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   “I am borne darkly, fearfully, afar…”
 
    
 
   - Percy Bysshe Shelley
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   Marlboro, NJ
 
    
 
   “Mommy!” came the loud stage whisper, “Mommy, up!”
 
   Cathy Sparrow looked down at her diminutive four-year-old daughter, Chelsea, and held her finger to her lips with her free hand, “Yes, it’s okay to use the old boot discs, but I’d rather you didn’t. I’m telling you I checked your system before I called you back and everything really and truly is okay.” She switched the phone to her other hand and reached down to her daughter, who was waiting patiently with upraised hands, and deftly swung her up and onto her left hip. “It was a DoS attack, but it was killed at the firewall, just like the last two times. I’ll do a more thorough check of it tomorrow Alan, and I’ll call you…”
 
   He interrupted her again and she resisted the urge to sigh heavily into the phone. 
 
   Cathy shifted the mouthpiece away a few inches and heaving an enormous sigh, ran her fingers through short blond hair. Denial of service vandalism, or attacks, as they were known, happened when some malicious cracker, or hacker, flooded a website with repeated requests for information, making the site unavailable for use by anyone else. Alan’s large linen mail-order business had been hit several times in the past by such vandalism, and despite the fact that Cathy’s new software, designed to detect and kill such attacks at the system’s firewall had successfully caught every one of the three attacks since installation, she still got a long and protracted call from him every time he got an alert from the software that it had done its job.
 
   Alan Hisely, or as she privately referred to him, Alan Hissyfit, was one of her more paranoid clients and she was giving serious thought to fabricating some excuse so she could turn him over to a friend she desperately wanted to incorporate into the business. She made, as Alex called it, “a nice chunk of change” designing and maintaining the intrusion detection programs for the databases that controlled Alan’s inventory and accounting systems, but his nearly constant panicky phone calls were wearing her down and seriously cutting into the time she had for her family and other clients.
 
   Phone in one hand and her daughter seated comfortably on her hip, Cathy left her office and made her way down the hallway to the stairs, only half listening to Alan now and murmuring the occasional “uh huh” as the pauses in his conversation seemed to warrant. She knew from experience that for the next ten minutes or so he would repeat, reiterate, refine, and redefine his concerns until he felt he’d reached some sort of reassurance threshold before he’d let her off the phone. After his initial phone call forty-five minutes earlier she had promised to remotely check his site and had called him back within minutes to tell him the good news, but now she realized he would never be satisfied or have confidence in her work. It no longer mattered that she charged him by the minute for these calls; she needed to pass him off on someone else. As she passed the spacious library that served as Alex, her wife’s office, she caught her eye and waved her in.
 
   Cathy Hope Sparrow had been with Alexandra Sparrow for ten years although they had only been able to legalize their union two years before. Together they ran their own computer systems company Alex had named Sparrow Data Protection Services. They built their business from the ground up, but now they needed to expand their base of clientele and hire some outside help. Without at least a couple of employees to take over some of the work, Cathy knew she would never be able to take any time off. It had been years since either one of them had been able to get away; and Cathy didn’t think taking off a week for both of her pregnancies qualified as a vacation.
 
   “Uh huh...” she muttered again and raised her eyebrows at Alex who gently pulled their daughter from her and onto her lap so she could hit the mute button on the phone.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “The program keeps freezing out the mail server,” Alex gestured frustratedly at the monitor, “it won’t hold the IP address and I can’t figure out why.” Cathy leaned forward to peer at the lines of script and numbers on the screen, the phone still held to her ear. Alex could hear the incessant chatter and snickered, “Is that Hissyfit again?”
 
   She rolled her eyes expressively, “Yes, but this is the last time, I swear. Come Monday I’m passing him off to Roland, if he’ll have him.” She caught the look of disapproval from her wife and added, “It’s time, Alex, it’s not like I want to make him a full partner for god sakes, but we need at least one employee if we’re ever going to have a life.” She leaned over and planted a quick kiss on her cheek, adding, “Maybe the Bahamas aren’t calling out to you, but they are positively shrieking at me,” she whispered in her ear, “get down here and get your ass in a bikini!”
 
   “Mommy…” her daughter’s tone was perfect match for her own when she chided her. Unrelenting, Alex leaned back and pointed at her screen again, tapping the glass.
 
   “Let me have a look at it after I put the kids down for the night, okay?” Cathy begged, “I’m going to get Alan off the line and start dinner.” She straightened and pressed the mute button on the phone, “Uh huh…” she muttered then muted the phone again.
 
   Alex pulled a flash drive, embossed with her initials, from her desk drawer and held it out to her, “This is the job with the client who wants the moon plus a labyrinthine series of scrubbers and firewalls and I can’t make it all string together.” She held it out to her, “Okay?” she asked, her voice taking on a flat and brittle tone, “The file name is today’s date.”
 
   Cathy quickly smiled and nodded, taking the small drive. She had no spare time and Alex knew it, but her wife was easily frustrated by problems she couldn’t solve quickly and it was just easier in the long run for Cathy to fix the problem herself. She clicked the mute button again, “Uh huh...” then put a hand over the mouthpiece and whispered, “Can you get Cam up?”
 
   Alex nodded, if reluctantly and handed Chelsea back to her, who eagerly clambered back onto Cathy’s hip, and turned back to her monitor. Cathy returned to her office and stuck the drive into a small zippered pocket in the bag for her laptop; I’ll check it tomorrow when I take Cameron in for his checkup... and rolled her eyes at the thought. Oh, who am I kidding, she moaned silently, visualizing herself working on her laptop while holding onto her son in a chaotic pediatric waiting room. When she reentered the hallway, she decided to make a quick stop in her son and daughter’s room to check on Cameron.
 
   Cameron Matthew Sparrow had only made his rather abrupt entrance into the world just nineteen months before. A robust and blond-haired baby, he had weighed in at robust 8 lbs. 6 oz. at birth, and her expression softened as she looked at his softly snoring form in the crib. His face turned to one side and his cherished Glowworm toy tucked under his arm, Cathy grinned at his diapered butt, poised pointedly in the air.
 
   Her daughter slid from her spot on Cathy’s hip to the floor and ran to her tea set in the corner of the room, “Ted!” she exclaimed, grabbing at the stuffed bear seated in a tiny, toddler-sized chair.
 
   Cathy spun on her heel and put her finger to her lips again, “Chels,” she whispered, “come on.” She looked back to see if Cameron woke, but he slept and snored on; butt still high in the air. Relieved, Cathy motioned to her daughter and together they slipped from the room, her daughter perfectly imitating her mother’s exaggerated tiptoeing.
 
   She left the door slightly ajar and made her way down the stairs, daughter and bear in tow. Cathy loved it when Chelsea adamantly proclaimed that her teddy bear preferred to be called “Ted” and not “Teddy.” She still vividly recalled the day the two-year old had stubbornly demanded both her parents get the name right, “For hen sakes, it TED!”  She smiled at the memory and raised the phone to her ear. Making sure the mute button was off, she attempted to end the call, “Okay, I….  Alan?” she interrupted, but Alan seemed not to hear her and kept talking, apparently now he wanted some new function added to the program that wasn’t possible for Cathy to create.
 
   “Actually, Alan, I can find out who exactly is sending the attacks to your site, but it’s still unlawful to go poking around in their computer and delete the entire contents of their hard drive as punishment.” Alan continued to argue and Cathy rolled her eyes again as she reached the bottom of the stairs and headed for the kitchen.
 
   Aside from their children, their home was Cathy’s pride and joy; it was a two-story Stone Center Hall Colonial built in 1793 and was registered in the National & State Historical Society. At over 3500 hundred square feet it boasted three fireplaces, one in the kitchen, dining room and living room. It had French doors, window seats, hardwood flooring and the views from their bedroom and the fourth bedroom that served as her office afforded them a stunning view of the creek that ran through the property. It was perfect, although Cathy knew she would regret having only one and a half bathrooms soon enough. Alex liked the house well enough, but she took the most pride in being the owner of almost fifteen acres of prime horse pastures and woods. “Fifteen majestic acres”, she would always correct Cathy since that was how the realtor had advertised the place. With her own money, Cathy had purchased the house in a buyer’s market and had the four-bay enclosed pole barn and outbuildings remodeled and brought back up to code. But she had no spare time with the business and two small children to keep up with, so her dream of filling her barn with at least two horses for her and her children to ride seemed on infinite hold.
 
   “Alan?” she tried again as she entered the kitchen and handed two green plastic dinosaurs to her daughter from the table so she could set it for dinner. She continued to try and interrupt him as she set three place settings at the table and pulled Cameron’s high chair from its place against the far wall and placed it next to her chair. Chelsea started to make growling noises as she played with Ted and her dinosaurs on the kitchen table and Cathy made no attempt to silence her.
 
   “Alan, I really have to….”
 
   “Mommy,” her daughter tugged at her jeans pocket, “mommy?”
 
   “Yes, honey, what is it?” she turned to Chelsea, not caring anymore if Alan thought she was rude.
 
   “There’s someone at the door.” Cathy looked up to peer through the doorway in the direction of the front door.
 
   “No, not that door,” Chelsea emphatically entreated her, “that door.” she said, pointing in the direction of the French doors off the formal dining room to the right.
 
   “What?”  Cathy said, perplexed. “Look, Alan, I really have to go… Someone’s at the door.”
 
   Cathy walked to where the charging unit for the phone sat on the counter and said firmly; “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Alan.”
 
   “Mommy?” Chelsea’s voice sounded faint and… frightened. Still holding the phone to her ear, Cathy turned to look down at her daughter and was suddenly blinded by a brilliant white flash. Her brain hardly had enough time to register the large man filling the kitchen doorway let alone be surprised by the loud bang. She flew backwards, slamming into the wall, dropping the phone and clutching at the blood gurgling from her throat as she slid down the gray brick surface and collapsed on the floor.
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex sat at her desk; slumped to one side in her chair, chin on fist as she stared at the hooded figures slinking their way across the screen. She was bored with the game but she didn’t feel like doing any more work with it being so close to dinner. She had worked on smaller projects throughout the day, encountering irksome problems with her client’s software that left her feeling cross; And I am done for the day! she thought irritably. Idly, she clicked the mouse, sending one of the hooded figures shrieking into The Realm of the Dark Void. Just as she was sitting back in her chair to wait for the next level of the game to load she heard a loud bang and spun in the chair, her eyes wide with surprise. Another sharp bang issued from the ground floor and she started again, reflexively gripping the arms of the chair. Slowly, she got up and made her way cautiously from the room and down the hallway, gradually picking up speed until she was running down the stairs.
 
   As she rounded the corner to the living room she nearly ran straight into a large man who grabbed her by the front of her blouse and easily tossed her backward onto the sofa, six feet away. Placing a hand on the back of the couch for support, he leaned in close to Alex’s face, close enough for her throat to close involuntarily at the stench of his breath. He jabbed a thick forefinger at her and said in a clear voice that made Alex’s blood run cold,
 
   “We told you you were in too deep to quit… Now get back to work.”
 
   Too calmly, the man straightened and casually crossed the room, leaving the house via the front door, closing it quietly behind him. Alex stared at the door in horror and disbelief. Her arms remained outstretched against the back of the sofa where she’d been flung and after a long moment her heart began to slam in her chest and her breath came in strangled gulps. A few, excruciatingly long, seconds passed when she heard the thin wail of her infant son as he began to cry from his upstairs room.
 
   Alex gulped again and licked her lips; her mouth had gone dry. She turned her head toward the kitchen, “Cathy?” she called and struggled shakily off the sofa. With feet made of lead, she walked to the doorway leading into the kitchen, “Baby?”
 
   As she approached the open doorway and took in the scene, her eyes opened wide in shock and horror and she covered her mouth with a shaking hand, “Cathy?” she whispered, her voice quavering, and quickly crossed to where the phone lay on the floor, next to the bodies of her wife and daughter in a kitchen awash with blood.
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   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   The ICU was preternaturally quiet. Jordan didn’t want to call it spooky, but it did give her a slight case of the creeps. Little cubicles filled with people on the threshold between life and death, How can people work in a room like this, day after day? she wondered silently. The ICU was dimly lit to reflect the lateness of the hour, and she walked somewhat gingerly to the nurse’s station, waving to the nurses seated behind the counter, “Is it okay to go in?” she asked softly. The one with Danielle emblazoned on her nametag, stood and leaned over the counter, her voice equally low,
 
   “She’s still sleeping so don’t wake her. Let her wake up on her own, okay?”
 
   She nodded, “Okay, thanks.” She quietly slid open the door to Unit #9 and slipped inside, closing it just as quietly behind her. Standing next to the bed, she looked down at her witness then glanced at the door. The grieving wife will be here soon enough… this is as good a time as any… The curtains were closed and reaching into her suit pocket, she withdrew a small listening device and after turning it on, checked to make sure it was operating correctly by softly murmuring the day and time before fixing it by the magnet to the underside of Cathy’s bed. The device was sound activated and would make time-stamped digital audio files Jordan could download remotely onto her tablet while she sat in the room. Sighing tiredly, she turned and leaving her tablet on the chair, shrugged out of her suit jacket and draping it over the back, sat in chair next to it, in the furthest corner of the room from the bed, crossing one long elegant leg over the other.
 
   Special Agent Jordan Hawkins, a sixteen-year veteran of the bureau, had served all of those years in the FBI’s organized crime unit. Her supervisor, assistant Director Stewart MacLaine, called her nearly seven and a half hours earlier; informing her fingerprints of Eduardo Coastanoa, enforcer, or hitman for the Rossi Crime Family, had been identified at a crime scene in Marlboro, New Jersey. Jordan had scowled as she dragged herself from her bed; Marlboro was not a hotbed for organized crime and after blinking in the harsh glare of the overhead lights of her bathroom, stared in bemusement at her reflection in the mirror when Stewart told her Coastanoa had shot to death a four year-old and gravely injured the mother. “This case is yours,” he had informed her, “figure out what’s going on so we can finally pin something on these fuckers.” She sat back in the chair and looked at the petite form in the bed, I’ll bet she’s pretty when she’s not hooked up to a respirator and all this invasive medical  stuff… she thought wearily. Even in sleep she looks… she searched for the right word, lost. Yes, she looks lost.
 
   Yawning tiredly, she tucked errant strands of her long dark brown hair behind an ear and plugged her tablet into the outlet next to the chair, intending to recharge it while she perused the latest information she had downloaded via the cafeteria’s wifi. I’ve only been here three hours and already the evidence logs are piling up. As she scanned through the files, she noted a video statement of Cathy Sparrow’s wife, Alexandra. She fumbled in her suit pockets, looking for the earbuds she carried and plugged them in, re-crossing her long legs she shifted the paddle holster and her weapon, a Glock 21 semi-automatic, making herself more comfortable in the hard vinyl-covered chair. She opened the file and adjusted the volume; her friend and fellow agent, Don Maynard spoke into his phone, identifying himself and the date and time then turned the camera to his primary witness:
 
   “Please state your name…”
 
   “Alexandra Sparrow”
 
   “Okay Alexandra…”
 
   “Please call me Alex…”
 
   “Okay, Alex, I know this has been a terrible night for you, but I need you to tell me what happened again…”
 
   Jordan’s nose twitched as she stared at the images on her tablet: Alexandra, Alex, Sparrow looked to be a tall, willowy woman, with curves in all the right places.... Jordan thought dryly. The corner of her mouth twitched, noting how Don had surreptitiously panned the camera in his phone up and down the length of the woman who wore finely tailored jeans and an expensive-looking crew neck cardigan before zooming in on the finely sculpted high cheekbones. The reddish-blond hair was longer than shoulder length but heavily styled, probably permed…  Jordan cocked her head to one side, the hair looked disheveled, but she probably looked quite stunning before Coastanoa shot her wife and daughter.
 
   “I told you…” Alex shook her head helplessly as a fresh flood of tears streamed down her face, “I don’t know, really, I was in my office, upstairs when I heard a loud bang…” She sniffed loudly, pressing a large wad of tissue against her nose and Jordan couldn’t help but notice the sizable diamond she wore on her left hand, “I heard it again… I didn’t know what the sounds were… I thought Cathy must have dropped something or a door got slammed… I went downstairs and found them…” She shook her head again, her chin trembled and her voice broke, “I found them… and I called 911.”
 
   Don asked if she had anything else to add, and when she shook her head no he officially ended the video and the screen on her tablet darkened. Jordan had downloaded the fresh flood of new information from emails and texts to a document file and she clicked it open and again reviewed the sequence of events again as they were known so far; at 3:58pm Alex Sparrow placed a panicked 911 call to the Marlboro dispatch center. Some technician at the bureau had already obtained the audio file for the call and forwarded it to Jordan and she played it on the tablet’s media player:
 
   “CATHY!”
 
   She winced at the volume and hurried to turn it down,
 
   “CATHY!” Alex had screamed, “OH MY GOD! THERE’S BLOOD EVERYWHERE! CHELSEA!”
 
   Jordan sighed heavily as she listened to the call; she credited the dispatcher for taking command of the hysterical Alex, assuring her help was on the way. After getting her to describe the injuries to her wife and daughter, the dispatcher made the correct assessment that the daughter was gone and spoke sternly to Alex, forcing her by the sheer will of her voice to grab a kitchen towel and hold it against the grievous wound in Cathy’s neck. Jordan’s eyes flicked at the figure in the bed; she could hear Cathy Sparrow’s desperate gasps for breath while the dispatcher firmly encouraged a hysterically weeping Alex until help arrived.
 
   The fire department was the first on scene, arriving within a few minutes and the call ended abruptly when Alex screamed at the firefighters to help her and she hung up. Jordan returned to her events log, chewing thoughtfully on her lower lip as she scanned the arrival times of the police and paramedics. It was after ten o’clock when the evidence collection team arrived and successfully scanned fingerprints from the front and back door handles, they were uploaded on scene and sent to the FBI’s Integrated Automated Fingerprint Identification System. Ed Coastanoa was identified in twenty-seven minutes, and a technician from the New York City bureau office immediately called Stewart at home.
 
   Jordan sighed heavily as she scanned the timetable of notifications; When Coastanoa was I.D’d, Stewart was identified as the A.D.in charge of investigating the Rossi Family… they called him… and then he called me. Jordan noted the time, at 10:46… She moaned silently, and I had just gotten to sleep… She opened the file she had begun on Cathy Sparrow. In the hours that followed, Jordan began the investigation from Cathy Sparrow’s hospital room, and as the night surrendered to the rising sun, Jordan continued to take small breaks to visit the cafeteria to eat, make phone calls and reload on caffeine as she uploaded and downloaded files to her tablet. She opened the document file she had started during the night on Cathy Sparrow; Born Catherine Hope Bernard, she was petite at 5’ 2” and had short dark blond hair. Could be dyed blond… Jordan mused, and more of a simple pixie-cut… November 9th was her birthday, one day before her dead daughter’s birthday. She exhaled quietly and kept reading information she already knew now by heart: birthplace National City, California. Her parents had divorced when she was seven years old. Her father, Albert Bernard, a chemist by trade, left his wife and only daughter for a new life and a job with a large pharmaceutical company on the east coast. He left behind the deed to the house; paid for in full… he left everything and everyone in it. For whatever reason, he just wanted out of the marriage, and fatherhood as well, since he and daughter had been estranged ever since. Louise Bernard, Cathy’s mother, sold the house and moved them into a smaller place, a very small place according to the information Jordan had obtained by calling Rowan Williams while she was in the cafeteria, the only friend from the contacts list on Cathy’s phone. According to her, Louise Bernard invested most of the profits from the sale of the house for Cathy’s college fund; She must have known her daughter was something special… Jordan stole another look at the heavily medicated woman in the bed. A homemaker during her marriage, Louise took part of the money and attended a vocational school; becoming a medical billing clerk, she earned a decent living for her daughter and herself until her premature death when Cathy was in her second year of college.
 
   Jordan had an FBI information systems technician obtain fast subpoenas to access Alex and Cathy Sparrow’s college records and she clicked open the newly downloaded file. Considered a math whiz by some of her teachers in high school and a genius by others, when Cathy graduated valedictorian a year early she went to UCLA where, according to her instructors, she found the increasingly theoretical challenges of math boring and eventually drifted permanently into the computer sciences division, where she clearly flourished. She earned two degrees, a masters of science in computer science and a PhD specializing in Computer Systems Architecture and Information and Data Management… Jordan’s eyebrows arched high under her dark bangs, So, yes, she’d be considered a genius… She clicked open Alex’s college records and scanned the information; Alexandra Sparrow graduated from a three-year program at Stanford that gave her both MS and MBA degrees in computer science. Her grades were average for the computer science degree, and only slightly better for the degree in business. Okay… Jordan shrugged internally and closed the file.
 
   She had recorded the phone interview with Cathy’s friend Rowan Williams while downloading files onto her tablet in the cafeteria. She opened a new document to transcribe the call and opening the audio file, jammed an earbud back into her ear,
 
   “I met Alex… and Cathy when her last name was still Bernard, at Symteck…”
 
   “Symteck?” she had asked.
 
   “Yes… at the time it was a small anti-virus software company…” 
 
   Jordan typed soundlessly on her tablet as she listened to the conversation. She recorded Rowan’s account of how Cathy, extremely shy, kept to herself for nearly four years before Alex Sparrow seemed to take notice of her and slowly drew her out of her shell.
 
   “She was practically invisible… but Alex…” Jordan made a notation of the woman’s derisive snort, “Everybody knew Alex. She was out there, not just about her sexuality but about her sales prowess too. Very aggressive… She really did help that company grow. But… despite Cathy’s ability to hide, we all came to realize she was the brains behind Symteck and all the brilliant software designs we were working on were all created by her in the first place…” Jordan’s brows furrowed at the seemingly dramatic pause, “and I swear that’s when Alex suddenly became her friend, drawing her out... charming her until Cathy actually did come out of her shell and she not only became friends with Alex but me as well.”
 
   “Are you gay?” she had asked bluntly.
 
   “No,” Rowan replied, not offended, “I’m straight, married, I have two kids. Cathy and I became close friends but Alex, of course, became much more to her. It was only after we became friends that Cathy told me about her mom dying during her second year at UCLA… By her own admission she didn’t deal with the loss very well and kept to herself for years until Alex drew her out.”
 
   “And was Cathy always gay?”
 
   “She said she knew from the time she was little… she said she wondered if that’s why her dad left the family, like maybe he suspected or something and couldn’t cope. But her mom always loved her and couldn’t have cared less.” There was a long pause and Jordan’s hands paused over the tablet, “In hindsight… I always wondered if that’s why she retreated for so long after her mom died. I kinda’ got from her that she was never able to ask her mom if she knew the reason her dad left, I think she was afraid to find out it was her being lesbian that made him leave and broke up their family and her parents’ marriage…”
 
   “Do you think she still blames herself, her sexuality for that?”
 
   “Probably…” Rowan sighed again, sounding sad, “I can’t believe this has happened to her… As time passed and she eventually hooked up with Alex, they… or Alex, in my opinion anyway, started to make noises about starting her own company. So much gossip was going around that the CEO called them both into a meeting with an HR rep and reminded her that if she and well, Cathy really, if Cathy left the company she had better make sure she left behind all of her work for Symteck so Symteck wouldn’t have reason to sue them.”
 
   “But they did leave?”
 
   “Yes,” Rowan sounded sad, “They left and moved to the east coast, starting their own company, Sparrow Data Protection Services.”
 
   Rowan had little else to add, sounding distraught over the shooting of her friend, although Jordan had only told her Cathy had been shot, deliberately keeping the shooting death of her four-year-old daughter private. She saved the document, adding it to the file, Good thing she lives on the west coast and only nine-thirty her time, she mused, or I’d still be waiting to call her. She opened a browser and clicked on the bookmark she made of Cathy and Alex’s website, www.sparrowdataps.com.
 
   Jordan sighed and stretched in the chair, she had clicked through all the links and still didn’t feel like she had the feel for the Sparrow’s business that she wanted, but that will come soon enough… Together, Alex and Cathy Sparrow were a multi-system security service provider for local and global network monitoring for online businesses. According to their home page, they helped their clients manage their business risk from viruses and worms by providing different levels of protection. But Doctor Sparrow is brilliant, you’d think they’d have quickly expanded and be a big company by now…
 
   Jordan started at the small sound that came from the hospital bed and she stood, stepping quietly to Cathy’s bedside. Gazing down at the sallow features, Jordan took in the heavily bandaged neck and respirator. She started slightly when she saw Cathy’s brown eyes peer uncomprehendingly at her and she clasped the small elegant hand, “Hello Cathy…” she said in a quiet voice, “My name is Jordan, and you are in the New York Presbyterian Hospital, you were brought here in a life-flight helicopter… I believe Alex will be here in a bit…” Cathy blinked and Jordan thought for a moment she was trying to sit up, “Okay…” Still holding the hand, she placed her other lightly on the petite shoulder, “just stay where you are now, I’ll call the nurse.” She picked up the call button, showing it to her as she plunged the button with her thumb, “I’m sure she…” Her voice faded as she locked eyes with her primary witness; the only sound in the room was the quiet thump and whirring noise that came from the respirator and for a moment, Jordan felt as though time stood still and she froze. The look of pain and loss in Cathy Sparrow’s eyes was overwhelming; If she doesn’t know her daughter is dead it’s not your place to tell her. Jordan licked her lips uncertainly and heard the sliding glass door open quietly,
 
   “Agent Hawkins?” the nurse, Danielle, entered quietly, “Agent Maynard is waiting for you in the Family Room.”
 
   Jordan caught the significant look the woman gave her, “Thank you…” She turned back to Cathy, “I’ll see you again in a while.” She gave the small hand she held a reassuring squeeze and stopped; distracted when she felt the simple gold wedding band Cathy wore on her ring finger. She glanced down at the ring and when she looked back, she was surprised by the sudden intensity in the pained eyes.
 
   Picking up her tablet and jacket, Jordan left the unit quietly, nodding to the staff as she left the ICU. She checked her watch as she strode down the carpeted hallway, After four… She shook out her long dark hair as she walked, only a thirty-four hour day so far… When she neared the Family Room her partner, Special Agent Don Maynard, stepped into view and she noted his tense facial expression and body posture, “Agent Maynard?”
 
   “Agent Hawkins…”
 
   As she turned the corner and entered the room, he stepped back, gesturing to Cathy’s doctor and the tall, willowy blond, “this is Alexandra Sparrow…”
 
   “Agent Hawkins…” she barely acknowledged her, “I was just talking to Cathy’s doctor...”
 
   Jordan nodded, “Yes, Doctor Yin…”
 
   Alex turned from her dismissively, “Doctor,” she motioned for the doctor to continue, “if you please.”
 
   “Yes,” Dr. Shun Yin was a petite woman and she shook Jordan’s hand, “yes, Agent Hawkins, we have met.”
 
   Alex flashed Jordan an impatient look, “Doctor…”
 
   “As I was explaining to Miz Sparrow, it appears that Cathy may have had her back to the person shooting her, and she was shot as she turned toward the person, as the bullet clipped the front and side of the thyroid cartilage, here…” She pointed first at her own throat, placing the tip of her forefinger against the front of her throat at an angle. “Now, while the bullet opened her esophagus, she was extremely lucky that when she collapsed on the floor, she landed on her side and her esophagus, exposed to the open air by the bullet that tore through her throat, allowed air to pass into her lungs and the angle kept them from filling with blood.” The doctor shook her head, “Really, considering her injury, she was quite lucky in this regard.”
 
   Alex looked horrified, “How is that lucky?”
 
   “Laryngeal anatomy and function is understandably complicated,” Dr. Yin pulled a folded anatomical diagram of a human neck and held it up to view, “but basically the thyroid cartilage acts as a protective cover for the thyroid gland and one’s breathing apparatus.” She pointed at the drawing, indicating the center of the throat, “The bullet glanced off that cartilage, fracturing it. I did remove some small fragments of cartilage… and I suspect those fragments and the violence of the bullet’s passage caused some bruising and edema to the vocal folds.”
 
   Jordan folded her arms across her chest and concentrated on the terminology, praying the doctor would use as many simple and easily understood words as possible.
 
   “The vibration of the vocal cords is a fundamental component of voice production. The optimal production of sound from the larynx requires apposition of the edges of the vocal folds… the glottal valve,” she patiently explained, “the folds are driven into oscillation by the sustained subglottal aerodynamic pressure from the tracheobronchial tree…”
 
   Alex held up her hand, interrupting, “Will she be able to talk to me?”
 
   The tiny older woman in the white coat shook her head sadly, “Not right away, I have placed a stent,” she held her thumb and forefinger against the front of the bone-like structure on the diagram, “over the fracture on the cartilage to provide stability while the area heals. I can remove that in two weeks, perhaps earlier, we can work at getting her swallow function back starting today, and she will eventually regain her voice, but that’s only,” the doctor jabbed her finger for emphasis, “if she doesn’t try to talk at all while the area heals, and the healing process will take a while.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   “It’s a guess,” she shrugged her narrow shoulders, “a few months perhaps, at this point, I just don’t know.”
 
   “I understand.” Alex nodded, “Thank you, doctor, may I see her now?”
 
   Jordan noted again the significant look Don gave her and she laid a soft hand briefly on Alex’s arm, “I’ll talk to you when you come back.”
 
   Alex’s brows arched high, “I expect I’ll be a while.”
 
   “It’s alright,” Jordan nodded, “take as long as you need.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex entered the unit quietly and stood uncertainly by the bed. Doctor Yin stood on the other side and greeted her patient, “Hello, Cathy, I am Doctor Shun Yin, I performed your surgery last night. You cannot speak right now and it’s very important that you do not do so until your throat has completely healed.” She looked at Alex, “I understand your spouse needs to talk to you, I’ll be right outside if you need me.”
 
   Alex nodded and took Cathy’s hand, acutely aware that her own hands were cold, clammy and shaking. She sniffed, waiting until Dr. Yin left the room before clearing her throat, “Cathy…” she began, but tears were already streaming down Cathy’s face and she shook her head from side to side, “Chelsea…” she whispered, “she’s gone, baby…”
 
   Cathy’s face crumpled and her body stiffened in the hospital bed, squeezing Alex’s hand in a painfully tight grip. Alex wrenched her hand away, “I’m sorry, baby…” she rasped, “I’m sorry…”
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan and Don watched Dr. Yin and Alex Sparrow in silence until both disappeared in the intensive care unit; Without her heels, I’d guess Miz Sparrow to be two inches taller than me, say five foot ten inches tall… Jordan’s head cocked to one side, appraisingly, and I see she had time to fix her hair and change into a nice darkly conservative Chanel suit… She sighed inwardly, all of which, could mean absolutely nothing…
 
   “Jesus,” Don muttered, “that one is a real piece of work…”
 
   “Really,” she sighed, collapsing in a chair that faced the hallway, “do tell.”
 
   Don sat across from her, knowing she was watching the ICU door for Alex Sparrow’s return. “Okay, so I get it, this woman’s been through a lot; some person, for all she knows, and for some unknown reason as far as she knows, breaks into her house and shoots her wife and kid. The kid is dead, the wife barely survives, and from what the police sergeant told me when I got there, they have a baby, a nineteen month old who basically screamed his head off until one of the cops on scene finally went upstairs to get him, and even then the kid was still upset… so he tried to hand him off to his other mommy who just shook her head no and walked away…” he gave her a look.
 
   “Different people handle things differently,” she shrugged, “some can step up to the plate and some just can’t.”
 
   “Oh, she’s different…” he shook his head in frustration, “After her parents arrived to take care of the kid she just went into her bedroom and stayed there. She never once came out and said, oh yeah, my wife is in the hospital, maybe I should go visit her.”
 
   “Don…” Jordan sighed and stretched in the chair, grimacing when vertebra in her spine popped.
 
   “I know,” he leaned back in his seat, just as tired, “but it wasn’t until I told her dad I would take her if she wanted to go that she came here.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes,” he gave her another look, “really.” He tiredly scrubbed his face, “Thank god we got the court orders for phone taps and surveillance already, I can’t wait for the surveillance details to take over so I can go home...”
 
   Jordan’s brows arched, “And?”
 
   “The taps are in place and I explained to Miz Sparrow on the way here that she and her wife have been assigned a protective detail…”
 
   “But you think she’s complicit?”
 
   “You think Coastanoa just shot up a woman and a four year old in Marlboro for kicks, for Chrissakes?” He snorted derisively, “Rossi uses him to either send a message, make people disappear… or dead. One of them is involved with Rossi, obviously.” He sighed heavily, “Oh,” he fumbled in his jacket pocket and handed her a flash drive, “all my latest files are on here, copy whatever you haven’t got yet…”
 
   “Thanks,” Jordan plugged the drive into her tablet, “I’ll copy mine onto yours… I transcribed the phone interview I had with a friend of Cathy’s from the job where she met Alex.” She stared at the tablet while she copied files from the drive, “Did you see Doctor Sparrow’s school records?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” he nodded, crossing his arms across his chest, “she’s definitely the brains of the family.”
 
   “And Alex is the sales force.” Jordan finished and handed back the drive.
 
   “We got a great video capture of the entire house,” he yawned and scrubbed his face, “just wait till you see what we got in Miz Sparrow’s home office.” He wagged his eyebrows suggestively.
 
   “How about you just tell me?”
 
   “Well, after sympathetically telling Miz Sparrow the purpose of having her repeat her story over and over is in case she remembers something new each time…”
 
   “How many times before she snapped?”
 
   He shrugged, “She didn’t really, I think she thought talking to me was preferable to wandering around her house or taking care of her son or seeing her dead daughter lying on the kitchen floor.” He leaned to sneak a peek down the hallway, “Anyway, after she told me several times she was working in her office on some project for a customer when the shooting happened, the tech making the video record of the house happened to be walking by and gave me the high sign when he heard her say that.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “She wasn’t working on anything in her office,” an eyebrow arched high; “she was playing a video game called Dark Warlords.”
 
   “Don,” Jordan sighed, “do you know how many people lie about working when they’re actually playing video games?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex backed into the corner, watching as the nurse held Cathy’s hand and Dr. Yin murmured soft words of comfort and condolences while she injected a painkiller into an IV line that would send her patient into medicated oblivion. She’ll never forgive me… Alex moaned silently, Never. She covered her face with a shaking hand; She can’t blame me for this… I swear it’s not my fault… it’s not… it’s…
 
   Dr. Yin approached and gestured to the door. Both women left the unit and she motioned to one of the nurses behind the counter for Cathy’s chart, “She’ll sleep now, Miz Sparrow, I am sorry to interfere with the natural grieving process, but extreme emotional upset could be dangerous given her injury, intense emotion would make her throat swell closed and effectively seal off her airway. The less swelling and inflammation there is, the better her body can withstand the effects of overwhelming emotions, so she must…”
 
   “Of course…” Alex sniffed and nodded, staring at the wall, You know I’m pretty upset too doctor… she thought angrily. “She’ll sleep through the night then?”
 
   “Yes,” the tiny doctor nodded emphatically, “we’ll give her this night of peace and try to minimize the swelling as much as possible while she grieves.”
 
   Alex nodded, “Thank you, doctor…” she nodded, smiling stiffly, “good night.” She left the ICU quickly, her long legs carrying her from the unit and down the carpeted hallway.
 
   “Alex?” Jordan called to her quietly.
 
   She started as she passed the Family Room, her lips pressing into a thin line of annoyance when she saw them, “Agent Maynard…” She ignored Jordan completely, “there you are, thank you for bringing me here, but I wonder if I can impose on you for a ride home now?”
 
   Don looked at Jordan deferentially and she shrugged, “I don’t see why not, it’s been a long a terrible day for you and your family… We can talk more tomorrow.”
 
   Alex sighed impatiently, “Talk more about what, Agent Hawkins?” Her voice turned brittle, “I’ve told the story now more times than I can remember…”
 
   “I know…” Jordan nodded sympathetically, “but we know who killed your daughter and shot your wife…” Jordan watched with interest as the color drained from Alexandra Sparrow’s face.
 
   “You do?” she asked, her voice faint.
 
   “Yes,” Jordan nodded, speaking slowly, “and we are conducting a very quiet and intense state and nationwide search for him, but that doesn’t mean we don’t still need your help…” Jordan paused before adding, “We know you want to help us find this murderer…”
 
   Alex nodded mechanically, “Yes… of course I do…”
 
   “Good,” Jordan motioned to Don, “Agent Maynard will take you home. Try to get some sleep; and tomorrow we’ll review the events leading up to the shooting again…”
 
   She shook her head, “I told you…”
 
   “We won’t focus on the shooting itself,” Jordan tried to sound reassuring, “since we know who the shooter is now, but we still need to make as accurate a record as possible for the federal prosecutor when you finally give testimony in this case.” Alexandra Sparrow’s face was ashen and Jordan added, “So tomorrow we’ll start with you playing Dark Warlords on the computer in your office and work back from that.”
 
   Jordan could swear she saw a flash of surprise in the woman’s eyes before she defensively crossed her arms across her chest. With detached calm, both Jordan and Don watched as Alex’s hairline and upper lip started to bead with perspiration.
 
   “Do you remember playing that game, Miz Sparrow?” Jordan asked, and patiently waited for her answer.
 
   Alex struggled to affect a cool demeanor and finally nodded, “Yes,” she nodded, nervously licking her lips, “I had closed the program I was working on and decided to relax for a few minutes with the game before dinner…” She inhaled sharply through her nose and locked eyes with Jordan, “Who killed my daughter?”
 
   “Eduardo, or Ed, Coastanoa… we know him to be a hitman for the Rossi crime family.”
 
   Alex crossed her arms more tightly across her chest, “Mafia?”
 
   “Yes,” Jordan nodded, “they’re very dangerous people, Alex, which is why we’ll be talking to you so more about the minutes, hours and days leading up to the shooting.”
 
   Alex just stared, and Jordan desperately wanted to know what was going on in the tall woman’s brain, Ah… Jordan stood calmly and watched as Alex’s face suddenly flushed, coloring deeply,
 
   “Are you inferring, Agent Hawkins,” Alex sneered, her voice rising, “that I am involved with the mafia?” Shaking from head to toe, she shook her head vehemently from side to side, “Unbelievable!” she hissed, “Why don’t you investigate Cathy? Maybe she’s the one involved with this so-called crime family… why don’t you investigate her?” With that, Alex turned on her expensive-looking high heels and stalked down the hallway.
 
   Jordan turned to Don, “I imagine we’ll talk more later...” she said dryly and her partner shrugged as he followed Alex to the elevator.
 
   The first shift of agents working the protective twenty-four-hour detail to guard Cathy Sparrow exited the elevator and Jordan accompanied them to the ICU, introducing them quietly to the unit supervisor and arranging for them to obtain the magnetized badges that unlocked the unit door. When she entered Cathy’s room she sat in the corner chair again and powered up her tablet, making sure her cell phone was off. She opened Don’s notes from his inspection of the Sparrow house and noted the entry he made when Alex called her parents to come from their home in Long Island so they could care for her and Cathy’s infant son, Cameron. I wonder what that relationship’s like…
 
   According to Don, when prodded, Alex explained when the shooting occurred she had been working on a particularly difficult problem with a program she was working on for a client. She told him three times she was working… She shrugged inwardly; Lying about working when you’re really screwing around on your computer as your child’s being killed and your wife is shot… She sighed and looked at the still figure in the bed, But she lied three times… and her outrage out there, she mused, it wasn’t to say; give me a break you asshole, my small dead daughter is lying in a morgue and my wife is in the ICU… She didn’t even refer to them, other than to implicate her wife.
 
   Jordan had to admit Alex could have had a point; Except that mafia executioners did just that, they executed people and if the message had been intended for Cathy Sparrow then Alex would be lying in a cold dark drawer next to her daughter… Although why kill the daughter and not Cathy too if it was Alex who was being sent a message? She listened to the soft, whirring and clicking noise that issued from the respirator. Alex strikes me as the more likely candidate to be involved with the Rossi Family… especially if she owes them money. But Cathy’s the brains of their business… She craned her neck, wincing when she felt it pop, Or maybe Cathy works for some other family competing with Rossi. She made a low sound of disgust and looked away from the figure in the bed. Nice try, but wrong, she shook her head, completely and totally wrong. So far, Jordan had really nothing solid to pin on anyone, except Ed Coastanoa. And that was another curious thing; Coastanoa was a pro, why had he been so careless to leave fingerprints all over the door handles?
 
   Jordan’s instincts railed against Cathy being complicit, but as for her wife; she had looked deep into Alexandra Sparrow’s eyes; She’s involved… Unless some huge piece of evidence proved otherwise, she believed Cathy wasn’t involved, but Jordan fervently hoped she might know something, anything, about the incident. First she has to regain enough strength so she can hold a pen and write her responses to my questions, Jordan crossed her long legs, the sooner she can do that, the sooner I can make some kind of headway on this case.
 
   Danielle entered the room quietly, “Hey there…” she whispered, checking the IV monitor and the tubes and wires attached to her patient.
 
   Jordan leaned back in the chair, resting the back of her head against the wall and idly watched her perform her duties. She checked her watch; it was almost five, “Are you off at midnight?” she asked, her voice low.
 
   “Yeah...” She made her way around the bed to check the respirator, “you know we usually don’t allow visitors to hang out when we have our briefings.”
 
   “We are government officials,” Jordan whispered, “you can trust us to be discreet.”
 
   “Okay,” she looked uncertain, “my supervisor says she’ll have the door badges for you and your guys out there soon…” She looked down at her patient and sighed, “She had a big and awful day today; we’ll keep her out of it till tomorrow morning at least to protect her airway.”
 
   “Okay,” Jordan stood and stretched, “I’ll be back then.”
 
   “Hey,” Danielle stopped her at the sliding glass door, “is it really necessary to have those agents outside the door twenty-four seven?”
 
   “Yes,” she replied, her tone regretful, “I’m afraid it is.” She stepped out and quietly slid the door closed.
 
   Danielle turned back to her patient and folded the blanket back along one side to check Cathy’s fingers and toes for warmth. She tucked the covers around her again and said, still speaking softly, “Well, Cathy, I imagine you’d probably like to stay sleeping in here for a long time.” Gently stroking the woman’s arm, she continued, “but you still have a son who needs you, so you’d better get better, okay?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan slid behind the wheel of her bureau car and started the engine. She clicked the seatbelt into place and put the car in reverse, backing out of the space in the parking garage. When she cleared the concrete building, she called Stewart.
 
   “Jordan?” His voice sounded distant over the static.
 
   “Yeah,” she placed her phone on the dash as she drove, “the protective detail is outside the unit and Cathy Sparrow has been heavily medicated so I’m headed home for the night.”
 
   “Don’t you mean surveillance?”
 
   “Not for her, no… I do have a bug in the room though.”
 
   “Good… what do you mean, not for her?”
 
   “I don’t think she’s involved with Rossi,” she shrugged as she drove, “I’m pretty sure it’s Alex who Coastanoa’s message was intended for.”
 
   “Okay, well,” she could hear him sigh, “I’ve been looking at the stuff we’ve gotten on them so far and I would think the brilliant Doctor Cathy Sparrow would be a more logical choice for Rossi…”
 
   “Agreed...” Jordan emitted a huge yawn, “but that’s what my gut is telling me at the moment, I’ll be back on it in the morning.”
 
   They signed off and she drove in silence, grateful she was so close to home. Cathy had been transported from her home in Marlboro, New Jersey to New York’s Presbyterian University Hospital on the east side of the city, Twenty minutes on FDR and I’m home… She checked her bureau car back into the bureau’s garage and walked to her apartment on Park Row, stopping to pick up a sandwich for dinner on the way. Considered reasonably priced for the neighborhood; her studio apartment was located on the ninth floor, and she loved that she lived around the corner from One Police Plaza and just a few blocks from the bureau on the Federal Plaza.
 
   Once inside the door, she dropped her briefbag and dinner on the kitchen counter and continued into the bedroom area. She draped her suit jacket over a hanger in her closet, and after pulling the paddle holster from the waistband of her slacks, placed her weapon on the nightstand and stripped off her remaining clothes, tossing them into two hampers; one destined for the laundry room, the other for the dry cleaners. Pulling on a thick terry robe she shuffled, barefooted, back out to her kitchen and grabbing a bottle of ice tea from the fridge, sat on the lone barstool under the counter.
 
   Jordan’s apartment was sparsely furnished to say the least; she bought a bowl once so she could microwave oatmeal for breakfast, but most meals she either got from take-out menus or ate in the bureau cafeteria. In the living/bedroom area, she had only a TV that sat on a small coffee table on one side of the room and a bed and nightstand on the other. One side of her closet was full of black and navy blue suits and white blouses and pullovers, and in the other she hung blue jeans, t-shirts and jean jackets and she kept socks and underwear stuffed in drawers of her nightstand. She only had one set of sheets for the bed and towels for the bathroom she automatically added to the hamper when she washed her clothes. The last intimate relationship Jordan had enjoyed was with a federal prosecutor, a tall beautiful woman who said Jordan’s apartment clearly only served as a place for her to bathe, sleep and fuck.
 
   Sitting at the kitchen counter, Jordan ate her dinner and reviewed the files on her tablet one more time, then checked her email, voice mail and plugged in her tablet to recharge before tossing the trash from her dinner and shuffling to bed. She had recharged her phone in the car, and she set the alarm on it before placing it next to her gun on the nightstand. She turned out the light and crawled under the covers, reaching for the TV remote she kept under her pillow. The Rossi Family has eluded us long enough… she thought tiredly, clicking on the TV, please… let this be the last senseless death… let’s get them this time… and put them all away for the rest of their miserable lives.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Marlboro, NJ
 
    
 
   Alex sat in front of the monitor, staring blankly at the security program she should have had finished the day before.
 
   “Alexandra?” Marion Sparrow stood in the doorway, wringing her hands; “Alex, honey, your father and I are going to take Cameron out in his stroller, but we’ll stay in the yard.”
 
   She turned her head to look at her briefly before turning back to her monitor, making an effort to sit up straighter in the chair. She hated it when her mother wrung her hands and she resisted clenching her teeth. Her mother’s submissive, creeping tone always made her cringe inwardly; She’s always fucking on me about something, she thought irritably; (wring, wring) Is something bothering you, honey? Jesus! 
 
   “Can I get you anything?”
 
   “No mom thanks.”
 
   “It sure does make me feel safe to know those nice FBI agents are just outside, keeping an eye on us.”
 
   Alex could only nod her agreement. They would have been a reassuring presence, but she knew they were no match for Ed Coastanoa if he came back. Alex had been allowed to live because she wasn’t finished with the job yet, and god only knew what would happen to her once she was.
 
   She kept her eyes forward on the screen and unconsciously held her breath until she heard her mother say they wouldn’t be out long and her squeaky tennis shoes with the Velcro tops made their distinctive creaking noise back down the hallway and stairs. Slowly, she exhaled and reached for the mouse. With a click, she closed the program she’d been staring at for the better part of an hour then shut the computer down. It should have been a quick and easy fix but so far, Alex was unable to repair the secure email program in a way that didn’t compromise something else. The client, a small time online car broker, needed to understand there was a larger problem in his mainframe that was likely causing the problem in his email and it was going to take Alex some time to find it. If only… Alex lamented silently, if only what? She thought hotly, If only a hit man for the Rossi family hadn’t burst into your house and shot your wife, preventing her from finding and fixing the problem for you? She shot out of the chair, storming from the room and headed downstairs but stopped short at the doorway to the kitchen; No… her brain protested, don’t go in there… She turned and wandered around the living room, looking down at the floor, trying to clear her head.
 
   After the Life Flight helicopter left with Cathy and she waited for the coroner to remove Chelsea’s body from the kitchen, Alex found herself barely able to function. Cameron stood screaming in his crib until her parents arrived three hours later, and through it all, Alex could only sit and stare as her mind played and replayed the image of that huge hand grabbing her and effortlessly throwing her on the sofa, the finger jabbing the words at her, “You’re in too deep, get back to work.” The horrific image of Cathy and Chelsea lying in dark pools of their own blood on the floor, then her mind would run the scenes again, like a tape on a loop, over and over. As police searched the house and Alex lay in her dark bedroom, the loop began to play faster and faster until her father quietly entered and said an FBI agent had offered to drive her to the hospital to see Cathy. It wasn’t until she sat in the back of the agent’s quiet car, driving along the dark roads that the horrible images slowed and finally she was left with only the memory of the hand, reaching for her.
 
   She was in trouble and she knew it, If only I had never returned the call... if only I’d referred Roland for the job... if only… if only… Alex balled her hands into fists as she paced the room. The initial job order was so simple; it was legal and above board and Rossi, who initially introduced himself as Bruno DeAgostini, didn’t even blink at Alex’s contract bid which was a lot higher than it should have been. Alex had been in a testy mood that morning and didn’t want yet another crappy, small potatoes email security program to tweak so she had flippantly and arbitrarily quoted a price that was at least four times higher than it should have been. Rossi should have balked at the price, but he didn’t even hesitate, he just handed the unsigned contract back to Alex and said, “There’s no need for such formality.” He handed Alex a thick stack of fifty crisp hundred-dollar bills, “I find straightforwardness much more efficient, don’t you?” Alex was speechless, much like Anthony Rossi had been when Alex produced the new security program and installed it remotely the very next day. Then she had pompously told the man not to hesitate to call if he needed anything else. I should have said I wouldn’t do any more without a signed contract, he would have said no and I wouldn’t be here… and this wouldn’t be happening. Alex thought nothing of the initial job order and suspected nothing when she was told the program she was tweaking was actually for ‘a friend and business associate’, a liquor distributor who was only trying to modernize the way he monitored his inventory. What a load of bullshit that turned out to be… she lamented silently.
 
   Dejectedly, she dropped onto the sofa that had recently held her in such terror and covered her face with her hands, What am I supposed to do now? she wailed silently, feeling sick. Rossi had come to her again, with another small work order for the same business associate and again, he handed over a thick stack of bills, making a joke about how cash transactions simplified life, and winked broadly at her. The work order involved forwarding the business associate’s emails in blind forwards directly to Rossi, Blind to the business associate. He said he owned that business… and wanted to keep clandestine track of all the electronic deposits... A sob escaped her lips and she pressed them tightly together, I never broke the law before…
 
   When he approached her again with more work he brought an assistant, a thin young man with heavy-lidded eyes who simply held out a laptop with the program Alex installed for the liquor distributor, “We need the accounting software on here to let us make two sets of books, Miz Sparrow…” He had smiled warmly, “one file for the inventory we report to the IRS, and another we keep just for us… a private one that only we can see.” He handed over a brown paper bag of cash and said, “It’d mean a lot to me if you could get this done… would twenty grand be enough?”
 
   Alex shook her head dejectedly from side to side, Twenty thousand dollars… in cash, that didn’t have to be reported to the IRS. In a way, it was a dream come true for Alex. She knew she and Cathy could have grown their business into a sizable corporation, but Cathy’s dream was to work from home and have a family while what Alex really wanted was independence from the responsibility of having to answer to anyone for anything. She didn’t want power or to be in charge, she wanted to be left alone to do what she wanted, and she had quickly spent her income from the Rossi work orders on Chanel suits and jewelry she hid from Cathy. Coastanoa told her to get back to work on the new security and snoop programs but she couldn’t; every time she pulled up the program specifics of what they wanted her to create her heart would pound wildly. Feeling faint, she would quickly close the file, struggling against an overwhelming urge to cry and vomit. Everything they want is beyond illegal…
 
   The next time she met with Rossi and his ‘assistant’, she tried to tell him she wanted to work for him, but she didn’t want to do anything illegal. “Everything you’ve done for me is illegal, Miz Sparrow…” She felt the blood from draining from her face, and both men had smiled triumphantly, “It won’t matter how loud you scream your innocence, once you’re identified as having done business with Anthony Rossi, you will do jail time… Maybe not a lot of time, and it maybe in one of those nice, white-collar prisons… But it will certainly change you for the rest of your life…” Alex suddenly looked confused and the broad, heavyset man reintroduced himself; “My name is actually Anthony Rossi,” his grin took years off his heavy features, “look me up.”
 
   She did look him up; as soon as she got home from ‘her lunch with a client’, she googled Anthony Rossi and spent the remainder of the day locked in her home office, terrified, as she read articles about the Rossi organized crime family and the many murders they were suspected of committing; the homicides topping long lists of offenses. However, Alex liked to shop, and within days she was approached again, this time in a parking garage where Rossi sat in her car, handing her printed sheets of programs he wanted her to create for his ‘various businesses.’ He wants to hack freely into ‘business associate’s’ servers and siphon money from their bank accounts, “Hey,” he had grinned amicably, “if some fuckin’ fourteen-old Russian kid can skim a dollar and a dollar there from people’s checking accounts around the world and make millions, we should too, you know?”
 
   She tried to appease him, providing one more program then again tried to sever her ties to Anthony Rossi. Just like Coastanoa said… I was in too deep. The room tilted at a nauseating angle and she again closed her eyes, Dear god, how fucking naive…
 
   A loud knock at the front door made her jump and she yelped aloud in fright. Jesus H. Christ, Alexandra, she thought reproachfully, get a freaking grip on yourself. She was still shaking when she rose from her place on the sofa and walked quietly to the door, squinting through the lace curtain on the side window. A young-looking man with shaggy, collar-length hair and wearing a red and white-striped shirt, smoothly pressed jeans and holding a pizza box waited outside the door. She stepped back from the curtain, trying desperately to decide whether or not she had ever seen this pizza delivery boy before, “Who is it?”
 
   “Pizza delivery.”
 
   Alex felt sweat begin to bead on her upper lip and she wiped it away with a knuckle, “I didn’t order pizza.”
 
   “I know, one of your neighbors is just trying to be nice, Miz Sparrow.”
 
   Alex released the breath she’d been holding and stepped to the door, opening it, “Thank you...” Smiling graciously, if a little shakily, she took the box, “can you tell me who sent it?”
 
   “They wanted to be anonymous, but,” the young man squeezed his eyes shut in concentration, trying to remember what he was instructed to say, “but they wanted to… to express their regrets.”
 
   “Oh, well, tell them thank you very much.” She placed the box on a side table, “Hang on while I get my wallet…”
 
   “Oh no,” he waved her off, “don’t need a tip… that’s okay.”
 
   Alex thanked him again, noting how one of the agents watched surreptitiously from the corner of the building, and shut the door. She took the pizza into the kitchen and set it on the table. Careful to keep her eyes averted from the floor her mother had just scrubbed clean; she took an empty glass sitting on the counter and grabbed a can of diet soda from the fridge. She set the soda and glass on the table and grabbed a paper towel before lifting the lid to the pizza box. It wasn’t until she had a slice in her hand that she realized the pizza was stone cold. Disgustedly, she threw it back in the box, “Thank god I didn’t tip him…” she muttered aloud.
 
   She rose from the chair and was closing the lid when she noticed something in the space where she removed the slice, and when she lifted the corner of another adjacent slice she felt her heart come to a sudden, freezing stop in her chest. It was an envelope. A white, business-sized envelope with ALEX printed on it. Her heart began to pound fearfully in her chest again; the loud pounding filled her ears as she moved slices of pizza to the lid of the box and stood, staring down at it. With a shaking hand, she picked up the envelope and carefully tore open the flap; inside was a single sheet of paper, folded in thirds, the neatly printed message was brief and to the point:
 
    
 
   You are being watched.
 
    
 
   Your phones have been tapped.
 
    
 
   They think you did it.
 
    
 
   Do your work, be patient.
 
    
 
   Make sure nobody testifies and we will protect you.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   “Oh, and Tommy the Tech set up the trap on the broadband traffic to the Sparrow house too.”
 
   “Okay, he was a little slow on the uptake there.”
 
   “I know, but he says he can back-hack whatever we need and…” Don’s voice faded for a moment, “There, he also dumped both Cathy and Alex Sparrow’s phone logs into an attachment I just forwarded to you.”
 
   “Okay,” Jordan stretched in the car seat, “I’m on my way back to the hospital… I imagine I’ll be there till tonight again unless something comes up.”
 
   “We’re not gonna’ interview Alex again today?”
 
   “No,” she shook her head, “whether she’s complicit in this or not, she did lose a child and almost lost her wife in this. RICO got us all the surveillance we need at the moment; I’m okay with letting her have today, at least.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll be here in the office creating a printed record of all this stuff.”
 
   “How fun for you...” Jordan said dryly, smiling when she heard him laugh and hung up.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dr. Yin gave her hand a squeeze, “You will get better...” she said with quiet confidence, giving Cathy’s arm a pat and left the room. The nurse, Danielle, quietly brought her a bedpan,
 
   “I imagine you’ll want to switch to this now and not have to wear those diapers anymore.” Her smile was gentle as she deftly removed and wadded the incontinence pad, “I’ll be right back.” She left the room so her patient could empty her bladder in private.
 
   Squeezing her eyes tightly closed in concentration, Cathy focused on starting her urine flow. She released a shaky breath and poured all of her energy into filling the pan, surprised at how much mental and physical energy was required for such a simple task. She lifted a shaking hand to the large gauze pads covering her throat. She had listened intently while Dr. Yin explained her injury and what was done to repair it. I’m sure she explained it as simply as possible… She swallowed reflexively and her body stiffened painfully in the bed.
 
   Danielle came back in the room, “All done?”
 
   Still clutching at her throat, Cathy’s nod was barely noticeable.
 
   “You tried to swallow?” Cathy nodded again and Danielle looked deeply into her eyes, “It’s going to feel weird for a while. Remember Doctor Yin said you have a stint, like a small cast, in your throat protecting that cartilage until it heals.” She pulled the filled bedpan out from under her, “Now…” she said as she walked briskly to the connecting bathroom to empty and flush the contents of the pan, “when I finish up here we’re gonna get you cleaned up for the day then start working on getting that swallow reflex back…” She washed out the bedpan and placed it on the lower shelf of the nightstand. “Doctor Yin said she was backing off on your pain medication so you’ll be more awake and feel less groggy…” She busied herself with preparing a sponge bath and returned to her side with the small pan of water, washcloth and soap. “But,” she paused in her brisk lathering of the cloth, “You must call me immediately if the pain becomes too much for you Cathy, understand?” Cathy nodded, distantly admiring the way Danielle stripped off the gown she wore under the covers, preserving her dignity. “Pain will only slow down your recovery…”
 
   And I need to get better for Cameron…
 
   “And your son needs you…” Gently methodical, Danielle washed Cathy's petite form, “I said this before, but now that you’re more awake I want to say how sorry I am about your daughter…” She paused for a moment to lay a soft sympathetic hand on her arm, “I am so sorry she’s gone…” Cathy’s eyes brimmed with tears. “But you have to remember she is not lost to you…” She moved to the other side of the bed and repeated the bathing process. “She’ll be with you…” she quietly assured her, “always.” Cathy watched her in silence. “And while you’re here, Cathy… we are gonna get you back on your feet so you can get back home to your son, right?” Cathy nodded. “Good, so that means… and I know this will be hard, but you have to stay calm, and let the medicine work and help your body to heal and get strong again.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan spoke quietly to the two agents sitting outside Cathy’s room. The twenty-four hour protective detail sat on plastic chairs on either side of the door and as she expected, they told her nothing of consequence occurred during the night and she thanked them before slipping inside the curtained, sliding glass door.
 
   “Agent Hawkins…” Danielle turned to her, her hands parked authoritatively on her hips, “You know the rules; you’re supposed to call for entry.”
 
   “Sorry…” Jordan held up her hands in apology and surrender, “I’ll just sit here in the corner until you’re done.”
 
   “Well,” Danielle sighed expressively, “as it happens we are finished,” she turned to regard Cathy, “for now. You did really well...” she assured her patient, gathering the remains of the liquefied breakfast of melted ice chips and applesauce.
 
   Cathy looked exhausted, but she managed a weak thumbs-up. Danielle had raised the bed and stuffed pillows behind until she sat up. Beginning with rapidly melting ice chips, she taught Cathy The Supraglottic Swallowing Method; “Take a deep breath and hold it… now put the ice chip on the back of your tongue, turn your head a little to the left, towards your surgery side, tuck your chin and swallow… Bear down on it if you have to… Now cough before you breathe in to clear your airway…” Jesus… Cathy sagged limply against the stacked pillows behind her, how can something so simple be so exhausting?
 
   “You want to stay sitting up for a while?” Cathy nodded and Danielle gave her a stern look, “Alright… you call me if you need me.” She gave her leg a final pat as she departed and Jordan rose slowly from the chair.
 
   She took off her jacket and draped it over the back of the chair, leaving her tablet and phone on the seat and approached the bed. “Hello,” she spoke quietly, “you were understandably out of it last night so I’ll introduce myself again,” She held out her bureau ID, “My name is Jordan Hawkins, I am a Special Agent for the FBI…” She paused, surprised when Cathy reached out to take her wallet. She waited while she closely examined the badge and picture ID. “I work for the Organized Crime Division…” Her voice faded briefly when she saw the look of devastation in Cathy Sparrow’s eyes. She handed the wallet back and Jordan noted how the red-rimmed eyes flashed briefly on the gun resting on her hip. “The man who shot you and your daughter was identified by fingerprints he left on the door handles on the front and back doors of your house.” Jordan watched her face carefully for reaction but all she saw was grief. “His name is Ed Coastanoa and he works for the Rossi crime family.” No recognition flashed in Cathy Sparrow’s eyes and Jordan continued, “I brought you something…” She had stopped to buy a pen and writing pad on the way to her car and handed them to her, “It doesn’t look like anyone’s brought you one yet so here’s a pad so you can talk to me...”
 
