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SHE’S SEEN THE guy before, she’s sure of it. Two sightings in the space of twenty minutes, a mile apart. First at 69th Street station, when she arrived on the train into Philly, then again coming out of the 11th Street metro, reflected in a store window.


The guy’s maybe 5-10, 170, moving like he’s in good shape. Like he could run or fight if he needed to. Sports coat and open-necked shirt over jeans, soft shoes. The jacket just loose enough to hide a sidearm at his hip or in the small of his back, if he’s carrying.


There’s nothing remarkable about him, and that’s precisely why he’s caught her attention. It’s like he’s trying to blend in, and that’s what makes him stand out to her. Because if it looks out of place, then it probably is out of place.


That was what they’d taught her at The Farm.


She’d learnt anti-surveillance theory in a classroom at Camp Peary, Virginia. Then the practical stuff on the streets of Williamsburg and Norfolk. Exercises trained and drilled until spotting someone following you was as automatic as breathing, until you couldn’t switch it off.


Even when you’d left it all behind and had a totally new life outside the CIA.


Her shrink had said that, when we’ve been under extreme stress, our bodies can still behave like we need to be on high alert, long after the event has passed. When we’re safe. We imagine threats that don’t exist. Hypervigilance, she’d called it.


Ellen McGinley understands that, because it’s happened to her a lot.


But she also understands that, if there’s one thing you can’t afford to do, it’s ignore your instincts: that little voice in your head that tells you something’s not right. The same voice that’s talking to her right now.


She needs to change her plans.


Instead of going straight to the restaurant where she’s meeting her contact, Walter – a UPenn professor who knows more about US domestic terrorism than almost anyone in the country – she makes a detour.


She needs to flush out her surveillance, expose the guy, lose him.


She can’t put her contact in danger.


Making a left on Chestnut Street, she heads east, past Thomas Jefferson hospital, past the Bank of America, towards Independence National Historical Park. She cuts south and east a couple times before she hits the corner of the park.


Midway over the crosswalk, she glances behind – a natural action – and glimpses the guy again. It’s all the confirmation she needs.


Two sightings alone would be suspicious. But maybe, just maybe, the guy’s heading to the same place as her for his lunch. After all, their roast pork hoagie is about the best in Philly, worth a train ride in from the suburbs.


But three sightings is no coincidence.


He’s tailing her, and she can only guess it’s because of what she knows, now.


What she thinks she knows. What she needs someone she trusts to make sense of for her.


Her heart rate has already rocketed. Her palms are sweaty. It’s the familiar anticipation of having to act on those instincts she’s learnt to trust.


Learnt the hard way.


She heads for a group of tourists gathered outside Independence Hall. Weaves in between the bodies, blending into them. Brushes right by a lady speaking Korean and plucks the compact umbrella poking out of the tote bag on the woman’s shoulder. Reaches inside her own purse for the pepper spray she always carries. Then slips through the arches to the side of the building and behind one of the tall red-brick pillars, where she’s away from the bustle and cameras, alone.


Waits.


Tries to slow her breathing.


She guesses that the guy will parallel her to avoid being seen, and hope to catch her again on the other side of the arches. But when she doesn’t appear on the other side, he’ll need to come through and look for her.


She waits some more, pulse pounding at her temples. Pepper spray in her left hand. Umbrella in the right.


Ready.


It’s maybe a full minute before she hears footsteps behind her. Cautious at first, the movements of someone searching.


She stays absolutely still.


Then he appears. A few strides and he’s in front of her, now, with his back to her. He stops dead in the shadow between the two rows of arches.


“Hey,” she says.


The guy turns.


Their eyes lock and she knows that she’s made the right call. That what she heard last week must have been for real.


And she has just a couple of seconds to act.


Washington, D.C., one week earlier


Ellen has just finished talking to the babysitter on her cell phone, a minor thing about a misplaced bedtime book for her six-year-old son, Josh. But she didn’t mind the interruption; she liked that the young woman bothered to call and ask because she wanted to read Josh his favourite story. In any case, the function she’s at with Harry is kind of dull, full of political donors he’s schmoozing, so she takes a minute in this quiet little nook of the sprawling five-star hotel to check her WhatsApp messages before she has to step back in for another round of smiles and small talk.


And that’s when she catches the words, spoken softly in the corridor around the corner from where she’s sitting. A moment of conversation between two men. She can’t see them, but she can hear they’re walking.


“Keystone Boys are on for the big one,” says the first. “It’ll be a game-changer. Like nothing we’ve ever seen here before.”


“Is that right, son?” drawls the second. His accent is southern. He sounds impressed.


“Yes, sir,” replies the first. “Real soon, they’re gonna need more graves out there than when the pandemic hit. Boom!”


“Well, in that case, God bless America.”


Both men laugh and she hears their steps fade.


Slowly, she rounds the corner. They’ve already gone. If she’d had a little more wine, she might’ve thought she’d imagined it.


But Ellen knows what she just heard, because she’s heard something a lot like it once before, in France, back when she used to work for the Agency. When it was her responsibility to stop it, and she failed.


A terror plot.


Present Day


Ellen doesn’t hesitate. She hits the guy who’s been tailing her full in the face with a burst of pepper spray.


He gasps, his hands rushing to his eyes, leaving his neck completely exposed. And that’s where she plants the umbrella. Hard. Right in his Adam’s apple.


A single backhand jab is all it takes. He gives a choking sound, his tongue out like he’s going to puke.


He folds forward a little, as though he might collapse, but steadies himself. Then his hand goes to his hip and that’s when she sees the pistol.


