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PROLOGUE: YIN





1260—Beijing


Huang Tse Abdonchai stumbled up the mountainside trail, panting hard, lunging ahead, frantic. For years, he’d awoken each morning all but certain he would not see the next.


Today he was sure.


As he strained against the steep path ascending the Taihang Mountains just west of the city, a thousand voices in his head screamed over one another; a field of banners raced in a blur inside his eyes.


“Softer! Slower!” he begged, desperate to understand their commands. He shook himself, pushing harder. The thousand voices fell to a whisper, replaced by his quickening pulse pounding in his ears, a drum call to the blood-bittering wind. And then, ever so faint, he picked up the sounds of others . . . approaching.


They’d come for The Words!


Ten years before, a band of Turkish nomads, the dreaded Mongol “warriors of hell,” had thundered across the land on horseback. As each archer, at full gallop, launched sixty arrows with deadly precision, local militias had toppled like dominoes. Fortresses had crumbled before the invaders’ catapults and battering rams. The Mongols had needed no help to conquer his beloved Song dynasty.


Ruling, however, was another matter.


And so, Huang Tse, a former local administrator, had been appointed by the regional Mongol overseer as yin, the supreme magistrate for the entire province—though tightly tethered to his new masters’ leash. Year upon year, he’d imposed their savage edicts—until The Words had appeared.


He’d first encountered The Words in a matter of life and death, with the fate of two young lovers placed in his hands. A Chinese man had dared to marry a “Mansi”—an intercaste union forbidden by Mongol law. Conviction would have ensured executions for both bride and groom. Perhaps Huang Tse had tired of meting out death; perhaps it was the couple’s tender ages. At the close of testimony, he’d rushed to his private library—a treasured remnant from the Song dynasty—and wrestled with the matter deep into the night. As he’d traced a weary finger over a series of symbols on a page of a Chinese legal codex, its supple Xuan paper quivered, and a language character seemed to lift into the air.
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The symbol for a tree.


He’d shaken his head, but then, from the withered goat-kid-skin parchment of a purple-bound text of Roman laws, a Latin word appeared to rise.




ANIMA





The word for “soul.”


Was this a spell, he’d wondered, conjured from a shaman’s drum dance? As these apparitions swayed before his eyes, suddenly from all corners of the room symbols and letters flew in to join them, forming what surely must have been phrases and sentences. But before he could dissect any meaning, the mass had split into columns and swirled as whirlwinds.


As the letters and symbols had billowed throughout the chamber, it seemed a hundred voices were screaming in his head—their tones instructing, urging, demanding, but their languages and words unclear. Frightened that he’d slipped past the point of reason, he’d closed his eyes, clenched the edge of his desk, and prayed to be released from the spell. When he’d opened his eyes, the voices were gone, but a message seemed to hang in the air before him:




AS EACH SOUL IS A SEED PLANTED BY THE GODS, SHALL WE NOT EMBRACE THE FOREST OF MISMATCHED TREES?





When he’d reached out to touch those words, he’d realized they were not in the air at all, but inside his eyes. As the message faded to mist, his mind returned with heightened clarity to the legal issues he’d researched. And a simple miracle was revealed: The Mongol edict had failed to specify a penalty.


The next day, with vigor belying a sleepless night, he’d ruled that the law merely voided the intercaste marriage. The young couple was admonished to leave the territory before the regional overseer could amend the edict.


The Words, as he’d come to call them, had returned innumerable times over the ensuing years, often to aid in his legal decisions, but once, oddly, to guide his choice of horse. Shortly after The Words’ first appearance, his steed had gone lame. As he was about to purchase a black mare, The Words again seized his thoughts. Their message, strange as it seemed, was that he could dispense their wisdom only from a white mount. What mattered the hue of his horse? Yet, afraid not to heed this powerful force, he’d followed its command. Thereafter, whenever he’d ridden into a village in need of justice, the villagers would point to his glorious white stallion and proclaim, “The yin has arrived!”


But the wonder of The Words, as the years proceeded, had become a two-pronged curse. Their powerful projections had grown so great his mind could scarcely bear them; it was as if the blazing sun of enlightenment would set his inner eye on fire, bringing searing pain inside his head and delusions that lingered ever longer, leaving him begging for relief. The second prong of the curse was the Mongols. He’d come to believe they’d learned of his secret and its powers. They would surely come for The Words, or his life.


And now, it seemed, time was collapsing in on Huang Tse Abdonchai. With the shadowy fingers of nightfall tightening their grasp on the mountains, the voices, the banners, came roaring back, as unforgiving as ever. He trembled from the force of The Words.


The trees rustled. A quiver of arrows? Was it the Mongols? Or was this all in his mind?


A beam of moonlight shot down through a crack in the charcoal sky, illuminating the path ahead. Huang Tse lurched to a halt in the frigid night air; he was one stride from the cliff. He slid forward and peered down into the endless, welcoming black. Were those footsteps he heard behind him?


The ground swayed and his mind surrendered. He could no longer see past the fire within, could no longer be sure of anything. The voices raged in unyielding fury—The Words that had led him to untold miracles and driven him to madness.


Suddenly his body heaved forward, off the edge of the cliff.


Had he slipped? Or was that a hand he felt nudge him? Looking up for his killer, he saw only the unreadable, swirling whirlwinds of The Words, ablaze in fireworks across the sky.


As he plummeted into the dark, terror and relief met at the center of Huang Tse Abdonchai. He could no longer live with this dance of power and pain.


The Words were too strong.













UNEXPECTED VISITOR





Something was wrong. The gnawing emptiness in Joshua Sutton’s gut was accompanied by an eerie quivering of coming danger.


It had nothing to do with the traffic. Sure, he’d been battling his way through the Friday late-afternoon rush-hour mess for over an hour now, pushing haphazardly southward through western Broward and Miami-Dade Counties, but having done this drive for the past four years, he was used to it. It was his time to settle himself on his way to his night law school classes at the University of Miami, to clear out the mental toxins, to envision some kind of sensible future. But today, instead of growing calmer, he could focus only on this pit in his stomach that wouldn’t fade. In fact, it was intensifying.