   Cathy held them in her hand as though the objects were completely foreign to her. The pad was a top wire-bound design with ruled pages and Jordan waited quietly while Cathy stared at it for a long moment until she clicked open the pen and began to write,
 
   “My daughter”
 
   Cathy stared down at the words she had written and when she finally raised her eyes to Jordan’s, tears spilled from them and down her face.
 
   Jordan sighed and nodded, sitting on the bed, “According to the coroner, the bullet that killed your daughter hit her squarely in the chest…” Jordan paused when Cathy covered her eyes, “and she died instantly.” Small, strangled sounds escaped Cathy’s throat and Jordan placed a hand over the one she held over her eyes, “Cathy…” she called gently, “Cathy, I know this is the worst moment of your life… but it’s imperative to stay as calm as you can during this time.” She licked her lips, acutely aware of how absurd she sounded, “The more upset you are the more your airway will swell shut … and Cameron needs you.” Cathy continued to cry and Jordan gently pulled her hand from her face, “He needs you, Cathy…” she implored softly, “He needs you… and I need you to help me find the man who shot you and killed Chelsea…”
 
   Cathy nodded and sniffed. Swiping the tears from her eyes, she wrote, “Sorry. Don’t remember much. Only loud bang. Bright flash.” Her hand stopped over the page and she added, “Big man?”
 
   “Yes,” Jordan nodded, “Coastanoa is a big man, six-four, I believe.”
 
   “Why us?”
 
   “I don’t know yet…” Jordan shook her head, “Coastanoa is known for being what’s called an enforcer for the Rossi family… He is not known for making mistakes.” She saw a flicker of something in Cathy’s eyes, “That’s where I need your help, anything you can remember from that night.” Cathy shrugged one-sidedly. “Do you remember what you were doing before the shooting?”
 
   “I was in the kitchen. Getting ready for dinner later. I was on the phone.”
 
   “With who?”
 
   “Customer. Alan Hisely. He owns online linen business.”
 
   Jordan nodded; that corresponded with the home’s landline phone record. “Okay, Cathy, that’s good.” She stood, “How about a break? You look like you could use a rest.” She motioned at the pad and pen, “Those are yours.” She gave her a small smile, “I’ll be back in a while.”
 
   Cathy wrote hurriedly on the pad, “Not long?”
 
   Jordan nodded, “I’ll be close by; there are FBI agents protecting your family at your home in Marlboro, and you have two FBI agents outside the door round the clock protecting you… They, and your nurses, can get me fast…” She picked up her jacket, phone and tablet, “I’ll be back… you get some rest, okay?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex nervously paced up and down the hallway outside the ICU; I called the nurse’s station ten minutes ago to go in, goddammit, where the hell is she? I have to see Cathy, I need to know if she knows anything about… well about anything... she thought, thoroughly agitated. With shaking hands, she had taken care to burn the envelope and note from Rossi in the flame of a burner on the gas stove. She rinsed the ashes down the drain, letting the water run while she stared out the window, not seeing her parents or son in his stroller on the back patio.
 
   A visitor exited the ICU and she grabbed the door before it closed and hurried inside, Fuck this bullshit! Her eyes narrowed when she saw the two agents sitting on either side of Cathy’s room, both stood when Alex reached for the door handle,
 
   “Ma’am…” one agent said quietly, “you need to wait for permission to enter…”  Both agents held out a restraining hand when Jordan suddenly exited the room and slid the glass door closed behind her,
 
   “Well, Miz Sparrow,” she feigned surprise, “there you are...” Jordan watched a brief flurry of emotions cross Alex’s face, fear among them.
 
   Danielle appeared from behind Alex, “You can go in now, Miz Sparrow.”
 
   Not attempting to hide the scowl on her face, Alex brusquely stepped past Jordan and slid open the door to Cathy’s room.
 
   Jordan nodded to the two agents, “Good work…” she said quietly, giving them a small smile. When she passed Danielle, the nurse murmured under her breath,
 
   “Well,” she said dryly, “at least she’s here.”
 
   Saying nothing, Jordan smiled back at her and left the unit. Retreating to the waiting area, she chose a seat with a clear view of the ICU doors.
 
    
 
    
 
   “How are you feeling, sweetheart.” Alex murmured as she leaned down to kiss her wife gently on the forehead, “You look better today, can you eat anything yet?” she inquired, sitting on the bed. Cathy held up her hand a little and indicated with her thumb and forefinger she had managed a little. She still wore a nasal cannula and Alex noted her eyes had a hollow, sunken appearance; the dark half circles beneath underscoring the haunted and vacant qualities reflected in their depths, already the once slender petite woman now looked thin and gaunt. She took her hand and continued, “You have to eat more than that sweetheart; we desperately need you at home… Cameron misses his mommy.”
 
   Cathy managed a wan smile and tears welled in her eyes; one spilling down her face and neck, only to disappear in the thick layer of gauze carefully taped to the front and sides of her throat.
 
   “My parents came to babysit…” Alex smiled sweetly. After a moment she asked, “I saw the FBI agent was in here, was she bothering you?” Cathy moved her head ever so slightly no and Alex continued, “Was she asking you questions about the… the other night?” The troubled eyes closed and she nodded.
 
   Alex licked her lips nervously, “Were you able to tell her anything about the man who shot you?”
 
   Cathy turned to a fresh page in her notepad and wrote, “Only big. Happened fast. Nothing else.” Alex wanted to weep with relief but only nodded. Cathy continued writing, “She says it was a mafia hit man. Why?”
 
   Alex stared at the words and when she finally looked in Cathy’s eyes she saw fear, “I don’t know, darling.” She reached out to give her hand a comforting squeeze but Cathy pulled away, writing,
 
   “Not an accident. Not in our house!” She agitatedly underlined the last; “Tell me why”
 
   Alex read the words and carefully collected herself before looking again into Cathy’s eyes, “I don’t know why, honey, I really don’t. It must have been a mistake. They must have thought we were someone else.”
 
   “FBI says mafia doesn’t make mistakes. She thinks we are involved w/them!”
 
   Alex looked at her imploringly, “But we’re not, sweetheart. This was all just a huge nightmare, but it’s over now. I promise.” Alex felt a perceptible shift in Cathy’s mood, a momentary flash of anger. She lowered her voice to a murmur, “That man must have realized his mistake and run off. But we’re safe n…”
 
   “He was in our house!”she scribbled furiously.
 
   “I know,” Alex conceded, “I meant we’re okay now because it’s over for us….”
 
   “Not over.” she wrote with increasing strength.
 
   “Yes, it is…” Alex said as soothingly as she could. She continued to croon soft words of reassurance as Cathy continued to tensely scrawl words across the page,
 
   “He murdered our daughter! Not over for us!”
 
   Alex’s newfound sense of relief was quickly evaporating, Cathy’s breath started to sound ragged and she would have reached for the nurse’s call button were it not for the tiny glint of steel that shone in the dark brown eyes.
 
   “Okay,” she said quietly, holding out her hands in surrender, “you’re getting way too upset about something neither one of us can do anything about right now.” She stood, “I’ll be back in awhile, okay?” She gently took the pen and pad from Cathy’s hands and after placing them on the overbed table, pointedly rolled it away from her. When she leaned to place a kiss on Cathy’s cheek, her wife placed a hand on the side of her face and looked imploringly at her. “I’ll come back later.” Alex assured her, and left.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Miz Sparrow?” Jordan called to her from the waiting area as Alex passed the doorway.
 
   “Yes, Agent Hawkins?” Alex turned to look at the FBI agent, Oh for the love of god, she lamented silently, fuck off!
 
   “I just wanted to let you know; when he’s ready the federal prosecutor will convene a grand jury to hear testimony on your case so they can forward an indictment against Ed Coastanoa and Anthony Rossi.”
 
   Alex felt the blood drain from her face, “What?”
 
   “Yes...” Jordan cocked her head to one side, regarding her, “both you and your wife will be subpoenaed to testify.”
 
   “But I didn’t see anything.” Alex protested, feeling perspiration begin to tickle down the back of her neck.
 
   “I know, but we’ll still need you to testify to that.” Jordan paused for a second before adding, “Besides, you might remember something new by then that could be helpful to our investigation.”
 
   Alex kept her eyes fixed on the carpet at the far end of the hallway.
 
   “Miz Sparrow?”
 
   Alex nodded, “Yes, alright… fine.” She locked eyes with Jordan challengingly, “If you’ll excuse me, I don’t want to take you away from finding my child’s killer.”  She turned on her heel and strode off down the hallway heading for the stairs. It took all her control not to slam through the door.
 
   Jordan watched as Alex retreated down the hallway, bypassing the elevator and taking the stairs. Once she was gone, she turned and walked back into the ICU, using her new magnetized badge to enter. She waved to the nurses as she passed the wide counter; they were well used to her presence by now. She nodded to the two agents guarding the doors and quietly slipped inside Cathy’s room.
 
   Her witness was staring listlessly out the small window that offered only a monotonous view of cold, gray sky and she stood uncertainly for a moment before crossing the room and placed her tablet on the overbed table,
 
   “I’m back...” she murmured quietly, giving an awkward wave when Cathy finally turned her eyes from the window. She reached for the pad and pen, intending to hand them back to Cathy and stopped short when she saw the words she had scrawled on the page. She silently read the notes, turning the pages until she’d read them all before flipping them back into place. Silently, she pulled the table back over the bed and placed the pad and pen in front of Cathy, who averted her eyes when Jordan finally looked at her,
 
   “For the record, Cathy, I don’t think you’re involved with the Rossi family nor do I think for one second that you had anything to do with any of this.” She turned and sat on the edge of the bed again, “I really don’t… but I have to ask. I am obligated to consider all the possibilities.” She paused for a moment, considering how to proceed; “This family, the Rossi family, like most of the mafia families here in the U.S., have been investigated and when possible, prosecuted… for decades now,” Jordan sighed heavily, “for extortion, loansharking, bribery… and criminal involvement in the export/import trades; for everything from Cuban cigars to hijacking computer components for resale... Now,” she stood, slipping out of her suit jacket and draped it over the back of a chair, “four years ago, an associate of Anthony Rossi, Dominic Venetti, who was also Rossi’s second cousin, was convicted of fraud, specifically for bootlegging untaxed cigarettes… We knew he was involved in other traditional vices of organized crime, like loan-sharking and drug dealing.” Cathy seemed to relax, if marginally, as Jordan warmed to her subject, “The cooperating witness who gave us the evidence we needed to convict Venetti was also getting us information on a new direction the Rossi family seemed to be preparing for. After two associates from a competing family were caught trying to manipulate stock for a company they had just acquired, it came to the attention of our ever growing cyber-crime division that organized crime, as a whole, has been working hard to invade and use the Internet in all sorts of new ways to manipulate and rip people off.” She shrugged, “In the past, it didn’t matter whether the businesses they approached were legitimate or not, these crime families just took them over using fear and violence, but now they’re simplifying their traditional business model and they’ve upgraded, so to speak, to using digital versions of mafia protection. In other words, in exchange for a cut of the company’s profit, they will provide their own computer security programs that will not only protect their customers mainframes from hackers, we believe they are also promising to protect their customers books, accounting records, you name it. Once they have complete control over their mainframes they are free to manipulate them and their customers any way they like... Do you see where I’m going with this?” Doctor Sparrow is no slouch, she watched Cathy scribble furiously on the pad; I guess having a PhD and Masters in computer science doesn’t always make you an out-of-touch nerd. She tore off the pages, handing them to Jordan,
 
   “You suspect Alex is writing programs for Rossi designed to not only steal money and protect business computers from hackers but also from IRS, or for creating undetectable trace programs, and scrubber-loaded viruses to permanently wipe out crooked books so no evidence remains to incriminate?”
 
   She read the notes and nodded, “Yes, at least… We believe the heads of these families are bringing computer programmers into their employ so they can create a whole new source of income for themselves.” She grinned sardonically, “I think their dream is to do nothing but sit around with their cronies and watch their computer guys do all the work while the money pours in from credit card theft, identity theft… everything they can think of.” Cathy’s eyes were unreadable, so she continued, “I need your help, I need you to think back and tell me if you can think of anything that might link Alex to these men.”
 
   Pain-filled eyes darted from Jordan back down to the pen and pad she held in her hands. Jordan ran a hand through her dark hair then carefully rubbed her eyes in an effort to preserve as much of her minimal makeup as possible. When she opened them again Cathy was holding out the pad to her,
 
   “She has been increasingly stressed and short tempered.” Before Jordan could form a response she motioned for the pad again and added, “But she would not talk to me about it.”
 
   Jordan nodded, “Okay, that’s good,” she assured her, “really, if you think of anything else, no matter how innocuous it might seem, you’ll tell me?” Cathy wrote on a fresh page and held it out to Jordan. She leaned forward to read the words and smiled,
 
   “No. But I will write it.”
 
   “Speaking of which,” Jordan paused and gestured to the pad, “I mean, writing of which… I’ve been meaning to tell you something about myself…” She smiled, looking more relaxed, “I am not just a government cop with unlimited law enforcement skills, you know.” She wagged her brows good-naturedly, “I also happen to be proficient in sign language.” Cathy’s brows arched high in surprise and Jordan nodded, “Oh yes… my parents were deaf, I know sign so I thought I’d ask, since you have to avoid trying to rediscover your voice for a while, if you’d like to learn some sign language… so you won’t develop writer’s cramp… Interested?” Cathy lay quietly in her bed, suddenly looking uncomfortable, and for a moment Jordan wondered if she had stepped over the line.
 
   “OK.” she wrote, somewhat hesitantly.
 
   “Good...” Jordan smiled, “time for your first lesson then,” she held up her hand, forming an O with her thumb and fingers, “this is the sign for the letter O.”
 
   Cathy held up her hand, copying her.
 
   “Very good...” Next, she held up two fingers, her thumb tucked between them, “and this is the letter K.” She waited for Cathy to successfully mimic the letter, “That’s good, now this is how you say, okay.” She first made the sign for O then the sign for K when she noted Cathy waving to her one-handedly. “Yes?”
 
   Looking at her with her eyebrows raised questioningly, Cathy held the tips of her thumb and forefinger together, leaving her other fingers spread in the traditional gesture for okay. 
 
   “And that is still acceptable too.” Jordan chuckled, returning the sign to her, “So far, you’re a natural.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Marlboro, NJ 
 
    
 
   The cemetery was set atop of a series of gently sloping hills, and for the mausoleums and tombstones that carpeted them it created the illusion of grave markers undulating on a soft sea of white snow.
 
   Cathy cuddled Cameron on her lap as the limo drove slowly through the cemetery on a freshly snowplowed road. Alex sat next to her and her parents sat facing them. It wasn’t until Alex’s mother, Marion had asked her who of their friends should be invited to Chelsea’s funeral that Cathy realized she couldn’t even remember the last time she had talked to any. Getting the business started then starting a family took so much of her time she had regretfully let her friends fade far into the dim corridors of her life. For years now, the only contact she had with any of her own friends were the Christmas cards they exchanged once a year, and they had dwindled down to a precious few. She had sat at her desk in her home office, staring down at the pad of paper she used to communicate with until she realized her mother-in-law was still hovering over her, wringing her hands.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Cathy wrote, “I’m really not comfortable with having anyone else at the service except for the five of us.”
 
   “I understand, dear.” Marion had assured her, patting her gently on the shoulder.
 
   It was the week before Christmas and Cathy was grateful her in-laws had not yet broached the subject with her. Cameron was too young to know he was missing anything and Cathy had communicated to Alex, in no uncertain terms, that she would not celebrate the holiday this year, she would give Alex and Cameron their gifts, but the very idea of being joyful about Christmas turned her stomach. As it was, she could hardly open the closet in her office the day before when she went to retrieve the Christmas presents she had hidden on the top shelf. She had organized them by recipient; all of the gifts for Alex were stacked on the left, Chelsea’s in the middle and Cameron’s on the right. She had purchased most of the items online so they were still in the boxes they had been shipped in. She had stacked Chelsea’s birthday presents on top of her Christmas gifts and Cathy’s eyes had blurred with tears; Chelsea’s birthday had passed while she was still in the hospital, and she had become so upset her daughter was no longer alive to celebrate her fifth birthday, she spend her own birthday, the following day, heavily medicated.
 
   She sat quietly on the car seat, one hand unconsciously checking the gauze on her throat; Dr. Yin had surgically removed the stint at the end of the second week, and now only a single layer of gauze covered the sensitive scar tissue. You know she’s back there… Cathy scolded silently, resisting the urge to turn and look out the rear window of the limo. You know we’re safe, on this day… she thought as they drove past the gravestones; It’s the day before Christmas Eve… and I have to bury my daughter. She closed her eyes and gave her full attention to breathing slowly through her nose and mouth. Dr. Yin said she appeared to be healing smoothly from her injuries, but Cathy’s throat still swelled painfully every time her sorrow rose to the surface, making breathing difficult and she would quickly find herself on the edge of panic. She paced her breaths, dipping her head slightly so she could inhale the scent of Cameron’s hair.
 
   The area around the grave had been carefully plowed of snow, and the odd-looking backhoe that dug the grave in the frozen ground had been left discretely parked behind a concrete mausoleum. The limo and the large black utility vehicle that followed at a discrete distance came to a stop and after silently exiting the car, the small party made their way carefully through the graveyard, the only sounds made by their booted feet crunching through the thin layer of snow covering the brown grass beneath. The pastor waited at the gravesite, and Cathy turned once to see Jordan and two other agents standing silently near their vehicle, scanning the area. Her eyes locked with Jordan’s and both exchanged soft smiles.
 
   Alex had asked Pastor Mathews, from a local protestant church to conduct the service. Cathy met him when he had come by the house only the day before, but she could not remember his name when he stepped forward and took her hand, offering his condolences and helping her to a line of folding chairs that sat in front of the small white coffin. Alex had arranged for the minister, but Cathy had insisted she drive her to the mortuary home so she could choose the casket herself. Writing on her now ever present pad, she had requested to see Chelsea one last time, so she could say goodbye, but Alex had objected and they had argued in the mortician’s private office; Alex strenuously arguing in increasingly harsh, muted tones while Cathy furiously scribbled on her pad. In the end, she was not allowed to see her beloved daughter because, as Alex had repeated to the mortician, Cathy was incapable of doing so without becoming too upset. The drive home was conducted in stony silence; Cathy sat in the passenger seat, red-faced from the effort it took to breathe in her grief and outrage.
 
   The gray and cloud-lined sky kept the temperature hovering at thirty degrees, so the service was brief. Cathy heard the minister speaking but could not focus on the words so she gave up and simply stared at her daughter’s coffin, her gloved hand clutching Alex’s. When he finished speaking, Pastor Matthews stepped around to where Cathy was sitting and leaned down to murmur softly,
 
   “Would you like to say goodbye?”
 
   She took his proffered hand and rose from her seat, Alex and her parents rose to stand as she took three steps forward to lay her hands on the small white casket. She knelt on the ground and placed her cheek on the cold lid, her face turned away from the others so she looked across the top of the casket and the gently rising field of tombstones that seemed to extend into the clouds on the horizon. I am so sorry my beautiful girl… You were supposed to play and grow… start kindergarten… go to high school… become a young woman and date… you were supposed to grow up and have a fun and happy life…  Her breathing was ragged and a soundless tear slipped from her eye, leaving a frozen trail that disappeared into her hairline just above her ear. I hope you can forgive me, my Chelsea… I hope you can forgive me... I hope you can rest in peace.
 
   Alex, holding Cameron in her arms, finally stepped forward and placed a hand on Cathy’s shoulder. Another long moment passed before she finally rose and turned to the pastor. With her fingers held together and her hand flat, she raised it palm inward, and momentarily placing the tips of her fingers to her lips she then moved her hand forward and silently mouthed, “Thank you.”
 
   He took her hand in his and murmured what Cathy assumed were words of comfort, but all she could hear was the sound of rushing blood pounding in her ears. She leaned heavily on Norm, her father-in-law’s arm as she shakily made her way back to the car. When they reached the limo Cathy stopped, holding onto the edge of the car door with both hands for support and watched as two cemetery workers emerged from behind the backhoe and used straps to lower Chelsea’s coffin into the cold ground.
 
   “Cathy?” Alex leaned down to her, a hand on her arm, but Cathy was unable to hear her and she stood, watching until one worker let go of his end and his partner had pulled the straps from the grave, winding them on his arm. Alex gently tried to pull one of her gloved hands from the door, but she held on, not wanting to leave her daughter alone in such a cold and desolate place.
 
   “Honey?” Alex said again, moving her hand to her shoulder.
 
   Letting go of his grip on Alex, Cameron reached out with both hands for his mother and Cathy automatically let go of the door and turned to take him in her arms. Soundless, the family climbed into the car. The driver, an undercover FBI agent, gently closed the door behind them and carefully walked around the long black car, sliding silently behind the wheel.
 
   Jordan and the two agents from the protective detail climbed back into the dark SUV, Jordan in back. Clicking her seatbelt into place, she drew a deep, clearing breath, furiously blinking tears from her eyes. I’ve gotten too close… she thought dispassionately, I admit it…
 
   The two cemetery workers stopped to watch as the limo and the carload of agents pulled away. The older of the two sighed heavily; pulling out the knit cap he had respectfully tucked into his back pocket and with a quick flip, pulled it back onto his head,
 
   “Jesus, Dan, after doin’ this for the past forty-odd years… this is the only part of the job that I absolutely hate with a fuckin’ passion. Nobody, but nobody should ever have to bury a child.”
 
   Dan nodded in sympathy, “How long, do you think, before they’ll be able to get on with their lives?”
 
   “Who says they ever will?” he replied ruefully, and left to retrieve the backhoe.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY 
 
    
 
   Jordan stalked the main hallway in the federal courthouse building, stepping off to the side every so often to check first her watch, then her phone. She had arrived at the courthouse early, just to be on the safe side, but now she was driving herself to distraction waiting for Cathy’s sign translator and the Sparrows to arrive and testify to the federal grand jury. She knew there was nothing to worry about; the Sparrows were well protected and today were being transported to the city courtesy of the federal government in a four-car caravan. Two were conspicuously large black utility vehicles, the Sparrows sat in the first and the second car was full of agents that acted as backup in case some Rossi family soldiers tried to prevent the Sparrows from testifying. What the Sparrows were not aware of were the two unmarked cars that led and followed at more discrete distances.
 
   Jordan wanted no chances taken today; in the weeks that had passed since the funeral of their daughter, she made daily visits to the Sparrow home to personally check in with the protective detail and with Cathy and Alex, in case they managed to remember anything new and apprise them of any developments in the case. However, Jordan had noticed that with each passing day Cathy Sparrow seemed to grow more confident and determined to forward the investigation of her daughter’s murder by her testimony, even though she herself had relatively little information to impart. And as Dr. Sparrow seemed to grow stronger with each passing day in anticipation of the grand jury, Ms. Sparrow seemed to grow more agitated and withdrawn, choosing instead to greet Jordan’s daily visits with a dark look before disappearing into her office.
 
   With each visit, Jordan would first begin by telling Cathy any new information she had gleaned on the case that wouldn’t compromise the investigation, though precious little had come to light as Eduardo Coastanoa was still at large. But Jordan’s real intention was to keep Dr. Sparrow focused on her testimony by asking practice questions she would likely be asked on the stand and making sure she had all the signs they thought she might need in her vocabulary. Unable to do little else but hide in her home, Cathy had spent her days working in her home office and cuddled with her son, and as he played with his toys, she learned sign language from the online signing dictionaries and instruction video links Jordan emailed her. After she explained some of the rudimentary principles of how specific gestures related to families of words and how to decipher the instructions for signing each word, Cathy had proved a quick study and Jordan guessed she had probably amassed a fifteen-hundred-word vocabulary in just under a month. She was impressed with Cathy’s skill and dexterity, but admitted privately that between her genius and her grief, her becoming so rapidly fluent in sign language was probably not too surprising.
 
   Jordan paced off to the side of the hallway and checked her watch again. Just as she reached for her phone, it rang and she barked impatiently, “Hawkins!”
 
   “We’re here…” was the brief reply and with that, Jordan strode out the front doors, meeting the Sparrows and their phalanx of government bodyguards halfway on the stairs.
 
   Jordan was unsurprised to see the look of sadness and stony determination on Cathy’s face when she greeted her, but raised her eyebrows when she noted how nervous and clammy Alex appeared. Ever the properly, if distantly, supportive spouse, Alex dutifully supported her wife by the elbow with one hand as they ascended the stairs, but she looked as though she might collapse at any moment.
 
   Don only greeted Jordan with raised eyebrows and she turned to Cathy and Alex, “How are you two holding up?” she asked; concerned that Alex might keel over from a heart attack and delay their testimony. She felt a twinge of conflicting emotions for the woman, and her flash of pity battled with her utter conviction Alexandra Sparrow was somehow responsible for her daughter’s murder and her wife’s devastating injury.
 
   Cathy signed, “Fine…” and Alex only nodded and pulled some sodden tissue from the pocket of her long dark woolen overcoat with her free hand to dab delicately at the sheen of perspiration on her face.
 
   As they entered the building Jordan reiterated for them, for the last time, she assured them, how the proceedings would take place when they were called in, one at a time, to testify. From the corner of her eye, Jordan watched as Alex’s eyes darted nervously back and forth as she scanned the hallway. She was thoroughly agitated and Jordan motioned for them to sit on the benches located outside the grand jury room.
 
   “I’m fine...” Alex tried to sound calm, but the quaver in her voice was unmistakable, “Let’s just get this over with...” she added in a stilted murmur.
 
   Jordan helped Cathy out of her overcoat, handing it to her when she sat stiffly on the bench, “Thank you.” she signed, laying it across her lap.
 
   “Anytime...” Jordan signed back and gave her a small, sympathetic smile.
 
   Alex had not missed the exchange and abruptly turned on her high heels to pace the hallway. She stopped to remove her long overcoat and draping it across her arm, retrieved more tissue from the pocket. She stepped into a tiny alcove that once held a pay phone and mopped at her face again, noting how the tissue had become a useless sodden wad and she threw it on the floor, snorting in disgust.
 
   “Calm down, Alexandra…” she murmured under her breath, “Just calm down...”  I can’t! She silently lamented, I can’t, because my wife is going to testify and Ed Coastanoa is going to come back and kill me for sure this time! She had managed to make some progress on Anthony Rossi’s new programs, but it frankly didn’t amount to much. All she seemed able to think about at all was how in over her head she was. Since the arrival of the note in the pizza box Alex had taken care to only work on the programs she had begun to create on her laptop, taking care each time she turned it on to make sure the wireless connection was disabled. As the days and weeks passed in her office she returned, again and again to the security program she had initially created for Rossi. Only it wasn’t really for him… she breathed carefully in through her nose, It was for the owner of a liquor distributor… A business associate of Rossi… An exasperated sigh escaped her, and I didn’t even question it… It was just to see how good I was… and trap me into creating a whole range of programs designed specifically to snoop and steal… digitally undetectable and untraceable. Her lips pressed together in a thin line, Like I can just pull all that out of my ass.
 
   Don and Jordan stood together near the jury room doors, “Do you think they’ll make it?” he murmured quietly.
 
   “What,” Jordan’s eyes continually swept the immense corridor, “in testimony?”
 
   “No…” he sighed, “I mean, their relationship.”
 
   Jordan’s brow furrowed and she shrugged.
 
   Standing in the phone alcove, Alex had started to shake uncontrollably and nearly jumped out of her skin when she felt a hand on her arm. It was Cathy. “Jesus!” she exhaled loudly and whispered, “you goddamn near gave me a heart attack.” She looked over Cathy’s head and saw Jordan watching them. She took a step out from the alcove and motioned for Cathy to enter, “Have a seat...” she murmured, pointing to the small wooden bench. Cathy slid past her to sit and she stepped in after her to block the doorway. “I’m fine, sweetheart...” she reassured her, smoothing down her designer suit as she spoke, “Really, I am.”
 
   Cathy looked up at her wife with a look of complete and utter sympathy and she grasped Alex’s hand in hers, giving it a gentle, reassuring squeeze. She’s still beautiful, Alex suddenly realized, even with those dark goddamned circles under her eyes...  Although she believed the gaunt, haunted features of Cathy’s face were now most likely permanent and would be a part of her forever. Not that I’ll live long enough to find out… she thought with a flash of anger, It’s because of her insistence to testify that I’m going to get my brains blown all over to hell and gone! She slowly shook her head from side to side as her exasperation mounted; she had planned to simply refuse to enter the room when her turn came. She would plead the fifth out of fear of retaliation; whatever it took, she didn’t care. She believed the deadly note that came with the cold pizza and she had every intention of respecting it. But it won’t matter if Cathy insists on testifying... She suddenly balled her hands into fists and after checking to make sure Agent Hawkins nor any of the other FBI agents were within earshot, she leaned down to her wife,
 
   “Sweetheart,” she began, keeping her voice low, “we should not be here doing this…” Cathy immediately reached in the pocket of her black suit and pulled out a small notepad and pen. Alex checked the corridor again and continued in a more hurried tone, “For your own sake, sweetheart…”
 
   Cathy’s pen stopped in mid-air and fleetingly her mouth dropped open in amazement before she began to write furiously on her pad, “For my sake? We do this for our daughter’s sake!”
 
   “But darling,” Alex countered through now tightly gritted teeth, “if we testify here today, these people could come after us again… just for testifying, don’t you understand?” Cathy looked at her for a long moment and she turned her head to check on Agent Hawkins who now looked as though she was going to come over. When she looked back she read the pad Cathy held out to her,
 
   “No! I will fight back!” she had scribbled furiously, “Chelsea deserves that much!”
 
   Alex read the note then snatched the pad from her, “Is that what you want?” She hissed, “What if that man comes back and kills Cameron this time? We only have one child left, Cathy, are you really willing to risk him for this?” She leaned forward and angrily waved the pad briefly in her face before stuffing it in the pocket of her overcoat.
 
   The color instantly drained from Cathy’s face and her eyes opened wide in shock and horror. Bull’s eye! Alex thought, triumphant, Finally, I have stricken the great Doctor Catherine Sparrow to her core. She thought angrily, Finally I have your goddamned attention! Cathy’s eyes brimmed with tears and she began to shake, and hotly boring her eyes into Cathy’s, Alex quietly put a finger to her lips, and slowly shook her head no.
 
   “Is everything okay over here?”
 
   Alex jumped slightly and spun around to find herself face to face with Jordan.
 
   “Yes,” Alex assured her, “we’re just catching our breath, Agent Hawkins.” She turned back to help her wife to her feet, “Come on darling, let’s come back out here now.” Jordan stepped back so the couple could leave the small space,
 
   “Cathy?” Jordan asked, alarmed when she saw the ashen woman’s face, “are you alright?” She stepped forward to offer the woman some additional support but Alex waved her off,
 
   “She’s understandably upset, Agent Hawkins…” Alex held out a hand to stop her, “I have her...” she added pointedly.
 
   As Cathy made her way back to the bench in the hallway, her breathing grew increasingly labored and audible and Jordan felt a thrill of fear lance through her. She followed them, and when Cathy’s footsteps appeared to falter she rushed forward to take the woman’s other elbow and she immediately fell back into Jordan’s arms.
 
   “Cathy!” Jordan cried as she lowered her gently to the floor. Cathy struggled to breathe, clutching at her throat and making loud choking and gasping noises and Jordan looked up at one of the surrounding agents and yelled, “Call 911!” She watched in horror when Cathy turned her head to cough and bathed the white marble floor in a flood of bright, foamy red blood, “Jesus!” Jordan exclaimed and quickly turned her onto her left side, watching as more blood ran from the side of her mouth. The blood rapidly turned dark and thick and with both hands clutching her throat, Cathy’s face turned beet red and veins bulged in her neck and face as strangled, gurgling noises issued from her throat.
 
   “Jesus Christ!” shouted one of the other agents looking over Jordan’s shoulder, “Is there a frickin’ doctor in this building who’s not being sued for something?”
 
   After what seemed an eternity to all who watched the growing pool of blood, one of the agents found a doctor who quickly determined that Cathy, who by then had lost consciousness, needed an emergency tracheotomy if she was going to live, let alone live a life free of permanent brain damage caused by oxygen deprivation. The doctor, who identified himself as Irving, used a pocketknife to open Cathy’s airway at the base of her throat and, borrowing a pen from Jordan, carefully inserted the dismantled tube section of the pen into the opening, bending close to the open end of the tube so he could hear and feel air passing in and out of her lungs. When the paramedics arrived, he snatched a stethoscope from one of them and called for a more appropriate airway to insert then listened for several more excruciatingly long seconds to make sure the air was being sucked into her lungs before securing the new airway so the paramedics could take over.
 
   Jordan thanked the volunteer physician profusely, shaking her head in amazement while she furiously pumped the man’s hand up and down in gratitude. Irving, a bespectacled, older looking man with thinning, gray hair, just smiled and looked down at their clasped hands,
 
   “I think we’d better go wash up?” he said, and when Jordan looked down she finally noticed both their hands were sticky and covered in Cathy’s blood,
 
   “Oh god,” Jordan winced at the sight, “I’m sorry, but thanks again!” She turned abruptly and trotted down the hallway to catch up with the paramedics who were departing with their patient. “Don!” she pointed at Alex who followed a step or two behind the gurney, “Take Miz Sparrow in the car and follow us to the hospital…” Her voice abruptly faded and Don turned to see what she was looking at. Alex Sparrow had a look on her face Jordan could not decipher; What is that? she wondered, Relief?
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex sat quietly in a private waiting area of the emergency room and Jordan stood in the doorway, silently observing her where she sat slumped in her chair, staring at the floor. The odd mixture of fear and relief Jordan had seen in the courthouse had faded at some point, Now she just looks ragged, she mused, and thoroughly spent. She checked her watch but could no longer keep track of how much time had passed since Cathy’s collapse. She only knew it felt like the doctors had been working on her forever and she didn’t know whether to think that was a good sign or not. She turned her attention back to the doors leading from the treatment area and willed someone to come out with an update.
 
   Alex on the other hand simply sat, feeling nothing; I should feel happy, she thought, feeling oddly numb and detached, I should feel relieved… Her thoughts drifted and she continued to stare, unblinkingly, at the floor, I should feel…
 
   It was nearly two o’clock when Dr. Yin finally came out and asked for Miz Sparrow. Jordan gave her a small wave and pointed to Alex who had not moved all afternoon. The doctor sat on the coffee table across from her and in words loud enough for Jordan to hear, informed her that her spouse was going to recover,
 
   “A rather large blood vessel in her neck ruptured. It’s likely ongoing stress caused a weakening of the vessel wall and it simply tore under the strain. I have closed the emergency tracheotomy… She is going to recover Miz Sparrow, but it will be imperative during her recovery that she stay as calm as possible so this doesn’t happen again and the area can heal properly.” Dr. Yin paused before adding, “Do you have any questions?” Mutely, Alex shook her head no and she nodded, patting her comfortingly on the arm, “She’s being taken upstairs to the intensive care unit now,” she turned to look meaningfully at Jordan, “so you can go up. Just use the phone in the hallway so the nurse can come out and take you in the unit, okay?”
 
   Alex did not respond, so Jordan chimed in, “Thank you, doctor, we remember the drill.”
 
    
 
    
 
   By the next day, Alex had recovered well enough to flash Jordan a big smile when she arrived to visit Cathy,
 
   “Why Agent Hawkins,” she purred, “it’s like déjà vu all over again, isn’t it?”
 
   “I…” Jordan faltered in the face of such an inappropriate remark coming from a woman who was both a grieving mother and a concerned spouse, “I can only imagine the relief you must feel…”
 
   “Absolutely…” Alex nodded, looking resplendent in her white silk blouse and deep teal pencil skirt. “Absolutely right, Agent Hawkins...” She dropped her overcoat over the chair and brought out a small bouquet of flowers she’d been concealing behind her back and presented them to her wife who lay very still in the bed, “And how’s my sweetheart this morning?” she asked, placing the flowers on her lap and planting a small, delicate kiss on her cheek.
 
   Cathy smiled weakly as Alex turned to sit in the chair Jordan had been sitting in then looked up at the FBI agent with one eyebrow raised in silent query.
 
   “I’ll go grab some coffee.”Jordan hooked a thumb toward the door.
 
   “Thank you, Agent Hawkins.” Alex replied dryly.
 
   Jordan gave them both a smile and ducked out of the small room, quietly sliding the door shut behind her. Cathy had not been communicative this morning and Jordan was content to just sit quietly and let her rest. She had planted her recording device the night before on the underside of Cathy’s bed. The bug’s audio files had captured nothing useful during Cathy’s first stay in ICU, but Jordan fervently hoped this time Alex Sparrow would let something slip to her wife.
 
   “Darling,” Alex asked after Jordan closed the door, “how are you feeling today?”
 
   Cathy motioned for a pen and she quickly reached in her coat pocket and produced her notepad and pen from the day before. She handed them to her and when Cathy opened the cover, she noticed the pages she had written in the phone alcove the day before were gone. Her eyes flicked up to Alex but she only gazed at her impassively, although Cathy could have sworn the barest hint of triumph shone in her eyes.
 
   “I believe the FBI can keep us safe.” she wrote, “We must testify. I want our daughter’s murderer caught.” She underlined the last sentence for emphasis, “If we don’t testify it will never be over for us.”
 
   Alex read the note with a forced calm, feeling a flush of heat suffuse her neck and face as her temper flared. She gingerly took the pen from her wife’s hand and wrote back, “No. They cannot keep us safe. Not forever.”
 
   Cathy’s heart began to race as understanding, panic and fear flooded through her. She struggled to remain calm as she held out her hand for the pen and wrote back, “Why? What did you do?”
 
   Alex nearly blurted, NOTHING! But schooled herself into a calm she did not feel, “Nothing” she wrote, “but if you insist on giving any testimony whatsoever, either we or our only child will be killed.” She had almost handed the pad back to her then hastily added, “If you testify I will take Cameron and disappear forever.” She handed the pad back to her and watched her face as she read the last sentence.
 
   Cathy closed her eyes briefly and leaned her head back against the pillows, trying desperately to remain calm and keep her throat from swelling shut.
 
   Alex leaned in close and whispered softly, “Is that what you want?”
 
   Cathy could feel her closed eyes fill with tears and she dropped a hand over them, then sniffed and swallowed carefully. When she opened them again she turned her head to look at Alex, her face a mask of devastation, and despondently shook her head no.
 
   “Good.” Alex sat back in the chair, feeling the sweat that had been running down her back suddenly adhere to her silk blouse. She gently took the pad from Cathy’s limp hand and returned it and the pen to her coat pocket. “It’ll be alright, sweetheart,” she rose from the chair and gave her another dutiful peck on the cheek, “You’ll see, everything will calm down and we’ll go back to our lives, okay?” She smiled down at her and affectionately stroked the spot she kissed with the back of her fingers.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan’s phone rang as she waited in the cafeteria; it was one of the agents guarding the ICU telling her Ms. Sparrow had left the unit. Jordan thanked her and hung up, moving to stand by the window with her coffee, watching until Alex finally emerged from the hospital lobby and made her way to the entrance of the parking garage, disappearing into its depths. She drained the last of the coffee and tossed the cup in a waste can as she left and bypassing the elevator, took the stairs, two at a time, back to the ICU. When she slipped back into Cathy’s room, she nodded to the nurse who was bending over her, checking the bandage on her throat.
 
   “Alright, Agent Hawkins” the young woman smiled, “not too much in the way of excitement, okay?”
 
   “Yes ma’am.” she replied obediently and sat in the chair on the far side of the tiny room, waiting for the nurse to finish her ministrations. Cathy looked drained and barely took notice of her.
 
   “It’s okay, Cathy,” the nurse reassured her, “it’ll get better and easier as you go along.”
 
   Cathy barely nodded in response, a single tear escaped her eye and ran smoothly into her ear and she wiped it away. The nurse gave her a final pat on the hand and finally withdrew, leaving Cathy and Jordan alone. Cathy closed her eyes and Jordan watched her for several minutes before she opened them again and raised her hands,
 
   “I cannot testify to the grand jury...” she signed, “I had nothing useful to testify to anyway.” Her hands hung helplessly in the air for a moment before she dropped them onto the bed at her sides.
 
   Jordan’s brow furrowed, “You know that’s not true, Cathy…” she ventured gently, “Tell me why Alex doesn’t want you to testify.”
 
   She closed her eyes, putting a hand over them.
 
   “Tell me what she said to you in the phone booth yesterday.”
 
   Cathy pulled her hand from her eyes, her fear was palpable as she rapidly signed, “She says the FBI cannot keep us safe from Rossi. She says they will kill us, or maybe Cameron next time.” She quickly clamped both hands over her eyes again and Jordan could see the effort it took for her to maintain her composure. She took a few steadying breaths and continued, “Alex is involved with these people, but I don’t know how. She denies any knowledge or involvement of any kind. But even if I do as she says and don’t testify…” Her hands stilled in midair for a second, “won’t we be living in fear of them coming back to kill us for the rest of our lives?” Her hands dropped back to the bed and she looked at her imploringly.
 
   Jordan sighed audibly, “If the Rossi outfit has been trying to recruit or otherwise induce her into working for them, then no…” She shook her head, “it wouldn’t go on forever, Cathy, because at some point they are going to take you all underground, into their fold, and you’ll be given the choice to either work for them or be eliminated.”
 
   She had spoken softly but her words still carried the blunt force of a physical blow and Cathy made a soft noise that probably would have passed for a groan had it not come from someone with damaged vocal cords.
 
   Jordan waited a few beats then added, “This kind of thing is not uncommon with these people, and given the growing surge of criminal activity utilizing the Internet, I wouldn’t be surprised if that is what’s happening here, but Cathy…” She got up and crossed the room to sit in the chair next to her bed, “While I have no proof that is what’s going on here, it is my duty to tell you that it is the only logical conclusion any of us can come to. But…” She paused for emphasis so she would look at her, “But I think it’s time you considered another option; I agree that this situation has progressed to a point where your life as you once knew it is over, but there is another course of action we can pursue.” She saw something resembling hope flicker in the red-rimmed eyes. “We can place you, your son and Alex in the Witness Protection Program and….”
 
   Cathy exhaled raggedly in exasperation and turned her head away, “Alex will never agree. Never!” her signs were abrupt and curt, “I know her, she thinks we can just go back to our lives and continue with the business and live happily ever after. She will never agree to a life like that, never.”
 
   Jordan sat quietly for several seconds, “I think you’re right…” she agreed and sighed noisily. “So what if only you and Cameron go?”
 
   Cathy regarded her for a long moment then stared down at her hands. Jordan waited quietly and finally, placing her fingertips against the center of her chest, she rotated her wrists, gesturing to Jordan, palms up, “How?”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York, NY
 
    
 
   Jordan strode rapidly through the corridors; she had more preparations to make but she needed to connect one last time with her boss before she set the whole works into motion. She turned the last corner, breaking into a trot as she neared Assistant Director Stewart MacLaine’s office. She swung into the foyer, “Can I go in?” she breathlessly asked the secretary as she entered his office.
 
   The woman behind the desk gave Jordan a humorless glance as she disappeared into his office, “Yes, I guess you can…” she muttered drolly.
 
   Stewart looked to be in his late forties and had a lean, athletic build like a runner or swimmer. He was shorter than Jordan’s slender 5’8” frame by an inch or two, but he still carried himself with confident ease, “Hey,” he looked up from his desk and waved his hands in irritation, “do you think you could possibly forward this case without turning the entire department upside-friggin-down?”
 
   “Everything just happened so quickly…” she shrugged, “and if you’ll recall, I have sought your approval and guidance throughout this entire process...”
 
   “Yeah,” Stewart waved at her to sit then leaned his elbows on the desk, “who knew so much could be accomplished via email?”
 
   Jordan snorted, “These crime families are seeing to it that these cases are getting harder and more complicated to resolve and prosecute as it is…” She sighed heavily, “I really don’t see how we have any other choice at this point, do you?”
 
   “No,” Stewart replied, “not anymore. So give me the lowdown; from here on out how’s it gonna go?”
 
   Jordan handed him a copy of the itinerary, “First, Doctor Sparrow is scheduled to go home tomorrow and her wife is due to pick her up at ten o’clock to take her home. When she arrives at the hospital, the ICU staff will notify her that Cathy has had another episode with a rupture in her throat and has been rushed to surgery. She will be escorted to the surgical floor where she will meet up with me and the other agents. Our doctor will come out, introduce himself as having been on-call when Cathy has her emergency, and explain to Alex that there were complications and that her wife has died on the operating table.”
 
   “Does our doctor have explicit details in case she asks?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s ready, the clinical explanation will involve heart failure due to sudden and extreme exsanguination… her heart stops and they can’t restart it after working on her for an hour.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “John down in Covert has just finished the stand-in body for Doctor Sparrow, and although he gave me a royal ration of shit for not giving him enough notice in the first place…” She grinned when Stewart smiled, “I’m telling you that thing down there is so…” Jordan hesitated for a moment, “I was going to say so life-like, but it isn’t. It looks just like I would expect Doctor Sparrow to look if she was dead.” She stopped in her recitation to fumble through her file and pulled out the pictures John had provided her and handed them to Stewart who looked at them one at a time, making appreciative humming noises.
 
   In case Alex had asked to see the body either when she was notified of the ‘tragedy’ or wanted a last viewing at what would be Cathy’s funeral, they needed a passable mannequin since Jordan had no intention of asking Cathy to either lie on an funeral home table or inside a coffin and pretend to be dead. John Mackie in the Covert Division was considered a genius at creating disguises that would fool even the savviest person. Originally hired as a part of the secretary pool at Quantico, he was quickly recruited for his artistic gifts when he was caught counterfeiting a parking permit that would net him a spot closer to the main building. Having devoted more than thirty years of his life to the Bureau, John had first become a master at creating fake documents, then he moved on to sculpture, and after taking some courses on latex and its chemical composition he eventually mastered the art of creating fantastic disguises and from there; frighteningly believable mannequins. In this case, he had flown to New York and snuck into the hospital to take photos of and make a hasty life-cast of Cathy’s face. He made the cast in a CAT scan room Cathy had been brought to on the pretense of having to go for some tests. From the mask he created a replica of Cathy Sparrow that looked just like her; her exact dimensions, deathly pallor for skin color, hair and eye color, although the eyes would be left closed. He even faithfully recreated her throat injury and sutures that would still be covered in gauze. John Mackie was nothing if not a stickler for perfection.
 
   As Jordan and Stewart conferred, John was downstairs preparing the body for transport to the hospital. John would stay with the ‘body’ right up through the funeral, staying in the shadows until he was called upon to act as the mortician responsible for the final appearance of the late Cathy Sparrow in her coffin. Jordan’s mouth had dropped open in shock when he pulled back the sheet from the Cathy Sparrow facsimile; the room had tilted at a sickening angle and Jordan had to look away while she complimented him on such a disturbingly uncanny resemblance. John had merely shrugged, thanking her and saying it was too bad the only way he had to know if he had done a good job was by how upset his work made people. Jordan agreed, opting not to look again at the pictures and she had subsequently decided in the elevator, on her way to Stewart’s office, that she never wanted to look at the fake-dead Cathy Sparrow ever again.
 
   “He does beautiful work, doesn’t he?” Stewart commented, handing the photos back to Jordan.
 
   “Yes…” Jordan agreed and hurriedly slipped the photos in the back of the file. “After we have buried the fake Cathy Sparrow, Alex Sparrow will be held on an obstruction of justice charge in the murder of her daughter and shooting of her wife that will now be considered a murder, and at that time we will separate her from her son. While she is being processed, we’ll tell her he has been taken into protective custody. At that point we’ll reunite Cameron with Cathy in one of our safe houses in the city and I will then accompany them both to the safe house provided to us by the marshal’s service.”
 
   “House my ass,” Stewart exclaimed, “Really Jordan, does it have to be there?” He frowned, “I mean, for chrissakes…”
 
   “It’s a good choice,” Jordan replied, stifling the urged to yawn, “Point Sur Light Station is a working, fully automated lighthouse on the coast just south of Big Sur. The advantages of the place are that the lighthouse is closed to the public during the winter months, and it’s only accessible by one road that extends about a mile from the main highway and across a sandbar. The lighthouse itself was apparently built on a huge rock and, so I’m told, it affords clear, unobstructed views in all directions. Once we settle in, only a minimum of staff will be required for round the clock protection.”
 
   “Wallace and Turner?”
 
   “Yes and one more team… We’ll wait out Alex there, if she signs her name on the dotted line and joins Cathy, the U.S. Marshals can take over and they can figure out where they’re gonna’ go in the witness protection program from there. Alex Sparrow’s a woman on the edge, she manages to keep a lid on herself but she breaks into a cold sweat at the slightest sign of stress. I’m betting she spills it before they finish processing her. I think the only thing we can’t anticipate is whether Cathy will still want to continue with her after she agrees to fully cooperate and go into witness protection… it’ll be her choice.”
 
   “Do you think she will?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Jordan shrugged, “I think it’s possible if Alex decides to cooperate with us that she might want her back.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because she’s still the mother of her surviving child,” Jordan shrugged, “I think it’s reasonable to expect her to still have a strong desire to fix the nightmare, somehow, and restore the family vision once again.”
 
   “Are you sure she wants to do all of this?” Stewart asked, holding up Jordan’s itinerary and shaking it slightly for emphasis, “Cuz’ we got nothing right now on anybody but Coastanoa and he’s underground. And if Doctor Sparrow bails on this at any point, Jordan, and Miz Sparrow refuses to get on board, we’re gonna’ have a big mess on our hands and still be nowhere.”
 
   “I know,” she nodded, “she’s scared and she won’t relax or be okay until she and her son are on a plane flying west. But we talked for a long time yesterday,” she shrugged tiredly, “I think she was in as much, if a different kind of denial as her wife. But once the veil of illusion was lifted…” she shrugged again, “she knows there’s no going back. Her daughter is dead; she doesn’t want her son to end up the same way….” She looked down at the file and closed it gently, thoughtfully tapping on its surface, “I think she thought she was going to testify to the shooting and we’d catch the killer and everyone in the Rossi outfit would go to prison forever for killing her daughter and she could find some sort of peace in that. But, once I explained the more likely scenario; that Anthony Rossi probably ordered the shooting thinking if he could make Alex a widow she’d be more willing to join the family, and after spending some time working for them and being treated like a princess… she’d pledge her loyalty soon enough.”
 
   Jordan slid the file from his desk, “But since Doctor Sparrow survived the shooting, it’s possible Rossi would have taken the whole family of Sparrows in just to simplify matters… Can you imagine what would have happened if Anthony Rossi found out it’s Cathy Sparrow that’s the computer genius and not Alex?”
 
   “From what I’ve read about her,” Stewart scrubbed at his close-cropped hair, “we’d be royally screwed if Doctor Sparrow ever went over to the dark side.”
 
   Jordan quirked her eyebrows in silent agreement; it wasn’t a scenario she had completely played out for Cathy. She didn’t even like thinking about it too much, If you hold a woman’s child hostage, she had mused, what wouldn’t she do in exchange for his safety?
 
   “When you finally get access to whatever it is Alex has been doing for Rossi, see if Doctor Sparrow would have a look at it. Maybe she’d like something to do while she’s sitting on her rock by the sea.”
 
   Jordan was going to tell him to flip his itinerary to the next page so he could see for himself that Jordan had already thought of that, but emitted a huge yawn instead. She covered her mouth with the file and apologized, “Jeez, I’m sorry; the last thirty-six hours have been insane.”
 
   “Yeah,” Stewart agreed unsympathetically, “sleep on the plane.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Marlboro, NJ
 
    
 
   Jordan nervously shifted in her seat while she waited for Alex Sparrow to come into the private viewing room and see the body of her dead wife. She had secreted herself away in a dark corner of the tiny anteroom located furthest from the casket; seated in the shadows in the back row, behind a translucent screen for family members who required more privacy. Arrangements had been made with the mortuary manager to introduce John Mackie as the mortician who worked on his wife when Alex had suddenly called and asked to view the body the night before. She was surprised Alex had asked at all; she had appeared appropriately shocked when she had returned to the hospital the day before to visit Cathy and had been told there were complications and had been rushed into surgery. Toby Fleischer, an FBI medical examiner from the bureau stepped in as the surgeon who ‘performed’ the unsuccessful surgery on Cathy and gave Alex the news that her wife did not survive the emergency procedure.
 
   As before, Jordan stood back at a respectful distance when Alex got the news and watched her response. At first, she seemed genuinely shocked and as Dr. Fleischer spoke, dropped her head to gaze dully at the floor. Just like last time, Jordan thought, except this time her eyes reflected guilt in their depths. In that moment Jordan felt a rush of pure hatred for Alex Sparrow, Is this what it finally takes, she had silently raged, for her to finally feel something real? She struggled to cool her temper when she finally stepped forward and forced herself to put her hand on Alex’s shoulder, saying in a carefully modulated tone, “I’m so sorry for your loss, Alex.”
 
   Jordan then offered to help arrange for Cathy’s body, her stand-in body, to be transported to the same mortuary in Marlboro that their daughter had been taken to. Unsurprisingly, Alex agreed and Jordan immediately called Don to take over. She planned to move into the background and let her partner slowly take over this end of the investigation. As much as she did not want to be separated from Cathy, Jordan still felt like she was walking away from the case; she wanted to be the one to look deep into the soul of Alexandra Sparrow and place her under arrest. But it was Stewart who told her it was a no-brainer that Jordan had to be the one to go with Cathy and privately, she admitted she fine with the trade off; Stewart says I have to go with her because I’m the one who taught her sign and I have a rapport with her… But what I feel for Cathy now is way more than rapport. She scolded silently; I passed ‘rapport’ a long time ago, and she has more than enough to deal with in her life… I need to be better about maintaining a compassionate, professional distance…
 
   Jordan heard the click of the door latch as John Mackie entered the viewing room with Alex in tow. In spite of his gray hair, John looked younger than his fifty-seven years. He was only 5’6”, a tad portly and he had kindly blue-gray eyes that peered over the top of his reading glasses at Alex with absolute sympathy and understanding. Jordan watched as they slowly walked down the center aisle between rows of pews, and John, clearly enjoying his undercover role, kept a running patter of quiet reassurances about how her wife would look in her coffin as he led her to the casket that rested on a dais, a soft hand on her elbow,
 
   “She’s not going to look like she did in life, Miz Sparrow, but I did try to make her look as natural as possible, I can assure you.” As they stepped up to the open casket, John moved his hand from Alex’s elbow to clasp her on the shoulder. As they looked down at the fake Cathy Sparrow, John added, “You can touch her if you like.”
 
   Jordan almost burst out laughing when she caught Alex’s shocked look. That she wanted to see her wife’s dead body at all was something of a surprise to her; she had refused to allow her wife to view their daughter’s body and she had certainly not looked herself. So what’s different now? Jordan wondered, why ask to see your wife one last time, but not your child?
 
   John gave Alex one final pat, saying he’d be right outside, then turned and left the way they had come in, leaving Alex seemingly alone in the room. Jordan watched as she stood very still for several long, quiet moments, looking into the casket. She took one slow step forward and just as slowly reached a hand inside. Jordan tensed in her seat, holding her breath, forcing herself to a calm she didn’t feel when Alex suddenly snatched her hand back and turned away. She tottered slightly on her high heels as she moved to sit down on one of the pews, dropping unceremoniously onto the hard wood and reaching into the pocket of her dark designer suit for some tissue. She blotted carefully at her face with shaking hands before dropping her head back and closing her eyes,
 
   What am I doing here? she lamented silently. She pressed the tissue against her eyes and struggled to slow her breathing. When the doctor in the hospital told her Cathy had another rupture in her throat and had died on the operating table she had felt… Not guilt… she firmly told herself, it’s not my fault she blew another goddamn vein in her neck! She felt her face flush hot with denied shame and her hand shook as she pressed the tissue even more firmly against her tear ducts. It’s not my fault! she railed silently, firmly swallowing the lump that formed stubbornly in her throat.
 
   The thought of viewing a dead body horrified Alex and she had no intention of viewing Cathy, or anyone else’s body. Her parents, shocked by the news of Cathy’s death, insisted she eat, and they took her and Cameron out to dinner to a small family style restaurant. After the meal, Alex had excused herself to go the restroom and as she approached the door to the women’s room the door to the men’s room suddenly opened and she was yanked inside.
 
   “If you were a man you’d be coming in here to piss...” a dark-eyed man murmured quietly, sneering. Terrified, she had backed away from him, only later recalling how ordinary he appeared in his t-shirt and jeans. He pressed a sneakered foot against the closed door and hooked his thumbs in his pockets, “We need you to make sure your wife is dead,” he said quietly, “and that her box goes in the ground.” His tone was both conversational and menacing, “Tonight, scrub your hard drives clean…” He paused to smile sweetly, “and I mean clean, Miz Sparrow. Not one byte of information about the programs you’ve been working on for us can be left behind, understand?” Alex was barely able to nod in response. “Save only one copy on a flash drive and keep it on you at all times. Be a good grieving wife, because we will be coming for you… soon.” With that, he gave her a wink and left, leaving Alex to fumble with the men’s room door and rush into the women’s room where she vomited her dinner in the toilet.
 
   Still sitting in the pew with her eyes closed, Alex thought she would vomit again. Her head ached and she couldn’t stop the trembling that now shook her from head to toe. Had she the presence of mind, she could have told the man that Cathy was indeed dead; there was no need for her to make sure. Instead, she had rushed her parents and son from the restaurant on the pretense she was tired, not seeing the protective detail rush to follow them out the door. She made a beeline for her office as soon as they returned and with shaking fingers that refused to hit the right keys on the keyboard, she first copied everything she had been working on for Rossi onto a 64GB encrypted flash drive and then copied everything on hers and Cathy’s workstations until the drive was full. She then erased every byte from her workstation and laptop.
 
   And here I am, she slumped wearily in the pew, still doing what I’m told… in a desperate attempt to keep myself alive. She let her hand fall away from her eyes, and sitting up a little straighter, dropped her chin onto her chest and sighed heavily. Without warning, her eyes filled with tears and Alex hastily covered her mouth with the damp wad of tissue. She made stifled, choking noises as she wept into the tissue and her voice was thin and high-pitched as she cried. Oh god, she wailed silently, she looked awful. She looks so gray, so sad, so… And she’s gone, a small voice prodded, so whose fault is that? Alex made a muffled, indecipherable noise as she angrily slammed down on thought, then sniffed and loudly blew her nose. Clearing her throat, she rose from the pew and taking one last look toward the casket, turned and slowly walked down the aisle to the door, tossing the sodden lump of tissue into a trashcan as she left.
 
   Jordan stayed where she was, Quite a performance… a single eyebrow arched skeptically. She heard the door latch once again and John came back in the room, slipping behind the privacy screen to sit in the pew in front of Jordan. Turning in his seat, he casually dropped an arm across the polished oak, “Man, that woman’s a mess. Good thing she’s being taken in today, she’d make one shitty criminal.”
 
   Jordan smiled, slumping in her seat and rubbed her forehead at the tension headache that had begun to form there, “Yeah, pathetic would describe her pretty well…” she agreed and then asked, “Are you heading back after the burial?”
 
   “Yep, it was fun though, I don’t get out much, you know?” The older man sighed in satisfaction, adding wistfully, “I can’t remember the last time I got to come out and play with the bad guys… thank you, Agent Hawkins.”
 
   Jordan gave a small smile, “Anytime, Agent Mackie.”
 
   He slapped his thighs and rocked himself up and out of the pew, “Well, time for Phase Two; I’m gonna’ seal Doctor Sparrow’s coffin over there,” he said, nodding to the casket, “and take her and the flowers to the cemetery. Then after I bring the hearse back I’m going straight to the airport, so…” He turned back and held out his hand to Jordan, who quickly rose from her seat to grasp it, “thanks for the job, Agent Hawkins… but try to give me a little more notice next time, okay?”
 
   She shook his hand warmly, “As much as I can.” she promised, chuckling softly when saw him roll his eyes as he stepped around the screen,
 
   “That’s reassuring...” he muttered as he sauntered down the aisle to seal his work from any further scrutiny.
 
   Jordan left by a side door and walked down the hall to an exit leading outside. She motioned to Don in the parking lot and he met up with her at one of the two black SUVs’ that would escort Alex and her infant son to the cemetery. FBI escort aside, Alex had planned for her and her son to be the only attendees at her wife’s funeral. After discussing the matter with her parents, Alex decided they should stay at home, and after the burial she’d join them for a private lunch.
 
   “Agent Mackie is sealing the casket now; he’ll be right around with the hearse to lead you all to the cemetery… Okay?”
 
   Don nodded, looking over his shoulder at Alex as she climbed in the first vehicle, “I take it Miz Sparrow has made her final good-byes to the late Doctor Sparrow?”
 
   “Yeah,” Jordan snorted softly, “she’s done.” She reached to shake the agent’s hand, “This case is all yours now Don, knock yourself out.”
 
   “Okay,” he wagged his eyebrows at her, “how about I have Jerry over there make a nice video of when I tell Miz Sparrow that she’s under arrest for obstruction?” He shrugged, “I feel bad you’re gonna’ miss it… you should be doing this, not me.”
 
   Jordan shook her head, “This investigation belongs to all of us, Don…” she added slyly, “I wouldn’t mind seeing the video, though.” She gave him an affectionate punch on the arm and turned to go, “Enjoy.” she grinned and walked back to her car.
 
