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  BROOKLYN

  “Do they think we’re fools?”

  They turned their backs toward the white Ford Econoline parked up the street, rubbed their mouths, and smoothed their beards to frustrate lip readers.

  “Apparently,” Abdul replied. “I’ll take the next bus when it pulls up. You take the one on Lafayette. I’ll meet you there.”

  “There? At the bus?”

  “No, you ass, at the place.” His cousin hadn’t paid attention during the English classes they attended at BOCES. Abdul always had to spell it out for the fool. “I’m sure the house is ready?”

  “The house is ready.”

  “Allah Hafiz,” said Abdul.

  “Allah Hafiz.”

  His cousin walked east toward Lafayette Avenue. Abdul stood by the curb and waited for his bus. A Hyundai Sonata with chrome wheels and four muscled teenage boys, dressed as the magazines taught them, menaced and boomed hip-hop and rolled down the street in arrhythmic pulses of brake and accelerator. Abdul glared at them, thought better of it, and turned away.

  Abdul looked to the pavement and prayed that Allah would forgive his negativity. Black gum winked up at him from the sidewalk, shiny and smooth from countless footfalls. The tarnished wads were compressed into the concrete, jagged onyx against a gray and glass-sparkled backdrop. Residual antifreeze had pooled along the curb, unnaturally green as it lifted oil and dust from the road.

  The persistent thump-thump, thump-thump beat of the urban jungle gnarled his sensitive ears, clawed at his thoughts, and burned his blood to scabs. Gas fumes slid into his nostrils and muddled his thoughts like cheap perfume. A coupon for Kennedy Fried Chicken stuck to the street next to his sandaled feet, glued in place by sugary soda and road sand.

  A drop of sweat slipped off his tanned and wrinkled brow, held for a moment on one long lash, and splashed into his eye with a salty burn. He raked his finger over the socket to soothe the itch, but pushed too hard and scraped his eyeball so even more tears gushed out. He tried to blink away the irritation and temporary blindness.

  The closed left eye compromised his peripheral vision. His right eye spasmed and twitched in sympathy. A rumbling came from down the street. The beat coming from the Hyundai dwindled as the rumble grew stronger. Abdul’s ears focused on the bass sound to compensate for his temporary sightlessness.

  What is it? Just the city bus. Praise Allah. It was the 38 going back over to Lafayette. It wouldn’t stop here. He would wait for the 26 bus.

  Abdul blinked harder through his tear-filled eyes and made out a blurry flock of pigeons fighting for position on the mosque’s dome. A man on a bicycle? A delivery guy? Riding so close to the bus? Some swine at least tried to keep their bodies sound, though their minds remained cesspools.

  He tilted his head skyward, extended his neck, closed his eyes again, and said a quick prayer to Allah for his health. More tears rolled off his cheeks. The Brooklyn 38 bus rumbled and hissed as its driver tapped the airbrakes.

  The long-bladed dirk cut through Mohammed Abdul Bari’s slender trachea, sliced his larynx, and ground his esophagus against his spine. His carotid artery hung helpless in two parts, pouring his life into Brooklyn’s catch basin.
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  “Put it up on the screen again. Play it again.”

  Kieran Gilchrist raised his voice one decibel beneath a barking St. Bernard’s and pointed his finger at the play button on the computer touch screen. He tapped it twice in frustration. The surface sponged in and out, leaving a ghostly fingerprint as the gas in the monitor expanded and contracted. The technician slid the mouse over the play button and clicked it once. A black and white image on the computer screen began to play. Kieran watched the recording made by the FBI stakeout team that had been positioned on Lafayette Avenue in the Ford Econoline.

  “What do you see, sir?” Stephen Walker asked the senior official in charge of the FBI’s Counterterrorism and Counterintelligence division, who stood at his right shoulder and exhaled warm coffee breath onto the screen. Desktop tappers annoyed Stephen, but in the interest of self-preservation he kept his opinions to himself.

  Stagnant air hung in the room of the White Plains satellite office because the HVAC engineers hadn’t been able to get the thermostats to work with any accuracy. Kieran stared at the image on the screen, his brows knit together, his ruddy complexion a contorted portrait of primal angst. He loosened his tie another inch and unbuttoned his collar.

  Kieran resembled a fading professional wrestler, minus the steroids and greasy hair. He had piled thirty extra pounds on his muscular frame since the divorce, and it made the dry heat that much more unbearable.

  “Play it again.” His voice was more a yip than a bark this time.

  “I can put it on repeat, and we can watch it over and over,” said Stephen, in a practiced balance between helpfulness and sarcasm.

  “Play the damn thing.” Kieran’s hoarse, growled response initiated quick clicks from Stephen’s adept fingers.

  They watched the screen replay four more times, believing nothing would change, but hoping for different results. The eye becomes bored by repetition, but the brain might rearrange the images until something changes and a clue appears.

  The blue and white Metropolitan Transportation Authority bus came into view on the screen’s right side in a mosaic of fuzzy gray pixels.

  “Stop.” The command grated a nerve that ran from Stephen’s right ear to tense muscles in his neck. He clicked the mouse and froze the digital world that had captivated the last forty minutes of their lives.

  “Is this the first time we see the bus?” said Kieran.

  “Yes, sir,” Stephen replied.

  “And on the left, that’s the first time we have Abdul Bari on the screen with the bus?”

  “Yes, sir.” Stephen moved the mouse over Abdul Bari’s image to show he knew what was going on, confirming which of the Arab-featured people on the busy Brooklyn street was their man.

  “Why is the 38 bus coming down our street? That bus route goes from Lafayette to DeKalb Avenue. Why is it down here on Graham?”

  “We checked, sir,” Stephen replied. “There was construction on the normal route, so the driver was in the process of cutting down a few blocks and then cutting back up to Lafayette. The driver—”

  “In the process? What do you mean, ‘process’?”

  “Just, just that he is driving, sir,” Stephen said. “I mean he is in the proc—”

  “Who’s the driver?” Kieran wiped his forehead with his sleeve and left a gray stain on his white, heavily starched cuff.

  “Jeffrey Hirsch,” said Stephen. “He’s been with the MTA for eighteen years. Big fat guy, two kids, and no connections to crime. He’s a dead end, sir. Another schlub doing his job. He was back at the bus depot before we even got ahold of him. He had no idea what happened. He kept going and made the next right. The agents said he cried, he was so scared. Like a baby.”

  Kieran scissored his meaty fingers through his thin red hair and rubbed both sides of his tense jaw until the tendons crackled. Pressure bands released in his skull. He dropped his right hand to his navel and scratched through his undershirt.

  “Forget him for the moment,” he said. “He never stopped anyway. He couldn’t have reached out the door and cut our guy, unless his arm was seven feet long. How high are the bus windows?”

