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      The intrigue is this thriller is based around a controversial religious theory. This theory comes from a 2006 text by Joseph Atwill and its subsequent documentary. In Dream On, the theory is attributed not to Atwill but to fictional characters in the story. Additionally, the theory has been simplified and modified slightly for the novel. All credit for the original theory goes to Atwill and his associates.

      Importantly, it must be said that while Atwill presents his theory as fact, its inclusion in this work of fiction is not an endorsement of factuality by either this author or, indeed, the fictional characters of the story. Interested individuals can delve further into the theory by investigating Atwill’s work.
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      “Jesus never existed,” Isaac Bennett said. His voice shook. He looked up at the man looming over him. The man who held a knife to his throat.

      The man was tall with wavy, brown hair. His face had a couple day’s worth of stubble. His eyes were so piercing, so blazingly blue that they seemed unnatural. Like blue ice. Small wells of shimmering glacial water, flash frozen. There was fury in those icy eyes, and the man was struggling to contain it.

      The knife was sharp, and Isaac could feel it cutting his skin even though the man was putting little pressure against it.

      Moments earlier, the man had come bursting in through the unlocked front door of Isaac’s small beach house. Isaac had been sitting at his desk, reading an invoice. A bowl of tomato bisque sat to the side, cooling. Now it was overturned. Soup ran off the side of the desk and dripped onto the carpet.

      Twice the man had told Isaac to say it—that Jesus never existed. The first time Isaac refused. That’s when the man took his knife—which he had been holding at chest level—and put it to Isaac’s throat.

      After the man had heard the words he wanted, there was a sneer to his lips, but the fury still burned in his eyes. “That’s right. I know that’s what you believe with your filthy, blasphemous mind.”

      “But I don’t believe it,” Isaac said, trying to convey his utter sincerity. It was a plea. A plea for life and a plea for sanity. “I believe he existed. And I don’t care either way. I’m an atheist. What is this?”

      “An atheist. Oh, yes, I know exactly what you are.” The sneer on the man’s face broadened into a look of bemusement. “And what if I were to tell you this?” He paused for just a moment before continuing to speak. “Actiones secundum fidei.”

      A wave of sensation rolled over Isaac. He felt the room close in around him. A cold sweat. A door in his brain had been opened, and memory flooded in. He remembered himself and the others. Five young men with an idea. A theory. And the other two men. Who would do anything to stop it.

      One of those two men was now standing over him.

      “Owen?” Isaac said. “It’s Owen, isn’t it? Owen Kelso.”

      Owen was older now, but Isaac recognized him. Those eyes. Those icy blue eyes. Isaac remembered the eyes, and he remembered Owen as being hateful but somehow idealistic. Now the man looked cold. Like a man who was prepared to kill him.

      Owen’s sneer turned into a smirk. He scoffed. “That’s right. You’ve remembered. Everything. Yes?”

      Isaac nodded. “Yes.”

      “Including your little theory.”

      Isaac inched away. His heart beat frantically. The knife to his throat was no mere threat. Owen was going to kill him.

      “Don’t you move,” Owen said and grabbed Isaac by the back of the head, pulled him into the knife.

      Isaac yelped and felt a drop of blood trickle down his neck.

      “Now you believe it, don’t you?” Owen said. “That Christ Almighty never existed.”

      The pieces of theory were rapidly reconnecting in Isaac’s mind, but the sense of urgency had come back to him instantly. The importance of it all. He knew that this idea was something bigger than him, something that had to be told. The world had to hear it.

      “Yes, I do,” Isaac said and looked straight into the rage of Owen’s blue eyes.

      Owen shook his head. “Wretch. I will pray for your soul.”

      There was a flash of movement, and a quick, sharp pain. Just as quickly, a calm realization came to Isaac. It was like when he broke his arm as a teenager. One moment he had been riding his bicycle down a hill, heading toward a patch of oil, and the next moment he found himself on the ground looking at his arm. It was bent in an incorrect angle and wouldn’t respond. The thought had occurred quite plainly to him then: his arm was broken. Now a new sensation struck him in the same plain, rational manner.

      His throat was slit.

      His hands went to his neck. Hot fluid gushed over his fingers, cascading down his neck and onto his chest. His shirt clung to his skin. The blood was sticky between his fingers.

      He fell forward off his chair to his knees, and in the process he brought the small desk down to the floor with him. It made a loud crash.

      Isaac saw Owen’s feet jump forward and then felt the knife jam into the back side of his left shoulder. This hurt much more than his throat, and he screamed. He saw the window to his right and through this he saw the window of Mrs. Simpson’s house, a few feet away. A light came on, and her elderly voice called out from the distance.

      “Isaac? Everything okay?”

      This must have startled Owen because Isaac saw his feet dart away. Isaac looked up. This brought a surge of pain, and he felt the skin of his neck separate. He saw Owen momentarily pause at the door then bolt out, shutting it behind him.

      Isaac knew what he had to do, but he also knew he only had moments left to do it. He was fading. His vision lightened and blurred around the edges. There were beads of sweat on his forehead and the back of his hands, a cold, shivering sweat.

      His left arm was limp, so he dug his right hand fingers into the shag carpeting and pulled himself around to face the scattered effects of his desk. He needed something to write with, something with a wide writing surface. The letters had to be big; it had to be visible.

      There was a pencil and a few ink pens, covered with soup. Too small. He brushed them aside. He needed a marker. He knew there had been one somewhere on his desk, but where had it gone?

      He scanned the floor, didn’t see the marker. His forearms tingled. Black spots appeared in his vision. Hurry. He had to hurry. His eyes closed, and he dropped forward, his chin crashing into the floor. This jolted him awake, and he gasped

      Behind him there was a knock on the door.

      Then he saw it. The marker. A black permanent marker. A few feet away against the wall. He dug his right hand into the carpet again and crawled toward it.

      Banging on the door. “Isaac? Isaac, you alright?” It was Mrs. Simpson.

      His trembling fingers grabbed the marker. He considered writing on the wall, but realized that could be misinterpreted. It had to be clear that the word was referring to himself.

      He took the marker between his teeth and pulled off the cap. He pulled his lifeless arm into position, struggled with the button on the cuff, then yanked the sleeve up to his elbow. He put the marker’s tip to his forearm and scratched out the first two letters.

      JO

      He heard the door open behind him then Mrs. Simpson’s voice and the sound of her footsteps as she rushed over to him.

      “Isaac!”

      A wave of whiteness swept across his vision, and there was another flash of sweat. His right hand and the marker dropped to the floor. Seconds. There were only seconds left. And there was more he had to write. He brought the marker back to his forearm.

      SE

      Mrs. Simpson came up to him, bent over, and put her hand to his shoulder.

      “Isaac. My god!”

      A black, fuzzy haze closed in around his vision like a closing iris. He could no longer see his arm as his right hand blindly scribbled out the remaining letters.

      He rolled onto his back. He heard Mrs. Simpson scuttle off to his telephone in the kitchen and speak rapidly to a 911 operator. He could just make out the sound of the waves in the distance before everything faded out and there was silence.

      Hollow silence. And a black expanse before his eyes. He was in a void. He felt small, alone, scared. But then there was light and the void was gone. He saw his mother. And his father. The old house. His first girlfriend. Jennifer. The spot behind the bleachers. His mother again. Her hand touching his cheek. His ex-wife. An old, nameless friend. The apartment on 9th Avenue in Portland. A mattress on the floor, no box spring. His first gig on radio. How nervous he’d been. Then he saw the facility. The concrete walls. The crumbling floors, plants growing in the cracks. Glassless windows with large pine trees beyond. Wet. Everything was wet. The long hallways. The dark rooms.

      Isaac screamed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Special Agent Dale Conley crashed through the doors of Thomas Mall in Phoenix, Arizona. He squinted his eyes, adjusting from the blazing desert sun to indoor lighting. The temperature shift, too, was dramatic: from nearly a hundred degrees of dry heat to chilly air conditioning.

      He came to an abrupt stop, the soles of his motorcycle boots squeaking on the polished floor. He panted, taking just a moment to scan the crowds of shoppers roaming the hall in front of him. His eyes bounced from person to person as he looked for his mark: Guy Hudson.

      The shoppers crisscrossed the hall, going into the different stores, walking the halls. The ceiling was high, maybe twenty, twenty-five feet, with large crossbeams traversing it at regular intervals. Above the stores was a strip of wall painted in multi-colored, geometric patterns with plants spilling over the edge. There was a large aquarium in the back, filled with oscar fish.

      Mothers with children in tow. Old folks with strollers. Amorous teenagers. Guy Hudson should have stood out in this crowd. He was weird looking enough. But every second that passed vastly increased the chance that Dale had lost him—having slipped into a store or a bathroom or out one of the emergency exits.

      But then he spotted him.

      Guy was by the aquarium. A group of people was gathered around the tank. Some of the children were running their hands along the glass, giggling as the oscars—a very interactive species—followed them. And toward the back corner of the crowd, hiding among some of the adults, was Guy Hudson.

      He was tall—about six foot two—extremely thin, and ghostly pale with a jet-black dye job to both his hair and his mustache. He wore faded black pants and a gray, long-sleeve shirt. He was monochromatic.

      In Guy’s hand was a ceramic vase, primitive, pinkish in color decorated with red painted designs. It was a piece of Hohokam buff ware that Guy and his group had dug out of a protected area—so protected that it was designated a national historical landmark, monument, and historic place and was closed to the public. The vase was incredibly old, maybe as much as 2,000 years.

      Guy made eye contact with Dale ... and dashed off.

      Dale ran after him. People screamed as he came rushing toward them, and they cleared out of his way.

      Guy took off down the hallway. Dale was several feet behind and watched as Guy ran into a candy shop. Panic bustled through the store, and people ran out as Dale sprinted in. Bins of brightly colored candy. Helium-filled balloons. But no Guy Hudson. Dale pushed through the people running out of the store. Several of them pointed toward a counter in the back: He went that way.

      Dale eyeballed the counter. No sign of Guy. If he was back there, Guy would be crouched down, hiding somewhere behind the counter. Dale reached behind his back, beneath his T-shirt, and drew his snub-nosed revolver from its holster, which was tucked into his 501 jeans. Dale put both hands on the gun and crept toward the counter.

      Slow steps, his gun aimed downward to the floor. He readjusted his grip. Heartbeat quickened. Palms began to sweat. A couple more steps. He put his finger over the trigger. In one swift movement he whipped around the corner and leveled his gun.

      A brightly-colored disc sailed up into his face and smashed into his left temple and ear. Large, solid. It was a lollipop, Dale realized. An oversized lollipop. One those two-foot jobs. Dale’s vision blasted white momentarily, and his ears rang. Guy had swung that damn piece of candy with a form that would’ve made Ty Cobb envious.

      The lollipop shattered on impact with Dale’s head. The pieces clattered on the floor. Dale staggered back several feet, and as he put a hand to the left side of his head, he saw Guy scramble to his feet and dart off toward the front of the store.

      Dale shook his head, cleared his vision, and took off after Guy again. He now had a splitting headache.

      Dale saw Guy sprinting down the hall to the left, and he ran after him. He kept his gun in his hand, his finger safely outside the trigger guard. Now there was panic among the people in the halls as they saw two men chasing each other, one of them carrying a firearm. The shoppers darted into the stores.

      Dale was a decent runner, being an avid fitness buff and running regularly. But Guy was lithe and tall, and his speed alarmed Dale. He would have pegged Guy Hudson as the kind of nerd who hadn’t exercised since he was required to do so in grade school. But the man was surprisingly skilled. And it was a strange sort of skill. He moved like an insect, a praying mantis shuttling at breakneck speed down a Phoenix shopping mall hallway.

      Dale could see that they were running toward a fountain with choreographed waterworks, small spouts of water shooting into the air in rhythmic patterns. In the center of the fountain was a sculpture, about eight feet tall with large holes in it, resembling an oversized piece of coral. A small group of people, mostly children—who had yet to notice the two men running at them—was gathered around the fountain, watching the show. Guy screamed at them as he approached.

      “Get the hell out of my way!”

      Dale’s chest was heaving. He’d been pushing himself as hard as he could to catch Guy, and finally he was gaining on him. He was only a few feet behind him.

      Guy ran straight into the fountain and right toward the sculpture. He dove, face forward, arms outstretched toward one of the holes in the structure, a hole about three feet in height. He flew straight through the hole, landing in the water on the other side with a splash and sliding on his stomach like he was on a water slide.

