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Civilizations do not fall because of the barbarians at the gates. Nor does a great city fall from the death wish of bored and morally bankrupt stewards presumably sworn to its defense. Civilizations fall only because each citizen of the city comes to accept that nothing can be done to rally and rebuild broken walls; that ground lost may never be recovered; and that greatness lived in our grandparents but not our grandchildren. Yes, our betters tell us these things daily. But that doesn’t mean we have to believe it.


—BILL WHITTLE, “THE UNDEFENDED CITY”















CHAPTER 1






Lester Gravenholtz stood beside an old-fashioned red phone booth, stood there in the Florida sun waiting to kill the Aztlán oil minister and get back into some air-conditioning. Sweat rolled down his bare scalp as a tour bus filled with tourists drove past, their voices going silent as they caught sight of him. He scratched his nose, fingers bumping up against the mottled blue prosthetic that covered half his face. He couldn’t remember what kind of genetic disorder he was supposed to have, but the plasti-flesh molding was so realistic that when he checked himself out in the mirror he wanted to puke. Sweat burned his eyes. The Old One had insisted on his head being shaved, leaving only a few tufts of reddish hair sticking out at odd angles to complete the picture. He looked like a hyena with mange.


Over six feet tall, fish-belly white, with a heavily muscled torso and huge hands, Gravenholtz wore a filthy, oversize coat that concealed his powerful frame but left him steaming hot, itchy and miserable. Thirty-nine years old and this is what it had come down to. Two days he’d been standing out here—if he hadn’t wanted to kill somebody before, he sure wanted to do it now. Actually…he was always ready to do some damage. That’s what the Old One liked about him. A natural aptitude, that’s what he called it. Gravenholtz had killed a dozen men in the last year, here, there and everywhere the Old One had sent him. He shifted in the sun, wished this Mexican oil minister would show up so his aptitude could kick in, and he could get back to his air-conditioned suite and those frosty rum drinks that Baby had introduced him to. He rubbed the fake pustules dappled across his forehead, wanting to tear his face off.


Don’t fret, Lester, Baby had said after the makeup techs had finished with him. You’re going to be as handsome as ever when this is over.


Maybe handsome enough to throw a fuck to, that’s what Gravenholtz had thought. Ever since they had shown up at the Old One’s Miami hideaway, Baby had stayed in her own bed. Turns out the old man was her daddy, which was some big dark secret, and since the Old One was Muslim, and Baby was still technically a married woman, that was that. Last night, while the two of them watched the beach from her veranda, she had given him a perfunctory jerkoff, not even taking his dick out of his pants, laughing as he popped his cork within moments. Ha-ha.


The Old One. What a crock. Baby tried to tell him that her father was at least 130 years old, but the geezer wasn’t a day over seventy, tops. Gravenholtz played along—guy was a billionaire with his own private army, he could call himself fucking Methuselah for all Gravenholtz cared. He remembered hearing some big news about how it wasn’t the Jews dirty-bombed New York and D.C. and Mecca thirty years ago—it was the Old One and his crazy-ass master plan. The Muslim messiah come to bring on the Caliphate, which was evidently dancing girls and flying carpets from sea to shining sea. Truth be told, Gravenholtz didn’t give a shit if the Jews toasted New York, or if it was the Old One or the Sugarplum Fairy. That was ancient history and somebody else’s bad luck, not his.


One thing for certain, the old man had enough enemies for more than one lifetime. Not that it seemed to concern him much. Baby said the only one he was really worried about was Rakkim Epps. That was all it took to convince him to sign on with the Old One. Gravenholtz would have paid money for the chance to kill Rakkim.


Gravenholtz squinted in the sun, amazed at all the sky tattoos. He had seen them in the Bible Belt a few times, a baby Jesus in the manger sketched over Atlanta at Christmas, and the stars and bars on Independence Day, but here…there were all kinds of ads plastered across the sky here, offering everything from time-share underwater condos to sex drink specials at the beachfront nightclubs. One of the largest tattoos looked just like the ocean, a full-on underwater scene up there in the clouds, manta rays and dolphins swimming in perfect unison.


He changed position, his pants sticking to him in the heat so he had to adjust his pecker, and he thought about the hump-girl in the pigtails last night. The old man might be territorial about his daughter, but he didn’t mind importing pussy for Gravenholtz. Every night a new one appeared at his door. All colors and ages, from young to younger. Slim ones and big ripe ones with hungry eyes and soft mouths. Some of them spoke English and some didn’t speak at all, which was just as well. Gravenholtz let them in, gave them the best workout they had probably ever had and sent them on their way. It didn’t help. They weren’t Baby. He requested ones that looked like her—long-legged Southern girls with honey hair, all pouty and pink as far as the eye could see…. He would close his eyes and pretend they were her, but he didn’t really have that kind of imagination. He got mad sometimes, busted a few of the girls up pretty bad. That helped, but it didn’t last.


A party bus drove by, music blaring out this chunky Latin beat that he could feel running up his thighbones. People danced on the top deck of the bus, hoisted pastel umbrella drinks, women shaking their bare brown titties for all the world to see. Nueva Florida, where the world comes to cut loose. Bonerama, nonstop.


Say what you want, the Cubans who ran Nueva Florida knew how to have fun. The couple hundred miles of white-sand beach fronting the Atlantic were covered with luxury resorts: Alligator Ballet, the Fountain of Youth, Everglades Under Glass…but it was Viva Libertad! that drew the most tourists, Viva Libertad!, a thousand acre thumb in the eye to that bearded commie prick who ruled Cuba once upon a time. No fun in that Cuba, just work work work and rationed toilet paper. Viva Libertad! was all glitz and glamour, a theme park development of manicured beaches and luxury hotels. At the center of the resort was Castroland, a run-down slum modeled after old Havana, a crumbling facade of cheap buildings, falling-apart cars and beggars hustling handouts.


He watched the legless teenager across the street, saw him hop over and take a beer from a cooler hidden in an abandoned sofa. Stumpy popped the beer—his fourth of the afternoon—and finished it in two long swallows. He smiled at Gravenholtz as his belch echoed, tossed the empty bottle against a brick wall, sprayed broken glass. Happiest dead man Gravenholtz had ever seen, probably already thinking about the virgins waiting for him in Paradise, ready to do a dance on his dick. The Old One had the assassination of the oil minister all worked out, but he forgot to ask Gravenholtz how he felt about being Stumpy’s decoy. Where’s the fun in that? No, if there was anyone going to get his hands dirty, it was going to be Gravenholtz. If the Old One didn’t like it…well, they could discuss that when he got back to the hotel.




Gravenholtz sweated as the buses and limos rolled past, thinking how much he missed the Belt. He had been happy working for the Colonel back in Tennessee. The Colonel was the most powerful warlord in the Belt, Gravenholtz his special enforcer, keeping the shitbirds in line and loving every minute of it. Yeah, it was one sweet situation, until Baby gave him the look that one afternoon, the Colonel’s young wife back from horseback riding, sitting up on that white stallion like the queen of Sheba. How you doing, Lester? she said, staring down at him with those green eyes, the top button of her blouse undone so he could see the beauty mark between her breasts. The Colonel had been gone that day, and when Baby shook out her hair it was like a golden net he couldn’t escape. I’m bored, Lester Gravenholtz.


If he had said no to Baby that day Gravenholtz would still be the Colonel’s chief ass kicker. Instead…he waved at the gnats that buzzed his mouth…instead, he was standing under a phony banyan tree while tourists hurried past, crossed themselves and thanked God that they didn’t have whatever the fuck he was supposed to have. Welcome to Castroland. Stumpy across the street did a flip, walked around on his hands to applause from the small crowd gathered around him. Gravenholtz squeezed out a dry fart.