She recognizes the shape of a Sig Sauer. The exact model doesn’t matter. The fact that it’s one of the few 9mm handguns made without an external safety catch does.


She drops the spray cannister and the umbrella and lunges for him.


But he’s already drawn the gun.


There’s a single scream from somewhere behind her, then raised voices.


She wraps her hands around the weapon, turns her shoulder into him so the barrel points away from her – away from the tourists – toward the wall.


His finger is on the trigger.


She grasps the pistol grip and twists, bending his index finger the wrong way. She hears his tendon snap at the knuckle right before the shot rings out. It’s loud as hell.


She doesn’t know where the bullet goes, only that it hits the 250-year-old brickwork someplace, and next thing she’s got the Sig out of his hand and in her control.


His eyes are red, half-closed, streaming with tears. He can’t see properly. He throws a haymaker at her with his left. She rocks back and the punch catches nothing but air.


She aims a hard kick between his legs and this time he goes down. Standing over him, out of striking range, she holds the gun steady in both hands. Points it right at his chest.


“Who are you?” she demands. There’s a buzzing noise in her ears, tinnitus from the gunshot, and she can barely hear herself speak.


He groans on the floor, clutching his groin.


She raises her voice. “Why are you following me?”


He doesn’t answer.


The sounds behind her are getting louder, now, and she can feel the movement of a crowd. She throws a glance between the arches and sees a dozen people watching, dozens more running for cover. She turns back to him, knowing there’s not much time to make it out of this.


“Who are you working for?” she growls.


“Fuck you,” he hisses.


“I’m not playing.” She takes up some slack on the trigger. “Are you one of them?”


“Put down your weapon!” The order comes from the other side of the arches.


She keeps the Sig trained on the guy but takes a second to locate the new voice. Two uniformed cops have drawn their Glocks, the black eyes of their square barrels looking right at her. They’re ready to shoot.


Goddammit.


This wasn’t supposed to happen.


“Drop it right now!” the cop yells.


She briefly considers her options. Decides she doesn’t really have any.


Still aiming at the guy, she adjusts her stance, clenches her teeth. Closes her left eye. Feels her trigger finger tightening.


And then she lowers the weapon. Puts it slowly on the flagstones at her feet.


Raises her hands. Gets on the ground like they’re telling her.


Next thing, she’s being arrested. Cuffed behind her back, manhandled to her feet by the cops. There are more of them now, and she sees one working his radio, kneeling by the guy she just took out. Another is moving the tourists back, away from Independence Hall.


“That guy was following me,” she says. “He pulled a gun on me. You gonna arrest him, too?”


But they don’t answer. They’re marching her towards a cop car that’s pulled up on the sidewalk of South 6th Street. They open the rear door and shove her in. She cracks her head on the doorframe. Next thing they’re on the move, the radio up front bleeping, callsigns given and received. The vehicle smells of old takeout and male sweat.


“This is a mistake,” she says. “I’m the victim.”


Neither of the cops up front respond. She guesses they’ve heard that one before.


Her head is throbbing where it hit the doorframe.


“Officer, am I bleeding?” she asks.


The cop in the passenger seat swivels back, his gaze sweeping up and down.


“Nah, you’re good,” he replies.


As the streets flash past, she thinks of Walter, sitting in the restaurant, waiting for her. Not knowing what she wanted to talk to him about, but knowing it was important. Wondering how long he’ll stay, what he’ll make of her no-show. She hopes he’ll be safe. At least she didn’t lead the guy right to him.


She’ll find a way to contact Walter later on and explain, rearrange. She still has questions to ask him. Questions whose answers could save a whole lot of American lives.


Her next thought is of her son, Josh.


She needs to pick him up from his baseball camp in three hours.


She’s not sure she’s going to be able to do that.
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SHE’S BEEN SITTING in the little airless room for almost two hours when the door opens.


A bald-headed, middle-aged man in a suit walks in, carrying a thin folder and a notebook. He has deep, dark bags under his eyes, like he hasn’t slept in a week. She guesses that comes with the job. Being a detective in one of America’s most violent cities would be enough to give anyone insomnia.


“Can you please tell me what’s happening?” she says.


“Good to meet you, ma’am,” he replies. “I’m Detective Brennan, Homeland Security Unit. Get you anything? Water? The drinks menu sucks, but as I always say, this ain’t the Ritz Carlton.” He chuckles and places the file and notepad on the table between them as he sits.


She knows what he’s doing, trying to build rapport. The 101 of interview techniques. 101 is probably also the number of times he’s used that line about the drinks menu to give the impression he’s a nice guy. But she’s not in the mood for any B.S.


“Homeland Security Unit?” she queries.


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Why does this require Homeland Security?”


“Any incident involving firearms at a national landmark comes straight to us. We’re based out of south Philly. That’s why it took me a while to get up here, what with the traffic.”


She’s heard about the unit. A ‘fusion center’ featuring Philly P.D., FBI and DHS.


“So, you guys think I was the victim of a terror attack?” she asks.


“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” His smile is going for reassuring. It’s anything but. She wants out.


“Am I free to go?”


“I’m afraid not, ma’am. You’ve been arrested.”


“Am I being charged with anything?”


“That depends.”


“On what?”


Brennan tilts his head. “On whether we can establish why Independence Park almost turned into the Battle of Gettysburg today.”


“Do I need a lawyer?”


He shrugs. “You have a right to one, as I’m sure they told you, but if you’ve got nothing to hide, you got nothing to worry about.”


That’s exactly the problem. She’s got a whole lot to hide.


“Besides,” he adds, “if you want an attorney, it’s gonna take them a while to get here. And you did just ask if you could leave . . .”