   When she turned the car into the u-turn that would take her away from Alex Sparrow and the disturbing piece of art created by Agent Mackie, Jordan took one last look in the rear-view mirror. Now she had to go to the safe house in the city and collect Cathy Sparrow and take her to the Stewart Air National Guard Base near Newburgh where they would meet with the agent assigned to bring little Cameron Sparrow. There, the trio of mother, son and FBI agent would board a Lear jet bound for the small international airport in Monterey, CA.
 
   Jordan pulled her phone from a coat pocket and entered a specially encoded speed-dial number. It only rang twice before someone answered on the other end,
 
   “Tell her I’m on my way.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   Jordan’s phone rang just as she pulled up to the safe house, “Don…” she greeted him as she backed into the driveway, aligning the passenger door with the side door on the house.
 
   “I just wanted to share,” he said sarcastically, making her smile, “she’s now treating us like hired babysitters; first she brought her kid… so we had to get the kiddy-car seat from their van and belt it in the lead car…. Then she pretty much tells us to watch him while she’s in the funeral parlor and then, by the time when we got to the cemetery the kid is sound asleep so she tells us again to watch him while I think the pastor said about five words before they put her wife’s coffin in the ground… And now we’re on our way back to the house.”
 
   Jordan turned off the engine and sighed, “At least she brought their son…”
 
   “Honestly,” Don sounded both sad and genuinely puzzled, “I don’t know why she bothered… Anyway,” he cleared his throat, “we’re gonna pull up to the house soon and we’ll be arresting Miz Sparrow in a few minutes, I’ll call you when Sharon’s on her way with the kid.”
 
   “Okay,” Jordan grinned as she exited the car, “and tell Jerry to remember he’s making an official record of the arrest and that he shouldn’t pan the camera in his phone up and down Miz Sparrow’s curvy length while you’re arresting her…” She paused as she got out of the car, “like you have a tendency to do when you’re making a video record.”
 
   Don snorted, “Fine…”
 
   They signed off and a casually dressed agent met Jordan at the door and pointed her in Cathy’s direction.
 
   “Hi.” Jordan gave her characteristic, slight wave as she entered the sparsely furnished living room, “We’re all ready to go here, but I need you to fill out some paperwork for us first, okay?” she asked, holding up some forms and a pen.
 
   Turning to look from her seat at the window, Cathy arched her eyebrows questioningly when she signed, “Are they bringing Cameron?”
 
   “Yes, as soon as they return to the house they’ll arrest Alex there and after they leave with her Special Agent Sharon Miller will bring Cameron to the plane, okay?” She sat down in the chair across from her; she wanted to ease Cathy’s fears, but understood that only being on the plane with her son was going to ease the worry lines etched beneath her eyes.
 
   “Why not arrest Alex at the cemetery?” she signed anxiously, “Wouldn’t it be better to arrest her there?”
 
   “Maybe,” she conceded, “but we’d rather not do it in a public setting. We want to control the story that’s going to break on the news as much as we possibly can.”
 
   “Will they believe it?”
 
   “You mean the public, or Anthony Rossi?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   “Oh yes,” she assured her, “once it becomes public that Alex is in our custody and we let slip that we hope she’ll cooperate with us cuz’ she’s suspected of collusion in this case… Trust me, her relationship with Anthony Rossi will be over and she won’t have any choice but to get with the program… you’ll see.” Cathy only nodded tensely in response and motioned to the paperwork she held in her hand. “These,” she said, grateful for the momentary change in subject, “are name change forms; you and Cameron will need new identities going into this program, so you’ll need to pick new names. From these we can create all the other documents you’ll eventually need; birth certificates, social security cards, a driver’s license for you, et cetera….” she handed over the forms and pen.
 
   Cathy wore a black turtleneck and blue jeans, and as she rose gracefully from the overstuffed chair, she absently tugged at the bottom of the sweater with her free hand, crossing the room to sit at the dining table. Jordan pulled her eyes from her and turned back to gaze out the window. Not much of a view… she thought, looking through the sheer curtains that offered a shrouded view of an ordinary-looking residential neighborhood in an appropriately anonymous suburb. She sat quietly, listening to the sound of pen on paper and let her thoughts drift to the lightstation where she would be spending the next few weeks, I wonder if she likes fishing…
 
   Jordan jumped at the light tap on her shoulder and turned to look up at Cathy who stood over her holding out the completed forms. Thanking her, she took the forms and pen and leaned back in her seat as Cathy returned to the overstuffed chair, sitting with a leg tucked under. From the corner of her eye, Jordan noted how she held her hands twisted tightly together in her lap. Just give it one more hour or so, she pleaded silently, it’s going to get better real soon, I promise. “So,” she said, still looking at the forms, “You are now Catherine Bernard and your son is now Cameron Matthew Bernard?”
 
   Cathy looked away from the opaque view and nodded.
 
   Jordan looked briefly into unreadable eyes, “No middle name?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Bernard is your maiden name, isn’t it?”
 
   “Is that okay?”
 
   “Well, we don’t recommend it, but if you’re sure, then…”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “Okay.” Jordan quickly assented. Using her knee as a desk, she signed both forms, saying, “It’s official. Both you and your son now have new identities, congratulations, Cathy.”
 
   “My name is Catherine.”
 
   “Oh…” Jordan paused, nodding awkwardly, convinced by the attitude of her signs that she had insulted her somehow, “uh, okay, Catherine...” She was interrupted by a knock at the door. “Yes?”
 
   An agent popped his head in, “There’s a call for you out here.”
 
   Jordan’s brow furrowed, “I’ll be right back.” she excused herself and hurried into the hallway, closing the door quietly. Catherine watched her go then turned her attention back to the window.
 
   I began life in this world as Catherine Hope Bernard, and I grew up to become Cathy Sparrow, but I don’t need that name anymore… she thought sadly. Back to who I am… back to my self. She twisted her hands together in her lap, pausing only to scratch absently at the gauze that covered the incisions on her throat. She now had two scars; the large scar on the side of her neck, in the shape of a bent crescent moon, and the smaller, horizontal slit in the hollow of her throat that had provided an airway in the federal courthouse building. Fingering the gauze there, she numbly remembered the fragments she retained from that day; struggling to breathe, the look of pure hatred on Alex’s face… and her words… her horrible words, “Is that what you want?”
 
   She squeezed her eyes shut against the memory. As horrible as that day had been, in a strange way that day in the courthouse and the nightmarish weeks leading up to it, It feels like that happened a hundred years ago... she mused wonderingly. Catherine pulled the neck of her sweater back over the gauze pads, leaving her hand to rest on her chest, her fingers resting lightly on the fabric covering her throat. From beneath her palm, she could feel her heart beating, Why does it have to keep beating like that? She wondered at the rhythmic thump-thump, Why doesn’t it just stop? Why doesn’t it all just stop?
 
   Because Cameron needs you, a tiny voice scolded her, if you could have saved Chelsea, you would have. So stop it because your son needs you! Tears filled her eyes and she furiously blinked them away. Not now! she scolded sternly; You can’t do this now… Cam needs you. She sat up straighter in the chair and inhaled, taking care not to breathe in too deeply and set off a fit of coughing. Since her second surgery, racking, coughing spells had shown Catherine a completely new level of discomfort and she was now careful to avoid them.
 
   She checked her watch; It must be time to go... she thought distractedly and stood, pausing briefly to stretch then made her way to the door, intending to move the process along herself and insist they leave for the airstrip now. She grasped the door handle when it suddenly burst open, slamming hard into her hand. She snatched it away and jumped back, suddenly face to face with Jordan who grabbed her by the arm, and she noted as terror filled her, that all the color had drained from the taller woman’s face.
 
   “I’m sorry, Catherine,” Jordan apologized, “but we need to leave right now.”
 
   Sudden nausea and lightheadedness seem to make the floor tilt at a sickening angle and she sagged briefly in her grasp, “What?” she futilely tried to sign, but another agent appeared to grab her by the other arm and both were now propelling her down the hallway.
 
   “STOP!” she signed, pointlessly trying to also scream the word aloud, but only succeeded in producing a sharp pain in her throat. She doubled over and Jordan yelled for the other agent to stop. As soon as the one agent let go Catherine wrenched herself away from Jordan and forced herself to pull her hands from the searing sensation in her throat. Her hands shook violently as she struggled to form the words,
 
   “What is wrong? What happened?”
 
   Jordan held up her hands in surrender, more in an attempt to calm herself than anything else, “There’s been an incident at your house; there are dead agents at the scene. Apparently some members of the Rossi family showed up...” Her eyes locked on Catherine’s, now wide with fear, and carefully enunciated what she had to say next, “The Rossi family has taken Alex and Cameron. We can only presume they’ve taken them both underground.”
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   Point Sur, CA
 
    
 
   Dark… dark… and more dark, Jordan thought as she stared numbly out the window of the SUV. In just a few seconds, her perfect itinerary had turned into a horrible nightmare. In the time it had taken the Rossi family members to empty assault weapons into five agents, Jordan’s plan to take down the Rossi family had also been blown away; As dead as… She closed her eyes and drew in a deep careful breath. Special Agents Sharon Miller, Bobby Suttler, Candace Lawson... Jerry Wilson and… She clenched her teeth behind tightly pursed lips, her throat constricted and she swallowed convulsively, silently ordering her eyes to stop producing the tears that slipped steadily down her face, and Don…
 
   She swiped angrily at the tears and shook her head as if to clear it before turning to look down at her singular charge curled on the reclined seat next to her. There were no lights on this part of Highway 1 and the dash lights didn’t reach back far enough to illuminate Catherine Bernard’s face but Jordan didn’t need the light; she knew even asleep her features would appear pale and drawn. After telling her the awful news at the safe house, she seemed to collapse, not from an inability to breathe, although the coughing and gasping sounds she made were more than enough to terrify Jordan. Her eyes wide with terror, she seemed to collapse more from shock than anything else, and Jordan had scooped up her petite form in her arms, running with her out to the car that waited to take them to the national air guard’s airstrip. She had called for some military medics to meet them, and after the senior medic determined Catherine’s throat was not in immediate danger of swelling shut, Jordan decided to continue on to the light station, watching worriedly over her charge as she slept fitfully for most of the trip. She held the back of her fingers close to Catherine’s lips and holding her breath, felt the soft exhalations against her skin.
 
   She hadn’t heard from Stewart yet, but Jordan didn’t need an update to know what was going on in Marlboro, New Jersey. From behind closed eyes, she could easily envision the secured compound the Sparrow residence had turned into when the small government-owned jet lifted from the restricted airstrip: hundreds of yards of yellow crime scene tape would encircle the entire property of house, garage, barn and outbuildings. The local police and sheriff departments would need to keep all the major news agencies at bay; dozens of federal agents would be rushed in to secure the scene, and the SUV’s in the driveway would be shrouded in tarps, shielding the dead from view until their discrete removal.
 
   From the few, scanty details Jordan had gleaned from Stewart; calls had come pouring into the 911-dispatch center in Marlboro from Cathy and Alex’s neighbors reporting what all the callers described as sounding like machinegun fire. Assault weapons… Jordan pressed the tips of her fingers against her closed eyes. They unloaded fucking assault weapons on them when they exited the vehicles and tore them to pieces… All the agents were wearing Kevlar vests under their agency windbreakers, so the hit squad shot them first in the legs then simply sprayed them with hundreds of rounds of ammunition, taking care to shoot each of the five in the head before grabbing Alex and Cameron as they left. Evidently, Alex’s parents were in the kitchen and Norman Sparrow hit the floor, dragging his wife with him when the shooting began. Those two don’t know how lucky they are… It wasn’t until one of the neighbors ventured outside and saw bodies in the Sparrow’s driveway that the noise disturbance calls became a report of a mass shooting.
 
   If none of the neighbors saw anything we’ll have to wait for ballistics’ analysis before we can even know how many shooters from the Rossi family were present. Jordan sighed heavily, Whatever it is Anthony Rossi wants Alex to do for him… it must be big to have killed so many. She shook her head again, Jesus, if we thought the Rossi’s were deep underground before… She looked down at Catherine’s small, sleeping form, It’s entirely possible that Rossi has seen too many movies and has some fantasy-plan to skim billions using the Internet. I’ll bet it didn’t take much for him to be taken in by the sales pitch of the beautiful, cocksure Alexandra Sparrow... she thought dryly, closing her eyes. It probably gives him a tingle in his pants having someone like her on the payroll. But whatever his scheme for digital theft may be… I doubt Alex has the brains to create it for him.
 
   Minutes passed in darkness as they drove down the dark highway before Jordan opened her eyes again, What a nightmare, she stared at the dark ceiling of the car, what a fucking dog and pony show this turned out to be. The local and national news would be covering the story now and the manhunt for Alex and Cameron Sparrow would be on, but when Anthony Rossi went underground last year, he stayed there, and Jordan shook her head while she considered the enormity of the bureau’s new task; finding the Sparrows and the Rossi’s. He killed five federal agents, The Rossi family’ll go so deep now we’ll never… She pressed her lips together and shook her head; Don’t even start… she thought angrily and sat straighter in her seat, We’ll find them … She cleared her throat determinedly; we will…
 
   “Hey...”
 
   Jordan heard a soft voice and peered at the agent in the passenger seat in front of her, “Yeah?”
 
   “We’re almost there, we’re gonna’ go off the highway now so hang on.”
 
   “Okay.” Jordan responded softly, bracing herself as the vehicle slowed, making a wide turn from the highway and onto the road leading to Point Sur Light Station.
 
   Special Agents Tappert and Rhodri, designated by Jordan as Team 2, picked them up at the Monterey International Airport. They rode in one of two white park ranger SUVs on loan from the parks department and Jordan watched silently as Agent Rhodri, or as she herself pronounced it, Rhodie, (the younger agent had shrugged, “It is easier to say it that way…”) jumped out to unlock and open the gate. When the light station was open to tourists during the warmer months, park docents collected visitors at the gate then walked in. Jordan read the state park’s sign about the light station mounted next to the gate, grateful Point Sur was closed for the season and no hearty, camera-toting hikers would be making a three-hour expedition to Point Sur during their stay. Tappert pulled the vehicle through and Rhodie closed and locked the gate behind them. When she got back in the car, they continued on a hard-packed road built on a sandbar; built in the 1930’s, it extended in a straight line for three-quarters of a mile to the enormous rock on which Point Sur Light Station perched.
 
   Jordan squinted, staring out the windshield, but the high beams only revealed the road and the fence designed to block blowing sands, “How do you know where you’re going?” she asked, genuinely lost.
 
   Both agents chuckled but it was Tappert who responded, “We’ve been out here for a while helping to get the place ready for you. You’ll both be staying in the head keeper’s house and we’ll be close by in the triplex…”
 
   “Okay…” Jordan muttered and he continued,
 
   “There’s a cell tower built into the water tower so we have real nice wireless set up for thermal and infrared cameras outside and down the road and all the doors and windows are wired…” he shrugged one-sidedly, “not that we’ll need that out here.”
 
   Jordan shifted in her seat, looking down at the dark form huddled next to her, “Anything that provides extra security at this point is more than welcome.”
 
   “Yeah,” the agent agreed sadly, “I guess so.” He made another wide turn with the vehicle, “Okay, we’ll be going uphill now… just a few more minutes.”
 
   Jordan clasped Catherine’s small shoulder and squeezed gently, “Cathy?” She shook her head, “I mean, Catherine?” she amended, “We’re almost there.” Catherine uncurled on the seat, sitting upright. “We just need to get to the top of this rock and we’ll be there.” Jordan could feel her smooth her hands over her hair and straighten her clothes.
 
   She had taken care to keep her touching of Catherine Sparrow to a minimum but it had occurred to Jordan, if distantly, that she had touched this woman more in the last forty-eight hours than in the weeks since the first time she entered her hospital room in the intensive care unit.
 
   Tappert arched in his seat to peer at Catherine in his rear view mirror, although Jordan doubted he could see anything, “Should we have stopped to see Doctor Woolley tonight?”
 
   Jordan felt Catherine shake her head no, “No,” she said for her, “given where he lives, as long as Catherine feels up to it I think she can wait till her appointment day after tomorrow.” She felt Catherine nod and both turned to look at the lighted buildings as the vehicle made a sharp right turn and the narrow road looped back across the top of the large volcanic rock, three hundred and sixty feet above the surf that crashed into its three sides below.
 
   Built in the late 1800’s, Point Sur Light Station became fully automated in 1972, eliminating the need for on-site ‘keepers’ and the Coast Guard officially turned over the light station to the state’s parks division in 2004. The small rock island was powered by electricity, had running water and under the National Historic Lighthouse Preservation Act of 2000, nearly all of the light station’s nine buildings had been restored. Jordan had seen pictures of the buildings and beautiful aerial photos, but her eyes opened wide when the vehicle’s headlights further illuminated the fog-enshrouded Tudor-style stone buildings.
 
   “Wow,” she exclaimed quietly, “they sure did a beautiful job restoring this place.”
 
   “Considering they were built over a hundred years ago and designed, back then, to withstand sixty-five mile an hour winds…” Tappert nodded, “they are impressive.”
 
   He pulled up to the arched doorway of the head keeper’s house and Jordan opened the door, “Hey,” she greeted the agents that waited at the entrance and helped Catherine from the car, “Catherine Bernard this is Team 1, Special Agents Wallace…” He stepped forward and shook her hand, “and Turner.” The second agent stepped forward and gently shook Catherine’s hand,
 
   “I’m so sorry for the day you’ve had…” he murmured.
 
   “Yes,” Jordan agreed, wrapping an arm around the small shoulders, “and it’s been a really long one so…”
 
   “Come on inside,” Wallace led them into the building, “This is going to be your home for awhile and I have to say, it really is a beautiful one at that.”
 
   Jordan turned to retrieve their bags from the back but Rhodie waved her off, “We’ll bring them in,” she gave her arm a squeeze as she passed, “I’d say it’s been a pretty long and shitty day for all of us.” She gave her a sad, meaningful look as she and Tappert went around to the back of the vehicle.
 
   Jordan followed Catherine and Team 1 inside and Wallace gestured as he walked, “I’ll give you the tour… this house has just been restored so it’s completely livable… We were allowed to move all of those museum placards that were in here, like they have posted around the grounds, out to the barn so you won’t have that to contend with.” He showed them the rooms downstairs and then led them up the beautifully polished wooden staircase, “Your rooms are upstairs; Jordan’s is across the hall from yours…” He pointed out Catherine’s room and then Jordan’s and paused, “I don’t know if Tappert and Rhodie got the bags distributed right…”
 
   Jordan waved tiredly, “It’s okay, we’ll figure it out.”
 
   “Then let’s go downstairs and get you fed…” he checked his watch, “It’s going on seven and you two should eat,” and added when he saw Catherine turn to sign tiredly to Jordan, “even if you think you’re not hungry.”
 
   Jordan nodded, acknowledging Catherine’s desire to go straight to bed, “I know, but he’s right,” she shrugged, “and you only had some fruit on the plane… come and eat first, then you can go straight to bed…” she gave her a small tired smile, “I promise.”
 
   Catherine noted the dark circles under Jordan’s eyes and signed, “Sorry.”
 
   Her brow furrowed, “Don’t apologize,” she dropped her arm around her shoulders and gave a soft squeeze, “It’s okay.”
 
   “We’re having stew, you’ll like it, I promise,” Wallace assured them as he led the way back downstairs to the kitchen, “Rhodie and I are pretty good at the electronic stuff, but Tappert is the one who knows how to cook…”
 
   When they entered the kitchen, the other three agents were sitting at the dining table, “Sorry,” Rhodie apologized between bites, “We started without you so you could eat in peace.”
 
   “Okay,” Wallace held out a chair for Catherine, “that’s clearly a bull crap excuse.”
 
   “Tappert cooks for us,” Turner gestured at Tappert with his spoon, “and we didn’t want to miss out on his stew tonight since he cooked over here.”
 
   In the bright kitchen light, Jordan could see how blond Turner’s hair was, especially compared to Tappert’s brassy rust-red shock of thick hair. “It smells great…” she gestured at the pot on the stove as she shed her coat and draped it over the back of the chair.
 
   “It’s warm here in the kitchen,” Turner wiped his lips with a paper towel, “but the hallways are pretty cool…” He was about to take another bite when he added, “oh, and watch the radiators, they get pretty hot to the touch.”
 
   “I wanted you to be able to eat as soon as you got here…” Tappert chatted as they took their places at the table, “We stuffed the fridge and pantry for you… We go to the Big Sur Deli and General Store about ten miles down the highway for supplies and drive back up to Monterey when we need a wider, more comprehensive variety…”
 
   “He means like bulk toilet paper and stuff.” Rhodie muttered between bites.
 
   As the agents talked, Jordan helped herself to the sliced French bread from the basket on the table, tearing it into small pieces and dropping them into her bowl. When she finally took a bite of the stew, she exclaimed softly, “Oh my god…” She moaned appreciatively, “Tappert, it’s not just a rumor; you really do know how to cook.”
 
   “Thank you,” he smiled, “Agent Hawkins.”
 
   The chatter died down as they ate, and Jordan looked more than once to make sure Catherine was eating. She looks okay… She chewed thoughtfully; I think my biggest task with her will be to keep her from withdrawing. At some point the dam will break and I need to make sure she comes through on the other side… Jordan sighed inwardly, because we’re gonna need her help to find Alex and her son.
 
   Catherine discovered she was hungry after the first few bites and quickly found herself eating with more of an appetite rather than a fixed determination to simply refuel. She had decided on the plane that she needed to not just conserve her strength, but to finish recuperating, For Cameron, she told herself sternly, If I’m going to get Cameron back I need to get my strength back… She knew the agents knew she was unable to speak and she noted, appreciatively, that they still seemed at ease around her. Careful not to rush, she managed to eat most of the stew and when she caught Jordan looking at her, she gave her a small smile, I can live here for a while… she nodded.
 
   When everyone had finished and the meal was clearly winding down, Catherine slid her chair slightly from the table, signing to Jordan,
 
   “Uh,” Jordan held up a hand to quiet the group, “Catherine would like me to translate for her…” All eyes turned to Catherine and she began,
 
   “I just wanted to say,” Jordan spoke quietly, watching Catherine’s hands and eyes, “thank you for all your hard work for me and my…” Jordan privately noted how the hands paused on the word, “on my behalf. I wish I had more… adequate words… to express my sorrow at the tragic and senseless loss of your fellow agents today.” Jordan sat motionless; the room felt completely still and she watched the range of emotions that swept across Catherine’s wan features, “I am so sorry… both family and friends…” A lump formed stubbornly in Jordan’s throat when Catherine’s brown eyes looked deeply into hers. She gripped the arm of the wooden chair she sat on, struggling to control the waver in her voice, “were lost to us today...” The small elegant hands hung in midair for the briefest of moments, “but it is my intention to honor their sacrifice with never-ending gratitude, and hope… and faith that their killers will be brought to justice.”
 
   The five agents seated around the table sat absolutely still, no one moved a muscle and after taking a careful breath, Jordan smiled, “And your son will be returned to you…” she added quietly.
 
   Rhodie raised her water glass in salute, “I’ll second that…”
 
   Catherine rose from her chair, intending to excuse herself when all five agents suddenly stood and Turner held up his water glass in tribute, prompting the others to follow suit,
 
   “To what the Federal Bureau of Investigation really stands for…” he said solemnly.
 
   “Fidelity,” Jordan held her glass aloft, looking deeply into Catherine Sparrow’s eyes, “Bravery and Integrity.”
 
   Blinking furiously, Catherine gave them a small, tremulous smile and signed, “Thank you,” adding, “and good night.”
 
   Turner gestured to Jordan, “Go on up, we’ll finish here and lock you in for the night, I left a two-way in a charger on your nightstand,” he followed them into the hall, “leave it on ‘notify’ so you won’t have to hear our chatter when we lock it down.”
 
   Jordan thanked him and bidding them goodnight, followed Catherine up the stairs. “Catherine…” she called to her and she turned, eyebrows raised questioningly, “If you need anything, I’m right across the hall, okay?” Jordan hooked a thumb over her shoulder, “I’ll leave the door open… if you need to talk… or you’re feeling scared, whatever… I’m here.”
 
   Catherine smiled and nodded, “I know,” she signed, “Thank you, Jordan.”
 
   Jordan nodded, in spite of her sorrow she still felt pleasure every time Catherine used the name-sign she had created for her. In the deaf community, the signer always gave name-signs, and after Jordan had explained the cultural significance to her, Catherine had come up with her own name sign for Jordan; her right hand, fingers held in a claw shape and tapping twice over her upper left chest, where a badge would be.
 
   “Anytime, Catherine…” she murmured then pointed down the hall, “I’ll let you have first dibs on the bathroom.”
 
   “Okay.” Jordan retreated across the hall to her own room and she stood uncertainly, taking distant note of her luggage as she slowly crossed the room and sat on the bed. She looked down at her hands; finally noticing that she absently twisted the gold wedding band on her finger, It happened just like Jordan said it would, Alex… she thought, remembering what she told her in the hospital. She sniffed determinedly and pulled her hands apart, placing them palm down on her jean-clad thighs; They took you ‘underground’, and now you’ll have to work for Rossi to keep Cameron alive. She gritted her teeth and pressed the heels of her hands firmly against her eyes, She will! Alex will work for him… she’ll do whatever it takes to keep her and Cam safe. She exhaled harshly; unaware she’d been holding her breath. How could you let this happen, Alex? She moaned silently, How could you?


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darien, CT
 
    
 
   It didn’t matter how many times the man sitting next to her told her to relax, Alex shook uncontrollably, hugging herself in the back seat of the minivan. It wasn’t until they left the cemetery she had started to relax in the heavy FBI vehicle. In hindsight, she supposed the cars were bulletproof, and as Cameron slept peacefully in his car seat next to her she had begun to feel a ray of hope, hope that she could provide Anthony Rossi with enough snoop and infiltration programs to satisfy him so she could sever their business association and move on with her life. She intended to ask her parents if they could move in, she would be more than happy to let her mother run the household and help with Cameron.
 
   It happened so fast… her mind turned endlessly on the singular thought, how could it happen so fast?
 
   The scene played in slow motion in her mind over and over; when the two federal SUV’s pulled into the long driveway and stopped, Alex was still unbuckling her seatbelt when the agents sitting up front got out and opened both passenger doors in back. At first she couldn’t decide if the sound she heard was a loud rattling or popping noise and she looked utterly confused when she saw Agent Maynard spin, slamming into the passenger door as he fell to the ground. The loud sounds continued and when a large man in a Kevlar vest filled the opposite doorway she simply turned to stare dumbly at him when he reached inside, unbuckling Cameron and lifted him from the car seat just as another man pulled Alex from the other side. Shocked into numb compliance, she stumbled as the man dragged her by the arm across the snow-covered lawn to a silver Range Rover and pushed her inside. The only thought she had as they drove away was to wonder if the lawn, under the snow, would be damaged from the tire tracks. As they drove, the man seated next to her buckled her seatbelt into place and told her to relax.
 
   The driver and the other two men in the car stripped off the protective vests they wore, throwing them and their weapons on the floor of the backseat, at Alex’s feet, “I don’t know if the timing could have been any more fucking perfect that that!” One of them exclaimed, and they laughed as Alex gazed down in shock and confusion at the pile of Kevlar vests and deadly assault rifles.
 
   They drove, Alex didn’t know how long, when the driver pulled the silver vehicle into a dark entrance of an empty warehouse. She was again pulled unceremoniously from the car, led to a slate blue minivan and pushed inside. “Don’t worry,” she heard distantly, “your kid is coming in the lead car.”
 
   They drove for what felt like hours until Alex began to feel her full bladder protest, “Please,” she begged, “please, I…”
 
   The young man sitting next to her cut her off, “Not much farther now.” He pointed out the window.
 
   For the first time, Alex took in her surroundings and her jaw dropped at the rolling snowfields and snowcapped trees that surrounded them, “Where are we?” she asked in a hushed voice and the men chuckled,
 
   “Connecticut.”
 
   The two-car caravan drove leisurely along the picturesque country road. The car with Cameron was ahead and Alex’s driver was careful to hang back several car lengths. When they slowed and pulled into a long winding driveway Alex craned her neck, forgetting her straining bladder for the moment as she took in the rolling carpet of velvety white. The driveway wended through a thick stand of trees and when they emerged an enormous three-story, white colonial house came into view.
 
   “I need to use the restroom…” She murmured in a hushed voice and the young man sitting next to her chuckled,
 
   “Trust me; you’ll like the cans here.”
 
   The cars drove slowly around the side of the house, stopping in front of a covered entryway. This time, when the van door opened a thick hand appeared in front of her, palm up and she took it as she stepped out, feeling cramped and shaky as her bladder once again commanded her attention.
 
   “Miz Sparrow,” Anthony Rossi greeted her warmly, “I am happy to see you made it here in one piece… and looking so nice.” He led her into a tasteful, if opulently decorated foyer.
 
   “Boss,” the young man said behind her, “she has to go.”
 
   Rossi turned to acknowledge him, “Of course…” he said as he led Alex through the room, “It’s understandable, please… this way.” He led her by the elbow down the hall, “I have some family members living here with me,” He stopped at the restroom, “my aunt lives here and she will look after your son while you freshen up…” He gestured rather grandly for Alex to enter, “We have a lot to talk about, you and I…” he said quietly, “We’ll continue when you come out.”
 
   “Okay…” Alex stepped inside, closing and locking the door. Mechanically, she yanked down her panties and sat on the toilet, For the love of god, Alexandra… She closed her eyes; cramped from fear and waiting so long, the urine trickled from her bladder at a snail’s pace. Say it and make it real now… they shot and killed those FBI agents and kidnapped you… and now that he has you here you’ll have to work for him as long as he says… and then… he’ll kill you? She clapped a hand over her mouth, No! No… think Alex! Why would he do that? He wants your computer skills for hacking and stealing online… He needs you… She drew a slow, clearing breath and bore down in an effort to empty her bladder further. They could have left Cam behind but they didn’t… he had him brought along for… insurance? Blackmail? Alex slowed her breath, Yes, of course... as long as I produce effective programs for him… we live… She pulled toilet paper from the roll mounted on the wall next to her and after drying herself, pulled up her panties and rearranged her clothing.
 
   She flushed the toilet and stood in front of the mirror over the sink. Leaning close, she inspected her makeup, surprised there was any left. I guess my sweating issue was minimized with that goddamn freezing air conditioning they insisted on using in the car. She grabbed some more toilet paper, blotting at her face and wiped smeared mascara from under her eyes. Not terrible… She licked her lips nervously and patted ineffectually at her hair. Thank god I clipped the sides back… she thought, recalling how she had admired her choice of dress that morning, proud of the stately, elegant look she felt she had achieved for Cathy’s burial. Okay, well… now we’re gonna’ work it another way… Closing her eyes, she gripped the white marble top of the vanity and drew in three slow, deep breaths, and when she opened her eyes, she noticed the room’s décor for the first time. The room itself was white; white floor, ceiling and walls, but the red floor rugs and hand towels and blue wallpaper with the nautical theme of white sailboats made her blink in bemusement, I take it the red, white and blue theme is meant to be nautical and not patriotic…
 
   When she exited the bathroom, the young man who sat next to her in the van waited in the hall for her, “Mister Rossi will see you in the library.”
 
   She followed him down the hallway, her high heels sinking into plush white carpet and entered a white room filled with white furniture, Your library has no books, Mister Rossi… she thought sardonically as the large man crossed the room towards her,
 
   “Alex,” he greeted her warmly, “I hope you’re feeling well after the long, difficult day you had?” Alex was speechless and he gestured toward one of the white sofas in the room, “I was so sorry to hear about Cathy…”
 
   As he spoke, Alex sat and her escort left the room, closing the double doors behind him and when she turned back, Rossi held a snifter of brandy out to her.
 
   “Please…”
 
   She took the glass and sipped politely at the contents.
 
   “But most important, Alex,” he sat in a stuffed chair across from her, “we need to discuss your situation.” He sat back in the chair and retrieved his glass, staring down at the brandy he swirled slowly. “I sent one of my guys to instruct you to put all of the work you’ve been doing for me on one of those little hard drives and to keep it on you at all times… do you remember?”
 
   “Yes,” she nodded, resisting the urge to feel for the flash drive in the pocket of her black dress, “of course.”
 
   “Good, as for today; I had my guys get you out of there because I know the feds, Alex. I know them and they were gonna pinch you…” he noted her bemused expression, “arrest you,” he amended, “for working for me. Now…” He sighed expressively, “I know you were a busy woman once, and I’m sure the federal prison system would keep you almost as busy doing laundry and such for a dollar an hour.”
 
   Alex felt her heart race and she could feel perspiration soaking her armpits.
 
   “But even if you only got a couple of years for working for me, Alex, it wouldn’t be fair for your son to be deprived of his mother for so long. So I made sure he was kept safe and brought here with you today… to live here… with you while you finish creating those new programs for me.”
 
   Alex just stared at him and he gestured to her glass, “Please, drink the brandy, it’ll help.”
 
   “I’m…” Alex stammered, “I-I’m afraid I’ll get drunk… I haven’t eaten anything yet today.”
 
   “Oh Jesus!” He slapped his forehead and leapt from his seat, “I am so sorry, Alex, my Aunt Rose’s feedin’ your kid in the kitchen, I’ll have her bring something.”
 
   “It’s okay!” Alex turned in her chair, holding out a hand to stop him, “If I could just have some crackers… or fruit… something light, later…”
 
   “Yeah, okay,” he shrugged, “I’ll have it sent to your room.” He returned to his chair, “Look, Alex, I’m not gonna keep you long, I just wanna’ say what I need to then you can have the rest of the day and night off to rest and think.” He retrieved his brandy, “Where was I? Oh yeah, I’ll be honest, I am not doing all this out of the kindness of my heart; I want you to keep working for me, Alex. You’re beautiful and smart and I know you can create the computer programs I need for my business. I’ve come a long way in my life, and I always succeeded by keeping up with the new trends as they came down the road. I need someone who can help me and my business expand into this new world…” He smiled, gesturing with the glass, “and take it over. I believe the sky’s the limit; you help me and I will give you the moon. My Aunt Rose can help look after your son while you work, in fact, we have him set up to be in a connecting room next to hers for a while so you can get the rest you need, just say when and we’ll get him set up in a room next to yours… Anyway,” he stood, leaving his glass on a table, “let’s go see your room…”
 
   She put down the glass of brandy on a side table and followed him to the door where he paused with his hand on the handle,
 
   “Alex,” he said softly, “it’s your decision; I’d like you to stay, work for me and make more money than you could ever dream of in your wildest dreams. But if you’d rather not,” he shrugged, “that’s okay too. My guys can drop you anywhere and we’ll call it quits… I’ll look for someone else…” he looked at her sincerely, “but I hope you’ll stay. Take tonight to think about it, I’ll have dinner sent up to your room and let me know in the morning, okay?”
 
   Alex’s bedroom was on the third floor and, as Rossi was careful to point out to her, on the opposite end of the house from his. She had been appropriately grateful and when he closed the door behind him, she stepped out of her heels and padded on the thick carpet into the connecting bathroom. Grateful she ranked for such an amenity, she pulled down her panties and sat on the toilet; I don’t know how I can possible have diarrhea when I haven’t fucking eaten anything since last night. In spite of the privacy, she still felt profound embarrassment at the gas and cramping her lower digestive tract insisted on producing, and when the waves of constrictive spasming finally stopped, she wearily exited the bathroom. She stopped in the doorway and took in the large room; noting, with surprise, that a small service tray had been left on a table set near a wide expanse of windows and she crossed the room and sat on one of the two chairs. A plate of fruit and table crackers, decoratively arranged on a silver salver, sat alongside a small pot of hot tea and a teacup, I can do this… She dug the encrypted flash drive from her dress pocket and placed it in the center of the beautifully set table. She picked up a cracker and chewed thoughtfully, forcing herself to relax in the chair.
 
   Turning slightly in her seat, she regarded the expanse of bare, snow-capped trees and rolling white fields in the fading light, Cathy’s gone, she looked down at the large diamond she wore on her ring finger, her wedding ring. A faint smile crossed her lips, remembering how much fun she and Cathy had shopping for their rings before legally tying the knot. I believe widows are supposed to wear their rings on the right… Swallowing the lump in her throat, she stared down at her wedding ring as she gently pushed it off her finger and slid it on the ring finger on her right hand. Cameron only has me now… Her eyes darted to the flash drive on the table. There was a soft knock on the door and suddenly anxious, Alex quickly snatched the drive from the table and stuffed it back in her pocket as she crossed the room to the door, “Yes?”
 
   “I’m Rose.”
 
   Alex thought Aunt Rose looked to be in her late fifties of early sixties, and she cocked her head to one side, unable to decide if she fit the stereotype for a mafia matron or not. “Yes…” Alex’s mouth worked but no words came out. “I…” she finally stammered.
 
   “My room is just down the hall,” Rose turned and motioned for Alex to follow, “why don’t you come say goodnight to your son?”
 
   Alex followed, forgetting her shoes. “I…” Alex wrung her hands nervously, “Thank you, so much... Rose, for looking after him…”
 
   “It’s no bother,” the older woman walked down the long hallway, “he ate a nice dinner and he’s nice and clean…” She motioned for Alex to enter a small room with a crib and when she approached she could see Cameron standing expectantly, holding onto the top rail for support. Stamping tiny feet, he issued inarticulate vocalizations, his small hands reaching for her.
 
   “Hey, little slugger…” Alex greeted him warmly as she pulled him from the crib and into her arms. Rose motioned to an overstuffed chair that sat in the corner and Alex sat down gratefully in it, “Thank you…” she murmured.
 
   “That’s my room,” Rose pointed at the open door to a connecting bedroom, “let me know when you put him down for the night.” Alex only nodded, holding Cameron on her lap. “He looks like his mother...” Rose smiled as she left the room.
 
   Tears blurred Alex’s vision and she hugged Cameron to her, He looks like Cathy… she is his mother.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Point Sur, CA
 
    
 
   Jordan had showered, trying to be as quiet as possible in case Catherine was sleeping in and she paused at her closed bedroom door. It’s getting kinda’ late… She checked her watch, Should I knock or something? Shrugging inwardly, she went downstairs, her nostrils flaring pleasantly when she realized she could smell coffee brewing. She spied a note on the kitchen table from Wallace saying to call him when they were up for the day so he could show them the security measures being employed for their protection. Very smart… She poured herself a mug; it’ll be reassuring for her to see all that. She pulled the two-way radio from her waistband, turning off the notify feature and leaving the volume low so she could listen to the team’s chatter. She adjusted the weapon on her hip and patted the pockets on her sweater, unconsciously feeling for her phone, badge and ID wallet before retrieving her coffee mug and moving to the window. So Wallace wasn’t kidding when he said it gets really foggy up here… She snorted amusedly, looking out the window and into a wall of gray mist. I guess the fog provides its own form of protection too.
 
   Her phone suddenly vibrated in her pocket and she pulled it out, checking the caller ID before answering and acknowledging the caller, “Stewart...”
 
    
 
    
 
   Catherine pulled the comb through her wet hair in the steamy bathroom, noticing for the first time that it was touching her shoulders. I guess I should get this cut somewhere… She turned on the blow dryer that hung from a hook near the mirror and began drying it. Once the fog on the mirror cleared away she regarded her features, You look like shit Catherine… Her head cocked thoughtfully to one side, so I guess I don’t need to worry about my hair. Picking up her pajamas, she was about to retrieve her toiletries and her hand stopped on the shampoo bottle. I guess… I suppose it’s okay if I leave my stuff… I am going to be here for a while, aren’t I? She stood for a moment, looking at hers and Jordan’s bottles of shampoo, conditioner and shower soap, We use the same shampoo and conditioner… she thought distantly and returned to her bedroom, turning to look one more time at the collection of bottles and toothbrushes and toothpaste on the bathroom shelf.
 
   She heard Jordan’s footsteps outside her door earlier and lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. She had slept only fitfully during the night in spite of feeling safe in the quiet house, It’s certainly nice to sleep on a new mattress… she yanked the covers back over the bed, straightening the down comforter. She had to admit the new bedding made for a warm, comfortable nest; I just wish I could tuck Cameron in beside me so I could read him bedtime stories... She sat on the bed and pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes; Easy now… she drew careful breaths in through her nose and exhaled. Just breathe… Assume we’re in for the long haul and stay strong for Cam. Sitting up straighter on the bed, she stretched her spine before pulling on fresh socks and her sneakers and pulled back the heavy drapes. Her eyes widened in surprise when she looked out the window and into a wall of gray, Oh yeah… she thought, I forgot about the fog. I hope that lifts soon… Her sigh was audible as she left the room, I feel like I’ve lived in limbo long enough.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan could hear when Catherine rose, noting she could hear the sounds of the shower and hair dryer as her charge readied for her first day on the rock. She toasted a few slices of bread and left them on a plate on the table with butter and jam she found in the fridge. “Hey,” she smiled when Catherine entered the kitchen, “The smell of coffee wake you up?”
 
   “No,” Catherine signed, “but it smells good.”
 
   Jordan was buttering a piece of toast and gestured with the knife, “We also have tea.”
 
   Catherine shook her head, “This is fine.”
 
   “Wallace wants us to come by the triplex and see the security surveillance they have, then we can give ourselves a tour of the place…” Jordan faltered and set the knife down on her plate, “I mean… I don’t have to follow you around up here, please don’t think you’re stuck with me with no privacy or…”
 
   Catherine’s brow furrowed, “Of course not, it would be nice to have some company…” Her hands lowered and she cupped them around her mug of coffee for a moment, “I take it we may be here a while now… if we were strangers before we shouldn’t be anymore.”
 
   “Agreed.” Jordan smiled, biting into her toast.
 
   “Hey team leader,” they heard a voice crackle over the radio, “are you two ready for a security review?”
 
   Jordan looked at Catherine, who nodded, before she keyed the mic, “Give us a few to finish breakfast and we’ll be over.”
 
   Jordan ate her toast and Catherine sat across from her with her coffee and helped herself to a slice from the plate Jordan left on the table. “I don’t suppose there’s any news.”
 
   “Trust me…” Jordan sighed heavily, “I would have pounded on your door if there was.” She sipped at the coffee, “I asked my boss to put Coastanoa and other known Rossi associates in facial recognition surveillance programs we have outside casinos in Reno, Las Vegas and Atlantic City.” Catherine’s brows arched questioningly and she added, “If they go in any one of these places the software will pick them out. It’s a favorite pastime for these guys; gambling, strippers and hookers. Although I’m not holding my breath for that. Rossi will keep them underground for a long time.” She cleared her throat, “And, a ballistics team is at your house…” she licked her lips before pressing them together in a line, “it’ll take them quite some time to sort out how everything… went down.” Catherine only nodded as she bit delicately into her toast. “As I said, your in-laws were not injured since they were in the kitchen at the time and the furthest from the gunfire…” Jordan’s voice faded, recognizing the irony of the elder Sparrows being saved by being in the room where Catherine and her daughter Chelsea were shot. “More agents are canvassing the area, interviewing the neighbors, although, so far no one seems to have noticed any cars or anyone or anything out of the ordinary…” She shrugged, avoiding Catherine’s gaze.
 
   Catherine’s expression was one of understanding and compassion, “You won’t be attending Agent Maynard’s funeral?”
 
   Jordan shook her head, “No…”
 
   “You should go.”
 
   Jordan stared hard at her mug, “It was my itinerary, it was m…”
 
   Catherine waved her hand for her attention, “This was not your fault.”
 
   Jordan sighed again, “It’s not that simple, Catherine…”
 
   “Did you follow your security protocols?” Jordan nodded, “And your boss approved of the security measures and the number of agents that were at my house?” Jordan nodded again and Catherine reached across the table, briefly gripping Jordan’s hand, “I do not blame you, Jordan. This was not your fault, I know you did everything you could to protect Alex and Cameron…”
 
   Jordan’s eyes brimmed and she furiously blinked the tears from her eyes, “Thank you…” she said hoarsely and cleared the lump from her throat, “I appreciate that… Catherine,” she finally looked into sympathetic brown eyes, “I do… I can visit a grave anytime, but I can’t visit any of them, and especially not Don’s… not until we get Cameron back…” she drew  deep breath, sitting straighter in her seat, “and not until I help bring the Rossi family down.”
 
   Catherine held her gaze for what felt likes minutes, Same eye color as Alex, she mused silently, but so completely different… so… there’s something so deep... She finally looked down at her small empty plate and signed, “I’m ready when you are.”
 
   Both drained their mugs and helped to clear the table before dragging on their coats and heading for the door.
 
   “Wallace gave us keys for this place… a ring for you and a ring for me.” she handed Catherine a small key ring with eight keys. “Most of the light station has been keyed with a master key,” she pointed out a tie-dyed key, “and I have to tell you Wallace was real proud of himself for thinking of that…” Catherine chuckled silently and Jordan grinned, “It’s nice to see that again…” she gestured awkwardly, “the smile...”
 
   Catherine took the keys, “Thanks, I’ve decided Alex and Cam are safe, and that they’ll stay that way until you find them and bring him safely back to me.”
 
   “Thank you,” Jordan nodded, unlocking and opening the door for them, “Catherine that means a lot to me.”
 
   They exited and Jordan made sure their new keys worked in the lock, “The parks department has asked us to keep the place locked up even though there’s no one here but us…” she shrugged, “so we all have keys.”
 
   The sun had finally burned away the fog and they blinked in the bright sunlight as they walked around to the front door of the assistant keeper’s residence where the two protective details had set up residence and a control center for the surveillance equipment.
 
   Turner met them at the door, “Hey,” he waved them in, “saw you coming… Good morning, did you guys get any sleep last night?”
 
   Both nodded, “Some,” Jordan followed Catherine into the large stone house, “thanks for the coffee.”
 
   “Set it up last night so thank the timer on that thing…” he grinned, “Come this way and I’ll give you a tour of the first floor… Tappert and Rhodie are upstairs sleeping; they’re the grave shift…” He spoke to Catherine, “Like over in your place, the bedrooms are on the second floors, so we all have bedrooms up there. We work twelve hour shifts seven to seven, but there’s still plenty of overlap so they won’t be strangers to you.” He led them through connecting rooms to the kitchen, “This place is a triplex, it was built to house three assistant keepers and their families, so we’re set up in the unit directly across from your place…” He took them into the front room where Wallace was sitting in front of a long table set with multiple monitors and computer stations.
 
   He stood, greeting them and motioned for them to sit in the two chairs he had placed on either side of his. Turner excused himself and Wallace, interlacing his fingers, extended his arms until the knuckles popped, “Okay, let’s show you how we’ve wired this place for security.” Having read the file on Catherine Bernard, Wallace was acutely aware that he was explaining a computer surveillance system to an expert and he pointed out, with humor, that he was mostly explaining their systems to Jordan, but for Catherine to stop him whenever she had a question.
 
   “Jeez…” Jordan rolled her eyes expressively; making Catherine grin and Wallace shrug sheepishly,
 
   “Okay,” he pointed to the large monitor in the middle of the table and began by first explaining that although the light station had electricity, both buildings and the light house itself were also connected to emergency generators in the event of an electrical outage, “In case of bad weather and the like…” He went on to explain the placement of the thermal and full-spectrum cameras, capable of capturing high definition images in natural, ultraviolet and infrared light, essential for nighttime surveillance. “They’re not completely hidden; we mostly mounted them out of the wind but I guess you’d still have to really look to see where they all are. Both residences are covered on each side and given the steep sides of the rock, our main point to watch is simply the access road; we have a camera down at the base, and two more in between that one and the one mounted up here.” He pointed to each monitor and the varying views as he spoke then explained the redundancies built into the systems overall. Recording around the clock, each camera had motion detectors that each team member could view on their remote tablets in real time.
 
   “How,” Jordan asked, “do you prevent birds and other wildlife tripping off an onscreen motion sensor?”
 
   “We don’t…” he confessed, “that’s why we have a team actively working the graveyard shift that doesn’t just snooze with their tablets on their chest programmed with loud alarms.” He turned to Catherine, “We get to see all kinds of wildlife up here,” he shrugged, “I don’t know how they feel about it but I like it.”
 
   He pointed out a stack of servers behind them, against the far wall, mounted on a metal rack and explained how they uploaded video to remote FBI servers every twenty-four hours via the cell tower. “Apparently there was a bad storm in this area some years ago that destroyed part of the highway, so the parks department hooked up with a cell provider and in exchange for replacing the water tower, which I think was in pretty bad shape, with an historically accurate replica, they were allowed to incorporate a cell site into it so the residents and the hundreds of folks working on the highway could, you know, actually use their cell phones way out here.”
 
   It felt to Jordan that even though Catherine sat quietly she was absorbing every system through her eyes alone, nodding as Wallace pointed out the many security systems and programs. When he finally asked if she had any questions, she shook her head,
 
   “No… you were very thorough, although if I can think of any later I’d like to ask you then.”
 
   “Of course,” he stood when Jordan and Catherine did and led them back to the front door, “You know the layout, Hawks?”
 
   Catherine looked at Jordan, her eyebrows arched high.
 
   “Sometimes our names get shortened…” Jordan shrugged, “you know…”
 
   “And Agent Hawkins,” Wallace grinned, “is known for her observational prowess and clear-sightedness.”
 
   “Really?” Catherine signed to her, “That sounds appropriate…”
 
   Jordan suppressed the urge to roll her eyes, “Oh yeah,” she snorted deprecatingly, “thank you, Wallace.”
 
   Wallace stood in the arched doorway; his arms folded across his chest, “And thank you for not calling me Wall-ass…” he muttered as they walked away, “I’m a white male… I can’t help it my ass is as flat as a pancake…” smiling when he heard Jordan snicker.
 
    
 
    
 
   They walked along the drive on the north side of the buildings, “We’re going to rely on online weather reports to warn us of things like approaching storms…” Jordan remarked as they strolled along, gazing out to sea and the wide expanse of sandy coastline that extended north. “But I think we’re on our own when it comes to paying attention to the wind.” They walked at a leisurely pace as she dug an elastic band from her jeans pocket and gathered her hair into a ponytail, “Remember the wind up here can gust up to sixty-five miles an hour.”
 
   Catherine turned and walking backwards asked, “What is that last building behind ours?” she pointed.
 
   “It used to be the mess hall… but now it’s the park’s visitor center.”
 
   “Mess hall?”
 
   “Yeah,” Jordan stuffed her hands into the pockets of her three quarter-length peacoat, “there were sailors stationed here as lookouts during World War Two…” she turned and also walking backwards, pointed, “There used to be a barracks across from it but I think they tore that down in the sixties when they built the naval facility over…” Her voice faded as she craned her neck, “I can’t really see it from here… we should be able to see it from the road on the other side.”
 
   “I didn’t realize we were so close to a military base.”
 
   “We’re not,” Jordan turned, walking up drive, “it was closed down.”
 
   Catherine turned again and as they walked side by side, Jordan pointed at the other structures as they passed them, “That up there is the replica water tower where we get our wireless from… and that big white thing is the cistern.”
 
   “It must have been a hard life…” Catherine remarked, “living here… especially before the highway was built.”
 
   Jordan agreed; “Even with other families around…” she shook her head. They came to the end of the loop and continued down the asphalt drive, “year after year… and in such a small community too. The isolation must have been overwhelming.” Jordan felt her phone vibrate and she pulled it from her pocket, “It’s a text…” she murmured, stopping to turn and shield the screen from the bright sun, “I asked an evidence tech,” she looked at her, “one I trust, to pack some of your clothes and send them here.” She pocketed her phone, “Well, not here… the bureau office in San Francisco, then an agent will drive the box here… it should only take a couple days.” She looked at her, “I also asked her to find your phone and any personal mementos, like photo albums… I figured your phone is loaded with pictures…” she shrugged, “You don’t have anything here of yours or your kids, so…” Catherine’s eyes blurred with tears and wrapping her arms around the taller woman’s waist, squeezed her tight. Jordan’s eyes opened wide in surprise, but she hugged her back, “I don’t want to make this any harder for you than it already is…” she murmured into soft hair.
 
   When Catherine let go she shook her head, “You’re not…” She swiped at the tears that escaped down her cheeks, “Thank you, Jordan…”
 
   “Sure.” she said softly. They walked in companionable silence and when they approached the barn, Jordan waved to her, “We have the key…” she wagged her eyebrows suggestively and Catherine gave her a small grin.
 
   Jordan opened the door and they entered, black and white and color photos of the light station lined the walls and they found the museum-quality placards Wallace said they moved from the head keeper’s house and fell silent again, progressing slowly as they read the cards.
 
   “They didn’t have a lot in the way of livestock, did they?”
 
   Jordan shook her head, “I guess not.” She pointed to one of the cards, “Although it makes you wonder how many of their chickens blew away in the wind before they got the idea to tie twine around a leg and tie them down.”
 
   Catherine snickered soundlessly, “At least they didn’t have to worry about their horses.”
 
   Jordan opened a door leading out the opposite side of the building, “Oh wow…” she exclaimed softly, “look at that.”
 
   Catherine joined her and together they walked out onto a deck that overlooked the ocean on the south side of the rock. A picnic table sat on the deck and Catherine stepped onto the bench, cupping her hands around her eyes as she took in the view of coastline and blue ocean that stretched for miles. Jordan placed a knee on the bench beside her and gestured slightly inland,
 
   “See?” she pointed, raising her voice over the wind, “See that dusty-looking cluster of buildings? That the naval station they used to have here during the war.”
 
   Catherine nodded, “Deserted places like that always look so sad…”
 
   A sudden gust of wind made Catherine lose her balance and Jordan immediately grabbed her; wrapping an arm around her waist she lifted her easily, sweeping her smoothly off the bench and set her safely on the ground.
 
   “Okay,” she kept a hand on her shoulder, “I know you weigh more than a chicken so I won’t have to tie your leg to the barn… but that was scary.”
 
   Catherine smiled, “Thanks again…”
 
   “Come on,” Jordan grinned, “let’s lock up before I forget.” Catherine fished her key ring from the pocket of her navy blue barn coat and Jordan noted how the ends of the soft, black scarf she wore around her neck flapped in the growing wind. They stepped back inside the barn and Jordan called Wallace on her radio, “Hey Wally…” she called to him.
 
   “Hawks, this is Wally.”
 
   Jordan caught the amused look from Catherine. “What can you tell me about the wind right now? It was a little breezy when we first came out here but it seems like it’s getting pretty gusty out there.”
 
   “There’s nothing out of the ordinary I can see from the instruments they have here… it just looks like the usual…” his voice faded and they heard the squelch pop when he took his thumb off the mic then heard it again, “But we are due for a pretty sizable storm in a couple of days.”
 
   Jordan’s brows arched high, “Should we still drive up to see Doctor Wooley tomorrow?” Catherine locked the rear door from the inside and Jordan followed her out the front.
 
   “We should be okay.” They heard his mic click off then back on again, “Oh yeah, and before I forget again; you probably didn’t notice but you guys have a nice TV and blu-ray DVD player in the living room, plus you can pipe in TV off the internet…”
 
   They looked at each other in surprise and before Jordan could key the radio’s mic Wallace added, “And you have popcorn too.”
 
   “Oh, well…” Jordan responded, “Okay then, I guess that’s all we need.”
 
   Catherine snorted quietly and fingerspelled, “P-O-P-C-O-R-N?”
 
   Jordan stuffed the radio back in her coat pocket and demonstrated the sign for
 
   popcorn; holding her hands palm in, she raised them alternately, flicking the tips of her forefingers off her thumbs in a popping gesture. Catherine copied her. “That’s it.” Jordan grinned, watching her              as she locked the front door. “If you like we could always save the carpenter and blacksmith shop,” she pointed to the smaller building farther up the drive, “and the lantern room for another time.”
 
   “I’m actually ready for something more substantial than toast.”
 
   “Really?” Jordan’s brows rose in pleased surprise, “Great, let’s head back then.” They walked back to the head keeper’s house by way of the south side of the circular drive and when they got back inside the house they shed their coats, exchanging them for the hooded sweaters they left on the coat rack inside the front door.
 
   Jordan followed Catherine into the living room, finally noticing the flat screen TV, “So,” she pointed to the screen and player, “can we really get TV shows from the Internet on here?”
 
   Catherine peered at the connections and turned to her, “Probably, but I think I can boost it a little.”
 
   “Ah…” Jordan grinned and walked back out into the hallway, headed for the kitchen, “I knew you had mad-hacker skills.” Her hands tingled and she rubbed the palms together, trying to rub away the sensation and realizing that more than anything, what Jordan really wanted was to hold Catherine Bernard again, if for just another fleeting moment.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darien, CT
 
    
 
   She napped after eating the crackers and sliced fruit, not waking until she heard a soft knock on the door. It was Rose, bringing her a dinner tray of soup, salad and a chicken and rice entrée. Before leaving, she pointed out that she left newly purchased “under-things and a nice leisure suit,” in the top bureau draw. She found a comb, brush, soap and shampoo, conditioner and a toothbrush and toothpaste in the connecting bathroom, stamped with the logo of a popular Las Vegas hotel. She took a shower then sat at the table in the plush white terry robe she found in the closet. She forced herself to eat as much of the dinner as she thought her stomach would safely tolerate. Having liquid shits is still better than nervous barfing… she told herself firmly. When she finished she crawled into the large bed and snuggled beneath the heavy comforter.
 
   Hours passed as Alex stared into darkness, knowing she would lie awake until the sun came up. It feels like Cathy’s funeral was weeks ago…. she mused thoughtfully. How did my life come to this? Images from her nightmarish day crept into her thoughts and she pushed them away, convinced in an exhausted, incoherent corner of her mind that she could hide from the horrific mental pictures by squeezing her eyes tightly shut against them.
 
    
 
    
 
   Anthony Rossi sat quietly at the heavy oak desk in his library and sipped from a small demitasse cup he set down amid a clutter of breakfast dishes. He didn’t care to eat in the kitchen unless he could eat alone; he preferred to start his day in peace and quiet, reflecting on the events of the previous day while he mentally organized his agenda for the morning and afternoon; I’ll meet with Alex first… then make some calls, have some meetings. Arching back in his chair, he scratched at his hard, protruding gut; I think Alex will throw in with me… He shrugged and scrubbed his face with both hands before carefully smoothing back the thinning dark hair. This would be so much fucking easier if Ed hadn’t fucked up… He leaned back in the chair and sighed audibly, We’ve known each other since we’re kids… he never fucked up a message job before. Rossi got up from his chair and wandered to a wide window and looked out on a white expanse of snow, It was a simple job; shoot that little fanook lesbo, tell Alex to get back to work, and leave… Rossi sighed again, That’s all he had to do but no, he panicked and shot the fuckin’ kid too… and he left his prints! He’s never left prints behind on a job before! Jesus! Rossi sniffed and shook his head, All his life he’s been as loyal as a fuckin’ pitbull, always followed orders… no matter what they were. He craned his neck until it popped then returned to his desk, pouring more espresso from a small pot next to his breakfast dishes, I guess it’s just time… he’s been loyal and maybe it’s just time he retired. He sat behind his desk again and sipped at the thick coffee, I’m gonna’ set him up real nice in the Bahamas somewhere for the rest of his life, just drinkin’ booze while sweet young things suck his cock... He shrugged; maybe all he really needs is a long vacation to get him back on track.
 
   It was still worth it in spite of the fuck-up though… that Alex Sparrow is gonna be worth her weight in gold… no, fuck that, MY weight in gold… He felt a tingling sensation in his groin and grinned. There was a time, my dear Miz Sparrow, he grinned wickedly, that I would have done my best to convert you off women… Or at least I would’ve let you and your little fanook lesbo wife take turns sucking my cock… He snorted softly. But I had plenty of pussy in my life. I can live without it now. Sex ain’t nuthin’ compared to the rush of real power and infinite wealth.
 
   In truth, Anthony Rossi had become impotent over the years; unable to achieve what his doctor called, ‘an adequate erection,’ he forbade him any prescriptions for erectile dysfunction drugs, explaining, “Your heart couldn’t take it, Anthony.” His doctor already had him on so many medications for his cholesterol, high blood pressure and diabetes, that when Rossi asked him for a prescription for “boner pills,” he had refused, telling him he would be flirting with blindness and stroke at the very least, and death at the worst.
 
   Just like Augustus, I created my business out of clay, and I’ll turn it into friggin’ marble. I’ll get Alex all the dyke whores she wants, as long as she creates those programs for me. He thoughtfully picked his nose, And if she can’t or won’t, I’ll have the boys get rid of her and look for someone else… Rose can have that kid to raise if she wants... He shrugged inwardly, Why not? Let her start over, I think she’d like another shot… He flicked the dried mucus from the end of his finger; she can raise him like he was her own.
 
   There was a soft knock on the door and he cleared his throat before calling, “Come…” His Aunt Rose opened the door and walked in with Alex, who held Cameron on her hip. Both women had dark circles under their eyes; he assumed Alex had a lot on her mind, and he knew Rose spent the night getting up with the baby, who evidently kept waking up to fuss and cry, Thank Christ for that sleep apnea machine and sleeping pills... “Alex…” he smiled and stood.
 
   “I’ll get him his breakfast,” Rose nodded to Alex, holding out her hands for the boy. Alex handed him over and clutched her hands briefly in front of her, “Thank you…” she murmured softly before turning to Rossi, “Mister Rossi…”
 
   “Please,” he smiled, gesturing grandly for her to sit in a chair in front of his desk, “regardless of your answer to my offer, you should still call me Anthony now.” Alex nodded, forcing herself to relax in the straight back chair while Rossi walked around to sit at his desk. “Did you sleep well?” he asked politely. He could see his question threw her and he amended, “probably not… I’m sorry, but I have to have your answer.”
 