  “There are different models of this bus . . .” Stephen realized his mistake too late.

  “I don’t care about any model but this model. Understood?”

  “Yes, sir.”

  “Go on.”

  “None of the windows open,” said Stephen. “The bus—this bus—is air-conditioned and the windows are sealed. Only the door opens to let people on and off.”

  “In and out. People don’t get on the bus. They get in it.”

  “Yes, sir.”

  “What about the other passengers?”

  “There were none, sir,” Stephen replied. “His route doesn’t officially start until he gets up to Lafayette.”

  “Put a picture of a Brooklyn MTA bus on the screen.”

  Stephen performed a Google Image search and pulled up the model of the bus Jeffrey Hirsch drove. Kieran noticed that even if the door was open, a killer would have to lean way out and down to reach someone of normal height who was standing on the sidewalk. It was unlikely.

  A driver posed through the large tinted windshield: a multi-ethnic model who satisfied the MTA’s politically correct photo op requirements. The MTA would have everyone believe no one was black, white, or Hispanic in Brooklyn anymore. To portray Brooklyn as a multihued rainbow of racial bliss couldn’t be further from the truth. Kieran snorted at the hypocrisy.

  “And the bus windows were intact, none broken, all the seals in place?”

  “We had two agents push all their body weight against every curbside window. They didn’t budge; all the seals were in perfect shape. The bus is fairly new.”

  The closest seat was up front, curbside, and a few inches from the door. If the bus slowed down and the driver opened the door, a well-trained, physically fit, and nearly acrobatic assassin could lean out and slice a throat. A rider could have jumped down into the stairwell where passengers boarded, and dealt the killing slice. But Jeffrey Hirsch would have to have been an accomplice or a hostage for this theory to ring true. Someone had to open the door to the street.

  “You sure you found out everything about this driver?”

  “Hirsch is a union member waiting to get his pension,” Stephen replied. “He loves the job. Everyone on the route knows him. No religious affiliation, but he was born a Catholic. He’s forty-two, five foot nine, 240 pounds of Almond Joy, minus the almonds and the chocolate.” Stephen checked for a grin, saw a frown, and continued. “His wife’s a nurse, and his kids get good grades. Nothing remarkable about him, except the fact that he spent the last eighteen years driving that bus route and didn’t kill himself.”

  “Don’t hypothesize unless I ask you, Walker,” said Kieran. “This unremarkable bus driver is the only person close enough at any time to assassinate Bari. Unlikely, but he’s all we have for now.”

  Stephen kept his eyes forward on the MTA bus he had Googled.

  “No openings anywhere on the curb side of the bus where someone could slide a knife through, say, at neck height?”

  “No openings anywhere on that side, sir. Except some baggage storage below.” Stephen moved the cursor to the baggage compartments and made a few circles with the cursor. “But it’s not used because these buses are short-run. We checked it out. Nothing but cobwebs in them. The latest models don’t even have storage. This was the last one made with this design.”

  Kieran exhaled and attacked his itchy naval again, convinced something from the dry cleaners caused the irritation. He put both hands in his pockets, spun a quick circle in place, and jangled some loose change.

  “How fast was the bus going?”

  “Look at the screen’s lower right-hand side, sir,” Stephen said. “There’s a mile-per-hour indicator.” He pointed to it with a flick of the cursor. “The bus is traveling at about thirty-two miles per hour when it comes into the screen, taps its brakes lightly once, and slows down to about twenty-two as it approaches the subject. It maintains that speed until it gets close to the end of the block and, of course, slows to make the turn.”

  “Of course. Roll it again. Let it roll from the top, and stop before we lose sight of Bari.”

  Stephen clicked replay.

  “Stop just before we lose sight of him.” Kieran stared at the flat screen. “Close-up on the face.” Mohammed Abdul Bari’s eyes were shut as he faced the sky. Tears slid down his cheeks. Was he emotionally distraught? Did he want to die? Did he see the blade coming and stand there like some pacifistic suicidal recipient? Why didn’t he move? Maybe Bari didn’t know it was coming, maybe he was unprepared to die. But why was he crying?

  “Who kills a man on the street in broad daylight, Walker? And what man stands there and lets his neck be sliced like a holiday turkey?”

  “If I may, sir?” said Stephen.

  “Go ahead.”

  “As to who killed him, the weapon’s simplicity lends itself to an Al Qaeda or other trained soldier making a statement about a traitor. And this is what happens to bad jihadists when they get out of line.”

  “Go on.” As much as Kieran rode Walker, the young man interpreted the meaning behind the silence inherent to surveillance videos better than most. In fact, Walker improved with no sound, whereas most people were lost with full audio. To mute one’s sense of hearing sharpens the viewer’s eye, and leaves his mind open to possibilities buried by the brain when it has to simultaneously sift through both audio and video. “And the tears?”

  “I don’t believe he’s crying, sir,” said Stephen. “The rest of his facial muscles are flexed slightly upward. This indicates a “presmile,” if you will. This man was, if not happy, at least content for the moment.”

  “Happy he was going to die?”

  “You mean these are tears of joy for the afterlife?”

  “Perhaps he was waiting for the knife like a fly waits for the spider to crawl down the web. Maybe he’d given up.”

  “Take a look at his eyebrows, sir. Notice they’re pulled forward, toward the center of his brow.”

  He leaned a little closer to the screen. He didn’t know what it meant, but he might never have noticed without Walker.

  “When a person is in a presmile, the eyebrows involuntarily come closer together as the cheek muscles lift upward,” Stephen explained. “You have to try and lift your eyebrows upward if you’re ready to smile. That would be a put-on face, an act. This man isn’t acting. Also, the upper eyelids droop slightly in this expression. Please try it, sir. You’ll see what I mean.”

  Kieran pulled the corners of his mouth back a little and felt his eyelids droop the slightest bit.

  “Do you see, sir?”

  “Maybe. So what?”

  “He isn’t faking,” said Stephen. “If he was ready to die, or lifting his tearful eyes to Allah in acceptance of the knife with his head in the position, chin up,” he pointed at the screen, “his eyebrows would have been lifted in a passive expression. Like Jesus is portrayed on the cross.”

  “So you don’t think Bari is ready to die. You think he probably doesn’t even know he’s going to get his throat slit like a sheep, and he’s happy as a clam because the bus is coming?”

  Stephen offered a slight laugh at the similes. Kieran remained straight faced.

  “It’s useless for us to conjecture why he might be smiling,” said Stephen. “But we know he’s happy or, at the very least, content.”

  “Then why, Sam Spade, is he crying?”

  “Spade? Sir?”

  “Don’t sweat it, Walker. There’s no app for that. You will agree that he’s crying?”