A South American tour group walked past Gravenholtz, Brazilians with their emerald jewelry flashing, hurrying now as they got a good look at him. A little girl with short black hair started crying, buried her face into her mother’s hips, was quickly lifted into the señora’s arms. The elephant man prosthetic scared off normal folk, but according to the Old One it was just the thing to reel in the oil minister, make him go all gooey inside.


Gravenholtz watched the helicopters fluttering overhead, hotel guests heading out to what was left of the Bahamas. A year ago, he and Baby had stolen the Colonel’s prize Chinese helicopter and flown to Florida, along with three of Gravenholtz’s men. Supposed to sell the bird for enough that they could all live high and easy for a while. Good plan, but Baby changed it.


She had them set down the chopper in the Everglades. They barely got out before Baby shot his boys in the head, one-two-three, just like that. You’d think she’d been waiting forever to do it from the look on her face. Come on, Lester honey, she had said, tugging on his earlobe, I want you to meet my daddy. Good thing Baby hadn’t tried shooting him—bullets just stung, but the betrayal might have pissed him off so bad he forgot himself.


He watched a barefoot mamacita waddle out of a shanty and start hanging clothes on a line. Bright colored tops with frayed sleeves, shorts with holes in them. He could hear her huffing and puffing from where he stood, raising herself up to pin the clothes.


The Islamic Republic had the Fedayeen, best fighters in the world maybe, so to counter that, twenty years ago some generals in the Bible Belt set up a secret project. They brought over this Jap scientist to build their own supersoldiers, augment the raw human material, so to speak, the psychos and sadists used for the experiments. Jap jobs, they called them, like that name might keep them in their place. Turned out the Belt generals were afraid of the Jap jobs almost as much as they were afraid of the Fedayeen.


Took at least thirty operations to make a Jap job, painful too…not that he remembered much about it, just dreams of bright lights and sharp knives peeling him open layer by layer like a pink onion. The Jap scientist had done something else to them…tweaked their frontal lobes a little bit, removing some moral governor that most human beings had. You ask Gravenholtz, there wasn’t more than a smidge in him anyway.


Gravenholtz inhaled as he spotted a dark blue limo approaching. It looked just like the other hotel limos, but this one rode a little low from the added weight, one of the VIP German models, fully armored, top, bottom and sides. He kept his head down as the limo slowed…slowed…finally came to a stop in front of him and stayed there, idling softly.


Gravenholtz shuffled closer, edged his begging basket ahead of him with the toe of his shoe. The sun burned the back of his neck, heat rippling through him clear down to his fingertips. He could see the legless kid reflected in the security glass of the limo, the kid swinging along on his hands, begging basket clenched between his teeth.


The passenger door of the limo opened and a slender, light-skinned Mexican got out, a machine pistol swinging from a shoulder rig. Gravenholtz glimpsed the driver looking over at him, disgusted, before the door thudded shut.


He stared blankly ahead as the Mexican wanded him, taking his time. Explosives, metal, nuclear or biologic toxins, the wand screened for everything…but there wasn’t any metal in Gravenholtz. None of those other things either.


The Jap scientist had used biologic body armor on Gravenholtz. Flexible body armor with hardly any seams. Made of some unique material where the more it was compressed, the stronger it got. The early jobs relied on their reinforced fists and feet, their heavy-density joints, but Gravenholtz was the prototype for the new model. New and improved, just like laundry detergent and mouth rinse. Might have made a real difference if they were ever put into full production…might have ended the stalemate between the Belt and the Republic, but something happened. Gravenholtz was on a solo training mission, doing what he did best, and when he came back to the lab complex everyone was dead. All the other Jap jobs, the head scientist and his team. Must have taken a full Fedayeen strike force. Gravenholtz had been shocked at first, then he thought, maybe it wasn’t so bad to be the last of his kind. Made him even more special.


The light-skinned Mexican had him raise his shoes so he could test the soles, and when the man bent forward, Gravenholtz could see a tiny bald spot on the crown of his head, right there among that nest of fine brown hair. Would have been a problem for him in a few years…so there was that to thank him for. Not that anyone ever did. In the smoked glass, he could see the legless kid hovering nearby, keeping just out of range of the wand.


The Mexican nodded to somebody inside the limo, then pivoted, the machine pistol making a slow arc. He jerked his chin at the legless kid, ordered him back.


Stumpy did a one-armed push-up.


The Mexican laughed.


The rear door of the limo slid open, another bodyguard in the doorway, beckoning. “Andale!”


Gravenholtz moved closer, dragging one foot. He stepped into the limo, swayed in the doorway.


At that moment, the legless kid bounded toward the limo.


Gravenholtz was supposed to hold the door open just long enough for the kid to fling himself inside, then step out and slam it shut. The blast would pulverize everyone inside the limo, leaving Gravenholtz free to kill the remaining bodyguard and escape. He and Stumpy had practiced the move for the last two days until it was perfect. Kid never said a word the whole time, just had that same weird little smile like he had now as he launched himself at the open door, bullets ricocheting off the pavement.


The bodyguard tried to shove him aside, but Gravenholtz held his ground inside the limo, his eyes on the kid and the smile that got bigger and bigger as he shot through the air…until Gravenholtz slammed the door in his face.


The blast rocked the limo, the light blinding for an instant, even through the security glass. Gravenholtz fell back against the bodyguard, the man cursing as the limo raced erratically down the street, tires squealing.


“Jefe…Jefe, está usted bien?” gasped the bodyguard, pulling himself to his feet. He looked out the back window for pursuers. There were none. “Jefe?”


“Estoy bien, Esteban. Muy bien.” The oil minister nestled in the plush leather bench seat facing Gravenholtz, his hands gripped together to hide their trembling.


The bodyguard sat back down, one hand resting on his pistol.


“Hablas español, señor?” the oil minister said to Gravenholtz.


Gravenholtz watched a police helicopter circling the blast site.


“Do you speak English, sir?” said the oil minister without a trace of an accent.


Gravenholtz cocked his head at the tooth lodged in the pitted blast-proof window. His mollusk mouth twisted, plasti-flesh flapping around his gums. He tapped the glass. “If you put that under your pillow tonight, the tooth fairy will leave you money.”


“Yes…yes, I’ve heard that,” said the oil minister. “Thank you for saving my life.”


Gravenholtz scratched at his matted hair. “I didn’t want to let the cold air out.”


“Of course. It’s very hot outside, isn’t it?” said the oil minister.


“I like cold air,” said Gravenholtz.


“Jefe, por favor—” started the bodyguard.


The oil minister silenced him with a glance, pressed a finger to his ear, listening. “I’m fine. No, that won’t be necessary.” His eyes stayed on Gravenholtz. “I don’t want an escort, is that clear?” He settled back in his seat. “What is your name, señor?”




“Lester.”


“Do you know who I am, Lester?”


“A man with air-conditioning,” said Lester.


The oil minister smiled. “Yes, Lester, I am a man with air-conditioning.” He had eyes like gray pearls, smooth brown skin and a trimmed mustache. Shiny black suit and a necktie of woven platinum. “I am also a man with a son who looks very much like you.”


“There…there ain’t nobody like me,” said Gravenholtz.


“My son feels exactly the same way. He’s twenty-four years old next month…and very lonely.” The oil minister plucked at the crease in his slacks. “I’m afraid I don’t get to spend much time with him. Hardly anyone even knows of his existence. A man in my position…” He winced. “Are you lonely, Lester?”


“Not really.”


“I see,” said the oil minister. “Do you have family?”


Gravenholtz shook his head.


“Well, then, perhaps you could do me a favor. Would you like to come live with my son? Keep him company? Be his friend?”


Gravenholtz pondered the questions. “Will there be air-conditioning?”


“Cold as you want, Lester. I’ll fly in a mountain of snow for you two to sled down if you like. My son has never had anyone to play with…no one who really wanted to play with him.” The oil minister leaned forward slightly. “You could have anything you ask for.”