   Alex nodded, feeling acutely uncomfortable in her sweats and slippers and feeling naked with no makeup, “Yes…” She cleared her throat and patted at her clean and combed but un-styled hair, “My answer is yes, I’d still like to work for you.”
 
   Rossi’s brows arched high in surprise and his grin was genuine when he stood, “Excellent!” he beamed, “That’s wonderful news…” he shook a finger at her as he walked around the desk, “With your computer brains and my business finesse, we will know riches and the good life for the rest of our days…” Alex stood awkwardly and they shook hands. A long, uncomfortable moment passed as Rossi regarded her, “But first,” his grin faded and he looked solemn, “First I have amends to make…” He turned and walked to the door. Opening it, he motioned for someone to come in and Alex’s eyes widened in fear as a large man briefly filled the doorway when he entered the room.
 
   “You remember Ed?” Rossi said quietly.
 
   The color drained from Alex’s face and she sank back in her chair, certain her quaking knees were going to buckle.
 
   “I asked Ed to come in here and apologize to you, Alex,” Rossi spoke quietly as he sat back at his desk, “I only sent him to your house that day to deliver the message to keep working on those programs for me…” He shook his head, “Your wife Cathy and your little daughter startled him, he thought you were in the house alone… he didn’t mean to shoot them, Alex, it was a tragic mistake... and before I can really expect you to work for me and live here with your son, we need your forgiveness.”
 
   Alex swallowed reflexively, she wanted to answer but Rossi’s words made her throat suddenly dry. Oh my god… is that true? Her lips trembled and she turned to regard the hulking man behind Rossi who had neither moved nor spoken. She licked her lips, noticing for the first time that Ed Coastanoa was an older man, perhaps Rossi’s age. She nodded uncertainly, “Alright…”
 
   Rossi pursed his lips, “Look…”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Alex gripped the arms of the hard wooden chair she sat on, “I-I… I wasn’t prepared for…” she licked her lips nervously, suddenly acutely aware that her life depended on her next words, “I’m afraid I didn’t sleep at all last night… but thank you,” she turned to the man who shot her wife and daughter, “that means a lot to me…”
 
   The smile returned to Rossi’s face and he turned to Ed, dismissing him with a nod, “Of course, and I won’t keep you, Alex, look,” he walked back to his desk, sitting on the edge and Ed left the room, silently closing the door behind him. “I know you’re gonna need a few days to rest and settle in. We can get everything you need in the way of all that technology stuff, computers, servers, whatever you want. And to be clear, you cannot contact anyone from your life right now, understand?” Alex only looked at him uncomprehendingly and he clarified, “You can’t call or otherwise contact your parents, or anyone else you know outside of here for a while, given that the feds are looking for you, okay?”
 
   “Oh…” Alex blinked, finally understanding, “Of course.”
 
   “Excellent.” He held out his hand to her and she took it as she stood, following his lead to the door, “For now,” he opened it, gesturing down the hall, “have a nice breakfast then you can take your time for the next few days, but get started, okay?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Ed stood just inside the sitting room near the front door and watched as Alex walked silently in her sweats and soft slippers on the thick carpet. He waited until she disappeared in the kitchen before allowing himself to exhale.
 
   Eduardo Coastanoa and Anthony Rossi grew up together near Ozone Park in Queens, there was no question they would join an outfit together, and after their very prominent boss was convicted of running a multimillion-dollar gambling enterprise, he knew Anthony would strike out on his own and that they would stick together. They got their start in chop shops; Anthony recruited the mechanics and sold the parts, and Ed stole the cars.
 
   He sighed and interlacing his fingers over his protruding belly, waited patiently for Anthony to call him into his office. Those were the days… he thought wistfully. Ever ambitious, Anthony expanded his business from stripping stolen cars for their parts to stealing truckloads of shrimp and lobster, Ed’s favorite merchandise to steal. He and a friend would flag down a driver a few blocks from the wharf, pay him and drop him off at a motel then drive the truck full of stolen fresh lobster to the finer restaurants in town. By the time desert rolled around the evidence was gone… A small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, nostalgic for the good old days. Those drivers were good guys… always nice when we returned their trucks…
 
   However, stealing truckloads of fish and lobsters would never be enough for Anthony Rossi, he preferred not to concern himself or his business with the middleman at all, and he began to focus on the tried and true tradition of providing protection to businesses to make his money. Those were crazy times… Ed closed his eyes as memories flooded his mind’s eyes so fast he could hardly make out the faces anymore. In the beginning, he enjoyed leaning on new customers; Making them pay up in order to avoid having their fingers broken, or taking a baseball bat to their legs… Ed grew to love his work, he loved watching how fear could magically transform into relief when a customer was granted ‘juice’, a loan that would buy time, but double the amount owed. I always knew how much hurt they could handle… He shook his head at the failures of the underlings Rossi made him take under his wing for training.  I knew how to make my point without fucking up the guy so bad he couldn’t get back to work… He drew a deep breath in through his nose and exhaled; Fucking them up was never the fucking point, the point was to motivate them to get the money, for fuck sakes.
 
   During the long years he worked as Anthony’s enforcer, he often found himself beating an underling in a fit of rage after a job, Stupid fuckers didn’t get the whole fucking point was to make money, not get their rocks off. Not that Ed didn’t take pleasure in intimidation; he had to convince a lot of Rossi rivals to give up clients, and he always felt amped and powerful when he wasted a competitor and stuffed the body in a dumpster, or brazenly dumped it in front of a competing boss’s favorite hangout.
 
   But I ain’t never, ever killed a kid before… Ed’s eyes began to brim with unshed tears and he sniffed aloud, blinking furiously, I’m losin’ my edge… getting’ fat… His lips pressed into a thin line of disgust at his weakness, I ain’t never fucked up a job before in my whole life… Never! All I had to do was shoot that petite piece of ass, give my message, then bring in that tall drink of computer brains later… But when he went into the kitchen a flicker of movement in the corner of his field of vision made him jump and he simply fired; Point and shoot… that’s what I do… But the child had looked directly into his eyes… Those mother fucking big brown eyes…
 
   Ed had been standing in the sitting room doorway for some time and he arched his lower spine, wincing when he felt the vertebra pop. You left your prints on the fucking door handles… he thought scornfully, on both doors, you fucking putz! You were off your game before that kid ever cursed you with her eyes.
 
   The door to Rossi’s office opened and Ed stepped into the hallway, nodding in acknowledgment when Anthony motioned for him to come inside, I’m a “made” guy, I can retire but I can’t never leave… he shrugged inwardly as he trudged down the thickly carpeted hall, Maybe it’s time…
 
    
 
    
 
   Rose stood leaning against one of the shining white kitchen counters, the coffee cup held just below her lips. When her husband went to prison for extortion twelve years earlier she knew her nephew would always do right by her, she was family. He didn’t care that her son was a gay who literally lived in San Francisco. Marco, now thirty, left home after his father went to prison. I knew he was a gay…in my heart I was always afraid he was… she thought despondently, but why did he have to choose that minute to “come out” to me? She had not reacted well and Marco had packed his bags, a “friend” picked him up, and I never saw him again… Seven years later, she received a card from him on Mother’s Day, telling her he was happy and his current address if she ever wanted to contact him. She threw out and retrieved that card from the trash many times that day, and as the years passed she found thoughts and memories of him creeping back into her consciousness, against her will. At odd times she would find herself thinking about him, her only child, who she washed her hands of… But the world is a different place now… she thought, watching Alex tiredly feed her son as he sat in the brand new highly stylized chrome high chair at the kitchen table, and Anthony must not care too much about these gays now that he has her here…
 
   She was not pleased when Anthony told her he expected her to take over care of Alex’s son while she settled in, “I know you have a lot to do around here, keeping us fed and the place in order… but this kid’ll need fulltime care while his mother works for me…” Anthony had grinned, “I got a lot of computer work for her to do for the company…” The last thing she needed was more work to do, and then Cameron kept crying and fussing throughout the night. It was four o’clock in the morning and she was fuming when she stomped into the tiny connecting room for the sixth time. The last thing she wanted was to hold a baby in her arms and think about Marco… But then… when I saw into his eyes… Cameron had abruptly stopped crying and straining in her arms and, suddenly quiet, locked eyes with the woman who had just turned fifty the week before, and she finally recognized him for who he was; He was just a little baby boy who missed his mama… She drew in a careful breath, keeping a tight lid over emotions she had suppressed for too many years, He is a child of God, and he deserves love just li… Rose sniffed aloud and turned back to the counter, adding more coffee to her nearly empty cup, unable to complete the sentence, even privately.
 
   “So far we have everything you need for him.” She smiled, finding, to her surprise, that she could not have cared less that this tall beautiful woman was a lesbian. “And I think he’s used to me now…” She crossed the large kitchen and sat across from them, “I know Anthony’s gonna’ keep you real busy, and I think Cameron and I will get along just fine…” she smiled, “and we’ll always be close by, whenever you need a break to come and see him.”
 
   Alex felt as though she was on autopilot and she nodded mechanically, forcing herself to smile and look relaxed, “Thank you… I’m sorry,” she shook her head, “should I be calling you Rose, or…”
 
   “Rose is fine,” she stood and began clearing the table of the breakfast dishes, “did you have enough? We have more…”
 
   “Oh no…” Alex smiled, wiping applesauce from Cameron’s chubby chin, “that was delicious, thank you… I think he’s full.”
 
   “You are welcome to get whatever you want from the kitchen any time,” Rose spoke as she cleared the table, “and you are welcome to eat with us…” She paused, turning to her, “although neither Anthony nor I will be insulted if you choose to eat in your room. He says he understands how you computer types are.”
 
   Alex snorted softly, “Yes, well, sometimes it does feel like my head has been sucked into my hard drive when I finally notice the time and see the whole day has passed.”
 
   “Okay…” Rose shrugged one-sidedly, not entirely certain she understood, “I can have one of the boys bring up meals to you, it’s no big deal here, I prefer to eat in the kitchen myself, the boys eat in here too, although I’ll warn you it can get a little loud sometimes.” She pulled a credit card from the pocket of her apron and placing it on the table, slid it across to Alex, “Anthony said to give you this…” Alex’s eyebrows arched questioningly and Rose gave her a small smile, “It’s a credit card so you can shop online for whatever you need for clothes, shoes, whatever… for you and Cameron. We got a laptop for you so you can use it to get whatever you need for work and stuff. We put it in your room while you and Anthony were talking.” She walked back to the sink and stopped, “Although, if it’s okay, I’d like to buy some stuff for Cameron too…” she gestured awkwardly, “if that’s okay… that way I won’t interrupt you.”
 
   “Of course…” Alex assured her, “and thank you again for all your care…” she gave Cameron a kiss and stood, “I should get started I guess,” she sighed, taking the credit card, “I’m sure he likes the toys you have for him already, but would you mind getting him one of those glowworm toys?” She held her hands a foot apart, “They’re about this big and they…”
 
   “I know exactly what you mean,” Rose nodded, “I got one for…” her voice faltered and she shook her head, “I mean, those have been around longer than sock monkeys.” She waved dismissively, “Don’t worry; I’ll get him one today.” She circled around the table and picked Cameron up, lifting him from the high chair, “We do have some live-in help,” she rolled her eyes, “besides me… she can finish here while we go order a new glowworm for you…” She stroked the pink baby cheek, “okay my little coccolino?”
 
   Cameron reached out for Alex and she smiled reassuringly, “It’s okay Cam…” she beamed, “she’ll get you a new wormy.” Rose left the room and looking deep into her son’s retreating dark brown eyes, swallowed against the lump forming in her throat. Finally alone in the cavernous kitchen, she exhaled as though she had been holding her breath. Don’t think, Alex… she looked down distractedly at the credit card she held, noticing the name embossed in gold on the black plastic, Louis Carna.
 
   Well, Mister Carna, I have some shopping to do.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Point Sur, CA
 
    
 
   She tiredly scrubbed at her face as she descended the stairs, trying to be as quiet as possible and avoid the creaky spots on the beautifully restored walnut staircase. They had driven in a two-car caravan to Carmel the day before to visit Dr. Wooley, a physician who consulted for the FBI for over thirty years until his retirement. He lived in the same house in Pebble Beach for nearly fifty years and was happy to review Catherine's medical file and check on her recovery. Jordan found him a kindly grandfatherly type but she knew one of his many specialties was otolaryngology and she trusted him to determine if the injuries to Catherine’s throat were still healing properly.
 
   They had gotten an early start; Jordan drove a darkly colored, mid-sized SUV while Wallace and Turner trailed behind in one of the ranger vehicles. Dr. Wooley performed a thorough examination, checking Catherine’s vitals and speaking gently, mindful of the grievous bodily injuries as well as the terrible emotional wounds she endured. He reassured her that her throat was healing well but cautioned her against using her voice at all, and took care to compliment Jordan on teaching her sign language so Catherine’s throat could rest and heal properly. He recommended she come back to see him in a month, believing he would then have a better idea of when she could begin using her voice again.
 
   Afterward they drove to Monterey, stopping in a shopping mall for additional toiletries, groceries and so Jordan and Catherine could buy a few more items for their meager wardrobes before heading back down the coast. When they returned to the rock it was dark, and Jordan drove very slowly up the narrow fog enshrouded road, marveling once again at the stately buildings when they pulled up to the head keeper’s house and tiredly unloaded the vehicles. Jordan begged a clearly exhausted Catherine to please stay and eat dinner and both women had trudged directly to bed afterwards, leaving Wallace and Turner to again lock them in for the night.
 
   All I did was drive the car… Jordan stretched as she shuffled to the kitchen, but I feel like I’ve been hit by one. She debated briefly whether the smell of brewing coffee would wake Catherine, but her need for caffeine won out and she scooped the fragrant grounds into a new filter and turned on the coffeemaker. She wandered over to the window, noticing for the first time, the binoculars that sat on the windowsill. She picked them up and scanned the northern coastline before training them out to sea, imagining previous residents doing the same thing over decades of service to sea travelers. Her radio crackled softly and she dug it out of her sweater pocket, “Hawks…” she said quietly, returning the binoculars to the sill.
 
   “I’m coming in the front door,” Wallace’s voice popped with static, “just wanted to warn you.”
 
   “Thanks.” She answered and craned her neck when she heard him come in. She briefly tapped her finger against her lips for quiet and he nodded, not speaking until he was in the kitchen,
 
   “She still asleep?”
 
   “I think so.” Jordan sat tiredly at the kitchen table, “It’s ridiculous but I am wiped out from yesterday.”
 
   Wallace sat across from her, “Given the past few days…” he shrugged, “it’s not too surprising, is it?”
 
   She shrugged, not wanting to discuss the murder of Don and the other agents. Her phone vibrated and she fumbled in her sweater pocket, pulling it free, “It’s Stewart…”
 
   “Give me a call on the radio when you’re done.” He gave her a wave and left.
 
   “Hey Stewart.”
 
   “Hey Jordan,” he greeted her, “just wanted to check in and find out what Wooley said.”
 
   “She’s doing well, still can’t try talking yet.”
 
   “Okay… well…” she heard him sigh heavily, “it’ll come as no surprise that we don’t have a lot to go on in terms of tracking Rossi down. The neighbors honestly don’t remember anything out of the ordinary right up till the shooting started. And I’m gonna’ guess the Rossi’s are gonna stay deep underground for a long time given how many agents they killed.”
 
   “Stewart…”
 
   “Jordan…” he stopped her, “this is not your fault, no one blames you…”
 
   She felt her lips tremble and she pressed them into a thin line, furiously blinking back the tears that instantly brimmed in her eyes, “I know…”
 
   “Do you?” He softened his tone, “Look, I should have you on administrative leave, you know? You should be in counseling…”
 
   “For chrissakes, Stewart, I don’t need counseling,” She cleared her throat and sniffed, “I wasn’t there…”
 
   “I know…” he sighed again, “You’re in a frickin’ deserted lighthouse because you know sign language and you have a rapport with our only witness. I called to tell you the obvious; Rossi and his cronies are hiding out and we’re probably not gonna’ get any kind of a lead until Alex Sparrow fires up a program we can find online.” He sighed again, “And it would sure help if Cathy could help us out on that one.”
 
   “Catherine…”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “She legally changed her name to Catherine…” Jordan corrected him quietly, “She wants to be called that now… and if want her help we need to remember that.”
 
   “Okay…” Stewart sounded wary, “sure.”
 
   Jordan licked her lips then added, “This has been one fucked up week, huh?”
 
   “I’ll say,” he agreed, “you know the data dump we did on the Sparrow’s internet?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “There was that one customer Alex did a quickie email job for we figured was one of Rossi’s extortion victims?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “He’s dead and his business was broken into, all his money and computer stuff was taken… it appears Rossi’s covering his tracks very carefully. I can only think whatever it is he wants Alex to create for him must be very big.”
 
    
 
   Catherine showered and brushed her teeth on autopilot, not really paying attention to what she was doing until she reached the kitchen.
 
   “Good morning,” Jordan greeted her softly but her voice still sounded strained.
 
   “Good morning...” she signed then stopped, “Everything okay?”
 
   Jordan nodded, slumping back in the hard chair, “Still tired from yesterday even though we mostly just… drove around a lot.”
 
   Catherine listened as she poured herself a cup of coffee and sat across from her at the table, “Me too… maybe we should go out for a brisk walk to the lighthouse after breakfast?”
 
   Jordan gave her a small smile and nodded, “Okay...” She continued to sit limply, “There continues to be no news, really...” she shrugged. “Stewart called…” she shrugged again, “he didn’t really have anything to report.” She took a careful breath, “Our cyber division is monitoring an online game site called Dark Warlords…” She was playing it when you were shot and your daughter was killed… she added silently. “We found her account and her history showed she was really into it…”
 
   “She’ll never use that account again…” Catherine signed, shaking her head, “If she goes back to play she’ll know to create another account and a whole new character to play as.”
 
   “Yeah,” Jordan sighed heavily, “another reason why I have no news yet.”
 
   Catherine sipped her coffee while Jordan spoke and she regarded her thoughtfully, “What?”
 
   Jordan drew a deep breath, and sitting up straighter in her seat, leaned her elbows on the table, “We tapped your phone and broadband…”
 
   Catherine considered her words and gave a half-shrug, “That would make sense…”
 
   “The only suspicious thing we could find was one of Alex’s business clients… she uploaded an email security program for someone who we suspected as being extorted by Rossi.”
 
   “Extorted?”
 
   “A typical business for these organized crime families is to offer what they call protection, which is just an excuse for stealing money from a small business person in exchange for protecting them from other organized crime families.”
 
   “Racketeering.”
 
   “Exactly.” Jordan cupped her hands around her coffee mug and stared into its contents, “And his body was found stuffed in the dumpster behind his business two days ago.”
 
    
 
    
 
   They pulled on their coats and scarves and Catherine stood quietly while Jordan tied back her hair and transferred her radio, phone and ID to her coat pockets. She regarded the soft gray wainscoting and white moulding that helped brighten the soft rose-cream painted walls in the entryway. She never cared for wallpaper, and while she usually preferred white walls she didn’t mind that her current bedroom was painted a soft yellow. The head keeper’s house had just one chimney in the center of the Tudor-style structure, while the stone triplex had three. She gave a Jordan a small wave, “Does the fireplace here work?”
 
   “I think so…” Jordan answered, opening the door.
 
   “Good, I like fireplaces…” She signed the last haltingly, a sudden image of sitting with Chelsea in front of their roaring fireplace with marshmallows on barbeque skewers filling her mind’s eye.
 
   Jordan took quiet note of the hesitancy and followed her out the door, locking it behind them. She traded the key ring for the radio in her coat pocket, “Wallace?” she called as they walked, waiting for him to answer.
 
   “Wallace.”
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you, I kinda’ got caught up in breakfast.”
 
   “No biggie,” he assured her, “I just wanted to let you know the storm is supposed to blow in late tonight, but from what we’ve noticed around here, if they’re of a decent size they can arrive well ahead of schedule. So you should plan on battening down the hatches by this afternoon…” He briefly took his thumb off the mic then keyed it again, “And you two are on your own for dinner tonight.”
 
   “So…” Jordan gave Catherine a look, “that means Tappert won’t be cooking for us?”
 
   “Yeah,” Wallace answered, “that’s how bad the storms can get around here, once the wind kicks up stormy weather we do not go outside, and I strongly suggest that once this one blows in, you two don’t venture outdoors either.”
 
   “Okay, thanks Wally.” Jordan stuffed the radio back in her pocket and looked down at Catherine, “Especially you,” she gave her a small smile, “you tiny quarter-pounder.”
 
   Catherine only snorted, elbowing her good-naturedly as they walked along the narrow asphalt road. They followed it along the top of the immense rock, and as soon as they began walking downhill and could see the lighthouse Catherine signed, “Why did they build it way down there?”
 
   “It’s about a hundred feet lower than the residences… apparently it has to be closer to sea level for ships to see the light in the fog.” A sudden gust of wind blew both women off balance and Catherine grabbed Jordan's arm. “Jeez!” Jordan shouted. “Maybe you’d better hold on to me… I know the six inches I’ve got on you make me less aerodynamic but I should still be good for ballast.”
 
   Catherine linked her arm in Jordan’s and signed, “Sounds good to me… thanks.”
 
   Jordan tightened her arm, briefly placing her hand over Catherine’s, “I don’t know how they managed to raise kids here without having them blow away like their chickens.”
 
   “Maybe they kept them tied down too.” Jordan chuckled and she added, “Or maybe they put rocks in their pockets.”
 
   They continued in companionable silence until they arrived at the stone edifice and Jordan took out her key ring again. She opened the door and they stepped inside. “Well,” she closed the door behind them, “that’s straightforward enough, isn’t it?” A white metal circular staircase stood in the middle of the room, rising straight up and into the lantern room on the fourth level. Both fell silent as they read the museum placards describing the history of the Fresnel lens and how it was lit. “It’s kind of a bummer the lens isn’t here anymore.” Jordan murmured.
 
   Catherine tapped her finger on one of the placards describing how glass prisms were embedded in the ceiling to reflect additional light into the room, “It says they’re upstairs…”
 
   “Shall we?” Jordan motioned to the stairs and both began the long climb to the lantern room. They craned their necks, squinting up at the metal ceiling that acted as the lantern room’s floor. “There…” Jordan pointed at what looked like large diamonds embedded in the metal flooring. “Now that’s both beautiful and amazing.”
 
   “That’s a very smart way to get extra light when you have yet to access electricity and don’t want to use oil lamps during the day…” Catherine craned her neck to peer closely at the prisms, “The physics of reflection always interested me in school.”
 
   They continued their climb to the lantern room level and Jordan stuffed her hands in her pockets, regarding the modern beacon and shook her head, “That is one big light.”
 
   The lighthouse had four different light sources in its long history ranging from whale oil to kerosene. The original four thousand pound Fresnel lens had been moved to a maritime museum in Monterey in 1978 when it was replaced by a modern aero beacon, its strobe capable of emitting a beam of light that could be seen more than twenty miles away.
 
   Catherine stood close to Jordan in the cramped quarters, “I guess it would have to be to be seen so far away.”
 
   Jordan nodded, turning to regard the view, “Well, we see this view all the time now, how about if we check it out from the balcony too?”
 
   They descended the circular staircase, stopping on the next level and Jordan unlocked the heavy metal door. It blew open and Catherine grabbed at Jordan’s coat as she grabbed for the door.
 
   “Well,” Jordan laughed, “that was surprising.” They stepped outside and stood at the railing, both lost in thought.
 
   “It’s beautiful…” Catherine signed, “but when this is all you see, year after year…” she shrugged, “looking into infinity day after day must be either wondrous or…”
 
   “I think a lot of it must depend on who you’re here with.” Jordan conceded, “I’d think it would be really miserable if they weren’t doing well in their relationships…” Her voice trailed off; acutely aware she had wandered into a sensitive area. “From what I read online, historians have said there were a lot of extramarital affairs going on here… I guess it would have been more than tempting when you had four families living here year in and year out.” Catherine only nodded. “Come on,” she inclined her head to the door, “let’s go back in.”
 
   Jordan pushed the heavy door shut and locked it and they started back down the stairs. On the next level, Catherine stopped at a tall, arched window and sat on the sill, “Why did you choose this place?”
 
   Jordan’s brows arched, surprised it had taken her so long to ask. “Well,” she sat on the sill, facing her, “when I scanned the list of available safe sites this one just…” She gestured one-handed, shrugging, “it just sort of leapt out at me from the page… I guess. From a security standpoint it’s a no-brainer, Catherine, it’s easily defensible, simple to monitor, it’s obviously remote, there’s no contact with the public at all… And I swear to god,” She added emphatically, “it never occurred to me the wind might be an issue here and you would have had to go for walks around this rock with Cameron tied to you for safety.” Catherine’s smile was wistful yet still radiant at the mention of her son’s name and Jordan smiled back, “Lighthouses represent safety to souls lost at sea and they… light the way to safe harbor.” She leaned back against the stone archway, “I honestly thought this would be a good place for you and Alex to reconnect… and start fresh…” Her voice soft, she continued, “Life, as you and I already know, can be short; sometimes relationships need to be confronted… re-evaluated so you can decide whether to move on together, or apart.”
 
   Catherine looked from her out to sea and she added, “I wanted you to have that chance… I wanted you to have the time to decide what you wanted… without distraction.” Catherine looked back into her eyes and Jordan gave her a small smile, “Think about it;” she nodded toward the sea, “lighthouses are beacons of hope to the lost but they also represent threshold experiences, illuminating the difference between land and sea, safety and danger.”
 
   Catherine’s eyes had begun to brim with tears and nodded. Blinking furiously and sniffing, she gently cleared the lump from her throat.
 
   “You didn’t ask for any of this,” Jordan said gently, “you didn’t deserve this; you were just living your happy home life, day to day… but thanks to some very bad choices Alex made it came to a sudden, crashing, violent end… Your life will never be the same, but it doesn’t mean it can’t ever be good again… And it has to be, Catherine, Chelsea would want that for you and Cameron.” She sighed, staring out the window, “But here you are, standing on the threshold, still waiting… I thought you’d come here and be able to use the time to reconstruct your life and plan a new future…” she turned apologetic eyes to her, “You’re still standing on the threshold, and I’m just sorry I couldn’t bring Cameron to you, and everything else you need to help you move forward.”
 
   “Thank you, Jordan.” Catherine gave her a watery smile and took Jordan’s hand in her own, squeezing firmly. “I know he’ll be found and you’ll bring him back to me.”
 
   Jordan gave her a small sad smile, nothing she could say was ever going to be enough and she looked down at the small elegant hand that held hers.
 
   When Catherine let go she asked, “Have you always been so philosophical?” She drew a deep, clearing breath, “I know you already know a great deal about me, I think it should be your turn now to tell me about yourself.”
 
   “Oh, well…” Jordan gave her a lopsided grin, “I suppose that’s fair.” She looked out to sea again, “I was born and raised in Rochester, New York. Now,” She smoothed errant strands of hair from her face and absently adjusted her ponytail, “you have to understand my parents chose to live in Rochester because it literally has the largest deaf population per capita in the United States.” Catherine’s brows arched in surprise and Jordan nodded, “Oh yes, and nearly everything there is deaf accessible.” She snorted, shrugging one-sidedly, “That being said, as it happens with most hearing children born to deaf parents, or it used to be anyway, that the eldest hearing child would become the official connection to the outside, hearing world. The ears and voice, if you will; that was me. My parents had a second child, my brother, Eric, who is two years younger. He’s a teacher…” her voice faded and she sighed.
 
   “Are you close with them?”
 
   “Well…” Jordan licked her lips, briefly pressing them together before she continued, “we were close…” When she looked out to sea again her eyes looked unfocused, as though she looked at something other than the blue ocean beyond the glass, “We were, right until the moment I told them I’d been accepted to the FBI training academy at Quantico.”
 
   “They expected you to stay at home?”
 
   “Oh yes.” She nodded, “And I guess I knew that, but I had a hard enough time in high school… figuring out and accepting who I was and what I wanted to do when I got out… I didn’t have the words at the time, but I wanted to be more than just my parent’s translator for the furnace repair guy. In high school I took an aptitude test and tested high on law enforcement.” Her brows bounced slyly, “To be honest, I always had fantasies of being an FBI agent growing up. Anyway, one of the counselors took pity on me, I guess… She really helped me to get into a college so I could pursue a bachelor’s in administration of justice…” She shrugged, “I think my parents thought I’d have a little fun in college then get a secretary job for the local police department or something.”
 
   “Wow,” Catherine looked shocked, “that sounds sexist.”
 
   Jordan chuckled, “Well, there are those in that culture that are stuck in a kind of time warp… They were old school enough to have planned in their heads for my brother to have his own life; go to college, have a family, but me… they simply assumed I would stay at home and continue to be their ears and voice.”
 
   “But you applied to the FBI?”
 
   “As I was graduating,” Jordan nodded, “yes. I got in, and they said they were proud of me… but, they made it clear it wasn’t what they wanted.”
 
   The corners of Catherine’s eyes crinkled sympathetically at the corners, “I’m so sorry, Jordan.”
 
   She snorted and shook her head dismissively, “It’s okay, we all survived; I became an FBI agent, my brother went to college, became a teacher, got married and has a family now. My parents sort of rediscovered their youth, I think.” She gave her a conspiratorial smile, “Sometimes the empty-nest thing can be rejuvenating and they kinda’ returned to their old college days when they were becoming accountants and remembered they could navigate the hearing world just fine on their own.”
 
   “But you’re still not close...”
 
   Jordan was aware it was a statement and not a question, “No, we’re not. While they got over the FBI thing they had a harder time when I told them I was gay.” Catherine’s brows arched high and Jordan shrugged, “Well, the deaf community has always been a closed one, frankly… Having a daughter that was an FBI agent, that was acceptable, but having a lesbian for a daughter… that was something they just could not accept so…” She looked away again, out at the sea, “So we exchange Christmas cards and birthday cards…” Jordan stopped talking and shrugged again, not mentioning that the cards always wished her a merry Christmas or happy birthday but never included an invitation home.
 
   Catherine waved for her attention, “You probably already know this, but my father left home when I was growing up… I always believed it was because he knew I was gay.” She exhaled heavily, “But my mother knew and didn’t care… she loved me anyway, she was proud of me and she always made sure I knew that, right up until the day she died.” Her hands hesitated midair while she debated whether she should continue. “I wish you’d had the same, Jordan…” She enunciated her signs carefully, “You deserved that.”
 
   “Thanks,” Jordan gave a small grin, “I appreciate it.” She stood, “Come on, let’s go back.”
 
   They left the lighthouse, careful to lock the door behind them, and as they slowly headed back to the head keeper’s house, Jordan silently delighted that Catherine did not hesitate to link arms with her again as they walked back.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darien, CT
 
    
 
   The boxes had been stacked on the small dining table and Alex unpacked first the modem and all its component parts before she unpacked the new laptop. She began connecting cables, not needing the instructions to set up the modem and made sure it was receiving a DSL signal before connecting it to the laptop. Her hands hesitated over the keys when it opened to the registration page and instead of entering her own name and personal information she entered Louis Carna, and entered an old address from her childhood. While the screen on the new computer asked for her patience while the set up files initiated, Alex slumped back in her seat and regarded the shining device.
 
   This is an Elitebook… she mused silently, impressed, this had to have set him back at least seven thousand dollars. Alex waited patiently while the laptop configured, her gaze eventually drifting out the window to startlingly blue skies contrasting starkly above sweeping winter white that covered the ground and bare trees. I suppose I should assume he gets DSL in a package with his landline… I’ll need to upgrade to a router and encrypt it so everyone’s devices here are on the same, cloaked page.
 
   As soon as she was online she created a free email account for Louise Carna on yahoo then went directly to her favorite shopping sites. By the time Rose knocked on her door asking if she wanted lunch brought to her room she had ordered more than ten thousand dollars worth of clothes and shoes, all set to arrive via overnight delivery. If you can drop that much on a laptop without batting an eye, Mister Carna… she snorted softly in amusement, then I guess you’ll never notice this bill. She could feel a prickly heat suddenly creep up the back of her neck and she gripped the carved arms of the straight back chair. This man expects you to plug in your flash drive and start writing programs that will make him rich… rich by stealing from people remotely.
 
   There was a knock on the door and despite Rose telling her one of “the boys” would be bringing her meals, a young woman dressed in a maid’s uniform brought in her lunch tray. Alex thanked her and watched as she placed the tray on the table and left, closing the door noiselessly behind her. She sat on the chair opposite the one she’d been sitting on all morning and unrolled the silverware from the cloth napkin. There was ravioli, a side dish of steamed carrots and an apple tart. A can of diet soda stood next to a tall glass with ice cubes and Alex realized, with surprise, that her mouth was watering. Jesus, that smells good.
 
   She ate her entire lunch in appreciative silence, savoring the meal as she made a mental list of what she still needed to order online, Make-up, hair products… curlers… I’ll stock up on shampoo… toothpaste, fluoride rinse… a waterpik…
 
   It wasn’t until she had finished ordering everything on her massive shopping list that she found herself on the yahoo homepage. Her eyes scanned the news stories as the slideshow clicked past and from the corner of her eye, she saw the words; murdered FBI agents, under the trending news section. Suddenly nauseated, she clicked on the link that connected her to a news video. She lowered the volume and listened as a familiar newscaster reported:
 
   “The FBI is still in shock over the murder of five of its agents, the worst in its history. All were part of a protective detail for a woman, Alexandra Sparrow, and her two-year-old son. Members of an organized crime family headed by crime boss Anthony Rossi killed all five agents in a hail of bullets from assault rifles. All were killed in the woman’s front yard in Marlboro, New Jersey. The case is a mystery; the FBI and local authorities are currently on the lookout for Alex Sparrow and her young son. Alex Sparrow, it turns out, is being sought in connection with the shooting that resulted in the death of her wife, Cathy Sparrow, and murder of their four-year old daughter, Chelsea Sparrow. The FBI is encouraging anyone who may have information about this tragic, baffling case, to contact their tip line…”
 
   She swallowed convulsively against the bile that filled her throat and with shaking hands, closed the laptop when the picture on her driver’s license filled the screen.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Point Sur, CA
 
    
 
   Lightning flashed in the window and both Jordan and Catherine jumped slightly when a loud clap of thunder shook the stone house, “Wow!” Catherine signed expressively, “That sounded like it was right over us!”
 
   “I’ll say…” Jordan was interrupted by the radio,
 
   “Hawks?”
 
   Jordan grabbed it from the kitchen table, “Tappert, should we be using these things while the storm is right over our heads?”
 
   “I think it’s okay,” he replied, “just checking in to make sure Wally showed you how to crank up the generator if the electricity goes out.”
 
   The overhead lights flickered and went out and Jordan keyed the mic, “He did, and you have perfect timing.”
 
   “In that case…” they could hear him sigh expressively, “I’ll let you go so you can fire it up. We already had ours going; I don’t like relying on backup batteries with all this stuff.”
 
   “Alright, well…” Jordan briefly let her thumb off the mic when lightning flashed again, “have a good night over there.” Catherine turned on a battery-operated lantern on the table and Jordan grabbed a flashlight off the windowsill, “Okay,” she clicked it on, “I’ll be right back…”
 
   When she got back from turning on the generator in the basement, Catherine was standing at the stove, slowly moving a covered saucepan over one of the burners at full flame and her brow furrowed, “Didn’t the light come back on in here?”
 
   Catherine nodded, “They did, but I thought it felt cozier with them off,” she shrugged turning back to the stove and shook the pan again before turning to add, “I thought it would make the stormy weather more enjoyable.”
 
   “Oh,” Jordan sat, “great, I love stormy weather too… when I’m not on the road…” She watched as Catherine shook the covered pan back and forth across the gas burner, “Whatcha’ making?”
 
   Catherine let go of the pan’s handle for a moment, “Popcorn.”
 
   Jordan’s jaw dropped, “You’re kidding, you can make popcorn on a stove?”
 
   Catherine had returned to moving the pan on the heat and she stopped for a moment, looking incredulous before bursting into silent laughter.
 
   “What?” Jordan’s voice faded, realizing she was seeing Catherine laugh for the first time, I’ve seen her chuckle... and smile but… she’s even more beautiful when she laughs.
 
   Popping sounds began to issue from the covered pan and Catherine’s brows arched, “See?” She gestured to the pan.
 
   “Well…” Jordan shrugged, speechless as she grinned back, “I thought the popcorn we had was for… you know… the microwave.”
 
   The popcorn began to pop furiously and as soon as the sounds slowed Catherine turned off the gas flame and removing the lid, poured the contents into a bowl. She brought it to the table and Jordan leaned over it, impressed,
 
   “I did not know you could cook, Doctor Bernard.”
 
   Catherine’s brows arched in surprise, “There are lots of things you don’t know about me, Agent Hawkins.”
 
   Jordan plucked some popped kernels from the bowl and munched, “Hey!” she exclaimed, “This is great!” Lightning flashed and thunder clapped again and Jordan looked out the dark window, “Seems like this storm’s not moving very fast.”
 
   Catherine joined her at the table, “Admit it, this is better than microwave popcorn.”
 
   “Oh,” Jordan snorted, “absolutely.” She crunched appreciatively for a moment, “Oh, hey…” she licked her fingers clean and wiped them on her jeans, “I saw Chinese checkers in the hall closet… wanna play?”
 
   Catherine nodded and grabbing the flashlight again, Jordan went to retrieve the game. When she brought it back to the table Catherine marveled at the checkerboard with its six-pointed star,
 
   “1939? This is such an antique, are you sure we should be using it?”
 
   “It was just sitting on a high shelf in the closet,” Jordan shrugged, “we might as well.”
 
   Catherine didn’t know how to play so Jordan explained the game while she set up the colored marbles. Wind whipped rain against the windowpanes as they took turns moving marbles across the board and finally Catherine asked, “So, earlier you were telling me how you were accepted into the FBI as you were graduating from college…”
 
   “Yes?” Jordan asked, jumping one of Catherine’s marbles.
 
   “So… what was that like?”
 
   “Oh, I loved training at Quantico…” Jordan assured her, “I did…” She stared thoughtfully at the board, “It was challenging and fun and frustrating and everything I thought and hoped it would be.”
 
   “You found your life’s purpose.”
 
   “For sure,” Jordan added, sounding self-deprecatingly boastful, “I even graduated at the top of my class…”
 
   Catherine’s brows arched and she smiled, “Of course you did.”
 
   Jordan felt her face grow hot, “Yes, thank god there were no required cooking classes.” Catherine snorted and she continued, “Anyway, I got to try out a lot of things in different departments. In spite of the required assessment tests the bureau likes to try out people in different settings to see what else might click, you know? So I got to work in just about every department.”
 
   “And where did you and Don meet?” It appeared to Catherine that Jordan both sagged in her chair and tensed simultaneously, “I’m sorry, Jordan… you don’t have t…”
 
   “No,” Jordan shook her head, “actually,” she snorted, grinning, “we met in a division that works with the U.S. Marshall’s Service on fugitive roundups…” Catherine looked at her questioningly and she clarified, “Sting operations designed to roundup people with outstanding warrants.” Catherine nodded and she continued, “We got to be a part of an email sting that lured known fugitives to one of those presentations where you have to sit and endure a sales pitch for condominiums or something in order to get a free TV, or tickets to the Superbowl…” Catherine nodded again. “Okay, so it’s a good way to catch a lot of these people in one room at the same time and there are all sorts of protocols in place for determining who might be armed. Those people are then led off to a private room with the promise of some kind of additional prize because of a special code by their names or whatever and we’d take them in the other room with heavily armed agents and arrest them.
 
   So Don and I get this one guy who’s been given one of those big foam fingers like you get at a football game by an agent who suspected him of carrying a weapon…”
 
   “And how do they determine that?”
 
   “Of being armed?” Jordan snickered, “They dress up cute young agents in something appropriately scanty and have them enthusiastically hug and squeeze ‘the winners’ and if they think they feel a gun they give them a foam finger…”
 
   “And so you giggled and hugged your suspect…”
 
   “Actually, no,” Jordan scoffed, “I was told I was too tall.” Catherine’s mouth dropped open in mock shock and outrage and Jordan snickered, continuing, “It was quite the distracting party atmosphere. So we’re leading this guy with his big foam finger into a private room and he must have sensed something was off because the second he stepped into that room he whipped out a gun and started shooting.” She snorted again, chuckling, “I was right next to him, so I’m wrestling him to the floor and he’s shooting his gun… and I was so focused on keeping the barrel pointed away from everybody that I got shot in the leg.”
 
   Captivated by Jordan’s features in the soft lamplight, Catherine listened intently and she blinked, suddenly looking aghast, “Oh my god, what?”
 
   “Yeah,” Jordan snickered, ‘I got shot in the thigh and when Don saw all the blood he kinda’ lost it and while he was cuffing the guy he was screaming at him, ‘NO! No TV for you!’ and the guy looked up at him, completely shocked and goes, ‘Why not?’ and Don screamed, ‘Because you shot my partner!’”
 
   Both women laughed and Catherine struggled to sign, “What happened then?”
 
   “Well, it was chaos, but all the fugitives who showed up were arrested… Don used his tie to tie a tourniquet around my leg but I still lost a lot of blood…” She shrugged, “Obviously it all turned out okay, Don either visited or called to check up on me every day and when I got back to work I asked our department director if we could be assigned together… and the rest,” her voice dropped and she murmured, “I guess is history.”
 
   Catherine got up from the table and opening one of the cupboards, withdrew a bottle of scotch. She retrieved two glasses from another cupboard and returned to the table. Jordan watched as she poured a drink in each, “I believe this calls for a toast.” She held her glass aloft and Jordan followed suit,
 
   “To Don Maynard; he was a good man, a great agent… and I will miss him.”
 
   They clinked their glasses together and tilted the warm liquid down their throats, My, Catherine’s brows arched in surprise, that’s really smooth.
 
   “That go down okay?”
 
   She realized Jordan was looking at her in concern and she nodded, “I believe that was the first alcohol I’ve had…” She didn’t bother to finish the sentence and shrugged instead, “That was actually quite nice.”
 
   Jordan picked up the bottle, turning the label toward the light, “Well, this scotch is apparently thirty years old, so I guess it should be pretty smooth.”
 
   “Was Don married?”
 
   “No, never married… like me.”
 
   Emboldened by the scotch, Catherine ventured, “Are you in a relationship?”
 
   “No,” Jordan shook her head, “I’ve dated… but I work a lot so…”
 
   “That isn’t something you want?”
 
   “A relationship?” Jordan nodded, “Yes, I’d like that very much. I could have a home life if I wanted to…” She lifted a shoulder in a half shrug, “but I just never met the right person…” Feeling her face suddenly flush she added, “Plus, I live in a really small apartment that only holds a bed and a TV…” Jesus that came out lame, she scolded silently. “So I spend most of my time at work…” Catherine sat quietly, the tips of her fingers on her right hand lightly brushing over the tops of the colored marbles and Jordan shrugged again, watching them. “There are sandwich shops in between home and work… and the bureau has a pretty nice cafeteria and gym…”
 
   A long moment passed as they silently regarded each other until Catherine finally sat up straighter in her seat, “Well, I guess that would explain your culinary expertise.”
 
   Jordan’s brows arched high under her dark bangs, “Hey!” She tried to pretend outrage but she suddenly snorted, chuckling, “It’s true… I admit it freely; I don’t know how to cook. Although in my defense I would like to point out I am obviously capable of making coffee and toast...”
 
   “Yes,” Catherine conceded, “you do make a mean stack of toast.”
 
   “Oh, so the coffee doesn’t count?”
 
   “Fine, I’ll give you the coffee too.”
 
   “Why, thank you…” Jordan said teasingly and added, “It’s no accident Tappert got assigned here you know.”
 
   “Because he can cook?”
 
   She nodded, “That’s what I was looking for, yes…”
 
   Catherine smiled back, “Are you always assigned in pairs?”
 
   “Like nuns and cockroaches?” She replied dryly, “Yes.” Catherine slowly shook her head from side to side, still smiling and Jordan lifted a shoulder, “It does mostly work out that way… and it’s like any other relationship; sometimes they work out, and sometimes your supervisor needs to keep pairing you up with someone till you find a good fit.”
 
   “And you and Don were a good fit.”
 
   “Oh yes…” Jordan said wistfully, “He has… he had a dry sense of humor that really worked for him… and we always had each other’s back.” She sighed, “I’ll miss him.”
 
   “And when we leave here you’ll be assigned someone else?”
 
   “That’s how it’s supposed to work…” Jordan shook her head, “but I’m not looking for a replacement.”
 
   “It’s hard when a relationship suddenly ends…”
 
   “Yes…” Jordan agreed, “Yes it is.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darien, CT
 
    
 
   Gina, the live-in maid, looked to Alex to be about nineteen years of age and she found herself admiring the gentle sway of the young woman’s backside as she followed her up the stairs. The overnight delivery service deposited what appeared to be half the truck’s contents onto the front porch, and Alex had asked Gina to help carry the dozens of boxes up to her room.
 
   “Thank you, Gina, is it?” The young woman only nodded, flashing a small smile as she left Alex’s bedroom. Oh my… Alex’s grin was feral, She’s shy… I always liked the shy ones…
 
   She had retrieved a serrated knife from the kitchen and methodically set about opening her mountain of purchases. She opened each box and tried on each item. She filled the closets with expensive suits, new dresses, and silk blouses. She filled the bureau drawers with beautifully sculpted bras, silk and cotton bikini panties, and thick sport socks. She hung new jeans and polo shirts and folded trendy workout clothes in the bureau. She admired her new heels in the full-length mirror on the back wall of the walk-in closet, smiling at her reflection as she posed in her new lingerie and heels. When she finished she dressed in jeans, a polo shirt and a new pair of running shoes.
 
   Gina arrived with lunch on a tray and Alex let her in, flashing a smile, “Gina, could you show me where the trash is so I can take these out?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Each carried a stack of flattened cardboard boxes and Alex chuckled as she watched Gina struggle not to drop her stack as she preceded her down the stairs, “Here, let me take the big ones, my arms are longer than yours.”
 
   “That’s okay,” the young woman continued down the stairs, “I got it.”
 
   She led the way and Alex followed quietly, waiting until they went out the back door before she spoke again, “So, Gina, have you worked here long?”
 
   “Only a couple of years, my uncle Anthony gave me a job when I graduated high school.”
 
   Alex’s face fell as they deposited their loads in the shed that sheltered the dumpsters, “Well,” she plastered a smile on her face, “that’s great.”
 
   Gina looked as though she might curtsy, “You want your dinner brought up too?”
 
   “Yeah,” Alex sighed as she walked back to the house, her hands smoothing down her new polo shirt, “I have a lot of work to do.”
 
   She spent the afternoon unpacking toiletries and when she finished setting up the connecting bathroom with the mountain of shampoo, conditioners, makeup and hair products, she stood in the doorway, hands on her hips. Sighing heavily, she wandered to the wide window and stood with her arms folded across her chest as she took in the view. Well, that was fun, but now what? Her eyes stared at the horizon where winter white met dazzling blue, What do you mean, now what? You have an ass-load of work to do… There’s twenty thousand dollars worth of new stuff sitting in these two rooms…
 
   She turned from the window and sat at the table, powering up the shining laptop. Okay, so I’m gonna need a professional router, something I can reprogram… She stared at the start screen for a long minute; her hands poised over the keyboard before clicking open the browser. Her fingers glided over the keys and a faint smile tugged at her lips when she pulled up her favorite gaming site. I just need to clear my head for a few minutes… She told herself reassuringly. She hacked her way in and after creating a new user name and password, logged into the Dark Warlords video game.
 
    
 
    
 
   She heard the light tap on her door and Alex scrubbed tiredly at her face when she crossed the room, surprised to see Gina with a dinner tray when she answered, “Oh my god, is it dinner time already?”
 
   Gina graced her with a small smile as she entered; walking past her to deftly slide the tray on the table while simultaneously removing the tray from lunch. Alex felt her heart suddenly pound, feeling as though she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. She tried not to race to the laptop, grateful she had at least kept the audio muted and just as she was about to slam down the screen on the laptop she noticed it was black, evidence she had not made a move in the game for some minutes.
 
   Gina took the tray and left and Alex heaved a huge sigh of relief as she sank in the chair, suddenly aware of how stiff she was, Oh my god, I hope he has a gym in this place… She ran her finger over the trackpad to reactivate the monitor and stared at the game scoreboard. I don’t even remember finishing this game… Her brows furrowed as she closed the browser and clicked on the shut down function.
 
   She stood, stretching and groaning softly when she felt the popping in her vertebra. Sitting down to the dinner tray, she unrolled the cloth napkin and after draping it in her lap, uncovered the plate and felt her mouth water appreciatively at the delectable aromas, That Rose sure can cook… She dug into meal with enthusiasm, turning to look out the window at the night sky. Her thoughts drifted to Gina, and she silently scolded herself for entertaining the notion that the young woman might enjoy the company of a mature, older sister type. Being Rossi’s niece makes it dangerous to even look at her too openly… She swallowed and sniffed, shrugging absently. Everyone here has a specific function… that much is clear. She ate everything on her plate and leaned back in the chair, sipping at the wine she had poured from a small bottle on the tray,
 
   We don’t need to wonder what Ed Coastanoa’s function is here, do we?
 
   She mentally replayed the conversation in Rossi’s office, remembering the dread she felt when Coastanoa entered the room. Was it true? Could it be? Did he really, accidentally shoot Cathy and Chelsea? She placed the wineglass on the table and clasped her hands in her lap. Why else would he apologize? He said it was an ac… She had begun to wring her hands together and she suddenly froze, No Alexandra… she scolded harshly, Coastanoa never actually spoke… Rossi did all the talking. Long minutes passed while she sat, staring out the dark window, Okay, so what? So Rossi did all the talking, does that mean anything? She drew a deep breath and stood, crossing to the window to lower and close the blinds, The whole time… that whole conversation… the apology… and he never said one word… Why?
 
   She stood in front of the closed blinds and parked her hands on her hips, thoughtfully chewing her lower lip. Another long minute passed and she shook her head, as if clearing it when she suddenly cocked it one side, listening intently. It sounded like Rose was passing her room with Cameron and Alex checked the time on the alarm clock on her nightstand, She’s probably getting him ready for bed… She paced slow circles in the room for several minutes then ventured into the hall, intending to say goodnight to Cameron after Rose tucked him in for the night.
 
   “Hey, Alex…”
 
   She heard Rossi and turned, trying not to look either surprised or uncomfortable, “Hello…” she greeted him, smiling, “I’m just off to tuck Cameron in for the night.”
 
   “Okay,” he nodded, “settling in okay?”
 
   “Yes,” she assured him, “I ordered a professional router I can encrypt…” His expression was blank and she clarified, “It’s a device that will allow me and everyone else here to wirelessly surf the net completely protected…” Rossi nodded and she continued, “and I’ll encrypt the signal so we’ll basically be untraceable…”
 
   Rossi’s smile widened and his eyes crinkled happily at the corners, “Really? That’s great.”
 
   “Well,” she crossed her arms over her chest, “I’ll need that level of privacy as I start writing these programs…”
 
   “Terrific…” He enthused, “But just so we’re clear, Alex, I cannot stress enough how important it is that you not contact anyone from your old life, right?”
 
   “Oh…” she nodded vigorously, “yes, of course…”
 
   “I mean, not your parents, not anyone… have you seen the news?”
 
   “I’ve actually been too busy to watch the TV in there, but yes, I have seen the news online of the…” She licked her lips, suddenly uncomfortable, “investigation going on at my house.”
 
   “Okay,” he nodded and gave her arm a pat as he continued to his room, “just so we’re clear…”
 
   “Yes…” she said quietly as she followed, stopping at the door to Cameron’s small room, “I understand.” She stood, watching him as he disappeared into his bedroom at the end of the hall. I understand you assume my parents are the only people I would want to have contact with… Her eyes narrowed and she felt her temper rise, I guess it would be natural for him to assume I have no friends… She turned on her heel and went back to her room, and I really have no choice but to say it’s all fine with me! She forced herself to close the door quietly behind her and angrily paced the room, Let’s just dangle a fat credit card with no limits in front of Alex’s nose and assume everything is just fine! She came to a stop in front of the TV that sat on the bureau and snatched the remote that sat on top, turning it on and muting the volume. I even left all my jewelry behind and it’s not like I can ever get any of it back! Her eyes slammed closed and she shook her head in exasperation, Shit! Why didn’t I put that in a safe-deposit box somewhere?
 
   She tossed the remote on the bed and parked her hands on her hips, Screw the jewelry… there’s plenty more where that came from. She sat back down at the laptop and powered it up. Suddenly focused on the task at hand, her fingers flew over the keyboard as she quickly located and purchased a router sufficient for her needs. There… She closed the browser and shut down the laptop, goddamsonofabitch. Getting up from the table, she wandered back to the bed and grabbing a pillow, lay crossways on the mattress. She fumbled for the remote and channel surfed, staring at the screen. You should feel relieved and grateful Rossi brought you in… a small voice chided her and her brows furrowed, Wait… should I? I agreed to work for Rossi but I had to, the only choice I had was to work for him or go to jail… None of this has been my fault. Suddenly tired, she turned off the TV and rolled onto her back, rubbing her closed eyes. She let the hand fall back onto the bed and lay quietly, deciding her day had been eventful enough and she should get ready for bed. I’d better get up before I fall asleep here… she thought, yawning when a flurry of memories flooded her brain; Cathy’s’ funeral, the deafening sounds of automatic gunfire, the feel of bone chilling cold steel when the hit squad flung their weapons onto her legs and feet. “We told you, you were in too deep to quit… Now get back to work.”
 
   She hurriedly got up from the bed and turned on the laptop again, sitting numbly while the powerful processor booted up. Mechanically, she reached for the small flash drive she left sitting in the center of the table and plugging it in, waited for the device to be recognized before beginning to download all the files in the large drive. “Get back to work...” rang in her ears as she watched the green progress bar fill and she swallowed convulsively as tears filled her eyes, You’ll never be able to do this, Alexandra… the small voice mocked her, You are Sales, Cathy was the genius code-writer… not you.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Point Sur, CA
 
    
 
   Jordan and Catherine had gone out for a walk and they stood at the rail fence down at the lighthouse when Jordan’s radio crackled to life,
 
   “Hawks? This is Wally.”
 
   Jordan pulled the radio from her pocket and keyed the mic, “Hey Wally.”
 
   “Wanted to give you a heads up; we got a delivery from the bureau, I left the box on your kitchen table.”
 
   Jordan and Catherine exchanged looks, “Thanks, we’ll be back in a bit.”
 
   “Stuff from home?”
 
   Jordan nodded, “Probably, yes.”
 
   They walked in amiable silence back to the head keeper’s house, each woman lost in her own thoughts. When they got back inside they took off their coats and scarves, and Jordan followed her to the kitchen. A manila envelope, addressed to Jordan, sat on top of a large box on the kitchen table and while Catherine rummaged in the kitchen drawers for a knife to open the box, Jordan opened the envelope,
 
   “It’s all your new documents for you and Cameron…” She spread the items on the table, “Birth certificates, social security cards… and you have a New York driver’s license now…” There was another, thick envelope inside, “And this is your new banking stuff…”
 
   Catherine only glanced at the items when she returned to the table, clearly anxious to open the box. She sliced through the strapping tape and Jordan noted how her hands shook when she opened the flaps. She let out an audible breath and Jordan could swear Catherine’s petite frame sagged in relief as she withdrew the shoulder bag,
 
   “My laptop…” she signed then looked inside, withdrawing her cell phone and charger.
 
   “I asked them to send that…” Jordan gestured awkwardly, “I figured it’s probably loaded with pictures and stuff...”
 
   While Jordan spoke, Catherine’s eyes scanned the contents of the box, it mostly looked like her clothes, but when she saw one of the ears on Chelsea’s teddy bear sticking up on the side of the box she quickly closed the flaps.
 
   “Uh…” Jordan licked her lips uncertainly, “Do you want me to carry the box up to your room?”
 
   Catherine drew a deep breath and nodded, “Yes, Jordan, thank you…”
 
   Jordan easily picked up the large box and left, leaving Catherine alone. Squaring her shoulders and drawing a deep breath, she turned on her phone, unsurprised to find it charged. With practiced ease, her finger tapped open the picture file and her eyes slammed closed when a picture of Chelsea and Cameron’s faces filled the small screen. Breathe, Catherine… she warned herself, all you have to do right now is breathe… Her finger slowly wiped across the screen as she scanned the pictures of her infant son and dead daughter and silent tears slid down her face, Oh my beautiful girl… she moaned silently, my handsome boy… I miss you so much… A sob escaped her and she clapped a hand over her mouth. Sniffing, she drew a deep, shaking breath and tapped on a picture, opening the video she took of Chelsea making cookies in their kitchen; she was dropping enormous dollops of dough from a spoon onto a cookie sheet, her small fingers sticky with dough and dotted with chocolate chips, “Mommy, will this cookie be big enough?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan carefully deposited the box on the floor of Catherine’s room in front of the dresser bureau and quickly flipped open the flaps. She touched nothing, only scanning the items. She took quiet note of the teddy bear tucked in the side of the box, buried in Catherine’s clothes and exhaling wearily, closed the flaps again. She stood and stared at the open doorway, Just go downstairs, she thought encouragingly, if she needs to be alone you can always go hang out with Wallace and Turner for a while.
 
   She slowly descended the stairs and as she approached the kitchen she could hear soft sounds of sorrow; small, involuntary sounds of grief escaping Catherine’s slowly healing vocal cords. She sat at the table, her head in her hands, sobbing in near silence and Jordan pulled a chair to sit next to her. “Hey…” she said softly, draping an arm around the small quaking shoulders. “It’s a good start,” she whispered into the soft hair, grateful Catherine could finally cry without having her throat swell closed. “You can look at more when you’re ready.” She glanced at the phone on the table; the screen had gone dark and her eyes closed when she felt Catherine’s small hand squeeze hers. “Be sure to make back-up copies if you haven’t already… that way you’ll always have them…” she hesitated before adding, “and the day will come again when you can smile when you look at their pictures…”
 
   Catherine finally nodded and sat up, “Thank you, Jordan…” She picked up the phone, activating the screen again. Another picture of Chelsea posing with Cameron filled the small screen and Jordan murmured,
 
   “They’re beautiful, Catherine.”
 
   Catherine graced her with a watery smile and another sob erupted from her trembling lips. She quickly turned off the phone, leaving it in the center of the table then stood and crossed to the sink. She splashed cold water on her face and after drying it and her hands with a kitchen towel she turned to her, “I need to go for a walk.”
 
   Jordan had turned to sit sideways on her chair and she sat with one arm on the table and the other draped across the back of the chair Catherine had been sitting on, “Of course…” she nodded, not wanting to intrude.
 
   “Will you come with me?”
 
    
 
    
 
   When they emerged from the house, Catherine had regained her composure and she turned to Jordan, “Are we on the sheltered side of the building? I don’t feel much of a wind…. Shouldn’t it be windy by now?”
 
   “I guess this place is capable of having calmer days…” she shrugged, “maybe we’re in a lull between storms or seasons or something.”
 
   Catherine nodded and shoving her hands in her pockets, began walking up the narrow asphalt road, Jordan beside her. After a few minutes she pulled her hands free,
 
   “My mother died when I was in college… and I was pretty withdrawn after that. I had dated a little, for the first time, really. Before she died, I felt like I had finally arrived, I accepted who I was, a lesbian with a head for math and computer language and writing code… But when she died…” They walked in silence for another minute before she continued, “I was at Symteck for a long time when Alex hired on… and then… eventually she asked me out… one thing led to another…”
 
   Watching from the corner of her eye, Jordan saw the small elegant hands pause in midair before dropping back into her coat pockets. They walked for long minutes before she continued,
 
   “When we moved to New Jersey I wanted to get back into horseback riding… I missed it so much, but Alex wasn’t very athletic… her idea of being physically active began and ended in a gym… She didn’t like going outside for much… but I was so busy with the business… and then when I got pregnant with Chelsea, and then Cameron… I thought I’d get back to it when they were older.”
 
   Jordan looked perplexed, “Horseback riding?”
 
   “I rode a lot in high school… my trainer said I was good enough for the Olympics…”
 
   “Oh my god!” Jordan exclaimed, stopping to regard her in complete surprise, “What? The Olympics!”
 
   “Well,” Catherine snickered at her shock, “I qualified but the snobbism in the sport really got to me so I dropped out.”
 
   “Wow…” Jordan exclaimed, “I must be slipping, because that never came up in my background check…”
 
   “Didn’t you wonder about the barn?”
 
   “Not really,” she shrugged one-sidedly, “lots of people who live in those historical homes have barns but no intention of filling them with horses…”
 
   “I spent a lot of money refurbishing that pole barn, enclosing it and turning it into what I felt was a proper barn for horses….” Her hands slowed again and she looked wistful, “I wanted to teach the kids to ride.” She looked away and added, “Alex was relieved when it became clear I had no time to buy horses… let alone ride and take care of them.”
 
   “It’s a kid’s dream come true…” Jordan sighed, “living with horses… Your very own pony…”
 
   “Do you ride?”
 
   “No,” Jordan shook her head, “but I always harbored a secret desire for a pony growing up…”  She caught Catherine’s sideways glance, “Oh yes,” she assured her, “I had a secret fantasy of riding around on my trusty steed, fighting crime…” She shook her head, “Horseback riding,” she moaned self-deprecatingly, “How could I have missed horseback riding?”
 