  Walker closed in on Bari’s face a few more percentages and scrunched his eyebrows together.

  “I wouldn’t say crying. I think his eyes are watering from the sun, or some irritant. He’s not unhappy. He’s not giving up his spirit. He has no reason to cry, in the emotional sense. He has tears. We shouldn’t read anything into it without more evidence. Based on his face, I would let that theory drop, sir.”

  “Then why did Hirsch tap the brakes?”

  “He probably tried to slow down for the curb. You have to let a little pressure out at a time, so the bus doesn’t jerk the passengers.”

  “But there were no passengers, Walker. The bus was empty.”

  “It’s a habit. He’s slowing down a little for the curb.”

  “Maybe he had to slow down to get a good angle on Bari. A signal to someone next to Bari to take action.”

  “Maybe,” said Stephen. “But I think it’s the way they all drive, letting off brake pressure to ease into the corner.”

  Or maybe, Kieran thought, Hirsch’s accomplice has learned to hide between the pixels of this two-dimensional screen.

  They rolled the tape until the sun went down.


  LOWER HUDSON VALLEY

  John Rexford performed a quick perimeter check with a casual left-to-right head shift as he reached forward, pulled the keys from the ignition, and stepped into the bright, early afternoon summer sunshine. A pale blue cloudless sky faded into space. Humidity glued his shirt to his skin. A few more minutes and his sweat would bleed through the cotton. Air entered his lungs like syrup poured over waffles, thick and warm. He had to think about his breath. Not so in the Afghanistan mountains where he had spent the last seven years and where the air all but parched a man’s lungs.

  The Blue Mountain Winery was a restored eighteenth-century dairy farm minus the dairy. The cornfields and cows had been replaced by ninety acres of hybrid vinifera root stock that had won the owner several gold medals in US and European competition. The property rolled up from the Hudson River to one hundred feet above sea level and rested on a gentle hill with southwestern exposure. A constant water supply, from rain runoff and deep wells tapped into the aquifer, fed the grapes. The fertile sandy loam drained well. The Hudson River acted as a massive heat pump, regulating the seasons. This temperature moderation allowed Blue Mountain Winery to start work earlier in the spring, and postpone harvest another three to four weeks later into the fall than other locations in New York State. Management had started a small bistro to smooth out the revenue in slower months. The bistro went organic, and business boomed.

  The restaurant’s website boasted authentic fare and eclectic cuisine. Eclectic meant that even if John was lucky enough to find cheeseburgers on the menu, they would come with avocado, or a lemongrass and chutney puree, or some other equally piquant and unpalatable topping.

  John had been dormant for eighteen months before he was called up for his first stateside assignment on the streets of Brooklyn. Follow-up orders instructed him to check a public website called HudsonVhappenings.org on the third Sunday of each month. The last restaurant listed on the page, farthest to the right and bottom, would be their rendezvous point. No matter what the restaurant, John was to meet his contact there at 1330 hours on the last Friday of the month. The manner in which the meetings had been orchestrated ensured that even his contact didn’t know where they would rendezvous until he or she read the website on the third Sunday of each month. They both had to read it at precisely 0600 hours to ensure a new web posting didn’t send them off in different directions.

  He was meeting for the first time with a man whose name he did not know, and whose face he had never seen. But John knew that all the missions he was given through his handler in Afghanistan came directly from the this contact.

  Several shoebox compacts were parked in the lot, but most of the spaces were empty. No ostentatious black SUVs or Crown Vics, not even an old LTD. Had his contact walked? Helicoptered in? He glanced to an open field behind the lot, half expecting to see a tethered bird. A Spanish guy weed whacked ornamental shrubs and rye grass along the left side of the building. He wore orange and black plastic earmuffs. Not likely a communication device, more likely safety equipment. Cut grass, fertilizer, and two-cycle engine exhaust plumes commingled into a familiar summer fragrance. The landscaper looked up for a moment, and then refocused on the grass blades as he lopped their tops to an acceptable height.

  John picked a spot that gave him the best view of his Subaru from any window seat on this side of the building. He glanced at the bumper and read the scratched-and-peeled I’D RATHER BE BIKING sticker. He wanted to get this over with, get back to the mountains, and get back to riding.

  The lunch crowd had already filtered out and the afternoon bar crowd had yet to flood in. It was a good hour for spooks, both spectral and corporal. Meeting his CIA contact on the last Friday of the month for their prearranged appointment would work out fine. At this hour on a Friday, most places were either crowded with despondent or elated salesmen, or they were deserted. Both scenarios could be utilized as good cover. Backslapping salespeople were a loud bunch that made it difficult to eavesdrop on private conversations, and a deserted restaurant left few places to hide prying eyes. This first meeting with a stateside agency contact put John Rexford’s radar on high alert.

  He hoped the next restaurant review on HudsonVhappenings.org was for Señor Frog’s in Cancun, where noneclectic items such as tequila could be ordered.

  He checked for out-of-place reflections in the tinted glass windows, and noticed his eyes looked a little darker than usual. Maybe he celebrated too much last night. Maybe it was the tinted glass. Satisfied, he walked up the restaurant’s manicured sidewalk. Nothing out of order, no movement behind him or at the parking lot’s tree-lined border. Eerie spooks hid so well that you didn’t feel you were being watched, but he knew better.

  His Italian mother’s beautiful olive skin had been diluted by his father’s genes, and her dark eyes were tempered by the recessive blue of the fighting Irishman. Eyes are an asset, a weapon in the human arsenal that must be maintained. John’s were light brown, with dark capillaries around the eyelids that allowed him to blend in with Middle Eastern, Mediterranean, or South American cultures, so long as he maintained a good tan. Blond-haired, blue-eyed operatives were limited in where they could be stationed in the war on global terror, or as some politicians preferred to call it, “man-caused disasters.”

  Upscale locals and day-trippers from New York City usually packed the place. The Blue Mountain Winery’s product was so popular, they often turned down wholesale buyers so they didn’t run out of wine for the restaurant. Selling other people’s wines before your own, in your own restaurant, would be gauche.

  He followed the maître d’ to a private table in the back. It had a window view of the parking lot. A man sitting at the table jumped up and pumped John’s hand in a show of zealous salesmanship.

  “Johnny.” He sang the name like a game show host: John-aayy. His hair was coiffed à la Jeopardy’s Alex Trebek: salt and pepper, not a lock out of place, sideburns at mid-ear. “I’m glad you could make it,” he said.

  “Hey,” said John. He hadn’t been given his contact’s name. “Yeah. Good directions.”

  “Please sit down.” The man gestured to the chair opposite him.

  “Any problems finding the place?” The man waved his napkin like someone hailing a plane, and smoothed it on his lap.

  “No.” John checked the parking lot through the window. “The directions were pretty clear. Where do we begin?”