Gravenholtz nodded. He was tired of the game. “Anything?”


“Absolutely.”


Gravenholtz pointed at the bodyguard. “Could I kill that pissant ’fore I kill you?”


The bodyguard was already raising his pistol when Gravenholtz chopped him across the bridge of the nose, the armored edge of his hand driving the facial bones deep into the man’s brain.


The oil minister must have hit the emergency button, because the driver braked hard, the limo skidding across the road, knocking oncoming cars aside as if they were made of aluminum cans. They finally came to rest after crashing through a billboard advertising canned banana daiquiris that froze to a perfect slush when you opened the top.


Gravenholtz grabbed the oil minister by the necktie, jerked him close, close enough to smell the huevos rancheros the man had had for breakfast. “I ain’t nobody’s playmate, Pancho,” he said, twisting the necktie, platinum links breaking off between his fingers as blood leaked from the oil minister’s tear ducts. Gravenholtz jerked forward as the driver unloaded into his back. He broke the oil minister’s neck and threw open the door.


A Hotel Viva! van on the way back from the beach had pulled over, tourists in bathing suits standing around ready to help. Until they saw Gravenholtz get out.


Gravenholtz tore open the door, dragged the driver out, the man still clutching the machine pistol, crying out for somebody, Mama, Papa, Jesus H. Christ or the presidente of Aztlán, it didn’t make no difference. Gravenholtz drove his fist into the man’s chest, ribs splintering like a bag of sticks, then tossed him aside and slid behind the wheel.


He backed out of the daiquiri billboard and peeled out into traffic. The front end wobbled a little bit, but it was a good ride. The old man and Baby would be pissed at him for changing the plan, but too bad. Hold the door open for Stumpy? Yaz, boss. Like Gravenholtz was some hotel doorman with gold brushes on his shoulders.


Gravenholtz maxed the air-conditioning, basking in the cold air. His back itched where the driver had shot him, the seat soaked with blood. No big deal. Only man who had ever really put a hurt on him was Rakkim. He had slipped a Fedayeen blade into Gravenholtz at the Colonel’s base camp, found a seam in his armor and cut through to the soft parts like he had X-ray vision. Done it right in front of Baby too. Rakkim almost killed him, which was reason enough for Gravenholtz to go looking for him, prove to the man that he had just gotten lucky. It was more than that, though. He had seen the way that Baby looked at Rakkim, heating things up. Gravenholtz accelerated, one hand on the wheel. Revenge or jealousy, it didn’t matter. Either way, that shit couldn’t stand.















CHAPTER 2






Rakkim saw the fire as he left the mosque, a greasy red glow rising over the darkened buildings of New Fallujah like a sunrise in hell. Imam Jenkins stood outlined against the glow for a moment, then started up the cobblestone streets toward the blaze, his robe a billow of coarse, black fabric in the wind. Rakkim joined the faithful as they followed the cleric, and the faithful, seeing Rakkim’s green jihadi headband, lowered their eyes and gave him room, fearful of incurring his wrath. He didn’t blame them.


Jihadis were unstable cowards drunk with death, suicide bombers waiting for the call to heaven, eager to prove their devotion to the Grand Mullah. Last month a jihadi had blown himself up in a packed movie theater in Los Angeles, killed over a hundred Christians watching a new Brazilian romantic comedy. A second bomber detonated himself as the ambulances arrived. You’d think that Allah loved loud noises. If so, God was going to be disappointed, because the jihadi that Rakkim took the headband from got his ticket to Paradise punched without making a sound.


Jenkins increased his pace, his long garments flapping in the storm, dust swirling around his scrawny frame. Head shaved, his beard gone to gray, he was part of the Grand Mullah’s inner circle, a Black Robe, one of those grim guardians of public virtue who dominated the fundamentalist stronghold once known as San Francisco.


No cars allowed on the streets after late-night prayers, no stores or cafés open, no satellite dishes on the roofs. Just the faithful. And Rakkim. A deep-cover agent for the moderates who governed the Islamic Republic, he was thirty-four years old, lean and tautly muscled, poised as a tightrope walker in loose-fitting pants and a thin jacket. Like the other men from the mosque his dark hair was cut short, his beard no longer than a fist. Unlike the rest of them, he wasn’t out of breath as he climbed the hill. Rakkim moved effortlessly up the steep slope…just like Jenkins.




Rakkim stepped over the rusted cable car tracks and spotted a data chip peeking out from under the rails in the dim light. He bent down quickly, pulled it free. The crowd parted around him, flowed on either side, no one daring to make contact.


The chip gleamed in the moonlight. Must have dated from around the transition forty years ago, a thin black plastic rectangle with a platinum edge. Maximum limit. The hologram of the owner’s face was faded, but she had been beautiful, with long, black hair, her head cocked playfully. No idea why he had used the past tense in speaking of the woman, but she had hidden the chip away for safekeeping and not come back for it in thirty years. Jewish, maybe, or accused of witchcraft…or just too proud to stay silent when silence was called for. Whatever her supposed crime, she was gone, the chip and the hope for escape it contained long since abandoned. Rakkim lightly touched her holographic face, whispered a prayer for her soul, then tucked the chip back under the rail. Maybe someone else would retrieve it someday and find out who she was, and what had happened to her. Someone in a more peaceful time. He hurried on through the crowd, moving through them with gentle touches on shoulders and hips, a shadow warrior technique, men giving him room without them even being aware of it.


Two lower-ranking Black Robes watched the crowd pass from a side street—they bowed to Jenkins but made no move to join the throng. Black Robes patrolled the city day and night, alert for signs of sin: a careless profanity or the sound of singing from inside a home, a woman with an improperly fitted burqa, or children playing too enthusiastically. So many sins to keep track of, so many punishments to mete out.


Rakkim heard sirens in the distance, fire trucks approaching from the opposite direction. Two trucks…one about ten blocks ahead of the other, driving faster, the engine misfiring. He could smell the fire now, burning wood and plaster and many coats of paint. An old building. They burned hot and fast. No one around him reacted, oblivious, their senses dull in comparison with his.


Put Rakkim in a small, dark room, not a speck of light, put him there alone in the dark except for four scorpions scattered about, four pale yellow scorpions from the North African desert. Androctonus australis, highly aggressive and deadly as a cobra. Put Rakkim in that room and tell him to find the scorpions before they found him. You had to know how to listen to survive in that room. You had to know exactly where you were in space without any reference points. Most of all, you had to be patient, to wait for the scorpions to move. Without patience you’d never get out alive. Rakkim was in that room eleven hours before he killed all four of them. He was already a Fedayeen when he walked into the room, first in his class…he was a shadow warrior when he walked out.


Fedayeen were the elite warriors of the Islamic Republic, genetically altered to be stronger and faster, go days without sleep and recover from injuries that would kill a normal man. Only one in a thousand qualified for Fedayeen, and only one in a thousand Fedayeen qualified to be a shadow warrior, men able to blend into any social environment, from the Bible Belt to the Mormon territories, to a Black Robe stronghold like New Fallujah. Hard work to stay invisible. The wrong accent, the wrong shoes or simply holding a fork in an improper manner could draw attention, and attention could bring death.


Wind whipped through the narrow streets, howling like a wounded ghost, the smell of smoke stronger now. The city always had lousy weather, but the storms were getting worse, part of a global climate change. The monsoons had shifted, China was in the tenth year of drought and Europe had the worst flash floods in history. If the wind was right, there were days when the West Coast from L.A. to Seattle was cloaked in smog from the firestorms burning up Australia. Sarah said New Orleans sinking was a warning of things to come, then got mad at him when he shrugged and said he’d buy her a boat.


