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May 1914, Upstate New York


Streaks of lightning signalled a threatening thunderstorm as the Manhattan Limited hurtled over the ballasted rails piercing the New York countryside. Coal smoke burst from the locomotive’s stack in a drumstick plume that dusted the stars stippling the night sky. Inside the cab, the engineer slipped a silver Waltham watch from the pocket of his coveralls, sprung the lid and studied the face in the glow from the firebox. It was not the approaching storm that worried him, but the relentless crawl of time that sought to rob him of his precious schedule.

Gazing out the right side of the cab, he watched the creosote ties sweep under the eight huge driving wheels of the 2-8-0 Consolidation-type locomotive. Like the captain of a ship who lived with his command, he had been at the same throttle for three years. He was proud of ‘Gallopin’ Lena’, as he affectionately called the 236,000 pounds of iron and steel. Built by Alco’s Schenectady Works in 1911, she was burnished in gloss black with a red stripe and her number 88 neatly hand-painted in gold.

He listened to the steel wheels pounding out a moving rhythm against the rail joints, felt the momentum of the locomotive and the seven cars that followed.

Then he pulled the throttle up another notch.

 



In the seventy-foot private Pullman that brought up the rear, Richard Essex sat at a desk in the vestibuled library. Too tired to sleep and bored with the tedium of the trip, he composed a letter to his wife to pass the time.

He described the ornate interior of the car, the elaborately carved Circassian walnut, the handsome brass electrical lamps, the red velvet revolving chairs and the potted palms. He even mentioned the bevelled mirrors and ceramic tile floors in the lavatories of the four spacious sleeping compartments.

Behind him in a richly panelled observation parlour, five army guards in civilian dress played cards, the smoke from their cigars drifting in a blue cloud towards the brocade ceiling, their rifles laid casually about the furniture. Occasionally a player would lean over one of the brass spittoons dotting the Persian carpet. It was perhaps the highest level of luxury any of them had ever enjoyed, Essex speculated. The palatial transportation must have cost the government nearly seventy-five dollars a day, and all for the movement of a scrap of paper.

He sighed and finished his letter. Then he sealed it in an envelope, which he stuffed inside his breast pocket. Sleep still evaded him, so he sat and stared through the arched bay windows at the darkened landscape, listening for the wail of the engine’s whistle just before a village depot or country crossing flashed past. Finally he stood up, stretched and walked to the elegant dining-room, where he sat down at a mahogany table covered by a snowy cloth enhanced by crystal glasses and silver service. A glance at his watch told him it was a few minutes before two in the morning.

‘What is your pleasure, Mr Essex?’ A black waiter had appeared as if by magic.

Essex looked up and smiled. ‘I know it’s quite late, but I wonder if I might get a light snack.’

‘Happy to oblige, sir. What would you like to order?’

‘Something that will help me close my eyes.’

The waiter flashed a toothy grin. ‘May I suggest a small bottle of Pommard burgundy and a nice hot bowl of clam bouillon.’

‘That will be fine, thank you.’

Later, as he sipped his wine, Essex couldn’t help wondering if Harvey Shields was also finding sleep so elusive.
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Harvey Shields was experiencing a nightmare.

His mind refused to accept any other explanation. The shriek of steel and the cries of agony and terror beyond the darkness that smothered him were too hellish for reality. He struggled to retreat from the devilish scene and drift back into a peaceful sleep, but then the pain began gnawing at his senses and he realised it was no dream.

Somewhere below he could hear the rush of water as though it was surging through a tunnel, followed by a gust of wind that squeezed the breath from his lungs. He tried to open his eyes, but the lids felt glued shut. He was not aware that his head and face were coated with blood. His body was gripped in an immovable foetal position against cold, ungiving metal. An acrid electrical smell stung his nostrils and combined with the increasing pain to prod him on to a higher plateau of consciousness.

He tried to move his arms and legs, but they refused to respond. A strange silence settled around him, broken only by the murmur of lapping water. He made another attempt at breaking clear of the unseen vice that clutched him. He took a great breath and then exerted every muscle in his limbs.

Suddenly an arm tore free and he gasped as a jagged piece of metal sliced his forearm. The agony swept him to complete awareness. He wiped the congealing wetness from his eyes and gazed about what had once been his stateroom aboard the Canadian luxury liner bound for England.

The large mahogany dresser was gone, as was the writing desk and the nightstand. Where the deck and starboard bulkhead should have been was a massive cavity, and across the twisted edge there was only the fog-shrouded darkness and the black water of the St Lawrence River. It was as if he was looking into a bottomless void. Then his eyes caught and focused on a soft reflection of white and he knew he was not alone.

Almost within touching distance a young girl from the next stateroom was buried in the debris with only her head and one pale shoulder protruding from the broken ceiling. Her hair was golden and rained in loose strands nearly three feet long Her head was twisted at a grotesque angle and blood seeped from her lips, streaming down her face and slowly dyeing her cascading hair crimson.

Shield’s initial shock receded and a spreading sickness took its place. Until now the spectre of death had not crossed his mind, but in the lifeless corpse of the girl he could read his own diminishing future. Then a sudden thought burst inside him.

In despair his eyes vainly probed the debris for the hand case he had never let out of his sight. It was gone, swallowed up in the wreckage. Sweat erupted from his every pore as he fought to extricate his torso from its prison. The effort was fruitless, there was no feeling below his chest and he knew with fearful certainty that his back was crushed.

Around him the great liner was in its death throes, rapidly listing and settling into the cold water that would forever be its grave. Passengers, some in evening dress, most in sleeping clothes, were milling about the slanting decks trying to climb into the few lifeboats that were launched or leaping into the cold river, clutching anything that would float. Only minutes remained before the ship would take her final plunge a scant two miles from shore.

‘Martha?’

Shields stiffened and turned his head towards the faint cry that sounded from beyond the demolished partition separating him from the inside corridor. He listened intently, and then it came again.

‘Martha?’

‘In here,’ Shields shouted. ‘Please help me.’

There was no reply, but he heard sounds of movement through the pile of rubble. Soon a fallen piece of the ceiling was pushed aside and a face with a grey beard poked through.

‘My Martha, have you seen my Martha?’

The intruder was in a state of shock and his words came hollow and without inflection. His forehead was badly  lacerated and his eyes darted about frantically.

‘A young girl with long blonde hair?’

‘Yes, yes, my daughter.’

Shields motioned towards the body of the girl. ‘I’m afraid she’s gone.’

The bearded man feverishly forced a larger opening and crawled through. He approached the girl, his face numb with incomprehension, and lifted the bloodstained head, smoothing back the hair. For several moments he did not utter a sound.

‘She did not suffer,’ Shields offered gently.

The stranger did not reply.