“My son’s at a baseball camp, out in East Norriton. He’s six. I’ve got to collect him at three thirty.”


They both look at the clock on the wall.


“Well, that’s gonna be a little tight,” Brennan says. He glances at her engagement ring and wedding band. “Do you want to call your husband? Maybe he can pick up—”


“He’s in D.C.” She doesn’t tell him what Harry does. Not yet. She’d also prefer it if Harry didn’t know about this until it’s sorted out. Embarrassing would be an understatement, given his job.


Hell, this might even cost Harry his job if it goes really bad. The situation she encountered today is exactly why she left her old life behind. She left it for Harry – whose profile is a little more public, now, than when they first got together – and for Josh, to be the mom he needs.


And for her own sanity.


“Okay,” Brennan says. “There anyone else who could help?”


She knows that her parents would drive a half-hour from Doylestown to collect Josh in a heartbeat. But she doesn’t want them knowing she’s here, either. Not if she can help it. They’d just worry. That’s what parents do, no matter how old their kids are. And she wants to keep this as low-key as possible.


“I can come back tomorrow,” she offers. “Make a statement or whatever.”


“I think it’s a little more complicated than that, Mrs,” he opens the file, checks the top sheet inside, “McGinley. Can I call you Ellen?”


“Sure.”


“All right, Ellen, why don’t you just tell me in your own words what happened at Independence Hall, and we’ll see if we can sort this thing out, quick as we can?”


“Great. I want to help.”


“I’m glad we’re on the same page.” He spreads his hands. “Go right ahead.”


The first rule of CIA interrogation training is seared into her memory: don’t get caught. But, if something goes bad and you do, you have two options.


Option one is to say absolutely nothing at all, don’t even give them a yes or a no to work with, and wait for the cavalry to arrive. Option two is to play nice – make them think you’re cooperating, but still don’t give them anything of value.


Ellen’s problem is that there is no cavalry on the way. No one’s got her back, and there’s no one in an operations room at Langley watching out for her. Not anymore, not since she quit. She’s been on the outside ever since Paris. So, she decides option two is her best bet right now.


“So, I’m downtown, and I see this guy behind me,” she begins.


“Okay.” Brennan nods.


“I get on the metro and, when I come out, he’s there again. The same guy.”


“You’re sure about that?”


“Positive.”


He makes a note, gestures for her to continue.


“Then I’m walking to get some food, like six blocks away, and he’s still behind me, following.”


“How do you know he was following you?”


“I just . . . did.”


“All right.” He purses his lips, clearly unconvinced. “And why would he be doing that?”


She hesitates. Thinks, because of what I heard about a possible attack on US soil. Because I’m a target now, and I don’t even know who for. She knows it’ll sound crazy if she tells him that, though. She’s only told one person so far, and that’s Harry. Walter would’ve been the second.


“Uh, I don’t know. You’d have to ask him. Maybe he was going to assault me.”


Brennan clicks his pen a couple times. “And, yet, you assaulted him. With pepper spray.”


“He came right up to me, I was scared.”


“You put him in a medical center.”


“It was self-defence.”


There’s a moment’s silence while Brennan makes another note.


“Is he hurt?” she asks, not because she feels sorry for the guy, but because it could be a problem for her if he is.


“Not seriously. He isn’t pressing charges.” The detective pauses a beat. “I think his ego’s taken a bruising, though.”


“Because he got his ass kicked by a woman?”


“Something like that.” There’s a flicker of amusement in his expression. “So, what about the gun?”


“He pulled it on me.”


“After you sprayed him in the face?”


She hesitates. Can’t really claim it happened any other way. “Yes.”


“All right. Then what?”


“I took the gun off him and that’s when it fired. Then the officers arrived.”


“You took the gun off him, huh?” Brennan blinks. “Just like that?”


“Yeah.” She realizes he wants an explanation of how a 5-6, 130-lb civilian woman in her late thirties could do that. She doesn’t blame him. And telling him she does CrossFit won’t cut it. “I’ve taken some classes,” she adds.


“No kidding.” He looks like he doesn’t quite believe her, though. “How did the weapon come to be discharged?”


“He had his finger on the trigger when I grabbed it.”


“Mm-hm. And did you give a thought to the potential public safety impact of that action, given your location?”


“No. But I did give a thought to him shooting me.” She leans forward. “Have you asked him why he was carrying a concealed weapon, anyway?”


Brennan doesn’t look up from his notebook. “His licence checks out. He doesn’t need a reason. This is Pennsylvania.”


So, they’ve traced the guy. It’s an opportunity for a lead that might connect to what she heard last week. The thing that started all this. A potential threat against the US, from within. From among its own citizens.


. . .they’re gonna need more graves out there than when the pandemic hit . . .


“What’s his name?” she asks, trying to ignore the chill that those remembered words just sent through her.


The detective frowns. “I can’t tell you that.”


“Does he have a record? Is he a terror suspect?”


“I can’t tell you that, either.”


“Look, I just want to know who was following me. Whether I’m in danger or not.”


“We haven’t established that he was following you.”


She rubs her eyes. “Jeez, okay.”


“And you’d never seen the guy you attacked before today?”


“It was self—” She stops, decides to play nice instead. “Not that I’m aware of. But if I don’t know who he is, I can’t really be sure.”


“Hm.”


Brennan goes quiet. He opens the file, licks his fingertip and lifts the corner of the first page, just for a second. She scans the text upside-down and catches the words: Michael John Smith.


Is that the guy’s name? It has to be. But it’s so generic, it sounds to her like an alias. An alias firearms licence? She wonders what opposition she’s up against here.


“Any history of violence?” The detective’s voice snaps her out of the thought.