      Dale was mightily impressed. He wondered if Guy was some sort of macabre gymnast when he wasn’t robbing the federal government of precious antiquities.

      Dale knew if he tried the same leap-through-the-sculpture trick, he was going to end up with broken bones, a bruised ego, and a lost perpetrator. He bounded into the fountain, his boots splashing and filling with water. His jeans clung to his lower legs. Dale despised the feeling of wet clothes. He ran around the sculpture, catching up with Guy just as he was trying to stand up. Guy kicked from his crouched position, catching Dale in the chest. Dale gasped, feeling the air escape his lungs. Then, summoning his inner insect once more, Guy stood up, grabbed the sculpture with both arms, and swung his entire body at Dale, hitting him with both feet in the chest again. This blow sent Dale flying, and he landed on his back with a splash.

      Water consumed Dale’s vision, and he was engulfed in sloshing underwater semi-silence that provided him a moment’s reprieve from the chaotic situation he’d found himself in. The momentum from Guy’s blow pushed him backwards along the tiled surface of the bottom of the fountain. He felt pennies dragging against his back through his T-shirt.

      Dale pushed his hands into the base of the fountain and stood up. Water cascaded down his chest. His dark brown hair was plastered over his eyes. He flung his head to the side, flopping the hair out of his face. He got out of the fountain and took off after Guy again, who was halfway down the hall, which ended in an open area showcasing the entrance to one of the mall’s anchor stores: a large department store with a sign that read Diamond’s. Guy entered the store, and moments later Dale followed.

      The makeup counters greeted Dale with the smell of powders and perfumes and lipstick. Guy was just a few feet ahead of Dale, to his right. He looked over his shoulder for a moment, locking eyes with Dale. Dale reached out and grabbed at his shirt, and Guy twisted around to fight him off. Dale got his arms around him, and in another incredibly acrobatic move, Guy slipped out of his grasp, sending Dale stumbling forward.

      Dale gritted his teeth.

      He resumed the chase. They were in the women’s department now, and Guy began throwing mannequins down in Dale’s path, one after another after another. Dale hurdled the first couple, finally catching his foot on one of them and tumbling to the floor.

      There was an escalator ahead, and Guy ran up it, taking multiple steps at a time. By the time Dale scrambled to his feet, he was several feet behind. He ran up the escalator, taking a few steps at a time like Guy had.

      Guy reached the top of the escalator and hung a right. Moments later, when Dale reached the top, he turned and saw Guy run through an employees’ door at the far side of the store.

      Dale sprinted to the door and ran into a back room. Harsh fluorescent lights. Cinder block walls. Cardboard boxes full of inventory. Startled employees pointed toward a swinging door. Dale followed their directions across the room, through the door, and into a cement stairwell, echoey and musty smelling.

      He looked up. One flight of stairs above him, Guy was going through yet another door, and as he did, bright sunlight flooded the stairwell. Dale took the steps up and exited the stairwell onto the mall’s rooftop.

      The light burned Dale’s eyes. He shielded them with a hand before quickly throwing on his aviator sunglasses, which he’d stowed in his pocket. The rooftop was a vast, gravel-covered expanse. A three-foot parapet outlined the edge. Camelback Mountain lay a short distance away, looming over the mall, its rugged red-brown contours standing out sharply against a bright blue, cloudless sky.

      Guy stood at the edge of the roof, about twenty feet away. He held the jar over the side of the building with his outstretched right arm. Dale kept his gun pointed down and slowly approached him.

      “I’d tell you to drop it, Guy, but neither one of us want that.”

      “Toss your gun,” Guy said. “I’ll do it, god dammit.”

      Guy extended his reach further over the edge of the building.

      “No, you won’t,” Dale said and took another step forward. “You need it. It’s the last part of your little group’s ritual. Praying to the dead or whatever it is you’re doing.”

      “Try me. If you bring me in, we’ll never finish the ritual. And no one is going to have this jar but us.”

      “Even Hohokam Pima National Monument?”

      There had been sincerity in Guy’s tone, and Dale knew that Guy genuinely thought that no one deserved the jar but his group. But Dale also wagered that the thought of breaking the jar—and thus losing the possibility of completing their ritual—would be too much for him. Dale called his bluff and took another couple steps toward him.

      Guy shook the jar menacingly.

      “Stop! Drop the gun!”

      Okay. Guy wasn’t bluffing after all, Dale could tell. He stopped walking and put his hands up.

      “Alright, alright,” Dale said. “I’ll holster it. I don’t know what you have in those pockets.”

      Dale slowly reached around his back and holstered the gun, keeping his other hand up where Guy could see it.

      He then took a few steps toward the roof edge—while casually working himself a bit closer to Guy—and looked down. It was a two-floor drop to the ground. There was a dumpster a few feet behind where Guy was standing.

      The dumpster. Dale kept himself from smiling. He looked at the jar then to Guy.

      “I’m unarmed now,” Dale said. “Can we discuss this like rational adults? Maybe just drop all the talk about haunted ceramics and death rituals?”

      “This doesn’t belong to the federal government,” Guy said and shook the jar again.

      “No, it doesn’t. But we protect it as a part of a national monument. And the Gila River Indians own the property. Any way you look at it, it doesn’t belong to you.”

      “It belongs to Snaketown. Everyone thinks the Hohokam are a great mystery, that no one knows what happened to them. But we do. And that’s why we took all this pottery. For our ceremonies.”

      These nut-jobs he chased down utterly confused Dale sometimes. Why would Guy think that the jar belonged to him? He was talking about the Hohokam as though he was a descendant, but the man was as white as a bicuspid floating in a glass of milk in the middle of a snowstorm.

      Dale inched toward Guy. He looked over the ledge again. Two floors didn’t sound like much, but it sure looked like a long way down.

      “And that’s why you’re going to use them as part of your rituals?”

      “That’s right. And that’s why we’ll transcend. Stay put!”

      Dale stopped moving toward Guy. He was about ten feet away from him.

      “You do know,” Dale said, “that the jar you’re holding—that you so unceremoniously unearthed—could lead archaeologists to the true reason the Hohokam disappeared. That is, if you and your little death cult will just hand it over.”

      “The archaeologists reburied the site. If my ‘little death cult’ hadn’t trespassed and dug on our own then—”

      Dale suddenly lunged toward Guy, driving his shoulder into Guy’s gut. The two men’s feet shuffled in the gravel, and then they hit the parapet.

      Then they fell off the roof.

      Dale’s stomach dropped as he felt the sensation of free-falling—a sensation that had become all too familiar during his time as a BEI agent. The bright blue sky. The cement below. And the dumpster. Dale had gauged the force with which he struck Guy, the distance to the dumpster, and the angle. If he had done his pseudo-math right, they should land on the dumpster.

      Pseudo-math, don’t fail me now.

      He had a grasp on Guy’s shirt. Guy’s hand squeezed hard into Dale’s neck, fingernails digging in. Dale looked to Guy’s other hand. The jar. He reached for it. Guy’s hold on the jar lessened. Just the tips of Guy’s fingers remained on the jar. Then it floated out of his grasp. It hovered in the air, twisting from top to bottom. Dale reached, stretched toward it. Closer. His fingers brushed it. He got one finger inside the rim and squeezed, got a hold of it.

      And then the two men smashed into the dumpster.

      Crash.

      The angled metal doors of the dumpster bent upon the impact of the men’s combined weight. An awful screeching sound. The bent doors created a funnel that sent the men into the belly of the beast and onto a pile of plastic trash bags and crumpled cardboard boxes. They collided into the mess with a solid thud that made both men groan aloud.

      The trash had absorbed the blow for the most part, but Dale had hit something hard with his back, and now it was digging into the ribs on his left side. He reached behind him and found the culprit: the pointed breasts of a mannequin torso. He tossed it aside then looked at the jar in his hand. It was intact.

      Beside him, Guy was breathing hard, looking straight up into the sky through a gap in the dumpster’s mangled doors.

      “You okay?” Dale said.

      Guy paused before answering, a bewildered look on his face. “Yeah.”

      “Good. You’re under arrest.”

      Dale slapped handcuffs on Guy’s wrist.
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      Dale stepped out of the dumpster, pulling Guy behind him. He put Guy’s arms behind his back and clamped down the second handcuff.

      A car pulled up. The driver-side door opened, and out breezed Jamison Zane. He was tall with slicked-back hair and a chiseled jaw above which rested a casual smile that was almost as playful as Dale’s notoriously bemused grin. He was a special agent with the Bureau of Indian Affairs. He was one-eighth Navajo with black hair and a bronze complexion. He wore an expensive, well-tailored suit—the jacket in his hand—and a pair of dark sunglasses. Zane looked at Dale and shook his head, grinned.

      From the passenger side emerged Walter Taft, Special Agent In Charge of the Bureau of Esoteric Investigation, the covert branch of the DOJ of which Dale was an agent. Taft was in his fifties with a physique that was mostly past its prime and a head that had gone mostly bald with what hair remained being mostly gray and partly red. His temperament was mostly grouchy. As he walked toward Dale, he looked frazzled, like a man at the end of his wits, a man who was one misfiled report away from his second heart attack. In other words, he looked just as he always did.

      Zane strode over to Dale with that big grin on his face, his polished Italian shoes tapping on the cement. Taft followed. Zane extended a hand and gave Dale a strong handshake.

      “Need any help?” he said with a chuckle.

      “It’s a little late now,” Dale said and turned to Taft. “Sir.”

      “Well done, Conley.”

      Dale pushed Guy toward Zane, who took hold of Guy’s handcuffs.

      “He’s all yours,” Dale said.

      Zane was Dale’s liaison agent for the assignment. While some BEI cases were handled strictly within the Bureau, most of them began with a request from another federal agency to use the services of the BEI agents, a collection of geniuses in eccentric fields. Dale’s specialty was in history and puzzles. At the beginning of a case, the liaison agent headed the investigation until the BEI agent determined whether the case qualified for the use of the Bureau’s limited manpower. If it did, the BEI agent took the lead. At the conclusion of the case, due to the covert nature of the BEI, all references to its agent were expunged from the record, and the liaison agent was given credit for the assignment.

      With this setup, Dale had worked with a revolving door of liaison agents from an array of federal agencies. A BEI agent and his liaison worked in close unison for the duration of the case under stressful, chaotic, and dangerous conditions. They were partners. Short-term partners, Dale liked to call them. Dale’s powerful personality often rubbed his partners the wrong way, resulting in friction. But occasionally he and a liaison meshed well together, and a brotherhood would form. These were the types of liaison agents that Dale enjoyed working with most.

      Jamison Zane was such a liaison agent. Dale admired the guy. He saw a lot of himself in Zane: handsome, confident, charming. What wasn’t to like? Dale admired Zane’s tenacity and his intelligence, different as it might have been from Dale’s. The truth was, Dale was going to miss Jamison Zane.

      Zane pushed Guy into the passenger seat of the car and shut the door then turned back to Dale. “Seems a shame that you did the lion’s share of the work on this case, and I’ll be the one getting the credit.”

      “That’s how the BEI works.” Dale looked at Taft. “Unless you want to give me the credit I deserve for once, sir.”

      Taft grumbled.

      Zane smacked Dale on the shoulder. “Been a real honor working with you. Truly. Stay in touch.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Zane shook hands with Taft then circled around to the front of his car and got back in the driver side. He nodded at Dale and took off. Guy scowled at Dale from the passenger side as the car rolled past.

      Taft opened his briefcase and handed Dale a manila folder and an ink pen. “Let’s make this official.”

      Dale opened the folder. Inside was BEI32A9, the form that gave the consent to remove his name from all records of the case. Dale signed. Once again he didn’t exist. There was a second folder beneath the first.

      “What’s this?” Dale said and put the second folder on top.

      “No rest for the wicked, pretty boy. It’s your next assignment.”

      Dale paused momentarily, a rare instance of words escaping him. “Is this a joke?”

      “You ever known me to kid around, Conley?”

      “Good point.”

      Dale sighed. Usually he had a week or two between assignments, getting some much needed recuperation time before going back to training and development. Sometimes there was only a matter of days between assignments. On rare occasions he’d only gotten hours or even minutes between jobs. But he’d never been handed an assignment immediately upon finishing another.

      “Before you look at it, Conley, there’s something you should know about this case. Your liaison isn’t going to be a federal agent.”

      “A foreign agent?”

      “Not an agent all. Not even law enforcement, as a matter of fact.”

