproof pouch. The print would be more easily
         read when dry. By now, the man was over a hundred yards off, disappearing into a corner screened by foliage. Joel raised himself
         from a knee, would follow, observe. Curiosity, perversity, an inclination towards revenge, a liking for Stephen King, would
         not allow him to let it go. Assault had tempered the empathy, his mild concern for a distressed fellow-human replaced by a
         milder concern for the general public. It was the only excitement that morning, the only show out of town. There might be
         an angle for a school project, a spin to raise laughter during future coffee moments back at Howell Hall. He set off in wary pursuit.
     

      
      The fugitive had made it to the road, kept turning to watch the tail. He could see the young man, even at this distance blood
         fresh-bright on the face, holding back, maintaining a viewing pattern. The fragment of rock, intended to slay, had delayed,
         not deterred. Perhaps he should face him, charge back for a concluding fight. Fighting conclusion. But the opposition was fit, looked strong, athletic, a clean-limbed demon with the demeanor of an innocent bystander. Clever,
         deceitful, believable. Though I walk through the valley . . . He would not be taken in, would never be dragged back . . . I shall fear no evil. He was in the shadow of darkness, in the valley, without knowing its location, his part in it. So long since he had seen
         the sky, been in touch with the outside, with himself. He was limping, jogging along the grass verge, panting and weeping,
         the boy closing. Fear him, which after he hath killed hath power to cast into hell. So afraid, so afraid.
     

      
      Salvation. A U-Haul, sides poster-painted with an ersatz Warhol depiction of the Statue of Liberty: kitsch colours denoting
         hire-van status, the statue drawn against a splash of red. Haphazard execution – Liberty’s innards strewn out behind her.
         The truck slowed, its two elderly occupants debating and then responding to the frantic gesticulations.
     

      
      ‘Dear. Can I help you?’ Her face was kindly, showed worry – not for herself but for him – as the window rolled down.

      
      
      He responded, plunged deep for self-control. Hysteria momentarily capped. ‘I’d be grateful for a lift.’ She noticed that he
         shook.
     

      
      ‘My, you do look cold and wet, son.’

      
      ‘Any place in particular?’ her husband called across from the driving position. ‘We’re on our way to Asheville.’

      
      ‘That sounds good . . . Asheville, right.’ Asheville? What was the county, the state? He could not ask, wanted to scream,
         to tell them to accelerate away in a cloud-burst of molten rubber. They would never conceive of what he knew, of what this
         land held.
     

      
      ‘If you don’t mind getting up in the back and sitting with boxes, we’d be happy to take you.’ The old man’s wind-wrinkled
         face puckered into smiled encouragement beneath the cap. His wife nodded.
     

      
      He quelled the urgency, felt the light-headed sensation of growing relief. ‘Thank you so much. Thank you.’

      
      ‘No problems.’ If only they comprehended.

      
      Joel gazed at the U-Haul as it passed. He had not approached, felt it would only have provoked further confrontation or frightened
         the two occupants part-visible through the glass. If they were stupid enough to pick up someone in that condition, it was
         their funeral. Might well be. He memorised the plates, the design details. Could be useful, for a student article, for an
         inquest. You’ve watched too many movies, Joel Ashley. At least the madman was not sitting up front with them. Retired folk. Explained the decision, their decency, a value system
         which took in strangers, gave succour to the needy. They peered at him from the cab window. He felt their examination, its brief intensity, his self-consciousness flaring and cold. The damage to his face must have intrigued them.
         They travelled on by, truck gathering momentum, Liberty with her arm upraised lying back in a crimson puddle.
     

      
      In the back, the escapee made himself comfortable, nudged deeper into the corner and hid in the blackness. He was on the way
         out of here. It did not matter where. This was respite from the elements, respite from elemental terror.
     

      
      A light came on, bulb naked and harsh.

      
      ‘Guess this ’aint your day,’ Beck said.

      
      Qian Yue Fang watched the man die. She had plunge-depressed the last intravenous millilitres of potassium chloride into his
         arm, was taking notes with the detached indifference of a professional, the bored acceptance born of countless rehearsal and
         repetitions. Uniform cruelty – uniformed cruelty – the room sterile and bleak, the occasion devoid of occasion. At least he
         retained his corneas. Some she sent to meet their ancestors sightless: medical facilities had an insatiable appetite for organs
         and body parts. Indeed, she owed part of her wealth to the kidneys harvested on behalf of the military hospitals at Nanjing
         and Beijing for transplant into sickly guilaos and ‘big noses’ and the well-heeled and desperate residents of Hong Kong. Almost seven thousand death sentences passed down
         each year in China, hundreds of prison ‘accidents’ and laogai labour camp clearances sanctioned in secret to add to fatalities, and Dr Qian sat or stood to receive, hypodermic in hand, in scores of execution chambers erected across the land. The sharp end.
     