“Excuse me?”


“Do you have any history of violent behavior, Ellen?”


A bunch of film clips flash through her mind. Times she’s had to defend herself or someone else. Enemies who wound up worse than the guy today. But the secrecy agreement she signed on day one at Langley means she can’t tell Brennan about that. She doesn’t even want to tell him where she used to work, but she’s running out of options.


“No,” she lies.


“Any membership or contact with extreme groups, either past or present?”


“No . . .” That’s not strictly true, either. But she sees what he’s getting at here. He thinks she’s a potential terrorist, not the creep who was tailing her.


“Just standard questions for an incident like this. Trust me.” He’s flashes her a crocodile’s smile. “How about your psychiatric history? Ever had any diagnoses?”


She wonders if he knows, already. Whether he can find out. “Yes,” she admits. She’s not ashamed of it. “Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, a while back.”


“PTSD?”


“Yeah.”


“Like, all the flashbacks and stuff?” He’s writing more, now, and quicker.


“That’s part of it,” she replies, cautiously.


There was a whole lot more besides. Enough to put her in hospital on anti-psychotic medication at one point. She misinterpreted harmless, everyday stuff as danger. Like the time she heard a loud bang at home one day and threw herself under the kitchen table, thinking a bomb had gone off in the street. But it was just her neighbor’s old station wagon backfiring. Harry found her hiding, shaking, cell phone in hand. She’d called 911.


“And thinking people are out to get you, right?” Brennan continues.


“Not necessarily,” Ellen says, recalling how she’d had that symptom, too. She’s sure that’s not the case this time. It can’t be.


“PTSD is no joke,” he says. “It’s a serious condition.”


“I know.”


She doesn’t like how this is going. She needs to put a stop to it before they start talking about locking her up in a psychiatric ward again. Because she’s not going back there. And she has one more card to play before asking for an attorney.


“Listen, uh, Detective Brennan. Can I ask you something?”


“Sure.”


“This might sound a little odd, but can you call your colleagues at the fusion center and ask them to check my name, please?”


“We already did.”


“On classified channels.”


“Oh.” He sits back in his chair, like this has changed everything. Sighs, as if she’s been wasting his time. “Right, it’s like that. And you can’t just tell me right now what I’m gonna find?”


“I can’t. Sorry.”


“Okay. You got it.” Brennan slowly gets to his feet, picks up the file, and leaves.


Getting his team to check with Langley isn’t ideal, but she held out as long as she could. Hopefully, the confirmation of her old job will make Brennan see that they’re on the same side. That she’s one of the good guys. Then he’ll let her go home.


Go and pick up little Josh.


She decides she’ll make him his favourite for dinner: mac ’n’ cheese. She imagines his reaction when she tells him what he’s having. His big grin, those cute dimples in his cheeks, and that fist-pumping celebration he does whenever a treat is announced.


She pictures herself smothering him with a hug, stroking his hair, telling him he’s safe.


Hoping that it’s true.


It’s forty minutes before the door opens again and she’s about to start complaining when she sees it’s not Brennan.


It’s another middle-aged white guy. This one is pretty similar to the detective, except he’s a little older, got a little more hair, and his suit is a little nicer. She wonders if he’s a fed. Maybe she’ll be able to tell him about the threat she overheard.


She has to tell someone else, sooner or later.


“Hello, Ellen,” he says gently.


“Who are you?”


“I’m Doctor Schulz,” he replies, sitting down opposite her. “I’ve been asked to conduct your psychiatric evaluation.”


“Psychiatric? But . . . Detective Brennan was supposed to check—”


“Classified channels, yes.”


“So, what happened?”


“He checked.”


“And?”


“There’s no record of you ever working for the United States government.”
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SHE FEELS AS though the floor’s dropping away beneath her. There’s a tightness in her chest, a churning in her belly, and her head is starting to hurt again where it hit the doorframe of the cop car. She tries to process what’s gone wrong, but her thoughts are racing so fast it’s hard to think straight.


“That can’t be right,” she says. “You sure?”


“That’s what they told me,” replies Schulz.


“But . . . there must’ve been a mistake,” she protests.


“I’m not with law enforcement, I’m afraid.” His tone is almost apologetic, but not quite.


“They checked classified channels, though?”


“Oh yes.” The psychiatrist gives her a benevolent smile. “I’m assured of that.”


No wonder they sent a goddamn shrink to evaluate her, she thinks. They obviously figure she’s crazy because she’s claiming to be a spook after attacking a man – apparently an ordinary citizen – at a national monument.


She realizes it’s actually worse than that. They believe she’s crazy and dangerous.


Which is a not a good look when you’re under arrest.


“This is so fucked up,” she mutters to herself.


“I’m sorry?”


“Nothing.”


She wonders how this could have happened. Forces herself to go through the logical steps. Most likely, they made the wrong check. Brennan called a junior colleague, who spelled her name wrong, checked the wrong box on the search app, maybe read the wrong result.


Because she should be in the system at Langley.


So, why wasn’t she?


Even as a NOC – a non-official cover operative – she has to be on a list, someplace in the building. One that can be checked in case of incidents exactly like this one. She knows she’s on that list – hell, they must’ve checked it when Harry got his new job – so it’s probably just human error that she wasn’t found.


That’s the simplest explanation, and the most probable.


But she acknowledges that there are two other possibilities. Both a whole lot worse than some junior analyst pressing the wrong key because he’s watching the Phillies highlights on his second monitor while he works.


One is that the people she’s onto here – the group whose name she heard whispered by two men in D.C. last week – have friends in high places. Friends who can, say, dictate what happens to someone once they’re in custody. That frightens the hell out of her. But the other possibility is just as bad.