      “I beg your pardon? Sir, are you about to use me for another one of your experiments?”

      Dale did his best not to be hotheaded, but inside he felt the distant, rumbling thunder of an approaching anger storm. The BEI operating instructions were very clear that any interagency investigation was to be handled by a BEI agent and a liaison agent. Taft had a history of experimenting on Dale with new BEI protocols, and it pissed Dale off. He had a sinking feeling that he was about to be duped into something.

      Taft took a piece of paper out of the briefcase and handed it to Dale. “FBI employee. An expert in serial killers.”

      Dale read over the paper for a moment. “Gillian Spiro. Forensic psychologist working for the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit.” He looked at Taft. “A civilian.”

      “That’s right,” Taft said, clearly sensing Dale’s building frustration. “Deal with it.”

      Then the anger storm broke.

      “This is a travesty! This goes against the very basic tenets of the BEI operating instructions,” Dale said and pointed at the briefcase. “You’ve got a copy in there. I know you do. You don’t go anywhere without it.”

      Dale snatched the briefcase from Taft’s hand.

      “Hey!” Taft said.

      Dale found Taft’s copy of the Bureau of Esoteric Investigation Operating Instructions—a well-worn, four-inch stack of office paper, comb-bound. He quickly flipped to the appropriate page, knowing exactly where to find it.

      Dale stabbed a finger at the page. “Every interagency case begins with a liaison agent escorting the BEI agent. This woman, this Gillian Spiro,” he said and held up the sheet of paper Taft had given him, “is not an agent of any kind. I don’t want to be lugging her around for days on end while you’re using me as your guinea pig.”

      Taft stepped closer to Dale. The two most stubborn men in the BEI. Their faces were a foot apart. Both with red cheeks, both with a little bit of sweat on the brow. Whereas Dale was sweaty from his anger and the desert heat, Taft was always kind of sweaty.

      “I don’t give a damn what you think, Conley,” he said. “She’s an FBI psychologist, and that’s good enough for me as the director of this organization.”

      “But, sir, this is not by the book,” Dale said and shook the rulebook in his hand again.

      “Fine,” Taft said and snatched the manual out of Dale’s hand. “I’m the one who wrote the damn thing anyway.” He grabbed a pencil from his briefcase, flipped a few pages into the manual, and started writing. He spoke aloud as he scribbled furiously. “The position of liaison agent can be filled by a non-agent employee of a federal agency if deemed necessary by the SAC. The employee is granted temporary status as a federal agent for the duration of the assignment. W.T.” He shoved the manual at Dale.

      Dale looked at the note Taft had written. “You gotta be kidding me.”

      “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? I wrote the book, and I’ll change it the way I want.” Taft waved the pencil in Dale’s face. “And I wrote it in pencil. At the end of this case, I’ll erase it, and everything will go back to the way it was.”

      “Unbelievable.”

      “What, Conley? Worried about working under female authority until you make the case determination?”

      Dale crossed his arms. “Oh, give me a break, sir. I worked with that ATF girl, Agent Bissell.”

      “And she hates you now.”

      “I worked with Agent Kitzmiller from the FAA.”

      “And you two ended up dating.”

      Dale paused. “And she hates me now too. The point is, I have no problem working with a woman, even under her authority until I make case determination, and you damn well know it. And by the end of this case—”

      “Conley, cool it. Just take a look at the file, would ya? Might lend some perspective.”

      Dale took a deep breath, looked at Taft, and opened the folder. “Oh my god.”

      “Thought that might shut you up.”

      Inside the folder was a stack of photos and papers, and on top was a crime scene photo of a man whose head was twisted to the side with a wide gash across his neck. Lips curled back. Eyes squeezed tight. A grimacing expression. The man’s left sleeve had been rolled up, and there were crude scribble marks across the inside of his forearm.

      “What is this?” Dale said.

      “Seaside, Oregon. Victim’s name: Isaac Bennett.”

      Dale flipped the photo over. The next image was a closer shot of the scribbled writing on Bennett’s forearm. The writing was sloppy, almost violent.
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      “Joseph,” Dale said. “So someone slashed his throat and then decided to roll up his sleeve and scribble their name on his forearm?”

      “No,” Taft said. “Bennett wrote that himself.”

      Dale looked up from the folder. “What?”

      “The neighbor woman heard the commotion. Came over. Didn’t get a response to knocking on the door. Eventually entered and found him on the floor, barely alive, with a marker in his hand writing that on his arm. He died before the ambulance got there. There were streaks of blood on the carpeting where he dragged himself ten feet from the attack at the desk to grab the marker.”

      Dale flipped to another picture. This was a wider shot of the crime scene. There was an overturned desk, a bowl and its spilled contents. Massive amounts of blood. Scattered paper and pens and books. And Bennett’s splayed body. In this image, a large stab wound to the back of Bennett’s left shoulder was also visible.

      “He was trying to tell us who killed him,” Dale said.

      Taft nodded. “One might assume that.”

      “‘Might?’”

      “I’ll get to that in a second.”

      “Okay,” Dale said and arched an eyebrow. “Any sign of the perp?”

      “The neighbor saw a guy get into a car and speed off. Local forensics found nothing. No prints, no shoe prints. Nothing on Bennett’s phone record but work, his momma, and the girl he’d been dating.”

      “Forcible entry?”

      Taft shook his head.

      Dale scratched his chin as he flipped back through the images. “So Bennett lets a guy waltz into his house, the guy slashes his throat, stabs him in the shoulder.” Dale pointed to the image of the scattered debris of Bennett’s fallen desk. “They knock over his desk, bringing out the neighbor before the perp can finish the job. But he sees the amount of blood Bennett has lost and figures the job’s already done anyway. He slips out as quickly as he can before the neighbor gets there. Bennett then uses his last bit of energy to pull himself away from the desk to where that marker landed and scribbles out the name Joseph on his own arm.” Dale paused. “All that said, a couple questions for you. Why do you not think our guy’s name is Joseph? And why is this a potential BEI case?”

      “Bennett said two really odd things before he died. When the old lady went inside, Bennett was delirious, scribbling on his arm. After she called 911, he looked her straight in the eye and said ‘render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s.’”

      “That’s biblical.”

      “Indeed it is,” Taft said. “But Bennett was a devout atheist. In fact, it was something of a contentious point between him and the old lady neighbor, as much as she liked him.”

      “And what was the second thing he said?”

      “After he quoted the Bible, he started to fade out. The old gal said his eyes glazed over, and he looked at the ceiling. He kept repeating something, over and over.” Taft took the folder from Dale and flipped through the papers in the back of the stack. He read aloud. “Actiones secundum fidei.” He butchered the pronunciation.

      Dale leaned over, looked at the words. “It’s Latin. Actiones secundum fidei. ‘Action follows belief.’”

      “All of that would seem pretty weird by itself but not necessarily worthy of BEI investigation … had it not happened again an hour later.”

      Taft flipped through the papers and photos to about midway through the stack. He handed it back to Dale.

      There was a photograph of a man of similar age to the first victim, splayed out on a hardwood floor. He had a wound to his chest, and a pool of blood surrounded him. Clutched in his right hand was a small piece of paper. Dale flipped to the next picture and saw a closer shot of the paper, which was a small, well-worn print of a painting of Jesus.

      “Philip Vasquez,” Taft said. “Across the Columbia River in Washington State. City of Longview. Stab wound to the chest. Happened in a hallway at his workplace, The Longview Sentinel. A newspaper. Coworkers heard the commotion. One of them chased our perp off. Didn’t catch the guy or get a good look at him. And guess what Vasquez was mumbling as he died.”

      “Actiones secundum fidei,” Dale said.

      Taft nodded. “And Vasquez, like Bennett, was known to be an atheist. Yet he died clutching a picture of Jesus that his coworkers said he pulled out of his wallet. Seaside, Oregon, and Longview, Washington, are both in the Portland, Oregon, area. And about an hour and a half apart. The two 911 calls were recorded as 3:32 PM for Bennett’s murder in Seaside and 4:48 for the Vasquez murder in Longview.”

      Dale thought about the timing. “That’s doable. If our guy drove extremely fast and didn’t waste any time.”

      “And if he had everything perfectly planned out and if absolutely nothing went wrong and if a whole lot of other things perfectly fell into place.”

      “So what you’re saying, sir, is you think we have some sort of coordinated killings?”

      “Maybe. But I won’t rule out your idea that we have an incredibly efficient, lead-footed serial killer. With some sort of vendetta.”

      “Vendetta?”

      “Both Bennett and Vasquez went to the same college. Over ten years ago. Chinookan University in Portland.” He paused for effect. “A Christian university.”

      “Two loud-and-proud atheists went to the same religious school and a decade later are slaughtered an hour apart, mumbling the same Latin phrase.” Dale flipped back through the file. “One kept a picture of Jesus in his wallet and pulled it out as he died, and the other wrote the name Joseph on his arm. I see what you’re getting at now, sir. That Joseph might be referring to one of the biblical Josephs.”

      “That’s right. And now you see why this case might be BEI material. You’ve got two hours. You’re booked on the next flight to Portland.”

      “And what about—”

      “Arancia?” Taft said, referring to Dale’s glorious De Tomaso Pantera. “I already got that damn car of yours on the back of a truck. It’s been on the road towards Oregon for an hour already.”

      Taft shook his head and rolled his eyes. Taft always seemed frustrated by how his eccentric agents were able to get their way about things like this. One of Dale’s quirks was he demanded that his car be with him for every mission possible.

      Dale was pleased to know that Arancia would be meeting up with him in Portland, but he was displeased to know that someone had been touching her without his knowledge.

      “Now all I have to do is wait for Gillian Spiro,” Dale said.

      Taft pointed past Dale. “That would be her now.”

      Dale turned around. A car pulled up and came to a stop.

      Since hearing that an FBI civilian would be working with him on the case, Dale had an image built up for Gillian Spiro—either a mousy bookworm or a robust bookworm. Either way, she would have a ratty mess of hair, skin that hadn’t seen the sun in months, copious acne. Glasses, probably, peering out from which would be eyes that would avoid making contact with his.

      Gillian Spiro stepped out of the car. And Dale’s jaw hit the ground.
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      Gillian Spiro was stunning.

      First a pale, shapely lower leg emerged from the car, and a heel tapped on the ground. A black, four-inch heel on a one-inch platform, a thin strap encircling her leg just above the ankle. Her knee revealed itself followed by a black-and-white, plaid skirt, which lay several inches up her leg until she stood up, at which point the skirt fell to its final resting spot a couple inches above the knee. Pantyhose would have been appropriate, but she was sporting the bare-legs-in-a-skirt look, a look that drove Dale wild. Dale traced upward to find a yellow blouse, button-up with a large collar and sleeves that puffed out above wide cuffs that went almost halfway up her slender forearms. As Dale’s eyes continued to move north, there was a cascade of black hair. The hair was incredibly shiny in the Arizona sun and also incredibly straight, parted in the middle. The hairstyle looked professional on her, but it also vaguely reminded Dale of a flower child look. Her face was soft and heart-shaped, and as she took off her designer sunglasses, Dale saw that she was Asian. Her eyeliner accented her brown eyes, and her skin was smooth and flawless. She didn’t smile, didn’t even give a casual salutation. Her expression was at the same time grim and neutral. She was assessing. She paused a moment before she walked over to Dale and Taft.

      Taft raised a hand, welcoming her. “Spiro, I’d like you to meet your partner for the case, Special Agent Dale Conley.”

      Dale offered his hand to Spiro, and they shook hands. By the way she cocked her head to the side, ever so slightly, and narrowed her eyes, Dale could tell there was something there. Suspicion? Putting up her guard?

      “Pleasure,” Dale said.

      “Likewise.”  She spoke in an authoritative tone, which seemed somewhat affected, but from that single word, Dale could also sense her intelligence. Her voice was crackling with it.

      “Congratulations, Spiro,” Taft said. “You’re a special agent.”

      Her eyes lingered on Dale for half a moment longer, still assessing, before turning to Taft. “Come again?”

      “Change in protocol. For the duration of the case, you’re now a special agent. And until Conley here makes a decision as to whether this is a BEI case or not, you’re the lead investigator.”

      Spiro thought this over for a few seconds, and Dale was surprised at how little she reacted. She turned back to Dale before replying to Taft. “That must be why he looks so upset.”

      A small grin formed at the corners of her lips, and she narrowed her eyes at him even more. She was toying with him. She put her sunglasses back on.