  The man’s raised palm arrested further conversation.

  “Hold on, John. Take a look at this.” He handed over a business card, and placed a small computer on the table.

  “What’s this?”

  “This, my friend—and you can call me Pete—is so cool.” Porcelain veneer shone brightly at his upper bridge, perfect in every way, except those teeth belonged in a much younger man. The lower teeth were real, slightly misaligned with coffee stains. He tapped at the business card with his index finger.

  John looked at the card, then back at the electronic device on the table. It resembled a mini netbook but was half the size. “What’s up, Pete?”

  “This is the latest and the greatest. Ever see one of these?” Pete pressed the power button and turned the five-inch LCD toward John.

  “I’ve seen one, but not that small.”

  “That’s a fact, Jack,” said Pete. “It’s made by General Dynamics, but it’s not for sale. It’s a prototype.”

  “It’s nice.” John raised his eyes and twitched the corner of his mouth in a tiny smirk. “Thank you for showing it to me.”

  “Shhh . . . shhh. Hold on. Ahh . . . yes.” Pete slammed the clamshell lid closed without turning it off, and placed the device on the bench next to him. “We’re good. So what’s up, Johnny?”

  He ignored the question. “What was that?”

  “Damn things are worthless. Tell me who, other than the little geek engineers, can get their fingers on the keyboard? Totally worthless.” Pete grabbed the drink to his left and took a big slurp. Ice chinked and the gold bracelet dangled on his wrist like a fishing lure. “You want a drink?” he said.

  “Why did you show it to me?”

  “I had to scan you,” he said. “How the hell do I know what little bugs you got all over your body from living up in the woods the way you do? Besides, it’s not you I’m concerned with. Parasites have a way of attaching themselves to their hosts unnoticed. No one put any bugs on you.”

  John raised an eyebrow. “You think I brought a surveillance device with me?”

  “Noooooo. I said nobody put any bugs on you.” Pete winked, finished his seltzer, and chewed the lime. “Just a precaution. You’re clean as a whistle.”

  “So now what?” His contact was either very paranoid or very smart, maybe both.

  Pete flattened his palms on the table. “I’m a regular double-o-seven here, Johnny. I don’t think you understand, son. I have full and complete trust in you. You’ve been vetted by the best. I’m the guy who checked you out.” He leaned back and smiled. “But I don’t know who’s been sticking things in your pants. You know, like Get Smart, Agent 99, one of those spy gadgets. Can’t be too careful.” He motioned for service. “Take a look at the card.”

  Pete’s business card was embossed in shiny, navy blue ink and a ritzy font: C. PETER CHOCKER, SENIOR ACCOUNT EXECUTIVE, INTERNATIONAL FIBER RESOURCES. A web address and contact information followed.

  “You see, compadre, if this little digital device made a funny sound when its microwaves coursed through your body, we would be humming a different tune: paper products.”

  John looked up from the business card. “That’s your cover? C. Peter Chocker?”

  “We’re a major supplier of specialty face stock to the pressure-sensitive label industry, including florescent, latex- saturated, and thermal transfer. IFR fabricates tamper-proof security metallic coated grades. Our experienced sales and customer service staff yada-yada-yada.” He rattled off the rehearsed pitch with smooth eloquence and grinned like a vaudeville monkey.

  “You’re chock full of answers, aren’t you?”

  “Chock full. Yeah, I get it, John. And I’m chock full of quality and care for my clients.” He waved a waitress closer. “You want a beer?”

  “No, thank you. I’ll have a Coke.”

  “Good man,” Chocker said. “I don’t drink myself. Two Cokes.” He held up two fingers in a peace sign, and the waitress walked away.

  “Why don’t you drink?”

  “Because, my friend,” Chocker paused for effect, “I’m a Muslim.” He looked into John’s eyes, straight-faced and serious, and placed his hands on the table, palms down. He chuckled and shook his head. “Seriously, John, you’ve got to lighten up, dude. Life’s too short.”

  Chocker motioned the waitress back. “Get me a scotch, please, single malt, a double. Glenfiddich if you have it. Sure you don’t want anything, John?”

  John shook his head. He stared at the waitress as she walked away.

  “Those hajjis make you a teetotaler when you were in-country?”

  “Nah. It’s a little early for me.”

  The waitress placed the Coke and scotch on the table, and John sipped the soda.

  “You sure you don’t want something? Beer?” Chocker asked again. “Come on, everyone has a beer. We had Billy Beer, J.R. Beer; even the Pittsburgh Steelers had a beer. Even you can have a beer. We’ll call it Johnny Beer. Breakfast of champions. Put you right up there on the Wheaties box with Sugar Ray and Lance.”

  “Coke’s fine.”

  “No problem. I got something for you, Johnny.” He placed a small flip phone on the table. “The smallest satellite phone ever made.”

  John picked it up and rolled it over a few times in his hand.

  “That, my friend, is a phone like no phone you’ve ever seen.” Chocker pointed at it. “It has a built-in get-out-of-jail-free card. My number is in there. You call me anywhere, anytime, anyplace in the world, and I will be at your twenty in a flash. No matter where you are on this planet, I can be there in less than half a day.”

  John cleared his throat. “Look, Pete,” he said, “I ain’t saying you’re full of shit, but . . .”

  “But you’re saying it.”

  “Half a day? The Blackbird can’t do that. Even at Mach 3 you still have to refuel.”

  Chocker gave a self-satisfied chuckle. “Don’t you worry about me, son. I can hop an F-15 Strike Eagle quicker than most people can book tickets on Expedia.”

  “Not a real practical mode of transportation.”

  “Do I look practical?”

  He looked at the scanner on the table, at Chocker’s scarred hands, his electric blue eyes, and his dark blue Armani suit, and decided not to comment.

  “I fly with the best of the best, son,” said Chocker. “I’ll pull your ass from the fire, if need be.” He made tiny hoof beat sounds on the table with his fingertips. “But you have to compute loading the plane, getting up to speed, finding a decent place to land, connecting flights, meals. It can be a real hassle.” Chocker laughed to himself, like he just remembered a funny joke. He looked out the window and said, “All I’m saying is that I’ll be there for you.”

  A waiter placed some bread, chilled butter, and a small knife on the table without a word and left.

  Chocker grabbed a piece of bread and spoke while he chewed. “So anyway, about the phone. Don’t ever use it.”

  “What?”

  “Keep it charged. Any standard Nokia charger will work. Put it in a safe place.”

  He rolled the phone over in his hand some more. There was no brand name. “Why can’t I use it?” he said.

  “Becaaause . . .” Chocker drew the word out. “If you do use it, I’ll become nervous and worried.”

  John powered up the phone.