He stopped for a traffic light in Miami’s urban-sprawl suburb of Kendall. To the right was a strip mall with half its stores boarded up and a homeless man sheltering in the shade of the overhang. Another disposable human. The math never added up on this stuff. There were two or three thousand homeless people in the county and at least that many closed strip mall stores. The solution to the housing crisis was staring at him in plywood. Freaking bureaucracies.


Not so easy to solve things for the emotionally homeless. His stomach twinged. The roots of that pit were in last night’s nightmare, the one he’d had too many times before. His brother was racing frantically ahead through a forest in the fading light, dodging trees as they turned into demons with glistening claws and bloodied fangs, unaware that the cliff and certain death were mere steps away. Desperate to reach him, Dream Josh, terrified but closing in fast, screamed at the top of his lungs, “Seth, stop!” But Seth raced past the last of the tree-demons, gazed back with his face clenched in fear, and, without breaking stride, plunged over the cliff. Dream Josh screamed “No!” as he screeched to a halt at the edge, then burst into tears as he stared down at his brother’s body plummeting into the blackness.


Ooof! His ankle lurched forward and he lost his balance. What?! He’d forgotten about the rope. The one connecting them. He careened down into the darkness. To his left and right, small outcroppings burst forth from the ashen walls of the cliffside; one turned into his mother, the other, his father. His parents’ arms stretched out like Mister Fantastic’s, extending longer and longer, desperately trailing him. Their fingertips grazed his skin but didn’t stop, instead racing past him downward into the dark. They were trying to save Seth, not him! He thrust out his hands to grab his parents’ arms. As he touched them, a sickening smell of rotting flesh engulfed him; their arms putrefied and then disintegrated.


He’d awoken drenched in sweat, the dream’s final image burned into his brain: He was plunging into the abyss, alone.


Beeeeeeep!


Oh. He pulled out and waved an apology to the driver behind him. But he was still suspended between dream and reality, past and present. He’d seen that cliff before, with someone else, not Seth, jumping. But where? Had he read about it in his recent research on those historical judges? Judge Maloch had insisted the project was of “great significance.” Or had the cliff clawed its way out of the internal cavern he’d sealed and resealed for years?


Off to the left, he passed the concrete geometric structures of Miami Dade College’s Kendall Campus. He’d be at the judge’s house in a couple of minutes. He needed to focus; the judge would demand his best. Two weeks ago, just before graduation, Maloch, who’d taught Josh’s trial advocacy class this year, had asked if he’d be willing to spend part of his summer researching material for a book the judge was writing on historical judges and groundbreaking cases on human rights. Though Josh would be busy studying for the bar, Maloch would pay enough that he’d be able to quit his day job in systems design immediately instead of waiting until September when he’d start working with the Palm Beach County Public Defender’s Office.


He hoped his notes from this week were strong enough. The first articles the judge had given him were a bunch of ponderous philosophical debates on age-old human rights issues. When they’d met a week ago to discuss them, it felt almost as if Maloch had been testing him, probing to find out if he’d locked in on the history-altering power of these laws and rulings. When the judge had rewarded him with the material for this past week—a fascinating history of a magistrate in ancient China—Josh figured he’d passed the test. The magistrate had devoted much of his career to secretly protecting human rights under harsh Mongol rulers and had paid for it with his life. Josh took his first slow breath in a while; just thinking about the readings calmed him.


He turned his car onto a quiet, leafy street and pulled to the curb. His nerves were back on edge. It was more than the dream; something felt wrong in the present, very wrong. This was a sleepy, suburban neighborhood, and yet, strangely, he found himself scanning ahead and then across the street. He checked the rearview mirror. No one around.


The heavy air of a steamy South Florida summer evening engulfed him as he stepped out of the car. He hopped over a bulge in the choppy sidewalk and steered around scattered coconuts from swooning palm trees that lined the walkway.


Steeling himself, he turned up the path to the judge’s aged but well-kept two-story white stucco Spanish-style home bedecked with carved wood window frames and a burnt-orange barrel tile roof. He climbed the three steps to the front door and rang the bell.


Thirty seconds went by. Nothing. He rang again. Finally, he heard what sounded like footsteps coming down stairs.


The door opened. Whoa. Neville Maloch, a renowned appellate judge who wore only finely tailored suits to class, his silk ties in perfect double-Windsor knots, now scratched at a three-day beard and sported a wrinkled T-shirt half tucked into pajama pants. His thinning gray hair pointed in all directions. Even for one-on-one meetings at his house, the man typically never had a hair out of place; Josh had figured he probably woke up each morning in a crisp polo and neatly pressed khakis.


The judge stared at him with a quizzical look. “Josh? What are you doing here?”


“Isn’t our research meeting tonight?”


“Tonight?” He hunched over slightly and expelled a heavy sigh. “Sorry, it’s been a crazy week.”


“You want to reschedule?”


He sure looked as if he did. As if he was struggling to keep his mind in the present. Weird. Normally, the man’s every word, every action, seemed purposeful.


“No,” the judge said, “that wouldn’t be fair. I know you come down from Lauderdale.” He straightened almost to his usual, confident posture, shook his head, and smiled. “The sweet surprise of change. I know change has been a theme—er, issue—for you, Josh. But believe me, it’s the only way to real growth.”


“Issue” was a euphemistic way to put it. The judge had been the first person in a long time to whom Josh had given up the goods. Maloch knew about the Microsoft “Emerging e-Genius” award at fourteen that Josh had refused to accept; the high school football stardom he’d run from; Seth’s suicide—though not all the particulars—and their family subsequently falling apart.


“Has something changed?” Josh asked.


The judge’s eyes shot wide. “In three days, everything will.” He leaned in and whispered, “What was will be no more. What wasn’t will be.”


Was this brilliant judge, this once-in-a-lifetime mentor, losing his mind? Could a premonition of this have somehow caused the rot in Josh’s stomach?