      “You’re going to need a couple things,” Taft said. He unbuckled his belt.

      “Sir,” Dale said. “Right here?”

      “Shut up, Conley.” Taft removed his badge and gun/holster combination and handed them both to Spiro. She hesitated and looked cautiously at the gun before taking the items.

      Dale hadn’t thought he could be any more stunned by Taft’s actions that day. “Sir, that gun is registered to you, and the badge has your number on it!”

      “Do I need to get the pencil out again?” Taft said  as he buckled up. “I make the rules.”

      “Ridiculous.”

      Spiro held the gun with two fingers, away from her body. She gingerly put it in her purse.

      “Good luck,” Taft said. “Phone me if you need anything. Spiro, don’t take this guy too seriously. And, Conley, none of your usual bullshit.” He looked at his watch. “I got a taxi to catch. Now run along, you two. Play nice. Shoo.”

      Taft left.

      Spiro looked at Dale. She crossed her arms. Not to be outdone, Dale looked right back at her, put his hands on his hips.

      “Spiro,” Dale said. “Is that Greek?”

      “Yes.”

      “Like Spiro Ag—”

      “Like Spiro Agnew, yes.” It was clear she was used to fielding questions about her last name’s similarity to the first name of Richard Nixon’s original vice president, who resigned in disgrace and was convicted of bribery, tax evasion, and money laundering a few years back.

      “You sure don’t look Greek.” She looked like a damn fine-looking Asian woman.

      Spiro suppressed more frustration. “My father is Greek-American. He met my mother serving overseas.”

      “In the war?”

      Spiro didn’t reply for a moment. “Before that. I’m older than that.”

      “How old are you?”

      Spiro frowned. “You don’t ask a woman that.” She paused. “I’m thirty-nine.”

      “Well, you still look good.”

      She frowned again and opened her mouth as if to reply. Stopped. Shrugged her shoulders and gave a halfhearted nod as if to say thank you. Dale hadn’t meant to flabbergast her. He’d learned long ago that a woman’s age was a sensitive topic, but in regards to interpersonal relations, Dale was a very slow learner.

      Spiro headed toward her car, and Dale followed.

      “Let’s head to the airport. We can look over the case there,” Spiro said.

      “Sure. Over a drink at one of the airport bars. We have the time.”

      Spiro stopped abruptly, turned on Dale, and slammed him against the car. There was a loud smack against the sheet metal, and the car shook on its suspension. She grabbed Dale’s crotch and stepped into him, getting an inch from his face.

      The intense, stomach-dropping sensation of groin pain flooded Dale’s nether regions as Spiro dug in hard and relentlessly. His eyes watered. He groaned.

      “Now you listen to me,” Spiro said. “I’m going to make this perfectly clear. I’ve been told about you and what to expect. Your supposed charm isn’t going to work on me. I looked at your file. From everything I’ve seen, you’re just a manipulative snake who uses his charisma on vulnerable women. Not this woman, Conley. We won’t be having a drink. We won’t be doing anything but working this case. You won’t be laying one finger on me. If you so much as look at me the wrong way I’ll tear this feeble thing right off your body. Don’t antagonize me. I want to know that you’ve understood everything I’ve said. Communicate to me clearly that you’ve understood every last word I’ve said. Now.”

      Dale was sputtering at the pain, and it took all his effort to get out his reply. “It’s not feeble.”

      Spiro scowled at him, threw his member aside, and stormed off to the driver side of the car.
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      Dale and Spiro sat in the coach section of an airplane. They had reached cruising altitude, and the engines hummed smoothly outside. Dale was in the middle seat of their row, Spiro had the window seat, and an old woman had the aisle seat. Spread out on the seat-back trays in front of Dale and Spiro were the contents of the case file.

      “I can’t believe we’re flying coach,” Spiro said and scanned her surroundings with contempt.

      “Taft is a cheap SOB,” Dale said.

      It was a tight fit. Dale could feel the humanity around him in all its unwashed glory. Coughing. Squeaking seats. Body odor. The stale smell of smoke-drenched clothing. A baby crying in the back. Dale tried not to get too close to Spiro—lest he accidentally touch her, causing her to attack his genitalia again—but it was difficult given the large dimensions of the other woman to his right.

      Dale motioned to the case materials. “What’s your professional opinion on all this, Dr. Spiro?”

      The old woman next to Dale looked at the gruesome pictures. She gasped. Dale repositioned himself to hide the file from her.

      “I’m withholding judgment until we get more info,” Spiro said. “The fact that both men went to the same school is significant because serial killers’ victims often have something in common, and the fact that they were mumbling the Latin makes me wonder if that’s the last thing our killer said to both of them. But the distance between the crimes makes me doubt it’s one guy. If there is a single killer, he has one helluva fast car.”

      Dale thought about his own car, Arancia, just then, on the back of a truck on an Interstate somewhere between Arizona and Oregon. He sure hoped she was okay. He thought about wayward stones being flung from passing cars. Bird poop. They were dark thoughts. Dark thoughts indeed. He pushed them from his brain.

      “I have one helluva fast car,” Dale said with pride.

      “Oh? And do you have a red, bouncy ball? And a lunchbox with your name on it? Child.”

      Dale was taken aback by the immediacy and severity of her nasty response. But, then, only hours earlier she had attacked his groin because he offered to buy her a drink, so he was quickly getting used to the fact that Gillian Spiro was an over-reactor. Dale knew that it was best to not give nasty people the reactions that they so craved, so he ignored what she had said and was about to continue the conversation when she spoke again.

      “And what’s your professional opinion?” Spiro said. “The biblical reference? The Latin?

      “I’m also gonna reserve judgment for now. But it’s hard not to make biblical connections.”

      Spiro turned over a page. “Actiones secundum fidei. The Bible was written in Latin, right?”

      “No, you’re thinking of Catholic Mass. The Old Testament was originally written in Hebrew. The New Testament was written in Greek.”

      “So why were both of our victims speaking in Latin?”

      “I still think there’s some sort of connection with religion there. During the Middle Ages, the Roman Catholic Church was the biggest power in the Western world, and so it was the highest institution of thought and learning. And they spoke Latin. These days, as I’m sure you know, Latin is the language of science, and it’s where our legal terminology comes from. It’s become a sign of intelligence and prestige. It’s why colleges and military institutions have Latin mottos. Maybe our victims, when they went to the Christian university, had been Catholic. Or maybe the phrase meant something to them. An inside joke of sorts. Or maybe, since they both died as self-professed atheists, using the language of science was their way of bucking their religious pasts. Now, why they would be muttering the phrase as they died … I haven’t the foggiest.”

      Spiro ran her finger along the paper. “‘Action follows belief.’”

      “And of course we have Vasquez holding the picture of Jesus and Bennett having written the name Joseph on his arm. What do you know about Joseph and the Bible, Agent Spiro?”

      Dale put a heavy, sarcastic emphasis on the word Agent. If she was going to be nasty, he wasn’t going to bend out of his way to be nice to her either.

      Spiro shot him a look before answering. “Joseph was Mary’s husband. That’s all I know. I’m not religious.”

      “Nor am I,” Dale said. “You’re right that Joseph was Mary’s husband, but there are also two other significant Josephs in the Bible. The first one is in the book of Genesis, and the other is Joseph of Arimathea, who was alive during the time of Christ. If there’s a biblical connection to our case, I’m guessing that we’ll be dealing with one of the two New Testament Josephs, since our phrase is in Latin.”

      Spiro shrugged. “It’s all Greek to me.”

      Dale grinned at her, thinking she had just made a joke. He had known her for less than three hours, but he suspected that jokes rarely escaped her lips. But when she didn’t smile back at him, Dale quickly removed his own smile.

      Dale reached his arms out above his head, took in a deep breath, and stretched. He yawned. He hadn’t had a chance to unwind since his confrontation with Guy Hudson, and he was beginning to get sore and drowsy. He would take a nap momentarily.

      “You said you looked at my file,” Dale said. “They won’t let me look at it. Is there anything juicy in it?”

      “Only the vague, surface-level info the BEI allows us to see. Dale Conley, early thirties, a BEI agent for a couple years now. Prior Identity name classified. Spent the first half of his upbringing in Indiana, the second half in Virginia. Father abandoned him and his mother during childhood. Possible parental issues. Some sort of writer before joining the Bureau. The type of writer wasn’t specified, which leads me to believe he was at least somewhat famous. Genius-level memory and intellect. Specialty: history and puzzles. Excellent physical fitness scores, fair marksmanship. Abstains from alcohol, but has a penchant for women. Automobile and fitness aficionado. Narcissistic tendencies. The most decorated BEI agent, but his brazen attitude and blatant disregard for the Bureau’s rules—unless they work in his favor, of course—have led to multiple disciplinary actions.”

      “Well, you got me all figured out, now don’t ya?” Dale said and leaned his seat back, settled into a comfy position for his nap. “A good start to your agent career.”

      “You have a real problem with that, don’t you? Me being an agent temporarily.”

      “Yes, I do,” Dale said and looked at her intently. “Because you’re not an agent. You were just handed a badge and gun a couple hours ago. A BEI agent and his liaison are short-term partners. And that means something to me. Partners have to have each other’s back. There has to be a trust there that’s built, if nothing more, on the fact that each knows the other is fully trained and competent. I don’t know that about you.”

      “And what makes a perfect partner, Agent Conley?”

      Dale didn’t have to think too hard about that. “The assignment I just completed moments before you showed up. My partner for that, Jamison Zane. I’d take a bullet for that dude. Standup freakin’ guy. Confident, charismatic, took care of business. Now that was a partner.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got a thing for Jamison Zane.”

      Dale ignored her. He had already braced himself for an onslaught of psychological head games from this woman, given her career and her aggressive disposition. He motioned toward the luggage compartment. “Do you even know how to use that gun Taft loaned you?”

      “Until a little while ago, I’d never even held a gun before.”

      “I’ll teach you.”

      “I hope that doesn’t put you out too much.” Spiro spat the words at him. She pierced into him with an ice-cold laser beam of contempt blasting out of her beautiful, doe-like eyes.

      She looked genuinely upset. So Dale stuck his tongue out at her, rolled his head to the other side, and closed his eyes.

      On paper, Spiro was just the type of woman he would go for. Gorgeous, smart, and contentious. He liked a challenge, and he liked a girl with spirit. But somewhere along the line, Spiro’s spirit had turned to bile. And that was something Dale just didn’t want to deal with.
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      Owen Kelso gasped. He took several deep breaths, trying to clear his nerves, to slow his rapid heartbeat. To steel himself for what he was about to do.

      He wasn’t afraid of killing. He knew that killing sometimes had to happen. Especially when it was in God’s name. His mind flashed back to slashing Issac Bennett’s throat. And he felt no remorse. In fact, he felt quite good about it, ending the heathen’s life and eliminating one avenue by which the theory could be released. What he didn’t feel good about was the fact that he’d had to confront innocent people on his quest. He’d had confrontations with several Isaac Bennetts before he found his prey. And today he had already approached one Nathan Cook. His mind kept replaying the fear in the eyes of both Nathan and his girlfriend, who had been with him in the apartment when he kicked in the door and rushed into their bedroom, knife in his hand. As sinful as the couple was, living in premarital union, they hadn’t deserved that fright. They too were children of God. And only He could judge them. Owen’s heart was a tangled mess of guilt.

      But he couldn’t get distracted. He was on a mission.

      He was at the home of his second potential Nathan Cook. The Nathan Cook he had known in the past was black, so tracing down a minority had made the hunt for the correct man perhaps less difficult than his prior searching. He had already been able to cross two of the six Nathan Cooks off the Portland phone book listing simply by discovering that they were white. He had spotted this Nathan Cook earlier in the day, leaving a position at a legal firm. The man was black, of the right age range, and successful. These were all indicators that he could be the right man.

      Owen stood in a small wooded area behind the house. There was a swing set a few feet ahead of him, which was surrounded by a well-maintained yard of thick, green grass. Beyond was a wooden deck that led up to glass doors on the backside of the two-story home, through which Owen could see the family sitting down to dinner. Nathan Cook was seated at the front of the table. His wife was setting a bowl of rolls in the center of the table, and their child—a boy of about four—was running around haphazardly. The wife said something to the child, and he took his seat, legs dangling above the floor.