‘I’m sorry,’ Shields murmured. He could feel the ship listing sharply to starboard. The water was rising faster from below and there was little time left. He had to penetrate the father’s grief and somehow persuade him to rescue the hand case.

‘Do you know what happened?’ he began.

‘Collision,’ the answer came vaguely. ‘I was on deck. Another ship came out of the fog. Buried her bow in our side.’ The father paused, took out a handkerchief and dabbed the blood from the dead girl’s face. ‘Martha begged me to take her to England. Her mother was reluctant, but I gave in. Oh God, if only I’d known…’ His voice trailed off.

‘There is nothing you can do,’ Shields said. ‘You must save yourself.’

The father turned slowly and looked at him with unseeing eyes. ‘I killed her,’ he whispered hoarsely.

Shields was not getting through. Anger smouldered within him and ignited in a flame of desperation.

‘Listen!’ he cried. ‘Lost in the wreckage is a travel case with a document that must reach the Foreign Office in London!’ He was shouting now. ‘Please find it!’

The water swirled in small eddies a few feet away. The flood that would engulf them was only seconds away. The rising tide was stained with the slime of oil and coal dust while the night air outside was torn by the screams of a thousand dying souls.

‘Please listen to me while there is still time,’ Shields begged. ‘Your daughter is dead.’ He was beating at the  restricting steel with clenched fists, uncaring of the pain as his skin shredded away. ‘Leave before it’s too late. Find my travel case and take it with you. Give it to the captain, he’ll know what to do.’

The father’s mouth trembled open. ‘I cannot leave Martha alone… she fears the dark…’ He muttered as though he were speaking at an altar.

It was the death-blow. There was no moving the grief-stunned father as his mind entered delirium. He bent over his daughter and kissed her on the forehead. Then he dissolved into a fit of uncontrolled sobbing.

Strangely, the fury of frustration fell away from Shields. With the acceptance of failure and death, fear and terror no longer held meaning. In the few short moments left he slipped beyond the boundaries of reality and saw things with abnormal clarity.

There came an explosion deep in the bowels of the ship as her boilers burst. She rolled over on her starboard side and slid stern first on to the waiting riverbed. From the moment of the collision in the darkness of early morning until she vanished from view of the mass of humanity struggling to stay afloat in the icy water, less than fifteen minutes had elapsed.

The time was 2.10 a.m.

Shields did not try to fight it, to hold his breath staving off the inevitable for a few more seconds. He opened his mouth and gulped in the foul-tasting water, gagging as it poured down his throat. Into the airless tomb he sank. The choking and the suffering passed quickly, and his conscious mind blinked out.

And then there was nothing, nothing at all.
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A night bred in hell, thought Sam Harding, ticket agent for the New York & Quebec Northern Railroad, as he stood on the platform of his station and watched the poplar trees  bordering the track lean horizontal under the battering gusts of a violent windstorm.

He was experiencing the end of a heat wave that had baked the New England states; the hottest May since 1880, proclaimed Wacketshire’s weekly newspaper in red-letter Bodoni typeface. Lightning hurtled through the pre-dawn sky in jagged patterns, accompanied by a twenty-four-degree drop in temperature in one hour. Harding caught himself shivering at the sudden change as the breeze whipped at his cotton shirt, dampened by sweat from the oppressive humidity.

Down on the river he could see lights from a string of barges as they nosed their way against the downstream current. One by one their dim yellow glows blinked off and then on again as the barges passed under the foundation piers of the great bridge.

Harding’s station sat on the outer perimeter of the town, village really, where the tracks of the railroad bisected in a cross. The main trunk ran north to Albany while the branch line swung east over the Deauville-Hudson River bridge to Columbiaville before forking south to New York City.

Though no drops had fallen, there was a definite smell of rain in the air. He walked over to his Model T Ford depot hack, untied a number of small cords under the edge of the roof and rolled down the leatherette side curtains over the oak side panels. Then he fixed them into place with the Murphy fasteners and re-entered the station.

Hiram Meechum, the Western Union night man, was hunched over a chessboard, engaged in his favourite pastime of playing another telegrapher down the line. The panes in the windows rattled from the wind, keeping cadence with the staccato of the telegraph key screwed to the table in front of Meechum. Harding picked up a coffee-pot from a kerosene stove and poured himself a cup.

‘Who’s winning?’

Meechum looked up. ‘I drew Standish down in Germantown. He’s a damn tough customer.’ The key danced and Meechum moved one of the chess pieces. ‘Queen to knight four,’ he grunted. ‘It don’t exactly look encouraging.’

Harding pulled a watch from a vest pocket and studied the dial, knitting his eyebrows thoughtfully. ‘The Manhattan Limited is twelve minutes late.’

‘Probably behind schedule because of the storm,’ Meechum said. He tapped out his next move, placed his feet on the table and leaned his chair back on two legs awaiting his opponent’s response.

Every clapboard on the station’s walls creaked as a firebolt scorched the sky and struck a tree in a nearby pasture. Harding sipped at the steaming coffee and unconsciously stared at the ceiling, wondering if the lightning rod atop the roof was in good order. A loud clang from the telephone bell above his roll-top desk broke his thoughts.

‘Your dispatcher with news on the Limited,’ Meechum predicted with unconcern.

Harding bent the swinging arm of the telephone upwards to his standing position and pressed the small, circular receiver to his ear. ‘Wacketshire,’ he answered.

The dispatcher’s voice from Albany was barely discernible from the storm-induced static on the circuit. ‘The bridge… can you see the bridge?’

Harding turned towards the east window. His vision carried no further than the end of the platform in the darkness. ‘Can’t see. Have to wait for the next lightning flash.’

‘Is it still standing?’

‘Why wouldn’t it be standing?’ Harding replied irritably.

‘A tugboat captain just called from Catskill and raised hell,’ the dispatcher’s voice crackled back. ‘Claims a girder dropped off the bridge and damaged one of his barges. Everyone here is in a panic. The agent in Columbiaville says the Limited is overdue.’

‘Tell them to relax. She hasn’t reached Wacketshire yet.’

‘You sure?’

Harding shook his head in disbelief at the dispatcher’s simple-minded question. ‘Dammit! Don’t you think I’d know if a train passed my station?’

‘Thank heavens we’re in time.’ The relief in the dispatcher’s tone came over the line despite the interference. ‘The Limited has ninety passengers on board not counting  the crew and a special government car carrying some big-shot official to Washington. Flag it down and inspect the bridge at first light.’

Harding acknowledged and hung up. He lifted a shuttered lantern with a red lens off a hook on the wall, shook it to see if the tank held kerosene and lit the wick. Meechum peered over his chess pieces questioningly.

‘You flagging the Limited?’

Harding nodded. ‘Albany says a girder fell off the bridge. They want it checked before a train crosses over.’

‘Want me to light the semaphore lantern for you?’

A high-pitched whistle pierced the wind outside. Harding cocked an ear, measuring the sound. It came again only slightly louder.