He waved Josh in. “Let’s go up to the study. Your research project is over.”


“But I just started reading about the Chinese magistrate—”


“I found the answer I was looking for.” Maloch turned for the wooden staircase.


Had he missed something in the material? “What is it?”


The judge spun back. “If we looked at who these judges were, and what they must have seen . . .” He stopped short. “The significance of this is staggering—almost beyond comprehension.” Trembling, he grabbed the banister to steady himself. “But, for your own sake, I don’t think I can share much of it with you yet.”


For his own sake? What in the hell was Maloch talking about?


They climbed the stairs and were barely two steps into the study when the doorbell rang again. The judge threw his hands up. “Tell me I forgot another appointment.”


The man never forgot a thing in class. Was he going senile?


Maloch wheeled to head back down. “Wait here. This research group appears to be growing by the minute.”


Josh felt his breath racing again. He let the room wash over him. The large, centered Turkish rug, the oak bookcases along the side walls, with their trove of textbooks and bent-cornered paperbacks, and the classic cherrywood rolltop desk at the far window, its niches crammed with souvenirs from family trips around the world, comforted him. It was a well-lived-in room full of loving memories. Was there any chance his own crap-filled life could ever look like this?


He crossed the room toward the desk and immediately recognized the four stacks of papers on it: copies of the opening statements and closing arguments from him and each of his classmates for the two mock trials this past semester. A half-filled file box, marked TRIAL ADVOCACY PROGRAM, sat off to the side of the desk. Nice. The man actually kept hard copies of all his students’ work. But what drew Josh’s smile, as always, were the rows of family photos that filled the walls at the edges of the desk: curly-haired grandchildren circling on tricycles; the judge’s late wife tossing a ball to their golden retriever; the whole clan at picnics, weddings, graduations. If only.


Wait. He glanced back at the desk. Something was missing. Where was the judge’s laptop? It was always on the desk when they met. Maloch made all his notes there. Josh scanned the room. The laptop was sitting open on a corner table to the right of the room’s entrance, on a table with no chair. Strange. Maybe he’d had it in his lap when he heard Josh ring the doorbell, and set it down on his way out of the study?


The front door creaked open downstairs, and Josh turned his head toward the study’s doorway. In a shaded corner just left of the doorway was an object he hadn’t noticed in past visits: a pedestal holding a bronze statuette of a judge swinging a gavel, as if striking a blow for justice. He walked over to it and read the plaque on the pedestal that thanked the judge for his “many years of service to the legal community.” Maloch, who had often lectured him about “stick-to-itiveness,” obviously had it himself in droves. He’d grown incredibly frustrated with Josh at times, unable to fully comprehend why his student had never stayed the course in his life, why he always ran. But the judge had no idea what Josh had seen, what truly fed his fears. Only Seth had understood.


“Ya’ll better hand it over right now,” said someone in a deep, angry-sounding voice and a distinct Southern drawl. The voice was coming from downstairs. “I ain’t foolin’ with ya.”


“I’m sorry,” the judge responded. “I still don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Ah think you do.”


After a brief pause, the judge spoke again. “Okay, sir, I don’t want any trouble. Wait here. I’ll bring it down to you.”


After another pause, Josh heard the judge’s footsteps on the stairs. They came slowly at first and then quickened until they stumbled into staccato bursts. When the judge was probably three-quarters of the way up, something else hit the stairs hard. Thump! It hit the stairs again, closer, sounding like a large animal leaping its way upward in pursuit.


Maloch rushed in, panting heavily, and went straight for the rolltop desk. Josh pressed into the shadow behind the open door of the study.


Thump! The floor vibrated, the sound coming from right outside the door.


Before Maloch reached the desk, a metallic object flashed through the air, heading straight for him.


The judge screamed. A large black knife handle protruded from the upper left side of his back.


No! This couldn’t be happening!


The judge lurched and then reached behind him, making a frantic grab for the handle as he collapsed.


Josh’s chest tightened. He could hardly breathe.


While Maloch’s prone body barely quivered, an enormous redheaded man bounded across the room, ripped the knife out, and wiped it clean with two quick swipes on the judge’s pants. The man shoved Maloch’s now-lifeless form aside and slid the weapon into some kind of sheath inside his shirt as he eyed the stacks of papers on the desk. He pulled out a pair of rubber gloves, slipped them on, and started skimming through the stack closest to him. The mock trial cases? The man tossed them on the floor. Stack after stack went flying.


He opened and slammed desk drawers. He pulled the knife back out and jimmied a locked file drawer, but moments later, he was throwing the contents of that too. Whatever he was looking for, there was only one place it could be. The laptop! The judge kept all his important work on that laptop. He’d just given his life for something that must’ve been on it.


Josh couldn’t let this guy get it. But what chance did he have against a power-forward-sized animal who could throw a knife across a room into a man’s back?


The killer had just two more desk drawers to check.


Josh gripped the bronze statuette. It felt solid, heavy. This was beyond insane. He’d have to silently lug this thing across the room and strike with everything he had, and all the man would have to do was turn around in time and use the knife, and Josh would be lying on the floor as dead as his mentor.













OLD FRIENDS





The headline read: “Falun Dafa to Appear at UN Tomorrow.” The rats would be spreading their pestilence.


As was his custom, Han Chee-hwa had begun his day in the breakfast room overlooking the flower garden at his palatial estate just outside of Zhuhai in southern China. He pushed aside a dumpling with his chopsticks and stared at the flat-screen monitor across the gilt-edged, hunter-green marble tabletop. He typically scanned headlines from Beijing first, but this morning the news he was interested in came from the West.


The article was brief, revealing little of what this evil cult planned for the presentation and, of course, nothing whatsoever about how remarkable the timing was, how ominous the situation. But then there were perhaps only three or four people in the world who knew the potential horror that was about to unfold, and only because of the email he’d received yesterday.


“Mr. Han,” his assistant’s mellifluous voice purred through the intercom.


“Yes, Meiling?”