The crowd trudged on, past boarded-up storefronts and apartment buildings where the residents peeked out from behind closed curtains. Most of the men around Rakkim were tech workers from nearby factories, sullen men in plain overalls and cheap, down-filled jackets. They worked twelve-hour shifts churning out cheap parts for Chinese nanocomputers, dangerous work, the fumes toxic but a steady source of hard currency. Rakkim made his way near the front of the moving throng, close enough to see the age spots on the back of Jenkins’s bald head. The women from the mosque lumbered behind, slowed by their voluminous black burqas, barely able to see out of the eye slits.


Rakkim remembered Jenkins’s sermon an hour ago, haranguing the believers to remain morally ruthless. A woman who does not fear her husband is already a harlot in her dreams, her husband already a pimp by his weakness! Jenkins had shouted, voice echoing off the dome of the mosque. Kneeling on their prayer rugs, the men nodded in agreement. From the other side of the mosque, half hidden behind a decorative grate, many of the women had nodded too.


He hated New Fallujah. Christians in the Belt were all over each other, skin to skin, sweating and cursing so easily it was part of the environment, like the humidity and gardenia blooms perfuming the air. He came back from a mission in the Belt, all he wanted to do was make love with Sarah, rest his cheek against the heat of her belly afterward, then make love some more. When he came back from New Fallujah…he was just going to play with Michael, listen to his three-year-old son giggle and try to forget all the ugly things fundamentalists did to each other in the name of God.


Rats skittered underfoot, darting among the crowd, but Rakkim seemed to be the only one who noticed.


Rakkim lived in Seattle, the capital of the Republic, a bastion of moderate Islam, where even Catholics could get an education. You heard music in Seattle, saw women in public with their heads bare and couples holding hands. New Fallujah was a city without bright colors or laughter, just the tightening vise of piety squeezing the life out of people.


Ibn-Azziz, Grand Mullah of the Black Robes, considered Seattle a non-Islamic cesspool. There were Black Robe senators in the congress, and what they lacked in numbers they made up for in intensity. President Brandt had been in office barely a year and already ibn-Azziz was demanding Shar’ia law be extended throughout the nation. His demand had been rejected…for now. The president thought the matter was settled, but he was naive. The Fedayeen commander, General Kidd, knew better. That’s why he had sent Rakkim into New Fallujah.


Rakkim saw the fire now—the Ayman al-Zawahiri madrassa, a girls’ boarding school housed in the former St. Regis Hotel, was ablaze. Flames shot fifty feet into the air, gray smoke boiling up into the night, driven higher and higher by the wind roaring off the bay. He heard the whoosh of burning lumber, paint bubbling off the outside of the building and the screams. Fire engines idled nearby, but the water pressure in the aging underground pipes was weak, the firefighters’ trucks ineffectually shooting water onto the flames. The spray drifted across the yellow streetlights…gleaming in the moonlight.


Worshipers from the mosque joined the onlookers, neighbors and family of the children inside the school pressing against the police cordon that surrounded the burning madrassa. Women watched from behind their eye slits, flames reflected in their steady gaze. Firefighters dashed into the building, retreated as the wind kicked the blaze higher, then charged up the stairs again. Voices muffled, the girls’ mothers wailed, the sound seeming to float in the air, while the police stood silently, blue uniforms covered in ash.


Cheers erupted, mothers ululating with joy as two firefighters ran out of the madrassa, each carrying a couple of small girls over their shoulders. Mothers rushed the firemen, grabbed their children, sobbing, the children coughing into their mothers’ necks.


Jenkins pushed past the police, pulled a long, flexible flail from under his robes and began whipping the women, the girls screaming as their mothers turned, taking the lashing on their backs.


“Return them to where they came!” demanded Jenkins.


The women clutched their children.


“Would you consign your daughters to the darkest pit of hell?” Jenkins shouted, veins bulging in his scrawny neck. “Would you prefer a child steeped in wickedness or a child raised among the blessed in Paradise?”


“Save their honor,” said one of the fathers, eyes downcast. “I…I have other daughters, imam.”


“No, save them!” A woman broke from the crowd, confronted Jenkins, her voice booming through the burqa. “Let Allah decide who is virtuous and who is wicked—”


Jenkins cuffed the woman to the ground. “The world has enough whores.”


“Allahu Akbar!” called other voices in the crowd, other women, other parents kicking at the woman, shouting their agreement. “Allahu Akbar!”


The upper windows of the madrassa blew out, glass shimmering as it fell through the air. Five girls clustered on the outer balcony, far above the street, raising their arms to the sky, howling, their white night clothes billowing up past their knees. Rakkim felt sick. Jenkins had decided it was better that the girls burn than be exposed in their underclothes. Better to burn than be seen by men not of their family, their reputation destroyed and along with it, the good name of their relatives.


Rats scurried from the burning building, their tails on fire.


Three teenagers leaped through a ground-floor window, sprawled on the ground for a moment, bleeding, then ran toward their parents. Jenkins intercepted them, whipped them back, the tips of his beard smoldering, pinpricks of red light surrounding his face as the flail rose and fell. Police joined in, pushing the girls back into the flames.


Rakkim worked his way around to the opposite side of the building, the east side where the smoke was thickest. No crowd here, no security cameras, just a few women huddled in the shadows, wailing and fingering prayer beads, and two burly policemen, their eyes watering from the smoke. An eight-foot chain-link fence surrounded this side of the madrassa, the links glowing in the heat.


A blond girl stumbled out of one of the lower windows, her nightgown smoldering. She sprang onto the fence, but fell back, hands scorched. She spit on her palms, started climbing again, ignoring the pain, her bare legs golden in the firelight. She had almost made it to the top when one of the cops ambled over, zapped her with his stun-stick. She fell back inside the fence, twitching.


Rakkim killed the cop with a single blow to the base of his skull, dropped him like a bag of wet cement. The other cop charged, but Rakkim dodged the stun-stick, crushed the man’s windpipe with a thrust of his hand and kept moving. Rakkim walked into the oily black smoke, slashed the fence with his Fedayeen knife, the carbon-polymer blade slicing through the metal links as though they were cobwebs. Rakkim slipped through the gap, grabbed the blond girl and carried her through, the girl clutching at his chest, still dazed. She smelled of smoke and pine tar soap. Rakkim set the blond girl down, then rushed back for the others, who were staggering out of the madrassa.


He gathered up three of them like a bouquet of flowers, brought them through the fence. Women beckoned from the shadows, and the girls ran to them, disappeared into the night. He was going back for the others when the madrassa groaned as though it were alive, one whole side erupting in a ball of blue fire.


Face stinging, Rakkim ran forward, snatched the remaining two girls off the ground. He looked behind him, saw more girls stumbling down the stairs, fire everywhere, and then the whole madrassa collapsed—sparks erupted like fireflies rising up into the night, followed by a wall of heat that blistered the back of his neck. He turned as he fell, protected the girls from the worst of it, then passed them on to the women…who took care not to touch him, this man who was not part of their family. He watched them go. The women would hide the girls as best they could, but it wouldn’t be enough. Rakkim hadn’t really saved them, merely postponed their fate. The girls were still breathing, but they were already dead, condemned by the imam’s decree.


He glimpsed the crescent moon low over the city, bloodred through the haze, which probably meant something, but he didn’t know what, or care, either. Omens, signs and portents…that was for weaklings looking for some sort of edge. Like Allah was signaling his intentions in code, with only the initiated privy to his will. No…God didn’t play games. He wasn’t a co-conspirator. God either hit you hard and fast, and that was that, or he sat back and watched things spool out, laughing all the way.


Rakkim dragged the bodies of the two dead policemen to the gutter, pushed them into the sewer below. Then he circled the site, knife nestled in his hand, rage in his heart. He eased through the crowd, barely stirring their awareness, until he stood beside Imam Jenkins, stood right there on his left side, a half step behind. A blind spot.