‘No time. I’ll flash it down with this—’

Suddenly the door opened and a stranger stood on the threshold, his eyes ferreting the interior of the station. He was built like a jockey, rail-thin and short. A moustache was blond as was the hair that showed beneath the Panama straw hat cocked on his head. The clothes indicated a fastidious dresser; Weber and Heilbroner English-cut suit with silk stitching, the razor-creased pants stopping evenly above a pair of two-tone brown suede and leather shoes. His most eye-catching feature, however, was a Mauser automatic pistol held in a slim, effeminate hand.

‘What in hell’s going on?’ Meechum mumbled in awe.

‘A hold-up, gentlemen,’ the intruder said with the tiniest hint of a smile. ‘I thought it was obvious.’

‘You’re crazy,’ snapped Harding. ‘We’ve got nothing to rob.’

‘Your station has a safe,’ said the stranger, nodding towards the steel box standing on huge castors in one corner of Harding’s office area. ‘And safes contain valuable commodities, like payrolls perhaps?’

‘Mister, robbing a railroad is a federal offence. Besides, Wacketshire is a farming community. There’s no payroll shipments. Hell, we don’t even have a bank.’

‘I’m in no mood to debate the economics of Wacketshire.’ The long hammer on the Mauser was pulled back. ‘Open the safe.’

The whistle tooted again, much closer this time, and Harding knew from experience the sound came only a quarter mile up the track. ‘Okay, whatever you say, right after I flag the Limited.’

The gun went off and Meechum’s chessboard exploded, scattering the pieces about the linoleum floor. ‘No more stupid talk about stopping trains. I suggest you get on with it.’

Harding stared at the robber, his eyes stricken with sudden horror. ‘You don’t understand. The bridge might be out.’

‘I understand that you’re trying to be clever.’

‘I swear to God—’

‘He’s telling the truth,’ Meechum cut in. ‘A warning just came over the line from Albany about the bridge.’

‘Please listen to us,’ Harding pleaded. ‘You could be murdering a hundred people.’ He paused, his face pale as the headlamp from the approaching engine beamed through the window. The whistle shrilled no more than two hundred yards away. ‘For God’s sake—’

Meechum snatched the lantern from Harding’s hand and lunged for the open doorway. The gun blasted again. A bullet thudded into his hip and he crashed to the floor a foot short of the threshold. He rolled to a kneeling position and cocked his arm to throw the lantern on to the track outside. The man in the straw hat grabbed his wrist and in the same motion brought the pistol barrel down on Meechum’s head and kicked the door shut.

Then he whirled on Harding and snarled, ‘Open that damned safe.’

Harding’s stomach heaved at the sight of Meechum’s blood spreading on the floor, and then he did as he was told. He clutched the combination dial, sick with helplessness as the train roared by on the track not twenty feet behind him, the lights from the Pullman coaches casting flickering reflections through the panes of the station windows. In less than a minute the clack from the last car’s wheels on the rails had died away and the train was gone, heading up the grade to the bridge.

The tumblers dropped into place and Harding twisted  the bolt arm, swung the heavy door open and stepped aside. Inside were a few small, unclaimed packages, old station logbooks and records, and a cashbox. The robber scooped up the box and counted out the contents.

‘Eighteen dollars and fourteen cents,’ he said indifferently. ‘Hardly a munificent sum, but it should keep me eating for a few days.’

He neatly folded the bills in a leather breast wallet and dropped the change in a pants pocket. Casually tossing the emptied cashbox on the desk, he stepped over Meechum and faded into the storm.

Meechum moaned and stirred. Harding knelt and lifted the telegrapher’s head. ‘The train…?’ Meechum murmured.

‘You’re bleeding pretty bad,’ said Harding. He pulled a red bandana from his hip pocket and pressed it against the flowing wound.

Clenching his teeth against the burning agony of two injuries, Meechum stared dully at Harding. ‘Call the east bank… see if the train is safe.’

Harding eased his friend’s head to the floor. He grabbed for the phone and threw back the extension arm, opening the transmitter circuit. He shouted into the mouthpiece but silence was his only reply. He closed his eyes for a moment and prayed, then tried again. The line to the other side of the river was dead. Feverishly he turned the selector wheel on the Cummings-Wray sender and called the dispatcher at Albany. All he heard was static.

‘I can’t get through.’ He could taste the bitterness in his mouth. ‘The storm has disrupted the circuits.’

The telegraph key began to click. ‘The telegraph lines are still open,’ muttered Meechum. ‘That’s Standish with his chess move.’

Painfully he dragged his body to the table and reached up and broke in on the incoming message, tapping out an emergency line clearance. Then both men momentarily stared at each other, fearful of what they might learn in the morning light that was beginning to tint the eastern sky. The wind poured through the doorway and scattered loose papers and whipped at their hair.

‘I’ll alert Albany,’ Meechum said finally. ‘You see to the bridge.’

As if in a dream, Harding jumped to the track bed, his panic mushrooming, and ran recklessly over the uneven rail ties. Soon his breath came in great gasps and his heart felt like it was thumping out of his rib cage. He topped the grade and hurried under the girders of the west bank’s flanking span towards the centre of the Deauville-Hudson bridge. He tripped and sprawled, gashing a knee on a rail spike. He picked himself up and stumbled on. At the outer edge of the centre span, he stopped.

An icy nausea coursed through his body as he stood in numbed abhorrence and gazed through unbelieving eyes.

There was a great empty gap in the middle of the bridge. The centre truss had vanished into the cold, grey waters of the Hudson River 150 feet below. Vanished too was the passenger train carrying a hundred men, women and children.

‘Dead… all dead!’ Harding cried in helpless rage. ‘All for eighteen dollars and fourteen cents.’
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February 1989, Washington,

There was nothing unusual about the man slouched in the back seat of a nondescript Ford sedan driving slowly through the streets of Washington. To the pedestrians who scurried in front of the car at stop-lighted intersections, he might have been a paper salesman being driven to work by his nephew. No one paid the slightest notice to the White House tag on the licence plates.

Alan Mercier was a plump, balding character with a genial Falstaff face that masked a shrewd analytical mind. No clothes-horse, he was addicted to ever-rumpled, bargain-priced suits with white linen handkerchiefs stuffed sloppily in the breast pocket. They were trademarks that political cartoonists exaggerated with keen enthusiasm.

Mercier was no paper salesman. Recently appointed national security adviser to the country’s new president, he was still unrecognised in the public eye. Widely respected in the academic community, he had built a reputation as a canny forecaster of international events. At the time he came under the eye of the President, he was director of the World Crisis Projection Commission.