“Which girls shall we provide for the governor’s party tonight? I believe his friends have somewhat eclectic tastes.”


Not something he wanted to deal with right now. For what was surely the twentieth time, he clicked back to the email from his informant. He’d relied on this girl for years; there was no doubting the message. Incredibly, the dreaded moment the Dafa had prayed for, thousands of years in the making, appeared to be at hand, threatening China’s—and the world’s—system of order, and with it, his influence and wealth.


“Mr. Han, are you feeling well?” Right. Meiling was still speaking.


“Yes . . . fine. I leave the decision in your capable hands.” He clicked off the intercom.


But what of his decision? There was no time to explain this to the powers that be. The Party’s present concerns with the Dafa were grounded mainly in the group’s disloyalty to the People’s cause. Most of the leadership were out of touch with this cult’s ultimate capabilities.


So, he’d looked to the West. His old prep school friend from the United States, Kyle Fredericks, had an equally fervent interest in stopping the threatened catastrophe—albeit for very different reasons. Within minutes of receiving the email, he had picked up his private line and made the call.


“Chee-hwa?”


There’d been no time for small talk. “Yes, Kyle. I need your help . . . urgently.”


“It’s happening?”


“So it appears. Within days, unless we stop it. And it seems you’re our only hope.”


Han shook himself back to the present. His gaze drifted out the window past the colorful flower beds and off to the distant hills. But his mind ran much further afield.


By his own hand, the wheels were now fully in motion—wheels that would later be difficult to brake.













MAD DASH





Across the room, with Neville Maloch’s corpse sprawled at his feet on the bloodstained rug, the enormous assassin bent low over the rolltop desk, almost finished skimming through the last stack of papers.


A bead of sweat rolled down Josh’s wrist as he shakily eased the bronze statuette off its pedestal; he tightened his grip. It was heavier than it looked, and it would take two hands to swing it. But would he even have the chance?


Returning punts back in high school had taught him a valuable lesson: Once you picked your spot, you couldn’t hesitate. You had to burst like being shot out of a cannon. Of course, back then, if you didn’t get to the spot on time, you merely got sandwiched, not killed.


The man would be done with those papers any second.


Maloch had taken a chance on Josh, picking him as his research assistant despite Josh’s often mediocre work on class assignments. The judge had seen something worthwhile in him—no one else had in years.


Josh exploded out of the corner, raising the statuette. But a floorboard creaked as he crossed the room. The man fired up out of the chair, pulled his knife, and spun.


Josh leaped, twisting his body to avoid the knife, and swung at the man’s head.


The blade grazed Josh’s forearm as the statuette connected with a crunch, and the killer melted to the floor, face-to-face with Neville Maloch.


Josh dropped the statuette, grabbed the laptop off the corner table, and raced down the stairs. He flung open the front door and flew to his car.


As he pulled away, he brought up the phone app on his car’s touchscreen. He’d hit 9 and 1 before he stopped. Not on his cell. He wasn’t going through that again.


He passed three gas stations before he found one with a pay phone. “Judge Neville Maloch has been murdered,” he told the dispatcher. “He’s at 1704 South 122nd Street in Kendall. The killer may still be there.”


“And what’s your name?” the woman asked.


He dropped the receiver without hanging up.


As he headed northeast, away from Kendall, he checked his speedometer almost as often as his rearview mirror. He couldn’t get the image out of his mind: Judge Maloch’s lifeless body lying in a pool of blood. He shot a glance at the laptop on his passenger seat.


What was on it?













SAMMI





Fighting off a panic attack, Samantha Bollinger burst through the doors of her apartment building. How would she ever make the upcoming deadline on her doctoral thesis in history and theology when she was still struggling to find any arguable proof that “Engines of Destiny” existed?


She needed her “tunnels of calm”—her banyan trees.


Twice this past week alone, she’d raced out to sit among her favorite families of banyans. To lie back in their broad shade.


A Brooklyn girl, she’d grown up surrounded by concrete. But she’d never been able to get enough of Prospect Park and its Botanic Gardens. She’d built quite the photo collection of her favorite plants and trees. But none compared to the banyan and its mélange of multi-sized trunks, which created artworks of each banyan as unique as a fingerprint.


As she stepped west toward the late May sunset and its lavender-streaked clouds, she reached the closest banyan and traced her fingers down the elephant-skin-like segments. Throughout Coral Gables, rows of immense banyans turned streets into living tunnels. She’d photographed and named some of the unique sculptures created by the interwoven trunks: “The Waterfall,” “The Caves.” She was half convinced her connection to the banyans would lead to something life-changing. But that was nothing new; every once in a while, something or someone would leave a mark on her, a mark she would tuck away, only to find meaning later on.


Most recently, early last fall, a mark was definitively made by her dear family friend Judge Neville Maloch, who’d been kind enough to hire her as his clerical assistant on campus. It was the judge who’d asked her, “What makes us pursue some of our passions more than others?” That question had launched hours and hours of thought, and found her a thesis topic—a topic still greatly in need of supportive facts. She put two fingers to her wrist; her pulse was as fast as ever.


A puff of breeze rustled the leaves over her head and swirled through the tree’s limbs, flicking at her hair. She turned back to the walkway and stepped swiftly along the western edge of campus. It would be dark soon and, to have any chance at calming her nerves, there was one more stop she needed to make.


This was at an old friend: “The Lovers.” And her timing was perfect. She arrived as the sun’s last rays cast an angelic aura around this banyan’s magical formation, which looked like a couple sharing a warm embrace. She smiled as her breaths finally slowed.


The sun melted into the horizon; it was time to go. As she entered an eerily dark thicket of banyans—its trunks resembling prowling ghouls—the fine hairs on the back of her neck rose to attention and a shiver flittered down her spine. Some kind of coldness was suddenly taking hold of the summer evening.


Creak.


She spun to her left and squinted. Was that a tree trunk or a person lurking near the center of the shadowy maze? She quickened her strides. There’d been a couple of muggings near campus this past semester. Just a hundred yards to her building.