That the Agency has scrubbed her from its books.


They must’ve done it right after they forced her out.


After what happened in France.


Covering their asses. Accusing her of “freelancing” and “incompetence”. Standing by their public assessment that Paris had been totally unpredictable. Putting distance between Langley and any future investigations or congressional hearings. Delete, deny. That’s what they do.


They’d effectively washed their hands of her. Put her on gardening leave pending an investigation. Then offered to terminate the investigation if she just quit. She’d wanted to fight her case, but she didn’t have the energy. Her mental health was shot to pieces, her career was over, and she was done with the Agency.


So, she quit. And, after Harry had wrapped up his charity work in France, they returned to the US and started over. Which meant a whole lot of therapy for Ellen as she tried to work through her trauma.


As she considers which is more likely, she wonders if Paris is, in fact, the real reason for her no trace. That churning in her belly has turned into full-blown nausea, now, as bad as the first trimester of her pregnancy with Josh. She thinks she might throw up.


It could be a symptom of concussion from where she hit her head earlier.


More likely, it’s the memory that’s just come back to her. A scene she’ll never forget for as long as she lives.


Paris, France, five years earlier


The noise hits her from a half-mile away, long before she can see the chaos. It’s loud enough to be heard over her Vespa engine and through her helmet. She slows to take the corner as a fire truck blows right by her, blue lights flashing and siren screaming. It races ahead of her, towards the crowd a few blocks down. There are a bunch more of the sapeur-pompiers – the city’s paramedic firefighters – already here. They’re always the first to be dispatched to an accident.


But she knows this is no accident.


“Jesus Christ,” she says to herself as the scene ahead comes into full view.


It’s Armageddon.


Ambulances, cop cars, emergency services everywhere. Hordes of people, yelling, weeping, spilling out from the mass of vehicles. She brakes hard, drops the kickstand on her scooter. Doesn’t bother locking it, just grabs the keys.


Then she runs toward it all.


A cop tries to block her path, but she dodges him like a running back heading for the endzone. Except there’s no endzone, only a war zone.


A war zone in the middle of Paris.


Her sprint becomes a jog when she gets close to the movie theatre. The place where one of her sources had told her all hell was breaking loose.


They were right.


A woman is rushed past her on a stretcher, oxygen mask on her face, carried by four guys in the orange uniforms of the French Red Cross. That’s bad news, because it means they’ve already got too many casualties for the regular paramedics to deal with.


And those are the victims who are still alive.


The ones who didn’t make it are lying on the ground, outlined beneath white sheets. She starts to count the bodies and stops when she reaches twenty. Some of the corpses haven’t even been covered yet. Maybe they’ve run out of sheets. Because no one in Paris was prepared for this.


Blood is splashed on the sidewalk and the walls. It’s even sprayed on the big glass doors of the movie theatre, like it’s a Jackson Pollock canvas.


A young woman has clamped a hand over her mouth in silent grief, her eyes wide with shock. She’s unsteady on her feet and leaning into the man beside her for support.


A guy with a tinfoil blanket and blood splattered over his t-shirt is using a cell phone. She tunes into his voice just long enough to realize he’s American.


Ellen slows until she’s standing still amid this carnage, like she’s the eye of an apocalyptic storm.


She knows her life will never be the same. This – all of this – is on her.


Because she could have stopped it.


Present day


“Are you all right, Ellen?” Schulz’s question pulls her back to the room. Across the table, he’s studying her with obvious concern. “I lost you for a moment there.”


“I was remembering something.”


The psychiatrist nods. “What were you remembering?”


She swallows. Her mouth is dry. “Um, I . . .”


“You have a history of trauma-related dissociative episodes, don’t you?”


She stares at him. Go to hell, she thinks, you have no idea.


“I need a break,” she says. “I want to speak to my parents and ask them to pick up my son.”


“Okay.”


“And I want to call a lawyer,” she adds.


“Of course,” replies Schulz. “I’ll pass that on.”


“Thank you.”


“Don’t worry,” he says. “We have plenty of time to do your psych evaluation.”


But she is worried. Because she can tell he’s already making his diagnosis.


“So, what you’re saying, Ellen, is that you believed this man intended to kill you?”


“Well, probably not there and then,” she replies. “Eventually, perhaps. I think he wanted to find out how much I knew. Where I was going, who I was meeting. But I couldn’t take that risk, once I realized he was tailing me.”


“Right. I see.” Schulz notes the details of her story, same as Brennan did, his disbelief just as obvious as the detective’s.


“If you investigate the guy – what’s his name, again? Michael John Smith? – you’ll probably find it’s an alias,” she tells him. “The question is, what’s his true identity?”


“I’m not an investigator,” the psychiatrist says. “I’m here to understand what’s going on for you.”


“I’m telling you what’s going on for me. A guy with a concealed weapon was following me to a lunch meeting in downtown Philly, for Christ’s sakes.”


She feels her cheeks flush with anger. He’s not listening, same as Brennan. He’s just hearing what he wants to hear.


Schulz taps an expensive-looking pen on his notepad.


“What I don’t quite get, Ellen, is how you can be so confident this man meant you harm,” he says.


“Instincts, I guess.”


“What instincts?”


“From my old job.” She takes a breath. “In the CIA.”


“But we’ve already established that you had no such job.”


“No, I don’t work there anymore, I—”


“You never worked there, though,” he cuts in, “did you?”


She shakes her head. She can’t believe this is happening. Damn straight, he doesn’t get it. She needs to make him see how serious this is. Why she did what she did.


“Look,” she says, “I heard something, last week, okay? About a possible terrorist threat.”