Perching a pair of Ben Franklin specs on a bubble nose, he laid a briefcase across his lap and opened it. The underside of the lid held a visual display screen, and a keyboard console, bordered by two rows of coloured lights, lay across the bottom. He typed out a combination of numbers and waited a brief moment while the signal was bounced by satellite to his corner office at the White House. There a computer, programmed by his aides, whirred into life and began relaying his workload for the day.

The incoming data arrived in code and was electronically deciphered in milliseconds by the battery-operated microprocessor on his lap, the final text reading out in green lowercase letters across the screen.

First came the correspondence, followed by a series of  memos from his security council staff. Next came the daily reports from various governmental agencies, the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the director of Central Intelligence. He quickly digested them to memory before erasing their contents from the microprocessor’s storage unit.

All except two.

He was still lingering over them when his car swung through the west gate of the White House. His eyes mirrored a curious perplexity. Then he sighed, pressed the off button and closed the case.

As soon as he arrived in his office and settled behind his desk, he dialled a private number at the Department of Energy. A man’s voice answered in the middle of the first ring.

‘Dr Klein’s office.’

‘This is Alan Mercier. Is Ron available?’

There was a slight pause, and then the voice of Dr Ronald Klein, the Director of Energy, came on the line.

‘Morning, Alan. What can I do for you?’

‘I wonder if you could spare me a few minutes today.’

‘My schedule is pretty tight…’

‘This is important, Ron. You name the time.’

Klein wasn’t used to being pushed, but the cement tone of Mercier’s voice implied the security adviser was not about to be put off. He held his palm over the phone’s mouthpiece while he checked with his administrative assistant. Then he came back on the line.

‘How does between two-thirty and three sound?’

‘No problem,’ replied Mercier. ‘I have a lunch meeting at the Pentagon, so I’ll swing by your office on the way back.’

‘You did say it was important.’

‘Let’s put it another way,’ Mercier said, pausing for effect. ‘After I ruin the President’s day, I’m going to screw up yours.’

In the oval office of the White House, the President sat back from his desk and closed his eyes. He allowed his mind to wander from the pressures of the day for a minute or two. For a man who had been inaugurated to the nation’s highest office only a few weeks before, he looked overly worn and tired. The election campaign had been long and exhausting,  and he had yet to fully recover from it.

He was small in stature, with brown hair streaked with white and thinning; his features, once cheerful and crinkling, were set and solemn. He reopened his eyes as a sudden winter sleet rapped the floor-to-ceiling windows behind him. Outside on Pennsylvania Avenue, the traffic crawled at a sloth-like pace as the road turned to ice. He longed for the warmer climate of his native New Mexico. He wished he could escape on a camping trip to the Sangre de Cristo Mountains near Santa Fe.

This man had never set out to become President. Never driven by blind ambition, he had served in the Senate during twenty years of conscientious effort and a solid record of accomplishments that did little towards making him a household name.

Nominated as a dark horse by his party’s convention, he was elected by a wide popular margin when an investigative reporter dug up a series of shady financial dealings in his opponent’s past.

‘Mr President?’

He looked up from his reverie at the sound of his aide’s voice.

‘Yes?’

‘Mr Mercier is here for your security briefing.’

‘All right, send him in.’

Mercier entered the room and seated himself across the desk. He passed over a heavy folder.

‘How goes the world today?’ the President asked with a thin smile.

‘Pretty grim, as always,’ replied Mercier. ‘My staff has completed the projections on the nation’s energy reserves. The bottom line isn’t exactly encouraging.’

‘You’re not telling me anything I didn’t know. What’s the latest outlook?’

‘The CIA gives the Middle East another two years before their fields scrape bottom. That will leave the world’s known oil supply at less than fifty per cent of demand. The Russians are hoarding their depleted reserves, and the Mexican offshore bonanza fell short of expectations. And as for our own oil deposits ...’

‘I’ve seen the figures,’ replied the President. ‘The hectic exploration several years ago brought in a few small fields at best.’

Mercier surveyed the interior of a folder. ‘Solar radiation, windmills, electric autos, they’re partial solutions of a sort. Unfortunately, their technology is at about the same state as television during the nineteen forties.’

‘A pity the synthetic fuel programmes got off to such a slow start.’

‘The earliest target date before the oil-shale refineries can take up the slack is four years away. In the meantime, American transportation is up the polluted creek without locomotion.’

The President cracked a faint smile at Mercier’s rare display of dry humour. ‘Surely there is some hope on the horizon.’

‘There’s James Bay.’

‘The Canadian power project?’

Mercier nodded and reeled off the statistics. ‘Eighteen dams, twelve power-houses, a work force of nearly ninety thousand people, and the rechannelling of two rivers the size of the Colorado. And, as the Canadian government literature states, the largest and most expensive hydro-electric project in the history of man.’

‘Who operates it?’

‘Quebec Hydro, the provincial power authority. They began work on the project in nineteen seventy-four. The price tag has been pretty hefty. Twenty-six billion dollars, the major share coming from New York money houses.’

‘What’s the output?’

‘Over a hundred million kilowatts, with double that coming in the next twenty years.’

‘How much flows across our borders?’

‘Enough to light fifteen states.’

The President’s face tensed. ‘I don’t like being so heavily dependent on Quebec for electricity. I’d feel more secure if our nation’s power came from our own nuclear plants.’

Mercier shook his head. ‘The sad fact is our nuclear facilities provide less than a third of our requirements.’

‘As usual we dragged our feet,’ the President said wearily.

‘The lag was partly due to escalating construction costs and expensive modifications,’ Mercier agreed. ‘Partly because the demands on uranium have put it in short supply. And then, of course, there were the environmentalists.’

The President sat in thoughtful silence.

‘We banked on endless reserves that do not exist,’ Mercier continued. ‘And while our country consumed itself into a corner, the neighbours to the north went ahead and did something about it. We had no option but to tap their source.’

‘Are their prices in line?’

Mercier nodded. ‘The Canadians, bless their souls, have kept rates on a par with our own power companies.’

‘A glimmer of sunshine after all.’

‘There’s a catch.’

The President sighed.

‘We have to face the unpleasant fact,’ Mercier went on, ‘that Quebec expects to pass a referendum for full independence by summer.’

‘Prime Minister Sarveux has slammed the door on the Quebec separatists before. You don’t think he can do it again?’

‘No, sir, I don’t. Our intelligence sources claim that Premier Guerrier of the Parti Québécois has the votes to make it stick next time around.’

‘They’ll pay a high price to break away from Canada,’ the President said. ‘Their economy is already in chaos.’

‘Their strategy is to rely on the United States to prop up their government.’

‘And if we don’t?’

‘They can either raise electrical rates to an outrageous level or pull the plug,’ Mercier answered.

‘Guerrier would be a fool to shut off our power. He knows we’d retaliate with massive economic sanctions.’

Mercier stared grimly at the President. ‘Might take weeks, even months before the Quebeckers felt the pinch. In the meantime our industrial heartland would be paralysed.’