A heavy breath came from behind her. A hand grabbed her shoulder, hard.


Before she could scream, she was spun around, with barely time to ball her hand into a fist and swing.


Her punch was caught in midair.


“Josh!?” She yanked her hand free. “Are you crazy? You scared me half to death!”


Panting and dripping sweat, he didn’t answer, clearly out of breath. She’d briefly met him a couple of times at Maloch’s office and once at her dorm when he’d dropped off some paperwork from the judge. But the deep, almost black irises underneath that mop of dark hair, the slim, athletic build—she wasn’t about to forget those; they’d been enough for a minor crush at first.


Those eyes were now red, and his shoulders drooped.


“What’s wrong?”


He gasped for air. “Looked for you . . . at your apartment . . . knocked on your door, loud . . . Some girl named Lauren from next door came out . . . said she was your friend and . . . you’d gone for a walk on this side of campus . . . Ran from there . . . figured I’d catch you heading back.”


“You caught me, all right.”


“Didn’t mean . . . to scare you.” He inhaled slowly. “Was trying to catch my breath when you showed up.”


“It’s okay. And, uh, sorry I tried to punch you.”


“Can’t really blame you.” The corner of his lip inched up in a half-hearted attempt at a smile and then collapsed. He seemed to be struggling to hold back tears. He pressed a palm to the side of his face. Was that blood on his forearm?


“What’s going on, Josh?”


“The whole way here I was thinking about how to tell you. Thought I had it worked out. Now I’m not so sure.”


What could be so difficult, so painful, to tell her? And why her? She barely knew this guy. The last time she’d seen him, he’d seemed a bit full of himself, the jock who thinks he’s so smart. The only thing they had in common was the judge. The judge?!


“Josh, whatever it is, you can tell me. You can trust me.”


He nodded slowly and drew another deep breath. “It’s terrible . . . But you’re the only person I could come to with it.”


The only person?


He pointed to a nearby bench under a street lamp hemmed in by banyans. “Maybe we should sit.” He had a laptop tightly tucked under one arm. Why would he bring that?


When she joined him on the bench, he set down the laptop and began, “I was at the judge’s house tonight, waiting in his study . . .”


It couldn’t be real, what he was telling her. Could it? She wrapped her arms around herself as the story unfolded.


“. . . I didn’t want to believe it,” he concluded. “I still don’t—but I knew he was dead.”


She buried her head in her hands for a second, then quickly straightened, wiped at her cheeks, and eased back. “How did you get out of there?”


“Snuck up on the giant from behind, scared shitless, and knocked him out with a bronze statuette. I’m so sorry, Sammi. I know the judge was your uncle.”


“No, that was just his little joke. My mom went to college with him. He called me his ‘college niece.’ He even teased that he almost didn’t hire me as his clerical assistant because of nepotism.” She leaned against the bench back and sighed. “What do the police think?”


“I don’t know.” Josh pushed up from the bench, took a few steps, and turned to face her. “I didn’t really talk to them.”


“Wait. What? Wouldn’t they ask you—”


“I didn’t stick around.”


“Are you serious?”


“I called it in from a pay phone, not my cell. I . . . I didn’t want them to have my name.”


What was he hiding? “Did you . . . Did you kill that guy?”


“He won’t be wearing a hat any time soon.” He forced a chuckle. “But no, I don’t think so.”


“Then why not give your name? You were an eyewitness to a murder.”


“And a possible suspect.” Josh paced as he spoke. “Let’s say the murderer got out of there before the cops came.” He stopped momentarily and pointed to his bloody forearm. “His knife nicked me. My fresh blood is on that carpet.” He shook his head. “Not to mention that I took Maloch’s laptop and left him there dead from a knife wound. Even I, who haven’t passed the bar yet, could make a pretty good case for the prosecution.”


“You took his laptop?” He was definitely keeping something from her.


“I was supposed to leave it there for the murderer?”


“But don’t you owe the judge something more than just phoning it in? You think he would walk away if he witnessed your murder?”


“There’s another reason I don’t want to be identified yet: the research project. When I got to the judge’s house, he told me he’d found the answer he was looking for. He said the significance of this discovery was staggering, almost beyond comprehension. Did you ever know him to exaggerate?”


“Never.” What could he have found?


“He said he was afraid—for my sake—to tell me specifics. And then he’s murdered in front of me by someone desperate for information that’s got to be on the judge’s laptop. This staggering discovery, according to the judge, is something happening three days from now. Why would someone kill to get this information before then? What were they trying to steal or stop?” He stepped back to the bench and eyed the laptop. “The answer’s in here. I’m not leaving it for the police.”


Why not? Did Josh want to steal this discovery for himself? “Isn’t it their job to solve this?”


“Their job’s to catch a murderer. They couldn’t care less about Maloch’s life’s work. Don’t I owe it to the judge to at least see what he found? Maybe this leads to a treasure that belongs to his family. Or some historic human rights moment that won’t happen without what’s on this laptop.” He sat down and turned to her. “He chose me to help him with this . . . and you.”


That was true. She’d felt honored when Maloch asked her to research a number of religious, spiritual, and historical issues for his project. But he’d also chosen Josh.


“That’s why I came to you,” he continued. “In addition to being his ‘college niece,’ you’re invested here. I figured you’d want to get to the bottom of this at least as much as I do.”


“But why couldn’t the police help?” What was he hiding? “You’re the only one who can give them a description of the guy.”


“All they’ll want is an arrest. If he got away, it’ll be me.” He picked up the laptop. “Maybe we can solve this right now, together.” He glanced around. “Not sure it’s best to look at this out here. Okay if we go to your apartment?”


Good question. He’d been trying awfully hard to keep the police out of this. But the judge had chosen him. Neville Maloch didn’t let people into his circle lightly, and once there, he didn’t hesitate to dig deep into who you were. He’d done it with her. She’d witnessed him doing it with numerous others. And the judge had a special relationship with this guy. He’d made that clear more than once. This was a matter of faith—faith in the judge. She nodded and got up off the bench.