      
      Spasms grew stronger, the prisoner’s back arching, pelvis humping uncontrollably while the torso, thrashing in its restraints,
         tried to fight the terminal assault on its cardiovascular system. A violent struggle, one-sided, the odds tipped decisively
         against the recipient. Human rights ended in the courtroom, human life ended here, violated with canula needles, poisoned
         by i.v. feed-lines. That was the process, she its facilitator, the returner of men and women to water, carbon, dust. White
         foam burst from the mouth. He was attempting to speak, to make contact, could not breathe. The panuronium bromide ensured
         full respiratory failure. There was, besides, nothing more to be said, nothing more to be done. The man had been a Kunming
         drug smuggler, a du xiao, was paying for his crime. His family would pay for the costs of his dispatch and disposal. The mouth contorted, head agitating
         while the body’s interior was systematically and chemically pulped. An efficient exit, formulaic ending. She had presided
         over – supervised – so many, directed and tasked by a Party and intelligence apparat that maintained its grip on the soul
         of the nation and souls of its people. Another on its way, journey legitimised by the Central Committee.
     

      
      She folded her hands and waited. Experienced hands, trained hands, homicidal hands, hands which had tended and terminated.
         Social ills were their chief competence, cured with the injection of chloroform direct into a prisoner’s heart, the feeding
         of a caffeine overdose through nasal passageways into newborn baby girls transgressing ‘one child per family’ dictats. Doctors are sublimated murderers. Discuss. It was a short step between giving and taking life, setting or breaking bones, and over-filling a syringe, over-prescribing
         tablets. She crossed the distance and the divide easily, effortlessly. There was no contradiction here. They were simply different
         strands of the same discipline, complementary medicines. Nue dai kuang, true sadism. Nothing to discuss.
     

      
      It was 27 October 1940 when she saw the plane, a childhood memory more vivid than any other since. It flew low, fuselage a
         glinting metallic, the blood-red orbs of Imperial Japan’s rising sun stencilled on its wings and side. She had stood motionless,
         a small girl playing in a dirt compound in the Chinese nationalist-held town of Ningbo one hundred miles south of Shanghai.
         And as she watched, a yellow cloud appeared from the aircraft’s bomb bays and drifted earthwards. A fascinating sight, beautiful
         in its way. Deadly. Dispersed, it reached the ground, people gathering to examine and discuss the blizzard of wheat and barley
         grains flurrying from the sky. Seeds were picked up, inspected, their discolouration commented upon. A few were tasted, bitten
         into, ingested. Everyone had an explanation, none were correct. That evening, the first person fell sick; by the following
         morning, the first person began to die. For what had been unleashed on the inhabitants of Ningbo was nothing less than an
         experiment, the inaugural deployment of air-launched biological weapons by an industrialised nation in the twentieth century.
         China was the giant laboratory. Positive beginnings. Among the mixed grains were millions of fleas, cultivated and collected
         from hundreds of thousands of specially-bred rats. Special, for they were born into incubated nests situated at Japan’s Unit 731 bio-warfare
         research centre in Pingfan, northern China; special, for they were carriers of bubonic plague. One by one, Qian’s family died
         – her brothers, her father, uncles, aunts, cousins, and finally her mother – and one by one she cared for and buried them.
         Then she left, fleeing north until she was found starving outside a village by a member of the peasant self-defence corps
         – Communists.
     

      
      Adopted, indoctrinated, she became a courier, ammunition-carrier and medic in Mao Tse-tung’s ‘100 Regiments Campaign’ against
         the Japanese invaders. It was brutal, relentless – hit-and-runs, sabotage, bombings and mass insurrection on all fronts –
         and the Japanese responded with the scorched earth and utter barbarity of their ‘Three All’ offensive: kill all, destroy all, burn all. Qian survived; tens of thousands did not. She was a child prodigy, a natural unnatural, a zealot, a butcher. This was her
         Party. She never cried. With three hundred thousand volunteers, she crossed the Yalu River into North Korea in autumn 1950
         to confront advancing UN troops in a war of attack, counter-attack, trench warfare and attrition. A bloody affair during which
         she acted as military interrogator and re-educator. By the time she was twenty, she was one of China’s most accomplished and
         practised organs of persecution, a woman happiest drawing teeth, extracting fingernails or sealing civilians into caves for
         a lingering death in order to save bullets. Decades on, she continued her work, harrying anti-government protestors as readily
         as she persecuted the underground Catholic church or the Uighur Moslems of Xinjiang. There was no distinction between an activist who planted nail-bombs on a bus in Liaoning and a
         bishop who conducted a secret mass outside the jurisdiction of the State Catholic Church. Each was an example of disloyalty,
         treason, either could fall beneath a vehicle or be battered with her heavy Kwang Tau club.
     