‘You paint a bleak picture.’

‘That’s only the background scene. You’re familiar, of course, with the FQS.’

The President winced. The so-called Free Quebec Society was an underground terrorist movement that had assassinated several Canadian officials. ‘What about them?’

‘A recent CIA report claims they’re Moscow-oriented. If they somehow gained control of the government, we’d have another Cuba on our hands.’

‘Another Cuba,’ the President repeated in an expressionless tone.

‘One with the capacity to force America to its knees.’

The President rose from his chair and walked to the window, staring at the sleek building on the White House grounds. He was silent for nearly half a minute. Finally he said, ‘We cannot afford a power play by Quebec. Especially in the months ahead.’ He turned and faced Mercier, his eyes grieved. ‘This country is broke and up to its ears in hock, Alan, and just between you and me and these walls, it’s only a matter of a few years before we have no choice but to cut the stalling and declare national bankruptcy.’

Mercier sagged into his chair. For a heavy man he appeared curiously hunched and shrunken. ‘I’d hate to see that occur during your administration, Mr President.’

The President shrugged resignedly. ‘From Franklin Roosevelt on, every chief executive has played a game of tag, pinning a multiplying financial burden on the office of his successor. Well the game is about to be called, and I’m it. If we lost electrical power to our north-eastern states for twenty days or longer, the repercussions would be tragic. My deadline for the announcement of a new deflated currency would have to be drastically reduced. I need time, Alan, time to prepare the public and the business community for the axe. Time to make the transition to a new money standard as painless as possible. Time for our shale refineries to halt our dependence on foreign oil.’

‘How can we restrain Quebec from doing anything foolish?’

‘I don’t know. Our choices are limited.’

‘There are two options when all else fails,’ Mercier said, a thin line of tension forming around his mouth. ‘Two options  as old as time to save an economy from sinking down the drain. One is to pray for a miracle.’

‘And the second?’

‘Provoke a war.’

 



At precisely 2.30 in the afternoon, Mercier entered the Forrestal Building on Independence Avenue and took the elevator to the seventh floor. Without fanfare he was ushered into the plush office of Ronald Klein, the Secretary of Energy.

Klein, a scholarly-looking man with long white hair and a large condor nose, unwound his slim six-feet-five-inches frame from one end of a littered conference table and came over to shake Mercier’s hand.

‘So what’s this matter of dire importance?’ asked Klein, skipping the cordial small talk.

‘More odd than dire,’ replied Mercier. ‘I ran across a request from the General Accounting Office for data concerning the expenditure of six hundred and eighty million dollars in federal funding for the development of a doodlebug.’

‘A what?’

‘Doodlebug,’ answered Mercier matter-of-factly. ‘That’s a pet name given by geological engineers to any offbeat tool that’s supposed to detect underground minerals.’

‘What’s it got to do with me?’

‘The money was earmarked for the Energy Department three years ago. There’s been no accounting of it since. It might be wise to have your staff make a probe as to its whereabouts. This is Washington. Mistakes of the past have a nasty habit of falling on the heads of current office-holders. If the former Energy Secretary blew a staggering sum of money on a white elephant, you’d better be prepared with the facts in case some freshman congressman gets it in his head to grab headlines with an investigation.’

‘I’m grateful for the warning,’ Klein said sincerely. ‘I’ll get my people busy sweeping the closets.’

Mercier rose and extended his hand. ‘Nothing is ever simple.’

‘No,’ Klein said smiling. ‘It’s never that.’

After Mercier left, Klein walked over to a fireplace mantel and stared idly at a new log on the soot-coated grate, head bent, hands shoved in the side pockets of his coat.

‘How incredible,’ he murmured to the empty room, ‘that anyone can lose track of six hundred and eighty million dollars.’
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The generator room of the James Bay hydro-electric project stunned the senses of Charles Sarveux as he surveyed the twelve square acres carved out of solid granite four hundred feet underground. Three rows of huge generators, five storeys high and driven by water turbines, hummed with millions of kilowatts of electricity. Sarveux was suitably impressed, and displayed it to the pleasure of the Quebec Hydro Power directors.

This was his first visit to the project since his election as Prime Minister of Canada, and he asked all the expected questions.

‘How much electrical energy does each generator produce?’

Percival Stuckey, the chief director, stepped forward. ‘Five hundred thousand kilowatts, Prime Minister.’

Sarveux nodded and made a slight facial expression of approval. It was the appropriate gesture, a skill that had proved beneficial during his campaign for office.

A handsome man in the eyes of men as well as women, Sarveux could probably have won a contest over John F. Kennedy or Anthony Eden. His light blue eyes possessed a mesmeric quality and his sharp-cut facial features were enhanced by a thick mass of grey hair loosely styled in a fashionable but casual look. His trim, medium-height body was a tailor’s dream, and yet he never called upon the services of tailors, preferring to buy his suits off the racks of department stores. It was only one of many twists of character precisely carried off so Canadian voters could identify with him.

A compromise candidate between the Liberals, the Party for Independent Canada and the French-speaking Party Québécois, he had walked a political tightrope his first three years of office, managing to keep his nation from falling apart at its provincial borders. Sarveux looked upon himself as another Lincoln, fighting to preserve unity and keep his house from dividing. It was only his threat of armed force that kept the radical separatists in check. But his plea for a strong central government was falling on a growing sea of deaf ears.

‘Perhaps you would like to see the control centre,’ suggested director Stuckey.

Sarveux turned to his principal secretary. ‘How is our time?’

Ian Jeffrey, a serious-faced man in his late twenties, checked his watch. ‘We’re running tight, Prime Minister. We should be at the airport in thirty minutes.’

‘I think we can squeeze our schedule,’ Sarveux smiled. ‘It would be a pity if we missed anything worthwhile.’

Stuckey nodded and motioned towards an elevator door. Ten floors above the generator chamber Sarveux and his entourage stepped out in front of a door marked SECURITY CARD PERSONNEL ONLY. Stuckey removed a plastic card that hung on a cord around his neck and inserted it in a slot beneath the door handle. Then he turned and faced the others.

‘I’m sorry, gentlemen, but due to the narrow confines of the control centre, I can only allow the Prime Minister and myself to enter.’

Sarveux’s security people started to protest, but he waved them to silence and followed Stuckey through the door and down a long corridor where the card process was repeated.

The power plant’s control centre was indeed small, and spartan as well. Four engineers sat in front of a console laced with a forest of lights and switches and peered at a panel of dials and gauges embedded in the facing wall. Except for a row of television monitors hanging from the ceiling, the only other fixtures were the chairs occupied by the engineers.

Sarveux looked around consideringly. ‘I find it incredible  that such an awesome display of power is controlled by only four men and a modest amount of equipment.’