   “It’s not something my co-workers would have known and it wouldn’t have shown up on my high school record.”
 
   “Thanks for trying to make me feel better.”
 
   Catherine grinned, “Sure… Anyway, my mom was successful but hardly rich, so the riding school owner offered to let me work in exchange for lessons, and I loved cleaning stalls and stacking bales of straw and hay… I also taught riding lessons to kids after school and on weekends.”
 
   “And you took lessons and still you were brilliant in school.” Jordan enthused, “Sounds like you had no time for a love life.”
 
   Catherine shrugged, “Yeah… I was still struggling with my sexuality… and it was just easier to ignore that for a while and concentrate on school and riding.” Catherine came to a stop, turning her face into the gentle breeze and regarded the view, “There’s nothing like it… galloping along, the wind on your face…” Her eyes fluttered closed at the memory, “The feel of that great, trusting thirteen hundred pound animal beneath you… the sound and feel of the hoof beats.” Her eyes opened and she exhaled heavily, walking again, “I’d lose myself in the rhythm of it; walking is a four beat… you trot at two and canter in three-quarter time… It wasn’t just musical, it was mathematical too, it was primal, like a heartbeat. Part of being a successful competitor depended on being able to accurately predict the number of strides your horse needed between jumps, and I got to the point where I could tell just from watching a horse walk, how many strides he would take between jumps.”
 
   Jordan’s brows arched high in awe. “Well, that makes sense…” she shrugged, “if it struck you as math in the first place and you were obviously gifted when it came to math…”
 
   “It felt the same way when I learned Cantonese and Mandarin…”
 
   Jordan snorted aloud, flinging her arms wide, “Of course you did…” she moaned in mock exasperation.
 
   Catherine gave her arm a small, playful shove, “After I started making friends at work I wanted to impress one of my best friends there,” She fingerspelled, “Jun Shen. So I learned Cantonese first because that’s what he spoke then he challenged me to learn Mandarin too since that’s the more commonly used language in China.”
 
   Jordan grinned from ear to ear, “How hard was it to learn all that?”
 
   Catherine lifted a shoulder in a shrug, “I don’t remember, really… But I do remember there was, again, a kind of musical quality to it… a curious kind of rhythm in how it was spoken… and the written languages are iconic or,” She fingerspelled again, “logosyllabic. A character is usually one syllable for a word or it may be part of a polysyllabic word that represents a word or an idea or pronunciation… and the way the characters sort of built on themselves was logical to me.” She looked at her, “You know?”
 
   Jordan looked at her then burst out laughing, “No!” She chuckled, “Not really, no, but listening to you makes it fascinating enough to think I could learn…” Catherine graced her with a shy smile. “I’ll bet your friend was hugely impressed.”
 
   “He was... and I’m sure, still is, a very sweet man. He was kind of a big brother to me. I called him ‘Master Po’ and he called me ‘grasshopper.” Catherine’s brows knitted in concentration when she fingerspelled ‘grasshopper’ and Jordan snorted good-naturedly,
 
   “Try…” she showed her the signs for grass and hop, “Or maybe: hopper-bug.”
 
   Catherine’s head cocked to one side as she watched her and then signed, “Okay… I like hopper-bug.” They resumed their walk, “I made a couple of close friends while I worked there… and I have to credit Alex for that. It wasn’t until she drew me out of my shell and we began dating that I became friends with Rowan and Shen…”
 
   “So it wasn’t all bad with Alex?”
 
   “Not at all… it was fun. Alex could make anything fun and exciting. It was the part of her that made her great at sales…” She signed grandly. “The Master of the Sales Pitch.” Her hands seem to hang in mid air and she sighed, “But now, looking back, I wonder what her endgame was.”
 
   “She probably didn’t have one, Catherine,” Jordan said sympathetically, “some people don’t think about consequences… they just move along in the world…” She hesitated, unsure she should continue; It’s not your place to point out Alex Sparrow’s self-absorption... she scolded silently.
 
   Catherine shook her head, “I think it’s different for gay kids coming out today, Alex never wanted to talk about how she came out to her parents but they obviously knew she was gay… and they always did whatever she wanted…” Catherine clasped her hands together, as though she was stopping herself. “I mean… they did… stay in her life. And they both seemed genuinely happy to be grandparents.”
 
   The sound of her own voice surprised Jordan when she asked, “Were they nice to you?”
 
   “Oh yes,” Catherine nodded, “we weren’t close, for sure, but they were nice to me, even though they weren’t Chelsea and Cam’s biological grandparents they always acted like they were. When I finally met them for the first time, one thing became crystal clear to me about Alex and that was how spoiled she must have been, growing up... The way she spoke to them…” She shrugged and shook her head, “She was an only child too but her parents… The one thing I always struggled to accept was her attitude that the world and everyone in it owed her somehow. To this day, I don’t understand where her sense of entitlement came from… but she was always defensive about it and I always avoided arguments when I sensed she was about to use the ‘I deserve it’ excuse for something.” A sudden gust of wind blasted over the rise and blew Catherine off balance and into Jordan,
 
   “Jeez,” Jordan steadied her, holding her coat in a firm grip. They both looked out to sea, “Wow, when did that get here?” Both women shielded their eyes as they gazed at the dark clouds on the horizon.
 
   “I guess we should head back.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Back in the house, Catherine put on the kettle for tea and Jordan spread the new bank documents on the kitchen table,
 
   “Okay, once Alex left we froze all your assets…” she turned to her, “That’s standard… so Alex can’t access any of your money. We closed your joint checking and savings accounts and opened new accounts in your new name only…” Catherine joined her at the table and she handed the documents to her one at a time. “The origin of the funds in these new accounts are untraceable… an FBI accountant seized the funds, literally in cash, and took them to the federal credit union,” she wagged her eyebrows, “where I also do my banking…” She grinned at Catherine’s small smile, “So until you close them, your checking and saving accounts are there…” she handed her a gleaming plastic card, “And this is your new debit card…” She handed her the card and tapped the sticker on the front with the tip of her finger, “please activate it as soon as you can.”
 
   The kettle began to whistle and Jordan rose to turn off the stove. She poured the boiling water into twin mugs, preparing the tea while Catherine used her cell phone to call and activate her new card. After entering the new card number and choosing a new pin code, she checked her balance, her brows arching high at the substantial balance.
 
   “It’s all there.” Jordan assured her with a humorous wink. She returned to the table with the steaming mugs, “Now, we did not touch your investment accounts, cd’s, municipal bonds and the like, those accounts are frozen and sealed and Alex couldn’t touch that money if she tried, not without giving herself away, and I think we can say with confidence she won’t even try. That money will just sit there and do its accrual thing until we catch Alex and you and she come to whatever agreement about it all.” She sipped at her tea, watching Catherine’s eyes scanning the documents, “And I think your purse should be in that box upstairs.”
 
   Catherine placed the new debit card on top of the stack of papers and drew a deep breath, looking into Jordan’s eyes. A long moment passed until she signed, “Thank you, Jordan, I appreciate all your work… and the work of everyone at the FBI… It means a lot to me.”
 
   “Absolutely.” Jordan murmured quietly, lost in the intensity of the deep brown eyes. “Uh…” she blinked, “how about a movie this afternoon? And Tappet and Rhodie gave us some garlic bread they got from the deli down the road, how about that, pasta and a salad for dinner?”
 
   “Only if you let me make the pasta.”
 
   “Okay, but I swear I can be trusted to heat the marinara without burning it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   A slow moving storm blew in by dinnertime and a steady rain beat against the storm windows. After they finished eating and cleaning the kitchen, Jordan built a fire in the fireplace and they sat on the couch together.
 
   “That was cute,” Jordan turned off the DVD player with the remote, leaving a local station on the TV, “and sweet and funny.” She handed the remote to Catherine who nodded, dropping the remote on her lap,
 
   “It was…” She sat cross-legged next to Jordan on the couch and shifted position, sitting with her legs tucked under and to one side.
 
   “The humor seemed geared for adults though…” She stretched her arms over her head and slumped on the cushions, “Did you and Alex watch these computer animated movies?”
 
   “Without the kids?” Catherine shook her head, “No… Alex didn’t care for Movie Night, really. She liked video games… We mostly just watched TV together after I put the kids to bed.”
 
   Jordan bit her lip, There’s no need to bring up the whole thing about her playing video games while she and Chelsea were being shot. “It’s nice to have something to relax to after a long day of work and childcare…” Catherine only nodded and turned her gaze to the TV. Crap… Jordan scolded herself silently, that clearly stepped on a nerve.
 
   Several minutes passed as they watched the local news forecast for continued heavy rainfall throughout the night and finally Catherine turned to her,
 
   “I said before how we did make a good team… in the beginning anyway; Alex was great at sales but when we first started our business she wrote code too… as much as I did. Most of the contracts we had were small, simple things, helping small business owners organize and protect their databases… it wasn’t terribly complicated, and the division of labor was pretty equal between us.”
 
   Jordan watched her hands and face intently, and as Catherine’s hands spoke she became aware of how distracting her features were, warmly illuminated in the firelight. She blinked, forcing her eyes to focus on the strong yet delicate hands.
 
   “But as time passed… she…” She exhaled heavily, shaking her head, “I don’t know… she just had more and more trouble solving problems and she acted like she was really overworked and stressed-out, although…” Catherine emitted a soft, snort of exasperation and shrugged, “At that point I don’t see how she could have been. Every time she’d get frustrated with a program for a client she give it to me to solve… and we’d trade projects. Then Cameron was born and I was still doing the laundry and…” Her hands dropped into her lap and she stared at the TV for a moment before continuing, “In hindsight…” She licked her lips and looked at Jordan, “I guess I can finally admit how codependent I was. I wanted to keep the peace… keep her happy so I’d always take whatever project was giving her a hard time and do it myself. At the time, I told myself it was just faster if I did it. But really, after a while it just seemed like she was giving me all her projects, even the ones I traded with her she’d give back to me.” Her eyes closed and she emitted a self-deprecating sound, “Talk about self-erosion of your self-esteem.”
 
   Jordan nudged her, “Can you imagine how often that has happened in marriages throughout history?”
 
   “True… I’m just grateful I’m able to see now what my marriage became.” She turned her attention to the TV, and as she stared at the screen she remembered the days and weeks that followed her return home from the hospital. It feels like years ago now… she thought wonderingly. Jordan came to the house every single day to update us on the case, whether she had anything to report or not. And she always encouraged me to text her if I ever had a question… Jordan encouraged her to talk about whatever she wanted, and as she became proficient at sign, Jordan taught her the finer points of understanding the subtleties of the language, especially those things her searches online could not explain to her. She even taught Cam baby signs… She smiled, remembering how Jordan gently molded his tiny hands into signs for ‘eat’ and ‘more’. She was so easy and good with him… and she wasn’t at all grossed out when he’d have a stinky-poopy diaper… not like… She closed her eyes and sighed heavily,
 
   “Jordan, I’m so sleepy, I think I should go to bed.”
 
   She fished her phone from her sweater pocket and checked the time, “Oh yikes, I guess it is getting late…”
 
   “Good night.” Catherine signed and handed her the remote.
 
   Jordan stood too and turned off the TV, “Good night, Catherine. I’m gonna’ do my usual check down here then I’ll be up too.”
 
    
 
    
 
   She deposited her computer bag on the bed and stepped out of her athletic shoes, eyeing the box uneasily. She had stuffed her phone, charger and banking information into her computer bag and pushing those to one side, pulled out her laptop and power cord. Placing it on the nightstand, she plugged it in and turned it on. She sat on the bed, watching it boot up and ignoring the numerous updates that waited to be downloaded, opened a Firefox browser.
 
   Her hands hovered over the keyboard, Well? She heard a small voice, Now what? She stared at the screen; I could finally check my email… Jesus, Catherine, do you really want to open that can of worms? She sighed heavily and let her hands drop into her lap. Would you rather check Alex’s emails? She closed her eyes; NO… no I would not. She forced her eyes open and stared down at the screen again; I really am tired, how about I think about all this tomorrow? She slid her finger over the touchpad to close the browser when a trending story caught her eye; murdered FBI agents. She tapped on the link and adjusted the volume when a video loaded and began to play:
 
   “The FBI is still in shock over the murder of five of its agents, the worst in its history. All were part of a protective detail for a woman, Alexandra Sparrow, and her two-year-old son. Members of an organized crime family headed by crime boss Anthony Rossi killed all five agents in a hail of bullets from assault rifles. All were killed in the woman’s front yard in Marlboro, New Jersey. The case is a mystery; the FBI and local authorities are currently on the lookout for Alex Sparrow and her young son. Alex Sparrow, it turns out, is being sought in connection with the shooting that resulted in the death of her wife, Cathy Sparrow, and murder of their four-year old daughter, Chelsea Sparrow. The FBI is encouraging anyone who may have information about this tragic, baffling case, to contact their tip line…”
 
   Catherine’s breath caught in her throat when Alex’s picture filled the screen and her eyes bored into Alex’s grainy blue. The video ended and she closed the lid on the laptop; Cameron is not two years old! She thought angrily, He’s barely twenty-three months! She stood and crossed her arms tightly over her chest, How? How could she have allowed this to happen? She began to pace the room, her heart pounding in agonized rage; All she had to do was let me testify that day and everything could have turned out differently… Cameron would be with me now! If she had just had the courage not to involve herself with them in the first place, Chelsea would still be alive!
 
   She stopped in the middle of the room and covered her face with her hands, breathing deeply. When she finally pulled them away she found herself looking down at the box, Don’t be a chicken-shit, Catherine, it’s just a fucking box…
 
   Kneeling in front of it, she pulled back the flaps and looked down at the contents; It’s mostly my clothes… She forced her hands into the box and began digging down through the pile of folded jeans and tops, Jordan said my purse was in here… Her fingers touched plastic and she pulled the object from the box. She froze, feeling as though she was watching from somewhere outside herself when her hands turned her son’s glowworm toy right side up. He never had a problem going to bed once I got him this… Emboldened, she pulled Chelsea’s teddy bear from the box, Ted… she silently greeted him and held both love-worn toys on her lap. Marion, her mother-in-law, had left Ted carefully positioned on the pillow on Chelsea’s bed and after seeing it there, Catherine had not the will to look at it again. I’m so sorry… Tears sprang from her eyes and spilled down her face, I’m so sorry, Ted… She wept in silence; I’m so sorry my beautiful girl… Sniffing, she pressed the toys tightly against her face and breathed in the familiar, fading scents. She filled her lungs, willing her body to incorporate the molecules into her being when something inside her broke and she wept, surrendering strangled sounds of despair into the soft toys.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan kicked off her shoes and lay on the bed, sighing heavily. Leaving her radio and phone next to the omnipresent flashlight on the nightstand, she lay in the dark room, feeling watchful and uneasy in the wake of Catherine’s day. It was pretty intense today… I hope she can sleep tonight. Turning her head, she gazed at the dark slit between the curtains at the window. She could still hear rain splatter against the glass and after a moment, she realized she was straining to hear through her door. Just calm down… she admonished, Remember, it’s about compassion, not passion... it can’t be both. In one smooth motion, she rolled out of the bed and onto her stocking feet. Yeah, I know… Unconsciously adjusting the weapon she still wore on her hip, she grabbed the flashlight, phone and radio and quietly opened the door. She stood uncertainly in the hall, closing her eyes and listening intently. She stepped closer to Catherine’s door and carefully pressed her ear against the smooth painted wood. I think she’s crying… but should I go in? She drew a careful breath and shook her head, If she needs to be alone you can always leave… Jesus, Jordan, don’t be such a chicken-shit…
 
    
 
    
 
   Catherine was unaware Jordan had entered the room until she felt the soft hand on her shoulder. She had collapsed onto her side on the floor, and when Jordan knelt beside her, she crawled, still clutching the teddy bear and glowworm, onto Jordan’s lap. Surprised, Jordan pulled the petite form into her arms. She didn’t speak, she realized she didn’t need to, and laid her cheek on the soft hair and rocked Catherine like a child, like the children she mourned.
 
   The toys caught between them, Catherine clutched at Jordan, choking, strangled cries tearing from her. She pressed into the tall woman’s chest as tightly as she could; mourning not only the loss of her children, but also the loss of her marriage, accepting that it was indeed, over. Chelsea and Cam have been in my thoughts every waking moment… but not Alex… The realization made her cry even harder, and she wept raggedly while Jordan held her. Dad left, mom and Chelsea left me in death, and Alex took Cameron and left…
 
   Jordan felt tears slide from her closed eyes and she sniffed as she rocked her, content to hold her until the flood began to subside. When Catherine’s cries began to diminish and she felt her sag in her arms, Jordan held the petite form close and stood. She turned and placed her gently on the bed and pulled a quilt left folded at the foot of the bed over her. A small hand clutched at her wrist and Jordan froze, staring down at the elegant fingers before sitting on the edge of the bed and looked down into beseeching eyes. After a long moment she stood, moving the flashlight and radio from where she left them on the floor to the nightstand. She pulled her phone and the paddle holster holding her weapon from her waistband and placed them on the nightstand as well before closing the door and turning off the light. She slid onto the bed and under the quilt behind Catherine, spoon style, and wrapped her long arms around her. She closed her eyes, sighing contentedly when she felt a small hand cover her own.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darien, CT
 
    
 
   “So she’s not a cafone… she’s not a comare… so what…”
 
   “I swear to god I’m gonna’ take all your fuckin’ Soprano DVD’s and shove ‘em down your fuckin’ throat…”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   Alex could hear Rose snap at them as she walked silently along the carpeted hallway,
 
   “You watch your mouth!”
 
   “Aw… don’t listen to them, little man…”
 
   Alex’s brows arched high when she heard Cameron’s throaty chuckle and she plastered what she hoped was a cool smile on her face as she entered the kitchen, “Good morning…”
 
   Five dark-haired men sat with Rose and Cameron at the long dining table and when they turned to her, Alex’s smile widened slightly in triumph when the men’s jaws dropped collectively. She had taken great care with her hair, makeup and dress that morning, and she knew the heels she wore made her tower over them at more than six feet.
 
   Rose looked pleased, “Say good morning to your beautiful mama…” she murmured to Cameron, “Good morning Alex, please, sit here…” She stood and motioned for Alex to take her chair next to Cameron’s high chair.
 
   “Thank you, Rose.” Alex continued across the kitchen, “I’m going to grab some coffee first.” She allowed a small smirk of satisfaction as she poured her coffee; the silence that fell over the room was momentary, but she reveled in it until she heard Rose beside her,
 
   “You want some eggs?”
 
   “You’re so sweet…” Alex turned to her, her tone genuine, “But your cooking is so fabulous I’m going to restrict myself to toast in the mornings. I’ll need to start working out or I won’t be able to fit into anything…” she turned with her coffee mug and smiled at the silent group at the table, “I’m sorry, I interrupted your conversation…”
 
   She noted how one young man’s face colored deeply as she took her seat next to Cameron and Rose introduced them,
 
   “Starting across from you is Marc DeLuca…”
 
   Alex nodded to him and took his proffered hand, shaking it she noted privately how young he looked.
 
   “Next to him is Tonio, Antonio Bersanetti…” the young man only inclined his head. “Joey Del Toro…”
 
   Ah, Alex smiled at him, the blusher… he must have been the one talking.
 
   “And at the end of the table is Fred Gallo…”
 
   Oh my… Still smiling, Alex nodded at the prim and fussy-looking young man sitting at the far end of the table, aren’t you well groomed?
 
   “And next to you is Louis Favuzzo…”
 
   Alex turned in her seat and shook hands, she guessed him to be in his early forties, “How do you do?” she smiled politely.
 
   “Pretty good, thanks…” he said awkwardly and stood, “Rose, you can have my chair… I gotta’ go.” He grabbed his empty plate and coffee mug and gave her a peck on her upturned cheek, “You make sausage and onions like no one on the planet...” he said appreciatively, leaving his dishes in the sink.
 
   Alex watched how the young men seated at the table exchanged glances but said nothing and the older man shook his finger at them as he left,
 
   “Behave yourselves, you morons.”
 
   The men chortled good-naturedly and as soon as he left one of the young men seated across from her asked, “So… you really a lesbo?”
 
   “Joey!” Still standing, Rose reached across the table to swat him with her towel.
 
   “Don’t pay him no attention…” Marc waved his hand dismissively, “He’s just a cugine…”
 
   “Hey, you know what?” Joey pointed his fork at him, “Fuck you.”
 
   Rose swatted him again, this time backhanding him with her kitchen towel, “What did I just say, idiota!”
 
   Alex chuckled, holding Cameron’s hand over the small spoon he clutched, “Yes,” she nodded, “I really am…. Have been my whole life.” And if I was straight, she disdainfully snorted inwardly, the last person I’d ever want to want to touch is… well, any of you. “I’m glad you’re all here…” she hesitated, “Actually,” she carefully guided a spoonful of applesauce into Cameron's mouth, “is this all of you?”
 
   Marc answered, “We’re the home crew…” 
 
   “Great,” Alex murmured, careful to prevent Cameron from splattering his applesauce and protect the expensive silk blouse and skirt she wore. “I’ll be installing a router in the next day or two and encrypting the outgoing signal so I can get my work done as privately as possible…” She grinned, “And that means you’ll be able to download your porn wirelessly.” She arched an eyebrow, “Is that okay with all of you?”
 
   “Can you make it so I can download it for free?” Marc laughed and the others simply smirked while Rose shook her head disapprovingly at him.
 
   Cameron pushed away his spoon, signaling he was done with breakfast and Alex stood, taking the empty applesauce and oatmeal bowls to the sink. “Oh,” she added, fully aware several pairs of eyes were watching her as she crossed the room, “and I’ll need the email addresses you’re using for work so I can send you the security programs you’ll need to use for viruses and spyware and the like…”
 
   “Thanks…” Fred sat rigidly in his seat at the end of the table, “I think I have my devices covered.”
 
   “Yeah,” Joey slumped insolently in his chair, “I’m good too.”
 
   Rose glared at them but Alex only smiled, taking her coffee from the table, “That’s great, but I’ll need everyone to be on the same page as I enable programs online, and that means I need to make sure no infected software is coming in… that’s the only way I can keep everyone here untraceable online…” She winked at them. “Okay?” Alex’s cocky grin faltered for a fleeting second and she felt as though all the blood drained from her face and body when all the men at the table suddenly looked familiar to her; The home crew… these are the guys who shot all those FBI agents and took Cam and… and me…
 
   Rose stood and opening a drawer, pulled out the pad and pen she used for creating her shopping lists, “Here…” she commanded them, handing the pad first to Marc, who dutifully wrote his email on the pad then passed it down.
 
   Alex swallowed hard and bent to place a kiss on Cameron’s hair, “I have to go to work…” she murmured, slightly breathless. “Are you okay with him?” she asked Rose unnecessarily.
 
   “Oh yes…” Rose’s eyes crinkled at the corners, “we’ gonna play and get a lot done today…”
 
   “Good,” Alex nodded; sipping at her cold coffee, Sweet Jesus, Joey is the one who jerked me in the men’s room of that restaurant… He said if I was a man… Her feet felt suddenly icy and leaden in the high heels she wore, remembering how Louis and Antonio threw their assault rifles in the back seat as they drove away from the bullet-ridden carnage of her front yard. She licked her lips; suddenly aware sweat was beginning to bead on her upper lip. She watched the pad as it passed from one man to the next until it came around to Rose again,
 
   “Here…” She scribbled on the pad again before handing it to her, “I wrote Gina and Louis’s on there too, you’ll have to ask Anthony and Ed for theirs.”
 
   Yeah, Alex heard a small mocking voice from a distant corner of her mind, you remember Ed, the man who shot Cathy and killed Chel… “Thank you… I need to get back to work then.” She took the sheet Rose tore from the pad and left, gliding smoothly from the room.
 
   Placing her hands on her hips, Rose scowled at the boys; when they discovered Alex was lesbian, all had flatly refused to serve her in any way, delivering meals, et cetera and she had been angry; It’s not like me and Gina have extra time to deliver meals to the third floor… Sighing, Rose pulled Cameron from his high chair and into her arms, “Your mama forgot her toast…” she cooed into soft brown locks, “We’ll have to get Gina to take her a plate.”
 
    
 
    
 
   When Alex got back to her room she tossed the list of email addresses on the table and stepped shakily out of her shoes, acutely aware her silk blouse was sticking to her back and she was sweating profusely under her arms. She quickly unzipped her dark pencil skirt and undressed. Pulling a shower cap over her hair, she turned on the shower, her second of the day. Lathering the special bath sponge with the shower soap she had ordered online, she scrubbed the perspiration and makeup from her face, I need to ask Rose how they send out their dry cleaning… She braced her hands on the wall and leaned into the spray of the hot water, images of Cathy’s funeral flooding her mind’s eye, It’s so odd… some things… some memories can feel so scary, like they just happened, but others… The funeral feels like it was months and months ago… Keeping her eyes closed, she let the hot water beat into her back and neck and she drew deep, ragged breaths. It wasn’t, the small voice chided her, but you wish it was, don’t you?


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Point Sur, CA
 
    
 
   Jordan lay awake for a long time holding Catherine while she cried softly, content to hold her until she sat up and pulled some tissues from the box on the nightstand. She wiped her eyes and blew her nose and when she tossed the wad of tissue in the wastebasket she lay back down, returning to her original position; back pressed against Jordan’s front. She remained silent when Catherine pulled the long arm and quilt over her again and clearing her throat, finally drifted off to sleep. Only then did Jordan allow herself to close her eyes, firmly shutting down the nagging internal voice that told her to leave. She fell asleep with her nose pressed into Catherine’s soft hair and let the scent of her shampoo lull her to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   She awoke just a few hours later, feeling stiff and slightly cramped but unwilling to release the small form in her arms. Determined not to think about how infrequently she experienced human touch, let alone the touch and feel of a woman in her arms, Jordan focused on sensation alone, and when the sun finally began its assent and the curtains at the windows brightened, she finally allowed herself a small smile. I am more than happy to provide a little comfort…. But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I found some comfort for myself too…
 
   When she felt Catherine stir into wakefulness Jordan gently extricated her arms and sat up, swinging her stocking feet to the floor. She smoothed back her hair, tucking the dark strands behind her ears, “Good morning…” she gave her a small smile and as she turned to get up, she felt Catherine’s hand on her shoulder and she placed a brief, chaste kiss on her cheek,
 
   “Thank you, Jordan…”
 
   “Anytime, can I use the bathroom first?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Jordan went to her room to get clean clothes before heading for the bathroom to take a shower and Catherine lay back in the bed, listening until she heard the shower before stretching and getting out of bed. She was unaware of the soft smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth and she ran her fingers though her hair, suddenly anxious it was sticking out at crazy angles. Like any of that matters… she scolded silently, lifting the lid on her laptop. Booting it up, she opened a browser and stared at the yahoo homepage, wanting a distraction until Jordan finished in the bathroom. She scanned the trending news stories but the FBI story had been replaced with other, more current news and she quickly entered a search for the video so she could watch it again. She stared at the screen, listening to the news anchor; It’s old news to you now but it will be a part of my life forever… She again closed the browser on Alex’s picture and shut down the laptop. Unplugging the power cord from the wall, she wrapped it around the unit and stuffed it back in her bag. Something hard brushed against the back of her fingers and turning her hand, felt the small lump with her fingertips. It’s something in the small zippered side pocket…
 
   She zipped open the small compartment and withdrew a small flash drive. Catherine stared down at the gold embossed initials, AS. She felt as though the world retreated as her vision narrowed and all she could see were the two gold letters, AS, for Alexandra Sparrow. Clutching the small drive, Catherine tried to stand but she stumbled backward back onto the bed; with crystal clarity, she saw herself taking the drive from Alex’s hand,
 
   “This is the job with the client who wants the moon plus a labyrinthine series of scrubbers and firewalls and I can’t make it all string together.”
 
   She stared wonderingly at the small drive, I put it in my bag and then I went downstairs… I went downstairs with Chelsea to get ready for dinner…
 
   “Mommy?” The memory played starkly on her mind’s eye, “There’s someone at the door.”
 
   Tears spilled from Catherine’s closed eyes and when she opened them again she stared hard at the flash drive in her hand and reached for her laptop.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan could hear the soft sound of Catherine’s athletic shoes in the hallway and when she entered the kitchen she gestured to her tablet on the table with her coffee mug, “We’re in for some more stormy weather, there’s…” her voice faltered, noticing Catherine's tense posture, “a couple more of those low pressure, uh, cells… stacking up… Everything okay?”
 
   “No, I need you to come with me to the lighthouse.”
 
   Without a word, Jordan put down her coffee mug and hooking the radio on the waistband of her jeans, followed Catherine out to the front door. She pressed her lips together, feeling slightly anxious as they pulled on their coats and once outside, Catherine began walking purposefully toward the lighthouse and she followed. They walked in silence, and Jordan felt slightly relieved when Catherine slowed a little to link her arms in hers, although she refrained from remarking on how fresh the air smelled and how everything looked so clean after a good rain; I just need to be fully present for her…
 
   As they began the long descent to the lighthouse Catherine sighed heavily, releasing Jordan’s arm so she could sign, “I wanted my marriage to work… We were together a long time, I was in it for the long haul… for the happily ever after… I loved Alex… but if I’m going to be completely honest with myself then I have to admit I ignored what was happening all around me… I ignored her increasing self-absorption in the vain hope it would pass, hoping it would get better with time… But it didn’t, so the thought of Alex and I going our separate ways never even occurred to me because we had children… because I believed we needed to stay together…  for them.”
 
   They arrived at the lighthouse but Catherine turned from the door and walked to the rail, staring out at the blue sea, “But Alex betrayed our trust over and over again.” Her signs became increasingly emphatic, “She had too many opportunities to do the right thing while I was in the hospital and she refused, every time.” Her hands shook and tears streamed down her face, “And Chelsea is dead…” She turned to Jordan, “She can’t ever come back! Alex told me in the hospital if I insisted on testifying she would take Cam and disappear forever and she did!” She ripped the ring from her finger and drawing deep, ragged breaths, handed it to her, resolute, “The winds are blowing south,” She sniffed, swiping at her nose with the back of her sleeve, “but I know I can’t throw as far as you… and I’m afraid if I throw it it’ll land on the cliffs below…” She looked pleadingly at her, “Please Jordan, for me… I need to throw that ring in the ocean…” She sniffed loudly again and clasped her hands together in fervent prayer, her interlaced fingers gripping until the knuckles showed white, “Please…”
 
   Jordan felt her eyes brim and she stepped forward, still holding the ring in front of her, “Catherine…” she said softly, blue eyes boring into deep brown, “Catherine, are you sure this is what you want?”
 
   “Yes, Alex and I made good business partners…” Catherine nodded then shook her head, miserable, “but if she loved me…” she shrugged helplessly, a sob breaking from her, “If she had loved us none of this would have happened!” She swiped angrily at her eyes, “I should have seen her selfishness a long time ago…” She licked her lips in the cold wind and sniffed again, “but I can see clearly now… finally…” She parked her hands on her hips and sniffing, walked a slow circle, collecting herself until she came to a stop in front of her again, “And here I am, standing on the threshold of my life…” She signed determinedly, “and I will not wait one more second, Jordan, I am moving forward! From here on out.” She sniffed and drew a deep, clearing breath, “And I want only three things for myself now;” Her hands gentled, “I want to keep Chelsea in my heart forever, I want my son back, and I want real love…”
 
   Jordan stood as though she was rooted to the spot, her hand still holding up the gold wedding band. “I think love is probably the only thing that’s really real anyway…” She gave her a lop-sided grin that faded when she looked down at the gold ring, “I think it’s the only thing we can take with us when we leave this earth… and it’s my belief that Chelsea has always been with you, Catherine, and always will be…” Her smile was tremulous and she cleared her throat, “And I promise we will find Cameron… and you will always have love.”
 
   Stepping past her, she walked to the wooden railing and stretched her arm out behind her. Catherine thought she looked like a javelin thrower just as Jordan shouted, throwing the ring as hard and as far as she could. When she felt Catherine come to stand next to her, she draped an arm around the small shoulders, “Well,” she exclaimed softly, “would you look at that.”
 
   Caught in the updraft, the ring was carried high on a buffeting current of air as it sailed out to sea, gold glinting sharply, if briefly in the sun. A long minute passed as they stood together, looking out at the vast ocean and coastline that stretched out side by side before them.
 
   “Can a marriage last forever?”
 
   Jordan gave her a sly look, “Can love last forever?” Catherine inclined her head to one side, considering her words then nodded, conceding the point. Jordan gave the small shoulder a squeeze, “You deserve love, Catherine Hope Bernard,” she murmured, “You’ll find it again.”
 
   “Thank you.” Catherine reached in her coat pocket and withdrew the flash drive, “I found something in the bag with my laptop.”
 
    
 
    
 
   They walked back to the triplex, and Jordan radioed ahead to let Wallace know they were coming.
 
   “I’m glad you’re here,” he plugged in the drive and turned to Catherine, “if I could impose on your superior skill set, we’re having a problem with our data stream… All my diagnostics are saying everything is fine but my three-thirty security video uploads are taking forever…”
 
   “No problem,” Jordan translated, “whenever you’re ready.” Catherine waved to Jordan to continue for her, “I found this this morning in my computer bag and I’ve had a look at the files.” Sitting in the middle chair, she pointed to them on the screen, “These are just work files… programs Alex worked on for clients. She was having a problem with this one…” She tapped the monitor with her finger, firmly swallowing the lump that stubbornly formed in her throat.
 
   Jordan sat next to her and gave her shoulder a soft squeeze when she saw the file name was the day of the shooting.
 
   Wallace clicked it open and Catherine shrugged, “The customer name appeared legitimate… but it could be one of Rossi’s clients or something, I don’t know.”
 
   “Okay… I’m connected to the cyber-division in New York…” his voice faded as he concentrated on entering an access key on the keyboard, “and I’m uploading now…” He sat back in his seat, “See what I mean? Ordinarily this would only take a few seconds, but look at how slow it’s going.”
 
   Catherine had been peering intently at the keyboard and screen and she nodded, “May I?” Jordan translated and Wallace slid his chair to the side,
 
   “Please…” he gestured.
 
   Catherine slid her chair in front of the keyboard and began clicking open various programs. Wallace and Jordan watched silently as Catherine’s fingers flew over the keyboard, her expression intense as she stared at the screen. Jesus… Jordan sat back in her seat; it makes you wonder if her brain somehow crawls into the hard drive…
 
   Numerous dialog boxes appeared and disappeared as Catherine searched for the cause of the slow function, “There is a command that duplicated itself in one of your servers that’s causing information to loop for several seconds…” Wallace nodded as Jordan translated, “It would have been hard to find…” Catherine shrugged and rolled her chair back.
 
   “If you say so,” he chuckled since Catherine had moved too fast for him follow exactly what it was she did, “thanks. Is it okay to beg you for free fixits if this happens again?”
 
   “Anytime.” Catherine stood and Jordan followed suit,
 
   “I haven’t gotten anything from Stewart yet today, have you?”
 
   “Not yet,” Wallace disconnected the flash drive and handing it to Jordan, followed them to the door, “I think he was stuck in meetings all day today.”
 
   “Okay…” Jordan slipped the drive into her pocket while she and Catherine pulled on their coats by the front door.
 
   Catherine waved goodbye and as they walked back to the house she signed, “I did copy the files onto my laptop… but I didn’t see anything helpful in finding Alex.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Jordan shrugged, “Cyber might find something on that one customer’s file. We regularly check all of Alex’s email accounts although it’s a safe bet she knows enough not to log in to those accounts ever again…” Catherine stared at the ground as they walked and she added, “But if that customer does turn out to be a Rossi associate Cyber division will find them.”
 
   Catherine gave her a small smile and nodded, “I know.” When they got back inside she turned to her, “I’m hungry, sandwiches for lunch?”
 
   “Sounds good.” Jordan followed her to the kitchen and they began pulling items from the fridge and cupboards and depositing them on the kitchen table. Jordan smiled in spite of the ominous start to their day, I thought it was going to be awkward when we got up this morning, but it wasn’t… She sat across the table from Catherine as they made their lunch in silence and resisted the urge to sigh, Granted, these walks to the lighthouse are getting pretty intense, but there seems to be a theme in the process going on here… She’s not becoming withdrawn at all that I can see… so that has to be a good sign.
 
   Catherine munched thoughtfully on a potato chip; “I’m starving…” she signed, surprised at the realization and took a healthy bite from the thick sandwich she constructed.
 
   Jordan’s head cocked to one side, regarding her, “Given everything going on… it was bound to finally catch up with you.” She brought the sandwich to her lips and added, “And thanks for helping Wallace. He’s good at what he does but he hates asking the nerds in New York for help…” Jordan froze, blushing furiously, “I mean… not that you’re a nerd… you’re not… a nerd…” She rolled her eyes at her blunder, “Shit… I mean, you are clearly a genius… absolutely not a nerd and…” Catherine chuckled and Jordan’s voice faded, captivated each time Catherine smiled. I never knew a smile could so transform a person’s face like that… She took a bite from her sandwich and chewed thoughtfully for a minute, “Mmph…” she muttered, swallowing, “although that is what we call the techs in that division.”
 
   Catherine smiled and nodded, trying not to laugh while she chewed, “I’m sure…”
 
   They fell into a companionable silence while they ate and Catherine mused about finding Wallace’s upload problem; her hands had paused over the keyboard, taking a moment to absorb the programs and the simple, straightforward construction. Good for ease of use but easy to hack... She shrugged, It’s not like anyone is looking to hack them out here, but it is the FBI, for heaven’s sake…
 
   When they finished they cleaned the table, falling into the adopted routine of Catherine washing and Jordan drying the dishes and glasses, returning them to their places in the cupboard.
 
   Jordan draped the damp kitchen towel over the oven handle to dry, “I have some work to do on my tablet…” she gestured to the device on the table, “I have to sort through emails and write up some reports for Stewart… it may be close to dinnertime by the time I finish.”
 
   “That’s fine…” Catherine signed, “I thought I’d look through the books in the living room before downloading something online.”
 
   She left Jordan to her work and walked to the living room. Squatting before the small bookcase, she turned her head to one side and scanned the titles of the head keeper’s library, consisting entirely of two rows of aging paperbacks. Not much to choose from… The subjects seemed to range from the esoteric to the banal; I guess can see why romance novels would be a popular choice for this place… Her eye caught on the title, “Meditations”, by Marcus Aurelius. Really? She thought as she pulled the paperback from the shelf. Printed in 1964, she perused several pages as she slowly made her way to the couch and curled in the corner,
 
   “The seventeenth emperor of Rome, Marcus Aurelius was born in 121 AD. Considered a philosopher-king fond of quoting Plato, he ruled for nineteen years and while on campaign between 170 and 180, wrote his “Mediations” in Greek as a source for personal guidance and self-development. Originally entitling his book, “To Myself”, it was renamed after his death…”
 
   Catherine’s brows arched and she shrugged inwardly, Okay… She flipped through the small book and as she scanned the pages, her mind began to wander, remembering 
 
   Jordan’s earlier words; So, Catherine, she asked herself, what do you want? when a phrase caught her eye,
 
   “But perhaps corporeal things will still fasten upon thee… Perhaps the desire of the thing called fame will torment thee… See how soon everything is forgotten, and look at the chaos of infinite time on each side of the present, and the emptiness of applause, and the changeableness and want of judgment in those who pretend to give praise, and the narrowness of the space within which it is circumscribed, and be quiet at last. For the whole earth is a point, and how small a nook in it is this thy dwelling, and how few are there in it, and what kind of people are they who will praise thee.”
 
   I wonder if this is Alex’s world now… she mused, and began scanning the pages more carefully,
 
   “Men seek retreats for themselves, houses in the country, sea-shores, and mountains; and thou too art wont to desire such things very much. But this is altogether a mark of the most common sort of men, for it is in thy power whenever thou shalt choose to retire into thyself. For nowhere either with more quiet or more freedom from trouble does a man retire than into his own soul, particularly when he has within him such thoughts that by looking into them he is immediately in perfect tranquility; and I affirm that tranquility is nothing else than the good ordering of the mind. Constantly then give to thyself this retreat, and renew thyself; and let thy principles be brief and fundamental, which, as soon as thou shalt recur to them, will be sufficient to cleanse the soul completely, and to send thee back free from all discontent with the things to which thou returnest. For with what art thou discontented? With the badness of men?”
 
   Catherine inhaled slowly through her nose and turned the pages again until another entry caught her eye,
 
   “You have power over your mind - not outside events. Realize this, and you will find strength.”
 
   “What we cannot bear removes us from life; what remains can be borne.”
 
   The words blurred on the page and she blinked at the tears forming in her eyes. Scanning the pages, she stopped again,
 
   “Accept the things to which fate binds you, and love the people with whom fate brings you together, but do so with all your heart.”
 
   “Hey…”
 
   She made a mental note of the page she was on before closing the book and Jordan joined her on the couch,
 
   “Find a good book?”
 
   She handed it to her, “Interesting, these ancient leaders of men and rulers of the world.”
 
   Jordan’s brows arched when she read the title and author even though she was unsurprised at Catherine’s choice of literature. “Okay… let me know how good a read it is…” She handed it back to her, “It’s getting late, how about dinner?”
 
    
 
   Jordan had thawed pork chops for dinner and she grinned unrepentantly when Catherine appeared impressed when she told her she had baked the chops and was going to make rice to go with them and a salad, “Although the rice is just one of these box things…” She wagged her brows, “Trust me to make it?”
 
   “Of course I do…” Catherine graced her with a shy smile as she set the table. After dinner and after cleaning the kitchen both retired to the living room. Catherine turned on the TV then handed the remote to Jordan, “Whatever you want to watch is fine with me.”
 
   “Alright…” Jordan took the remote, “everything okay?”
 
   Catherine nodded, “You know Alex isn’t capable of creating the programs Rossi probably wants from her…” She turned and grabbed the knitted afghan left draped over the arm of the couch and draped it over them both, making Jordan’s brows rise under her bangs. She leaned to toss the end of the blanket over Jordan’s lap and when she looked up at her, she realized how close they were and she leaned closer, placing her lips on Jordan’s.
 
   The kiss was exploratory and Catherine smiled when she felt Jordan kissing her back. When their lips parted her signs were emphatic, “Jordan, please… it’s alright to tell me if you don’t want this, but don’t you dare hide behind FBI protocols, I don’t care about that.”
 
   Jordan’s eyes crinkled in amusement and she replied by kissing her again. Gentle and exploratory at first, the tender caresses became increasingly heated as their hands began roaming over the other with increasing need, and when Catherine’s hands ventured under Jordan’s shirt she pulled away,
 
   “I want this so much, Catherine… but maybe we should slow down a little.”
 
   “I’ve stood on the threshold long enough to know what I want, Jordan... do you?” She stood up to leave and when Jordan stood, holding out her hand she took it and together, they headed up the stairs.
 
   Jordan felt hot and lightheaded as she followed, So, a distant voice scolded, are you going to let this happen? She licked her lips determinedly, Yes, actually, I am. Love is never simple… Her head cocked to one side as she regarded the petite form leading her up the stairs, Or maybe it is… just this simple… Maybe it’s about love and healing… and there’s nothing wrong and everything right about that….
 
   When Catherine got to her bedroom door she turned to her, “I’ll be over in a minute.”
 
   Jordan smiled and pulled her in for a quick kiss before she disappeared behind her bedroom door. Still smiling, Jordan entered her bedroom across the hall and closing the door, quickly undressed; pulling on the large t-shirt she wore to bed. She regarded her holstered weapon, phone and radio on the nightstand, and her smile widened when she heard the soft knock on her door.
 
   Catherine stood in bare feet and a nightshirt, “Well,” Jordan grinned, “I guess it comes as no surprise that we both wear nightshirts to bed when we also use the exact same shampoo and toothpaste.”
 
   Catherine walked past her, pulling her nightshirt over her head as she entered, tossing it on the foot of Jordan’s bed then crawled under the covers. Jordan felt her breath catch in her throat at the beauty of the lithe, nude figure and shut the door, locking it for the first time.
 
   Jordan copied her, pulling off her t-shirt over her head and pushing off her panties, climbed into the bed next to her. Their eyes crinkled at the corners as dark blue fell into deep velvet brown and when their skin touched, a soft cry escaped both women’s lips. Cautious of the smaller form beneath her, Jordan slid an arm under and around and pressed her lips against Catherine’s once again. Low moans were lost in the other as the touch of skin on skin grew hot and they shuddered in ecstatic anticipation when Catherine’s hands slid from Jordan’s face and down the leonine neck to her chest before cupping taut, distended breasts.
 
   Jordan groaned aloud at the feel of the small elegant hands and fingers and she kissed Catherine deeply, gasping when she felt her body slide to one side and her legs, on their own accord, straddled a slim thigh. Catherine’s fingers gripped hardened nipples, pulling her closer and Jordan pulled her mouth away, “Wait...” she rasped hoarsely; sliding a hand down Catherine’s heaving torso, she cupped the neatly trimmed mound and squeezed, watching Catherine’s body quake as she arched stiffly into her, grunting softly. Jordan’s eyes squeezed closed and panting breathlessly in ecstatic rapturous need, began undulating on the trembling thigh, acutely aware she was quaking just as uncontrollably when she slid a finger between engorged folds and inside a flood of wet heat.
 
   Forcing her eyes open, Catherine emitted a soft whimpering sound, spreading her unencumbered leg wide in offering, and Jordan’s answering laugh transformed into a sob as she undulated on the smooth skin, coating it with her own flood of desire as she pumped first one then two digits within.
 
   Widely dilated pupils bore into one another as their bodies entwined in wanton surrender, writhing and undulating together until they came in a singular climax, their combined vision blowing white in a transformative, simultaneous crescendo of joining.  Their bodies convulsed and shook rigidly for long minutes until finally Jordan began to laugh in unrestrained joy. Catherine’s silent laughter joined her but when Jordan looked again into her eyes, a sob broke from her and she began to weep. Rolling onto her side, she pulled Catherine close with her still encircling arm and as their bodies continued to rock together in release they clung to one another, laughing and crying; joined in healing and in bliss, forever changed.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darien, CT
 
    
 
   Don’t strain… just let all that fuckin’ fiber shit you drank last night do the work.
 
   Anthony Rossi held his face in his hands as he sat on the toilet, determined not to further aggravate his hemorrhoids. He and Ed had taken a long time business associate out on one of Anthony’s boats he kept moored at Long Neck for “a talk,” Who the fuck did he think he was? Anthony rubbed his temples, He didn’t respect me… I deserve a taste of everything that fat lazy fuck took… did he really think he could talk his way outta’ bein’ whacked? Stupid dumb fuck… right to the bitter end. Sighing heavily, he gathered a wad of toilet paper to wipe with and stood, pulling his pants and underwear up over his backside. Lifting his generous gut with the back of his wrists, he made the usual token effort to suck it in while he struggled to button and zip his fly.
 
   He glanced at his image in the mirror as he made an equally token effort of washing his hands, drying them off on a strikingly white hand towel. When he turned to open the door he hesitated, his hand on the doorknob: he had given the nod to Ed who obligingly shot the greedy ex-associate in the head and then helped him attach the chained weights to the body. They had trouble rolling the heavy load up and over the rail, In all these years I ain’t never seen Ed lose his fuckin’ temper like that before… In truth, for the first time in his life, Rossi felt frightened when Ed began swearing and screaming while he viciously kicked the body and Anthony had watched, speechless, when Ed took out a knife and cutting and ripping open the dead man’s pants, cut off his genitals and threw them in the sea for fish bait. Silent, he helped him lift and roll the body over the side and watched, thunderstruck when Ed Coastanoa began to cry. All these years…  Rossi closed his eyes, suddenly exhausted. Cautiously, he had clasped the thick shoulder, giving it a squeeze and a pat, “I been pushin’ you too hard, my friend…” Ed had loudly blown his nose and apologized and Anthony gripped his childhood friend by both shoulders, “Nah, it’s true, all your life you been a good earner, a good worker and now we’re close, Ed… we’re close to makin’ it big. Big enough to retire, you hear me?”
 
   When they got back, he tossed Ed the keys to a two-year-old Escalade and a thick wad of neatly folded one hundred dollar bills. He knew Ed Coastanoa could travel as though he was invisible, and he fervently hoped a couple of weeks in Las Vegas casinos and strip clubs would restore the closest friend he ever had.
 
   Gruffly clearing his throat, he left the bathroom and walked down the hall to the library, his home office. When he opened the door and stepped inside his eyebrows arched high.
 
   Unable to sleep, Alex rose before dawn and spent hours styling her hair, dressing and applying her makeup before taking her laptop and the projector she had ordered online for her PowerPoint presentation to the library. She had arranged for this meeting with Rossi, she knew she had to show him something sooner rather than later, she needed to buy time and all she had at the moment was her sales acumen, “Anthony?” She greeted him with her most winning sales smile and crossed the room, her hand held out in front of her as though she was greeting a potential customer for Symteck.
 
   “Alex…” Rossi was stunned by the woman’s beauty and he found himself suddenly feeling quite paternally proud of the tall woman shaking his hand, It just proves how old I’m getting’… he bemoaned privately, if I was younger I’d have a tirare in my pants… He shook her hand warmly, “what’s all this?”
 
   “I won’t take much of your time, but I’d like to give you a presentation for some of what I have planned…” She motioned to a comfortable overstuffed chair she placed conspicuously next to the projector she had positioned in front of a section of white wall.
 
   Rossi took his seat and Alex spoke while she turned off the lights, “We’ve only superficially discussed what these programs should do…” She stood midway between the projector and the wall and clicked up the first slide in her presentation, “I can, and have already installed programs so you can monitor your clients email accounts for bank deposit notifications and the like...” She clicked another slide into place and Rossi stared at the flow chart projected on the wall. “I can hack into these accounts for bank PINS and client passwords so you can directly access funds when you believe you are owed money…” She flashed him a winning smile, “However, more complicated and sophisticated programs like shaving online accounts for a few dollars here and there require vast amounts of time and testing, if you want me to only work on this particular kind of program, I can, but I will have to proceed slowly to see how that goes. My biggest concern is staying undetected and untraceable online.”
 
   “And you can do that?”
 
   “I can...” she assured him, “the trick is not getting caught, isn’t it?” Quiet confidence gets them every time… She clicked another slide onto the wall, “The database will grow exponentially so I’ll have to expand all of that onto servers but…” She replaced the image of a single server with an image of a whole room full of both networked and independent servers, “I’m envisioning a warehouse… one big enough for expansion,” she flashed him the smile, “We’ll be needing the space.” No more being coy, Alexandra… go for it… “Initially, I’d like to try a program that invades and copies credit card numbers from porn sites...” Rossi’s brows arched high,
 
   “And what would I do with those?” He snickered, “Let you shop till you drop?”
 
   Alex could feel perspiration begin to form in her armpits, “You could,” she smiled beguilingly, “or you could sell them online to the highest bidder.”
 
   Rossi suppressed the giggle he felt bubbling to the surface, he had collected many warehouses over the years, most were legitimate businesses he had taken over that acted as fronts for his other business activities and his grin was feral, “I have lots of warehouses.”
 
   Alex felt a single brow rise on her forehead and she grinned, You still have it, Alexandra… “That’s great,” she turned back to the image on the wall, gesturing, “I’ll be grouping the processors together in what’s called a computer-cluster, and as the computationally intensive tasks grow, the building will house centralized, multi-core processors capable of evading any detection online…” she turned to him, “at all.”
 
   It took a long moment for her words to sink in and the color drained from Rossi’s face even as his smile widened from ear to ear. “I knew I chose right!” he laughed and stood, “That is exactly what I wanted to hear today!”  He beamed at her as he envisioned him and Ed visiting his money in the Bahamas, “Figure out a way to transfer our money to safe offshore accounts, and we’ll have it made, Alex.” He clapped her on the back and gestured over his shoulder with his thumb, “Get back to work!” He laughed again, “I’ll have Louis get you an address and you get whatever you need.” He left the room and walked back to the bathroom, still chuckling when he realized his bowels were on the move, And my cock is pretty happy too at the thought of all that money that tall brainy broad is gonna’ bring in. He locked the bathroom door behind him and dropping his pants and underwear around his ankles, sat on the toilet, Money is gonna’ pour in like shit sliding outta’ my ass…
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex left the projector in the library and disconnecting her laptop, took it and returned to her room. Leaving it on the table, she quickly stepped out of her shoes and clothes and took another shower, relaxing under the hot spray, You did it, Alexandra… you did it…
 
   The shower was brief and when she had finished toweling dry she carefully draped the towel over the rod on the shower door and put the high heels back in the closet, placing them side by side and facing the door. She tossed her “sales regalia” in the hamper and dressed in jeans and one of her new polo shirts. “Time to get real…” she said aloud, “time to get to work…” She sat on the bed to pull on a pair of clean white socks and crossed to the table, powering up her laptop. “The sales pitch worked,” she murmured in a low voice, “now get moving!”
 
   She opened a file fullscreen and reviewed the mass of sub-files she downloaded from her flash drive. She scanned the list until she got to the copy of Cathy’s hard drive and smiled, I believe this is all I need… She snickered softly, triumphant. This will give me everything I need to create these programs… All I need to do is adapt what she wrote for our clients…
 
   She searched for the appropriate files and after copying a few of them onto a writing platform, began adapting the code originally intended for protecting data. Really, I should be able to make some minor modifications to the code to make it capable of surreptitiously copying data and entire hard drives...
 
   She wrote for several hours, only nodding to Gina when she brought her lunch and dinner, and it wasn’t until she got up to stretch and use the bathroom that she realized it was nearly one o’clock in the morning. So much for the mirror-drives… She had used Cathy’s design for backup mirror drives designed to protect data and created a virtual mirror drive that would hide behind mirror drives on “client” servers that would copy data directly from hard drives, Like credit card numbers… Why waste time using attack vectors like SQL injection when this is so much faster… and safer?
 
   She saved and closed her new programs, making copies on her flash drive and then uploaded the files to a new, private email address. It’s not going to take much to exploit the data, all I have to do is pirate Cathy’s programs for code that covers my tracks and use it to seek out a website’s vulnerability…


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Point Sur, CA
 
    
 
   The room brightened in spite of the overcast skies outside the window and Jordan lay still under the covers, memorizing how Catherine’s eyelashes fanned over the finely sculpted cheekbones. She waited patiently until the lashes fluttered and Catherine sleepily opened her eyes. She waited until she saw a smile tug at the corners of Catherine’s mouth before shifting her head on the pillow and placing a gentle kiss on her lips,
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   Catherine responded by kissing her again.
 
   “Is it okay if I use the bathroom first?”
 
   Catherine nodded and Jordan placed another, this time lingering kiss on her lips before sliding out of bed and forgetting her t-shirt along with her modesty, left the bedroom, walking completely nude to the bathroom to take a shower.
 
   Catherine’s smile widened as she watched her go, She’s gonna’ have to watch that once I get Cameron back…
 
    
 
    
 
   When Jordan returned to her room to dress Catherine had gone to her bedroom for clean clothes so she could shower next and Jordan went downstairs to fill and put the kettle on the stove for tea,
 
   You had sex with a witness…
 
   Jordan pulled a jar of grape jelly and the covered butter dish from the fridge and sat heavily at the kitchen table, No, I didn’t have sex… She set the items in the center of the table and stared at them vacantly, we made love, there is a difference….
 
   The semantics are rather convenient, aren’t they?
 
   No… Jordan shook her head at the frustrating inner dialogue and sighing deeply, turned her head to stare out the window. It’s not semantics and I’m not rationalizing… and this kind of thing has certainly been known to happen.
 
   Not to you…
 
   Yeah… Jordan’s eyes drifted closed, not to me. But I have had affairs; Angela… not exactly an affair, she was single, an agent just like me… and Abby was single too… she was a federal prosecutor and no protocols were breached.
 
   And so having a relationship with Catherine is appropriate? Jordan snorted and shook her head slowly from side to side, That’s just it, this is a relationship, everything before this really has just been affairs… physical relationships only about sex and decompressing after a long case or a rough day….
 
   And this, with Catherine… this is a relationship?
 
   Yes… Jordan nodded; I hope so. I want it to be. I’m in love with her. She drew a deep breath and opening her eyes, sat in the hard wooden chair, I believe that’s the first time I’ve said that… I am, I’m in love with her.
 
   Yeah, and her wife is wanted in connection with multiple murders committed by…
 
   Catherine entered the kitchen and trailed her hand across Jordan’s broad shoulders, “You okay?” she signed one-handed.
 
   Jordan clasped at the trailing fingers, “You know, according to the historical record for this place there was an awful lot going on around here in the way of extramarital affairs…”
 
   “My marriage is over, Jordan. You’re not breaking us up; my marriage ended a long time ago.” Jordan pulled the hand to her lips and kissed the palm. Smiling, Catherine bent to press her lips into soft dark hair before continuing to the counter. She poured hot water over the teabag she dropped in her mug and sat at the table, “When you find Alex, she’ll be going to jail won’t she?”
 
   Jordan shrugged, “I can’t say for sure, I would frankly expect the federal prosecutor to cut a deal with her, making her testify against Anthony Rossi in exchange for leniency, like…” she shrugged again, “parole, no prison term and admission into the witness protection program, that kind of thing.”
 
   Catherine considered her words, “Well then, I’ll wish her luck with her new life... All I want is Cameron… and you. I’d divorce Alex now if we had Cameron and hadn’t faked my death…”
 
   Jordan’s brows arched in pleased surprise, “You want me?”
 
   “Absolutely.” She stood and tilted Jordan’s head back for a kiss. Both were smiling when their lips parted and Catherine turned back to the counter, retrieving a loaf of bread from a cupboard. Her brow furrowed thoughtfully as she plugged in the toaster. “And I want my house… I can’t live there ever again…” Her eyes brimmed as she busied herself with making toast, “I couldn’t, Cameron is so young, he’ll never miss it… but when Alex is found and I get Cam back I want to remove her name from the title and sell it. If Alex wants to fight me for it in divorce court, she can… but I paid for that house with my savings from when I sold my mom’s place. Ultimately I only want some personal items... and Chelsea and Cam’s things…”
 
   A long moment passed in silence until toast popped up from the toaster and Catherine placed the slices on two plates before returning to the table. Watching her, Jordan uncovered the butter dish in the center of the table and unscrewed the lid from the jelly jar.
 
   “I can help you with that…”
 
   Catherine nodded, “I know.”
 
   They ate their toast in silence until Catherine dusted the crumbs from her hands, “I took some philosophy classes in college…” Jordan only arched a questioning eyebrow and she continued, “I was so bored in the beginning… but the more I listened the more I suspected there was something… it felt like there was some sort of connection between them and my computer science courses. It occurred to me when you spoke about threshold experiences… I was fascinated by the importance placed on light and reflection by both computer science and philosophical thinkers,” She emitted a softly amused snort, “And now, here I am, after all this time, and I think I’m finally beginning to understand the mythical connections and…” She fingerspelled slowly, “connotations… and how alike the discussions between the two schools of thought were.”
 
   Jordan snorted, smiling, “You know, you’re pretty smart...” She gathered the now empty plates and butter-jelly coated knife and took them to the sink.
 
   Catherine chuckled self-effacingly at the observation and sitting back in her chair, noticed Jordan’s tablet on the far end of the table and she pointed to it before signing, “May I?”
 
   “Of course...” Jordan began washing their breakfast dishes while Catherine booted up the tablet. It suddenly occurred to her she had completely forgotten about the business website and she opened a browser, typing in sparrowdataps.com in the address window. Jordan set the washed dishes in the drying rack and stood behind her, drying her hands on the towel. The brows on both women arched in surprise at the error message;
 
   “Internal Server Error. The server encountered an internal error or misconfiguration and was unable to complete your request. Please contact the server administrator, webmaster @sparrowdataps.com.”
 
   Catherine sat back in the chair, and Jordan smiled at her hooked forefinger sign, “Huh… I guess our web registration expired…”
 
   “So contacting the…” Jordan squinted at the screen, “server administrator, webmaster… would that help?”
 
   Catherine shut down the tablet, “Not really, the administrator was me.” Turning in the chair, she cocked her head to one side, regarding her, “Go for a walk?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan kept her hands stuffed in her coat pockets and she found herself smiling as they walked along the narrow road, arms linked. For chrissakes, this can’t last… you can’t both just stay up here forever, going for walks to the lighthouse… She sniffed as they walked, looking out at the clear blue skies and silver blue sea, I know, so for chrissakes just shut up and enjoy this moment…
 
   Catherine leaned in close as they walked, her hands holding onto Jordan’s arm. She had few lovers prior to Alex, But in all fairness I do have to credit her with making me multi-orgasmic… The shake of her head was imperceptible, or… endlessly orgasmic… She didn’t like it in the beginning, Alex’s lovemaking was too intense and Catherine compared it to being tickled as a child by her father; He was relentless… he wouldn’t stop no matter how desperately I begged. She remembered how her mother would implore him to stop; It became torture and he wouldn’t stop until I screamed… She could clearly remember how her mother would step in, “Okay, are you happy now? You made her cry…”
 
   It was probably a control issue with Alex… she mused.
 
   But you eventually got used to it, didn’t you?
 