      
      The prisoner screamed without noise. He must be regretting his actions, the inconvenience he had caused the authorities. She
         ticked a box on the form. People never expired vividly. It was always mundane, unimpressive, reminiscent of the thousands-heaped-upon-thousands
         of men, women and children tortured, bludgeoned and suffocated to death in the fields outside the Tuol Sleng camp in Cambodia – the Khmer Rouge’s ‘Compound S-21’ – to which she had once been seconded. No one different, distinguishable,
         no one capable of exciting. They, or the lone pro-democracy demonstrator who on 5 June 1989 had confronted a column of army
         tanks as they travelled down Beijing’s Avenue of Eternal Peace: all went the same way, disappeared in the same monotonous
         fashion.
     

      
      Such was her conduct, her history. She had lived through Japanese occupation, seen infants stapled to trees by their tongues,
         pregnant mothers mutilated with bayonets, found villagers infected and then dissected alive by Pingfan medics. Cries from
         the past made up for the silence of the present, resonated in her mind like tinnitus, comforted her. Corrupted and corrupt,
         privileged consort of a tai-zi business overlord within the Chinese Party elite, she was a lab-coated enemy of freedom – religious, political, social –
         yet a player in large-scale commercial activities. Few forgot that she used her security contacts to quash unionisation within her sweat-shop combines; few forgot that she gained those
         enterprises through engineering the fall and prosecution of her partner’s PLA business rivals. Madam Mao, Madame Guillotine,
         she was a figurehead of intolerance, a hater of humanity, a disciple of control.
     

      
      Bubbling, internalised rasps, from the dying man. A flickering; existence dissolving behind the eyes and framed in them briefly
         as a question. Thoughts, memories, emotion draining into darkness, a falling away. Gene pool emptied. Exhalation – a bronchial
         sigh – the man sank into himself. Extinction. The act was incidental. Her chemicals always won. She made an entry on her clipboard,
         placed it down with the pen, and removed her surgical gloves. She was thinking of other things: of the private medical care
         centres she had established in partnership with the armed forces, of the profit growth achieved by her pharmaceutical interests
         in Shenzhen province, of her apartment blocks and factories built in thirteen new cities along a 370-mile stretch of the Yangtze
         River in central Sichuan. Against these concerns, the last moments of a nonbeing in her presence were barely worth recording.
     

      
      An assistant proffered a disposal bucket for the gloves. Distracted, Qian dropped them in.

      
      ‘The body?’ the assistant asked.

      
      ‘Package the organs and send them out. Complete the paperwork.’

      
      ‘Very good, doctor.’ A slight bow. The stiff, upright figure merited caution, formality. There was no give, no concession
         to human interaction. Was her partner, Yuan Jian Biao, not known as yan wang, the mythological king of hell? Was she not nicknamed gui zi shou – his Executioner? She deserved the title.
     

      
      ‘Empty the collection pans. We have another patient in two hours.’

      
      ‘Certainly.’

      
      The assistant stepped back. On the face of her superior, cold, blank rage was worn as an impassive mask.

      
      He took his orders from the Reaper, from God, was commanded to be here. Develop contacts, put down roots, stay in touch. It
         was part of the plan, a critical part. Morning, and the city of Shanghai was undergoing its customary start, staggered and
         frenetic. Buses were grinding into town, the spearhead battalions for later armies of massed cyclists had appeared, and sweeping-machines
         were jousting and jostling for space with the first Volkswagen taxis of the day. Birds called in their cages at the market
         off Jian Yin street, old men smoked or played chess and cards near the fountains in People’s Square, and in the small park
         off Wei Hai road superannuated dancers of the ballroom generation shuffled to a remembered pre-war rhythm near the studied,
         moving ranks of tai chee practitioners. In Huai hai park, women sliced the air with controlled curves of their wu shu swords; men kicked for exercise at trees, tended bonzais, or listened to their canaries. Scenes repeated, a ritualised wake-up.
         And he was a ghost presence.
     