“Really?” The shrink narrows his eyes. “What did you hear?”


“Only that . . . there’s going to be a mass-casualty attack.”


“Where?”


“Here, in the United States.”


“Where exactly?”


“I don’t know.”


“By whom?”


“I don’t know.”


“Hm.”


That’s not the whole truth. She did hear a name: Keystone Boys. But she’d never heard of them before, and there was no mention of them online when she checked the surface web. That’s why she wanted to ask Walter; if anybody’s heard of them, it’d be him. But that’ll have to wait. In the meantime, she doesn’t want to give the name out to anyone she doesn’t know. If the people who sent a guy to follow her – maybe even kill her – have any role in her detention, then they less information she gives people like Brennan and Schulz, the better.


For all she knows, they could be a part of it, too.


“Has anyone explained to you what a persecutory delusion is, Ellen?” Schulz peers over his notebook at her.


“Yes. But that’s not—”


“The kind of paranoia you’re describing is quite common in people who experience delusions like yours, along with a loss of their connection to . . . how to put it? Reality.”


“I haven’t lost my connection to reality.”


“And you say you were in D.C. when you heard this?”


“Yes, I was out with my husband. He’s a congressman.”


The psychiatrist nods. “Fantasies of connection to powerful people are often a feature of the disorder, too.”


“It’s not a goddamn fantasy.” She can hear the hostility in her own voice. Tries to calm herself down. “My husband is a congressman. Harry Flanagan. Democrat, Montgomery County, PA. Google it if you don’t believe me.”


“My phone is outside.”


“Where’s my lawyer?”


“I’m sorry, I don’t know.”


Something in her snaps.


“What the fuck is going on here?” she demands.


Schulz leans back, holds up his palms. “You need to relax, Ellen, okay?”


She shuts her eyes, takes a breath. Fights to keep control.


“I’m not crazy, doc,” she says, quietly. “I’m telling you the truth. I swear.”


“A lot of psychiatric patients lack insight into their condition,” he responds. “It’s very normal.”


“But I’m not—”


“And,” he continues, talking over her, “in view of your violent behavior today, and the risk you pose to the public at large, I’m going to recommend you be transferred to a safe place.”


“What are you talking about? What safe place?”


“A Community Mental Health Center.”


“No, no, no. Wait—”


“They’ll make sure that you get the care you need. Medication, further assessment, therapy . . .”


“This is bullshit!” she yells. “I’m telling you about a threat to the United States, and you wanna have me committed? Let me speak to the FBI, for Christ’s sake. They’ll listen.”


“I’m afraid it’s too late for that.” Schulz doesn’t look at her as he gathers his things, pushes his chair back and stands. “The decision’s been made.”


She stands, too. She feels like she could kill this guy with her bare hands. She knows she could. But that’d only make things worse, since she’s inside a police station.


“Who made the decision?”


“Don’t worry,” he says. “I’m sure it’ll only be a short stay.”
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Clarion, Clarion County, Pennsylvania


PETER LOGAN SLIPS his bank card into the jukebox beside the bar. Used to be, you put real money in the machine at the Toby Tavern and chose real records. But a lot of things ain’t what they used to be.


Jukeboxes turn digital, stores close down, iron and steel works shut, people move out. Same story across the whole damned Rust Belt, from here on up to Wisconsin. The oil and coal refineries have gone, too, and the jobs with them.


The closest Peter can get to those industries now is his part-time work at the local gas station that pays minimum wage and gets him no respect. Even thinking about it makes him tense up with rage like he wants to smash someone’s face in. The betrayal that caused it all. But he snaps out of it as the machine spits his card back and the big screen tells him he’s got three choices.


“Hey, Pee-Wee,” calls Leanne, from behind him. “No Nickelback, remember?”


He looks up at the handwritten sign taped to the wall by the jukebox, saying pretty much that. Leanne stuck it up there after he kept playing Nickelback. The staff left it there.


“Some people don’t appreciate good music,” he replies, but his words are drowned out by laughter around the bar. Even Angie, the barmaid, who has a soft spot for him, is quietly chuckling as she pours their first round of beers from the tap. Screw them all, he thinks.


Especially Leanne.


Thing is, he’d like nothing more than to actually screw Leanne. The problem is that she’s his big brother, Mitch’s, girl. So, it ain’t happening, even if Leanne was interested, which she’s not, and even if Peter could bring himself to go all Cain-and-Abel on Mitch like that, which he couldn’t. Not after everything Mitch has done for him. It wouldn’t be right. Besides, if he touched Leanne, Mitch – who has six inches and sixty pounds on Peter – would beat the living crap out of him. None of that stops him imagining screwing her, though. Like, every day, for the past sixteen years, since they were in ninth grade together.


The laughter dies down and he’s left staring at the jukebox screen, suddenly aware that everyone’s going to judge his selection. For a moment, he considers picking “How You Remind Me” – which is still one of his favourite songs – but instead he goes for the safe option of AC/DC. Classic rock, timeless. No one can give him shit for that.


As Brian Johnson starts belting out “Back in Black”, Peter turns and heads back over to their table. He’s almost there when Randy looks up.


“Yo, Pee-Wee, go grab our beers. Save Angie the trip.” Randy jerks a thumb towards the bar and the tray of five glasses.


Go get ‘em yourself, you lazy fuck, Peter wants to say. But Randy Kowalski goes 6-6 and 290 pounds, and Peter knows better than to talk back to The Dozer. People in Clarion started calling Randy that when he was just a sophomore in high school, but already as big as a grown man. As a defensive end, he bulldozed enough opposition on the football field to win himself a full ride to Penn State. Some even had him tipped for the pros, until torn knee ligaments brought him back here to sit on a tractor in soybean fields, still without a college degree, but a whole lot angrier than when he left. And Peter doesn’t want to provoke that anger now, so he swallows his pride.