   Catherine grinned, Yes… as uncomfortably intense as it was, I did gradually arrive at a place where I could come endlessly…. Seemingly endless, multiple orgasms. Alex liked the control, and I liked coming… but she never listened to me when I complained of soreness… She couldn’t be bothered to stop and use lube… Catherine sighed. She’d always whisper the same thing, “Oh come on, baby…” It didn’t matter to her when I’d plead for her to stop, she delighted in tease-fucking me and would laugh when I begged for mercy... She remembered sobbing and crying as she lay beneath her wife; But it wasn’t emotional love… like with Jordan. I cried from sensory overload… and soreness and the fact Alex would not stop.
 
   When they got to the lighthouse Jordan came to a stop and Catherine let go of her arm, “Shall we go in again?”
 
   “Sure…” Jordan gave her a smile and pulled the keys from her coat pocket. She unlocked and opened the door and when they stepped inside Catherine turned to her, “I’d like to see the prisms again.”
 
   Jordan gestured to the metal spiral staircase, “After you.” Their feet clanged on the metal steps and they climbed until the embedded glass prisms came into view, “Wow…” she exclaimed softly, “It’s stunning on a clear, sunny day.”
 
   They stood close on the staircase, craning their necks as they stood in a sea of rainbow light.
 
   “It was,” Catherine carefully fingerspelled, “Isaac Newton who made the first prism when he was trying to design a telescope lens…” Jordan felt lightheaded as she watched the hands in the multicolored light, “and he wondered if it was the crystal that changed the sunlight into a rainbow, or if the rainbow had always been in the sunlight…” Standing on a step above her, Catherine found herself suddenly eye to eye with Jordan and her voice faded, stunned by her blue eyes turned violet, bathed in soft rose-colored light, “From it he learned about refraction… and reflection… He recognized the philosophy in science, and the science of philosophy…” She rested her hands on Jordan’s chest for a long moment before adding, “Great thinkers can stand on the threshold and see into both worlds… new possibilities...”
 
   “It’s beautiful…” Jordan whispered and pulled her in for a kiss.
 
   Catherine’s eyes fluttered closed and she sank into the embrace. The kiss was tender and passionate and when Catherine pulled away she signed with one hand held between their lips, “You are beautiful.”
 
   Jordan kissed the fingers and stroking her cheek, Catherine placed her lips on Jordan’s once again. This time, her caresses and interior explorations were more demanding and when Jordan realized the elegant hands were unbuttoning her jeans she pulled her mouth away and chuckled,
 
   “Here?”
 
   “Might as well…” Catherine gave her a heated smile, “with all this talk of transformational threshold experiences… it’s a good place to begin…” She slid her hands up and around her Jordan’s neck, guiding her to her lips. The kiss was slow and languid and when they parted, she added, “in the light …” she signed as Jordan unzipped her jeans and then unzipped her own, “in every light.”
 
   Sliding her hand under Catherine’s open coat, Jordan moaned softly at the heat when she slid her hand around the slim back. She held her close and straddled a petite thigh as her other hand slid into her open jeans and inside thin panties.
 
   Catherine’s breath became rapid and shallow and she grunted softly, arching into Jordan’s hand as she frantically shoved her hand into Jordan’s jeans and underwear. Their lips met again and their lips and tongues were as demanding as the hands and fingers that clutched and stroked through molten pools of heat.
 
   A sob escaped Jordan’s lips and she pulled her mouth away, “Please…” she begged, “please let me see you…”
 
   Catherine tilted her head to look into her eyes and Jordan’s carnal grunts transformed into joyful cries when she saw blissful ecstasy bathe Catherine’s features along with the colored waves of light. Their bodies convulsed and undulated together, finally tensing and both gasped raggedly when they climaxed, the brimming tears spilling from their eyes. Their cries echoed off the stonewalls and metal stairs and they shook and cried for long minutes until Catherine sagged limply against Jordan and she felt the fingers inside slow as the gripping waves of pleasure began to ebb. Shaking, she followed suit, slowing the hand and fingers inside Jordan’s clothes.
 
   Panting and breathless, Jordan sniffed aloud and smiled tearfully, “Can we just stay here… like this for a while?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Accept modestly; surrender gracefully. Catherine sat curled next to Jordan on the couch. The late local news was on but the words of the philosopher king she had memorized in just one sitting echoed distantly; Men seek retreats for themselves, houses in the country, sea-shores, and mountains… with what art thou discontented? With the badness of men? To understand the true quality of people, you must look into their minds, and examine their pursuits and aversions. An image of Alex’s flash drive flickered on her mind’s eye and she plucked absently at the afghan that covered them both, The best revenge is to be unlike him who caused the injury.
 
   So, Catherine, she mused as she stared at the TV, what do you want? She looked at Jordan’s profile in the light cast from the TV and fireplace as more musings of Marcus invaded her thoughts;
 
   Accept the things to which fate binds you, and love the people with whom fate brings you together, but do so with all your heart.
 
   I want Jordan… she answered determinedly.
 
   The universe is change; our life is what our thoughts make it… You have power over your mind - not outside events. Realize this, and you will find strength.
 
   Cameron… She blinked when the TV suddenly turned off and realized Jordan had turned it off with the remote.
 
   “Ready for bed?”
 
   “With you… yes.”
 
   “Yes ma’am...” Jordan smiled and they both stood, “You can have the bathroom first… I’ll do my usual lockup down here.”
 
   Catherine nodded and went up the stairs to her room. She quickly changed into her nightshirt and leaving her bedroom door open for Jordan, walked down the hall to the bathroom. When she passed the doors to the third and fourth bedrooms she paused, They’re just bedrooms… Impulsively, she opened the door on her left and flicked on the overhead light.
 
   The room was furnished like her own with a bed, nightstand and bureau and shrugging inwardly, she shut off the light and closing the door, crossed the hallway and opened the door to the fourth bedroom. She turned on the overhead light and froze; a crib stood in the corner and a new baby monitor, still in the package, sat atop a stack of folded linen and blankets on a dresser. For Cameron.
 
   She quickly turned off the light and closing the door, hurried to the bathroom.
 
   Jordan made sure the house was secure and turned off lights as she made her way to the stairs. When she got to the second floor she noted the only light was coming from the open doorway of Catherine’s bedroom and she poked her head inside,
 
   “Are we in here tonight?” Her voice faltered when a naked Catherine took her by the hand, leading her to the bed. Jordan hurried to pull her weapon and paddle holster from the waistband as Catherine made quick work of unbuttoning and unzipping her jeans, pushing them and the cotton bikini panties to the floor then pushed Jordan until she sat abruptly on the bed. “Uh…” Jordan said uncertainly, although she still smiled, “okay.”
 
   Catherine knelt between her knees, her hands firmly pushing Jordan’s legs wide and making her fall back on her elbows, still clutching her service weapon and the two-way radio in her hands. When she buried her face between the long legs and plunged her tongue within, Jordan’s head rocked back on her shoulders and grunting, she cried out, moaning,
 
   “Oh! Dear god… puh-please don’t stop…”
 
   Grinning, Catherine intensified her ministrations, laving her length and delving deep with her tongue, endeavoring to stroke the pebbled patch within until Jordan’s quaking body stiffened and shook rigidly while soft keening cries broke from her. Catherine rode the shuddering waves until Jordan’s body sagged and her legs hung limply before she slowed and placed a reverent kiss on the tender puffy tissues.
 
   She removed the hiking boots and socks, then pulled off the bunched jeans and underwear while Jordan lay spent and breathless on the bed. She stroked the long limbs still trembling in the aftermath and found, for the first time, the gunshot scar on Jordan’s thigh. She kissed the darkly dimpled skin and continued kissing up the muscular limb to her hip.
 
   When Jordan finally found the strength to sit up she placed a grateful, if hungry, kiss in Catherine’s mouth. Smiling, Catherine slid her hands beneath Jordan’s shirt and skillfully unhooked her bra. Jordan shed the remaining garments and pulled Catherine into bed. Kissing the length of her petite frame, Jordan slid down the mattress a repaid Catherine in kind, making her arch on the mattress, her breath coming in short breathless gasps as she  languidly feasted between her legs, Oh god… Jordan moaned inwardly, it’s more than I ever could have hoped for… exquisite. She licked and laved and suckled, smiling into the flesh when Catherine climaxed sweetly, her body becoming stiff and arching rigidly off the mattress even as she trembled and quaked uncontrollably. Closing her eyes, Jordan maintained contact until she felt her sag limply on the mattress, and crawling up her length once again; pulled her into her arms,
 
   “Thank you, Catherine.”
 
   Still breathless, Catherine smiled weakly and placed a hand on her cheek. Jordan kissed the palm then rose to shut off the light and fishing her phone from the pocket of her crumpled jeans placed it, the radio and her gun on the nightstand before sliding back under the covers. Utterly contented, both women fell asleep in a tangle of limbs.
 
    
 
    
 
   Moonlight shone through the slit left between the closed drapes and Catherine sighed in pleasure, warm under the covers and pressed against Jordan’s length. Shifting her head on the pillow slightly, she watched Jordan’s profile in the soft light; Moonlight is just a reflection of sunlight… She sighed, unaware she was smiling, There’s nothing like reflection in reflected light. She snorted softly at the thought. Making love with Jordan far surpassed the fun sexual exploration with college girlfriends, or submitting to the carnal demands of her wife; I never knew it could be like this… I always believed there was a difference between making love and having sex… but I don’t know if it ever occurred to me that I could experience sex as a sacred act. She memorized Jordan’s sleeping features in the dim light; It also never occurred to me that sex could be healing… Closing her eyes, she tucked herself under Jordan’s chin and smiled when she felt her press even closer. I do believe Marcus Aurelius had it right; the sexual embrace can only be compared with music and with prayer. Several minutes passed while she listened to Jordan’s steady heartbeat, This is just what I always wanted in a marriage. Another long minute passed before the nagging inner voice returned,
 
   So… what else do you want?
 
   I want my son back... Her brow furrowed over tightly closed eyes, I want to wake Jordan and make love to her again. If Cameron was asleep in the next room, I’d be content to stay in this bed with her forever… But he’s not. I want Jordan but we have to get Cam back first. She sighed, frowning, Yes, but how do we do that? How do we find Alex? She suddenly rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling, Think, Catherine, think! She turned her head to look again at Jordan’s sleeping form. I’m so happy when I’m with her… but I’ll only feel guilt if I’m with her and Cam isn’t with us. Tears brimmed and she sniffed, forcefully blinking them from her eyes, And we should be happy together… all three of us. Lightly, she brushed her fingertips across a downy cheek, So… open the root equation so you can finish it; how do we find Alex?
 
   “Are you awake?”
 
   Catherine responded by kissing her, and delighted in the sensation of Jordan’s smiling lips pressing against hers. Their arms and legs entwined as they pressed tightly against one another under the covers and Jordan rolled on top, pulling her lips just far enough away to murmur quietly,
 
   “I promise to proceed slowly with all this… but I have very deep feelings for you Catherine Hope Bernard…”
 
   “You know I dropped my middle name when I signed those papers.”
 
   Jordan’s smile was wistful, “You should never lose Hope.”
 
   Catherine snorted softly and caressed the full lips with her fingertips before signing, “You’re right.”
 
   She grinned, “Good.”
 
   Another moment passed and Catherine signed, “If you love me it’s okay to tell me, Jordan.”
 
   “I do.” Her voice dropped to a reverent whisper, “I love you, Catherine.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   Smiling widely, Jordan dipped her head for a kiss but Catherine pressed the tips of her fingers over her lips,
 
   “But we must find Cameron and I have to divorce Alex.”
 
   “We will…” Jordan assured her. “At some point we’ll have to leave this place… and then, when you have Cameron back… can we still see each other?” She licked her lips and lifted a shoulder in a half shrug, “I know you need time to heal, but I’d like it… very much if we...”
 
   Catherine pulled her roughly against her lips, needful and demanding and Jordan answered her in kind, hands and tongues communicating in ways that spoke more deeply than speech and sign ever could.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darien, CT
 
    
 
   Rossi closed the door behind his ambitious soldier and sighed heavily, What a bunch of fuckin’ bullshit… He sank on the couch on the far side of his office/library and rubbed the heels of his hands against his closed eyes as he sank into the soft cushions. Fred Gallo, his most prim and fussy soldier had just presented him with a proposal for a Pump and Dump scheme, He’s an ambitious earner… and I appreciate his sucking up but Christ, what a stupid fuckin’ idea…
 
   Perhaps harboring a secret desire to emulate the brazen bottom-feeders of Wall Street, organized crime families had adapted to changes in a struggling economy using pump and dump schemes, a relatively new form of extortion that lured investors into fake companies they created then stealing the invested funds. In order to prevent the duped investors from selling their stock prematurely, Fred wanted permission to recruit easy marks with money to invest in fake businesses he created, then let Joey and the others beat or otherwise intimidate the increasingly fidgety investors into promising not to sell until he was ready to dump the fake business and steal the invested money.
 
   Jesus Christ… Rossi rolled his eyes behind heavy lidded eyes, it’s too much fuckin’ work… too much risk, I wanna’ steal quietly, anonymously… and then retire and live in fuckin’ luxury. He wanted what he perceived the simplicity of the Internet to be to make his money for him. Alex’s invasive software program was exactly what he’d been hoping for his entire life, These young fucks just want to get their jollies fucking women and beating the shit outta’ everyone else. Rossi prided himself for understanding that having power and control meant living his life on his terms and no one else’s. He prided himself at being a good earner, not someone who whacked for the joy of whacking and nothing else. All my life I have lived by the code of Omerta… and Ed is the same as me. Those other guys, those bosses who believed their own big-man-bullshit, they thought they were untouchable… His lip curled in distaste, some of ‘em acted like they was fuckin’ movie stars… all of ‘em got fuckin’ caught or dead, but not me… I know how to live under the fuckin’ radar.
 
   Over his long business career, Rossi developed relationships with lots of “associates”, and at one point he had five different “crews” of soldiers; each crew was supervised by a capo, or a lieutenant, and each crew and capo, with the exception of Louis Favuzzo, had no idea there were other crews in the Rossi outfit. He grinned, They were all pretty much good earners… but I saw technology comin’ down the road, and I knew the feds would exploit it to pinch me as much as I wanted to use it to make money… As the years passed he knew he had to simplify, so he began with the lowest earning crew and had Ed whack the capo and each crewmember, taking care each time to make it look like they were wiped out by a rival outfit until only the home crew remained.
 
   His long-term goals were known only to his three most loyal friends in the world; Ed Coastanoa, his Enforcer and Consigliere, Stephen Scaroni his Underboss, and Louis Favuzzo, Caporegime to the home crew and acknowledged lover of his Aunt Rose. After finding Alex and deciding she was the best choice as his “computer genius associate”, he instructed Stephen and Louis to take Alex and her son in the most public and destructive manner possible. I ain’t never took such a big risk my whole life… His hands dropped from his eyes to the couch cushions and he frowned, I wonder if that’s when Ed started losing it… Slaughtering the FBI agents was an enormous risk, but he knew once he had Alex and her son he could easily make her see the advantages of working for him, And it was the only way I could keep those little fuckers under wraps at home. With every law enforcement agency in the nation looking for him and his crew he could live safely, anonymously in his Connecticut compound until he felt confident his new fortune was being made and then leave for the Bahamas. And we’ll sail there in a big new fuckin’ yacht.
 
   The Rossi soldiers were all ambitious in their own way and all enjoyed violence. Rossi had handpicked each one to join his outfit because of their ability to kill and to be loyal. They understand what it means to be a good earner and follow orders, but I wonder if they understand Omerta. It’s a serious fuckin’ oath but I don’t know if these young punks today really understand what the oath is about… It’s about not talkin’… ever, and taking your secrets to the fuckin’ grave. His head rested on the back of the couch, and he stared at the ceiling, But Joey is just too fucking obsessed with being a Made guy, and he’ll never be; his mom was French or some fuckin’ thing… And the rest of ‘em just want to shoot and fuck and… and I am too fuckin’ old to wanna’ compete anymore with these other outfits nowadays… Rossi understood how to navigate the Internet for news stories about his chosen life path, and he was acutely aware that La Cosa Nostra in America was being quietly overrun. Outfits ain’t Italian no more… he mused sorrowfully. It was a way of life no longer dominated by the Italian or Sicilian mafia; The ethnics are moving in; the Russian mob is fuckin’ brutal and vicious as hell, the Mexican mafia is pretty fuckin’ ruthless too… and those Chinese fuckin’ Triads… the Japanese Yakuza… Jesus, He shook his head ruefully, And now the goddam ‘Ndrangheta… Fuck ‘em all, he thought exasperatedly, I’m gonna set myself up for life and get the hell out.
 
   Sighing audibly, he rocked forward off the couch and stood, smoothing his hands over his head and flattening the thinning hair, Stephen and Louis have gotta’ keep Joey and the others in line or these soldiers are gonna have to go too… He shook his head ruefully, knowing Louis thought of Marc like a son.
 
   There was a knock on the door and he absently smoothed his hands down over his knit shirt, “Come…” he called through the door, smiling when Alex entered.
 
   “Hey,” she greeted him with her winning sales smile, “I thought I’d stop by and see if you got my email on the numbers so far.”
 
   “Have a seat,” he grinned, happy again, “I did… and so far it looks good.”
 
   “The warehouse is perfect.” Dressed in jeans and a polo shirt, she sat in the upholstered straight back chair in front of his desk looking at once prim and predatory, “We’ve successfully hacked into eight porn sites at this point. They all had a lot of malware they send out to their customer’s computers and I found a nice one to piggyback on in order to access their customer credit information.”
 
   Rossi sat behind his desk while she spoke, “And it grabs the card numbers automatically?”
 
   “Yes,” she nodded, “the card numbers are forwarded to a protected email account, they’re being sold from there and the proceeds are then rerouted twice until they’re deposited into your offshore account.”
 
   “Alex,” he sighed, gesturing with his hands held aloft before dropping them loudly on his desk, “I been watching the deposits and at first I didn’t think it was adding up to much, but it was like you said, once it got going the money started rolling in. So tell me again why we shouldn’t be tappin’ into bank accounts like the Russian kids do.”
 
   Alex tried not to sigh, she knew this was coming, “How about a bigger payoff?” She cocked an eyebrow conspiratorially. “How about tapping credit card numbers on gaming sites?”
 
   Rossi’s expression was one of bemusement, “Like gambling?”
 
   “Video games …” she clarified, “it’s a more stable source of income than porn, too many people have learned to steal porn and I’d have less clean up to do.”
 
   “So…” Rossi’s brow furrowed as he struggled to understand, “Video games are more popular than porn?”
 
   “Oh yes,” Alex snorted, “Only because more kids, teens and adults spend more time playing these games online singularly and in groups then solitary grownups watching online porn alone.”
 
   Rossi looked incredulous, “You’re shittin’ me.”
 
   She chuckled, “I am not. Let me target a gaming site and show you.”
 
   “Okay, but I’m havin’ a hard time believin’ this stuff is easier than shaving a buck here and a buck there directly from bank accounts.”
 
   “I know,” she nodded indulgently, “but for right now federal law enforcement agencies have an awful lot of people looking for that exact kind of infiltration to online banking… gaming sites are much safer for now.”
 
   “Okay,” Rossi shrugged and grinned, “I’m still pretty happy with what you done so far.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I was hoping to hear,” She smiled and stood, leaning over the desk to shake his hand, “I’ll be needing a ride to the warehouse this morning so I can install some more servers… It’ll take me a couple of days to configure them into the system but we’ll be ready for another expansion by next week, could Marc drive me over?”
 
   “Yeah,” Rossi waved at her and sat behind his desk again, “of course, go... go!” he laughed.
 
   She graced him with her sales smile once again and left, waiting until she had closed the door behind her before exhaling quietly. Marc DeLuca was the only member of the “home crew” she felt comfortable with, the other young thugs of the Rossi family were clearly at odds with either her sexuality, or as in Fred Gallo’s case, jealous of her hacker and IT skills. She went to the kitchen where Marc was playing with Cameron in his high chair, “Ready to go?”
 
   “You bet!” Marc jumped to his feet and gave Cameron’s cheek an affectionate squeeze, “Eat all your breakfast, little man.”
 
   Alex smiled at Rose and Cameron as she followed him out the back door. She liked that someone besides Rose liked Cameron and she was grateful not everyone in the home crew resented her. She climbed into the passenger seat of a family van; one of the many vehicles parked in the expansive garage and clicked her seatbelt into place. Rossi had a warehouse just a fifteen-minute drive from the compound and she had begun transferring her programs onto them as soon as she configured them online. For now, they were located on the second office floor of the warehouse, above the wide-open storage area housing fenced goods that awaited transport to buyers across the country and Alex grinned as Marc drove, So far, so good… Rossi trusted her with one of his offshore accounts for her to deposit money made from the sales of stolen credit cards online sold to the highest bidder. Once she had researched and reverse engineered how he obtained the one account online she discovered all his other offshore accounts. She was impressed by the fortune he had amassed and was hiding from the Internal Revenue Service, This, she smiled, has been one of the best tutorials ever…


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Point Sur, CA
 
    
 
   “Oh, Catherine…”
 
   Catherine’s hands held her face gently, firmly in place and a sob escaped her as she cried out, struggling to maintain eye contact while she climaxed,
 
   “Catherine!”
 
   Tears streamed from the corners of Catherine’s eyes and her silent laugh transformed into breathless panting as Jordan’s climax triggered her own. A long, eternal moment passed before Jordan sagged on top of her and slid to the side, resting her forehead against Catherine’s as they exchanged breath. When her heart slowed, Jordan placed a grateful kiss in her mouth, still holding her close.
 
   Closing her eyes, she cradled Jordan’s head, pillowing it on her chest. Sighing deeply, she contented herself with listening to Jordan’s breathing slow and deepen as she slipped into slumber. I’m happy to stay just like this until she’s really deeply asleep…
 
   She spent the previous day remotely hacking Wallace’s on-site servers with her laptop, using his access code to download thirty-minute loops of video from the security cameras. She worked on her new programs while sitting across from Jordan at the kitchen table as she worked on her tablet writing reports and responding to emails from Stewart and other agents. She found herself enjoying the work, and when Jordan asked what she was doing she told her the truth; she was brainstorming various ways to find Alex. She quickly created a secondary program to connect to the motion sensors before creating her own text/chat program, carefully and intricately encrypted for privacy. When she and Jordan weren’t working at the kitchen table, they made love and talked, but their conversations always came back to how to find Alex and Cameron.
 
   She made sure they went to Jordan’s room for the night, and she tried to commit to memory every feature and expression on the sleeping features; the eyelashes that fanned over the high cheekbones, the outline of the strong jaw... It had been a long night of slow lovemaking, But the time has come… She watched, waiting until Jordan sank deeply into the mattress, All her muscles appear lax and whatever dream she was having seems to have ended…  She watched her for another long minute before carefully sliding from beneath the covers. She checked to make sure Jordan’s cell phone was on and fully charged then padded, naked, across the hall to her bedroom. She dressed quickly and grabbed her already packed overnight bag and the bag with her laptop. Silently activating her phone, she auto-initiated her remote program, making sure it was running before quietly tiptoeing downstairs and out the door.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan’s phone buzzed in vibrate mode and rang softly and she fumbled for it sleepily. A blue window filled her screen; a dark lighthouse emitting a white beam of light filled the center and beneath it blinked the words, “Catherine is sending you a message.” Confused, she tapped the screen and a chat window opened,
 
   “Do you like the icon? This is a chat/message program I created so we can communicate privately. I made it just for you. Just for us.”
 
   Jordan sat up, swinging her feet to the floor and turned on the lamp on her nightstand, realizing she was alone in the bed. “I like it,” she typed back, “where are you?”
 
   “I’m parked on the side of the road. I took the black SUV, I’ll leave it at the FBI building in SF, please hang onto what I left behind for me.”
 
   Jordan’s heart thudded in her chest, “Why?” she typed the reply.
 
   “I want to be with you Jordan, but we have to find Cameron first. Use this encrypted program to contact me. I’m sure you can find me if you want, but don’t, not yet.”
 
   Jordan slumped, holding her phone loosely between her knees when it chimed and vibrated again,
 
   “We can find solace together in our loss (as I find it in your arms), but we should build a relationship and life together in joy, not sadness. When I have my son back, I want to talk about our future together. Because I love you, Agent Hawkins.”
 
   Jordan’s heart swelled at the words, “I love you...” and she burst into tears.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PART 3
 
    
 
   Borne


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   San Francisco, CA
 
    
 
   Catherine paid the driver and when she exited the cab with her overnight and computer bags she heard a voice from her past,
 
   “Cathy?”
 
   She turned, smiling.
 
   “Oh my god it’s you!” The tall slim Asian man dressed in a tank top, shorts and running shoes swept her up in muscular arms, hugging her fiercely then abruptly put her down again, “Oh jeez… I’m… I’m sorry…” he sputtered, confused, “It... you… you look just like…”
 
   She nodded vigorously, patting and pointing to her chest. She quickly pulled the collar of her shirt from the scars on her neck and when his eyes widened in horror she held up her left palm. Drawing with her right forefinger on her palm like a pointer tracing on a blackboard, she slowly and deliberately drew in Chinese characters, “Shen, it’s me, Catherine.”
 
   Speechless for a moment, he watched her tracing words in the first language he learned in life and looked in confusion from her hands to the scars on her neck to her eyes, “I thought you were killed by the mafia…” He spoke in a whisper and when she pointed to her neck and nodded, half-shrugging, he suddenly grabbed her bags from the sidewalk and looking fearfully around him, pulled her to the door of his building, “Come inside…” He hurriedly slung the straps on her bags over his shoulder and hurried her to the elevator and when he pressed the button, she held up her palm again,
 
   “It’s okay, I’m not being followed… My death was faked so I could go into Witness Protection for a while.”
 
   “So…” he appeared relieved but still confused, “So your daughter Chelsea is alive too?”
 
   Catherine shook her head, her eyes instantly brimming and she tried vainly to stop the quiver in her chin.
 
   The elevator doors opened and when they stepped inside, Shen pressed the button for the top floor and waited for the doors to slide silently shut before saying, “I’m so sorry, Cathy.” He swiped awkwardly at his eyes and gave the small shoulder a heartfelt squeeze. He and Cathy had fallen out of touch over the years, but they had been close at Symteck, he regarded her as a little sister and he had followed the news stories online of the shooting that killed Cathy and Alex’s young daughter and as the news stories had reported, also ended the life of his friend. “I can’t believe it…” He shook his head; the smile slowly returning to his face, “I’m still so glad to see you…” he sputtered and grabbed her up in another hug.
 
   Catherine closed her eyes, grateful for the human contact but longing for Jordan’s touch. A trembling smile tugged at her lips and she sniffed, hugging him back.
 
   He again lowered her carefully to the floor, “Oh my god,” He held her gingerly at arm’s length, “I didn’t even ask if it was okay to do that…” He gestured with a shaking finger to her scars, “Are you okay?”
 
   She held up her palm and traced, “I can’t use my voice for a while yet, but I hope to again one day soon. I read this is how deaf people in China communicate with the hearing… I can write on a pad too if it’s easier for you.”
 
   The elevator came to a stop and picking up her bags, he led her down the hall to his apartment door, opening it with the key he kept zipped in the pocket of his tank top and ushered her inside, “This is my place… Ordinarily I would say I’m surprised you found me,” he left her bags on the sofa and turned to her, smiling, “But given this is you… of course you found me.” He slung a long arm around her shoulders, “Come on, let me make you some tea.” He gestured to the high stools at the kitchen counter and filled the kettle while Catherine pulled her laptop from her bag, opening it on the counter and booting it up. Shen pulled his traditional tea set from a cupboard and Catherine opened the document she had written for him at Point Sur. When he leaned over the counter to see what she was doing, she turned the screen to him and he read,
 
   “My friend, it is good to see you. I am sorry for dropping by unexpectedly, but I was hoping you could help me find a furnished room to rent while I am here. I prefer Chinatown since I can communicate with my hands in simplified Chinese. You may have read/seen in the news that I died as a result of complications from when I was shot in the throat. With help from the FBI, my death was faked so my son and I could get away and we could help the FBI catch the man who shot Chelsea and me. But Alex and Cameron were taken by the Rossi Family, an organized crime family, they killed a lot of FBI agents when I was waiting for them in the Witness Protection Program.
 
   Outside of the FBI, you are the only person who knows I am still alive. I left FBI protection so I can try to figure out for myself where Alex is hiding. I will only be here until I find where Cameron and Alex are. You are not in any danger, I would not have contacted you otherwise, I swear this to you my friend, Master Po.
 
   He finished reading just as the kettle started to whistle and he hurried to turn off the stove, “My god, Cathy…” He shook his head ruefully as he prepared the tea, pouring the boiling water over the tealeaves in the ceramic pot given to him by his mother. When he placed the tray with the tea set and steeping tea on the counter, Catherine had typed another line on the page,
 
   “My name is Catherine now, Catherine Bernard.”
 
   “Oh…” he nodded, “I get it, sorry Catherine…” He leaned his elbows on the counter, “How about instead of finding you a place in the city you stay here with me?” His smile was soft and genuine, “Come on, you got to admit, I got a great place…” His eyebrows bobbed playfully, “It’s got two bedrooms, each has its own bathroom and I’m alone at the moment.” Catherine brows arched sympathetically and he added, “It’s okay, his name is Tommy Chang… he’s a cop at the San Francisco Police Department.” Catherine’s eyebrows still arched but she smiled and he shrugged, “We didn’t exactly break up, but we did decide that… for now, we’re a better couple if we don’t live together.”
 
   She drew on her palm, “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be,” he chuckled, “it really is better this way for now… we’ll see what happens down the road.” He sighed, smiling, “He’s a good man.”
 
    
 
    
 
   They caught up on their lives, and Catherine showed Shen pictures and videos of Cameron and Chelsea on her cell phone, both shedding more tears. They moved to the sofa and sat together, Shen’s long arm draped around her small shoulders.
 
   “Well, little Grasshopper…” he said softly, “I think you even you have to admit you are Master now…” He looked down into red-rimmed brown eyes, “You are Master of your present and your future… I want you to stay here for as long as you need… and I promise to help you any way I can…”
 
   “Thank you my friend.”
 
   “Let’s get you settled in then…” He stood then hesitated, “Is it okay if you go outside?”
 
   She nodded, “Yes, especially here… I’m not a recognizable person, as far as I know my picture has never even appeared on TV.”
 
   “Excellent,” he pulled her to her feet, “then let me give you a tour and get you settled in so I can take you out to lunch.” He first showed her his view of San Francisco Bay from his panoramic living room windows, “You can see Angel Island off to the left, then Treasure Island…” he pointed through the glass, “and the Bay Bridge and Yerba Buena Island…” He looked down at her hands and she drew,
 
   “It’s a beautiful view, Shen…” she looked up at him, “Although I think I’d like to go back to calling you Master Po… at least for a while.”
 
   He grinned, “Okay, Grasshopper… come on, you have this same view in your bedroom.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Shen busied himself with making sure he stocked her bathroom with a full compliment of towels before excusing himself to change clothes and reschedule his afternoon appointments. He discretely shut her bedroom door when he left and Catherine opened her overnight bag on the bed, pulling out her clothes and hanging her few jeans, pullovers and turtleneck sweaters in the closet. Reaching through the clothes to the bottom, she pulled out Ted and Cameron’s Glowworm and sat on the bed, pressing her face into the toys. Their scents are fading… She sobbed quietly, soaking the plush toys with silent tears, suddenly overwhelmed. Sniffing aloud, she pulled the remaining contents from the bag and returned the teddy bear and glowworm, zipping the bag closed. I will find him… she vowed the treasured toys, I will.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York, NY
 
    
 
   The steward had just taken Jordan’s lunch tray when her phone vibrated and the blue icon with the dark lighthouse filled the screen,
 
   “Catherine has a message for you.”
 
   She tapped the screen and a dialogue box opened,
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “I’m on a plane,” she typed, “going to land in NY soon.”
 
   “That was fast.”
 
   “Yeah, Wally and the others are packing up. Stewart wanted me back.”
 
   “Are you in trouble?”
 
   “No, you are not a suspect; you can go wherever you want. Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes, I am staying at my friend Jun Shen’s place for a while.”
 
   “Okay, I sent your box of stuff to my apartment.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I miss you.”
 
   “I love you, Jordan.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   Jordan stared at the screen for a long minute until it was clear no further messages were being sent before she closed the app. She placed her phone on the fold down table in front of her and stretched her long legs painfully in the cramped airplane seat.
 
   She stared down at the small icon; the dark blue lighthouse, faintly backlit by its beacon of white light sat atop a dark ocean, the waves outlined by a lighter blue. The icon itself sat tucked innocently among the other other icons on her phone’s screen and she noted the time before it darkened. It had only been a matter of hours but it felt like days since she sat on her bed in the head keeper’s house, staring numbly at Catherine’s messages. In hindsight, it felt as though she sat there for hours until she had sufficiently composed herself before getting up. She padded in her bare feet across the hall and stood in the doorway of Catherine’s bedroom; flicking on the light she stared at the box left on the bureau and the open empty closet. The sun was coming up when she showered and dressed and packed her things, taking them and Catherine’s box downstairs and left them by the door. She went into the kitchen to make some tea and sitting at the table, booked a flight on her tablet while she called Stewart. She told him only that Catherine chose to leave but promised to stay in touch. When she heard him sigh heavily, she added, “So I’m headed back.”
 
   “Okay,” he had replied, “we’ll talk when you get here.”
 
   Grateful for the empty seat behind her, Jordan reclined the backrest as far as it would go and closed her eyes,
 
   All we need is one little break… that’s all, just one. Just one little bit of online activity from Alex that either Catherine or Cyber Division could recognize so we can find them…


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   San Francisco, CA
 
    
 
   As they walked to Shen’s favorite neighborhood restaurant, he playfully reminded her how he had been the first to introduce her to authentic Chinese food and Catherine shook her head in amusement, reminding him of several dishes she could have done without,
 
   “I distinctly remember you trying to make me try a soup filled with whole rubbery baby octopuses…”
 
   “Ah, yes, well…” he shrugged and held the door for her, grinning unrepentantly, “some people just don’t know what’s good.”
 
   He asked the host for a private booth, away from curious eyes so Catherine could trace on her palm in privacy. Occasionally using her phone to clarify certain points, she described her journey from New Jersey and New York to Point Sur, although she omitted, for the moment, her budding relationship with Jordan.
 
   Shen sighed, wiping his mouth with the paper napkin, “I’m so sorry, Catherine…” he kept his voice low, “and I’m sorry I keep saying that but, my god…” He leaned forward, “How did Alex get involved with these people in the first place?”
 
   Catherine shrugged, “I don’t know… and neither does the FBI, all I can do is guess one of our customers had some distant relationship with Rossi, or they knew someone who knew Rossi and he found her by word of mouth. They’re still trying to figure it out, but Alex scrubbed her hard drives clean and they weren’t able to recover any of the data.”
 
   “So when you find her, will you all have to go back into,” his voice dropped even further and he mouthed, “Witness Protection?”
 
   Catherine sighed heavily and a long moment passed until she raised her hands again, “Our marriage was not without its ups and downs…” Their waiter approached and she quickly folded her hands on the tabletop. Shen ordered dragon fruit for dessert and when the young man nodded and left she continued. She described Alex’s behavior after the shootings and her threats to take Cameron away and disappear if Catherine insisted on testifying. Shen looked shocked and she shrugged, “The irony was that I didn’t have much to testify to, but it was the only proactive thing I could do at the time to feel like I was contributing to bringing the murderers of my child to justice…” She folded her hands again when the waiter brought the cubed dragon fruit piled in two shelled halves to their table. “I didn’t want to believe she was working for them… maybe she was an unwilling employee in the beginning, but she rejected any help from the FBI… or me…”
 
   Shen nibbled on the smooth-tasting fruit and Catherine described Alex’s growing erratic behavior while Jordan made plans to take her, Alex and Cameron into the Witness Protection Program, hiding them in Point Sur while the FBI rounded up the Rossi family. She described how they faked her death, and how she waited in a safe house for Cameron to be brought to her when Jordan told her the news that Rossi had attacked, killing five agents and abducting Alex and Cameron,
 
   “I found a flash drive Alex gave me the night Chelsea and I were shot, it had some of her current work files on it… We were hoping to find something that would tell us where to find them… but I couldn’t find anything of any use.” She shrugged, “As time passed… I felt like I needed some distance to figure out for myself where Alex is. So I hacked the FBI servers and disabled their motion detectors for thirty minutes and looped in copies of their security videos so I could drive off without alerting them.”
 
   Shen grinned, “I’ll bet it took you all of twenty minutes to make those programs…”
 
   She shrugged one-sidedly, “Pretty much.” She finally bit into a cube of the dragon fruit and munched appreciatively, enjoying the flavor and remembering the dark drive up the coast, and how many times she almost turned around to go back to Jordan.
 
   “So you’ll be divorcing Alex once you get Cameron back.”
 
   “As quickly as I can, yes.”
 
   “You deserve better, Catherine.”
 
   “You always said so…”
 
   “I…” his face colored, “I’m sorry, Catherine, Alex was and I’m sure still is an absolute pro at sales…”
 
   “You didn’t approve of Alex… and it turned out you were right, Po.”
 
   “Please don’t give up on love, Grasshopper,” he begged softly, “you’ll find it again, someone worthy of your love.” The smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth was tiny and fleeting but he caught it nonetheless, “Or…” he grinned, looking relieved, “maybe you already have…”
 
   Hesitantly, she told him about Jordan, realizing as she quickly traced on her hand how much she needed to talk to someone she trusted about she and Jordan’s budding relationship. “She not only taught me sign language, she was the one who found Point Sur as a safe house where she thought Alex and I could reconnect so I could decide whether I wanted to stay with her and try again or not. She is selfless and giving and…” She could feel color rising in her cheeks and she sipped at her water, “Brave, trustworthy…” she hesitated, suddenly feeling vulnerable, “She’s such a loving person, Po.”
 
   Shen arched a single brow and clasped the small elegant hands in just one of his own, “Then love her, Catherine, and let her love you.”
 
    
 
    
 
   He took a circuitous route back to his apartment building; they strolled through Chinatown’s small shops and he bought ingredients as they walked and chatted about what to have for dinner. They passed a bookstore specializing in books printed in Chinese and Catherine stopped at a sidewalk cart filled with books. They thumbed through the rows of used paperbacks in companionable silence until Catherine pulled out a copy of Sun Tzu’s, The Art of War.
 
   He noted the title, “The English version of that book sure was a big deal back in the eighties… wanna-be big-business tycoons swore by that book, it was considered the go-to book for wisdom when it came to sales…”
 
   “I know,” Catherine held up the book, tracing on it, “Alex loved this book. She…” Her eyes became suddenly distant as she stared at the book cover, and after a moment she shrugged, “I’m buying it.”
 
   Shen grinned, “Okay… do you need any money?”
 
   She shook her head, “No, Jordan made sure I have my own money.” He followed her inside and she produced her debit card from the thin wallet tucked into the back pocket of her jeans. While she waited for the cashier to ring up her purchase she turned to him, “And I get to buy you some meals while I’m here…”
 
   “Okay.” His smile was warm and when they left the store he felt the sun on his face for the first time that day, I’m so happy you’re here, Cathy… he thought, his smile making his eyes crinkle at the corners. He thought of her often over the years, wondering how his little sister was faring in her marriage to Alexandra Sparrow. He had a personable enough working relationship with Alex while at Symteck, but every time he looked into her eyes he felt a veil come down, as though Alex had something to hide, and when she began dating Cathy, he bit his tongue, determined to mind his own business. Cathy seemed happy with her… he conceded. But I always suspected Alex was a fake… a phony who used and hid behind Cathy’s… I mean Catherine’s powerful intellect when we were at Symteck. I guess her beauty really was only skin deep… it was probably inevitable she would get mired in the BS of her own sales pitch and finally reveal herself to be utterly lacking in any substance at all. Although concern for Catherine often occupied his thoughts, as the years passed he eventually wondered what made Alex the way he perceived her, Does she harbor some horrible secret that made her so self-absorbed? Or was she simply born without the ability to think beyond her own selfish desires?
 
   Catherine walked next to her friend, making a mental note to download Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations to her laptop and when she looked up at him, her brows arched at his expression, “What?”
 
   “Nothing,” he grinned down at her, “I was just remembering how shocked I was when you learned Cantonese and Mandarin so fast…” his grin widened, “you took to it like a duck to water.”
 
   “I think I was just happy I had friends again… When my mom died I became so reclusive… and I stayed that way from college until Alex drew me out… so…” she stopped and looked up at him while she traced the words, “I do have her to thank for that.” She lowered her hands and stared for a moment at the cover of the book she had just purchased and was still using as a surface draw her words on, “But that’s all she gets from me now. I wish I had seen her selfishness for what it was.” Her eyes brimmed and she stopped to press her hand against her eyes and the tears that stubbornly formed.
 
   Shen gripped the small shoulder in gentle reassurance, “It’s not your fault...”
 
   “Of course it is!” she angrily traced, “If I had left her before she got involved with those people Chelsea would still be alive!”
 
   They were walking uphill to Shen’s apartment building and he stepped in front of her, making her stop in the middle of the sidewalk, “You listen to me, Catherine,” he bent low so he could look directly into her red and tear-swollen eyes, “you are not to blame.” He kept his voice low but he spoke fervently, “What happened was Alex’s fault, not yours… none of it, understand?” He watched, heartbroken, as tears spilled down her cheeks and she clamped a hand over her mouth, sobbing silently. He pulled her roughly into his sinewy arms and held her against his chest, “You just miss your babies…” he whispered, his voice husky and he drew a deep breath, letting his own tears slide unchecked over high cheekbones and down his face.
 
    
 
    
 
   Back in his apartment, Catherine asked him about his IT business and he flopped on the couch,
 
   “I love it now but it was scary in the beginning, all I had was my stock from Symteck but as I soon found out; you truly don’t need social media to promote yourself in this culture.” He grinned, “Looking back, it didn’t take that long to build a nice client base.” He shrugged, adding, “So much of Chinese culture here is about the preservation of the old ways, but trust me when I tell you everyone in Chinatown has a computer and is always looking for ways to improve their businesses with them… and word traveled pretty fast.”
 
   “And you had to reschedule your appointments today because of me.”
 
   “There was nothing in my appointment book that important or I would have dragged you along and probably let you do it.” Her brows arched and he laughed, “If for no other reason, just so I could see you do that again.” He sighed, slumping on the cushions, “You really were amazing to watch, Catherine, remember?”
 
   “I think I’d probably enjoy it now, but I hated giving those tutorial inservices.”
 
   “Well,” he snorted, “I loved them.” He slapped his thighs and got up, “I just have one appointment I’m gonna’ go to...” He checked his watch, “If I go now I’ll be home in time to cook dinner,” He walked to his desk by the wide window and grabbed his computer bag. “You’re welcome to come with or hang out here,” he stopped in front of her, “I think you should probably stay here and rest, you look like you could use a nap.”
 
   Nodding tiredly, she stood and wrapped her arms around him in a hug, “Thanks, Po…” she drew on her hand, “and thank you for everything.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Once Shen left for his appointment she kicked off her shoes and lay down on the couch, leaving her phone on the carpeted floor beneath. She was sleeping soundly when her phone chimed softly. Sleepily, she scrubbed her face and fumbled for it; the lighthouse icon filled the screen,
 
   “You have a message from Jordan.”
 
   “Jordan.” She typed her name and tapped the send key.
 
   “Hi, settled in?”
 
   “Yes, you?”
 
   “Yep, but it occurred to me earlier, what if something happens to my phone?”
 
   “Don’t worry, text me with a password so I know it’s you and I’ll disable your old phone and download the app again remotely to your new phone.”
 
   “You have the SIM card number or whatever on the phone I have now?”
 
   “Of course I do, I wouldn’t have been able to download our app otherwise.”
 
   “And what password shall we use?”
 
   Catherine stared at the screen thoughtfully for a moment then typed, “Remember what was embedded in the ceiling in the lamp room?”
 
   “Prisms?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “As usual, Dr. Bernard, I am hugely impressed.”
 
   Catherine smiled at the text and her smile widened when her phone vibrated again and another message appeared,
 
   “And I love you.”
 
   “I love you, Jordan.”
 
   “BTW, I downloaded Aurelius’ Meditations while I waited for my flight; it’s an easier read than I thought it would be.”
 
   Catherine’s smile was bittersweet when she finally closed the app and sat back on the couch. That reminds me; I have another book to read… Grabbing her phone, she stood, stretching as she crossed to the kitchen counter and retrieved the book she bought. Starting at the title page, The Art of War, by Sun Tzu, she read at her typically rapid pace, turning pages as she crossed the living room to sit on the chair at Shen’s desk. She began at the introduction and when she finished the book she noted the time; Po should be home soon… She stood, yawning and wandered over to the window and panoramic view and stared out at the fog that crept into the bay from the sea. A long moment passed and she glanced down at the book she held, now filled with bookmarks. She looked back out at the rapidly darkening sky and mentally reviewed the now memorized quotations she had marked,
 
   “The superior militarist strikes while schemes are being laid. When the opponent is just beginning to plan its strategy, it is easy to strike.”
 
   "In ancient times skilful warriors first made themselves invincible, and then watched for vulnerability in their opponents."
 
   “Appear where they cannot go, head for where they least expect you. To travel hundreds of miles without fatigue, go over land where there are no people.”
 
   “There are five kinds of fire attacks: One, burning personnel; two, burning provisions; three, burning equipment; four, burning stores; five, burning weapons.”
 
   “Foreknowledge cannot be gotten from ghosts and spirits, cannot be had by analogy, cannot be found out by calculation. It must be obtained from people, people who know the conditions of the enemy.”
 
   She closed her eyes, Where are you, Alex? What is it I need to remember to find you?


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   Jordan left Stewart’s office and walked tiredly down the hall to her office, the weight of her overnight and shoulder bags digging into her shoulder. Once inside she turned on her heel and left, unable to look at her and Don’s desks, turned to face each other. Memories of Don throwing paperclips and balled-up notes at her across the joined desks to make her laugh were too much for her and she strode past the elevators, choosing to take the stairs to the floor where Cyber Division was located. After a full debriefing, Stewart agreed to allow Jordan to return to her regular duties, and she nodded obediently when he “encouraged” her to see one of the department’s psychologists, “totally confidentially”. She appreciated his concern and told him she was taking the weekend to visit Don’s gravesite.
 
   Her friend, Assistant Director Bea McNamara, headed Cyber Division and she waved to her across the wide expanse of floor populated by agents furiously pounding away at keyboards while they stared into multiple monitors on each desk.
 
   “Jordan,” she greeted her with a firm handshake, “so sorry to hear about Don and the team.”
 
   “Thanks, Bea.” Jordan followed her into her office and shut the glass office door behind her. “I’m hoping you can ping a cell phone for me.” She accessed Catherine’s number and handed over her phone.
 
   “Of course,” Bea took the phone and gestured for her to sit, “is your witness in the wind?”
 
   “For a while…” Jordan slid her bags onto the floor and dropped into the chair, “Tell me how you’re doin’ with your facial recognition tech.”
 
   “Well,” Assistant Director McNamara sat behind her desk and sighed expressively, “we got an artist to age Coastanoa’s mugshot from twenty years ago and we’re using both.”
 
   “How wide is the coverage?”
 
   “National…”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, don’t sound too impressed yet; we’ve linked public cameras  in Atlantic City, Reno and Las Vegas… and we included security cameras at all the major airports, bridge and road tollbooths… but we haven’t gotten any hits.” Jordan seemed to slump further in the chair and she added, “We’re looking for him on a national scale, in real time, round the clock… but if he passes in front of a camera and he’s scratching his face, or otherwise deliberately obscuring his face the software won’t detect him.” She typed furiously at her workstation while she spoke, “The mugshot we have is twenty years old so I got an artist to age him so we can use both as our baseline.” She shrugged, “Look, we’re spending a billion dollars on this facial recognition technology… and when all is said and done we’ll literally have the largest biometric database on the planet…” She sighed as she typed, stealing a look at her, “but we’re not there yet.” Jordan nodded tiredly. “You look exhausted, by the way.”
 
   “Long flight,” Jordan sighed, “long day.”
 
   “Okay,” Bea handed her phone back to her and it vibrated in her hand, “Open that text and download the application… I set it up so you can tap it and ping her phone down to the address.” She stood, leaning over her desk so she could point at the phone’s screen, “Tap the GPS feature and it’ll give you map coordinates, as long as she’s got the phone on her you’ll know where she is within ten feet okay?”
 
   “Jesus,” Jordan snorted appreciatively, “I always said you were too good for this job.”
 
   “Call me if you need anything else.”
 
   “I will, thanks Bea.” Jordan stood, dragging the shoulder straps on her bags back over her sore shoulder. What would you bet, she wondered, that Bea and Catherine would get along in this department like two peas in a pod?
 
   She decided to begin her weekend early and took the elevator to the ground floor. She bought dinner from a deli on her walk home and the concierge waved her over when she entered her building, telling her he left a large box, delivered by an FBI courier, by her front door. Thanking him, she took the elevator to her floor, spying Catherine’s box she sent before driving to the San Francisco airport, amazed it had arrived before she did. She dragged the box inside, leaving her bags on top and after putting her sandwich and bottled tea in the empty fridge; pulled her tablet from the shoulder bag and phone from her jacket pocket and plugged in both devices to recharge. Tiredly, she shed her clothes and headed for the shower, feeling increasingly exhausted as the night wore on.
 
   Leaning her hands against the tile, she let the hot water beat on the tightly bunched muscles in her neck and back, How long has it been since you were here last? she wondered silently. Catherine’s not here, so who cares? She felt tears slide from her eyes and she raised her face into the shower’s spray, losing them in the hot water.
 
   When she finally emerged, she wrapped herself in a terrycloth robe, pulled her dinner from the fridge and sat on the single stool at the kitchen counter. She stared longingly at the box of Catherine’s clothes while she ate, I could feel worse… she reasoned, at least I have our private chat program… and I think I feel better having her box of clothes here…
 
   But she’s in San Francisco and you’re in New York City.
 
   I know…. Jordan inwardly harrumphed, But at least I know exactly where she is, and I know she’s safe with her friend. When Catherine told her about Jun Shen, Jordan investigated him while working on her tablet at Point Sur, gathering all the data available on the friend Catherine had come to like and trust enough learn two languages for and in the end, Jun Shen had passed Jordan’s test of fidelity. So for the moment I’ll have to be happy being limited to exchanging texts with her long distance. She shook her head, Something will give… she thought determinedly; it has to. We’ll get a break in the case…
 
   She finished her sandwich and balling the paper wrapper, tossed it into the trash can under the sink. Checking to see if her phone and tablet were fully charged, she unplugged both and powered them up.
 
   She had downloaded Meditations while she waited for her flight, wanting to feel close to Catherine by reading the same book she had. Once she completed her purchase, the Tao Te Ching by Lao Tzu appeared on a recommended list and impulsively, she purchased it as well and downloaded both to her tablet. She managed to read half of the roman emperor’s collection of meditative thoughts while on the plane, and she took her phone and tablet to the bedroom area of her studio apartment, intending to read in bed. She placed her phone next to her ID wallet and weapon on her nightstand and propped the pillows against the headboard so she could sit up while she read. She slid under the covers and opened the book by the sixth century Chinese philosopher. Tapping the screen, she advanced the pages to the introduction and began, but her eyelids quickly drooped and she jerked herself awake before finishing the first page.
 
   “Oh, this is gonna’ have to wait…” she mumbled aloud. She tapped the book closed and opened a browser instead, if she was going to visit Don’s grave in the morning she was going to have to rent a car, And then I’ll ping Catherine’s phone…
 
    
 
    
 
   The following morning she stood nervously at her kitchen counter, dressed in a neatly pressed black suit, “Okay…” she said aloud, “you can do this.” Stewart had emailed her the contact information for Don’s parents and she tapped the phone number, nervously biting her lips as the phone rang in their home.
 
   A woman answered and Jordan cleared her throat, “Hello, is this Joyce Maynard?” Once she identified herself, Don’s mother called her husband, Walter, to pick up the extension, “Hello, I’m calling to apologize for not attending Don’s funeral…”
 
   Don’s parents were gracious, saying Stewart had explained at the funeral that Jordan was undercover and that they knew she would have attended otherwise.
 
   “Thank you,” Jordan nodded, staring out the narrow kitchen window, “Now that I’m back, I wanted to call and tell you how much I loved Don and how much I loved working with him.” She could hear Don’s dad choke up so his mother said tearfully,
 
   “Don admired you very much, Jordan, he said there was no better partner he could’ve ever had at the FBI.”
 
   Jordan’s brimming eyes slammed closed and she nodded, unable to speak. Drawing a deep, ragged breath, she sniffed and cleared her throat, “Thank you for telling me that… I called to give you my most sincere condolences and to ask if it was alright if I visited his grave.”
 
   “Of course you can.” Don’s father said gruffly, “Any time you want.”
 
   “And I want you to know,” Jordan’s voice suddenly cleared and she sounded resolute, “we are going to find the people who took Don’s life… and I promise I won’t stop until they are brought to justice.” Jordan could hear the stifled sorrow and she added, “thank you for speaking with me.” They tearfully thanked her for calling and when Jordan hung up she clamped a hand over her mouth and sobbed, grateful she had called from the privacy of her kitchen.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darien, CT
 
    
 
   Alex stared intently into the mirror, seeing only her lips as she applied the lip-gloss with exacting precision. She had searched extensively online for evening makeup tips in preparation for this dinner; It should be business-like yet still smoky and mysterious... In spite of her cool attention to detail, she was nervous about attending the dinner Anthony had invited her to downstairs; You already know everyone who’ll be there... relax already. She noted the perspiration beading on her upper lip and she dabbed it away with precisely folded squares of toilet paper. Just relax, Alex… she silently soothed. Just breathe… Rossi had extended the invitation in an email and Alex spent the entire day in nervous preparation for the dinner he informed her would be held in the formal dining room at seven o’clock. I am finally making money for him so he’s happy enough to celebrate…” she assured herself, that’s all. Leaning away from the mirror, she carefully inspected her hair and makeup before walking into the bedroom. She purchased a silk dress and matching heels she hadn’t worn yet and she regarded her image in the mirrored closet doors. Presentation is everything tonight… She turned this way and that, practicing the poses that looked the most relaxed, yet confident and assured. She turned to glance at the alarm clock on her nightstand, Six fifty-eight… She turned back to her reflection and caught herself wringing her hands, Oh for Christ’s sweet sakes, Alexandra! She scolded angrily and ripping her hands apart, placed them nervously at her sides. This is not the fucking time to be channeling your mother… Drawing a careful breath, she smoothed her hands down the dress, willing the clamminess away, and left the bedroom.
 
   You are going down there to blow away the competition… to win Anthony’s trust and the trust of as many of his “crew” as you can. She pulled in her abdominal wall and relaxed her shoulders, keeping her posture erect. Straight back… but not rigid. She placed her hand lightly on the staircase as she descended, Glide… she commanded, glide… because you are confidence, you understand this man’s business better than he understands himself. She reached the second floor and let her fingers trail sensuously along the carved oaken balustrade, It’s a business like any other… and you are the master of the money… The Princess of Profit. She descended the stairs to the first floor, And these little family soldier fucks can kiss my ass tonight… I am the one bringing money into this outfit. Me! Anthony’s crew of soldiers have done nothing since I’ve been here except jerk off to online porn. I’m the Earner here… and I guess it’s all meant to be, or else I wouldn’t have been able to tap into that gaming site so easily.
 
   On the ground floor, her smile was warm and relaxed as she walked down the hall to the main dining room. I deserve this accolade… her eyes narrowed and she allowed herself a smug grin before she entered the room, I deserve to be on Anthony’s payroll... I am the one doing all the work.
 
   She glided into the room, walking past Joey and Fred without a glance, “Anthony…” she murmured, “thank you for the invitation tonight.”
 
   “Jesus, Alex…” Anthony wore a suit and his eyebrows bobbed high, “you look great.” He turned to the man he had been speaking to, “Have you met Stephen yet?”
 
   Alex took the man’s hand, willing herself not to think back to the first time she might have seen this man shooting FBI agents on her front lawn, “Stephen…” she flashed her winning sales smile, “nice to meet you.”
 
   His hand was warm and Alex silently catalogued the repaired cleft palate scar concealed under a dark moustache. Stephen Scaroni had the same build as Anthony and she guessed him to be about Anthony’s age, I’ll bet no one ever cracked a joke about his name and the scar on his face without living to regret it.
 
   “Come on…”Anthony gestured grandly to the elaborately set dining table, “Come… sit…” He walked her around the table and Alex heard the distant murmur of the young Rossi soldiers come to a stop where they stood at the opposite end of the table.
 
   Anthony sat Alex on his left, Stephen on his right, “Have a seat, I’m starvin’ so Gina’s gonna serve us now.”
 
   Alex sat, realizing that Cameron sat in his highchair on her other side and Rose next to him. “Well, my, don’t you look nice Cam…” He sat in a tiny dark blue suit with short pants and she even noted the formal dress shoes he wore, “My goodness Rose,” she smiled, “you both look so nice; I’m surprised you had the time given all the preparations you were making at lunch.”
 
   She shrugged, “I got most of the cooking done yesterday and this morning, I let Gina finish the rest.”
 
   Anthony called his young soldiers to the table and as the men took their seats, Gina appeared from the shadows and began placing large platters of food in the center of the table. Alex carefully licked her lips while she pulled the linen napkin onto her lap, still looking at her son, I don’t think he’s worn the same thing twice since we’ve been here… he looks absolutely unrecognizable. She sipped from the crystal water glass and smiled when Louis sat across from Rose, greeting him quietly.
 
   “Okay, everybody,” Anthony sat at the head of the table and he stood, “Ed’s not here to enjoy Rose’s great food cuz’ he’s on a well-deserved vacation… but we’re here tonight to celebrate the beginning of a new future for us.” He smiled down at Alex, “We’ve all been trying to find ways to pass the end of winter while Alex gets us online and tonight we have happy news; we are online and the money is coming in.” There was polite applause and Alex sat back in her seat, flashing her smile without actually making eye contact with anyone. “We’re finally getting’ a taste of the money that’s sailing around in cyberspace and we have Alex to thank…” He raised his wineglass and there was more polite applause. Anthony sipped at the wine and when he put his glass down he continued, “And she assures me this is just the beginning…” he beamed, “so I wanted to have this dinner so I could make this official and declare you, Alexandra Sparrow, an official Associate to the Rossi Family.”
 
   There was more polite applause, and Alex looked around the table and back at Anthony in surprise, noting distantly how Rose and Louis clapped with more enthusiasm than the rest of the group. She looked surprised because she was surprised, she read about the importance and rank associates held in mafia families and her smile was genuine when she raised her wineglass and stood, “Anthony…” she smiled, “I’m honored, thank you.” She clutched the glass and held it against her chest, “and as a gesture of my fidelity and gratitude, I’d like to make a small announcement of my own; that I am changing my son’s name,” she paused to rest a hand briefly on his head, “from Cameron to Julius Sparrow.” She raised her glass in a toast and took a sip before sitting again.
 
   Rose looked as surprised and pleased as Anthony did and Alex nodded and smiled first at Louis, then at Marc and Stephen. She had hacked into Anthony’s laptop and scanned his internet history, discovering he enjoyed reading Wikipedia articles about Roman emperors. He had bookmarked several articles about Augustus and Julius Caesar and she guessed he probably admired both. A calculated leap, but they usually pay off for me… Alex returned her glass to the table and patted her son’s head while he played with his toy cars on the highchair’s tray. She looked over his head to see how Joey, Fred and Antonio were handling the news and she wasn’t surprised to see the barely disguised looks of disgust and annoyance on their faces.
 
   “Alex…” Anthony began and she kept a carefully neutral expression on her face, suddenly anxious. “I’m touched, thank you…” Rossi placed a hand on his chest, “I really am… that means a lot to me.” Still smiling, he shook his head and waved grandly, “Okay everybody, dig in before the food gets cold.”
 
   The platters were passed from person to person around the long table and Alex was happy to make small talk with Rose, Anthony and Louis while they filled their plates. Feeling relieved, she modestly filled her plate, acutely aware the dress she wore was not loose fitting. She nodded dutifully when Rose told her she fed Cameron, now Julius, at six o’clock so Alex wouldn’t have to worry about him playing with his food,
 
   “He’s so happy with his new cars; he’s played with them all day.”
 
   “Ah,” Alex nodded as she speared linguini, winding it on her fork, “you always think ahead, Rose, thank you.” As the group began to eat, she became aware of an increasingly uncomfortable silence that hung over the room and she sipped delicately at her wine.
 
   “So Alex,” Marc called to her from across the table, “thanks for the links to those sites…” He wagged his brows expressively, “They’re great, I can’t believe I can watch all the movies and porn I want without having to pay for it.”
 
   Rose looked cross and emitted a loud shushing noise of disapproval, “Hey! Not in front of Ercolinio!”
 
   The men chuckled and Alex looked bemused, “Who?”
 
   Marc snickered and pointed to Cameron with his fork, “Ercolino… it means Little Hercules.”
 
   “Oh...” Alex chuckled too although she failed to see the humor. She turned to Anthony, more comfortable discussing business, “You know, there are over eight million people who pay to play an online video game called Dark Warlords around the globe, so my program should, over time, get every one of the current paying customer credit card numbers as well as all new future customers.”
 
   “Jesus…” Stephen breathed, “really?”
 
   Anthony spoke around the food he chewed, “I told you…” he grinned.
 