Jenkins watched the burning madrassa as Rakkim stepped forward, his knife cutting through the coarse material of Jenkins’s robe, sliding just under the imam’s armpit. A gentle stroke would sever the man’s brachial artery, bleed him out onto the cobblestones in a gush. Rakkim felt the imam shiver against the blade, but the man didn’t shout for help or try to escape.


“The molten torments of hell await the one who harms a servant of Allah,” Jenkins said quietly, looking straight ahead.


“I’ll take my chances.” Rakkim stepped closer, blocking anyone’s view as the knife caressed the man’s flesh. “How about you?”


“You smell of fire…and the soap used in the madrassa,” whispered Jenkins.


“Your senses are sharp as ever. It’s a burden sometimes, isn’t it?”


“Rakkim?”




Rakkim’s lips brushed the man’s ear. “You’re going to give new orders, old friend. You’re going to declare the girls who escaped the flames innocent of immorality.”


“Why…why are you doing this?”


Rakkim twisted the blade ever so slightly.


Jenkins kept his gaze on the burning embers. “So my choice is to be murdered by you…or executed by the Grand Mullah for encouraging lust?”


“Not at all,” murmured Rakkim. “Wonder of wonders, imam, it was the grace of Allah that led them through the fire. Is this not a clear sign of God’s intention?” He felt Jenkins tremble, a trickle of blood running warm across Rakkim’s fingers. “The Grand Mullah will applaud your decision, imam. Think of the babies these girls will someday present to Allah, the future warriors and wives of warriors.”


“You don’t know the Grand Mullah.”


“A man of your talents,” said Rakkim, “you could convince the stones to sing.”


Firefighters hosed down the wreckage, steam rising, red in the firelight.


“Give the proclamation,” said Rakkim, the blade cutting deeper with every beat of Jenkins’s heart. “Declare the girls innocent.”


“Hear me!” Jenkins’s voice echoed across the site, the command voice that cut through outside noise and reached directly to believers.


Rakkim listened as the imam spoke of the girls spared from the flames and the infinite mercy of Allah. Listened as the crowd blessed this news, women weeping with joy, men falling to their knees. The firefighters continued to spray down the embers.


Jenkins remained standing as the crowd dispersed, letting the night close in around them before he turned to Rakkim. “A shadow warrior who brings attention to himself,” said Jenkins, as the wreckage popped and hissed. “Threatening me…playing the hero…and for what? Schoolgirls.” His mouth twisted. “You’re a disgrace to the Fedayeen.”


Rakkim slipped the knife free, wiped Jenkins’s blood on his black robe, the stain shiny in the moonlight. “Alas, I had a poor teacher.”















CHAPTER 3






Sarah glowered at the wallscreen in Spider’s bedroom, watching a news conference from earlier today—Aztlán’s Presidente Argusto at his hacienda outside Tucson; chair tilted back, silver-heeled boots on the desk as he lectured the press. Sarah was glad the sound was off; she couldn’t stand hearing that strutting popinjay’s voice. The narco-billionaires who had formerly ruled Mexico had been morally reprehensible, but at least their concerns were money and power, not territorial expansion. Not so the Aztec militarists like Argusto who had ousted the drug lords and resurrected the empire. El Presidente had already peeled a chunk of Texas off from the Belt; now he had turned his attention back to the Republic, and he wasn’t going to be happy until he gobbled up the whole Southwest. Reclaimed it, while President Brandt dithered in the Oval Office, more concerned with the state of his hair than the state of the nation. She looked over at Leo, Spider’s son, who slumped in a chair. “Are you sure of your information?”


“I don’t make mistakes,” Leo sniffed, a teenage brainiac with a pale pudding face and soft hands, awkward and arrogant and allergic to everything from dust mites to roses.


“Encryption was nine levels deep, Sarah, they don’t waste that kind of effort on trial balloons,” explained Spider, propped up in bed, head lolling on the pillows. The room smelled faintly of ozone from the static generators that prevented eavesdropping. The house was a run-down two-story box in a Catholic neighborhood of Seattle, a ramshackle Craftsman with buckled floors, peeling paint and state-of-the-art security. “The memo Leo decoded said the president will issue an executive order on water rights next week.”


“What a coward.” Sarah adjusted Spider’s pillows, noted his shallow breathing. A short, paunchy gnome and brilliant mathematician, Spider had led the Jewish resistance during the early years of Muslim rule, hiding in the tunnels under the capital for twenty years. Jews were no longer hunted, but the decades spent without sunlight or fresh air had taken a toll. “Wait until the people find out Brandt’s in negotiations to give Aztlán water rights to the Colorado River itself.”


“The people?” Spider’s voice cracked. “You’re a historian, you should know better.”


“Have you heard from Rikki?” asked Spider. “I wanted to ask him—”


Sarah shook her head.


“Do you know where he is?”


“Yes.” The word left a bad taste in her mouth. “Honoring a request from General Kidd.”


Spider patted her hand. “No wonder you look worried.”


Sarah and Rakkim had argued before he left. They were doing a lot of that lately.


Let General Kidd send someone else, she had said.


There is no one else.


There’s always someone else.


I’m the one he asked.


No, said Sarah, you’re the one who said yes.


There had barely been time to make up before he left early that morning, and the making up was just a prelude to the next argument. Terrible thing to be in love with someone as hardheaded as herself. Better she had married a weakling from a good family, a foppish modern who did as he was told. Still…there was something to be said for making up with Rakkim as dawn streaked the sky.


“It’s good to see you smile,” said Spider. “You’ve been too serious lately.”


“Can you blame me?”


“Surviving dangerous times requires a sense of humor,” said Spider. “That’s why I love Rikki. I wish he was here now.”


“Me too,” said Leo.


Sarah blinked back tears, annoyed at herself for her weakness. “I…I want you both to see something.” She pulled a thumb projector out of her pocket, sent the wallscreen flickering, replacing Presidente Argusto with a cityscape breaking up, jumpy.


Leo rummaged in his ear with a fingertip. “Where are we?”


“Washington, D.C.,” said Sarah.


Leo involuntarily curled into his chair.




The camera panned across a street filled with rubble and stalled cars, zoomed in on a ragged American flag lying against the curb. An insulated boot entered the frame, nudged the flag. Found this in an office at the Pentagon, drawled the voice-over, the sound muffled. Probably some general’s. Very rare. Open for bids.


For an instant the cameraman’s image was reflected in a sheet of cracked glass, a wiry man in a decontamination suit, his sunken cheeks visible through the plexi-hood, hair plastered against his scalp. The dirty bomb had done more than incinerate D.C.; it had started a chain reaction in the covert facilities that ringed the capital, the very sites whose wall of directed gamma radiation was intended to protect the city. Forty years later the capital was still a hot zone.


“This footage is from Eldon Harrison, one of the scavengers working the D.C. site,” said Sarah. “You’d be surprised what they find, and there’s an international clientele of collectors and historians eager to buy. I purchased a White House license plate from this particular man for the university a few years ago. Encased in leaded acrylic, of course—”


“D.C.’s a deathtrap,” said Leo. “Don’t they know that?”


“They know it better than anyone,” Sarah said, “but the locals have to feed their families. They gear up in surplus decon suits and homemade adaptations when they go on salvage runs…and they die young. The lucky ones, anyway. They call themselves zombies, proud of the risks they take.”


“They should call themselves dumbasses,” said Leo. “Why don’t they move?”