“Uh, okay,” he says. “Sure.”


He fetches the tray and sets it down like he’s a server. The others reach in and take their drinks without acknowledging he’s even there.


“That’s why the attack on The Capitol didn’t go far enough,” says Sherman. “They had the government right by the balls, and they just let it go.”


Leanne and Randy voice their support, but Peter says nothing. Sips his beer. It’s not that he doesn’t agree – the government are a bunch of corrupt, hypocritical motherfuckers who need to be strung up by their necks – it’s just that he doesn’t much like Sherman.


Sherman Schweinsteiger – or “Sherman the German”, as he’s known, because no one can pronounce his last name – is the newest member of their group. He ain’t from Clarion, and he ain’t German, either, not really. His ancestors emigrated from Bavaria like a hundred-something years ago. He don’t even speak German. But he plays up that background because of the whole Aryan, Nazi shit he’s into. Sherman’s even got a small swastika tattooed on his chest, though he knows better than to show it off.


Peter’s no seig-heiling, Mein Kampf-reading Nazi, he’s just a patriot, like his brother, Mitch. A patriot who believes his government has been destroying the American way of life, lying to the American people, and shitting all over the Constitution for years – and who wants to do whatever it takes to change that.


According to Mitch, that’s where Sherman comes in. He’s smart, smarter than all of them, even Mitch. He would’ve been a sciences major at Clarion College if he hadn’t gotten kicked out. He says it was the social justice warriors whining about his politics, but Peter knows it was because he made his own meth, got high all the time, then got caught selling his product on campus.


“You know what?” Leanne says. “Once they got inside The Capitol, they shoulda torched the place. That’s what I woulda done. Started the civil war.”


Sherman lifts his eyebrows. “Well, that’s up to us now, isn’t it?”


“Hell, yeah.” Leanne grins. God damn, she’s hot, Peter thinks.


“I’ll drink to that.” Randy raises his glass.


“To civil war!” cries Sherman.


“Jeez, keep your voice down,” whispers Peter.


“What’s the problem, Pee-Wee?” Sherman holds his arms wide, looks around. “No one’s listening.” Maybe he’s right. At six thirty on a Monday, there’s only a dozen people in the tavern, and most of them would probably agree that civil war was a good idea. Peter knows for a fact that one of the two guys shooting pool across the room has prepped a bunker with a shit ton of tinned food and ammo for exactly that situation. Still, he wants to be careful.


“Mitch told us not to talk about stuff like that too loud,” he says.


“He made me delete the Instagram page I was making for us,” Leanne complains.


“Whatever.” Sherman shrugs, but he doesn’t disagree. You don’t challenge the alpha male, even in his absence, unless you’re ready for a fight. And Sherman doesn’t want that. No one who knows Mitch wants that.


Right on cue, as the song kicks into the power chords of the chorus, Mitch walks in.


Peter feels the atmosphere shift a little. The pool players stop, and the men at the bar turn in their seats. One of them, an old steelworker, tips his hat. There’s respect – awe, even – and with good reason. Mitch is the man around here.


Okay, Clarion’s just a small town that’s only ever produced one celebrity – Chris Kirk-something, from that boy band NSYNC – but Mitch would still be the man if this was Pittsburgh or Cleveland or anyplace else.


His older brother is 6-2 and 200 pounds of solid muscle, the All-American boy. A gifted quarterback in high school, he passed up on playing college football with Randy to enlist in the Marines and protect his homeland. And that went pretty well, at least to begin with.


Mitch went off to Camp Lejeune in North Carolina, from where he completed tours in Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia and Syria. He fought and killed America’s enemies from Al-Qaida, the Taliban, Al-Shabab and ISIS. He took a bullet in Raqqa, stuck on his own field dressing and kept fighting. He was awarded the Medal of Honor and a Silver Star. The guy’s a freakin’ hero. Risked his life for his country more times than anybody could count. Lost a lot of fellow jarheads in the process. Which is probably why his motivation right now is stronger than any of them sat around this table. He had so much further to fall.


“What’s goin’ on?” says Mitch, as he sits down. He leans across, kisses Leanne full on the lips, bumps fists with Randy and takes a long pull on his beer.


“Got you a Bud, Mitch,” says Peter. “Regular, not Light.”


“Attaboy, Pee-Wee.”


“Where you been, baby?” coos Leanne. She wants Mitch’s attention. Dammit, they all do. But Peter knows that Leanne Spinoza needs attention more than most. She craves it, maybe because she never got it as a kid from her drunk dad and depressed mom. And she didn’t find it on stage, either. He remembers when she left town for L.A., telling everyone she was going to make it big out west. Instead, she worked in a bar for six months and appeared in one porn film before coming home to Clarion and telling everyone she’d changed her mind about a career in acting. Peter still has the DVD of that film. More than one copy, in fact.


“Just got back from seeing our friend,” Mitch replies. “And I got some news.”


They all wait in silent expectation.


“We’re confirmed for the Fourth of July,” says Mitch. “Six days from now.”


“Oh my God, yes!” Leanne blurts. She’s wriggling with excitement, like a kid.


Sherman cracks a slow smile. “It’s really happening.”


“Let’s fuckin’ do this,” adds Randy.


Only Peter is silent. He still ain’t sure this is the right thing to do. Strike at government, yes. With a bomb? If necessary – that’s sure as hell gonna get people’s attention, just look at the Unabomber. But like this? He don’t know, yet. He’s trusting Mitch, just like he’s always done. But he’s scared, too.