   “Oh yes,” Alex assured him and cutting into her veal picatta, doubled down; “And that’s just one game…” The table fell silent and she smiled smoothly, Now I have your fucking attention… she thought triumphantly. Her voice dropped to a silky, commanding murmur, “Once I hacked into the operational databases to access the credit card accounts I noticed that it was also possible to access the funds being deposited by the game’s website…” she paused for effect, “directly.” Oh really? An inner voice mocked her, Did you figure out how to do all that with Cathy’s codes? She felt her face flush hotly and she silently shouted, Shut the fuck up!
 
   “So,” Stephen looked sideways at Anthony, broad grins growing on their faces, “if we took a taste of a few bucks each time they paid to play…”
 
   Alex watched their smiles grow and her smile was somehow grand and demure all at the same time, “Exactly.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Drexel Hill, PA
 
    
 
   Don’s parents lived in Upper Darby, Pennsylvania and they buried their son in the Arlington Cemetery in nearby Drexel Hill. At little more than a hundred miles away, it only took Jordan two hours to make the drive. Following the directions the car’s GPS gave her in a comforting monotone, she pulled through the ornate open gates and drove slowly to the office. She parked and when she stepped inside she fleetingly remembered watching Alex Sparrow when she visited the funeral home and viewed the carefully crafted facsimile of her wife, lying in state. I’d give anything to be told we faked Don’s and the other agent’s deaths too. She found the cemetery’s manager who gave her a map and marked the location of Don’s grave. She thanked him and got back in the rental car, driving slowly to the area where he was buried.
 
   She climbed out of the car, bringing the bouquet of flowers she bought on the way. She stared at the circle on the map, checking to make sure she had the correct row. She walked slowly, reading the headstones until Don’s name stopped her in her tracks.
 
   “Never, Don…” she said aloud, “never in a million years did I think I’d ever see your name carved in stone.” Her shoulders sagged and she sighed heavily, staring down at the flowers she held. Sniffing, she stepped forward and placed the flowers on his grave, leaning the bouquet against the stone. “The last thing I ever wanted to see was your name with your date of birth and…” Tears spilled from her eyes and she sniffed again, “Goddammit, Donald…” Her lips twisted and trembled and she sobbed while she spoke, “Goddammit, I’m sorry I wasn’t there…” she sputtered, angry, “This wasn’t supposed to happen… I should have been there… I should have had your back! And I… I just…” she shrugged, helpless, “All I can do right now is promise you I will never stop looking for that fucker Rossi and the rat-fucks who did this to you and the others.” Shaking, she looked around her at the surrounding headstones and sniffed, swiping at the tears that spilled down her face. Planting her hands on her hips, she tilted her head and looked up at the brilliant blue sky; “Just…” she shrugged again, her voice a quavering whisper, “please…” she looked back down at the headstone, “please… I hope you can forgive me…”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darien, CT
 
    
 
   “Anthony eating in his office?”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “Jeez, Joey,” Marc sat next to him at the dining table and nudged him playfully, “you been down all day… give it up already.”
 
   “Fuck off…” Joey stared down at his plate.
 
   The four young Rossi soldiers sat in the now informal dining room, informal because they all wore jeans and t-shirts and ate their dinners on the plastic tablecloth protecting the massive mahogany table. Marc pushed his empty plate from him and sat back in the chair, hooking a leg onto the table.
 
   Joey dejectedly pushed his food around the plate with his fork, “I still can’t believe Anthony made that fanook lesbo cunt an associate.”
 
   “He did…’ Antonio fished a small packet of toothpicks from his back pocket, “so fucking deal with it.”
 
   “I wish I knew that computer stuff too,” Marc shrugged one-sidedly, “but I don’t… who cares? She’s in her room all day… doing computer stuff sounds like a shitload of work to me.”
 
   “I could learn it too…” Joey seemed not to hear him, “I asked Anthony if he would send me to that vocational school… I could learn that computer shit too, but nooo…” He sat back in his chair, his arms crossed angrily across his chest, “he just wants to get through this right now…” He snorted derisively and shook his head in annoyance, “I don’t fucking get it, he wants us to be good earners, so let me fuckin’ do that by getting smarter, you know? Fuck! Doesn’t he think I’m smart? I could be twice as smart as that dumb dyke.”
 
   “In case you haven’t noticed,” Fred finally spoke up, “we stopped being earners as soon as we all holed up here. She’s The Earner now, and we’re just support crew.”
 
   Joey pursed his lips, irritated, “It’s fucking bullshit…”
 
   Antonio leaned across the table, “Anthony’s gonna move operations here at some point…” He dropped his voice to a murmur, suddenly uncomfortable with the tone of their conversation, “All we have to do is enjoy ourselves and lie low…”
 
   “We can’t even get laid!” Joey hissed, “Maybe you’re happy jerking off to porn all day long, but I’d at least like a fucking blowjob every once in a fucking while.”
 
   Fred shrugged, silent; he also approached Anthony about paying for his tuition so he could go to college and major in computer science. Before Anthony found Alex Sparrow he had formally proposed going to MIT, he told Anthony the money he invested in his education would pay a hundred fold once he knew how to use the Internet as a top Earner for the Rossi Outfit. If only he had… Fred sighed inwardly and sat back in his chair, crossing his legs. He shot down my going to MIT… and my idea for the Pump and Dump… He wiped his mouth on the paper napkin and dropped it on his empty plate; he watched porn too, but not the kind he wanted. He knew Alex was monitoring their Internet use and there was no way he could watch gay porn without her finding out he was living on the down low. Before Alex Sparrow arrived, he had to party with the others; going to strip clubs and taking his turn with the whores, and he always managed to come when strippers sat them in a circle and gave them group blowjobs. If only he had sent me to MIT, he sighed resignedly, I could make him more money than that bitch… then I could live like I wanted.
 
    
 
    
 
   Rose smoothed back the blond locks, “Ready for bed, Ercolino?” 
 
   Alex sat next to Cameron/Julius’s highchair and licked her lips, repressing the desire to sigh expressively. She had come down to eat dinner in the kitchen with Rose and Cam but they had both finished and Alex felt increasingly aggravated while she ate. She made a careful point of sitting beside her son and when she bent to place a kiss on his chubby cheek, he had leaned away from her, straining in the small seat. Rose explained he had just finished eating and she would put him down for bed once she finished her own dinner and Alex had smiled understandingly. She spent the day alternately working and napping on the bed, exhausted from the stressful dinner the night before. She had skipped lunch and now that she had eaten her dinner too fast, Alex’s stomach was upset and resentment made her lips press in a thin line while she watched Cameron reach his arms out to the older woman as she pulled him from his highchair.
 
   “Tell your mama goodnight...” Rose parked him on her hip and when she walked around the highchair to hold him out for a goodnight kiss, Alex placed a kiss on her fingertips and pressed them to his cheek,
 
   “Goodnight…” she carefully enunciated, “little Julius.”
 
   She watched them leave before turning back to her empty dish and stood, taking it and her water glass to the sink, I’m just tired… she rinsed and placed them in the dishwasher, and I should have worked out today… I’m allowed to use the gym on the second floor as much as anyone else here…
 
   “Alex?” Anthony stood in the doorway and she started, “Jeez,” he apologized, “sorry, the carpets are thick in this hallway…” He motioned to her, a grin on his face, “Can you come to my office for a second?”
 
   “Sure…” she said a little too brightly, suddenly nervous.
 
   “I know you’re creating more secure email accounts for all of us,” he said as she followed him down the hall to the library, “I have code names for everybody I’d like you to use as, you know… user names.” He shut the door behind her and crossing to his desk, handed her a handwritten sheet.
 
   The urge to lick her lips nervously was overwhelming and she pressed them firmly together as she read the list:
 
    
 
   Augustus - Anthony Rossi, Boss
 
   Tiberius - Ed Coastanoa, Consigliere 
 
   Octavia - Alexandra Sparrow, Associate
 
   Claudius - Stephen Scaroni, Underboss
 
   Antoninus - Louis Favuzzo, Caporegime
 
    
 
   Soldiers:
 
   Titus - Antonio Bersanetti
 
   Gaius Caligula - Joey Del Torro
 
   Nero - Fred Gallo
 
   Galba - Marc DeLuca
 
    
 
   It was clear Anthony was making no further concessions to the illusion that he and his “crew” were anything other than mafia and Alex fought to calmly swallow the bile that rose in her throat when she saw her name included just beneath Ed’s. Well, congratulations, Alexandra, you really are one of them now. The list was clearly a flow chart ranked from the highest first, Anthony, down to the soldiers, the lowest last. There it is… the Home Crew.
 
   “You read me right…” he grinned, parking his hands on his hips, “I have tried to model my life and the principles that guide my business to the Emperor’s of Rome… their principles and stuff… and I was honored when you renamed your son after Julius Caesar…” he gestured grandly, “truly one of the greats.”
 
   “Well,” she drew in a deep, calming breath and she smiled beatifically, “it was an honor to do so, Anthony.”
 
   “I got a surprise for you…” He went to the door and opened it, “come on in…”
 
   Three women dressed in business suits entered and Alex felt her eyebrows creep up her forehead.
 
   “I got the boys some company for tonight…” He shrugged as the women entered and lined up in front of Alex, each striking a pose, “They been good… so I also got some company for myself, Stephen and you for the evening.”
 
   Alex’s mouth opened and shut and she swallowed abruptly, unsure what her response should be.
 
   “Come on,” he snickered, “one of ‘em’s gotta’ be your type. Take whatever one you like.”
 
   “Oh, my…” she hurried to collect herself, “you continue to surprise me.”
 
   He chuckled and a woman Alex’s height stepped forward,
 
   “I’d like it if you picked me…”
 
   Alex regarded the woman with a small smile, regarding the long legs exposed between the very short skirt and high heels; she was tastefully dressed, given her profession, I’m assuming Anthony has these women checked for communicable diseases…  “That sounds nice…” she replied, trying to affect a coolness she did not yet feel and the woman took her arm and led her from the room.
 
   Anthony chortled good-naturedly, “Enjoy yourself, Alex,” he patted her on the back as they passed, “you deserve it after working so hard.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex led the woman to her bedroom, feeling a distinctly pleasant tingle between her legs as they climbed the stairs. The woman on her arm said her name was Charisma, and Alex had laughed,
 
   “You certainly have that….” she grinned.
 
   Once in her room Charisma wasted no time stripping off her clothes and after tossing Anthony’s list onto her closed laptop, Alex followed suit, her hands shaking slightly in anticipation. Their clothes left in heaps on the floor, Alex climbed into her bed and the woman slid in next to her,
 
   “Thanks for choosing me…” she whispered as she slid under her, “I like being with women…” she husked, pulling Alex’s mouth onto her lips.
 
   Alex felt her head spin and her eyes slammed closed as their tongues entwined in Charisma’s mouth. Oh this is so nice… Alex moaned into her mouth and rubbed her length along the woman’s skin, Oh, and here I was too afraid to buy vibrators online… maybe now I won’t have to. She quickly straddled the woman’s thigh and began undulating, trying not to moan aloud.
 
   “That’s it…” Charisma husked, “oh yeah, baby, that’s it... come on me now.”
 
   Alex gritted her teeth and her body stiffened rigidly. She climaxed, jerking and grunting and she gasped breathlessly as the waves faded, “Oh my god…” she rasped, “oh sweet fucking Jesus that feels good…” She collapsed and slid to the side, breathless.
 
   “That felt nice?”
 
   “Oh yes…” Alex kept the thigh clamped between her legs, “Sorry I came so fast, it’s been a long time.”
 
   “Aw, that’s too bad…” Charisma whispered, tracing Alex’s areolas with a fingertip, “Can I make you come again?”
 
   Alex snorted and grinning, rolled on top again, “I’m sure you can, yes…” She bent her head, suckling a dark nipple in her mouth and began to move on the thigh again. She undulated with increasing abandon on the trapped limb, and when she released the slick, stiffened structure from her mouth, she captured the full lips with her own and plundered the woman’s mouth. She slid a hand between them, between Charisma’s legs. She smiled when the woman groaned in her mouth and she stroked the ripening folds with increasing pressure while her hips ground her center on slickened skin. Charisma cried out softly when she entered her, and Alex stroked inside the clutching inner walls until the woman panted and grunted in her mouth, climaxing quietly beneath her.
 
   Her hips still undulating, Alex grinned ferally, watching as the orgasm swept across Charisma’s features. Her fingers matched the speed and strength of the pleasurable waves that swept through the body beneath her and when they began to fade, she began to increase the tempo again, her thumb pressing and rubbing the small bundle of nerves teasingly.
 
   “Oh…” She felt a hand clutch hers, stopping her fingers and pulling them free. “Oh that was nice, thank you.” Charisma sighed, pulling Alex’s hand onto her breast, “It’s not often I’m with someone who lets me come too.”
 
   Alex’s brows raised, I know it’s been a long time but no woman has ever stopped me before… She shrugged inwardly, and who cares? “You’re very welcome…” she husked, smiling and rolled Charisma onto her stomach. She began stroking her center on the woman’s pert backside and inserted two of her still slick fingers into the woman’s rear channel and chuckled softly when she felt her grunt and stiffen beneath her. “Let’s see if I can make you do it again.”
 
   She stroked and undulated, and laying her full weight across her back, slid her other hand under Charisma’s bucking hips, her fingers seeking out the tight bundle of nerves again.
 
   “Oh that’s good…” Charisma husked and Alex grunted with effort, feeling another orgasm on rapid approach. Her body stiffened and trembled rigidly and her fingers plunged deep, rubbing hard.
 
   The body beneath hers stiffened and jerked and Alex’s eyes were dark as another climax gripped her, making her grunt gutturally. Breathless, her eyes closed blissfully as the waves faded and she rolled off to one side, her hands pulling free.
 
   Charisma rolled onto her side, “You really know how to fuck a woman…” she grinned and rolled from the bed. “The john’s in here?”
 
   Alex watched her shapely backside as she walked into the connecting bathroom and when she flicked on the light she slid from the bed, following. The woman was relieving herself on the toilet and Alex washed her hands in the sink.
 
   “Sorry,” Charisma shrugged, “I forgot to go before…”
 
   “That’s fine…” Alex looked at her reflection in the mirror, “How long are you here for?”
 
   “I turn into a pumpkin at midnight.” She flushed and trailed her fingertips across Alex’s bare back as she left the room. “The stretch is waiting for us downstairs.”
 
   Alex turned to watch her departing backside again then grinned at her reflection, “Excellent…” she muttered and followed her back to her bed. Charisma urged her to sit on the edge of the mattress and Alex felt her center tighten when she knelt between her legs.
 
   She certainly is good at that… Her head rocked back on her shoulders and she placed a shaking hand on the back of the woman’s head, urging her deeper. Of course she’s good at eating pussy, you moron… an inner voice mocked her, she’s a pro… For god sakes, Alexandra… she’s a whore. Alex’s breath had shortened and she was panting when her eyes opened and she regarded the head of dark hair between her legs, And why do I care? Her eyes fluttered closed and she slumped, grunting softly, It’s been a long dry winter… Anthony said it himself, I deserve this for working so hard… She gripped the hair, pulling slightly until Charisma pulled back and looked up at her expectantly, “Inside me… fingers too.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex looked at the clock on her nightstand, “Pumpkin time…” she muttered.
 
   “Yep,” Charisma said quietly, tucking her blouse into the waistband of her skirt.
 
   “How are you paid?” Alex asked, suddenly nervous she was expected to pay the woman for her services.
 
   “Don’t worry; I was paid before I got here.” She bent over the bed and placed a long, slow kiss on Alex’s willing mouth, “Maybe Mister Carna will have me back…”
 
   Ah yes, Mister Carna strikes again… Alex chuckled, “I’d like that.” She smiled and Charisma left, closing the door quietly behind her. Alex lay naked under the covers. I should get a great night’s sleep now… She got up from the bed and crossed the room to lock the door and turn off the overhead light. Her hand hesitated on the switch and turning, she headed for the shower, her thoughts suddenly unsettled.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   San Francisco, CA
 
    
 
   Shen left early in the morning to attend to the customers he had rescheduled and Catherine spent the day standing at the expansive window that overlooked San Francisco Bay. She had reread both Meditations and The Art of War and she stood near the glass, deep in thought. Throughout her life, she found problem solving the most effective when she had memorized the data and could simply sit, or in this case, stand and think.
 
   Endgame; there’s a break in the case… Jordan finds Alex and she brings Cameron to me… She lifted a shoulder unconsciously in a shrug, but if we’re covering more of the possible end-stage parameters then what if I find Alex first? Her brow furrowed, What’s the difference? If I find her… same thing, I tell Jordan and she goes and gets Cameron for me… Starting at stage one produced nothing, and now that I’m starting at the end and working back to finding Alex… why am I stuck on this one point?
 
   Sighing, she turned away from the view and sat on the couch. Staring down at her laptop on the coffee table, she powered it up and stared at the screen. She opened a browser and began typing in the address bar, Really, Catherine? You need a gun now? She stared at the results page and clicked on a calendar for gun shows. I have no idea how this will all go down… Alex is with the mafia… for all I know; realistically I might need a gun… I trust Jordan to lead the team when Alex is found, and the odds are certainly that a gun would be something I eventually give her because I have no need for it… But just in case…
 
   Her phone beeped softly and she could see the lighthouse icon fill the screen,
 
   “You have a message from Jordan.”
 
   “Jordan…” she typed, “I miss you.”
 
   “I miss you too. Just checking in, how are you?”
 
   “I’m still here, thinking…”
 
   “We are too. I got a new book, the Tao Te Ching by Lao Tzu… for bedtime reading.”
 
   Catherine smiled and another message appeared,
 
   “This guy was pretty smart, ‘Being deeply loved by someone gives you strength, while loving someone deeply gives you courage.’” 
 
   “I love you, Jordan.”
 
   “I love you, Catherine. Please don’t lose hope.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
    
 
    
 
   She placed an order online at Shen’s favorite restaurant then sent him a text telling him she was having dinner delivered. When he came in the door he gave her a thank you hug, hungry for the huge Chinese dinner Catherine had waiting for him on his dining table.
 
   “Oh thank you...” he beamed, “These are all my favorites!”
 
   “I know…” she traced, sitting across the table from him, “Dig in.”
 
   They filled their plates and Shen told her about his day and the simple quick fixes he provided his clients, “I have to say I’d have been bored by my customer’s problems when I was younger…” He chewed thoughtfully, “But… now it kinda’ tickles me that they’re so happy and impressed when I can fix a problem for them fast…”
 
   “It’s also good for business…” she teased.
 
   “Oh yeah…” he chuckled, “thank god.” He sipped at his water, “So… you were holed up here all day today?”
 
   She nodded, “I needed to think.”
 
   His smile faded and he nodded, “I’ll bet… although…” his brows arched, “you always figured out the most amazing solutions for the toughest problems…” his voice faded, remembering the extraordinary measures he used to take to catch a glimpse of Cathy in her private office at Symteck, deep in thought as she stared intently out her window. “So…” he wiped his lips with a paper napkin, “how’d that go?”
 
   “I need to borrow your car early tomorrow, there’s a gun show in Nevada I need to go to, but I’ll be back by tomorrow night.”
 
   Shen looked confused, “I’m sorry you what now?”
 
   “I found a gun show online being held in Reno.”
 
   “And uh…” He felt his mouth go dry and he took another sip of water, “and you’re sure you need a gun now?”
 
   “I’m sure of the possibility that I might need one, yes.” She traced matter-of-factly, “And I need someone who’s knowledgeable to train me.” Her head cocked to one side, regarding him, “Could Tommy train me?”
 
   He shrugged, “Yeah… I guess.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darien, CT
 
    
 
   Sweat burned her eyes and she swiped it away with the soaking hand towel. I should have grabbed a bigger one… Alex stole a look at the clock on the wall then stared down at the treadmill’s console; focused only on the time elapsed. She had reduced the tension, needing to run on the treadmill and slowed her speed. These sprints are gonna’ kill me… she moaned silently. Grateful to find herself alone in the gym, she stole another look at the clock, Ten to eleven… Alright, ten more minutes…
 
   When she got up this morning she skipped breakfast and sat down to create the new email addresses that would route through a series of firewalls she had constructed in the mainframe at the warehouse. She wanted to automate the security via the home crew’s email accounts so she could stop spending time monitoring their Internet use for viruses and malware. She created a new email account for each member on Anthony’s list and when she finished she looked up Octavia on Wikipedia. The listings led to a labyrinthine series of references to Octavia the Elder, Octavia The Younger and endless references to the Octavii family of Emperor Augustus, founder of the Roman Empire and the first emperor of Rome. After reading several of the articles she decided she could safely assume her new code name and placement on the list should be considered a high compliment.
 
   She spent the remainder of the afternoon trying to hack her way into the Dark Warlords financial center and found she was unable to find a way to directly access funds like she told Anthony she could. You implied it was going to be as simple as reaching in and grabbing the money… She had started to run faster on the treadmill and forced herself to slow down again. She had tried for hours to hack her way in and each time she had to stop or risk detection. You are in way over your head, Alexandra… Cathy could have utilized an SQL attack, learned from it and found a way in within minutes… but you, my dear… simply do not possess what it takes to write code that can do that… You just had to open your big mouth before finding a way to the funds first… Cathy could have done it with one hand tied behind her.
 
   But Cathy’s dead.
 
   From the corner of her eye, she could see Anthony come in the open door and she nodded to him, stopping the treadmill.
 
   “You’re up late.”
 
   “Yeah,” she climbed off, mopping her streaming face, “I just needed to work off some of Rose’s great dinners…”
 
   He parked his hands on his hips, looking around the room at all the workout equipment, “Look, I know you’re under a lot of pressure with this new project…” Alex snorted. “I understand, but keep working,” he grinned, adding as he turned to leave, “I want access to those funds.”
 
   Yeah, she watched him go and turned back to the treadmill, you and me both. Climbing back on, she turned on the console and resumed running. She closed her eyes and concentrated on her breath and maintaining a steady pace. She tried to focus on an imaginary running path, In the woods… I’m in the woods and it’s peaceful… Her pace increased and she opened her eyes, Oh you’re in the woods alright, Alexandra… You got carried away and started to believe your own bullshit… She closed her eyes and slowed her pace again, You have to, she argued, running faster, that’s how sales works…. But this isn’t sales, you idiot! She found a weakness in the game site’s security early on, before Rossi entered her life, back when she was looking for a way to hack her way in so she could play without paying. However, hacking in for free play was entirely different from cracking a site to steal money; she knew they had smart and savvy IT designers in their employ whose job it was to look for that. She had been very careful while seeking out codes designed to detect theft, But you’ll never hack your way in because you’re not good enough… She pressed the sodden towel into the sweat that streamed from her face and hairline. Well, I fucking have to… She stifled a sob and slowed to a jog. That’s right… because you bought thousands of dollars worth of stuff on Louis Carna’s credit card…  She sniffed loudly and cleared her throat, On the other hand… She slowed to a stop, It’s not like he’s actually paid me… she thought, breathing hard, Really, Alexandra, has he actually paid you for your services since you got here? She suddenly snorted in contempt and shut off the treadmill’s console, Since he brought you here? For all his talk of making a fortune with my services online, has he ever once talked about paying me for my services? He keeps saying we’re going to be rich, but there’s been no paycheck… no cash… no nothing!
 
   She snatched the drenched towel from the console and angrily wiping sweat from her face and armpits, stormed from the room. She took the stairs two at a time from the second to the third floor, careful to close her bedroom door quietly behind her. Booting up the laptop, she accessed the files she created when she reverse engineered how Anthony created and managed his offshore bank accounts. She spent an hour reviewing the files then set about opening her own anonymous offshore account. Hours later, she slumped exhaustedly in her chair and sighed aloud. After receiving the email for activating her new offshore account in the Bahamas, she went back to her research files and embedded new code in the program that sold the stolen card numbers and deposited the collected funds to Rossi’s offshore account. From now on, she smiled as she stared at the screen, for every five dollars deposited into Rossi’s offshore account, one dollar will be deposited into mine, and no one but me ever needs to know.
 
   She stretched and arched her back, feeling the satisfying popping sensations along her spine and began typing rapidly on the keyboard. From everything I’ve read online, this is exactly how the mob works; everyone gets “a taste”, everyone steals but only a little, nobody gets greedy and the boss stays happy. She searched for a list of countries with no extradition treaties with the United States. All I have to do is be successful and patient… even if I can’t access funds directly from gaming sites, as long as my programs make Anthony money, I can relocate somewhere nice… I would still work for him, but remotely… Suddenly thoughtful, she turned to look out the window, realizing she forgot to close the drapes then blinked when she realized the sun was coming up. Wow, she shook her head and stood. Time flies when you’re having fun. Closing the browser, she shut down the laptop and headed for the shower, It’s clear Rossi intends to wrap things up here and move his operations to the Bahamas… so I’ll be needing new identities for Cameron and me when he’s ready to go… Then once I get him set up I’ll be able to simply walk away and settle someplace where I can get some decent shopping and lunching done.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Reno, NV
 
    
 
   Tommy turned to Shen when they finally got to his Volvo in the massive dirt parking lot, “Mind if we trade for the drive back? That way we can start training while you drive.”
 
   Shen’s boyfriend, Tommy Chang, was an officer for the San Francisco Police Department and on the drive to Reno, it became clear to Catherine what drew her friend to this man, but she didn’t understand why they were unable to be together. She smiled in thanks when he held the door for her, Po and I will have to talk about that…
 
   “Okay with reading my tracing?” she asked, tracing on her palm and he grinned,
 
   “Yeah, actually, I totally get it.” He nudged Shen, “Did you know that’s how deaf Chinese communicated?”
 
   “Nah…” Shen grinned back, “not till she told me.”
 
   Catherine climbed in the backseat and buckled her seatbelt while Tommy circled around the car and slid in the seat next to her. After she told Shen of her intention to buy a gun he revealed that he was himself a gun owner; Tommy helped him buy a handgun suited to his needs and he urged her to let him ask Tommy to come along for the ride and help her make the purchase. She had readily agreed, and on the drive to Reno, Tommy drove so Shen could sit in the backseat with Catherine and translate. She found Shen’s boyfriend easy to talk to about her past, and she and Shen kept him entertained during the three and a half hour drive with stories of their time working together at Symteck.
 
   At the gun show, she let Tommy take the lead and with his guidance, she purchased a model 19 Glock 9mm semiautomatic for $500 with two magazines and a few boxes of ammunition, one of them magnum hollow points. On their way out, Tommy recommended she buy a cleaning kit, an airline approved lockable case and paddle holster. Looking down at the holster in her hands she thought, It looks like Jordan’s.
 
   “Okay…” Tommy began, handing her the owner’s manual that came with her weapon, “in here are the instructions for how to clean and maintain your weapon… but I’m gonna show you now so we can move on to the three rules of gun safety…” He looked up at Shen, “Once we’re in the desert we’ll look for a place to pull over so she can practice shooting, okay?”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York, NY
 
    
 
   Jordan opened the door to her and Don’s office and stood in the doorway, Yeah, she nodded to herself and closed the door again, I really don’t need to go in there yet…
 
   Inhaling deeply, she walked to the stairs and took them two at a time to the Cyber Division. She pushed through the enormous glass door, her eyes scanning the sea of cubicles until she spotted Assistant Director McNamara talking to one of her agents, an arm propped on the short cubicle wall. When she caught her eye and Bea waved her over, Jordan detected a reserved excitement in the woman’s eyes.
 
   She wended her way to her, “Hey,” she greeted her and the seated agent, “what’s up?”
 
   “Dave here was scrutinizing what he hoped was a facial recognition hit on your guy Coastanoa in Vegas when this came in,” she pointed at the young agent’s large monitor, “He’s just been booked there on a drunk and disorderly charge.”
 
   Jordan felt her heart race, “I need to call them.”
 
   The young man handed her his phone and clicking a link, placed the call. Jordan willed her heart to slow and when a voice answered on the second ring she identified herself, “Hello, “ she said calmly, “this is Special Agent Jordan Hawkins of the FBI, your department just booked an Ed Coastanoa into your facility… I need to verify his presence there and to make sure you know who he is.”
 
   The Las Vegas Booking Officer sounded nervous, “Yes ma’am… when we ran his prints your Ten Most Wanted alert popped on my screen…” She heard him clear his throat, “He’s wanted for capital murder and there’s a no press release banner on it.”
 
   “Excellent, put your supervisor on the phone please.”
 
   He passed the phone to the shift supervisor who explained Ed had been arrested for drunkenly picking a fight outside a bar. It had taken four officers to take him into custody and bring him to the Booking Center, and once they scanned his fingerprints and his alert in the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted List appeared on the screen, they did indeed realize who was sitting in their drunk tank.
 
   While he spoke Jordan pulled her cell phone from her pocket, “Captain, I cannot stress strongly enough how important it is that the media not be notified that you have him in custody. Our finding the murderers of five of our agents depends entirely on you and your staff.” She glanced at Bea who nodded silently, pointing to the agent’s screen; a phone held to her ear as well, “We’ll be moving Coastanoa,” Jordan continued, reading the newly arranged itinerary, “under heavy security to High Deseret State...”
 
   Bea murmured, “Less than an hour.”
 
   “In less than an hour.” Jordan repeated.
 
   The jail supervisor told Jordan everything she wanted to hear and she signed off, handing the phone back to the seated agent. Exhaling nosily, she grinned at them, “Thank you…” She paused, suddenly realizing the room was completely silent. She slowly turned to look around her and saw every agent in the room standing quietly in their cubicles, watching them.
 
   “Great job everybody,” Bea raised her voice, “thanks to all your hard work, we got Coastanoa!”
 
   The room erupted in cheers and Jordan’s grin widened even more while she texted Catherine.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Las Vegas, NV
 
    
 
   Jordan texted Catherine the few scant details she had of Ed’s arrest while she was on the plane. Catherine’s flight was delayed in San Francisco and they had exchanged a flurry of texts of Jordan convincing her to wait for the flight and not rent a car and drive to Las Vegas.
 
   Her flight arrived two and a half hours before Catherine’s and she had nervously paced at the gate that would eventually deliver Catherine Bernard to see the man who shot her and murdered her child. She had been on the phone for hours, alternately texting Catherine and talking to Stewart. They knew they had to keep Coastanoa’s capture from the press if they were going to have a chance at capturing Rossi, and Stewart had asked the FBI director himself to call the chief of the Las Vegas Police Department and High Desert prison warden to emphasize the importance of locking down their departments. Jordan did not intend to let news of Ed’s capture drive Rossi further underground, and as she paced she started to feel nervous exhaustion set in; anxious word would leak out and make it impossible for them to ever track down the murderers of five of their own, let alone find Catherine’s son.
 
   When she was finally forced to sit and recharge her phone she texted Catherine, telling her she could text her from her tablet, but without the benefit and safety of their private chat program.
 
   “Okay, I don’t suppose we have to worry about encryption if we don’t use any names.”
 
   Jordan plugged in her phone to charge and powered up her tablet. Once the wi-fi connected she sent a text, “Are you there? It’s me, Prisms.” Sighing tiredly, she sat back in the vinyl seat and stared at the tablet until a message appeared,
 
   “Prisms, it’s good to have you back.”
 
   Jordan smiled, typing, “I’ve missed you so much.”
 
   “Me too… only 35 more minutes now.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan adjusted the strap on her shoulder bag, watching nervously as passengers disembarked Catherine’s flight. When she finally appeared Jordan stood nervously, unsure how to greet her in a public setting but Catherine ran to her, dropping her shoulder bag at their feet so she could wrap her in a fierce hug.
 
   Her eyes squeezed shut and she hugged her back with equal intensity, “Finally…” she whispered, “finally…”
 
   When Catherine released her she signed, “I knew you would find him, Jordan.”
 
   She scoffed, picking up her bag, “Cyber found him.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan pulled the rented car out of the airport and onto the road; feeling more relaxed once they were inside the privacy of the vehicle, “High Desert State Prison is just forty miles north of here on route ninety-five… It’s a medium security prison but they’re keeping him in a small, high security wing until tomorrow morning, then I’ll accompany him to a federal penitentiary in Allentown, Pennsylvania.” Catherine shot her a terrified look. “Along with a huge phalanx of big beefy U.S. Marshalls…” she assured her.
 
   Catherine only nodded. She knew it would be too distracting to make Jordan read her signs while she drove so she held out her hand instead. Jordan took it and drove one-handed on the highway.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan had to relinquish her service weapon before a guard led them into the sally port and the warden escorted them from there to high security housing. He took them into a darkened observation room and Catherine clutched Jordan’s hand when he led them to a curtained window,
 
   “This is a one-way mirror,” he explained quietly, “He is handcuffed to a secure table on the other side of this glass, you will be able to see and hear him…” He pointed to a speaker next to the window, “and I promise he won’t be able to see or hear you...” he added earnestly, clearly unaware Catherine was unable to speak and pulling the cord, parted the heavy drape.
 
   Jordan looked from Ed Coastanoa to Catherine, “Breathe…” she murmured, “just breathe.” She nodded and Jordan turned to the warden, “Can I speak to him now?”
 
   He nodded and led the way back to the hall door.
 
   Holding Catherine’s hand, Jordan led her firmly to a chair, “Sit here… you’ll be able to watch and hear us… Catherine,” she squatted to look in her eyes, “I’ll only be a few minutes, will you be alright in here?”
 
   She nodded again and Jordan could feel her tremble.
 
   “I’ll wait with her…” the warden said quietly and Jordan stood,
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Catherine sat, rigid and silent as she stared through the one-way glass at the disheveled unshaven man. He killed my little girl… and changed my life forever… She drew a careful breath and swallowed convulsively when she saw Jordan enter.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hello, Ed,” Jordan entered the room, “my name is Jordan Hawkins; I’m a special agent for the FBI…” She sat across the table from him, “Comes as no surprise though, does it?”
 
   The metal table was bolted to the floor, his handcuffs were secured to a steel ring bolted to the tabletop and he sat with his hands neatly folded. He gave her a contemptuous look, “I got nuthin’ to say to you…” he muttered before looking away.
 
   “That’s understandable…” she shrugged, “so many years of taking out Rossi’s competitors… I get it;” she nodded, “you’re loyal… you’re smart… look how long it took us to catch you.” Her brow furrowed, “So…” she sighed aloud, folding her hands on the table in deliberate imitation, “here in Vegas for business? Or pleasure?” Ed stared fixedly at the far wall and she cocked her head to one side, regarding him, “Although I don’t see how killing a four year-old child would earn you a vacation of any sort… even from Rossi.” She took a picture of Chelsea from her pocket and held it out to him, “I just don’t understand how you can look at a little girl like this and pull the trigger…”
 
   Ed looked at the picture and then looked away, Fuck you, he thought with a silent snort of contempt, I’m not afraid of you…
 
   “She was just a baby, Ed… and you killed her… for what? So Alex Sparrow would steal millions for you using the Internet, right?” She continued quietly, “Business is business, but killing a sweet little girl…” she looked down at the picture, “how can that be good business?” She peered up at him, trying to catch his eye, “Was it a mistake, Ed?’ she said softly, “Did she startle you somehow and you just… reacted? You know,” she cajoled, “we all get older… reflexes slow down… you see something out of the corner of your eye and you just… shoot…” Ed stared hard at the wall and she sighed heavily; “Okay… we have your fingerprints in the house from that night so you’ll definitely get the death penalty… murderers of children… and their mothers…” she waved her hand limply, “can’t forget her… always get the death penalty…” She sat back in the chair, regarding him with a shrug, “without question… unless you cooperate…. Because I still think it was an accident that you shot her… that would bring it down from Murder One to Murder Two… especially since the mother didn’t die until much later… So turn over Rossi and the federal prosecutor will only ask for life without parole.” His eyes flicked to hers then away again and she added, “I promise.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Catherine watched, her hands tightly clutching one another on her lap. This is the man who killed Chelsea… she thought, feeling increasingly lightheaded, He killed her and shot me… and… and… She wrenched her hands apart and gripped the chair seat, afraid she might topple off. The warden suddenly appeared at her side. Bending low, he placed a gentle hand on her shoulder and murmured,
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   She nodded and he backed away, Breathe… she commanded silently, all we have to do right now… is breathe.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan could hear the air whistle in and out of Coastanoa’s nose but he said nothing. “Well, think about it…” she tucked Chelsea’s picture back in her pocket, “and I’ll see you tomorrow.” She left the room and a guard escorted her back to the observation room where she found Catherine standing next to the warden just inside the door,
 
   “Okay?” Jordan asked, concerned by her pale features and Catherine nodded, taking her arm.
 
   The warden led them back to the sally port and Jordan thanked him on both her and Catherine's behalf. She retrieved her service weapon and they walked in silence to the car. Jordan opened the door for her and Catherine burst into tears, her hands clamped over her mouth as she stumbled into Jordan’s arms.
 
   She held her close, resting her chin on her head while Catherine cried. “I’m so sorry…” she whispered into the soft hair, “I’m so sorry.”
 
   Long minutes passed until she felt Catherine sag and she helped her sit in the car, “Watch your head…” she murmured, raising a hand to protect her as she sat her in the car. She handed her some paper napkins she pulled from her jacket pocket and sat on the seat next to her.
 
   “Thank you, Jordan.” Catherine signed, sniffing and clearing her throat. Dabbing at her eyes and blowing her nose, she sniffed and shook her head, “Do you think he shot her by accident?”
 
   Jordan looked deep into troubled red-rimmed eyes, “We’ll never know for sure… I think Rossi sent him to kill you as a message to Alex. Once he saw Chelsea there… and he knew she saw him shoot you…” She shrugged, “I don’t know if he would have shot her to eliminate her as a witness, or if he shot her from pure reflex… we’ll never know, Catherine. But I need a place to start so he’ll tell us where Alex and Cameron are.”
 
   “Does it matter that I’m not really dead?”
 
   “It matters to me…” Jordan smiled, her voice ever so softly teasing.
 
   Catherine emitted a silent, sputtering laugh and she swatted her affectionately, “I mean to the case.”
 
   “I’m legally allowed to deceive and inveigle in order to provide him with all the incentive he needs to cooperate with us.”
 
   She nodded in understanding and Jordan pulled her into her arms again when another sob bubbled to the surface. She breathed in deeply through her nose and sighed heavily, staring at the wire-enshrouded gray buildings, letting Catherine process her encounter with the murderer of her child and the man who shot her. When the tears slowed, Catherine dried her face again then left the sodden napkins on her lap and signed,
 
   “I…” She held her hands aloft, at a loss for words and Jordan took them in her own,
 
   “You,” she said quietly, “are a remarkable woman, Catherine…” She pressed the backs of the elegant fingers briefly against her lips, “I know it took a tremendous amount of courage for you to come here and see him.”
 
   She emitted a sputtering gurgle, and pulling her hands free, signed, “I had to…”
 
   Jordan nodded, “I know.”
 
   She graced her with a watery smile and let her hands caress Jordan’s features as she pulled her in for a kiss. The embrace was gentle and exploratory and Jordan smiled inwardly when Catherine’s lips parted, inviting her inside. She pulled the hands from her face and held them against her heart and when their lips finally parted, she murmured,
 
   “Stay with me tonight.”
 
   She smiled shyly, pulling her hands free, “I brought my overnight bag, I told Shen I’d be back tomorrow, but I still need to book a flight back.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan called from the car and made a reservation for them at the Bellagio. Once inside the room Catherine slumped tiredly on the bed and Jordan urged her to take a nap, “But I will be waking you for dinner.” Her tone was both gentle and stern, “We can order room service and eat in…” She smiled when Catherine graced her with a small grin, “Okay?”
 
   “I’m alright.” Catherine assured her, “and I’m not lying down unless you join me.”
 
   They undressed and slid under the cool covers and Jordan pulled her into the protective circle of her arms,
 
   “Oh my, this is a nice bed.” she groaned, “so much wider than what we had at the lighthouse…” Her voice drifted and both women fell into an exhausted sleep; thoroughly drained.
 
   Only an hour passed when Jordan woke with a start. She scrubbed her face one-handed and looked down into beautiful brown eyes, “I’m sorry…” she mumbled, “did I wake you?”
 
   Catherine shook her head, “No… I’ve been watching you sleep.”
 
   “Oh… great…” Jordan licked her lips, “I’ll bet that was attractive…”
 
   Catherine pulled her down for a kiss and both women sighed and sank against one another. After a long minute passed, Jordan pulled her mouth away and whispered, “I missed you, Catherine… I missed you so much.”
 
   “I missed you too.”
 
   “Coastanoa will be thinking about my offer tonight… and tomorrow I’ll see if he’s ready to tell us where Rossi is.” She smiled at the hope that burned in Catherine’s eyes. “And we’ll be well on our way to finding Cameron.”
 
   “Then tonight,” Catherine signed, “we should celebrate that.”
 
   “How about we start with dinner?”
 
   While they waited for Room Service Jordan used her tablet to book Catherine a return flight to San Francisco for the morning and Catherine watched, her arms draped over Jordan’s wide shoulders,
 
   “Why are there so many flights from here to SFO,” her hands formed the signs between Jordan and the tablet, “and only one from SFO to here?
 
   Jordan chuckled, “You got me…” There was a knock at the door and she rose from the bed, “There’s our dinner…”
 
   They both wore thick terrycloth robes provided by the hotel and Jordan tucked and retied the belt as she crossed the room, checking the peephole before opening the door for the bellhop. While he set their dinners on the table, Catherine texted Shen with her return flight information and by the time Jordan had tipped the young man and closed the door Shen had texted back that he would pick her up at the airport.
 
   They chatted while they ate, Catherine signing between bites as she talked about her stay with Shen and Jordan found herself grinning happily, Stop it, she scolded silently, just because you feel hugely relieved everything’s finally falling into place it doesn’t mean it’s time for a party… But we’re definitely making love tonight… Jordan’s smile was serene, although I’d be happy if she just let me hold her while she slept.
 
   “So tell me again how your Cyber division found him.”
 
   “Using the facial recognition program I told you about…” Catherine nodded and she continued, “they got a hit just as an alert from his prints came in, notifying us he had been arrested on a drunk and disorderly charge.” She repeated the details of his capture and the procedures that had gone into effect as soon as he was booked to prevent leaks to the media, knowing she needed to hear it all again.
 
   “How long till someone does leak it?”
 
   “I’m hopeful no one will until we’ve got everyone in custody, that’s why we need to move him tomorrow.”
 
   Once they finished Catherine pulled her by the hand to the king-size bed.
 
   “Want to watch TV for a while?”
 
   Catherine shook her head; letting the robe slide from her shoulders, she tossed it on the end of the bed, “No TV, Jordan…” Untying the robe, she pushed it open and off Jordan’s broad shoulders, letting it fall to the floor, “I only want you.” She backed onto the bed and Jordan followed, lying on top of her as their lips met in an increasingly heated kiss.
 
   Catherine held Jordan’s head firmly in place and plundered her mouth as a woman dying of thirst. Both panted heavily and Jordan wrapped her arms around the petite slender form beneath as they began to writhe against one another. Trapping a slender thigh between her own and cupping a taut breast, Jordan briefly massaged the flesh before trailing her fingertips down the quaking, downy-soft skin until she could cup and squeeze the mound between Catherine’s legs,
 
   “Oh, I’ve missed this…” she rasped, undulating on Catherine’s trembling thigh. She quickly slipped two fingers into searing molten depths and cried out when the silken walls clutched at her, “Oh dear god…” she grunted, a sob breaking from her, “Catherine… Catherine I love you…” Feeling Catherine climax beneath her, she forced her eyes open and watched the rapture that twisted the delicate features, “Oh dear god I love you so much…” she husked, her body jerking rigidly as the orgasm slammed into her.
 
   They writhed and convulsed rigidly for long minutes and when Jordan breathlessly eased down she rolled onto her side, still holding Catherine close.
 
   She panted breathlessly against Jordan’s shoulder, one arm wrapped around the muscular back, the other entwined in the long dark hair, I can face whatever happens tomorrow… she bargained silently, as long as I can spend this night, just like this.
 
    
 
    
 
   “FUCKIN’ GUARD!”
 
   Ed’s grin was dangerous and he slowly backed away from his cellmate, his menacing glare never leaving the younger man’s face.
 
   “Calm down…” A guard approached the cell along with four other guards in protective riot gear. “What’s the beef now?”
 
   “This fucker won’t stay out of my face!” The younger man hissed, “Put me in with someone else! I got rights!”
 
   The shift supervisor had been watching them on a surveillance camera and as soon as he noticed how Coastanoa kept staring at his cellmate, he assembled his Extraction Team to move him to a private cell. “Put your hands on the shelf…” He instructed his secret mafia prisoner and Ed complied. The team leader clicked handcuffs around his wrists and instructed the younger cellmate to stand against the far wall before they slid open the barred door.
 
   Ed was compliant as they walked him to another part of the jail and after placing him in a cell with a solid door and walls, he placed his hands back on the door tray so they could remove his cuffs.
 
   “Alright,” the shift supervisor warned him, “you got a room all to yourself… so behave.”
 
   Ed stepped away from the closed door and sat heavily on the narrow bed. He only stopped once on his marathon drive to Las Vegas. Only able to sleep for four hours in a Motel 6, he got breakfast from a drive-thru and after filling the tank, was back on the road. Only stopping for fast food and gas, he made the trip from Connecticut to Las Vegas in just thirty-six hours, and once in the city of bright lights and big money, he mostly drank. I did pay a whore to blow my cock… he thought as he lay back, wincing at the thin mattress, Yeah, an inner voice mocked him, once, and then you couldn’t get it up again for nuthin’.
 
   That wasn’t my fuckin’ fault… he shook his head, It was those eyes… that fuckin’ kid’s eyes… He clamped a beefy hand over his closed eyes, sighing heavily; increasingly, as the nights and days passed he found himself unable to close his eyes and not see the eyes of the small child he killed. They haunted him and he had worked hard to free himself from the damning eyes by drinking himself into a stupor. You fuckin’ dumbshit… he scolded, it’s not like you don’t fuckin’ know better…
 
   He grinned humorlessly, They musta’ shit themselves when they ran my prints. His hand fell away from his eyes and he stared at the ceiling; Yeah… and now here you are... He knew he could easily cut a deal with the feds and get life without parole; his vacation in Vegas was proof enough that bottles of bourbon and scotch could not kill the vision of the little girl’s big brown eyes looking deep in to his soul. Looking into his soul and seeing him for who he really was; Yeah… he thought resignedly, that shit’s gotta’ end.
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   Las Vegas, NV
 
    
 
   On the drive to the airport, Catherine leaned her head against the backrest, content to gaze at Jordan’s profile while she drove, wishing with her soul she and Jordan could stay one more hour in the privacy of their hotel room. A soft smile pulled at the corners of her lips, remembering their early breakfast and how they showered together, making love again before turning the water off.
 
   Jordan parked in the short-term lot and carried Catherine’s bag into the terminal. After she checked in Jordan flashed her FBI badge and continued on to the gate, holding Catherine’s hand.
 
   Catherine pulled her hand free and signed, “I love that you can do that.”
 
   Jordan smiled down at her, “Do what?”
 
   “Use your badge to walk me to the gate.”
 
   Jordan snorted, nodding, “I hope the next time I can get on the plane with you.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan bought them tea from the coffee kiosk and they sat close together at the gate, waiting for Catherine’s flight to board. Heads bent close, Jordan spoke in low tones and Catherine kept her signs close to her chest. When her flight was called Catherine stood, pulling the strap on her bag over her shoulder. 
 
   Jordan promised, “I will keep you apprised of everything that happens.” 
 
   “I know,” Catherine gave her a watery smile, “Keep your phone charged.”
 
   She snorted softly, “I will.” She wrapped her arms around Catherine’s petite frame and squeezed, the hug lifting her from the floor.
 
   Catherine emitted a silent bark of laughter, fiercely hugging her arms around Jordan’s neck. When she finally released her and set her feet back on the ground, she used her thumb to wipe away the tear that slid down Catherine’s cheek,
 
   “We will find him…”
 
   “I know.” Catherine signed then cupped Jordan’s face in her hand.
 
   “I love you.” Jordan murmured, pressing the palm briefly to her lips.
 
   “I love you too...” she signed and walked away, turning one last time to smile and wave at Jordan before she disappeared inside the gangway.
 
   Jordan stood at the expanse of massive windows, waiting until Catherine’s flight departed. She watched the plane back away from the gate and she followed, watching as it rolled onto the runway, waiting its turn for takeoff. Once the plane lifted from the ground and disappeared from view, she checked her watch; Time for Ed and me to take ride to Pennsylvania.
 
    
 
    
 
   She had just pulled the rental car back onto the highway, heading north to the prison when her phone rang,
 
   “Hawkins…” she answered.
 
   “Agent Hawkins this is Warden Neville out here at High Desert… I’m calling to inform you your prisoner, Ed Coastanoa, committed suicide in his cell early this morning.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan relinquished her weapon with great reluctance before entering the sally port, her anger seething beneath the surface of her professional veneer. The warden waited for her inside and Jordan noted silently that his expression was exactly the same as when he greeted her and Catherine the day before. She knew her eyes were blazing and he didn’t bother with a formal greeting,
 
   “The morgue is this way…”
 
   Both were silent as he led the way to the prison’s medical center, and a woman he introduced as the High Desert’s chief medical officer led them both to a door marked COLD ROOM. Jordan did indeed feel the cold when she stepped inside and approached the occupied body bag on the wheeled table in the center of the large room.
 
   The prison’s doctor spoke, “The official cause of death was strangulation...”
 
   Jordan pressed her lips together in barely contained annoyance, “How…”
 
   The warden and physician exchanged looks and the doctor raised her voice slightly, as if Jordan hadn’t heard her, “He hanged himself with a bed sheet.” 
 
   “No…” She turned to the warden, “how is it possible he was left in a room without video surveillance in order to prevent exactly this kind of thing from happening?”
 
   The warden licked his lips, finally beginning to look uncomfortable, “Mister Coastanoa was observed intimidating his cellmate last night…”
 
   “Intimidating how?” Jordan pursed her lips together, this time in irritation and distaste as she unzipped the bag.
 
   “He stared maliciously at his cellmate until the man yelled to be moved to another cell...”
 
   “Of course he did…” Jordan muttered and flung open the heavy bag, staring down at Ed’s lifeless body in disgust, You rat-fucking chicken shit bastard… she thought angrily, glaring at the distorted and puffy, purpled features, you cowardly piece of shit…
 
   “The unit supervisor decided, given Mister Coastanoa’s high security status, to move him to a private cell.”
 
   Jordan stared at the bruised red line left by the ligature around Ed’s neck, “A private cell with no video surveillance…” Neither the warden or doctor had anything to say and Jordan turned to him, “Because of your staff’s blundering oversight, we have lost what may possibly be the only bargaining chip we will ever have to find the murderers of five FBI agents… Let alone bring this murdering piece of shit,” She pointed angrily at Ed’s body, “to justice for killing a four year old child…” She fought to control her breath, “Do you understand Warden Neville?” she asked, her eyes blazing.
 
   There was a knock on the door and Jordan watched as the doctor rushed to open it. A large man entered, flashing Jordan his badge,
 
   “Agent Hawkins, my name is Sanders; I lead the Marshall’s security detail…”
 
   Drawing a deep clearing breath, Jordan stepped forward and shook his hand, “I wish I still needed that detail, Marshall Sanders.” She turned back to the table, collecting herself, “but instead of flying Mister Coastanoa here,” she gestured helplessly at the table, “to the federal penitentiary in Pennsylvania, I’ll need to transport the body to the bureau in New York…” 
 
   “I thought so…” Sanders briefly met the warden’s eyes and the man looked away, “I’ve taken the liberty of rerouting our flight this morning to LaGuardia…” He stepped up to the table and gazed down dispassionately at Ed’s body, “I’m here to transport you and… that…” he pointed, “about ten miles down the road to Creech Air Force Base…” Jordan nodded and as she began zipping the body bag closed, he gave Ed’s face a parting, mirthless grin, “Your flight will depart as soon as you and it are on board.” As soon as she finished closing the bag and locking the zippers, he began wheeling the table to the door.
 
   “Warden,” Jordan spoke as she and Sanders left the room, the warden and doctor in tow, “if this is leaked to the media…” She stopped abruptly and turned, her voice dropping to a deadly register, “I would hope you know that both I and the bureau director will hold you directly responsible.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The jet’s cabin was small and both Jordan and Sanders had to stoop when he introduced her to her pilot and co-pilot in the cockpit. Gesturing to the small seating area, he pointed out a tiny galley, “There’s no cabin service, but they do keep sodas and stuff in there. The captain will turn off the seat belt sign like on commercial flights when you can get up.”
 
   “Thank you…” She gave him a tired smile and he took her hand, giving her a parting handshake,
 
   “I am so sorry for your loss, Agent Hawkins…” He dipped his head, making Jordan think he would have tipped his hat had he been wearing one. “I want you to know me and my brothers and sisters in the service hope you catch those murdering mother fuckers soon.”
 
   Jordan nodded, “So do I.”
 
   He exited the plane and the co-pilot followed him to the door, closing and securing it behind him, “We’ll be leaving immediately...” he assured her as he returned to the cockpit.
 
   “Thank you.” She gave him another smile and suppressed the urge to sigh aloud. She shrugged out of her jacket and draped it over her bag she left on a seat. She dropped wearily into the seat next to it and checked her watch; Catherine’s plane has landed by now… She sank into the generous cushions and rubbed at the headache forming behind her eyes. She stretched her long legs under the table, grateful it was a table fixed to the floor of the cabin and not a tiny fold-down tray. Fishing her phone from her jacket pocket, she activated the screen and tapped the lighthouse icon.
 
   “Catherine, where are you?” She waited for what felt like long minutes before her phone chimed softly,
 
   “I’m here. I just got into Shen’s car and we are about to leave SFO’s p-lot.”
 
   Jordan closed her eyes, collecting her thoughts before typing, “Coastanoa hanged himself in his cell this morning. He is dead. We still have a press blackout on any info about him.”
 
   There was a long pause and Jordan bit her trembling lips together while she stared down at her phone.
 
   “Now what?”
 
   “Back to the drawing board,” Jordan typed as a lone tear slid down her cheek, “We/FBI are still looking for his car in LV. If we can find a vehicle linked to him we will be able to trace it back, via description/plates, through surveillance cameras on toll roads to area of departure.” Jordan stared at her screen, And then what?


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   San Francisco, CA
 
    
 
   Catherine handed Shen the phone so he could read the series of messages, “Oh my god…” he mumbled, “Oh god, I’m so sorry…”
 
   Catherine covered her face with her hands and wept. Just hours before she felt as if a great weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She believed she was within hours of being reunited with Cameron, Now what? She wailed silently, Now what? How will we ever find him? She felt Shen drape his long sinewy arms around her in a gentle hug.
 
   “I can’t believe it…” she traced on her palm, her head shaking helplessly from side to side, “I can’t.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Shen drove her home, and when he pulled into the apartment building’s garage and parked the car he turned to her, “I’m gonna’ reschedule my appointments for today.”
 
   “No…” she shook her head adamantly, “Everything cannot come to a stop…” She caught his eye, “Go… it’s okay…” She shrugged and sniffed, “I need to think…”
 
   “Okay,” he nodded, if reluctantly, “I remember how intense that can be for you.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Once inside Shen’s apartment she dropped her bag on the couch and dropped down beside it. Slumping on the cushions, she activated her phone and texted Jordan,
 
   “Jordan, are you there?” She waited with her phone in her hands until it beeped quietly,
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   A long minute passed before the message appeared, “Yes. I am so sorry, Catherine. I am so sorry. How are you holding up?”
 
   Catherine’s chin trembled when she smiled, blinking back tears, “I’ll be okay, I wish I was with you though.”
 
   The reply was swift, “Me too.”
 
   “We’ll think of something, Jordan. I love you.”
 
   “I know we will, I love you too.”
 
    
 
    
 
   She sat limply on the couch, staring at her laptop on the coffee table. There has to be something… somewhere… She stood and crossed to the wide window, looking at but not seeing the expansive view. The FBI monitored all her online accounts and she’s used none of them since… Parking her hands on her hips, she closed her eyes and drew a deep, clearing breath, What is her Achilles’ heel? What… Her eyes snapped open, narrowing as a remembered passage from Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations suddenly echoed, “To understand the true quality of people, you must look into their minds, and examine their pursuits and aversions.”
 
   What would make Alex sloppy? She emitted a soft sound, almost sounding like a chortle, Her vanity… She shook her head, returning to the couch and opened a browser, No, Jordan said they checked all her accounts on these sites and there was no activity… Her hands hovered over the keyboard, because Alex would have created new accounts… A tiny smile pulled at her lips, But she always used the same password for everything: ardnaxelA… She always thought that was so clever and funny… She searched her laptop for a program she could quickly modify and rigged it with several bogus points of origin leading ultimately to an obscure Nigerian server, should anyone attempt to trace her intrusion.
 
   She navigated her encrypted browser to Alex’s favorite online clothing store. Once she hacked her way past the firewalls and made sure her presence was undetected, she smoothly entered the secure database housing user names and passwords. She activated her modified scanner program and watched while it searched for the only password Alex ever used, Alexandra, spelled backwards. I told her she needed to be more careful… Catherine’s heart began to race when the screen flashed the results:
 
   ardnaxelA
 
   Her fingers flying over the keyboard, Catherine quickly accessed the file associated with the password and checked the security question; “favorite video game?” She smiled and shook her head at the answer, Dark Warlords. She opened the completed online order placed by Louis Carna in Darien, Connecticut. She shook her head slowly from side to side, incredulous as she looked at the impressive order of expensive dresses and skirts and silk blouses, All in her size…
 
   So… finally, Alex… there you are.
 
   She made copies of Alex’s shipping information and new email address, including the full header and her IP address on the order then carefully extricated herself from the site and closed the browser. She snatched her phone from the table and tapped the lighthouse icon. She stared at the beam of light streaming from the small dark lighthouse on her screen and hesitated, Just stop… and think for a moment…
 
   Returning her phone to the coffee table and opening her browser again, she pasted Alex’s delivery address into Google Earth and watched as the earth turned and the program zoomed in to seemingly hover over verdant-looking fields and stopped over what looked like a large estate; It’s a compound… She squinted at the satellite image, with a long long driveway leading up to it. Could be difficult for Jordan and her team to sneak up on them … such a big place housing Cameron and the Rossi Outfit… it would make any assault by the FBI very dangerous…
 
   Alright then… Her fingers flew over the keyboard, this time she hacked into Alex’s IP address and within minutes she found her laptop. She’s online… She quickly withdrew, digitally wiping her browser clean. Okay… that was scary. She returned to Alex’s email account and scanned her files, Same lazy Alex… She rapidly downloaded copies of the files and lists of Rossi email addresses, SIM codes and serial numbers for their tablets and cell phones.
 
   The first file she opened was a file labeled, “Rossi Administration Flow Chart”, Oh Alex… she moaned silently, Octavia? Really? Catherine counted the number of family members on the list; Coastanoa’s dead so that leaves… seven, including Rossi. Seven guns at least.
 
   She licked her lips nervously and returned to the files she downloaded from Alex’s email account. The next contained Alex’s notes about her new collection of servers in a warehouse, located not far from the Rossi compound. She made a mental note of the physical address and navigating to the mainframe’s IP address, tried hacking her way in. She quickly discovered Alex had placed multiple layers of firewalls to protect the data and Catherine backed out. So, this must be the hardware stealing money for Rossi if Alex was this careful. Hacking in isn’t the problem… not alerting Alex is the problem… and I’d have to physically be there to download that much data from a mainframe of that size anyway… I’d never get it done remotely…
 
   Hmmm… Her eyes narrowed as she stared at the screen, if Alex believed I was alive and about to infiltrate her servers… she, and at least some of Rossi’s “soldiers”, would come after me… right? Then Jordan would have fewer of those thugs to deal with getting to Cam.
 
   She leaned back on the couch cushions and drew a deep, clearing breath, I could plug in a program at that warehouse that would hack and download every file on every server and send it in data packets to Jordan’s Cyber Division while she safely gets Cameron out of there…
 
   Sitting up straight, she opened her browser and stared intently at the screen while her fingers again flew in a blur over the keys, Now I just need to hack Cyber Division and find a good place to send all that data.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York, NY
 
    
 
   When Jordan first sat down in Stewart’s office her hands were folded together on top of her tablet and she crossed her legs, looking somehow relaxed and professional all at the same time. But as she and Stewart talked about Coastanoa’s suicide and their frustrated efforts at locating Rossi and Alex Sparrow, he noticed Jordan began hunching tensely and her hands gripped each other, her knuckles showing white.
 
   “This is so fucked up, Jordan…”
 
   “I know.” She concentrated on breathing through her nose and out her mouth.
 
   “It’s inexcusable; even if Coastanoa absolutely wasn’t overtly suicidal they should have anticipated every possibility and covered their own asses, if nothing else. He was just going to be there overnight…” He threw the pen he held on his desk in disgust, “for Christ’s fucking sake!”
 
   “I know,” she repeated, “they thought his intimidating his cellmate was simply a ruse to get a cell by himself… for privacy.” She emitted a derisive snort, “They didn’t even think twice about it.”
 
   “Privacy?” he scoffed.
 
   She shrugged and shook her head, “These guys… these wise guys, they don’t feel they should have to rub elbows with common criminals… they consider themselves several cuts above them in term of class and self-worth…” She shrugged again, exhaling heavily, “I just don’t understand why they didn’t move the cellmate to another cage and leave Coastanoa where he was.”
 