  Pete raised an eyebrow and smiled. “Curious George. Listen, if I pick up my phone and see your number on it, I will have to assume you’re in deep trouble or compromised. Either way, it’s no good. I will say one word into the phone: ‘cock.’ That’s it.”

  “Cock?” John repeated. “Christ, you couldn’t come up with something better?”

  “Don’t be a pervert, John. It’s slang for rooster. Think of me as Foghorn Leghorn, if it makes you feel better.”

  John rubbed his face in his hands.

  “And if I hear anything other than ‘a-doodle-doo’ from the person on the other end, or something even close to a-doodle-freaking-do, I hang up my phone and we never see or hear each other’s sweet voices again.” Chocker hesitated, his eyes locked into John’s. “I’ll assume you’re dead or soon will be. You got it?”

  “What is wrong with you, Chocker?” He wanted to retract the statement immediately upon hearing his own words, and then added, “Sir.”

  Chocker laughed and took another pull on the scotch. He shrugged. “Nothing. It’s our secret code. We all need a secret code, right?” He switched to serious mode, his lips pulled tight together, and his eyes bore down on John. “Are we crystal?”

  Chocker’s eyes were Cowboy blue, like Pat Garrett in The Chisholm Trail: intense, sparkling, all-American. “I got it,” said John. “Cock-a-doodle-doo.” He took a sip of Coke. “Do we have to go through all this?”

  “There’s so much more we should go through.” Chocker let out a sigh and realigned his silverware. “But life is too short, and this is enough for now. We need to keep this simple. Cock-a-doodle-doo will do.”

  They sat in silence for a moment, surveying the room, and then Chocker spoke.

  “You’re an all-star, John. Get your game on, like the song says.”

  “And you’re the guy who’s gonna pull my ass from the fire when things get hot?”

  “Like the whale saved Jonah, Johnny. Like the whale saved Jonah.” Chocker raised his glass and clinked it against John’s. “You’re gonna be like that guy Jonas from The Unit, you know, the TV show.”

  The show had been off the air for a while, but John let the dated reference slide. He figured a guy like Chocker wasn’t getting much face time with the idiot box. Besides, Dennis Haysbert was still so popular he had his own DH6 clothing line and his face was all over Allstate Insurance commercials. “Except I’m not a six foot four, 250-pound black guy with muscles in my ears.” He hesitated, and then added, “And I’m not the leader.”

  “I don’t need leaders,” said Chocker. “You’re an army of one. I don’t need you, and you don’t need me. You do what you have to do, and I do what I have to do. We’re independent. We’re not followers, Johnny.” Chocker shook his head. “You never were.”

  Chocker smiled, reached across the table, and gave John’s shoulder a buddy punch. His long reach and wide shoulders stretched the stitching in his coat when he flexed. Deep cuts on his hands had healed and left shiny scars.

  “It’s why you ride the bike,” Chocker continued. “Maybe it’s why you bowed out of pro ball.” Chocker turned his palms up. “You were never made to wallow in teamwork. You’re not a team player, Johnny.”

  Who was this asshole to tell him he wasn’t a team player? John bit his lip and took a drink, thinking now he should have ordered the scotch.

  “And I love it, John.” Chocker put a thumb to his chest. “I don’t need team players. I’m not one. Who needs a bunch of suck-asses high-fiving each other, not getting squat done? You know what the problem with a team is? You’re only as strong as your weakest link. Some leech is always gonna pull you down. Your enemy will keep on hammering the weak link until it breaks and snaps, and the whole chain suffers.”

  A waiter hovered a few feet away, cautious of their personal space. Chocker waved him off with his hand. The man nodded and returned to the other tables.

  “So what happened to you, anyway?” Chocker asked. “I mean, hell, man, All-American at Rutgers. I saw the films. You were awesome.”

  “How did you see films of me?”

  “Johnny.” Chocker smirked and shook his head. “I got films of films filming films. You were a tight end. No one could touch you. You ran your skinny ass through those primates like they were statues. You were awesome. Third-round draft choice. Not number one.” He raised his index finger, and then waved his hand away. “But hell, it was the NFL, after all.”

  John was uneasy with this focus on his past. He didn’t view that chapter of his life as a success. “I was all right,” he said. “I had speed and good hands.”

  “So why did you turn down the draft and volunteer yourself into this hellish existence?”

  “Look, Pete,” said John. “I’m one sixty-five, five foot nine. Granted I’m fast, but when you stand in line with the pros, you realize those animals are six foot four, 225 pounds, have good hands, and can run even faster.” He looked at his empty plate and back into Chocker’s eyes. “I would have sat it out for a few years and never seen the field. The third draft’s a joke. I don’t even know why they do it.”

  “Maybe.” Chocker smiled and bowed his head at John.

  “As soon as my spikes hit the turf, they would have crippled me,” John said. “It ain’t college ball. The objective is to reduce the number of eligible players on the opposing team. Vegas odds are set by the number of starters on the disabled list, not necessarily by talent. I didn’t want to end up in a wheelchair.” He took a drink. “Can we change the subject?”

  “Yeah.” Chocker looked concerned. “But football aside, why did you enlist?”

  “My second love was the bike,” John replied. “But I knew I wouldn’t make the Tour de France because I don’t dope and I didn’t have the backing. I didn’t want a real job, and I already had a degree. My dad did pretty well in the Marines, so I figured what the hell, I’ll kill a few years.”

  “And a few hajjis.” Chocker adjusted the gold cufflinks on his sleeve and gave John a sideways glance.

  John looked around the room for eavesdroppers. “That came later. Tora Bora changed my perspective.”

  “And took you away from racing?”

  “Story of my life. You can’t serve two masters.” He looked out the window. His car had been unmolested, so far.

  “Don’t worry. It’s just me.” Chocker smiled and cracked his knuckles in rapid-fire succession.

  Another waiter appeared tableside.

  “My name is Clarence. I’m your host and wine steward. May I suggest the organic Brunello?”

  “Clarence, my good man,” said Chocker. “Would you tell us more about the Brunello? I like mine on the light side. Not true to the Italian masters, but not so damned oppressive either, if you know what I mean.”

  “You’re familiar with the Brunello?” Clarence flashed a smarmy grin.

  “Certainly,” said Chocker. “Sampled it myself in Montalcino. How, might I ask, are you allowed to use the name Brunello?” Chocker cocked an eyebrow but kept his convivial smile.

  “As you probably know,” Clarence responded with even more affectation, “unlike Bordeaux, there’s no copyright on the Brunello name.” He hesitated for a moment. “We borrowed the name. We promise not to involve you in a lawsuit.”

  Chocker tut-tutted with a finger wiggle. He leaned back from the table and sat straight in his chair.

  “Well, please bring it on, Clarence,” Chocker said. “And thank you for the education.”