      
      The Son of Light made his way past them, through the early throngs crowding the market. Arguments were developing, street eruptions that accompanied any deal, all transactions. Those not shouting at each other shouted into mobile
         phones. ‘Ni de rou ting gui ma’ . . . ‘Ni ta ma de rou cai gui ne!’ Your meat’s too expensive . . . Cao nan! Bullshit! It’s your mother’s flesh that’s too expensive! ‘50 yuan? You’re pulling my balls.’ Wo jiu fei le ni ya de. I’ll beat the shit out of you, you son of a bitch. Obscenities were swapped with the produce. Sha jiba. You stupid dick. Ca ni ma. You mother-fucker. Fuck your grandmother, fuck your ancestors. Fuck everyone: the prevailing attitude of the Shanghainese.
     

      
      Sights, sounds and smells – intense, incomparably more demanding than that of any Western culture. Even beat New York. Smoke
         billowed from fifty gallon drums converted into charcoal ovens; da bing and cong you bing pancakes were pulled warm from hot plates, exchanged for rolls of folded notes; you tiao dough sticks spat sesame oil and fried in their woks. Among sacks of rice, groundnuts and bean curd and logs of cabbage,
         steaming pots of hun dun and la mian noodles and racked bamboo dishes of bao zi dumplings competed for space anarchically with cages, boxes and containers. Three snakes were held up – a price agreed –
         their bellies slit, eviscerated. Their gall bladders could reputedly cure eye defects, their meat cool the blood. A chicken
         was taken fluttering from a crate-coop and its head removed. Behind a wire mesh, a family of rabbits watched fearfully. The
         dog in an adjacent pen had already become a cut of meat, was homeward bound. Silkworms, ox penises, rats, grubs, scorpions,
         reptiles: nature as a delicacy or food staple. Sentimentality and squeamishness did not belong in a Chinese market. Off a side street, a shopkeeper passed a wrapped package of illicit huangse luxiang ‘yellow colour’ skin flick videos furtively to a customer. Outside, two policemen in their green uniforms and white cross-belts
         turned away. And down near the docks, pagers were vibrating, calling fan du dealers to make their opening heroin, opium and cocaine trades. Everything had its price. It was progress, chaotic and loud,
         Mammon the god and goal. ‘Development is the irrefutable imperative!’ shouted the hoardings, but the command was superfluous. Money was happiness, and the Shanghainese pursued it with an intensity
         that marked them from the rest. It was in their blood and upbringing, in their dialect, in the hard-working selfishness home-grown
         in every cramped family apartment. Instinctive materialism – to be used and manipulated by the servants of Christ.
     

      
      The Son of Light pushed on. He knew these people well, their ways, weaknesses, understood the art of exploitation. As the
         Lord had once commanded Joshua to spy on the people of Jericho, to infiltrate, to bring the walls crashing down, so too he
         was preparing the way for the chosen to reclaim their land. One more wall would tumble, for the Lord had spoken to and through
         the captain of the host – sword drawn and poised in the mountains of North Carolina. Shout; for the Lord hath given you the city. And it came to pass. They took the city. They could take the world. Preparation was the key, a decade of it. For ten years, the Reaper and his tribe had searched,
         bribed, coerced, broken into computer files, spied, scanned for openings. In the British Virgin Islands they had found one,
         discovered a scent, a hidden bank account. It led here, had brought him to China.
     

      
      There was a senior People’s Liberation Army general, an influential man, a tai-zi Communist Party prince no less. He had family at the Zhongnanhai government compound in Beijing, connections, business interests,
         a female partner who guarded his back, defended his position and commercial empire. She was one Qian Yue Fang, a doctor by
         training, virago by trade. They were a feared couple, owned land and property from Beijing and Shanghai to Guangzhou Province
         and Hong Kong, owned friends. It was he who smuggled assault weapons into California, traded missile parts with Iran and North
         Korea, travelled accompanied by a team of kung-fu priests trained at the Shaolin temple, he who once took coffee in the White
         House with an American President. It was she who liaised with ‘patriotic’ triad gangs to kidnap and hold to ransom selected
         bankers and industrialists in the former British colony in exchange for concessions and dollars. The hostages were returned,
         occasionally by post. Old guard, new money, ancient values. Proceeds were exported and laundered, re-invested, managed, sometimes
         brought back to mainland China. Their movements were shadowed, tracked by forces whose front companies, property surveyors
         and land dealerships positioned them to identify the optimum incubus. Qian Yue Fang was picked.
     

      
      The second Cultural Revolution, Paris of the East reborn. Fripperies, concerns, which did not impinge on the Son of Light.
         He crossed near a bus, mounted steps, and let himself through the glass lobby doors of a functionally-grey office building. It reeked of depressing corporate anonymity, was chosen for that reason. Floor twelve. The elevator started its
         smooth ascent, left the ground-floor, bottom-rung existence, behind. How they scrambled to drag themselves after him. Going
         up.
     