      Owen had parked his car a couple blocks away. It was a nice, upper-middle class neighborhood. Clean houses. Children on bikes. People walking their dogs. He had approached the house from the block behind, cut through the yard of Cook’s neighbor to the rear, and snuck into the wooded area behind his house. The temperature had dropped, and he felt slightly cool. The sun was just starting to say its goodbye for the day, and the crickets were starting up. But it was still daylight out, so Owen needed to be as careful as possible. He could have waited a bit longer, but every moment he delayed was time that his targets could be using to reveal their theory.

      He took a piece of paper from his pocket—a page from a phone book. There were six Cook, Nathans on the page. The top three names were crossed off.

      He closed his eyes for a moment. His knife was rolled in a piece of burlap. He uncovered it, felt its weight in his hand, turned it over. It was a butcher knife. Owen hadn’t taken long preparing for his mission. Once he realized what he had to do, he gathered knives from around the house before he took off. Kitchen knives, a couple bowie knives, a machete. He didn’t own a gun, and though he’d since had time to purchase one, he had instead bought more knives. He knew that in a situation like this—breaking into someone’s home—a gun would be a more logical weapon choice. After all, the homeowner could have his own gun. But knives somehow seemed more godly to Owen. Simple. Humble. There were blades in the Bible; there were no guns in the Bible.

      He left the trees and went to the far side of the property and approached the house along the fence, staying hidden from the family’s view. He reached the house and slowly stepped onto the deck and approached the glass doors, keeping his footsteps light. There were noises from inside the house. The family. And a radio or television set.

      Owen took another deep breath and tightened his grip on the knife. “God, forgive me.”

      He grabbed the doorknob and twisted. Locked. Screams from inside the house behind the glass. No time now. He took a couple steps back and rammed his shoulder into the glass, bursting through into the dining area. Glass exploded onto the tile floor and rained onto the table. More screams from the family. The child cried. There was a radio playing, some commercial, a car dealership. The woman lunged toward the child. Nathan Cook made to stand up. Owen grabbed the wife, threw her against the wall, and pointed the knife at her chest.

      “Stay where you are,” Owen said to Nathan Cook.

      Cook sat back down.

      Owen stepped toward the kitchen counter, waving the knife between Cook and his wife. He bent down, still watching Cook, and unplugged the radio.

      “Mommy …” the child said.

      Nathan’s wife spoke to her child, keeping her eyes on Owen. “Alex, stay where you are, baby.”

      Owen approached Cook, keeping the knife aimed at him.

      “Please,” Cook said, his voice shaking. “We don’t have much. Take what you want.”

      “Are you Nathan Cook?” Owen said.

      “I am.”

      “Do you believe in our Lord Jesus Christ, sir?”

      There was a confused look on Cook’s face, and it was a moment before he answered. “With all my heart.”

      “And you believe he died for our sins?”

      “Yes.”

      “What if I told you he never existed? That it was a myth. Would you die for your belief?”

      “I would.”

      “And what if I were to say actiones secundum fidei? What then?”

      “I … don’t understand.”

      “Actiones secundum fidei.”

      Cook shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re saying.”

      Owen lowered his knife. He exhaled, his breath shaking. He felt relieved, but at the same time terrified and racked with a soul-crushing guilt. He knew this was not going to be the last time this was going to happen during the mission—when he would frighten and scar innocent people.

      “Then I must apologize to you, sir. And your family,” Owen said. “Understand that I’m on a mission from God, and I cannot be deterred.”

      Owen pointed the knife at the child. Cook’s wife screamed. Owen crossed the room, went back to the busted-out glass door.

      “I’m leaving now. And I know where you live,” Owen said to Cook. He looked at the child then back to Cook. His implication was clear. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      Owen slowly backed out of the broken glass door, his knife raised and aimed at the child, as though he was prepared to throw it. The woman cried. Cook kept his eyes glued on Owen, and his hands fingers clenched onto the tablecloth.

      Owen stepped backwards onto the deck, watched Nathan Cook. Then he spun around, jumped off the porch, and sprinted into the trees.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      Dale sat in the passenger seat of Spiro’s rental car and watched the beach community go by as they drove down Broadway Street. There were ice cream shops, an arcade, trinket stores. The mood on the streets was decidedly happy as groups of people wandered at a relaxed pace. It was almost dusk, and the sunlight was beginning to take on a magical, golden quality. The weather was a bit on the cool side—people wearing jeans, some still clinging to short sleeves—so Dale could only imagine what the place would be like in the thick of summer. Still, there were a lot of people out enjoying the town. Couples. Groups of giggling, innocent kids. Other groups of older kids—teens—on the verge of things not quite so innocent. The whole place reminded Dale of beach communities he had seen farther south in California and similar places on the Gulf and Atlantic Coasts.

      “How about we stop for some cotton candy on the way to examine a dead body, Spiro?” Dale said. “Seaside looks like a fun place.”

      “Looks like a tourist trap to me.”

      They were following a Seaside black-and-white. They neared the end of the road. A wide stretch of beach lay ahead, dotted with people. Beyond that was the Pacific Ocean. The waves were gentle and reflected the setting sun. The black-and-white took a left. Spiro followed.

      “I’m guessing you’ve been to a lot of these crime scenes,” Dale said. “Mutilated bodies and the like.”

      “This is my first one. To this point I’ve only seen pictures.”

      Dale glanced over at her. She had the same cold, impassive expression that she’d been wearing since he met her, but it was now flavored with a touch of something else. Trepidation, perhaps.

      The black-and-white pulled to the side. They parked at a row of beachside houses. The houses were small, brightly painted in a variety of colors, and looked to be built by the same designer. One of them, a lime green one, was encircled by crime scene tape. Outside the house was a news van, and on the sidewalk a cameraman was set up, shooting the house. Dale and Spiro followed the cop up to the property and ducked under the tape.

      They stepped inside the house. The layout was simple. The front door opened into the living room with an open kitchen area in the back. To the right were a couple of doors: a bedroom and a bathroom. In the back, to the right of the kitchen, was a glass door going out to a wooden porch. The floors were covered in cream-colored shag carpeting. To the right was a love seat and television, and slightly behind that to the left was the overturned desk. And Isaac Bennett.

      The body was covered with a cloth. There was a long streak of blood in the carpet leading from the desk to his body, and a pool of blood spread out from beneath either side of the cloth. The papers and pens and envelopes that had been on Bennett’s desk were still scattered around the room in the same positions Dale had seen them in the photographs.

      The cop gave Dale and Spiro the lowdown. “Isaac Bennett, age thirty-three. Divorced, lived here alone. Radio promoter.”

      As they approached the body, Dale looked at framed pictures on the wall—Bennett posed with a variety of well-known celebrities, all from popular music.

      “Bennett knew some real movers and shakers,” Dale said. “Do you get a lot of folks like this out here in Seaside?”

      “He moved here not too long ago. From Portland. Made a name for himself out there and was working on setting up his own entertainment venue here. We’re a tourist town.”

      There was a look-at-me shelf on the wall above where the desk would have been sitting. On the far left side of the shelf was a framed diploma from Washington State University, and the rest of the shelf was populated with plaques and trophies. Dale leaned in and read some of the inscriptions. Northwestern Oregon Radio Association—Off-Air Talent Award. Radio Quarterly—Spirit Award.

      They walked up to the body, and Dale and Spiro knelt down. Dale pulled back the cloth. Bennett’s mangled neck greeted them. Spiro recoiled. Dale turned to her.

      “You okay?” Dale said.

      “I’m fine.” She didn’t make eye contact.

      Dale looked at Bennett’s ruined neck then to the writing on his arm. “If this message is biblical, it’s an odd dying message from someone who spent his time with teen idols and strung-out rock stars.”

      The cop flipped through the file he was holding. “Well, apparently Bennett was an Eagle Scout as a kid. Went on to Chinookan University. That’s a Christian school. Never graduated. He dropped out.”

      Dale stood up. Spiro followed suit.

      “That makes sense,” Dale said. “These aren’t exactly the most godly of people he was rubbing shoulders with.” He pointed to the pictures adorning the wall. “That one there is a devil-worshiper. Where is Chinookan University? Portland?” Dale made that assumption based on the fact that Portland was in Multnomah County and the Multnomah Indians were a Chinookan tribe.

      “Yes, sir,” the cop said.

      Dale stepped over to the doorways on the far wall and looked into the bedroom and bathroom. Nothing out of the ordinary. Spiro and the cop followed as he walked to the kitchen, opened the glass door to the porch, and stepped out. The sound of the beach was now loud and clear. The waves, children laughing. It was a broad stretch of sand from the house to the surf. People wearing sweatshirts. Couples arm in arm. The sky was beginning to turn violet. To the south was a peak jutting into the ocean.

      “What’s that promontory?” Dale said, pointing.

      “Tillamook Head,” the cop said.

      Dale inhaled a big gulp of the ocean air. Invigorating. Even having just seen the gruesome sight back in the house, he was still able to appreciate it. During his time at the BEI, he had managed to develop a way of not losing sight of how great the little things can be. He chose to enjoy them where he could, even in the midst of a case—the little two-second moments that made life worth living, that made hunting down someone who had slashed another human being’s throat something he could handle. Little moments like a lungful of clean, ocean air, and the sound of people enjoying a vacation.

      Spiro stepped closer to Dale. “An atheist dies spouting Latin and scratching out letters that spell Joseph,” Spiro said. “So what’s your assessment? Is this a BEI case?”

      “I knew this was a BEI case before we got on the plane.”

      “Alright then, Mr. Lead Investigator. What’s our next move?”

      “We get to Chinookan University.”
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      Adam Steele sat at the news desk in the Channel 16 studio. It was a long, curved desk behind which was a gray wall with a strip of blue. It sat on a dais covered in orange carpet with weather on one end, sports on the other, and in the center was the main news desk where he and his co-anchor, Brittany Smalls, sat each weeknight. Tucked around Adam’s collar was a ring of white tissue paper, and the makeup artist dabbed at his face and neck and fussed with his hair as he read over a printout of the evening’s news. His preparation was in vain because he knew he was going to have to wing it tonight. Every time he got a sentence or two into the news, his mind wandered back to his on-screen meltdown from the previous night.

      He put the paper down on the counter in front of him, picked up a hand mirror, and watched as the makeup artist went to work. His suit was impeccable, though he’d never had an eye for fashion. One of the benefits of his job was having those decisions made for him. Despite the fact that the meltdown had happened just last night, he saw big bags under his eyes. He hadn’t slept the previous night. He was struck by how much he’d seemed to age. In just one day. He was thirty-three years old, and while he’d never had a particularly youthful image—his mustache also made him look a bit older—his good looks had helped land him the job and, further back, propelled him into the television industry in the first place. But he certainly wasn’t looking the part of a dashing, evening news anchor that night.

      He knew that the stress wasn’t simply the fallout of his meltdown or the byproduct of one sleepless night. It was because of what had come to his brain after the meltdown. The mission that he remembered. What he now had to do.

      He could feel the eyes of everyone in the studio upon him. It wasn’t his harried look that was drawing their stares; it was because of the damn event. The Adam Steele meltdown, the city of Portland had quickly named it. The Ron & Roc Show had been talking about him all day long, their banal idiocy fueling the fire.

      He looked around at the others. Everywhere he turned, he found another set of eyes darting away as if they hadn’t just been looking at him. One person tried, and failed, to conceal a laugh. He knew going into this business that it was the sort of work where one mistake could ruin a man’s career. And he wondered if last night’s gaffe had done just that. He thought about Alicia and the kids.

      Finally Adam’s eyes landed upon a well-dressed man in his mid-fifties with smooth salt-and-pepper hair and a handlebar mustache. Carl Bradford. The news manager. Bradford’s arms were crossed over his stomach, and he was looking right at Adam. Unlike the rest of his colleagues, Bradford did not look away when their eyes met. Also unlike the others, Bradford didn’t wear a look of judgment. It wasn’t a friendly look either, but it was perhaps a look of concern.

      Adam turned his attention back to the printout in front of him.

      A Seaside man was brutally murdered this afternoon.

      He continued reading while the makeup artist touched up the part in his hair and sprayed it down with hairspray. The next line he read made him gasp.

      Isaac Bennett, age 33, died of a knife wound to the throat. He is said to have been chanting in a foreign language, and before he died, he wrote out the name Joseph.

      He looked at the name. Isaac Bennett. He read it over and over. Isaac Bennett. Impossible. It couldn’t be a coincidence. The meltdown. What he had done. Isaac Bennett. It was happening. This was no coincidence.

      He read the next line.