As they approached the building, he asked, “So, what’s your best guess on what Maloch could possibly have found, that someone would kill for?”


“Money, power, or religion have to be at the root of this. Maybe all three.”


He raised an eyebrow.


These were the reasons people committed premeditated murder. History books and her Instagram feed were bursting with examples. “Trust me on this.”


When they got to her apartment, she took the scattered papers off her desk in the living room, grabbed a bunch of loose clothes from the couch, and headed to the bedroom. “Be right back.” She went to her medicine cabinet and then returned to the living room to find him sitting at the desk. She handed him some Band-Aids and a tube of Neosporin and pointed to the kitchen sink. “You should wash that arm off and use these. No telling where that knife has been.”


When he finished, she leaned down next to him as he sat in the desk chair and propped open the laptop. “I left it on. I think the password protection was set just for reboots. The judge must’ve been trying to shut it off when he ran into the room.”


The screen lit up, showing incoming emails. There was one unopened item, from qigongzhou@fd.mail.com. The subject was Urgent Message! The body of the email contained only a link: urgent message.


“Think it’s spam?” she asked. Sure looked like it.


He shook his head. “It came in around the time I was at the judge’s house.” He took out his phone, checked something on it. “fd.mail.com isn’t an active website. Must be some company’s internal mail server. Let’s see if the judge sent this person anything.” He clicked on the SENT folder. “They’re all deleted.” He toggled to DELETED messages. Empty. “Maloch was being awfully careful.”


“How about his address book?” The judge was a stickler for organization. All his contacts would be there.


Josh opened it, and there it was: qigongzhou@fd.mail.com. The name assigned to the email address was Master Zhou. So the judge knew him.


“We need to open this,” he said.


She nodded in agreement. This Master Zhou was close enough to the judge to send him an urgent message, maybe even warning him that his life was in danger. But why had Maloch never mentioned him?


When Josh clicked on the urgent message link, the screen flickered, flashed brightly, went blank, and turned midnight blue.


He started typing furiously, though nothing was showing on the screen. He hit the ENTER key, then paused and scanned every inch of the display. No change.


“Damn it!” He tried again, typing longer this time, then paused and stared. The screen remained a dark blue void.


He shot Sammi a frustrated glance. “It’s got to be malware. If I try to reboot, I’m sure it’ll activate password protection. We’ve got to unfreeze this thing without shutting it off.” Josh let out a deep, exasperated breath. He pulled out his phone and started texting.


“Who’s that?” she asked.


“Mark Roth. A buddy from my not-so-distant computer geek past. He’s literally a space cadet, but he’s also Einstein with system failures. And I trust him. I’ll let you know what we find out.”


“Let me know?”


He pushed back from the desk. “There could be a murderer out there looking for this laptop. If what the judge found is so valuable, others are probably ready to kill for what’s on here. I can’t expose you to that. I guess I shouldn’t have even come here. I’ll call you when we have something.” He grabbed the laptop, then stood and turned to leave.


“I’m coming with you.”


He stopped midstride. “Why?”


Because, no doubt, this was a mark with meaning; Maloch was murdered for something she’d been helping him research. Something the judge had specifically chosen her for. This was a trail of banyan seeds scattered along the path to her destiny. She had to follow it.


“You were right. I want to solve this at least as much as you do. After I lost my dad to a heart attack last year, the judge was there for me through the worst of it. And, like you said, he chose me to help him with this research. I’m meant to be part of this, so you’re stuck with me now. One thing, though. I want you to promise that if things get too dangerous, you’ll call the police.”


Josh pulled out his phone and eyed the screen. “It’s Mark. He says to come on over.”


“The promise?”


He paused, then locked those dark eyes on hers. “You got it.”


She followed him to his car and settled into the passenger seat.


His head dropped as he started the engine. “I keep thinking that I could have stopped it somehow.”


She didn’t know where her next thought had come from, but there it was: Maybe he wasn’t meant to.













HAVEN





Billy Ray “Ripper” Jackson steered his rent-a-car under the faded VACANCY sign and stepped as calmly and steadily as he could to the lobby. His head throbbed like a bobwhite in a quail trap.


The motel was perfect. Run-down, semi-deserted, and not part of a chain. No way would it be up-to-date on police bulletins. A crap-hole where he wouldn’t get noticed—no easy thing normally, but even harder now with a softball-sized mound sticking out from the right side of his skull.


“Checking in?” The pimply-faced kid behind the counter barely looked up, which, to Billy Ray, was just fine.


“Yup.”


The clerk, eyeing some game on his cell phone, slid over a piece of paper and a pen. “Fill this out, please.”


Billy Ray wrote down a bunch of lies.


“How many nights you staying?”


“Two or three; depends on my business here.” This was true.


“I’ll need a credit card imprint.”


“Gonna pay cash. Keeps the budget under control.”


“Then I need sixty bucks a night in advance; that’s a hundred and eighty dollars. You check out early, we refund the difference.”


He took out his gator-skin wallet and paid the boy with well-worn bills—crisp money was too suspicious. He got a receipt and a key, went outside, and pulled the rental car over to his room.


The inside smelled even worse than it looked: cigarette smoke smothered under a layer of Lysol, circulated by a rusty, moaning window-mounted air conditioner. He wasn’t quite sure if the room was hazy or he was, but he’d had worse on both accounts. It would have to do; he wasn’t showing his mug in the lobby again. Besides, from the overall look of this palace, his room might well be the presidential suite. He got to the bed, dropped his bag, and collapsed.


As an all-state linebacker in high school back in Alabama, he’d had his bell rung enough to know he’d likely suffered a mild concussion. But there was no way he was walking into an emergency room.


Even though he’d gotten away clean, there was the troublesome matter of the eyewitness who had nearly crushed his skull. The Miami police surely had an APB out for a six-foot-six-inch, heavily freckled, redheaded bull of a man.