      
      Over 1.3 billion people promised refrigerators with which to chill their cola, pump out chlorofluorocarbons and further erode
         the ozone layer. Over 1.3 billion people promised economic development, higher standards of living, regular electric supply,
         through which they consumed a billion tons of sulphurous coal each year, produced some twelve million cubic tons of gas byproduct,
         almost twenty million tons of soot, carbon dioxide to trap the sun, acidic smog and pH 3 rain to corrode forest and foliage.
         It was worsening – by the day, by the decade. The cost of advance, the cost of Man. Deng Xiaoping had shouted ‘Get Rich!’
         With a vengeance. Anyone could make promises. It was the turn of the Reaper, who looked on, to make a promise. It was the
         turn of the Son of Light to aid in its execution.
     

      
      He entered his office. Chinese planning was no match for the act which he was destined – predestined – to accomplish. A warming
         economy, a broiling planet. Direct equation. He would wash away pollution and progress, the sins, the tears, the blemishes;
         he would cleanse. The electronic in-tray indicated five messages. Routine, another day. He was biding his time, waiting for
         the moment. It would arrive when final battle commenced in that mountain range of the southern United States.
     

      
      
      Another log split, was stacked, replaced, its successors following in methodical, rhythmical procession. Primal activity,
         first-rate therapy. The axe-head swung, controlled precision, applied momentum, Pelham driving steel through wood with the
         focused dedication of an executioner. It was a release, a transfer of energy, thoughts and tension carried out through the
         forearms and into the ground. Where he had buried so many. Everything went back to nature, everything – blood, bone, soil,
         shit, leaves, memories – turned brown. Death before renewal, the human soul configured as a fucking compost heap. He had yet
         to see those shoots of recovery. The blade bit straight. A practised eye.
     

      
      ‘I’ve got it! I’ve got it!’ Kit’s voice raised in a shout.

      
      A pause before the door crashed, the feet came running, spontaneity and excitement intruding into the vacuum that was wood-chopping.
         He rested on the haft, waited for her to reach him They met, arms encircling, good news and self-congratulation transmitted
         in the wide smile and exaggerated kiss.
     

      
      ‘Guess that means you must’ve got it, then,’ he said, teasing.

      
      ‘Pelham, you’re a piece of work.’ She cuffed him, admonition in the light frown. ‘A selfish, sarcastic, cynical . . .’

      
      ‘Not to mention spiteful.’

      
      ‘I was coming to that. Spiteful bastard, who doesn’t deserve my time, attention and inherited wealth which is why he married me in the first place.’
     

      
      ‘I always thought you suspected.’

      
      ‘I put up with it because we’re great in bed.’

      
      
      ‘Shame to lose it.’ His hands arched round to the small of her back, went lower.

      
      She bit his earlobe. ‘Wouldn’t it just?’

      
      ‘Are you about to tell me the good news, or am I supposed to stand here feeling stupid and growing a hard-on?’

      
      ‘Oh, I can wait.’

      
      ‘You’re vicious, lady, vicious.’

      
      ‘But you love me for who I am.’

      
      He held her shoulders. ‘And it’s never going to change.’

      
      ‘Okay.’ She kicked a stump flat and stepped onto it to make her announcement. ‘I have been commissioned by Vogue to conduct in-depth studies of all the players likely to declare as candidates for the next American presidential nominations.’
     

      
      ‘Interviews?’

      
      ‘Blood-samples, dental records, school reports. I’m going to live with them, record them, watch them, analyse them.’

      
      ‘They should be warned.’

      
      ‘You’re allowed to applaud at this point.’ He began to clap on cue. ‘Thanks. I admire your spontaneity.’

      
      ‘Where to first?’

      
      ‘North Carolina. Governor Dan Barclay.’

      
      ‘Asshole.’

      
      ‘The kind of value-judgement I’m going to try and avoid.’

      
      ‘A politician, so still an asshole.’

      
      ‘Draw that out over several thousand words, comment on his taste in interior design, and you’ve got yourself the commission.’

      
      He had retrieved the axe, was examining the blade, removing chippings. ‘I’ve moved on from political assassination, remember?’
     

      
      ‘God, I hope so, Uzi.’ It was part of the deal, part of the marriage. She committed when he committed, she to him, he to holstering
         the side-arm, dismantling the bomb-circuitry in his brain, erasing the instinct to crouch in every doorway, search for cover
         in every restaurant. Wiped slate, cleared conscience; her gain, Israel’s expense. ‘Not sure I even liked you snooping on the
         White House.’
     