“To the Keystone Boys.” Mitch raises his glass.


“And girl,” Leanne adds.


They whoop and cheer and touch glasses and everyone else in the tavern looks over, probably wondering whose birthday it is. But Mitch ain’t happy. He’s got that look in his eyes, the same one he’d have whenever he came back home from a military tour.


Like he wants to kill someone. Which is exactly what they’re gonna do in six days. And not just someone. A whole lot of people.


Peter tries to drink his beer, but his throat’s so tight, he can barely swallow.


Washington, D.C.


He’s never been one for private clubs. They go against everything he stands for. Right now, though, he’s got no choice. He needs the protection afforded by that exclusivity. A private room in a member’s club, with no phones or cameras allowed, is about the safest location for him.


He’s sitting in a deep Chesterfield armchair upholstered in green leather, surrounded by antique furniture and framed photographs of men – yup, he checks: all men – who have run the nation’s capital one way or another since this place was founded, midway through the Civil War.


The Metropolitan Club has been home to political, military and business leaders since it opened its doors to the select few in 1863. People like the group he’s sipping twenty-year-old scotch out of crystal tumblers with this evening.


“Heard we mighta had ourselves a li’l problem in Philly,” says the man from Texas.


He’s not sure if there’s a question hidden in there, an invitation for him to respond. To justify himself to them. Before he can reply, though, the youngest of their group jumps in.


“I apologize, sir,” offers the kid. He’s maybe three, four years out of college. Slick hair and sharp suit, the kid reeks of ambition. A boy who wants to be king, or President of the United States, at least. “It wasn’t supposed to . . .” he tails off, clears his throat. “There were unforeseen circumstances. I was assured that the man who was contracted for the job was more than capable of the task, but, ah—”


“That turned out to be wrong, didn’t it?” This from the Californian woman. Her nickname is The Ballbreaker. He’s scared of her. He thinks they probably all are, at some level, even The Texan. “He was capable of getting himself sent to ER by a woman, but clearly not a whole lot more than that,” she says.


“It won’t happen again.”


“What I – what we – all want to know, son, is: has it been dealt with?” asks The Texan.


“Yes.”


“You certain about that?”


“Sure, we are. Right?” The kid turns to him.


He feels the heat rise in his face. “Yes.”


“It’s been taken care of,” adds the kid. “She’s locked up, and she’s not going anywhere, not until . . .” He doesn’t need to finish his sentence.


“Speaking of which,” says the fifth member of their group, an older man with a grey moustache, “how was your meeting with G.I. Joe today?”


“Good,” he replies. “He says they’ll be ready this time next week.”


“I know we can trust him,” says the man with the moustache. “But what about that bunch of rednecks he’s with? Any of them ever done anything like this before?”


“No,” he replies, thinking: none of us has ever done anything like this before. “But he’s trained them.”


“Has he? Hm.” The older man sips his scotch. “Well, we’d better pray that’s enough for them to pull this off.”


He agrees with the sentiment. And if he believed in God, he’d be praying morning, noon and night. Because if it goes wrong, they’re all done for. He drinks his scotch, too much and too fast, and it burns his throat. He’s not sure how it came to this, how he found himself here with these people.


He only knows there’s no way out of it, now.
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AS THEY LEAVE the high-rise buildings of downtown Philly in the rear-view and hit the Schuylkill Expressway heading northwest, Ellen allows herself to think for a moment that they might actually be taking her home. That someone has realized this was all a huge mistake, and she’s free to go.


She closes her eyes and imagines the scene as she arrives at the house. Little Josh is out front, tossing a baseball back and forth with her dad on the lawn, while her mom sits on the porch, reading the paper and watching her boys. Ellen pictures her son’s open-mouthed shock as she steps out of the cop car, hears him demanding the story from her. What happened, Mom? What’d you do? She’d make something up about helping the police solve a crime and Josh would want her to tell it again and again as she put him to bed.


But she knows it’s just a fantasy. Despite the fact that the two cops up front won’t answer her questions – as if they’re monks who’ve taken a vow of silence – she has some idea where they’re headed. And it’s not home.


They don’t handcuff people they’re taking home.


Back in the police station, her lawyer had explained over the phone that, because of some technicalities to do with public risk and police involvement, she couldn’t access a clinic via the health insurance she was on through Harry’s work. So, she was going to be taken to a Community Mental Health Center instead.


The lawyer assured her that it’d be safe and comfortable, that it was just a precaution after the incident at Independence Hall, and given her psychiatric history. That she’d stay there overnight, and they’d fix everything tomorrow. Ellen refused to go – she wanted this fixed now. But the lawyer said there was nothing more he could do for her. The system was the system. She had to go.


Ellen tried to fight it. But Dr Schulz wouldn’t alter his assessment, Detective Brennan had already left the station, and the duty sergeant just shrugged and said his hands were tied. Didn’t matter that they all knew by now that she was a congressman’s wife. That she wasn’t lying about that, at least. The decision was final. The whole thing was like some awful nightmare from which she couldn’t wake up. She’d felt herself starting to panic as her control slipped away.


Her lawyer had assured her it’d be fine. All they needed was a different psychiatrist, another opinion, and the commitment order could be reversed. She just had to wait it out until the morning. Best not to go to the press, shouting about injustice right now, for Harry’s sake. Ellen had wondered whose interests the lawyer was protecting. But, eventually, she’d had no choice but to accept it. Her parents were looking after Josh, and she’d call Harry from the clinic later. Tell him everything that happened. Tell him to do every damn thing he can to help.
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