‘The entire plant and the transmission stations are operated by computers two floors beneath us,’ explamed Stuckey. ‘The project is ninety-nine per cent automated. What you see here, Mr Sarveux, is the fourth-level manual monitoring system that can override the computers in the event of a malfunction.’

‘So humans still have a degree of control.’ Sarveux smiled.

‘We’re not obsolete quite yet.’ Stuckey smiled back. ‘There are a few areas left where electronic science can’t be fully trusted.’

‘Where does this wealth of power terminate?’

‘In a few days, when the project is fully operational, we’ll service the whole of Ontario, Quebec and the north-eastern United States.’

A thought began to germinate in Sarveux’s mind. ‘And if the impossible occurred?’

Stuckey looked at him. ‘Sir?’

‘A breakdown, an act of God, sabotage.’

‘Nothing short of a major earthquake could put the power facilities entirely out of commission. Isolated damage or breakdown can be bypassed by two safety back-up systems. If those fail, we still have manual control here in the booth.’

‘What about an attack by terrorists?’

‘We’ve planned for exactly such a threat,’ said Stuckey confidently. ‘Our electronic security system is a marvel of advanced technology, and we have a five-hundred-man guard force to back it up. An elite division of assault troops couldn’t reach this room in two months.’

‘Then someone here could cut the power.’

‘Not someone, singular.’ Stuckey shook his head resolutely. ‘It takes every man in this room, including myself, to close off the energy flow. Two, even three, cannot do it. We each have a separate procedure unknown to the others that is built into the systems. Nothing has been overlooked.’

Sarveux wasn’t so sure.

He held out his hand. ‘A most impressive tour. Thank you.’
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Foss Gly had been meticulous in selecting the means and place for killing Charles Sarveux. Every drawback, however remote, had been taken into account and met with a counter-action. The angle of the plane’s ascent was carefully measured, as was its speed. Many long hours were spent in practice sessions until Gly was satisfied that the gears of the plot meshed with exacting precision.

The site chosen was a golf course, one mile beyond the south-west end of the James Bay Airport’s main runway. At that point, according to Gly’s careful reckoning, the Prime Minister’s government plane would have reached an altitude of 1500 feet at a speed of 180 knots per hour. Two British manufactured hand-held Argo ground-to-air missile launchers, stolen from the army arsenal at Val Jalbert, were to be used for the attack. They were compact, weighing thirty pounds each when loaded, and easily concealed in a hiker’s backpack when dismantled.

The entire plan, as calculated from start to finish, was a classic in efficiency. No more than five men were required, including three waiting on the golf course disguised as cross-country skiers, and one lookout on the observation balcony of the terminal building, with a concealed radio transmitter. After the heat-seeking missiles were launched at the target, the attack group was to ski casually towards the deserted clubhouse and leave in a four-wheel-drive station wagon, guarded by the fifth man who would be waiting in the parking lot.

Gly searched the sky with a pair of binoculars while his fellow conspirators assembled the launchers. A medium snow was falling, cutting his sight to a third of a mile.

It proved a mixed blessing.

The white curtain would shield their actions but leave them precious few seconds to aim and fire at a fast-moving object during the brief interval when it was visible. A British Airways jet passed over and Gly timed its passage before it was swallowed up by the weather. Barely six seconds. Not  good, he thought grimly. Their chances of two direct hits were razor-thin.

He brushed the snow from a great mass of light sandy hair and lowered the binoculars, revealing a square, ruddy face.  On first glance it was attractive in a boyish way. There were congenial brown eyes and a firm-cut chin, but on closer inspection it was the nose that upstaged the other features. Large and misshapen from numerous breaks suffered during brutal back-alley fights, it squatted between his cheeks with a strange beauty to its ugliness. For some inexplicable reason women thought it attractive, even sexy.

The tiny radio in the pocket of his down jacket beeped to life. ‘This is Dispatch to Field Foreman.’

He pressed the transmit button. ‘Go ahead, Dispatch.’

Claude Moran, a reed-thin, pock-marked Marxist who worked as a secretary for the governor-general, adjusted his earpiece receiver and began talking softly into a lapel microphone while gazing through the observation balcony window at the flight line below.

‘I have that load of pipe, Field Foreman. Are you ready to receive it?’

‘Say when,’ replied Gly.

‘The truck will be along shortly, as soon as the dock crew unloads a shipment from the States.’

The innocent-sounding conversation was contrived to throw off anyone who happened to be tuned to the same frequency. Gly interpreted Moran’s double-talk as meaning the Prime Minister’s plane was second in line for take-off behind an American Airlines passenger jet.

‘Okay, Dispatch. Let me know when the truck leaves the dock.’

Personally, Gly felt no hatred towards Charles Sarveux. To him the Prime Minister was only a name in the newspapers. Gly was not even Canadian.

He was born in Flagstaff, Arizona, the result of a drunken coupling between a professional wrestler and a county sheriff’s teenage daughter. His childhood was a nightmare of suffering and whippings dealt by his grandfather. In order to survive, Gly became very strong and hard. The day came when he beat the sheriff to death and fled the state. After that it had always been a fight to stay alive. He began by rolling drunks in Denver, led a ring of auto thieves in Los Angeles, hijacked gasoline tank trucks in Texas.

Gly did not look upon himself as a mere assassin. He  preferred to be called a co-ordinator. He was the man who was called in when all others failed, a leader of specialists, he had a reputation for cold-blooded efficiency.

On the observation platform, Moran inched his face as close as he dared to the window before his breath fogged the glass. Sarveux’s aircraft appeared to be dissolving into the falling snow on the taxi lane leading to the start of the runway.

‘Field Foreman.’

‘Yes, Dispatcher.’

‘Sorry, but I cannot see my way clear of paperwork to give you an exact time for the pipe arrival.’

‘Understood,’ Gly answered. ‘Check with me after lunch.’

Moran did not acknowledge. He took the escalator down to the main lobby and walked outside, where he hailed a cab. In the back seat he allowed himself the luxury of a cigarette and wondered what high appointment in the new Quebec government he should demand for his services.

On the golf course, Gly turned to the men aiming the missile launchers. Their eyes were pressed against the sighting lenses as each kneeled on one knee in the snow.

‘One more take-off to target,’ he cautioned them.

Nearly five minutes dragged by before Gly heard a set of jet engines roaring in the distance as they strained to lift their burden off the snowy asphalt. His eyes tried to penetrate the white wall in anticipation of seeing the red-and-blue insignia of the American airliner flash into view.

Too late, it dawned on him that aircraft belonging to heads of state took preference over commercial flights. Too late, the sight of the familiar red-and-white Canadian maple leaf burst through the blanket of snow.

‘It’s Sarveux!’ he shouted. ‘Fire, for God’s sake, fire!’