  “My pleasure,” said Clarence. “I will prepare your wine.” He lowered the wine list to his hip like a schoolboy with a new binder.

  Chocker leaned in. “That was one ugly ass Ichabod Crane–looking wine steward, wouldn’t you say, Johnny?”

  John shook his head and tried not to laugh. Chocker didn’t need any encouragement. “Does he make you nervous?” said John.

  “I have a rule,” said Chocker. “If I can smell a man’s cologne, he’s too close to me.”

  “Where did you learn about wines?” John asked, trying to break Chocker’s rhythm.

  “A historian is a vintner, or vice versa. Something like that, anyway,” said Chocker. “If you want to remember history, follow the grape. You can follow wines from the Stone Age, Egyptians, Babylonians, and Caesar.”

  “After listening to you two carry on, I think I’ll have a beer.” John placed the cloth napkin on his lap and drank some water.

  They perused the menu until Clarence delivered the Brunello to their table. He held it the way a nurse displays a newborn through hospital glass. The label bore an impressionistic rendering of Blue Mountain Vineyards’ barn, in vibrant red and black brushstrokes. Clarence waited for them to say something. Chocker kept silent to see how long the wine steward would stand there. Finally he said, “Beautiful. Please open it.”

  Clarence went through a lengthy uncorking ritual and filled one glass with a taste. Chocker grabbed the stem with his thumb and forefinger, swirled it, nosed it, and gulped it like a professional. He closed his eyes, smacked his lips, and set the glass down.

  “Excellent, Clarence. How do you do it?”

  “We never use the same oak casks twice,” said Clarence. “Too much tannin. And no harsh fertilizers. I have to tell you . . .” He leaned into Chocker, inches from his ear. “Sheep shit.”

  “What?” Chocker leaned back in his chair again, obviously uncomfortable that his personal space had been broken.

  “We release our own sheep into the Brunello plot each fall,” said Clarence. “They’re grazers and don’t touch the vines. The organic fertilizer gives it a special finish. I’m sure you noticed.” Clarence spoke barely above a whisper, as if this was their little secret.

  Chocker placed his hand on Clarence’s shoulder. A friendly move, implying closeness, but also suggesting that Clarence should not continue any farther.

  Chocker looked across the table at John. “Do you have any allergies?”

  John almost blurted out, ‘What the fuh?’ but just shook his head.

  “Then, if you don’t mind,” Chocker said, “I think it would be nice if Clarence chose our meals for us. What do you say, Clarence?”

  Clarence puffed up as if a culinary medal had been pinned on his chest. “It would be a splendid idea.” He nearly clicked his heels when he spun away.

  “I guess a cheeseburger is out?”

  “That should keep him busy for a while,” said Chocker. “Let’s get to it.” Chocker smiled for the benefit of any onlookers, but his eyes glowed the angry blue of burning propane. He let the visual reprimand sink in for a few seconds. “Be careful of those broad daylight antics. I’m giving you full authority on how you complete your tasks, but we don’t need to see you on YouTube. If the feebs, or even the hajjis, get wind that someone of your talent is behind the project, then time’s up, over, bloah.” He made a quick fist and released it. “Back to the lab again, yo.”

  The reference to Eminem’s “Lose Yourself” wasn’t lost on John. It was cool that Chocker knew the lyrics. If Pete whipped out a crack pipe, however, he would have to pinch himself to ‘get back to reality,’ as Marshall Mathers would say.

  “Understand, Major?”

  The rank implied an order, not a request.

  “Yes, sir.”

  In a microsecond, Chocker’s expression switched from anger to just another salesman pitching a client. He released the flash drive cupped in his hand and placed it beside John’s plate with the ease of a three card Monte dealer. John raised his glass to block the move from anyone to their left. The wall was to their right, so there was no danger there. John put the drive in his pocket.

  “Don’t feel bad,” said Chocker. “About the biking, I mean. Not everybody gets to be top seed. But all the people who try to get there? Those are the people you gotta love.”

  “Yeah,” John said. “I’m still biking.”

  “You sure as hell are.”

  “Was that you in the Econoline?”

  Chocker shook his head. “The FBI. Those feebs stuck out like a Barney float at Thanksgiving.” He laughed and swirled the wine in his glass. “Look at it this way. The grunts in the service—and I love them all—report to their direct commanders: a sergeant, a major, right up the line.” Chocker arranged the salt and pepper shakers, some sugar packets, and little plastic half-and-half tubs on the table. Then he grabbed the Lea & Perrins bottle and placed it right in the middle of the arrangement. “We serve at the will of the commander in chief,” he said. “El presidente, the Big Cheese.”

  “The president knows what we’re doing?”

  “Whether he does or doesn’t is immaterial, because it would be plausible deniability regardless.”

  But not if you’re talking directly to him, John thought.

  “Some people think it’s okay for our enemies to come here and kill us on our soil,” said Chocker. “But somehow it’s not okay for us to defend ourselves. I disagree.”

  “So now I serve you?” said John. He tilted his glass to Chocker and took a sip of wine.

  “You serve America, son.”

  “So I don’t get a ribbon from the commander in chief?”

  “Not a chance in hell.” Chocker shook his head. “I’m a guide and your savior, if need be. We all need someone to protect us. That’s why I gave you the satellite phone. You’re here because you want to be. You saw what happens when religious fanatics and drug dealers get ahold of a country . . .”

  “You mean like ours?”

  “Touché,” said Chocker. “But there’s no comparison, and you know it.”

  John wondered, but kept his thoughts to himself for now. He hadn’t fully tested the limits of his latitude with this new mentor.

  “You’ll find schematics on the flash drive of an underground superstructure relating to a very large water supply. Let me tell you what isn’t there.” Chocker gulped a half glass of Blue Mountain Brunello, checked to make sure Clarence hadn’t rushed over to fill it in his obsessive need to please, and poured himself another.

  “The FBI’s Joint Terrorism Task Force works real tight with the NYPD,” Chocker explained. “They’ve been trying to stick their thumbs in all the security holes in the New York City reservoir system since the towers went down. Problem is, there are too many miles for effective counter controls.” Chocker pulled a small spiral notebook from his pocket, flipped it open, and showed John a three-by-five-inch condensed aerial photograph of the region.

  “This is the entire system from the Catskills to Manhattan. Over one hundred miles of above- and below-ground tunnels, siphon chambers, support buildings, and cut-and-cover aqueducts. Impossible to protect at all times.”

  “Cut and cover?”

  “The Romans invented them. Water channels lined with stone or concrete, and closed on top, so they were less detectible by enemies. The good thing is, there are only five CCPs.”

  “New acronym for me, Pete.”