      
      ‘It was the Watergate Building we bugged. Came under current affairs.’

      
      ‘Clinton jerking-off to Monica was his own affair.’

      
      ‘So? We made it ours.’

      
      Unnerved, a woodlouse broke cover – a Serbian JSO special forces praetorian guard or PJP assault police commander; a squad
         member of Jordan’s SOU 17 hiring himself out to Arab terrorists; a renegade intelligence operative from the Palestinian Authority
         feeding information to Jihad – zig-zagging frantically, afraid of the light, of the unknown, afraid of the boot of an omnipotence
         falling to crush it. Afraid of Uzi Pelham. Wise. He let it go. Small beginnings. He noticed that Kit noticed.
     

      
      ‘Am I invited to Carolina?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Um . . .’ Mock sheepishness, shuffling of feet on the temporary stage.

      
      ‘A large um.’
     

      
      ‘I want you there.’
     

      
      ‘Too little, too late. I’m hurt.’ His turn to ham it up.

      
      ‘It won’t be dangerous, so my bodyguard’s not needed.’

      
      ‘What about a husband?’

      
      
      ‘Honey, sweetie . . .’

      
      A sigh. ‘I understand.’

      
      ‘No you don’t.’

      
      ‘It’s fine.’ He let the axe fall, approached and lifted her from a platform on which she was beginning to look vulnerable.
         ‘I’m a born solo kibbutzer. Wood-chopping and post planting – they’re a second career.’
     

      
      ‘The first one I approve of.’

      
      Repetitive kisses, light to moderate, becoming harder. ‘You can be so judgemental.’ And so physical.

      
      Arms entwined, legs following, denim rubbing on denim, a meeting of minds, equals, crotches. She was asked by others, but
         never asked herself, why it worked, lasted. All those things – love, respect, pheromones, passion – were beyond explanation,
         were as simple as the word friendship, as elaborate as its meaning. Kit and Uzi. They were not the insipid pairing of two
         halves that had come together to make a whole, to feel whole, but the attraction and surface tension of two separate forces,
         entities. Individuality was their bond and their core. They went their own ways, secure that all roads would lead to each
         other, aware that the controlled ache of absence and journey would ignite instantly into ease and emotion upon reunion. He
         carried about him a heavy quietness that only the truly psychopathic or the truly self-possessed enjoyed, was answerable solely
         to himself and – by concession – to her. Her lightness of touch drew him out, applied the arnica to the bruised and marked
         soul. She had listened to it shriek, whimper as she lay beside him on a damp pillow, heard the sleep groans, felt the restlessness
         of hidden pain. It was the aftermath, the dark side, of sacrifice. Citations were mere words, medals alloy hung on ribbons, boxed up and locked in convenient drawers,
         packed away as discarded reminiscences. The body, mind, threw up more human history. He was bared, and she was forced to watch,
         wanted to protect. Her man, her choice. He would go further than die for her; he would kill. That was some responsibility.
         She would exercise it carefully.
     

      
      She disengaged, pushed him to arm’s length, dug fingers into the coiled tautness of his arms. ‘I promise to miss you.’

      
      ‘Promises are cheap.’

      
      ‘Not mine.’

      
      ‘Do I get a guarantee?’

      
      ‘Do I get some trust?’

      
      He pulled her close again and hugged her. Of course he trusted her, in every situation, under any circumstance. There was
         no reason for accompanying her on a working trip, no joy to talking golf, walking courses, discussing handicaps, to idling
         with idle acquaintances. Not his medium. The University of Tel Aviv, the Sayarat Mat’kal General Staff Reconnaissance Unit, the Mossad – the Central Institute for Intelligence and Special Assignments – developed
         his brain, his character, his reflexes, his lethality. They had not equipped him for preppy functions, charity fundraising
         or southern-style barbecues. Life was not a rehearsal for risk-free partying. He would map his future from here, stay fit,
         keep out of sight, away from the consciousness and memories of a host of government departments.
     

      
      ‘So what do you really think?’ Kit asked over his shoulder.

      
      
      ‘Of your going?’

      
      She squeezed. ‘Of my going.’

      
      ‘I think it’ll keep you out of trouble,’ he said.

      
      Dixie played softly, mellow sounds hanging above the lawn and shrubs of the Executive Mansion, spring rhythms of fund-raising,
         jazz syncopation and laughter washing down the ordered sidewalks of Person Street, Raleigh. There was flow – of drink, conversation,
         bonhomie – a noise constant intersected with the chime of glass, the deeper timbre of silver on bone china, a noise constant
         suggesting expense, wealth, an elite. The Governor of North Carolina was entertaining at home.
     