“Because their people have lived there for three hundred years and it’s home,” Sarah said. “And sometimes they find things that can make them rich overnight. Last year, a piece of the Declaration of Independence sold to a private collector in Capetown for seventeen million Mandelas.” She shrugged. “It was fake, but even so…”


More interference onscreen, then the image stabilized on a brass plaque etched with the words Watergate Hotel, the plaque dented where it had been pried off a wall. All kinds of sex scandals at the Watergate, politicians grinding away like millstones. Cut to the front page of a newspaper…yellowed and brittle but real paper, The Washington Post…children pictured frolicking in a fountain…the date was July 18, 2015, the day the dirty bomb went off. I got a few of these babies, one to a customer. Put your bid in fast.


Sarah leaned forward. “Pay attention.”


Static onscreen for at least ten seconds, then the image returned to a completely different location, the image flipping, more static. Julia, put this up on the restricted section of the Web site. Eyes only, client BK-271. She has the access code. The light bounced off the walls of a half-collapsed tunnel, claustrophobic, the zombie’s breathing heavier now, his decon suit scraping against the sides as he scooted forward on his belly. Are you seeing this, Sarah? If…if I’m right, this is going to change everything, just like you wanted, he said, trying to catch his breath. The light bounced off a small hatch at the end of the tunnel. Fumbling sounds and the zombie’s laser torch snapped on.


The wallscreen went dark, then came back on, a ragged cut around the hatch now. The zombie beat on the hatch with a small hammer until it fell into the space beyond with a crash. He scooted forward. Dust shimmered in the camera beam, reflected off the inside of a larger room, the image jumping wildly. The steel hatch had fallen beside an antique desk. Oil paintings on the walls…men in high ruffled collars and clerical garb, serious faces, most of them in profile, their eyes fixed on something unseen. The beam touched the slightly ajar door of the secure room…heavily reinforced, touchpad locks, DNA encryption, all useless now. This is it. I knew…I knew I’d find it if I just kept…kept searching. Sound of the zombie trying to squirm through the tight opening.


The light moved across the room. A pair of flintlock dueling pistols rested in an open case against the far wall. Another case showed parchment under armored glass. The light beam swept the room, the zombie looking for something. A large painted wooden globe, the continents wrong somehow. On the floor…something white, a skeleton hand emerging from the sleeve of a dark blue suit, the rest of the man hidden behind the desk. A gold wedding band gleamed among the finger bones. Near the hand…a small chunk of wood on the floor. A bud vase lay on the desk, directly in the zombie’s line of vision; any water had long since evaporated, but the red rose was intact. Yes, yes, yes, there it is.


“What’s with the flower?” said Leo. “I didn’t think there was anything alive in D.C.”




“There’s not,” said Sarah. “I’ve seen cherry trees from the tidal basin offered for sale, some even with blossoms intact. They look perfect, but the whole tree disintegrates as soon as someone tries to move them.”


“Then why’s he so excited?” said Leo.


“It’s not the flower he’s excited about,” said Sarah.


Spider looked over at her, then back to the wallscreen.


The zombie tried again to get a shoulder through the narrow opening, camera jiggling on the raw metal. Gonna need…Oh…shit. The zombie turned the camera on himself, used his light to see something. Damn. The man blinked behind the scratched plexi-hood, clutched at the tear in the shoulder of his homemade decon suit. He fumbled out a quick-patch, slapped it over the metallic fabric, but the tear had spread down his arm, the material weakened from years of toxic exposure. The man looked into the camera, his breath momentarily fogging the hood. Sorry…I’m sorry. His yellowed teeth chattered, but he clamped his jaw shut, held himself together. Even through the transmission static they could see the effort it took, but he managed it.


The camera wobbled. Been looking for this my whole life…finally found it and look where it gets me. A jagged piece of metal could be seen at the lower edge of the frame where the man had cracked the room. The same sharp edge that had torn his decon suit. Gonna try and get a better shot of it. He scooted forward, extended the camera through the opening with one hand, the room sparkling in the bright light. I’m beaming this to my Web site as a single data packet. This…this is what you wanted, Sarah. He coughed and his hand bumped the edge of the entrance, knocked the camera loose from his thick glove. The camera bounced off the floor of the safe room, the image dizzying for a moment. Just as the light went out, the red rose collapsed, petals shattering onto the desk. The wallscreen went black.


Sarah switched off the thumb drive. “I used my access code to pull that sequence off Eldon’s restricted site. He never made it home.” She turned to Spider. “Can you and Leo walk back the signal and find out where it originated?”


“I doubt it,” said Spider. “There’s too much interference in D.C. Even when the surveillance satellites were working—”


“He would have used a dedicated signal to send the data packet,” said Leo. “It’s the only way to get through that soup, but without knowing the precise algorithm—”


“I need to find that safe room,” said Sarah.


“What’s so important about some old junk anyway?” said Leo. “Might as well collect bottle caps or baseball cards.”


“Why not just admit you can’t do it?” said Sarah.


“I didn’t say that,” said Leo.


“I understand,” said Sarah. “It’s too complicated. There’s too much interference—”


“You still haven’t told us what the zombie was looking for,” said Leo. “‘This is what you wanted, Sarah.’ What did you send him after?”


Sarah hesitated. “A piece of the cross Jesus was crucified—”


Leo burst out laughing.


Sarah ignored him, turned to Spider. “There’s a school of revisionist history that says one reason the USA achieved greatness was because the founders possessed part of the true cross. As long as they were faithful, they were blessed.”


“Supposedly why they had the eye in the pyramid on their money?” said Spider.


“They used to have Easter egg hunts on the White House lawn,” said Leo. “Maybe the Easter bunny was the secret of their success.”


“That’s a full-security safe room that Eldon Harrison found.” Sarah backed up the download. Froze on the chunk of wood lying on the floor. “Last room like that was discovered under the Capitol building sixteen years ago, and it contained the real Warren Report on the Kennedy assassination.”


“Yes, I can understand your excitement,” said Spider. “Still…the cross is a strange relic for a good Muslim to be interested in.”


“I’m interested in its symbolic, not religious, value,” said Sarah.


“If you were really interested in something valuable,” said Leo, “why didn’t you go looking for the missing gold from Fort Knox?”


She looked at Leo. “Isn’t there something you can do to trace the signal?”


“It’s late and I’m tired,” said Spider. “If Leo says it can’t be done, it can’t be done.”


“I didn’t say it couldn’t be done,” Leo grumbled as he and Sarah slipped out of the bedroom. “Let’s go for a walk. I wanted to talk to you anyway.”















CHAPTER 4






“You’ve made things very difficult for me,” said Jenkins. “I hope you appreciate that.”


“Yeah, it’s been gnawing at me,” said Rakkim.


The Bridge of Skulls bucked so hard in the high wind that Rakkim had to put one hand out to steady himself, his clothes flapping like a distress flag. He looked back to shore. The guards assigned to patrol the bridge stayed on solid ground, huddled behind a concrete barricade. Jenkins clutched the railing beside Rakkim, hanging on with both hands as he faced the storm. Once vigorous and muscular, his face was now sallow and unhealthy, his cheeks hollowed out, dark circles under his eyes.


Rakkim shifted his grip, brushed against one of the thousands of skulls that lined the railings, this one long since plucked clean by the seagulls except for a patch of long brown hair. A small skull. A woman or a child. One of the multitudes of accused sodomites and idolaters, witches and blasphemers on display for the education of the faithful. He looked over at Jenkins, saw him watching.


“An adulteress, if I remember correctly.” Jenkins’s robe caught the wind, puffed up around him like a gigantic black toadstool. “A sinner, that much is certain.”


Rakkim felt the bridge shift underfoot. “Like the girls at the madrassa?”


Jenkins looked down into the dark water below. “Duty…duty requires terrible things of us sometimes. You should know that as well as I.”


“They were children.”


Jenkins’s face was pale in the moonlight. “They’re already in Paradise.”


“They should be with their families.”