      An hour later in Longview, Washington, Philip Vasquez was found murdered with a stab wound to the chest. According to witnesses, he too was muttering in a foreign language.

      Adam’s hands shook. He felt sweat break out under the makeup that had been applied to his forehead. He stood up.

      “Is everything okay, Adam?” the makeup artist said.

      “I … That’s good enough. I have to run to my office before we go live. Forgot something.” Adam stood up, removed the tissue paper ring from his shirt collar and began to cross the newsroom toward his office. As he walked, he saw Bradford still staring at him. His look had changed from concern to frustration.

      He kept thinking about the news report he’d just read—that he was going to have to read on-air momentarily. There wasn’t just one of them who had been killed. There were two of them. It was happening. Everything was happening right now. He wasn’t alone.

      The mission called to him again. He could feel his career slipping out of his grasp. It felt like his entire world was on the verge of collapse. But it didn’t matter. He had the mission now.

      Adam stepped into his office and sat down at his desk. He opened a drawer and pulled out a phone book then searched through the pages for a few moments. His phone was on the far side of his desk, and he picked up the receiver and dialed a number. He waited, and someone on the other end picked up.

      “Yes, is this Nathan Cook?” Adam said. The person on the other end of the line confirmed. “Mr. Cook, what would you say if I told you this: actiones secundum fidei?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      Owen stood among a group of homeless people outside an appliance store downtown. He had chosen a rough neighborhood as his base of operations, staying in a sleazy hotel. He was keeping his profile as low as possible, and somehow living among the filth and the rejected souls reminded him not only of the blasphemy that he was trying to wipe out but also of the mercy that Jesus showed upon everyone. It was chilly, and he pulled his arms in tight. He had stopped by a consignment shop and purchased a ratty, old trench coat and a threadbare pair of pants. After putting on his well-worn SuperSonics ball cap, he had completed the look.

      He stood in a group of about eight to ten men. Some white, some black. They stunk. And they talked incessantly. Their vulgarity and ignorance made him shudder. Everyone’s eyes were glued to the televisions on the other side of the store’s barred-up windows. The Channel 16 News was playing on a variety of screens, some big, some small, some color, some black-and-white.

      The man beside Owen turned to him. “Yo, man. Isn’t that the guy who freaked out last night?”

      He was referring to Adam Steele, the Channel 16 anchor who was voicelessly wording some news story from the dozen or so muted screens they were watching.

      “What are you talking about?” Owen said.

      The other man turned to him and took a half step back. “Damn, brother. You got some blue-ass eyes on you.”

      Owen had always received comments about his piercing blue eyes, and it was his biggest concern about his mission. That they would give him away. He was going to remember to wear sunglasses as often as possible.

      Another man wearing an orange hunter’s stocking cap spoke up. “Yeah, that’s him,” the man said as he stared at the screens. “Goddamn weirdo, I tell ya.”

      “What are you talking about?” Owen said.

      The man beside him gave him a look. “How in the world you ain’t heard about this?”

      “I’ve … been out of town.”

      The man looked him up and down and grinned. “Been travelin’ for business, have ya?”

      The man in the orange cap spoke up. “This Adam Steele, man … They’re right in the middle of a show last night, and he just freezes up, starts staring out into space.” The man did an impression, opening his eyes and mouth wide, dropping his tongue out.

      The other men laughed.

      “It’s been all over the city,” the first man said. “The Ron & Roc Show talked about it all morning.”

      Owen shouldered his way through the group of men until he stood before the window. He leaned closer and looked at one of the screens. At the Channel 16 news desk, Adam Steele sat with his longtime co-anchor, Brittany Smalls. The camera then focused solely on Steele as he began a story. He looked off somehow. Rattled.

      “Look at him now,” the man in the orange cap said, pointing at one of the screens. “Something’s wrong with that dude.”

      Owen and everyone else around Portland had been used to seeing Adam Steele on TV for several years now. Steele was clearly not himself tonight. He was flustered.

      The words Longview, Washington, appeared at the bottom of the screen along with the name Philip Vasquez and an image of Vasquez’s workplace. A few moments later, the words Seaside and Isaac Bennett appeared over footage of Bennett’s beach house. A uniformed cop escorted a man and a woman into the house. Owen leaned forward, getting right up to the bars protecting the window and studied the two. The man wore a T-shirt and jeans and a leather jacket, and the woman was Asian and wore a blouse and skirt. Owen watched as the pair took the steps up to the front door of the house. They could be local Seaside detectives, perhaps. Or, given that the two murders had crossed state lines, they could be feds.

      Owen reached into his trench coat and took out his camera. He aimed it through the bars of the window at the biggest color screen and snapped a picture of the two plain-clothes.

      The men around him burst into laughter.

      “This guy’s crazy!” the one in the orange hat said.

      Owen left, hearing their laughter behind him as he walked away.

      Chances were, those two people from the news footage were feds. And Owen was going to have to keep an eye on them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      Dale sat on the edge of his motel bed, his body sinking into the cheap comforter and loose springs of the mattress, as he watched the newscast. The anchor—whose name had been announced as Adam Steele—was talking about the murders. Steele stammered through his lines. He looked rattled. “Vasquez … he died immediately, and though Bennett was alive when his neighbor arrived on the scene, he succumbed to his wounds before arriving at the hospital. Officials are … are baffled by the seemingly connected incidents.”

      The image on the screen changed to a shot of the Seaside beach house and Dale and Spiro walking across the lawn with the uniformed cop.

      “Check it out, Spiro,” Dale said. “We’re famous.”

      Spiro was at the table a few feet away. She rolled her eyes.

      “Due to the distance between the two murders, police believe these may be the works of two or more killers but are not ruling out the possibility of a serial killer.” Adam Steele cleared his throat.

      The camera angle went wider, showing both Steele and his female coanchor. She looked at him, confused, then smiled awkwardly for the camera and moved on to the next story. Dale stood up, turned off the television, and sat down with Spiro. On the table were the contents of the case file and some books as well as some paper sacks and wrappers from a local fast food place. It wasn’t the healthiest of options, but Dale was able to find a chicken sandwich there. Dale pulled his chair to the table and grabbed one of the books. Spiro closed the folder she was looking at. She glanced around the room.

      “This place is a shithole,” she said.

      The Sleepy Slumber Inn certainly wasn’t the nicest lodging in the world. Dale’s room had a single, queen-size bed with a thin, red comforter. Walls that could use a paint job. Matted carpet. Black-and-white TV. But Dale had stayed at some very questionable places due to SAC Walter Taft’s policy of second cheapest, requiring his agents to procure the second cheapest option available in terms of everything from lodging to food to brand of ink pens. But Dale, along with all the other BEI agents, routinely pushed the envelope with this unofficial rule. For instance, the second cheapest lodging in the area of Portland in which he and Spiro were staying could result in one of them being stabbed in the middle of the night. So Dale had chosen the fourth or fifth cheapest option instead.

      “Like I told ya, Walter Taft is one cheap SOB,” Dale said.

      “Find anything in those storybooks of yours?” Spiro said, pointing at the Bibles that Dale had among the materials spread out on the table.

      “I’ve been looking for any connection between the Josephs of the Bible and death by slit throat. Not finding anything in any of the three. You’ve got the Joseph in the Old Testament, whose father favored him over his eleven other brothers and gave him a coat of many colors.”

      “Oh, so Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat.”

      “One and the same. Joseph’s brothers were so jealous they sold him into slavery, but Joseph had a rags-to-riches story and climbed the ranks to become the second most powerful man in Egypt right beneath the Pharaoh. In the New Testament, we have, of course, Joseph, the husband of Mary, mother of Jesus, perhaps the most trusting husband of all time. And then there was Joseph of Arimathea, a secret disciple of Jesus who convinced Pilate to give him Jesus’s body after the crucifixion.”

      “They didn’t have pilots back then.”

      “Pontius Pilate. The Roman prefect, a governor, who was the ruler of Judea during the trial of Jesus of Nazareth. After Jesus was crucified, Joseph of Arimathea buried Jesus in a stone tomb. Of the three, the only connection I’m seeing at the moment is with this Joseph—Joseph of Arimathea. And that’s only because there’s a body involved.”

      “A pretty flimsy connection.”

      Dale shrugged. “It’s what I got at the moment. From a psychologist’s standpoint, do you see any religious connections?”

      “I’ll have to do some research,” Spiro said and gestured to the materials in front of her. “I know nothing about Christianity. I’m a scientific person. I’ve never had time for nonsense, particularly old mythology. We live in an enlightened age, or at least we’re supposed to. And yet we have people believing in some cloud being ruling over them and everything they do. It’s ridiculous.” She scoffed. “Dream on, man. Dream on.”

      Dale was slightly taken aback by her choice of words. It was hippie-ish, almost youthful. And it didn’t fit her clinical demeanor. Or her age.

      “I don’t completely shut my mind to the idea that there may be factors we can’t understand,” Dale said.

      Spiro turned on him. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Here I was starting to think you were sort of smart. And yet you believe in Cloud Man.”

      “I didn’t say that at all. I just think that there is the possibility that there are forces we don’t yet fully comprehend. No, I don’t believe in the tenets of any religion. I just know there are a lot of things that science has yet to explain and other things that would sound crazy had science not already explained them. Like the duckbilled platypus.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “The duckbilled platypus. Imagine that you never heard of the creature. And I came up to you and told you that I had discovered a mammal that laid eggs. That had the tail of a beaver, the feet of an otter, and, most strangely, it had a duck’s bill. Not a mouth like any other mammal but a bill. Like a bird. An aquatic bird. Would you believe me?”

      “Probably not.”

      “By comparison, a duckbilled platypus makes Bigfoot seem pretty damn plausible. So maybe those people out searching for Bigfoot aren’t so crazy after all.”

      Spiro shook her head. “They are crazy, and it’s because the sole reason they’re searching for Bigfoot is that it hasn’t been found. You’re right. The idea of an overgrown ape is not that outlandish. No one is out looking for a great white—an overgrown shark—because it’s already been found. Everyone knows it exists. Duckbilled platypus has already been found too. The Bigfoot searchers don’t want to actually find it. Then what would they do? They’re just like the God freaks. They’re chasing something that they hope exists. You sound like a person with a scientific mind desperately reaching for a way to believe in the mystical.”

      “Or maybe a scientific mind that isn’t so darn pessimistic.” He winked at her.

      She scowled and grabbed one of the folders from the table. She looked at it for a moment then bolted up in her chair.

      “Conley! Look at this.”

      Dale got up and stepped behind her. “What is it?”

      She was holding the image showing the writing on Bennett’s arm. “The way the last letter is cut off,” Spiro said. “It’s almost like it wasn’t finished.”

      Dale leaned in close. Excitement surged through him, the endorphin rush that came when creativity collided with intrigue. “I think you’re onto something here,” he said and squinted at the edge of the photograph. The end of the word Joseph was cut off by the edge of the photograph.

      
        
          [image: Joseph]
        

      

      “You can’t even see the end of the writing,” Dale said. “What other images do we have?”

      Spiro quickly rummaged through the photos and pulled out a picture showing all of Bennett’s splayed body. The writing on his arm was entirely visible, but as Dale leaned in to look closer at the picture, he couldn’t see much detail because the photo was taken from too far away.

      But it was clear that there was more scribbling on Bennett’s arm.

      “Look at those peaks and valleys in the trailing part,” Dale said, pointing to the edge of the writing. “When I first saw it, I thought it was just a spasm. Ya know, him dying and all. But you’re right, Spiro. There’s more to that message. And I think I know what Bennett was trying to write.”
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      Carl Bradford sat at his desk at the Channel 16 building. His office was sparse, as Bradford liked to keep distractions to a minimum. Along the walls were a handful of local awards, his college degree, a few mementos from his previous career as a bank manager, and two pictures from his stint in the Army. His desk had a cup filled with pens, his coffee mug, and a desk calendar. Just what he needed and nothing more. He never used the fluorescent lights in the ceiling above, and the single lamp behind him put out a faint, warm glow. As the news director, he worked at night and liked to keep his office dark. It seemed somehow fitting to him.

      Bradford had his sleeves rolled up and his tie loosened, and with his left hand he absentmindedly twirled the end of his handlebar mustache. Sitting in the chair on the other side of his desk was Adam Steele. When Bradford came into this position five years ago, Steele had already been a mainstay at the station. His track record and reputation were stellar. Along with Brittany Smalls, they formed a great team, and Bradford felt like his leadership skills were almost certainly unneeded. Steele and Smalls could take care of themselves.