He needed to rest, though two hours was about all he could afford. With his head still thumping like a flatbed on three wheels, odds were high he’d sleep through his phone’s alarm. He reached over to the nightstand and set the cracked plastic alarm clock as a backup. Hopefully the nap would calm his pounding skull and give him the strength to tell the Reverend the triple dose of bad news: He’d had to kill the judge, there was a witness to the murder who was on the loose, and so was the judge’s laptop.













VISIT TO A NEIGHBORING PLANET





Sammi followed Josh up the creaky, pitted stairs of a dilapidated building to a second-floor apartment. The three-story catwalk structures in the northwest Miami complex were penitentiary-gray stucco, with pigeon-dropping-streaked asphalt roof tiles that must have once been white. It looked as if the place hadn’t been painted or even power-washed in twenty years.


When Josh pressed the doorbell, an extraterrestrial-sounding voice said, “Greetings, earthling. Our leader will be with you shortly. He comes in peace.”


What the hell? Sammi shot Josh a look.


“I tried to warn you. He’s geek level ten.”


A short, pudgy guy in his thirties with thick black-rimmed glasses and curly ringlets of unkempt brown hair opened the door. He wore pajamas patterned with space aliens.


He waved them in. “Hey, Quark,” he said to Josh. “What’s up? You sounded strange on the phone.”


They walked down a hallway past posters of the Starship Enterprise, the Millennium Falcon, and numerous futuristic-looking cities, and stepped around full-size replicas of Princess Leia, Yoda, Spock, and some unidentifiable monsters. What exactly was this guy’s definition of strange?


“First I should introduce you to Sammi,” Josh responded. He turned and caught what must’ve been quite the expression on her face. “Once she’s recovered from viewing your collection.”


“This is nothing. My primo stuff’s in the command center.”


She was almost afraid to ask. “Command center?”


Josh chuckled and pointed across the way. “The second bedroom. But you might want to finish absorbing our current environment.” He took a seat at one end of a worn gray corduroy L-shaped couch, the only piece of normal furniture in the room. It was surrounded by hairy, purple, three-toed ottomans, a coffee table that looked like a flattened asteroid, and side chairs shaped like space helmets. “The command center, Mark, would only cement how warped she must think you are.”


Mark sat at the far end of the couch and gave Sammi a smile and a wink.


Okay. He was strange but self-aware. She returned the smile and plopped down on the midpoint of the sofa.


Mark turned back to Josh. “Come on, Quark. Maybe your friend’s not as bi-dimensional as you are. Besides, the command center’s my creative space, where I build my starship models.”


“Speaking of creativity,” Josh replied, “your genius is needed.” Josh walked over to the dark, star-and-flaming-comet-speckled, nebula-shaped dining room table where he’d placed the laptop when they’d come in. “This thing froze when I clicked on a link from someone I thought I knew.”


“Smooth move there, Quark. I’ll be right back.” Mark went to his bedroom.


“What’s with Quark?” Sammi whispered.


“His pet name for me. Some Deep Space Nine character—a major, intergalactic cynic. Looks like the love child of an orangutan and a vampire.” He raised his voice slightly. “Did I mention that Mark spends most of his time in an alternate universe?”


“Heard that.” Mark returned with another laptop and a dangling cable. “Doesn’t mean I’m not right.” He plugged the other end of the cable into the judge’s laptop, bent over, planted his elbows on the table, and stroked a symphony across his keyboard while his eyes studied his screen.


“If it’s a virus, can’t it jump to your computer?” Sammi asked.


“Not with Leia’s firewalls. In fact, I hope it tries to attack us. That’ll save us some time.”


“Yeah, he named his laptop,” Josh stage-whispered.


Mark’s fingers continued to fly. Then he straightened and his hands shot up, fingers still in motion. “Wow. Gotta be, gotta be. A multi-fragmenter. Nasty son of a bitch.”


“English, please.” Josh tilted his head toward Sammi.


With a sheepish grin, Mark turned professorial. “All computers fragment information streams. Every time you open a file or run a program, your computer sets up a quick access pathway to that task. Over time, thousands and thousands of these fragments get created. At first this speeds access to your favorite tasks, but, eventually, it slows down the whole system. To get to each new task, your computer has to search in and around all these fragments. That’s why computers come with a defragmenter—it typically runs weekly to recapture system performance. It cleans out all these fragments. It’s like tuning up your car’s engine every few thousand miles to get out the gunk.”


“Mark,” Josh cut in, “you do realize that no one outside of techies has any idea that a defragmenter even exists.”


Good to know it wasn’t just her.


Mark raised an eyebrow. “What I’m trying to say is that this virus multi-fragments any computer it attacks. It creates thousands of fragments per millisecond. In minutes it turns your hard drive from a library with a card catalogue to an attic choked with cobwebs.”


“Then can’t you just run this defragmenter thing on it?” Sammi asked.


“This virus segments a hard drive so fast defragmenters can’t possibly keep up. They’re not designed to deal with this pace of fragmentation. It would be like the three of us trying to remove a haystack the size of this building, straw by straw, while it keeps adding another apartment load every ten minutes.”


“Can you save anything from it?” Josh pleaded. “It’s important.”


“Maybe some limited data. Are there specific folders or files you’re looking for? And why don’t you have your data backed up?”


“Because it’s not my data . . . or my laptop,” Josh said. He’d told her on the drive over that he was going to try to limit what he revealed to Mark, figuring the less he knew, the less he’d be at risk. He locked eyes with her now, shook his head, and sighed. “It belongs to the head of a research project I was involved in about historical judges. He told me tonight that he found the answer to our research question and that it was of staggering significance. I think it’s on there. And I need to know what it is.”


“Wait, you stole this dude’s laptop?”


Josh stood up and walked to the window. “Worse. It’s, it’s been a tough day . . .”


Mark stayed park-statue stiff as Josh took him through most of the story.


“Murdered for what’s on here?” Mark took a step back from the laptop. “Oh my God. Oh my God.” His fingers flittered at his sides.


Sammi couldn’t stop herself from staring.


“My hands go a little nuts when I get emotional,” Mark said when he’d gotten himself under control. He turned to Josh. “Leave me the laptop for a couple days.”