Jenkins cupped the skull in his hands, his knuckles red and raw. “I remember this one now. So adamant of her innocence. They all are at first, but they give that up soon enough. Not her, though. Kept going on about her husband’s eagerness to trade her in for a more attractive wife and not wanting to pay alimony. She was homely, but such gentle eyes…you could see straight to her heart.” He idly wrapped the strand of hair around his forefinger. “Impossible to free her, of course, his word against hers, but a few months after her execution, I had him buried alive for possession of pornography.” He rubbed her hair between his spindly fingers. “Most shocking holo you could imagine…I hated to part with it.” He plucked the skull free of the spike that held it on the railing. Caressed the cheekbones, then let it drop over the side, that single strand of brown hair spinning around and around until it disappeared into the darkness below.


The bridge shuddered in the gale, salt spray drenching them. Rakkim was grateful for the wind—it cut down on the stink.


Jenkins looked over at Rakkim. “I remember hearing that you had retired—what was it, five or six years ago?—and thinking, good for him, but here you are, another patriot sent where he doesn’t belong. Hurray for God and country.”


“I’m not doing it for my country. General Kidd asked me to do a favor for him—”


“Ah, yes, a favor…a secret mission known only to the two of you.” Jenkins’s eyes were sunk so deeply you couldn’t see the bottom. “I wonder if anyone tells the general no.”


Jenkins was the longest-serving shadow warrior in the history of the Fedayeen. Called back from teaching at the academy, he had disappeared into New Fallujah eleven years ago…right after Rakkim’s second excursion into the Belt. Most missions lasted two years or less and shadow warriors were forcibly retired after ten. Shadow warriors might be needed, but they were never fully trusted. Sooner or later, they always went native, always turned traitor. Or went mad, lost among the masks, unable to find their true face.


“The jihadi you took the headband from…do you know his name?” asked Jenkins.


“Tamar.”


“And where was his mission?”


“Santa Barbara. He said he wanted to detonate himself among a crowd of picnickers on the beach.”


Jenkins nodded. “Are you still a good Muslim, Rakkim?”




“I was never a very good Muslim. I still truthfully declare the Shahada…I believe there is but one God, and that Muhammad is His prophet, but as for the rest…”


“Hard for a shadow warrior to keep his faith, but without faith…” Jenkins’s eyes drifted off. “No God, no country, we might as well be devils.” His black robe billowed around him. “Is that what you’ve become, Rakkim? Are you some devil sent to torment me?”


“I’m the man sent to squeeze you. It’s been a while since you checked in.”


“I send General Kidd regular transmissions—”


“Never received,” said Rakkim.


“That’s not my fault. Our satellite feeds are offline most of the time now. “Jenkins glanced up at the stars. “Thought things were supposed to be getting better.”


“It was, until a Nigerian weather satellite got rear-ended by an uncataloged chunk of debris, probably from one of the old lunar probes. Pieces of the Nigerian took out a couple Russian spy birds and so on and so on. Whole earth orbit is a demolition derby.”


The bridge rose in the storm surge, groaning, metal on metal. The line of skulls stretched the full length of the bridge, shifting as the bridge shifted. Rakkim glanced back to where the guards had taken shelter.


“They don’t come out here when the wind kicks up,” said Jenkins. “Not since the north section collapsed last year. Evidently the builders never anticipated these new storms. They called it the Golden Gate in those days.” He scratched the corroded railing with a fingertip, flicked it away. “It wasn’t gold, of course. It was optimism.” He looked at Rakkim. “You were the best student I ever had. Did I ever tell you that?”


“You tried to wash me out of the program. Kidd overruled you.”


Jenkins shrugged. “You were gifted, but shadow warriors need to be empty inside so that the role can fill them. A void with a memory, that’s the perfect shadow warrior.” He squinted at Rakkim. “You were too free-spirited. I knew you’d be trouble.”


Rakkim heard the flapping of wings, looked up…saw three dead men hanging from the bridge’s superstructure, twisting in the wind. Seagulls beat their wings trying to maintain a grip on the men, peck-peck-pecking, but the storm made it difficult. The biggest gull screeched in frustration, settled back down on one man’s stringy neck.




“Belt spies and saboteurs,” explained Jenkins. “Guards caught them along the wharf.”


“The Belt hasn’t launched an offensive operation in years,” said Rakkim. “Atlanta’s got their hands full just trying to hold their country together, same as us.”


“Guilty or innocent, the moral lesson remains the same,” said Jenkins. “Vigilance.”


“What happened to you?” said Rakkim.


“A little of this, a little of that—”


Rakkim slapped him. A light slap, but so fast that Jenkins didn’t see it coming.


Jenkins stumbled backward, caught himself from falling. He rubbed his cheek. “Yes…you’re different, I see that now. You’re the one who keeps his soul intact, not like the rest of us.” He spat at Rakkim’s feet. “Good luck.”


Rakkim looked back toward the city. Searchlights lit the area around the wreckage of the old Transamerica pyramid, enormous cranes ringing the site. “The new mosque going up…biggest one I’ve ever seen.”


“Biggest one in the world when it’s completed.” Pride edged Jenkins’s voice. “Dwarf anything the heretics in Arabia or Indonesia have. It will seat over three hundred thousand believers someday. A million tons of lapis lazuli for the interior alone—”


“Where’s the money coming from?”


“I’ve wondered about that myself,” said Jenkins.


“The Old One?”


“I thought he was dead.”


Rakkim looked past him.


Jenkins thumbed his prayer beads. “Ibn-Azziz has never mentioned the Old One’s name, but he keeps his own counsel more and more these days, closeted away—”


“So, what do you know?”


Jenkins’s free hand twitched toward the knife hidden in his sleeve, but he stopped himself. Saw Rakkim waiting for him to do something stupid. “I know things are changing, that’s what I know,” he said, the beads flowing through his fingers in an unending stream.


“Changing how?”




“Did you see all the rats in the city?” said Jenkins, struggling to hold his robe down in the wind. “Millions of them. I can hear them grinding their molars in the walls at night. Getting bolder too.”


“I’m not interested in rats.” Rakkim walked out along the bridge, and Jenkins hurried after him, skulls crackling underfoot. Twenty-seven thousand skulls lined the railings, supposed to be four or five times that number cobbling the bridge itself.


“Pay attention,” said Jenkins, clawing at his arm. “First, ibn-Azziz had all the dogs killed, because dogs are un-Islamic. Fine. Then a pigeon shit on his head when he was coming back from prayers, so he had all the pigeons poisoned.” Waves crashed against the bridge, but Jenkins didn’t flinch. “Last year he had all the cats killed, don’t ask me why. Now the city is swarming with rats and they’re impossible to wipe out. Poison one and the rest learn, and pass the learning on, rat brain to rat brain.”


“Maybe it’s time to come home,” Rakkim said.


“Are you here to relieve me? Is that it?” sputtered Jenkins, backing away. “I can tell you right now, you don’t have what it takes to survive in this place.”


“Don’t worry, I can’t wait to get out of here.”


“Good, because you wouldn’t last past morning prayers. Ibn-Azziz…he reads minds.”


“The last transmission you tried sending to General Kidd,” said Rakkim. “What did you want to tell him?”


“You keep thinking of the fire at the madrassa, don’t you?” said Jenkins. “You’re talking to me like we’re old comrades, but all you see is those girls turning to smoke.”


“What do you see?” Rakkim said softly.


“I see myself…an honorable Fedayeen doing his duty, no matter the cost.”


“Then do your duty now and tell me the message you tried to send to General Kidd.”


Jenkins flinched. “What’s happened to you, Rikki?”


“Don’t worry about me. Worry about yourself.”


“You…you dare threaten me? I’ve penetrated ibn-Azziz’s inner circle.” Jenkins licked his lips. “I’m valuable…too valuable.”


Rakkim’s hand darted out, tugged at Jenkins’s beard. “Prove it.”




“S-Senator Chambers is working for the Grand Mullah, that’s the message I sent to the General.”