      But the previous night, Adam Steele had had some sort of breakdown. Smalls had finished her last line, and when it was Adam’s turn, the camera found him staring blankly into space, eyes glazed over, mouth gaping. Portland had been buzzing about it for the last twenty-four hours. When Adam turned in another bizarre performance in this latest newscast that just wrapped a few minutes ago, Bradford knew that he had to talk to him.

      Bradford looked at Adam for a moment before speaking. Adam was pulled in on himself, slightly hunched. He was avoiding eye contact. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

      “What’s going on, Adam? First your meltdown the other night. And now your behavior tonight during the segment about the killings.” He stopped fiddling with his mustache. “Got problems at home?”

      “Everything’s fine.”

      Adam spoke in a tone that imparted confidence, but Bradford noticed him subtly wringing his hands. Bradford watched him for a moment longer and clicked his tongue before speaking.

      “Your episode the other night made The Ron & Roc Show.”

      He reached over to a nearby monitor and started a recording. On the screen were two DJs in a radio studio. Both were middle-aged. The larger one, Ron, wore a baseball jersey and cap. Roc was thinner with a mustache and wore a multi-colored striped shirt with suspenders.

      “And did you see anchor Adam Steele at Channel 16?” Ron said.

      “Oh, man, did this guy crap the bed or what? I’m gonna run the tape, but for those of you listening to the radio broadcast, you’ll just have to imagine a man awkwardly staring forward, like a broken robot,” Roc said.

      Roc pushed a button. The image of their radio studio was replaced with a Channel 16 newscast. Brittany Smalls—radiant as ever with her curly, brown hair and commanding presence—sat behind the news desk. She was finishing up a story.

      “And it was not until later that Barrington claimed the actions seconded Fidelity International’s earlier stance on customer relations. Fidelity has yet to release an official statement.” She turned to her right. “Adam.”

      The angle changed, revealing both Smalls and Adam, who stared to the side, head lowered, mouth open, eyes not blinking.

      A look of concern flashed over Smalls’ face. “Adam?”

      Adam didn’t respond. Didn’t blink. He remained open-mouthed, chin slowly drooping toward his chest. Smalls looked at the camera, back to Adam.

      “Adam!”

      Adam snapped to. He looked at Smalls, confused, then to the camera. He quickly shuffled his papers and focused on the teleprompter. He cleared his throat. “In other news, city council members have overwhelmingly—”

      The image of the broadcast ended, and The Ron & Roc studio was visible again. Ron stared forward with his head slumped to his chest, imitating Adam.

      “Looks like Channel 16 doesn’t discriminate against narcoleptics,” Roc said. “Good on ’em. What do you think Ron? Ron? Ron!”

      Ron jumped up, acting bewildered. “What? Who? How? Hey. Hi. I’m back. I’m good. Musta dozed off for a second.”

      “What are you doing wasting your time on radio, Ron? With that composure, you got yourself a future in television. Head down to Channel 16 and—”

      Bradford turned off the recording.

      “This is all over Portland, Adam. And with your performance tonight, I’m beginning to wonder if something is going on with you. How’s the family? You and Alicia doing alright?”

      Adam shifted in his seat. “We’re fine,” he snapped.

      “Drugs?”

      “Hell no.”

      “In ten years with us, you haven’t given us any grief. Exemplary. But I was the one who made you an anchor three years ago, so it’s my ass on the line too if this continues. I’m going to have to do something, So, please, tell me what’s going on.”

      “I just haven’t been sleeping well. I’ll get it together.”

      Adam shifted in his seat again. He was clearly uncomfortable, but his body language wasn’t that of a man whose career was on the line. It was that of a man with a secret. The Army, the banking world, the media. Bradford was used to men with secrets. But he would have never suspected that Adam Steele would be one of them.

      “I hope that’s true, Adam,” Bradford said. “I really do.”
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      Fermin Voyles of the Clatsop County medical examiner’s office was a crotchety old fart, and crotchety old farts always amused Dale. That was why Dale liked SAC Walter Taft so much.

      Voyles was a bit older than Taft, and when Dale had called him up, requesting to see the body of Isaac Bennett at 10:30 that night, Dale found Voyles to be a bit grumpier than Taft as well. When Dale and Spiro arrived in her car at the office, Voyles waited for them in the darkened front entrance to the building, leaning against the doorframe with his hands in his pockets. He was in his mid-sixties, gray hair, walrus mustache. The town was quiet. Seaside had gone to bed. The sky was black, the air crisp. The sound of insects and waves in the distance.

      “You Agent Conley?” Voyles said.

      “That would be me,” Dale said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The room was cold, and the lights flickered. Voyles pulled open a stainless steel door, and there were Bennett’s feet. A blast of cold air exited the chamber. Voyles pulled back the wheeled platform, and Bennett’s body rolled toward them.

      Dale watched Spiro from the corner of his eye. At the house, when she had first seen the body, her reaction had been intense. Now, her response to seeing it a second time was clinical and subdued. The frigid, ghostly form of Bennett seemed to have zero effect on her. She was adapting quickly.

      A cloth covered Bennett from his feet to his neck. Dale pulled it back to the man’s waist and revealed the marking on his left forearm. A box of rubber gloves sat on a neighboring examination table, and Dale grabbed a pair and put them on. He gently pulled Bennett’s arm to the side.

      The writing on Bennett’s arm did extend further past what was revealed in the initial photograph.
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      “Where it trails off like that,” Dale said, pointing at the area after the H, “Bennett definitely could have been trying to write something else. But the marker’s stroke is so wide.” He held his index finger up to the marks. The stroke was nearly as wide as his finger. “Can’t tell what he was trying to write.” Dale scanned the room then looked at Voyles. “Could I have a piece of paper and an ink pen?”

      Voyles gave him a funny look but walked over to a desk and retrieved the items. Dale nodded his thanks then pulled Bennett’s arm a little bit further to the side and put the paper against the arm.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Voyles said.

      “Nothing wicked. I promise. Tracing through the center of the letters to see what we get. Not the fanciest bit of forensic science, but it should get the job done.”

      Starting with the J, Dale used the ink pen to trace over the letters onto the sheet of paper. He kept the pen dead center in the middle of the marker strokes, and he kept flipping the paper up and putting it back down to check his progress, like a kid tracing a drawing. He slowed down when he reached the bumpy markings that followed the H. When he was done, he had a slimmer rendition of the letters that Bennett had written on himself.

      Dale looked at what followed the H. And he grinned. It was as he expected.
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      “What do those bumps after the H look like to you now, Spiro?” Dale said.

      “Definitely an S at the end. And … maybe an A before that.”

      “I’d say it’s a U. Bennett wasn’t writing Joseph. He was writing Josephus.”

      “Who?”

      “Josephus,” Dale said, pronouncing the name Joe-See-Fuss. “A first century historian. He started out fighting as a Jew against the Romans in the First Jewish-Roman War and eventually switched sides and became the historian for his conquerors. We get a lot of our early Christian history from the works of Josephus.” Dale looked at the tracing in his hand. “And suddenly things became a whole lot more interesting.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      Dale stood in the parking lot of the Sleepy Slumber Inn, leaning against Spiro’s rental car. It was overcast, and there was a bit of fog, but the morning sun was trying to peek through a little bit, so he had his sunglasses on. He watched Spiro’s door. He expected her any moment.

      The motel was about as impressive from the outside as it was on the inside. One story in height. The white paint was dingy. The doors and window frames were painted red, and in the blacktop parking lot was a small collection of tired cars awaiting the emergence of their frazzled owners. There was a grassy area in the center of the parking lot with a couple trees and a picnic table.

      Dale chewed a fingernail and looked at his watch then to the road. The driver was late. Dale sighed. He looked at Spiro’s door again. And what the hell was keeping her? Was the whole world except him running behind that morning?

      Finally Spiro’s door opened and she stepped out, putting her purse on her shoulder. She wore a black turtleneck sweater with a wine-colored skirt. The sweater had horizontal patterns going across the chest, whereas the sleeves and neck were pure black. The skirt, like the skirt she had been wearing the day before, fell a couple inches above her knee. It wasn’t as short as a minidress, but it was just short enough to be short.

      She dressed young for her age, but so did Dale with his love of T-shirt and jeans. So he wasn’t one to judge. In fact, the youthful look fit her damn nicely. It just seemed at odds with her temperament. Like her youthful turn of phrase last night.

      She walked up to him. “I slept like absolute shit last night. I swear, there were goddamn bugs in my bed.”

      Another day with Spiro. Dale rubbed his temples. “What light through yonder window breaks? It is the East, and Juliet is the sun.”

      Spiro frowned. “The hell are you talking about?”

      “In other words, good morning, sunshine.” He looked at his watch again. “What could be keeping the guy? He was supposed to be here three minutes ago.”

      Spiro gave him a look. “What are you, nuts?”

      Dale held up a finger, shushing her. Because he had heard it. He cocked his head to the side, stuck his ear out closer to the road. Yes, that must be it. A truck. And like that, a tractor-trailer loaded with vehicles pulled into the parking lot.

      “Finally,” Dale said and rubbed his hands together, not even attempting to contain the shit-eating grin that stretched across his face.
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* * *

      After a few tense, worry-filled minutes of monitoring the truck driver as he manipulated Dale’s vehicle off the trailer, there now sat before Dale and Spiro a gleaming, orange sports car. All angles and lines and shiny curves and fat, hungry tires. Arancia. She called out to Dale, begging, pleading for a drive. Dale quickly signed a paper on the truck driver’s clipboard and gave it back to him.

      “Gillian Spiro, I’d like you to meet Arancia.”  He motioned grandly toward the mechanical marvel in front of them.

      “What the hell is this thing?” Spiro had one leg kicked out and her arms crossed. She looked like she’d just heard a terribly offensive joke. She frequently bore that expression—the look of subtle victimization.

      “A De Tomaso Pantera,” Dale said.

      Arancia was more than just a car. She was a force of nature. She was a revelation. A way of being. A spiritual awakening. She was power and beauty and elegance personified. She was clean—spotless and pure—but she was also dirty. Oh, was she dirty. Pure, filthy magnetism.

      Dale opened the passenger side door. “Hop in.”

      Spiro got in, and Dale shut the door behind her. He was practically skipping as he made his way to the other side. He slid down into the black leather driver seat. Ahhh. This was where he belonged. He put the key in the ignition and started the engine. It came to life with a roar.

      “Holy shit,” Spiro said.

      “Damn right.”

      Spiro looked behind her, where the eruptive sound of Arancia’s awakening engine had come from. The De Tomaso Pantera was a mid-engine car, and its fire-breathing, 330-horsepower Ford 351 Cleveland V8 was mounted right behind the seats.

      Dale lowered his head and looked over his sunglasses at Spiro with a maniacal gaze. He did his best impression of a 1950s horror movie scientist, belting out a cackling, demented laugh then revved the engine loud and dumped the clutch. Arancia thrashed from behind, tires squealing, smoke rising, the smell of rubber seeping into the cab. Then the limited slip differential grabbed hold of the concrete, and Arancia shot forward, throwing Dale and Spiro’s heads back into their seats. Spiro screamed.
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* * *

      Arancia roared east down I-84. Chinookan University was a few miles outside of the city proper, and endless pine trees zipped by on either side of them, looming over the road. In the distance was the peak of Mount Hood, blue in the morning light.

      Dale settled into his seat. It was going to take them a little while to get to the university. He hated adding boring, curve-less Interstate miles to Arancia, but at least it was a scenic drive. Stunning, actually. Beautiful vistas in every direction. The stuff of calendars.

      He adjusted his sunglasses. A few minutes had passed since they had left the motel, and the silence was getting awkward. He broke it.

      “What do you do for fun, Spiro?”

      He decided to go the friendly route. There had been a lot of talk of sliced throats and religious conspiracies. It would be good to have a moment of brevity. Plus, the professional bond into which they’d been conscripted had been icy cold from the beginning. He was hoping to thaw it out a bit.

      She whipped around on him. “Excuse me? A little personal, don’t you think?”

      “Geez, Spiro, I’m not flirting with you,” Dale said and sighed. “Just chitchat.”

      “I’m not much into fun,” she said and turned to face the windshield again. “I enjoy charts. Graph paper. Numerical lists.”

      Dale looked over at her. Then back to the road. Then back to her again. “Exciting stuff.”

      “To each her own. Most fun involves people. And I’m not a people person.”

      Dale could respect that. He was a bit of a loner himself.