The two men pressed their firing buttons no more than a second apart. The first jerked his sights in the general direction of the plane, but his missile soared up and arched too far behind the tail structure for its heat-seeking mechanism to lock on target. The second man fired with more deliberation. He led the cockpit windows by a hundred yards before he let loose.

The explosive head, locking on to the exhaust of the  outer starboard engine, homed in and struck aft of the turbine. To the men on the ground it seemed the muted explosion came long after the plane had vanished from sight. They waited for the sounds of a crash, but the fading whine of the engines remained unbroken. Quickly, they dismantled the launchers and skied to the parking lot. They were soon mingling with the south-bound traffic on the James Bay-Ottawa highway.

 



The outboard engine burst into flame and the turbine blades broke loose and sprayed through the cowling, striking the inboard engine like shrapnel, slicing fuel lines and mangling the second-stage compressor.

Inside the cockpit the fire-warning bell sounded and the pilot, Ray Emmett, closed the throttle and pushed the button activating the freon fire extinguishers. His co-pilot, Jack May, began running through the emergency procedure checklist.

‘James Bay Tower, this is Canada One. We have a problem here and are turning back,’ Emmett said in a calm monotone.

‘Are you declaring an emergency?’ the controller asked routinely.

‘Affirmative.’

‘We will clear runway twenty-four. Can you make standard approach?’

‘Negative, James Bay,’ answered Emmett. ‘I have two engines out, one on fire. I suggest you get out equipment.’

‘Fire, rescue equipment rolling, Canada One. You are cleared to land. Good luck.’

The men in the control tower, knowing the pilot of Canada One was under severe stress, would not break his concentration with further talk. They could only stand by helplessly and await the outcome.

The aircraft was stalling and Emmett eased its nose down, increasing the airspeed to 210 knots, and turned into a wide, shallow bank. Fortunately the snow lessened and visibility rose to two miles, and he could see the flat farmland below and the beckoning end of the runway.

Back in the aft executive cabin, the two Royal Canadian  Mounted Police, who guarded the Prime Minister twenty four hours a day, went into action as soon as they felt the impact from the missile. They securely belted Sarveux to his seat and began building a mountain of loose cushions around his body. Up forward, his secretarial staff and the ever-present contingent of news reporters stared nervously at the smouldering engine that looked as though it was about to melt off the wing.

The hydraulic system was lost. May switched to manual. The pilots struggled together with the stiffened controls as the ground relentlessly reached up from below. Even at full throttle the two port engines were hard pressed to hold the giant airliner aloft. They were falling past the six-hundred-foot level now and still Emmett did not lower the landing gear, holding until the last possible moment to maintain what precious airspeed he still had.

The plane passed over the green belt surrounding the airport. It was going to be close. At two hundred feet Emmett dropped the wheels. Through the metronome sweep of the windshield wipers the ten-thousand-foot ribbon of runway twenty-four seemed to widen in slow motion. Then they swept over the leading lip of the asphalt, the tyres no more than six feet from the ground. Emmett and May pulled the control yoke back with all their strength. A gentle landing would have been a miracle, any landing at all was a wonder. The impact came hard, jarring every rivet in the aluminium skin and blowing three tyres.

The shattered starboard engine broke free of its mounts, and in a freakish gyration struck the ground and rebounded against the underside of the wing, ripping through the structural elements and gouging into the outer fuel cell. Five thousand gallons of jet fuel burst into a ball of flame that engulfed the right side of the aircraft.

Emmett threw the two good engines into reverse thrust and fought the plane’s tendency to yaw to the left. Bits and pieces of rubber from the blown tyres flayed away in shredded frenzy. Thirty feet of the blazing wing spun off and hurtled on to a taxi lane, narrowly missing a parked airliner. Not far behind, the fire trucks charged after the plane, sirens and red lights flashing.

Down the runway the dying plane rolled like a fiery meteor leaving a tail of burning debris. Flames tore at the fuselage, which began to melt away. Inside, the heat grew to inferno proportions. The passengers were seconds away from burning alive as the insulation began to char, and clouds of smoke swirled down the aisle. One of the Mounties pulled open the emergency door opposite the fire while the other unclasped the Prime Minister’s safety belt and unceremoniously shoved him towards the opening.

Ahead, in the main compartment over the wing, people were dying, their clothes smouldering as the intense heat seared their lungs. Ian Jeffery staggered screaming into the cockpit before he fell unconscious to the floor. Emmett and May took no notice; they were too busy fighting to keep the disintegrating plane on a straight course as it thundered down the rapidly diminishing runway.

The Mounties popped the emergency escape chute, but it flapped uselessly towards the tail of the aircraft after a piece of red-hot debris punctured its air sack. They turned and saw with horror that the forward bulkhead was torching itself into oblivion. Frantically, one of them snatched a blanket and wrapped it around Sarveux’s head.

‘Hold on to it!’ he yelled.

Then he heaved the Prime Minister through the hatch.

The blanket saved Sarveux’s life. He landed on a shoulder, dislocating it, and cartwheeled across the coarse surface of the runway, the blows about his head absorbed by the blanket. His legs splayed out and the left tibia twisted and snapped. He tumbled nearly thirty metres before skidding to a stop, his suit shredded in tatters that slowly stained crimson from a mass of skin abrasions.

Emmett and May died at the controls. They died with forty-two other men and three women as two hundred tons of aircraft erupted into a fiery coffin of orange and red. The forward momentum of the great shaft of flame scattered wreckage over a quarter of the runway. The fire fighters attacked the holocaust, but the tragedy was finished. Soon the blackened skeleton of the plane was buried under a sea of white foam. Asbestos-suited men probed the smouldering remains, forcing down the bile that rose in their throats  when they came across roasted forms that were barely recognisable as human.

Sarveux, dazed and in shock, lifted his head and stared at the disaster. At first the paramedics did not identify him. Then one kneeled and studied his face.

‘Holy Mother Mary!’ he gasped. ‘It’s the Prime Minister!’

Sarveux tried to answer, tried to say something meaningful. But no words came. He closed his eyes and gratefully accepted the blackness that enveloped him.
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Flashbulbs flared and television cameras aimed their hooded lenses at the delicate features of Danielle Sarveux as she moved through a sea of reporters with the silent grace of a ship’s figurehead.

She paused in the doorway of the hospital lobby, not from timidity but for effect. Danielle Sarveux did not simply enter a room, she inundated it like a monsoon. There was an inexpressible aura about her that made women stare in open admiration and envy. Men, she overpowered. World leaders and elder statesmen often regressed to self-conscious schoolboys in her presence.

To those who knew Danielle well, her cold poise and granite confidence were irritating. But to the great mass of people she was their symbol, a showcase almost, who proved that Canada was not a nation of homespun lumberjacks.

Whether hosting a social function or rushing to her injured husband’s bedside, she dressed in a fashion that was showy elegance. She glided between the reporters, self-possessed and sensuous in a beige tip-tied crepe de chine with modest leg slit and a natural grey karakul jacket. Her raven hair swept downward in a cascade over the front of her right shoulder.