      
      He stood on the shallow steps at the front entrance to his red-brick inhabitancy, savoured the temporary respite from a role
         as greeter, meeter and usher. Margie had done the sensible thing and headed for the garden. All were present, counted; their
         dollar contributions could be counted later. He breathed deep – infused the faint-sweet scent of rose bushes – gave a half-moon
         smile of self-satisfaction and smoothed back oil black hair with both hands. Everything sweet. Perhaps the smell of roses
         from a formal garden adjoining a larger executive residence to the north would one day seep up his nostrils. President Daniel
         Barclay – there was a quality to it, credibility, certainty.
     

      
      ‘Turkey-dreaming, Dan?’

      
      The hand clapped him on the shoulder, wrenched him from the sun-soaked reverie. Its owner, grey-suited, eyes shrouded in black
         mirrors, smiled. Gideon Stone, billionaire, philanthropist, environmentalist, Research Triangle Park businessman and late-septuagenarian had a free licence to creep up on anyone. That was true influence, real
         money.
     

      
      ‘Nice to have you come down from the hills, Gideon.’

      
      ‘Mighty proud to be with you, Dan. Just been speaking to Margie. Says you’re working too hard.’

      
      ‘The best State deserves it.’

      
      ‘I hope that don’t mean you won’t be visiting Mount Creation to fish with us?’

      
      ‘And miss the finest brown trout in the Appalachians? I’ll be there the first opportunity God gives me. It’s a promise.’

      
      ‘I’ll hold you to it.’ He always did. Writing IOU’s on the campaign ticket guaranteed a governor’s attention and compliance.
         Cordial, respectful, manipulative, power-imbalance disguised by the formality of informality: how political and financial
         relationships should be. There was more to it here. They liked each other, understood each other, older and younger man with
         mutual and similar interests. One would be heading for the White House, the other to an extravagant Potomac pied-à-terre to
         function as counsellor, eminence or National Security Adviser. All the way to DC, courtesy of Gideon Stone and a little help
         from the Chief-of-Staff. The rich man cocked his head. ‘Guess it gets tiring having President Jackson stare over your shoulder
         up at State Capitol every day?’
     

      
      ‘I’m used to the old buzzard’s picture.’ Used to Stone’s presence and influence.

      
      ‘You going to lay a sugar-mouth speech on my fellow-guests?’

      
      
      ‘Wouldn’t be a party without it. Mike’s added a few flourishes, of course.’ Of course. ‘Let’s go and freshen your drink, Gideon.
         Cranberry?’ A nod. The tycoon was a dry state, did not imbibe alcohol.
     

      
      They passed through the interior – understated gubernatorial splendour reflected in the chandeliers and the grand staircase
         down which a beautiful daughter had stepped the day of her wedding, in the blue silk brocades and twenty-four seat table of
         the dining room, in the whites and golds of the drawing room – and out on to the wrap-round verandahs. It was home, status,
         and the Governor loved it. The sharp-suited sat in the deep wicker chairs of the sun room, leant on the painted wood balustrades
         or circulated on the grass within the curved protective confines of high privet hedges. Southern gentility and parvenus, at
         ease, at play. He would be sorry to leave them.
     

      
      ‘Place is jumping, Dan.’

      
      Group conversations fell away, expectancy replacing it, as the Governor took up position on the garden stairs between a pair
         of red maples, wife Margie at his side. Stone lowered himself into an easy chair on the terrace. He would view the performance
         from the wings, an unobtrusive prompt and support act. Margie beamed at him to the side. He waved back. Leaning on a deck
         pillar, Barclay’s chief of staff turned from purposeful, hand-pumping, investment-pumping dialogue, intensity mellowing in
         Stone’s sight-line, and gave a nod of friendly acknowledgement. Mike Mordant – by name, by nature – a short man with a shorter
         fuse, a fixer who punched well above his height.
     

      
      
      ‘My friends, fellow-Carolinians . . .’ the Governor began, searching for eye-contact, searching for greenbacks.

      
      Stone dropped his eyelids behind the darkened shades, exuded stillness and concentration, let his mind slip to more important
         dimensions, motor along NC 54, slide along Alexander Drive and turn into the parking lot of the sprawling four-storey complex
         hidden behind a layered coniferal tree line.
     