“Chambers is a modern,” said Rakkim. “His wife drives a car. His daughter goes to university and bares her arms to the sun. Why would he align himself with ibn-Azziz?”


“Did I not teach you anything?” Jenkins cackled as the wind buffeted him. “It’s the modern, the man without faith or future, who’s the easiest to turn, the modern who hungers most for the fundamentalist’s certainty. Freedom is a terrible burden, much too heavy for the weak man to bear.”


Rakkim stared into the darkness.


Jenkins beckoned Rakkim closer. “The president…he’s about to announce Chambers’s appointment as secretary of defense. What do you think of that?”


Rakkim didn’t believe it, but he kept silent.


“That’s good information, isn’t it?” said Jenkins. “Useful information. Oh, there have been costs…terrible costs to my staying here, but I’m performing a service—”


“Even if Chambers is ibn-Azziz’s man…someone had to suggest to the president that he be appointed defense secretary,” said Rakkim. “Someone the president listened to.”


“Brandt is a weakling,” said Jenkins. “The Republic deserves better.”


“He’s well-liked.”


“Well-liked…a dangerous quality in a leader.” Jenkins kicked a tiny skull aside, sent teeth flying. “Ibn-Azziz threw a shoe at the screen as we watched Brandt being inaugurated, called him pretty as a sodomite. Now though, he sees Brandt’s weakness as a gift.” The wind caught his robe, snapped it around him. “Last month, ibn-Azziz informed the president that he intends to build five hundred new mosques across the Republic, fundamentalist mosques with imams directly under his command. Practically dared him to refuse.”


Rakkim kept silent. He hadn’t heard anything about it.


“Your new president isn’t the first to underestimate ibn-Azziz,” said Jenkins, and Rakkim noted the your not the our. “Not the first, not the last…The former grand mullah made the same mistake. He used to tease ibn-Azziz for his youth and his asceticism, his vow of celibacy. The former grand mullah was brutal as a buzz saw, lusty and full-gutted, twice his size, but ibn-Azziz strangled him with his bare hands. I was there. I saw it with my own eyes,” he said, the words dribbling out of him. “Ibn-Azziz was thirty years my junior, but he was the future, I could see that.” He opened his robe, showed his protruding ribs…his lacework of scars. “I must have lost fifty pounds since that night…and I’ve done things, worse things than you saw tonight, but of the dozen of us who witnessed the murder, I’m the only one still alive.”


“You’ve done well,” Rakkim said soothingly. “You’ve done better than anyone could have expected, but now it’s time—”


“It’s the small sins that save you,” counseled Jenkins, “that’s how you survive when all around you are getting their heads sawed off. Ibn-Azziz hates tobacco. The Quran says nothing about it, but he hates it and that’s good enough for most of them. Me, I’ll sometimes smoke a cigarette before meeting with him. His nose wrinkles and he’ll chastise me, sometimes…harshly, but it’s a form of insurance. I don’t try to be perfect. It’s the perfect ones that attract suspicion. No, ibn-Azziz hates my tobacco addiction, but he knows a spy wouldn’t draw attention to himself like that.”


“I’ll remember.”


“Don’t patronize me,” sputtered Jenkins. “I know who you are. I know why you’re really here.” He backed up to the very end of the bridge where the concrete crumbled into the bay, and the steel beams twisted like rusty fingers.


“Take it easy,” said Rakkim, following him.


Jenkins clung to the railing as the waves crashed. “Go…go ahead,” he said, eyes wide. “Go ahead, kill me. That’s why you’ve been sent, isn’t it?” The cold spray drenched him. “I should be honored that Kidd sent an assassin—”


“There are no assassins anymore,” Rakkim said gently. “Hardly any shadow warriors either. We’re more trouble than we’re worth. Haven’t you heard?”


“No more assassins?” Jenkins cocked his head in disbelief.


“None.”


“That…that’s a mistake. Tell General Kidd we need men like that now more than ever.”


“You tell him.”


“You…you walk like an assassin. Do you realize that?”




Rakkim looked into the darkness. The hills in the distance were shrouded in mist, the small towns across the bay long since abandoned.


“Nothing to be ashamed of…I wanted to be an assassin myself,” said Jenkins. “You didn’t know that, did you?”


Rakkim shook his head.


“Over eight hundred Fedayeen in my class at the academy and only two of us accepted into the assassin program.” Jenkins’s laugh was raw. “I thought I was a natural-born killer, but I didn’t last a week. This other fellow, though, Darwin, I heard he completed the training without any problem at all, completed it so easily he scared his superiors. Afraid he might shrug off the leash and then where would we be?” He glared at Rakkim. “You and Darwin…you have the same walk.”


“If you say so.”


“About four years ago a police patrol found the body of a man in an abandoned church,” said Jenkins. “Nothing unique about that. You’d be surprised where the dead turn up, but this man…he was all slashed up, blood everywhere, a regular slaughterhouse.” A gust of wind caught him, sent him close to the edge. “Police thought it was a sadist at work, some serial killer, but I knew better…because I recognized the dead man. I hadn’t seen Darwin since I washed out, but you don’t forget a man like him. Even in death, his face had this mocking expression, like a particularly funny joke had been played on him.”


Waves crashed against the bridge, the whole structure groaning. If Rakkim had been able to, he would have hidden Darwin’s body that day, buried him under a mound of rubble in the church, anything to erase the assassin from the sight of man or God. Bleeding from a hundred cuts, Rakkim barely had the strength to walk, let alone cover the dead.


“Somebody drove a knife through Darwin’s mouth and severed his brain stem,” said Jenkins. “Nasty work. I had no idea who was capable of such a thing.” The dim light from the stars didn’t reach his eyes. “Then tonight, I saw you strolling ahead of me…even stepping on the dead, you hardly made a sound.” He lost his balance; bits of concrete crumbled into the water and he grabbed Rakkim’s hand. “A predator’s walk…it’s subtle. I’m sure assassins aren’t even aware of doing it, but shadow warriors, we notice everything, don’t we?” His fingers dug into the back of Rakkim’s hand. “What I…what I want to know, Rakkim…is how…how you killed an assassin?”




Rakkim pulled him to safety.


“Only Allah or another assassin can kill an assassin…that’s what they say,” hissed Jenkins, still hanging on to him. “So tell me…how did you do it?”


“Let me take you home,” said Rakkim.


“Home?” Jenkins brayed. “Too late for that. Shadow warriors, the best of the best, that’s what they called us. Look at me now. Look at you.” Jenkins picked up a skull from the railing, ran a thumb across one of the eye sockets. “You know, there’s been times…times I’ve doubted the existence of God.” He glanced up at Rakkim and his crooked grin matched the expression on the skull “But there’s never been a moment, not one single moment, when I doubted the existence of hell.”


Rakkim knew exactly what he was talking about.


Jenkins cupped the skull behind one ear. “Go long!” He gave a little hop and passed it, a long ball back toward the city. The skull shattered on the roadway.


Rakkim didn’t move.


“That…that’s one of the things I miss the most about Seattle,” Jenkins said softly. “A football game in Khomeini Stadium on a crisp autumn day, barbecued goat sandwiches…nothing better in the world. You still go to the games?”


“Sometimes. The Stallions are having a lousy season.”


“Always next year.” Jenkins’s robe billowed in the wind. “What about the Zone? Do the Egyptian women still dance at the Orion Club?”


“It’s called the Python Lounge now, but yeah, the Egyptians still dance.”


“They used to darken their nipples with henna, but that…that was a long time ago.”


“It’s going to be daylight soon,” said Rakkim. “Let me extract you. I’ll take you home.”


“Extract me? You make me sound like a rotting tooth.” Jenkins shook his head. “Pity from an assassin…” He started back toward the city. “I am home.”
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