  “You call them choke points, jarhead. In hazard analysis they’re referred to as critical control points. Places where severe damage to the entire body is most likely to occur—the heart, arteries, brain—you get the picture.”

  John nodded. “Understood.”

  “This is one of the hottest CCPs, and the goddamn feebs haven’t done a thing to protect it except put some motion alarms and trout troopers in there.” Chocker pointed to a small star superimposed on the map. “It’s the Kensico Dam.”

  John shook his head. “Trout troopers?”

  “The trout troopers—my simple backwoods friend—are the DEP police. They’re mostly amateurs, one step above conservation officers. They have a fully equipped task force, but upper management keeps them locked down so tight they can only respond post-incident. They have no reconnaissance.”

  Chocker closed the notebook and slipped it into his jacket pocket.

  “One hundred eighty feet below the surface of the dam is where all the aqueduct tunnels converge and flow into New York City, via the Hillview Reservoir. If it is compromised, nine million people will have about a week, and they’ll be drinking from the Hudson—a fate no one deserves.”

  John listened while he reviewed a mental image of the water supply from Chocker’s notebook. “Why not blow Hillview?”

  “The Hillview Reservoir is tiny by comparison,” Chocker said. “A couple billion gallons. You’d have to get into the Hillview gate chambers and attack there. It’s completely sewn up: security cameras, motion detectors, heat sensors, and a healthy dose of paranoia are everywhere; and the police substation is on site. Twenty-four-hour armed guards with machine guns, and dogs. Hillview also has a series of backup valves that can divert the water to the Croton Reservoir. It would be an inconvenience to take out Hillview, but not a tragedy. They did their homework here, Johnny.”

  “Who?”

  “I’m getting to that. School’s in session, so listen up.”

  “So Hillview is out. Why Kensico?”

  Chocker leaned in. “Kensico has something else.”

  He looked around the dining room again as if he might be looking for a waiter. Clarence appeared as if on cue, and delivered the cheese platter and more bread. Chocker had eyes in the back of his head. John broke off a piece of crusty Italian bread from the wicker basket on the table, and covered it with a healthy swath of Caprino goat cheese.

  Clarence asked if he could get them anything else, and then left the two men to their conversation.

  “So water is disrupted for a few days,” said John. “Don’t they have the same capability at Kensico?”

  “Kensico was never upgraded. Plans were made, money budgeted, and then moved elsewhere after 9/11.”

  “Where’d the money go?”

  “Down the rat hole,” said Chocker. “To fund better communications between emergency services.”

  John shook his head at the irony. The geniuses in power moved money away from a hard target to fund walkie-talkies for local responders. Meanwhile, New York City sat ripe for the picking—or drowning.

  Chocker lowered his voice even more. “Fifteen tons of rusting chlorine gas tanks are stored in a side chamber next to the main tunnel.” He waited for John to absorb what he had said, and then added, “The Canadians want to release the gas and simultaneously stop the water supply. Primitive or what?”

  “Canadians?”

  Chocker rolled his eyes and mouthed, “Terrorists.” He raised his voice and continued: “Wind, water, and fire, John. The wind will drift the chlorine gas several miles, all the way to White Plains, maybe even Scarsdale, killing tens of thousands in the process. The water will flood the Bronx River and take out billions in real estate and roadways. By the time the first responders arrive, the roads will be underwater, inaccessible.”

  Chocker sipped some wine and let John digest the image of thousands of people choking, their lungs deteriorating from chlorine gas. Emergency crews stuck, unable to access flooded roads, helpless to do anything but watch, as their friends and relatives drowned or suffocated in their own decomposing lung tissue.

  “If they manage to take out the chlorine and the tunnel,” said Chocker, “New York City will have no potable water, and only a two-day supply to fight fires. After which, these pieces of garbage are going to let loose a wave of arson on the five boroughs like we’ve never seen. It’ll be a firestorm once the gas mains go.” Chocker paused, and then said, “It’s a good plan, John. You’ve got to stop it.”

  “Why me?”

  “I handpicked you, son,” said Chocker. “You’re good with any weapon, and even better with your hands. I need primitive here, John, no traces. I know your work. I was the one responsible for getting you stateside.”

  “Nice trick. You’re quite a magician.”

  Chocker explained that the spillway would be shut down at the end of the month for repairs downstream, allowing the terrorists to crawl up the tunnel and into the screen chamber. “Once the water supply is cut off, they’ll be able to draw down half of what they need from the Croton Reservoir. That is if, and only if, every single man, woman, and child in the five boroughs drinks, eats, and bathes with bottled water. The nine million self-centered urbanites will horde at least five hundred million gallons on the first day, in sinks, bathtubs and bottles, leaving firefighters with big, shiny, impotent nozzles in their hands.”

  A new waiter unfolded a tray stand next to their table. Clarence brought plates from the kitchen and placed them on the stand. He set the entrees in front of them, careful to keep his elbows low and not obstruct their view of one another. When Clarence finished, he stood back from the table and smiled, with his hands crossed over his groin.

  John looked at the meal and vaguely recognized its components: bread, meat, vegetables, and snails.

  “What have we here?” said Chocker.

  Clarence described each platter, its preparation, and place of origin. There was gougère (a choux pastry made with cheese), escargots au Chablis (snails in Chablis), jambon persillé (ham jellied with parsley), gardiane d’agneau (lamb stew with olives), and moules aux amandes (mussels with an almond stuffing).

  “Fabulous, Clarence,” said Chocker. “Where did your chef receive his training?”

  “The Escoffier school in France, and here at the Hudson Valley’s own CIA.”

  John stiffened. Chocker suppressed a laugh.

  “A fine school,” said Chocker. “Thank you, Clarence.”

  “Most certainly, sir,” Clarence grinned. “Is there anything else I can get you?”

  “Not at the moment. Thank you.”

  Clarence made a hand signal to his assistant. The young man picked up the folding tray and they hurried back to the kitchen.

  “The CIA?”

  “You should have seen your face,” Chocker snorted. “It’s the Culinary Institute of America. If only I had my secret spy camera in my lapel. It would have been precious.”

  He looked at Chocker’s lapel and wondered where the camera was, in fact, hidden.

  “Do you know the gestation period of a Norway rat, John?”

  “Let me think.” John’s eyes shifted toward the ceiling. “Nope. Got me there.”

  Chocker laughed. “Twenty-one days. They can have fourteen pups per litter if they have enough food. Once people leave the city, the rats will be humping like . . . well, I was going to say like rabbits, but hell, like rats, I guess. And that means disease, John. Typhus, rat-bite fever, hantavirus, meningitis, and the list goes on.”

  “Understood. Even after these assholes leave and the fires are out, the aftermath is going to take years to clean up.”

  Chocker nodded. He slurped a mussel from the shell. “They haven’t shut this thing down in a hundred years, and they probably won’t for another hundred. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for these assholes to pull a 9/11 redux.”