   “Our guys are still looking for his car in impound lots and the area where they arrested him.” Jordan only nodded and he slumped back in his chair, “The arresting officer’s report said Coastanoa resisted arrest and when they wrestled him to the ground a gun fell out of his waistband…”
 
   Jordan mumbled, “And the trace led us nowhere.” 
 
   “And he really had nothing else on him but the gun?”
 
   “Just a couple of rolls of cash…” she shrugged, “he’d been in the life too long to carry anything other than a gun and some cash, Stewart.”
 
   “Fuck…” he sighed.
 
   “Yeah…” Jordan stood, “pretty much.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Catherine had tried to sleep on the red-eye flight to New York, but she was too anxious to nap for very long and avoiding the entrance ramps from LaGuardia to the Grand Central Parkway, she drove until she passed a diner and pulled her rented car into the parking lot.
 
   She sat at the counter and pointed to the menu to place her order then quickly typed on her phone, “Is the coffee here nice and strong?” The waitress was an older woman and Catherine saw her look from the scars on her neck to the message she typed,
 
   “It sure is, honey.” She smiled sympathetically, “One strong cup of caffeine comin’ right up.”
 
   She only told Shen she needed to go back to New York, and after his boyfriend Tommy carefully explained how to legally transport her handgun on a commercial flight, he offered to accompany her to the check-in counter to make sure her inability to speak didn’t interfere with her checking her weapon or boarding her flight. Shen had waited in his car at the airport hotel’s parking lot while Tommy escorted her. She had taken care to have her notes ready, and when her turn came he stood next to her, holding his badge and police ID for the customer service person to see while Catherine held out her phone with the typed note, “I am checking an unloaded firearm in a locked case and I have the only key.” Placing her locked gun case on the luggage scale connected to the check-in counter, she took the key she had clipped on a lanyard from around her neck and unlocked and opened the case, allowing the counter person to see her two empty magazines, box of ammunition and locked open semi-automatic Glock nestled on the foam interior.
 
   She shook her head, sighing inwardly; still feeling somewhat incredulous that she was traveling with a firearm now locked in the trunk of her rental car. The waitress left with her order and she tapped the lighthouse icon.
 
   “Jordan,” she typed, “are you there?” She waited patiently for the reply, a small smile tugging at corners of her mouth when it came,
 
   “I’m here Catherine.”
 
   “I found Alex and I need to send you the info.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan sat in the Bureau’s cafeteria sipping coffee, and when her phone chimed softly her heart skipped a beat in a confused mix of joy and despair when she saw the lighthouse icon fill her screen and the texted words,
 
   “Catherine is sending you a message.”
 
   She tapped the screen,
 
   “Jordan, are you there?”
 
   Sighing deeply she typed, “I’m here Catherine.”
 
   “I found Alex and I need to send you the info.”
 
   Jordan stared uncomprehendingly at the words glowing on her phone’s screen and she blinked when it beeped, indicating it had received an email.
 
   “You what?” Jordan typed then tapped the screen again adding, “Are you sure?” She got up from the table and walked hurriedly to the elevator.
 
   “I found her via a purchase she made at one of her favorite online stores.”
 
   The elevator doors opened and Jordan stepped inside, hitting first the button for her floor and then the button to close the door. Her phone chimed again,
 
   “She and Rossi and Cameron are in Darien, CT. The address and more information is on the email I just sent you.”
 
   Jordan leaned on the polished metal interior wall of the elevator and grinned, shaking her head, “You are amazing, Dr. Catherine Bernard,” she typed, “and I love you. I am heading to Stewart’s office now. We’re on it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Catherine smiled and nodded her thanks to the waitress when she placed the hot plate of bacon and eggs on the counter in front of her.
 
   She tore off the check and slipped it under the edge of the plate, “You need anything else you just wave at me, okay?”
 
   Catherine nodded, mouthing thank you and looked back down at her phone, “Cameron is there, Jordan…” she typed, “Please go get him!”
 
   She placed her phone on the counter next to her plate and picked up her fork. Drawing a deep clearing breath, she had taken a bite of her scrambled eggs when her phone chimed softly with one more message,
 
   “I’ll text you again when we’re on the road.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “You have got to be shitting me!” Stewart stared at her, open-mouthed.
 
   Jordan was grinning when she grabbed the phone from his desk and punched an extension, “This is Special Agent Jordan Hawkins,” she said calmly, “Scramble SWAT to the briefing room immediately.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Alright people!” Stewart stood to one side of the multimedia screen and Jordan stood on the other, “We just got this intel and we’re acting on it as fast as we can. We’ve got a location on the Rossi Outfit, and these sonsabitches aren’t even an hour away in Darien, Connecticut.” While he spoke, Jordan used the remote to click up a satellite image of the Rossi compound. “As you can see we got a long driveway to traverse so instead we’re gonna’ go in through the woods, here…” He used a laser pointer to indicate their point of entry, “and here… These are dirt roads… probably for fire access and our vehicles should traverse them with no problems…”
 
   Jordan stood quietly, her eyes glued to the clock on the wall at the back of the room, impatient to get on with the mission. Catherine’s email was full of information covering how she found Alex and included the physical address of the compound, the Rossi administration chart and Alex’s email contact list, with a note stating she believed that was extent of the people in the house, emphasizing she couldn’t be sure there weren’t more. Jordan’s eyes swept over the twenty-seven agents that comprised the entirety of the bureau’s local Special Weapons Assault Team. Once the notification had gone out from the squad’s commander that the murderers of five of their own had been located, every member in the building reported for duty and suited up. Come on, Stewart…she moaned silently, hurry up so we can go get these rat fuckers!
 
    
 
    
 
   Catherine paid her tab, tipping the kind waitress generously and exited the restaurant, walking rapidly back to her rented car. Okay, let’s just slow down … we have no idea how long it’ll take Jordan to get there. She unlocked the door and climbed in; forcing herself to calm down, she slowly and deliberately turned the key in the ignition and fastened her seatbelt. See? Now… we’re just going to go for a drive… She signaled and pulled into traffic, we’ll just take our time… she reassured herself and headed for Darien.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darien, CT
 
    
 
   She had waited patiently through two cycles at a traffic light and was sitting through a third when her phone chimed and she held it below the dash,
 
   “Jordan has a message for you.”
 
   She tapped the lighthouse icon, “Stewart activated SWAT and we are on our way.”
 
   She smiled and quickly typed, “Good.” Flicking her eyes at the red traffic light, she swiped her screen and tapped open the special icon she created, labeled Phase 1. Tapping it again, she activated a program that sent a flurry of infected emails; Get ready Alex, a lot of shit is about to hit your fan…
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex was distracted, busily calculating how much money she would accumulate per month in her offshore account, Business is booming… She chortled silently; Anthony’ll probably shit his pants when he checks his balance. She closed the program and opened a calculator and calendar; staring at both, she began projecting profits, How much money can I realistically depend on…The screen suddenly reset and she blinked, Huh… She cocked her head to one side; I think that’s the first time it’s ever done that. She clicked open a diagnostic tool. I’ve put this laptop through a lot since I took it out of the box… She mused; It might be time for a new one.
 
   While she waited for the diagnostic to complete, she opened her email and scanned the new arrivals in her inbox. In the first email she saw the word Ghost in the subject line and clicked it open,
 
   “Foreknowledge cannot be gotten from ghosts and spirits, cannot be had by analogy, cannot be found out by calculation. It must be obtained from people, people who know the conditions of the enemy.”
 
   Her brow furrowed as long fingers flew over the keyboard. That’s Sun Tzu… She opened the full header of the message and stared intently at the digital signature when a knock on her door made her jump, “Yes?’ she glanced at the door, “Come in…”
 
   Marc popped his head in the door, “Hey, Alex,” he greeted her, “don’t wanna bother you…”
 
   “It’s okay…” she waved him in.
 
   He stepped inside, pushing the door open all the way, “I got this email and my phone locked up on me…” He waved it helplessly as he crossed the room and handed it to her.
 
   The furrows on her brow deepened when she looked at the screen and saw another quotation from The Art of War,
 
   “Appear where they cannot go, head for where they least expect you. To travel hundreds of miles without fatigue, go over land where there are no people.”
 
   “I know it’s about your program and shit, but it’s too highbrow for me,” he shrugged, “and now my phone’s stuck on this one screen…”
 
   Her hands started to tremble slightly when she glanced at the sender information and saw her name on the screen. “Uh… let me see...” She handed his phone back to him and opened a new browser. “I’m not sure yet but it looks like either you or I got our account hacked…”
 
   “You?’ he scoffed, shaking his head in disbelief.
 
   “Oh yes,” she grinned crookedly, “even IT people can get hacked… That’s why I am constantly tweaking and updating the security protocols…” She squinted at the screen. She accessed his email account and the full header on the infected email. “Joey’s notorious for visiting porn sites loaded with virus and spyware… I probably picked up something from his tablet when I…” She stared at the digital signature on Marc’s email and toggled the screen back to her own email, finally noticing her name was in both the To and From fields. She quickly clicked up her sent folder, Oh, my sweet fucking god… She stared at the five emails in her sent folder, all sent from her to herself, Marc, Stephen, Louis and Anthony. Struggling to affect an outward calm she hardly felt, she turned to him,
 
   “The quotation is just a little wisdom from Sun Tzu’s, The Art of War; it’s a very famous, ancient book about how to be successful in warfare… and business, someone’s idea of a hilarious joke, I guess…” she shrugged, “Hang on to your phone and I’ll fix it remotely... Wait an hour then take out the battery, count to ten then put it back in and it should boot up,” She smiled brightly at him, “Okay?”
 
   “Great,” he grinned back, “thanks Alex, I appreciate it.”
 
   He left, closing the door behind him and she quickly clicked open the email she “sent” to Louis. Shit, I can’t believe someone hacked my account and now everyone in my sent folder got some crazy fucking… Sweat began to bead on her upper lip as she read,
 
   “The superior militarist strikes while schemes are being laid. When the opponent is just beginning to plan its strategy, it is easy to strike.”
 
   Her heart began to beat wildly in her chest, I loved that book in college… she thought, and opened the email sent from her account to Stephen:
 
   "In ancient times skillful warriors first made themselves invincible, and then watched for vulnerability in their opponents."
 
   Distantly, she felt herself begin to perspire from beneath her hairline all the way down to her feet inside her athletic shoes Oh fuck… Her hand trembled on the external mouse when she clicked opened the final email, sent to Anthony:
 
   “There are five kinds of fire attacks: One, burning personnel; two, burning provisions; three, burning equipment; four, burning stores; five, burning weapons.”
 
   With shaking fingers, she accessed the digital signatures on all five infected emails and stared hard at the screen, This is probably code designed specifically to shut down the devices they’re opened with… Her eyes opened wide in horror, ANTHONY!
 
   She ran down the two flights of stairs to Anthony’s office, raising her hand to knock on the already open door. Leaning in, she saw him at his desk,
 
   “Hey, Alex…” he waved her in, “Perfect timing, I was checking my emails…” he gestured frustratedly at his laptop, “I’ve read this fucking thing you sent me fifty fucking times…” He sounded annoyed, “what the fuck are you trying to tell me?”
 
   “I’m so sorry…” she stepped into the room, nervously wringing her hands, “It appears Joey picked up a rather nasty Trojan virus on his tablet,” she lied, “and now all of our devices are infected…”
 
   “Fuck!” Anthony slammed his hands on his desk, “That fucking asshole! Him and his fuckin’ porn!” He gestured helplessly at his laptop, “And now this thing is fuckin’ frozen or something…”
 
   “I just discovered it myself…” she hooked a thumb over her shoulder, “I’m working on it… I’m so sorry for the inconvenience.”
 
   He waved her off, “That’s okay… I can’t believe we’re so dependent on these fuckin’ things… It’s not a car for chrissakes.” He snorted and waved again, “Go... work... I got some calls to make anyway.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The address for the warehouse turned out to be a sea of warehouses, and Catherine was grateful Alex made a note of the warehouse number in her notes. She was even more grateful when she realized it was located along the street at the entrance. I wonder what the odds are that she picked that one simply for ease of access.
 
   She parked on the street alongside Alex’s warehouse, grateful for the privacy the large building provided from the entrance and parking lot inside. She unlocked and opened her gun case on the floor of the passenger seat, quickly loading one of the magazines and slid it into the gun’s handle like Tommy trained her, feeling it click into place. Okay… she thought resolutely, pulling back the slide and chambering a round, this is ready. She slid the paddle holster onto the waistband of her jeans and slid the semiautomatic into it. Pulling her coat over it, she decided hanging her hand in the large pocket of her barn coat should disguise the bulge and she got out of the rental car and locked the door.
 
   As she walked to the entrance, a large delivery truck made the wide turn from the street into the driveway and came to a stop. Her head cocked to one side as she approached the edge of the building, Oh jeez, they have security… A security guard exited a small guard shack at the entrance and approached the truck. She continued walking down the sidewalk, watching surreptitiously as the guard took the driver’s ID, comparing it to a list on his clipboard while a second guard looked on. Okay… she harrumphed silently, so I’ll won’t be able to simply walk in… She walked past the driveway and scanned the older warehouse across the parking lot from Alex’s warehouse, They cheaped out on the fencing here… As she walked alongside the wooden structure, she noted how the cyclone fencing didn’t encircle the property in one long fence-line, but stopped and started at the corners of the warehouses. She noted the gap between the end of the fence and the rear corner of the older warehouse; I could fit through there… she decided and taking a quick surreptitious look behind her, squeezed herself between the cyclone fence post and the corner of the aged building.
 
   Once inside the fence and behind the structure, she noticed this warehouse was smaller and made of aging wood siding; Good thing, she thought as she pulled experimentally at the buckled slats and panels, damaged by the elements, Alex’s warehouse is all shiny aluminum siding, I’d never have gotten in there. She pulled experimentally at one buckled panel and it pulled away from the frame it was nailed into at the bottom. She glanced nervously around her then yanked at the panel again. It pulled further from the frame and she quickly knelt on the ground and crawled inside. They should have at least replaced the rusty nails… she thought distractedly as she pulled herself into the darkened structure.
 
   She was wedged behind a shelf packed high with crates and easing around it, found herself standing at the end of an aisle flanked by eight foot high metal racks of shelves. Dim light filtered though the wide gaps between the warehouse’s warped exterior panels, Shrinkage over the years… from weathering… She walked slowly toward the closed roll down door, letting her eyes adjust and increasingly confident she was the only two-legged being inside a warehouse packed with cardboard boxes and wooden crates and little else.
 
   There was a standard door next to the metal roll down door and a dirty window between them and she peered through it, taking care not to stand too close to the glass. The delivery truck was gone and she watched the security guards walking back and forth in front of the guard shack, looking bored.
 
   Okay, so... I don’t see any surveillance cameras, but if I want to walk in past those two I’ll need a distraction… Her hands on her hips, she turned to take a closer look at her surroundings. Walking down the center aisle, she began paying attention to what was packed in the stacked wooden crates; Champagne… her eyebrows arched, oh my… scotch. She walked on, Cuban cigars… The lid on the wooden crate had been pried off and she looked inside, with ornately embossed boxes of wooden matches too… very fancy. I guess I could safely assume this belongs to… She picked up the lid and looked at the recipient name: Louis Carna. She smiled sardonically, Ah… Mister Rossi…
 
   She began looking at the contents of the crates and boxes with more interest, bypassing the seemingly endless boxes of computer components and dozens of metal boxes of ammunition stolen from the military and stopped abruptly at a long wooden crate filled with AR-15 assault rifles. Her face fell and she turned away, clamping a hand over her mouth. Easy… she cautioned, easy now. When she opened her eyes again it took her a moment to realize the crate she was looking at was marked, TNT/dynamite. Her hand dropped away and she scanned the labels on the boxes on the shelf above, Detonators… she read silently, blasting caps… and fuse cord… She pulled back the flaps on the open cardboard box and lifted an unfolded instruction sheet left on top of the contents:
 
   Blasting caps (slender silver cylinders), she read, Fuse cord (blue and yellow)… Blast caps with a simple delay mechanisms... I just love Chinese-English, she thought distractedly and continued reading; Time explosions with measuring the length of the cord… Oh my… she thought nervously, how charmingly Old School.
 
    
 
    
 
   Stewart drove behind the armored SWAT units and Jordan looked out the window as they rapidly drove past immense elegantly manicured lawns that framed equally enormous mansions on the rural roads of Darien, Connecticut. She knew they were getting close to the Rossi compound and she quickly tapped the lighthouse icon on her phone, “Where are you?” she typed and tapped the send key.
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s time… Catherine pulled out her phone and tapped open her custom icon labeled Phase 2. She tapped it again; activating a program she created to send a series of Instant Messages to her soon to be ex-wife. She tucked her phone back into her jacket pocket and lit the fuse cord with the wooden cigar matches. She quickly left the small warehouse the way she came and walked back to the car, taking refuge alongside Alex’s warehouse, hoping with her soul that the security guards were smart enough to run with the initial explosion. Her phone vibrated and when she pulled it from her pocket, the lighthouse icon filled her screen, “Jordan has a message for you,”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Close,” she typed rapidly, “I’m creating a diversion for you.” Just as she tapped the send key, the warehouse exploded. She ducked unnecessarily and stuffing her phone back in her jacket pocket, peered around the corner. The security guards had scattered and Catherine’s eyes widened at the conflagration and pandemonium she had created. I guess there was a lot more in the way of explosives and ammunition in there than I thought. Ducking her head, she walked quickly through the entrance and into Alex’s warehouse, hunching against the continuing explosions and heat from the three-story high flames. Once inside, it was clear where the computer room was and she headed for the metal stairs leading to a glass-enclosed loft.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan stared uncomprehendingly at the message on her phone, “WHAT?” she blurted and speed dialed Assistant Director McNamara, “Bea!” she shouted when her friend answered, “I need you to ping Catherine Bernard’s phone. When you locate her, send Darien PD to take her into protective custody…” She caught Stewart giving her a look and she added, “Tell them she’s in Witness Protection and it’s for her own safety.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Sweat ran freely down Alex’s face and back of her neck and she blinked rapidly, swiping it from her stinging eyes with the back of her hand. So who the fuck ever hacked my account used it to send virus-loaded emails… The sweat had completely soaked her polo shirt and she stared in a confused panic at the screen, It was designed to freeze their devices… but not mine… why?
 
   An instant message suddenly appeared in the center of her screen: “Dwell on the beauty of life. Watch the stars, and see yourself running with them. - Marcus Aurelius”
 
   What the fuck! She tried to click the header open but the message digitally dissolved and another appeared,
 
   “I loved you, and you betrayed me.”
 
   All the color drained from Alex’s face and her vision darkened dangerously at the edges when the second message digitally dissolved and was replaced by another:
 
   “I’m in your warehouse, Alex.”
 
   Her vision narrowed on the words, her face a mask of horror; No-no-no-no-no-no! She gasped raggedly, wringing her hands, It’s not possible! She felt the room tilt sickeningly and she gripped the table’s edge, Anthony… Anthony can’t know, he can’t find out! She frantically shoved damp hair from her face; Okay… okay, just wait… He’s in his office… right? Shaking violently, she leapt from the chair and left her bedroom, closing the door quietly behind her. He’s mafia… he’ll have a gun next to his bed… She strode down the hall and opening his door, slipped into the room. Completely ignoring her surroundings, she strode purposefully to the nightstand and jerked open the top drawer. Her shaking hand hovered briefly over the array of handguns stuffed inside, hesitating a moment before she grabbed the largest revolver, wrapping it clumsily in a t-shirt left on the bed and shoved the heavy drawer closed.
 
   She walked calmly down the stairs, hearing workout equipment being used when she reached the second floor landing and continued down to the ground floor, grateful for the silent, thick carpeting. She could hear Rose and Marc chatting amiably at the kitchen table and she quickly slipped past the open doorway, acutely aware that only person who saw her pass was Cameron, seated in his high chair. She blinked her eyes rapidly, willing the image away, Stop it with the big fucking eyes! she thought scornfully and hurried to the garage. The doors were open, and she walked past the first five vehicles, heading for the minivan Marc always used to drive her to the warehouse. She knew the keys were in the ignition and she climbed inside, started the engine and backed out of the garage.
 
    
 
    
 
   She inserted her 256GB flash drive into the simple workstation and watched the monitor as her specially designed software smoothly took over Alex’s mainframe. Catherine had designed it to quickly hack in and flood the servers with a sweeping invasive program that easily penetrated the multiple firewalls that began and ended at the routers between the public network (the Internet) and Alex’s private network. The worm she created automatically disabled all of Alex’s security applications and tools and she stood quietly, her hands resting on the back of the swivel chair as she imagined Alex sitting in the chair, installing software. You didn’t write all this code by yourself, did you, Alex? she thought, a soft, exasperated sigh escaping her, You just pirated it all from software I wrote…
 
   She looked nervously over her shoulder at the door, listening to the wail of approaching sirens and jumped when she heard more explosions coming from the small warehouse. Face it, she jumped again as the explosions continued, no one’s coming in here with all that ammunition blowing up over there. She turned back to the monitor and watched as data flooded the screen, her eyes narrowing as she followed the streams of data; every byte was being copied and compressed into manageable, albeit massive packets, Okay… it’s going to take a while but it’ll start sending the data to Jordan’s Cyber Division any minute now.
 
   She slid out of her barn coat, draping it over the back of the chair and adjusted the gun on her hip. Maybe Alex and those thugs won’t be able to get through all that chaos out there… The workstation beeped and she turned to see her final program initiate. She designed it to disable all of Alex’s servers, effectively freezing them and permanently disabling the scrubber programs so nothing could be erased from the hard drives. Just get Cameron, Jordan… she prayed, and then we can finally go home together. She pulled her phone from her jacket pocket and tapped the lighthouse icon, typing, “Jordan, tell your cyber division to get ready for a lot of data.”
 
    
 
    
 
   They were rapidly approaching Rossi’s back door and Stewart called loudly on his radio, “Alright! We’re here so let’s enter as quickly and as quietly as we can people! We’re looking to extract a two year-old before we start shooting any bad guys!”
 
   He hit the brake and as soon as they skidded to a halt both he and Jordan bolted from the car and ran after the assault ream, drawing their weapons as they headed for the back door. Adrenalin flooded her bloodstream and she never felt her phone vibrate with Catherine’s text message in her jacket pocket.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York, NY
 
    
 
   Assistant Director McNamara sat very still, looking at the ping locator that pulsed and glowed on her screen, Well, Catherine Bernard… she thought, there you are. She looked worriedly at the alert that also appeared at the same location and clicked it open, distressed to see a warehouse fire had been reported at that location and several fire units were on scene. She had called the Darien Police Department and informed the chief to have her responding officers be on the lookout for Catherine Bernard, relaying Jordan’s instructions to take her into protective custody as a witness in the program.
 
   One of her young engineers suddenly burst into her office, “A series of off-network servers are being flooded with massive data packets!” He looked stricken and pale, “What should I do?”
 
   Bea held up a hand to calm him and turned to her screen. Her hands flew over the keyboard as she called up the servers he was referring to; she maintained a series of servers not connected to the bureau’s network for data she needed to store where her people could verify it clean and harmless. She leaned back in her chair, watching as a sea of code flooded her monitor.
 
   “What’s happening?” the young agent asked in a hushed voice.
 
   Leaning forward, her fingers again flew over the keyboard as she tapped the data stream, looking for the IP address and a small grin tugged at the corners of her mouth, “I believe,” she turned to him, “we’re being handed everything we’ll ever need to put away the Rossi Outfit… and more.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darien, CT
 
    
 
   The agent on point tried the doorknob and when it turned, the second agent silently leaned the battering ram against the wall as the team flooded inside. Jordan’s surprise that the door had been left unlocked evaporated when she turned into the kitchen and found herself face to face with a toddler who bore the striking deep brown eyes of his mother,
 
   “Cameron...” she greeted him with a smile. Officers surrounded two men and an older woman seated at the table, and a young woman standing at the sink emitted a small shriek, holding her hands over her head. Jordan dropped her arm, holstering her weapon. “Hello, Cameron…” she soothed, pulling the child from the high chair. “Let’s go outside…” Shots rang out from the teams that had continued through the house and she turned to an agent she knew was a parent, “Take him out to tactical…” He slung his assault weapon and took Cameron in his arms, turning and running for the back door.
 
   Jordan drew her weapon again and ran down the hallway. She popped her head inside another room and saw two older men seated at a desk with their hands raised.
 
   “We got this!” an agent shouted as she and her teammates pointed their weapons at who Jordan hoped was Anthony Rossi.
 
   Following the sound of gunfire, Jordan ran up the stairs to the second floor. Seeing an officer down and clutching his leg, she grabbed him by his Kevlar and dragged him to the side. “FBI!” she shouted, “Put your weapons down and come out with your hands on your heads!”
 
   “FUCK YOU, YOU CUNT!”
 
   Jordan looked across the landing to the other agents and the leader gave her the okay sign. She nodded and they heard a different voice shout,
 
   “Fuck you, Joey; I’m not gettin’ fucking killed because of you!”
 
   “Well, then fuck you too, Fred!”
 
   Jordan and the others ducked again when more shots rang out and she heard a man scream,
 
   “YOU FUCK! YOU FUCK! YOU KILLED HIM!”
 
   “Here I come!”
 
   She heard the other voice scream and when she peeked down the hall, she saw a young man racing toward them, firing fully automatic handguns in both hands. The noise from the bullets flying at them in such a small-enclosed space was deafening, and holding her weapon in a firm one-handed grip; Jordan stepped into the hall, turned to the side to present as little a target as possible, and began firing. She felt sharp thuds across her abdomen and ribs and she stumbled back out of the hall and onto the landing. It was suddenly silent and the leader, taking a quick look down the hall to confirm Jordan’s hit, quickly darted across to kneel by Jordan and the fallen officer,
 
   “You got him…” she said, popping open the snap buttons on her windbreaker. She tore up the Velcro fasteners on the side and lifted the front piece, “He’s down…” she informed her, scanning Jordan’s chest and abdomen for penetrating wounds, “and you are very lucky.” she grinned.
 
   Jordan gestured with her chin to the agent next to her, “Check him…” She rasped and struggled to her feet, refastening the Velcro closures on her vest while she watched the other team members run down the hallway and into a side room shouting,
 
   “HANDS ON YOUR HEAD! HANDS ON YOUR HEAD!”
 
   She stood with her weapon at the ready until she heard,
 
   “Two down, one in custody! CLEAR!”
 
   She turned to the team leader, “That’s everyone on our list except Alex Sparrow…” She gestured to the stairs, “she’s probably hiding on the third floor.” Jordan started trudging up the staircase and the leader nodded, motioning for two SWAT agents to follow. Catherine said she was close… Jordan thought worriedly, where is she? She pressed a hand against her side to minimize movement, acutely aware she could feel broken ribs moving beneath her protective vest. “Goddammit…” she muttered, wincing when her earpiece crackled loudly,
 
   “Jordan!” Stewart shouted, “Cyber says Catherine Bernard is in a warehouse…”
 
   She turned to the two agents, “Stay here till you get more boots behind you...” she ordered and ran down the stairs, trying not to groan as she flew down the hall and out the back door. “Where?” she shouted, holstering her weapon and running to the car.
 
   “Not far…” He held up a piece of paper and she snatched it from his hand as she passed him and got in the car. “Wait!” He ran after her, “I’ll come with you!”
 
   “No…” she clutched the paper around the steering wheel and started the engine, “We don’t have Alex Sparrow yet and they still need to clear the third floor…” she threw the car into gear and flew down the driveway.
 
   She rolled up the window and activated the GPS. She recited the address where Catherine was as clearly and calmly as possible and after a soft mechanical female voice informed her to take a right onto the roadway, Jordan fumbled for her phone; without looking, she double-tapped the screen and speed dialing Bea, didn’t see the lighthouse app that flashed, “Catherine is sending you a message”,
 
   “Jordan…” Bea answered and continued, “I narrowed down Catherine Bernard’s location to a warehouse that is across a parking lot from another warehouse that’s presently going up like a Roman candle and my department is, at the present moment, receiving gigabytes of data from Doctor Bernard’s location.”
 
   Jordan’s brows furrowed in momentary confusion, “And?”
 
   “She busted into Anthony Rossi’s mainframe she’s making it deposit copies of all their illegal online activities directly into my secure servers.” Bea sounded smug and she added, “And I can tell you her phone is located approximately twenty feet above the floor of that warehouse… so there should be a second floor in there, understand?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex could see the tall flames as she approached and she parked around the corner; clutching the gun wrapped in Anthony’s t-shirt as she ran to the warehouse. She could see police cars and fire trucks scattered in the street and in the parking lot and she hid behind as many vehicles as she could then hugged the corrugated metal wall of the warehouse and ducked inside.
 
   Two police officers stood watching firefighters dousing the flames and one noticed Alex entering the warehouse behind him from the corner of his eye, “Crap, did anybody evacuate that building?”
 
   His partner turned to regard the open warehouse bay doors and shrugged, turning back to the inferno, “I dunno. I heard there was all kinds of explosive shit blowing up but I haven’t heard nuthin’ since I got here… it probably doesn’t matter now.”
 
   “Didn’t you hear the BOLO for some broad in Witness Protection?”
 
   His partner shrugged, “Yeah… what about it?”
 
   Alex climbed the metal stairs quietly, unwrapping the gun and dropping the t-shirt with a calm she didn’t feel. When she reached the top of the stairs she ran, pushing her way through the glass doors, gun extended in both hands. Turning to the left she saw her wife, waiting for her, also holding a gun in both hands, pointed at her.
 
   Her mouth dropped open in shock, “Oh my god… it’s you!” Cathy stood silently and Alex struggled to catch her breath, “On the way here I started to think it was the FBI... fucking with me.” She snorted, finally noticing the flood of data that filled the monitor behind her, “Step away from there…” Cathy said nothing and Alex shouted, “I said step away!”
 
   “Or what,” Catherine said calmly, her voice a harsh whisper, “you’ll shoot me?” Alex’s mouth dropped open in shock at the soft raspy voice and she continued, “Will you shoot me in the throat, Alex? Like Coastanoa did? Or will you kill me like he killed our daughter?” Alex was speechless and she added, “I understand Ed was your co-worker… You,” her raspy voice shook with rage, “worked willingly with our daughter’s murderer!”
 
   Alex suddenly looked angry too, “You have no idea what I was going through or who I am associated with now, Cathy…” She leered, “So if you want to know where Cameron is, you’ll move away from there and let me shut down whatever clever thing you think you’re doing.”
 
   “I already know where he is, Alex.” Catherine’s voice sounded raw, “and the FBI is already there.”
 
   Alex’s face flushed red with rage but she still gave her a feral smile, “But they don’t know you’re here, do they?”
 
   “At this point,” she assured her, “I’m sure they do.”
 
   Alex glanced again at the monitor, “I’m not kidding Cathy, step aside if you want to live to see your son.”
 
   Catherine emitted an explosive sound from her lips, “I thought he was our son, Alex!” Their guns still trained on each other, Catherine held hers in one hand and pulled a well-worn picture from her back jean pocket, “Did you forget we had a daughter too?”  She held it up for Alex to see, “How could you work for the people who murdered your little girl? Did you forget what Chelsea looked like lying dead on our kitchen floor in a pool of her own blood?”
 
   “You don’t understand!” Alex shouted.
 
   “What’s there to understand?” Catherine’s hoarse voice shook, “You willingly work for people who shot your wife and killed your daughter!”
 
   “It was a mistake!” Alex wailed, “He wasn’t supposed to…” her voice suddenly faded.
 
   “What?” Catherine cocked her head as though she couldn’t hear her, “He wasn’t supposed to kill us?”
 
   “NO!” She shouted, desperate, “He wasn’t supposed to shoot her!”
 
   “Oh… right,” Catherine’s smile was humorless; “he was only supposed to kill me… yes?”
 
   Shaking with rage Alex yelled, “Get out of the way!”
 
   Catherine dropped the hand holding the picture to her side and shook her head, “No.” she raised the gun higher.
 
   They stared each other for a long moment, and Alex tried to calm herself and her shaking hands when she realized Catherine’s eyes were brimming with tears,
 
   “Why didn’t you love us, Alex?” she implored quietly, “Why couldn’t you do what was right?”
 
   Alex felt a lump form in her throat and she shook her head helplessly from side to side, “It’s not that simple…” she rasped hoarsely, “I won’t have it be that simple!”
 
   Jordan burst in the room and Alex whirled, training her weapon on her, “Put the gun down, Alex!” she warned. “It’s over.”
 
   Alex scoffed, looking from one woman to the other, “Oh my god, I should have known!”
 
   “Put it down, Alex,” Jordan ordered, “it’s over now. Catherine found you, we have Cameron so just give it up and the federal prosecutor will cut you a deal.”
 
   The hand Catherine held the gun in began to shake in relief when she heard Cameron was safe and her arm dropped to her side, a soft cry breaking from her.
 
   “Oh, yeah, I see…” Alex kept her gun trained on Jordan but she shot Catherine an expression filled with hate, her voice dripping with sarcastic venom, “so I’ll go to prison so you and your FBI girlfriend can fuck happily ever after?”
 
   Catherine shook her head and tears dripped from pleading eyes.
 
   Jordan gripped her weapon, “Put it down…”
 
   Alex ignored her, “Oh no, Cathy,” she scoffed contemptuously, “I think what’s gonna’ happen here is I’m gonna’ fuck you good and hard in hell…”
 
    
 
    
 
   The cop entered the building and stood in the foyer; Unbelievable, he’d rather stand around watching a fire with his thumbs in his ass than do the frickin’ job… he thought, his hands resting on his heavy utility belt, “C’mon, Goddammit!” He shouted, “If anyone’s in here you gotta’ evacuate!” He cocked his head to one side, Is that talking? He hooked a thumb over his shoulder and added, “In case you haven’t noticed there’s a giant frickin’ fire raging outsi…”
 
   Two gunshots suddenly rang out from the loft and he jumped, grabbing for his weapon and running for the metal staircase when he heard the ragged scream.
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   Stamford, CT
 
    
 
   Her hand felt warm and when she opened her mouth, an involuntary noise escaped it and she clamped it shut again, clutching the warmth. Kept heavily medicated for days, she was unable to do more than grunt painfully with each breath and blearily blink unfocused eyes before succumbing to the fog of the constantly dripping painkillers in her IV line.
 
   She focused on the warmth in her hand and cautiously moved her fingers. Distantly, she wondered how much time was passing before realizing it was a hand holding hers. Hello? She tried to clear her throat and emitted a soft strangled noise. When she finally opened her eyes she blinked slowly, willing them to focus when the heavy lids suddenly dropped down, Goddammit… she thought, and blinked them open again.
 
   Turning her head to the side, she stared dully until her vision began to clear and she realized she was looking into the warmest brown eyes she had ever seen; the only eyes she ever wanted to look into and she smiled weakly,
 
   “Hey…” she mumbled, her voice thick from disuse.
 
   “Hey, Jordan…” She heard the soft, raspy whisper, “I’m here.”
 
   Jordan stared at her for a long minute before asking in a small voice, “Am I dreaming?”
 
   “No,” Catherine snorted softly, “you’re in the hospital…”
 
   Her smile was tremulous, “I can hear you…”
 
   Catherine gave her hand a squeeze and stood, bending to place a soft kiss on her cheek, “That’s good,” Jordan could hear the smile in her voice, “cuz’ I’m supposed to keep it to a whisper for a while.”
 
   Jordan smiled at the feel of the soft breath on her skin and she laughed for brief moment but the joy she felt was overwhelming and she burst into tears.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York, NY
 
    
 
   Stewart waved her in his office and she sank gratefully in the chair, exhausted; Jesus, I feel like I walked here from the hospital…
 
   He was watching a news story online and turned up the volume,
 
   “The tragic story that began nearly a year ago with the murder of a little girl and her mother has finally come to an end. It was two months ago today that the head of the Rossi crime family and his associates were taken into custody during a bizarre pair of simultaneous raids in Darien, Connecticut, and the list of charges against Anthony Rossi and the five remaining members of the Rossi outfit are now over one hundred pages long. Chief among them; conspiracy to murder and murder of a woman and her little girl, the wife and daughter of Alexandra Sparrow, a Rossi associate killed during the raid on a warehouse owned by Rossi, as well as the murders of five FBI agents. Their attorneys are preparing aggressive defenses, but their odds of receiving lenient sentences are bleak considering the mountain of evidence captured by the raid on the warehouse… only a portion of which was presented during a hastily convened federal Grand Jury earlier this week.” A federal prosecutor appeared on the screen, “The Rossi family maintained extensive digital records of their criminal activities online...” He shrugged, “It was just a matter of time before we caught them.”
 
   Stewart clicked the window closed and snorted, “Well, I’m sure he’d like to think it was…”
 
   Jordan rolled her eyes, “If he only knew.” she muttered.
 
   “So…” He sat back in his chair, regarding her, “tough workout this morning? You look pretty pale.”
 
   “Yeah,” she sighed, “leaving the hospital and coming here in a car was exhausting.”
 
   “Doctor Bernard drive you?”
 
   “Uh, no, protective services… She and Cam are waiting in the cafeteria…” she suddenly felt awkward, “we’re gonna’ have lunch.”
 
   He looked at her questioningly, “And you came up here to…”
 
   “I wanted to check in and get the latest.”
 
   “Ah…” Stewart warmed to the subject again and leaning forward, dropped his elbows on the desk, “Well, Rossi was pretty shook up when he found out his best friend in the whole world hung himself in a prison cell.”
 
   Jordan remembered the look on Rossi’s face when SWAT swarmed his office; He just sat there with his hands up, looking annoyed. “Really?” she shook her head, “Wish I’d seen that.”
 
   “Yeah, the look on his face was absolute devastation and I thought; good, Mister Rossi, now you know how it feels… to lose someone… you…” His voice trailed away and a long moment of mutual silence passed between them. “Anyway, he managed to bounce back and got himself a pricey lawyer… We’re still holding his aunt for using a fraudulent credit card to make online purchases.”
 
   “Fraudulent…” Jordan shook her head, “not stolen?”
 
   “Rossi had aliases he used for credit cards and the like. The prosecutor’s just trying to use her as a wedge to get Rossi to roll on everything and plead guilty so he can save on a trial.”
 
   “It won’t work…”
 
   “No, probably not, and she hardly matters anyway; thanks to the good doctor preserving and copying Rossi’s entire mainframe.”
 
   Jordan smiled, her heart swelling with love and pride at Catherine’s bravery, “Yep, thanks to her none of them will ever see the light of day again unless they’re standing in the prison exercise yard.” All of them, she thought, except Gallo and Del Torro… Still unclaimed by family members, Fred Gallo and Joey Del Torro’s bodies lay unwanted in the bureau’s morgue.
 
   “Was ballistics able to match guns at his residence or warehouse?”
 
   “No…” Stewart shook his head, “he probably dumped them at sea. We found a boat he kept at Long Neck…” He shrugged, “We found two hundred and sixteen guns total in his compound, only a third of those were assault rifles, and of the four dozen AR-15’s in his warehouse, none matched. Doesn’t matter, they killed our guys and took Sparrow and the kid…”
 
   “Cameron.”
 
   “Cameron…” he amended, “we don’t have to hold up the guns in court, we have enough to hang ‘em.”
 
   “Okay…” she nodded, solemn.
 
   “So,” he gestured, “what’s next? Cuz’ you still don’t look that great.”
 
   She gave him a look, “Thanks…”
 
   “You know what I mean…”
 
   She shifted stiffly in her seat; even though she kept her profile turned to Del Torro, six bullets fired from the two fully automatic pistols he shot at her in the hallway struck her ribs, breaking several and caused deep, severe bruising when they thumped inside the nylon liner and skidded along the protective Kevlar. Painful as those injuries were, Jordan had the Kevlar to thank again for holding the multiple fractures in place as she drove frantically to the warehouse and ran up the stairs.
 
   At first, she had believed Alex Sparrow would surrender, but watching and listening to her escalate, Jordan had readied herself to shoot since Catherine stood at a right angle to her and Alex, placing her safely out of their range of fire. When Alex pulled the trigger, Jordan did too and they fired nearly simultaneously, Alex died instantly from a gunshot wound to the chest, and the large caliber bullet fired from Alex’s weapon struck Jordan in front of her left shoulder and traveled five inches through the large muscle group before lodging under her collarbone.
 
   “Well,” she sighed, “it is exhausting lying around in bed all day.”
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be wearing a sling?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   Stewart stopped teasing and his expression turned serious, “You know,” he said quietly, “you’re lucky you didn’t die from massive internal bleeding from those hollow points… those TEC-9’s were fully automatic…”
 
   “They thumped really hard.” she agreed, “I had no idea breathing could be so painful when you break that many ribs.”
 
   Stewart only nodded; remembering how heavily medicated the doctor kept her during the first few days of her hospital stay.
 
   Jordan’s memory of her weeks in the hospital were blurry in the beginning; she was in so much pain from the gunshot wound and breathing within the multiple fractures that her memories only began to clear when the pain medication was gradually reduced. Her first clear recollection was of lying in her hospital bed and feeling Catherine’s hand holding hers, then seeing her face, and then sobbing like a child when she heard her voice for the first time.
 
   “You know it’s gonna’ be awhile before you’re cleared for duty again.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Plans?”
 
   Jordan grinned, “We’re going on a little vacation.”
 
   “Why little?” He frowned, “You know you have like a gazillion vacation and sick hours piled up.”
 
   She shrugged unconsciously and winced, grunting in pain, “Shit… I hate it when I forget that...” she hissed, wincing again when she got up from the chair, “I know Stewart, and I may have to go through a lot of them until I can get back to where I was before all this.”
 
   “Hey,” he opened a drawer on his desk, “I need to give this back to you.” He stood, holding out her weapon and paddle holster, “Cleaned and reloaded it myself.”
 
   “Thanks…” Jordan was sincere, “I appreciate it, Stewart.” Her lips pressed determinedly into a thin line as she forced her left hand to hold her waistband and her right slid the paddle holster onto it.
 
   “Feel better now?”
 
   “I do… actually.” She adjusted the holster slightly and turned to the door.
 
   “Look, I’m just saying,” Stewart held up a hand to stop her, “when you come back, we could put you in charge of a subdivision that acts like a liaison between our department and Bea’s…” His brow arched expressively, “Huh? You and a certain brilliant computer-contractor I’m thinking of could work these kinds of cases exclusively...”
 
   “Yeah,” she said placatingly and headed for the door, “okay, we’ll talk about it…”
 
   “Bea thinks it’s a brilliant idea…”
 
   “Okay Stewart…”
 
   “Hey!” He pointed a stern finger at her as she left, “You know that kind of thing works!”
 
   She headed for the elevator and pressed the button for the ground floor, a smile touching her lips as she waited.
 
    
 
    
 
   Catherine watched the main cafeteria door while Cameron sat on her lap, playing with his toy dinosaurs on the table. She and Cameron spent the weeks since her visit to Alex’s warehouse in the hospital with Jordan under a special federal protective detail, although it was hardly necessary. Jordan’s supervisor explained it was more a matter of pride and honor than a question of potential danger, and she was grateful when Jordan’s surgeon deemed her recovered enough to be moved to a recovery facility with a more homelike environment that afforded the trio more privacy. I hope we can sleep in the same bed tonight… Jordan insisted she was fit enough to not only share her bed, but that she was also able to endure a flight to a sunny resort somewhere, and Catherine worried she was leaving supportive medical care too soon. It’ll be okay… she assured herself silently, and when Cameron craned his neck to look up at her, she placed a kiss on his forehead and he returned to playing with his toys. She certainly got physical therapy having Cam jump in her hospital bed every morning… Her smile was wistful; I think she was surprised when he remembered her.
 
   An agent drove her on the few occasions she did leave the hospital to buy clothes for Cameron and when she asked to go to Jordan’s apartment to get some clothes from the box she left in Jordan’s care. She also brought clothes for Jordan, packing mostly casual wear, although she did bring one of her black suits, knowing she would need to stop by the bureau at least once before they left. A wistful smile touched her lips and she swallowed past the lump that formed stubbornly in her throat, remembering how the agent made sure he had a child’s car seat strapped in the back for each trip, and how he took care to seatbelt in Cameron’s original love worn glowworm and Chelsea’s teddy bear in the seat next to him.
 
   After the cafeteria lunch, the protective detail would give them one last escort to a five-star hotel near LaGuardia where Catherine made reservations; One night there should give her time to rest up before we get on the plane. She felt Cameron squirm on her lap and they both wore big smiles when they looked up at the cafeteria entrance and he chortled,
 
   “Jordan!”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Baja California
 
    
 
   Cameron wanted to get down and they decided to dismount and walk their horses while he ran in and out of the water lapping on the shore. Smiling, she turned her face into the sun, feeling the exquisite contrast of its warmth and the cool breeze on her face. When she opened her eyes again she chuckled softly, seeing Cameron with his hands raised high and kicking his bare feet in the water. She couldn’t believe the beauty of the place; the sand beneath their feet was white and soft, and a cloudless pale blue sky hung over an azure and turquoise blue sea. Breathtaking… she sighed.
 
   She tilted her head to one side and pulled her phone from the pocket of her light windbreaker. Her steed was sweetly tempered and he ambled along behind her, content to walk along the beach behind his experienced rider. She looped the closed reins over her hand and when she stopped to take a picture, he did too, standing calmly behind her. She framed the profile of Jordan and the horse she led with Cameron playing in the water in the background and clicked the shutter function on her phone,
 
   “Oh my god…” she whispered, “spectacular...” Jordan turned to look at her and she took another picture, “Ah…” she grinned, murmuring, “another keeper.” Catherine had damaged her vocal cords screaming when Jordan when shot, and while Jordan healed from her injuries Catherine’s otolaryngologist prescribed gentle vocal exercises and cautioned her to keep her voice to a murmur until he could examine her again when they returned.
 
   “I’m surprised your memory card hasn’t melted…” Jordan teased, waiting for her to catch up.
 
   “Not yet.” Catherine slipped the phone back in her pocket. When she caught up Jordan dipped her head to plant a quick kiss on upturned lips. “Mmm…” she hummed appreciatively and they continued down the beach. “Ready to go back yet?”
 
   “You mean to the barn?”
 
   “No, I meant New York.”
 
   “No,” Jordan smiled, “not yet. How about you?”
 
   “I could stay here a while longer…”
 
   “It’s a deal, then.” She grinned happily, “This has been,” she said emphatically, “hands down the best resort we’ve stayed at yet.”
 
   “Agreed.” Catherine snorted softly, “but I think you’re only saying that because of their stables.”
 
   “True…” Jordan nodded, “I can’t help it though, having you teach me how to ride is a childhood dream come true…” She gave her a shy smile, “Thank you.” She bent to place another quick kiss on her lips.
 
   “Mmm-hmm, but you’ll eventually go back to the bureau, won’t you?”
 
   “Well,” she sighed, “I have to if I want my pension.”
 
   “But you won’t go back till your ready…”
 
   “I am…” she assured her, “I’m ready. I’m just not in a hurry to go back when I still have so much sick and vacation time accrued.” She stretched and rotated her shoulder, wincing and frowning at the residual pain and stiffness. “I can’t believe it’s taking so long to get back in shape.” She looked out at the endless sea and shrugged one-sidedly, “I feel like I don’t have the strength or stamina I used to…”
 
   Catherine looked concerned but she still gave her a playful nudge, “You do for some things…” she wagged her brows suggestively.
 
   Jordan snorted, coloring slightly, “Oh good… so you noticed.” She grinned, “If I stick with that workout I should be back at a hundred percent in no time.”
 
   A long minute passed and Catherine cleared her throat before asking, “So, could you work and handle a home life too?”
 
   Jordan stopped and turned to her, “Oh, yes.”
 
   “And would you mind commuting?” She smiled and standing on tiptoe, placed a kiss on her lips, “You did say your apartment was the size of a large closet.”
 
   Jordan’s brows arched, “Are you asking me to move in with you?”
 
   “I am, I love you, Jordan, Cam loves you too…”
 
   She pulled her in for another kiss, “I love you and Cam very very much, Doctor Bernard…” Her grin was enormous, “it’s more than I could have ever hoped for.” Hand in hand, they walked their horses down the beach, watching as Cameron ran in and out the waves lapping on shore. “We’re gonna have to buy a house.”
 
   She could hear the smile in Catherine’s voice, “I know.”
 
   “Will it have a barn?”
 
   “I don’t know…” her tone was playful, “maybe.”
 
   They walked on, listening to the waves, horse hooves on sand and Cameron’s laughter and Jordan felt her heart swell in happiness. She squeezed the smaller hand in hers, and when she looked into Catherine’s upturned face her eyes suddenly brimmed.
 
   Catherine’s brow knit in concern, “What?”
 
   “I hope,” she sniffed and drew a shaky breath, “I just hope not one day goes by that I forget to give thanks again to your genius for disguising your programs to look like it was Alex that copied the Rossi mainframe and sent all that data to the FBI.”
 
   Catherine snorted, “I really hadn’t thought that far ahead, Jordan.”
 
   “But because you did you’ll never have to testify…” Jordan breathed a sigh of relief, as she did every time she thought about Rossi living the rest of his life behind bars and she gave the hand another squeeze, “I’m so thankful for that…” She nodded; grateful something Catherine hadn’t even thought of consciously could make such impact on their lives and future together.
 
   “And yet,” she tugged on the hand, “for all my genius, I thought Alex would bring one or two of Rossi’s soldiers with her… It never occurred to me your teams wouldn’t have to drive up that long driveway, I thought I was going to provoke her to come to the warehouse with at least a couple of them in tow and lessen the danger for you…” She snorted, “I’m pretty sure that pulls me out of the genius category, I never would have guessed she’d come alone.”
 
   “Thank god she did,” Jordan’s expression was at once grateful and frightened, “If any of them had come with her…” and killed you, she added silently. “Or if they’d seen you and been arrested in the warehouse instead of the compound...” She drew a deep breath, the thought of all the horrific alternate outcomes that could have happened still made her heart beat fearfully, “If we survived we’d have been in Witness Protection for the rest of our lives…”
 
   “We…” Catherine muttered, smiling and squeezing the hand again. She turned to look up at her, craning her neck, “You would have left the FBI and joined us in the program?”
 
   Jordan’s eyes were a deep shade of blue, “Choose between you and Cam and the FBI?” She looked surprised, “Easy, I choose you and Cam, every time.”
 
   Catherine pulled on the hand, stepping closer until she could press her face and shoulder against Jordan’s chest, “I love you, Special Agent Hawkins…” When she leaned back to look again into oceanic blue Jordan’s smile was sublime,
 
   “And I love you, Doctor Catherine Hope Bernard.”
 
   She chortled softly, “That’s my name, feel free to wear it out.” She walked on, inhaling deeply, “Choices… Alex made her choice, again and again, every day… every time…”
 
   A long moment stretched between them until Jordan finally spoke, “You know, at one point Stewart said Bea just lost it when she got a look at how you write code… she said it’s a thing of beauty as it’s simple yet mind-bendingly complex…” Catherine shrugged, watching Cameron and she continued, “For someone like her it was easy to recognize your work and then identify what she called the clunky alterations Alex made… Although she guessed Alex and Rossi could have gone undetected for a long time.” She sighed, “Apparently Alex did well enough adapting your code for their operation…” Her voice faded when she felt the slight tremble in the hand she held, “I’m sorry…”
 
   “Don’t apologize…” Her lips trembled, “Thinking of her just reminds me how close she came to…” Her voice wavered and she cleared her throat, “to killing you, Jordan.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said quietly, “it was such a nightmare… and then finally reunited with your son… in a hospital of all places.”
 
   “No,” she gave the hand a tug, “the hospital was where you were, I didn’t want Cam and I to be anywhere else.”
 
   She had clutched Jordan’s shoulder in both hands, terrified by the rush of blood that poured between her fingers and she screamed raggedly for help until the ashen-faced cop ran into the loft, gun drawn. Visibly shaking, he saw the FBI logo on Jordan’s Kevlar vest and lowering his weapon, yelled into his radio for backup and paramedics. She had ridden with her in the ambulance, watching helplessly as paramedics worked to stop the bleeding and monitor Jordan’s breathing. She was clearly in shock when they arrived at the hospital and a nurse led her firmly into a bathroom and helped her clean Jordan’s blood from her hands and face. She then allowed herself to be taken to a private Family Room, sitting numbly until Stewart brought Cameron to her.
 
   “I’m just grateful Stewart let us stay in the room next door.”
 
   Jordan snorted, “Given the protective detail he provided, we would have had the room anyway.” She understood Stewart needed to let the head of protective details post phalanxes of agents to watch over them; capturing the Rossi Outfit with no agent casualties, save for her and the agent shot in the leg at the house, catapulted the entire bureau into a state of raucous jubilation. She knew from the director down, Stewart needed to let everyone in the bureau celebrate in the capture of the murderers who had slain five of their own, and that included protecting and watching over the two women responsible for locating the Rossi crime family and preserving the evidence that would put them away forever.
 
   “He was wonderful…” Catherine gripped the hand, “he asked how I was doing, and he just knew…”
 
   As a matter of policy, Stewart sent a bureau counselor, experienced in treating post-traumatic stress disorder to the hospital to treat Catherine. As the chaos of being transported to the hospital with Jordan and the joyous reunion with her son began to ease, Catherine had managed to eat dinner with him and watch TV, cuddling him in her lap. Once Jordan had come out of surgery and was settled in a private area of the ICU, the nurses and protective agents set up the room next door for her and Cameron and she had lain awake all night. With her sleeping son wrapped in her arms, the confrontation with Alex in the warehouse ran in a continual traumatic loop on her mind’s eye; the hideous scene began with the deafening twin gunshot blasts, and Catherine would jerk violently, hearing herself scream raggedly when she saw Jordan fall. She would watch her hands rip open the Velcro closures on Jordan’s vest and clutch at the blood that poured from the wound while the echo of her ragged breath and pounding heart became the only sounds she could hear. In terrifying slow motion, her head would turn to look at Alex and her open, vacant eyes, and as time slowed to a standstill, she’d hear the twin gunshot blasts again, her body would jerk violently, and the scene would replay in her head, over and over…
 
   “He’s been in the field long enough to know PTSD would have been a given.” Jordan pulled her close and draped her arm around the petite shoulders.
 
   “Well, she was very good at her job, and talking to her made all the difference in the world,” Catherine nodded, “everyone did.” Her whispery murmur dropped even further as she remembered how flowers for her and Jordan and toys for Cameron flooded the hospital. “I was able to sleep the next night…”
 
   “I would think exhaustion gets some credit for that too…” Jordan shook her head, “I’m so sorry for the awful memories you have of that day.”
 
   “Yes…” she conceded solemnly, “I will always remember seeing you fall… I’ll always remember seeing Alex’s eyes…” She drew a deep breath, “And I’ll never forget how I felt when Cameron saw me…” The soft voice wavered and Catherine’s eyes brimmed with tears, “and I saw him and he was safe…” She pressed her trembling lips together and cleared her throat, “And I’ll always have you to thank for that, Jordan…” she rasped, “Always.”
 
   They walked for a long minute in silence before Jordan ventured, “Are you still okay with not attending her funeral?”
 
   “Yes.” Her reply held no hesitation, “Looking back, I said my goodbye to Alex in that warehouse…” She fell silent a moment then added, “You know, I always felt bad for her parents …” she shrugged, “but when Stewart said Norm and Marion never asked about Cameron, I knew…”
 
   “Yes, but,” Jordan said softly, “they knew he had no biological connection to them; you’re his biological parent, they probably figured…”
 
   “Probably nothing, they never even asked, Jordan…” she shook her head in exasperation, “Not even to ask if he had been found with Alex, and if he had, if he was alright. He was never referenced in the TV news stories, so they didn’t know you rescued him… and they never asked.” She sniffed and sighed tiredly, “Not once…” She shrugged one-sidedly, “Her parents believe I’m dead anyway, if they make some sort of inquiry down the road, well…” She sniffed again, “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
 
   Jordan gave the hand a squeeze, “Yes,” she assured her, “we will.” They walked on, the silence between them companionable until she ventured, “You know you can have all the contract work you want at the FBI.”
 
   “Oh, I know,” she snorted, grateful for the change in subject, “Stewart made that abundantly clear, but I’ll only work on special projects and teach as long as you come home to me at the end of the day.”
 
   “I think he’ll do whatever it takes to get you on board… and since he blabbed his big idea to Bea she’s on board too.”
 
   “What big idea?”
 
   “He wants me to head up my own sub-division, working with you as an FBI contractor-consultant.”
 
   “Oh my…” Catherine suppressed the urge to chuckle, unsure what to think, “Really?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Wow…” She turned to look up at her, “would you want me as your partner?”
 
   Jordan looked confused, “At work?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Definitely, but only if you stay in the office.” Her expression was at once stern, sincere and loving, “and absolutely no field work…” She added, “Ever.”
 
   “Agreed.” Catherine tilted her head to one side, “And… you’re still okay with the idea of us being partners otherwise?”
 
   Jordan stopped, forcing Catherine and the horses to stop too, “I love you, Catherine, and I’d like to marry you one day… but I don’t know how you feel about the institution of marriage anymore.”
 
   “I asked you once if a marriage can last forever…” she smiled, “do you remember?”
 
   Jordan’s head tilted to one side, “I remember that day at the lighthouse very well.”
 
   “You never answered my question... instead you asked if love can last forever…”
 
   She nodded, “I did…”
 
   “Well, I’ve given it a lot of thought… and I realize there is no other conclusion.” She held out her other hand and Jordan took it, happily; “Love is the only thing that’s really real…” She pulled her closer, “and now that I’ve found it again, I know I don’t want to give up on the institution of marriage… as long as I’m married to you...”
 
   Jordan heaved a huge sigh, “Oh, thank god…” she rolled her eyes playfully and pulled her in for a kiss. Their eyes closed pleasurably as the caress deepened and suddenly both snorted in amusement; pulling apart, they looked down to see Cameron tugging on their jeans,
 
   “Tired now…” he signed and spoke simultaneously, “Jordan up!” He raised his arms expectantly.
 
   “Okay,” Catherine signed and spoke, turning to drape the reins over her horse’s head as she walked to the chestnut’s side and fitting her booted foot into the stirrup, swung herself up nimbly into the English saddle.
 
   “Getting hungry for lunch?” Jordan asked, picking him up and parking him on her hip.
 
   “Lunch!” Cameron laughed, signing eat with his hand.
 
   “Okay,” she grinned and grunting softly, handed him up to Catherine who seated him in front of her on the saddle. “I’m still getting used to your not signing to me anymore.” Jordan turned and draping her reins over her mount’s head, swung with surprising ease into the saddle.
 
   Catherine wrapped an arm securely around her son, “You’re pretty good at that now, you know.”
 
   “Ah…” she smiled indulgently, “Are you making a suggestive joke about mounting?”
 
   “Yes…” Catherine snorted as they turned their horses on the soft sand and began the walk back, “I guess I am, but that doesn’t take away from the fact that your horsemanship has really grown in the weeks we’ve been here.”
 
   “Why, thank you, Doctor Bernard,” she smiled but her voice was sincere, “Coming from you, that’s a real compliment.”
 
   “And since it’s on my mind, while the last thing I would ever want to do is squash a childhood dream; I would like to make it clear that I absolutely forbid you to fight crime from horseback…”
 
   “Deal,” she chuckled, “I prefer to chase criminals from cars anyway.”
 
   A seagull flew overhead and Cameron pointed, signing and saying, “Look! Bird!”
 
   “That’s right,” Catherine spoke, forming the signs in front of him, “Bird.”
 
   “So…” Jordan nudged her horse closer to Catherine’s, “why are you still teaching him sign now that you can speak again?”
 
   “Because it’s the language you taught me…” Her smile was thoughtful, “When Stewart brought Cam to the hospital,” her chin quivered and she turned shining, suddenly brimming eyes to her, “when he saw me, he signed mama…”
 
   Cameron turned in the circle of her arm, “Mama…” he said, tapping his thumb by his mouth and wagging his tiny fingers.
 
   Catherine chuckled low, giving him a squeeze and signed back while she spoke, “That’s right!” Her lips trembled but her smile was radiant, “You gave me a voice when I had none, Jordan, and if there’s one thing I truly understand, it’s how powerful you are when you have a voice.”
 
   “Okay, well,” Jordan said softly, “that’s good cuz’ I love hearing the sound of yours.”
 
   “I just wish it didn’t go all raspy and hoarse at the end of the day.”
 
   “It’s always back by morning,” she assured her, “I imagine the vocal cords will strengthen over time.”
 
   Their horses walked on and when she held out her hand, Catherine took it, “You know, when I heard your speaking voice for the first time…” She blinked back sudden tears, determined not to weep like she did in her hospital bed when Catherine spoke to her, “I thought I’d never heard anything more beautiful.”
 
   Catherine squeezed her hand, “Then just wait till Christmas… I have been known to belt out a rousing Jingle Bells.”
 
   Jordan snickered in delight, “I can’t wait.”
 
   Cameron turned again and signed emphatically, his voice plaintive, “Lunch? Jordan, Lunch?”
 
   “Okay,” she chuckled and signed back when she said, “Ready?”
 
   “Ready!” he shouted, signing exaggeratedly.
 
   Laughing, Catherine tightened her arm securely around him and re-gripped the reins. Following Jordan’s lead, they urged the horses into a trot and then into an easy gallop down the beach.
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