A hundred questions were shouted in chorus and a forest of microphones thrust at her, but she serenely ignored them. Four gargantuan Mounties forged a path to the hospital  elevator. On the fourth floor the medical chief of staff stepped forward and introduced himself as Dr Ericsson.

She looked at him, holding back the dreaded question. Ericsson anticipated her apprehension and smiled his best professional smile of reassurance. ‘Your husband’s condition is serious, but not critical. He suffered abrasions over fifty per cent of his body but there are no major complications. Skin grafts will take care of the heavy tissue loss on his hands. And, considering the degree and number of fractures, the surgery by a team of orthopaedic specialists was very successful. It will be a matter of perhaps four months, however, before he can be up and about.’

She read the evasion in his eyes. ‘Can you promise me that in time Charles will be as good as new?’

Cornered, Ericsson was forced to concede: ‘I must confess the Prime Minister will have a slight but permanent limp.’

‘I suppose you call that a minor complication.’

The doctor met her eyes. ‘Yes, madame, I do. The Prime Minister is a most fortunate man. He has no complicated internal injuries, his mind and bodily functions are unimpaired, and the scars will eventually fade. At worst he will require the use of a cane.’

He was surprised to see her mouth tighten in a grin. ‘Charles with a cane,’ she said in a cynical tone. ‘God, that’s priceless.’

‘Pardon, madame?’


The limp will be worth twenty thousand votes was the reply that ran through her head, but with chameleon ease she transformed her facial expression back to that of the concerned wife. ‘Can I see him?’

Ericsson nodded and led her to a door at the end of the corridor. ‘The anaesthetic from the operation has not entirely worn off yet, so you may find his speech a bit vague. He will also be experiencing some pain, so please keep your visit as brief as possible. The floor staff has made up an adjoining room if you wish to stay nearby during his recovery.’

Danielle shook her head. ‘My husband’s advisers think it best if I remain at the official residence where I can assist in carrying on the duties of office under his name.’

‘I understand.’ He opened the door and stood aside. The bedside was surrounded by several doctors and nurses and a vigilant Mountie. They all turned and separated as she approached.

The smells of antiseptic and the sight of Sarveux’s unbandaged, reddened and raw arms made her feel nauseated. She hesitated a moment. Then he recognised her through half-opened eyes and his lips curved into a slight smile. ‘Danielle,’ he said, his voice slightly slurred. ‘Forgive me for not embracing you.’

For the first time she saw Sarveux without the armour of his pride. She had never considered him vulnerable before and could not relate the broken, immobile body lying on the bed to the vain man she had lived with for ten years. The waxen face tempered with pain was not the face she knew. It was like looking at a stranger.

Hesitantly, she moved in and kissed him softly on both cheeks. Then she brushed the tumbled grey hair from his forehead, unsure of what to say.

‘Your birthday,’ he said, breaking her silence. ‘I missed your birthday.’

She looked confused. ‘My birthday is still months away, dearest.’

‘I meant to buy you a gift.’

She turned to the doctor. ‘He’s not making any sense.’

Ericsson shook his head. ‘The lingering effects of the anaesthetic.’

‘Thank God it was I who was hurt and not you,’ Sarveux rambled feebly. ‘My fault.’

‘No, no, nothing was your fault,’ Danielle said quietly.

‘The road was icy, snow covered the windshield. I couldn’t see. Took the curve too fast and stepped on the brakes. A mistake. Lost control…’

Then she understood. ‘Many years ago he was in an auto accident,’ Danielle explained to Ericsson. ‘His mother was killed.’

‘Not unusual. A drugged mind often takes one back in time.’

‘Charles,’ she said. ‘You must rest now. I’ll be back in the morning.’

‘No, don’t go.’ Sarveux’s eyes looked past her shoulder to Ericsson. ‘I must talk to Danielle alone.’

Ericsson thought a moment and then shrugged. ‘If you insist.’ He looked at Danielle. ‘Please, madame, no more than two minutes.’

When the room was cleared, Sarveux started to say something, but then his body tautened in a spasm of pain.

‘Let me get the doctor,’ she said, frightened.

‘Wait!’ he moaned through clenched teeth. ‘I have instructions.’

‘Not now, my dearest. Later when you are stronger.’

‘The James Bay project.’

‘Yes, Charles,’ she said humouring him. ‘The James Bay project.’

‘The control booth above the generator chamber… increase the security. Tell Henri.’

‘Who?’

‘Henri Villon. He’ll know what to do.’

‘I promise, Charles.’

‘There is great peril for Canada if the wrong people discover…’ Suddenly his face contorted and he pressed his head deep into the pillow and moaned.

Danielle was not strong enough to watch his suffering. The room began to spin. She put her hands to her face and stepped back.

‘Max Roubaix.’ His breath was coming in short gasps. ‘Tell Henri to consult Max Roubaix.’

Danielle could stand no more. She turned and fled into the corridor.

 



Dr Ericsson was sitting at his desk studying Sarveux’s charts when the head nurse entered the office. She set a cup of coffee and a plate of doughnuts beside him.

‘Ten minutes till show time, doctor.’

Ericsson rubbed his eyes and glanced at his wristwatch. ‘I suppose the reporters are getting restless.’

‘More like murderous,’ the nurse replied. ‘They’d probably tear down the building if the kitchen didn’t keep them fed.’ She paused to unzip a garment bag. ‘Your wife dropped off a clean suit and shirt. She insisted you look your  best when you face the TV cameras to announce the Prime Minister’s condition.’

‘Any change?’

‘He’s resting comfortably. Dr Munson shot him with a narcotic right after Madame Sarveux left. A beautiful woman, but no stomach.’

Ericsson picked up a doughnut and idly stared at it. ‘I must have been mad to allow the Prime Minister to talk me into administering a stimulant so soon after the operation.’

‘What do you suppose was in his mind?’

‘I don’t know.’ Ericsson stood up and removed his coat. ‘But whatever the reason, his delirious act was most convincing.’




7

Danielle slipped out of the chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce and peered up at the resident mansion of Canada’s leader. In her eyes the three-storey stone exterior was cold and morbid, like a setting of an Emily Brontë novel. She passed through the long foyer with its high ceiling and traditional furnishings and climbed the wide circular staircase to her bedroom.

It was her haven, the only room in the house Charles had allowed her to redecorate. A shaft of light from the bathroom outlined a raised hump lying on the bed. She closed the door to the hall and leaned against it, a fear mingled with a warmth that suddenly ignited within her stomach.

‘You’re crazy to come here,’ she murmured.

Teeth gleamed in a smile under the dim light. ‘I wonder how many other wives across the land are saying that very line to their lovers tonight.’
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