      
      EcoSystems, his empire, not only spanning the globe, but encircling it. Its base was here, among the near-seven thousand acres,
         forty thousand personnel, two thousand PhDs and almost one hundred and fifty major organisations and corporations which chose
         to settle in RTP – Research Triangle Park – the silicon valley of the eastern seaboard. The bronze study of a remote-sensing
         satellite, massive and dominating the frontage to his glass-and-steel edifice, its aluminium evocation of unfolding solar
         wings spreading two hundred feet across the front plaza, spoke of limitless ambition, unequalled success. His hyperspectral
         sensor and radar-imaging spacecraft scanned the earth and seas, monitored and mapped, aided governments and environmental
         protection agencies; submersible Remote Operating Vehicles and aqua-ferrets scoured the ocean beds at depths of almost three
         miles; his aircraft and solar-powered unmanned airborne platforms flew at up to a hundred thousand feet to sniff the clouds
         and check the damaged health of man’s fragile biosphere. Defender of species, guardian of plant and animal diversity, wilderness
         champion, he was impassioned in his defence of Nature, ruthless in his condemnation, pursuit and litigation of transgressors,
         whether state or corporate. It was Stone whose survey ships floated off the Arctic ice-shelf to measure the effects of global
         warming, Stone who named and shamed oil companies and illegal dumpers, Stone who encouraged and funded international efforts
         at reforestation. And it was Stone who pioneered the purchase of debt from tropical forest nations on the secondary market
         – at below face value – in return for sums being set aside for conservation projects. Right, righteous, he won friends, made
         enemies, influenced everyone.
     

      
      His ancestors had been in the area from the early 1700s: trekkers and traders, farmers, pioneers and fortune-seekers, who
         pushed their way through the dense hickory, oak and pine forests – pushed their way up the food-chain – staked their claims,
         put down roots, built homesteads and lives. A long, tough, heroic three-century journey. They moved into the interior, ascending,
         spreading, surviving, working as hard-scrabble farmers, miners and loggers, planting tobacco, fruit, then cotton, fighting
         first Cherokee then Unionists. Their blood was here, their souls, their bones, Confederates and countrymen who had clung to
         the backwoods and their value system, clung to Mount Creation. And they prospered and prospected, their businesses growing
         while the fortunes of others fluctuated or declined. Antebellum entrepreneurs, post-bellum profiteers, by the first half of
         the twentieth century the Stones were powerful and established. Then a country-smart son went to university, studied engineering,
         and joined the Air Force in time for the Korean War. He was a thinker, a visionary, an aerospace man, a risk-taker and ball-breaker
         who built his company, nurtured it, in the fertile conditions – threatened climate – of global warming and planetary pollution.
         A new millennium lent itself to new fears, fresh uncertainty, the onset of floods, earthquake, fire, a future uncontrolled
         for evolved beings who prided themselves on control. Man the soiler, the destroyer of habitats and species, the intelligent,
         thoughtless life-form which damaged its world, its own survival chance, through negligence, expediency, myopia. Nature, challenged,
         lashed out – with tooth, claw and hurricane. Nature in crisis, Gideon Stone the cure. His hardware and software, his disaster-management
         constellations, viewed and recorded, extracted and calculated, gave order to randomness, made predictions of the unpredictable,
         reached ahead, reached conclusions. Gideon Stone saw. An American dream.
     

      
      ‘You know what’s great about North Carolina?’ the Governor was asking. ‘You people. Our people . . .’ The rapt attention,
         rapt applause of individuals being flattered, eager to be cuted by their favourite politician. Their poses varied from supplication
         to veneration, the men admiring, the women of a certain age and certain type wanting unadulterated, adulterous sex with no
         strings, thongs attached. He was an achiever, a doer, could achieve and do them on a whim, and upon request; had that personal
         touch, their personal pager numbers. Perks of executive office. ‘We’re tarheels because we have certainty, we have values.
         Old-fashioned values. We’re stickers who fight for our beliefs. We draw strength from our past, but look to our future. That’s
         North Carolina for you. That should be the United States of America . . .’ Laudation by true believers, quelled with the raising of the Governor’s hands. Son of a white baptist preacher-man, he knew the tricks, could speak Spanish, in
         tongues, had the persuasiveness of television evangelism. Had their sins. Alpha and Omega; Beginning and End. For the great day of His wrath is come, and who shall be able to stand? ‘We look to the sky, but we stay humble, keep our feet on the ground, the pine-needles beneath them. We are technologists,
         we have made this America’s boom state. But we have not compromised. We stay true, we stay decent, and we stay God-fearing.
         This is our future. Look to it.’
     

      
      Our future. The Reaper watched.
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