  “How did the bad guys find out about the gas?”

  “Big Brother.” Chocker shook his head. “All municipalities have to report hazardous material storage annually to the local fire departments, local emergency planning committees, and SERC, the State Emergency Response Commission. It’s all public knowledge under community right-to-know laws.”

  If John wasn’t already aware of how much our freedoms endanger us, he would have been disappointed. “How do I proceed?” he said.

  “What you need to know is in your pocket. You burn these, capiche?”

  John nodded.

  Chocker raised a finger and said, “Let’s go over what isn’t on the drive.” He pulled a cell phone from his waist and flipped it open. He stabbed the keys until he found what he wanted. “There will be two demolition experts brought in from outside the country, probably Yemen. We don’t know much more about them, except intel says they can get the job done.”

  He gave Chocker a look that said “bring it on.”

  Chocker’s phone vibrated in his hand. He checked the number, then stood up and walked to an empty area of the dining room without saying a word.

  John checked the parking lot for Canadians.


  WHITE PLAINS

  Kieran Gilchrist sat at Kisco Kosher with a hot corned beef sandwich, coleslaw, and a pickle sliver for company. An almond horn in the dessert case was provoking him when his eye caught the television screen. A local cycling team member was giving an interview on Channel 7 News. Westchester County closes down the Bronx River Parkway for four hours each Sunday in September for cycling traffic only. The woman talked about carbon footprints and exercise with a smile on her face that made her look like she was ankle high in the Fountain of Youth. Kieran asked the guy behind the counter to increase the volume on the TV, but by then there was already a commercial showing a cheerful father taking his family for ice cream in a Lexus SUV. He threw his lunch in a paper bag and ran out the door.

  Kieran’s right heel throbbed from plantar fasciitis as his shoes slammed into the concrete with each painful, half-jogged step. His breath sputtered in choppy bursts through his nose and mouth. He blew past his office staff, collapsed in his chair, and caught his breath. Corned beef and pickle juice leaked on his blotter through the flimsy paper bag. He threw it in the trash can beneath his desk.

  Kieran grabbed the phone. “Get Walker in here now,” he said. “I want the Bari surveillance clip on the screen.” He put the phone down and remembered the diet iced tea he’d forgotten in the dripping bag. With a grunt, he fished it from the trash.

  Stephen Walker turned the wall screen on remotely, and was in Kieran’s office before the iced tea was gone.

  “Where should I start rolling, sir?”

  “I want you to take it right from the beginning.”

  Walker rolled the surveillance video, and they both watched as the blue and white Metropolitan Transportation Authority bus came into view on the screen’s right side. Neither man said a word as the digital film clip played. Walker looked at Kieran for a command.

  “Play it backward.”

  Walker complied without question. The bus rolled comically backward as wispy smoke plumes appeared and sucked back into the exhaust pipe. Small pieces of paper materialized from nowhere and floated upward from the street. Abdul Bari became visible, his face to the heavens, as the MTA bus rolled in reverse.

  “This time, take it frame by frame. I want you to concentrate on the wheels.”

  “Forward or reverse?”

  “Forward,” said Kieran, annoyed.

  Walker gave him a nod and zoomed in on the lower half of the screen.

  “Can you focus the damn thing better?” Kieran leaned forward as if the extra inches would improve the picture quality.

  “Not if you want a close up. I’ve already digitally enhanced this version to make the edges less fuzzy.”

  “So this isn’t the original?”

  “No sir,” said Walker. “I always save the original and use copies to view. That way if anything goes wrong with the equipment—power surge or whatever—I still have the original stored elsewhere.”

  “Anything? What do you mean?”

  Walker already knew he had slipped up with his vague response. “Anything at all. Worst possible scenario. Could be a virus, electronic circuitry malfunction, or the building burning. Anything.”

  “If the building burns, then it’s all lost, isn’t it?”

  “No sir. This footage is stored on an FBI server in Washington. The servers are all over the country, I mean the actual storage device. Well, it’s not actually in DC, you see. Everything we see here is stored on my intranet site; it’s our own personal cloud. We’ll never lose the original—”

  “Enough! Fine. I understand. I trust you, Walker.” Kieran clapped his hands together. “Go for it. Let’s check this out and see what we can see.”

  Walker smiled. If he was ever to receive a compliment from Kieran Gilchrist, that was the one.

  “Stop!” Kieran stood up quickly and limped a little as he stared at the screen. “What is that?”

  “I can’t see, sir.”

  Kieran backed away from the screen and kept his finger on the spot that had drawn his interest. Walker zoomed in and lost total focus, and then zoomed back out until the image was identifiable.

  “Right there,” said Kieran. “What is that? A puddle?”

  “That is the puddle we noticed in a previous viewing. It looks like a reflection from under the bus.”

  “That is not a reflection from under the bus. Take a closer look. Get up over here and stand right beside me, and tell me what you see.”

  Walker went to the screen, leaned in and out, and stood at different angles. “I think it’s a wheel reflection.”

  “It is. And it’s coming from the street. Look at the edge of the puddle. You can see some tiny squares. Do you see them?”

  Walker leaned in, and his face changed from skeptical scientist to enlightened believer. “They look like rectangular reflections from the building on the blind side of the bus.”

  “And therefore, that wheel reflection cannot be from under the bus because the angle of reflection shows the building windows. So the wheel reflection has to be on the street. Would you agree?”

  “It’s someone on a bike, sir.”

  “I know it is, Walker.” Kieran sat back down on the sofa. “I know it is.”

  Both men were quiet for a moment, and let the static image of the bicycle wheel sink in. Kieran broke the silence.

  “It’s why we didn’t see anyone kill Bari. And it’s why we couldn’t figure out how anyone on the bus could reach out that far. There was no one on the bus except the driver.”

  “Sir?”

  Kieran cocked an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

  “That bus was traveling at thirty-two miles per hour when it came on the screen,” said Walker. “And about twenty-two as it passed Bari. I ride a bike, and I can tell you that to maintain that speed you would need to be a world-class cyclist.”

  “I understand. And you don’t think the average person could pull off that speed?”

  “I don’t. At least, not and slice a throat at the same time.”

  “Excellent,” said Kieran. “That means we’re not dealing with the average person. It narrows the field down considerably. We’re looking for someone with a very specific skill set.”

  Kieran’s intercom made one soft beep, and blinked. He picked up the receiver, irritated at the interruption. “Go ahead, Christine.”

  “I thought you might like to know that Patrick Corcoran is stateside.”

  “What? He’s supposed to be fighting a war in the Mideast.”

  “I know, Kieran,” said his senior security administrator. “I just got word. Supposedly he has taken some personal time.”
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