“I need that info as soon as possible.”


“You got some kind of deadline?”


“From what the judge said, three days at most.” Josh had that solemn look again. “And don’t forget, there’s a maniac out there willing to kill for it.”













THE REPORT





Eeee . . . eeee . . . eeee!


The high-pitched shrieks shook him awake.


What was that? Someone gettin’ strangled?


Billy Ray gingerly lifted his head off the pillow, squinting. Stains on the walls, crud-covered air conditioner half falling out the window. Oh, right.


Eeee!


He reached out and slapped the cheap motel alarm clock. So much for his nap. He killed the alarm on his cell phone before it could pile on. His head still pounded.


For damn sure he didn’t want to report in, not at the moment. But the Reverend preached patience way better than he practiced it. Another kind of agony awaited.


He threw cold water on his face in the bathroom, went back and sat on the side of the bed, then tapped the Reverend’s name on his cell phone. The call went out through his encryption app’s filter.


“Hello?”


“It’s me, sir.” Billy Ray softly rubbed his swollen skull. “Got some bad news.”


“You okay, my son?”


“Okay enough, sir. But I failed. Information’s gone. And please forgive me.” He told a PG-rated version of what happened—no reason to burden the Reverend with the gory details: He’d accidentally killed the man; he’d just been trying to scare him when the guy turned the wrong way; another had interfered, and the trail had been lost.


“Injury to any of God’s creatures, intended or not, is cause for deep sadness. But the Lord sayeth, ‘The evil must wither and die.’ You’re forgiven, my son. You find anything that could help you move forward?”


“A calendar in the house had a handwritten note for today. Said, ‘conference with Josh.’ Wish I had more than a first name.”


“Let me see,” the Reverend responded. “Hold on a second . . . there it is. The conference was with Joshua Sutton, a law school student. He lives at 2470 East Pine Terrace in Sunrise, Florida.”


Huh? “How you know that, sir?”


“The Lord works his magic and ours is to wonder.”


He didn’t hesitate. “I’m out the door.”













HOME





“Three days!” Josh blurted. “Uh, sorry.” He pulled the car into a space in the parking lot of Sammi’s building and turned to her. “Didn’t mean to shout. But it might’ve been nice if Maloch had given a few more specifics. Where was this thing happening? Time of day? Anything.”


Despite Josh’s frustrations, Sammi’s nerves were settling; it would be helpful to have some time to sort through all this on her own. “If your friend Mark’s as talented as you said, hopefully he’ll have some specifics soon. You’ll call me as soon as you hear from him?”


“Sure.” Though the car was in park, he was still clinging tightly to the steering wheel.


She placed a hand on his arm. “You’re not alone.”


He forced a smile as she got out.


As he pulled away, it hit her: a few more specifics.


“Wait! Josh!” she yelled as the car sped off. She reached into her pocket for her phone but her hand came up empty. Unbelievable! She’d checked her texts on the ride back. It must’ve slipped from her pocket when she got out of the car. She ran into her building.


She hadn’t memorized Josh’s phone number, so she used her friend Lauren’s phone to call her own. No answer. Come on, Josh! She tried again and again. It kept ringing through to voicemail. 


[image: ]


The hand on his arm. She’d just been reassuring him, but still. He’d noticed her before, at the judge’s office and when he’d dropped off something from the judge at her dorm. She had pretty, girl-next-door looks: seemingly shy smile, soft hazel eyes and shoulder-length brown hair, lithesome movements. But, man, until today, he’d never seen how solid she was. Sure, the girl was far too much the serious academic for him, but she had grit.


Sammi had seemed about three inches from going full-court press on why he’d kept his identity from the police. No way she’d let that go for too long. At some point he’d have to tell her the whole soul-crushing truth.


With Sammi back in the safety of her apartment and the laptop in Mark’s trusty hands, Josh was cruising along the Palmetto Expressway—which was mercifully quiet this Friday night—heading north for I-75 and away from greater Miami. His commute to the city of Sunrise in the outlying suburbs of Fort Lauderdale sort of sucked, but he needed to have a home, not an apartment or a dorm room. And, with his two graduate student housemates back up North for their summer break, he had the rental house they shared as his personal fortress of solitude. He’d planned on barricading himself inside for most of that time to prep for the bar, with some breaks to help Judge Maloch with his research. So much for plans.


Bzzzzz.


Was that from inside the car? He glanced at the passenger seat. Nothing there. He took a quick look in back—just his backpack and laptop.


The laptop. The research. Judge Maloch. He should have seen it coming! Why hadn’t he gone downstairs when he heard the argument? Why hadn’t he slammed the door shut as soon as the judge entered the study?


He shook his head. Guilt was a cruel editor of logic. If he’d acted sooner, he’d be lying dead next to the judge. And that monster would have the laptop. Now it was up to Mark to scavenge whatever scraps he could find in that digital dungeon.


An hour later, Josh turned the car into his driveway.


Bzzzzz.


That was from inside the car. He pulled into the garage and went around to the passenger side. When he opened the door, he found a cell phone at the base of the passenger seat. He picked it up and saw a text message on the screen:




It’s Sammi. Call me at this number asap!





He took out his phone and dialed.


“Josh?”


“Yeah. You drop your phone in my car?”


“Glad you found it. Remember you said it would be nice to have more specifics on when or where this thing was happening in three days? I may have something on that. You need to get into my phone. I got a text from the judge two days ago asking me to cancel a meeting he’d set for over the weekend. He had some kind of conflict now. I was in the middle of some thesis stuff, so I emailed out the cancellation without paying much attention to it. But I think the text might have mentioned something about his plans.”


“I just pulled into my garage.” He reached for the pad of sticky notes and the pen he kept in the slot by the gearshift. “What’s your passcode? Let me get my stuff inside. Then I’ll look for the text.” He took down the code.


A few minutes later he found the judge’s text, and the key sentence:




I have an event out of town at noon on Monday.





He dialed Sammi and told her.
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