      “May I ask what it is you like about lists and charts?”

      “They’re precise,” she said. “Organized. They won’t let you down. And they’re universal. Everything can fit into a chart.”

      “Not everything.”

      “Everything.”

      “What about a sunset? Or the bond with a pet? Or the first hill of a rollercoaster? You can’t fit those things into a chart.” He felt a little cheesy saying that, but he did believe it. Dale was a very pragmatic person, but he also saw the value in the abstract.

      “Everything fits into a chart.”

      Dale shook his head. “If you say so. Then tell me this. What’s his name?”

      “Who?”

      “The guy who broke your heart and ended your faith in people.”

      “He didn’t break my heart. I broke his.” She looked out the passenger-side window and watched the trees for a moment. “And his name was Calvin Dunnett,” she said without turning from the window.

      Dale turned to her. She continued to look outside, faced away from him. Since he’d met her, she had seemed like the type who was always somewhat serious. But now she was more than serious. She was dark. It was time to lighten the mood.

      “Come on,” Dale said. “You gotta like something other than graph paper. What are your favorite movies?”

      “I like Casablanca.”

      “I said ‘movies.’ Plural.”

      “I like Casablanca,” she said again.

      Dale laughed. “Okay, good choice. A classic. Bogey. Ingrid Bergman. The plot reveals. Dialogue. It’s perfection. I’m surprised it’s your favorite, given it’s one of the greatest love stories ever told. You don’t seem the type.”

      Spiro shook her head. “It’s not a love story. It’s a realistic story. Nobody wins in Casablanca. The love story would be if Rick and Ilsa got on that plane. Rick did the practical thing. He evaluated the situation, and he did what was best for the world in its current state during the war.”

      “No way. He didn’t do it just for practicality. He did it because he loved Ilsa. He knew that Laszlo loved her too, and he knew that she loved Laszlo and that she would regret if she didn’t stay with him. ‘Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow,’ as he said. Rick sacrificed himself.”

      “You could argue that,” Spiro said. “But there were still no winners.”

      “There were plenty of winners. Laszlo and Ilsa got their love, and Laszlo continued his fight. And Rick won too. He and Louis, at the end—when he said that they were beginning a beautiful friendship.”

      “Yes. It was the start of a beautiful friendship ... between two scoundrels. And Laszlo and Ilsa ended up together for the necessity of his cause not love. Remember how she reacts when Laszlo tells her he loves her? Like I said, Casablanca is realistic. Nobody wins.”

      Dale realized then that this was Gillian Spiro’s entire world view. Nobody wins. To Dale, that was a depressing thought indeed, but it seemed like it was some kind of solace to Spiro. After all, when you couldn’t be happy, you couldn’t get sad. Dale was a realistic man, and he certainly wasn’t what Louis in Casablanca would call a sentimentalist. But he was a bit of an idealist.

      Unlike Spiro, he liked to think that people did win sometimes. Even if they were only convincing themselves they’d won.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      It was a nice office. Dale looked around the room and, remembering his days in his previous life as a journalist and fiction writer, thought it would have made a perfect writing space ... aside from the religious paraphernalia. It was a cozy, little space. Wood paneling on the walls, Venetian blinds over the single window to the left, through which were glimpses of the beautiful, green campus. A set of bookshelves bent under the weight of dozens of texts. Behind the desk was a painting of Jesus.

      They were waiting on Professor Robert Lockhart. He was due to arrive at any moment. Dale walked over to the window and looked out. Even with the sky being not so pretty, the campus sure looked nice. Perfect grass. Stately trees. Crisscrossing paths with students heading this way and that. On the other side of the room, Spiro was looking over the books on the shelves. Dale left the window and walked toward her.

      “Look at all this hocus-pocus nonsense,” she said as she scanned over the titles. “They call this academia.” She scoffed.

      “Just be gentle when he gets here, alright? So, I’m curious—what was Calvin Dunnett’s big offense?”

      She turned to him. “He had OCD.”

      “And he gave it to you?”

      Spiro shot him a look. “Obsessive-compulsive disorder. He let me know early on, and at first, it worked out well with my being a psychologist. But then he started getting jealous, paranoid. And I wasn’t going to have that.”

      “Did you love him?”

      “Oh yes. Very much. Almost immediately. It took him forever to love me back. He finally told me he loved me. Then the next day I tried to break up with him.”

      Dale looked at her blankly. He felt uncomfortable.

      “He convinced me not to,” she said. “Then the day after that I tried again. Then two days later I sealed the deal.”

      Dale didn’t know what to say. Women’s ruthlessness stunned him sometimes. And frightened him a bit. “Damn, dude.”

      Spiro shrugged. “I wasn’t going to put up with jealousy and fighting.”

      “I can respect that,” Dale said, trying to see it from her perspective, trying to understand that even though the man’s actions were influenced by his condition, they still must have been very hurtful to Spiro. “I’m guessing this was a problem for you guys for a long time?”

      “About a month. A little shy of a month, actually.”

      “Wait, a month? This guy loved you, and you dumped him because his condition got the best of him for a month?”

      “I wasn’t gonna put up with it.” She looked away from him, to the floor. Stared at the carpet. Since meeting her, Dale had observed that Spiro’s visage was permanently set on neutral. Her face was a stainless steel examination table. But right now there was something else there. In the eyes. Pain.

      “You still love the guy,” Dale said.

      She looked up. “Don’t presume things, Conley. And I really don’t think you should be doling out love advice, a man obsessed with his last partner, the great Jamison Zane.”

      Dale just laughed at her. He was no psychologist, but he was pretty sure that what Dr. Gillian Spiro had just done would be considered deflection.

      A noise at the door. Professor Lockhart entered the office.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said jovially as he breezed to his desk and sat down. “Please, have a seat.”

      Lockhart was in his mid-forties. Bald on top with neat hair on the sides. He was tall and lean. He looked like a middle-aged surfer and had the affable spirit to match.

      As Dale and Spiro sat down in the two chairs facing the desk, Dale saw in his peripheral vision Spiro crossing her legs. He turned his head slightly. Her skirt had moved up. The skin on her knee was smooth, supple. She was in good shape. But he didn’t look up because he could feel her return gaze boring into him. Those brown eyes were locked down hard upon his skull. She’d caught him. So he quickly looked back up to the professor.

      “Do you remember Philip Vasquez and Isaac Bennet, Professor?”

      “‘Pastor Rob,’ please. That’s what everyone calls me. And, of course. I remember them quite clearly. They were two of our most gifted students back then.”

      “Sorry about this,” Spiro said. She reached into her attaché case and pulled out some pictures. She passed them across the desk.

      “My God,” Pastor Rob said. He stared at the pictures for a long moment, saying nothing. The only sound was the clock ticking and the students on the sidewalks outside the window. “I’m sorry, this is just so sudden.”

      “That’s understandable,” Dale said.

      Pastor Rob looked at the photos for another couple moments. “I can’t help but think that this has something to do with their life choices.”

      “Isaac hung out with rock stars,” Dale said. “That doesn’t strike me as the type of person who went to a Christian university.”

      “He never finished. And neither did Philip.”

      “I thought you said they were two of your most promising students,” Spiro said.

      “They were.” Pastor Rob turned around, stood up, and stretched his long arms high to reach a yearbook on the top shelf behind his desk. He sat back down and flipped through the pages then turned the book toward them and showed them a picture of a group of five male students, standing casually, arms around necks, hands on shoulders, all smiles. One black, the other four white.

      “We had a group of five students who were absolutely brilliant. Of course, they gravitated toward each other, became the best of friends. Isaac Bennett, Philip Vasquez, Nathan Cook, Andrew Riley, and Tyko Hautala.”

      Dale’s two victims had belonged to a group of five elite students. Most interesting ...

      Pastor Rob gazed at the picture fondly. “The theories they developed from the Scriptures … Just brilliant. We called them the Five Wisemen. A little joke of ours.”

      “Yeah, a real knee-slapper,” Spiro said and rolled her eyes. “Religious humor.”

      Dale turned on her viciously. “Will you show a little respect, Spiro? Jesus Christ.” Dale, realizing his faux pas, slowly turned back to face the pastor. “… Sorry, Pastor Rob.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “What did the other Wisemen think when Isaac Bennett and Philip Vasquez dropped out?” Dale said.

      “Why, they all dropped out. All five of them. At the same time.”

      Dale didn’t know what to make of all this information, but he knew one thing: he had a new potential list of victims. And the list was five people long. He looked at Spiro, and by the way she returned his look, he could tell she was thinking the same thing.

      Spiro leaned forward in her chair. “Did they give a reason why?”

      “They never gave an official reason. But they didn’t have to. They were on the verge of expulsion, and the whole campus knew about it.”

      “Your five most promising students, and you were ready to expel them,” Spiro said.  “Interesting methods around this place.”

      “They were getting radical. There’s no place for that here.”

      “Radical how?” Dale said.

      “They considered themselves Christian soldiers. They were talking about a new Crusade, one against atheism. Bear in mind, this was the ’60s. Protest was everywhere. Their minds were corrupted.”

      “Sure,” Spiro said.

      “Ever hear from any of them again?”  Dale said.

      “I prayed for them. But I’ve never heard a word from any of them since that day. They all went on to secular universities. I’m sure they did quite well. I just hope they never acted on their ideology.”

      “You said they wanted a new Crusade against atheism. What would you think if I told you that both Isaac Bennett and Philip Vasquez were known to be atheists themselves?”

      Pastor Rob frowned. “I would find that hard to believe. Impossible, as a matter of fact.”

      Dale and Spiro looked at each other again.

      “Thank you for your time, Pastor Rob. Might we borrow this for our investigation?” Dale said, pointing at the yearbook.

      “Of course.”
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* * *

      Dale and Spiro hurried, nearly running, down the hallway from Pastor Rob’s office, a long corridor of brick walls, a matching brick floor, and doors with blue-painted frames.

      Dale held up the yearbook. “We gotta get in touch with the FBI field office.” He had kept his finger on the page with the image of the Five Wisemen. He opened to the picture. “Three other guys. What do you want to bet that someone named Nathan Cook, Andrew Riley, or Tyko Hautala has been attacked in the last couple days?”
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      Owen stood on a street corner in downtown Portland. He had left his bum outfit in his seedy hotel room. Now he was dressed in business casual attire: a button-up shirt and corduroy slacks. And sunglasses. He was learning to adapt to situations, how to conceal himself, so he knew he had to dress appropriately for different scenarios. And now he was in the heart of the prosperous downtown region, so he had to look the part. Though he wasn’t from Portland, he had grown up in the area and was familiar with the trappings of the city: the traffic, people shuffling on the sidewalks, car horns. In front of him was a high-rise building, its glass windows shining in the sun that had momentarily peeked out from the clouds. His head panned down from the top of the building to a line of business names above the entrance, one of which read: Scarborough Advertising.

      He watched the people as they went into the building. So many of them, most of them carrying briefcases. One thing about the mission that he had not been expecting was the perspective it had lent him. Pulling himself from his own day job had led him to an outsider’s perspective on the way the world works, and watching everyone shuffle into their jobs made him realize how trivial it all was, how little of it was really in service to the Lord.

      His eyes shifted from person to person and finally landed on a robust black man. He took a picture out of his pocket, an image that had been torn out of a book. It was the infamous photo of the Five Wisemen that had appeared in the Chinookan University yearbook. Their smiling, blasphemous faces, arms on each other’s shoulders. He looked at the black man in the photo and then at the black man entering the building. The eyes. He compared the eyes of the two. The older man was forty pounds heavier, so the eyes were an even more critical factor. But they didn’t match. This was not Nathan Cook.

      More people entering the building. A different black man. Again, Owen looked at the eyes. This man wasn’t fat like the last one. This man was fit and wore well-made, if eccentric, clothes: a purple dress shirt with a bright orange tie. The eyes. Owen looked at the photo in his hand. And back to the man.

      It was a match.

      This was the guy. This was Nathan Cook.

      As Owen watched Cook approach the building and enter through the revolving doors, a relief fell over him. Later he would do what he needed to do. This, along with the fact that he would not have to terrorize anymore innocent families, made him happy. And though he tried to deny it, knowing how God would feel, the idea of wiping this blasphemy from the earth gave him a thrill, a certain tingling to his core.

      And he smiled.
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      Pine trees stood right outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, and patchy light drifted into the building through the needles. Dale and Spiro were at a reception desk—wooden and curved with a dark, polished stone surface. Dale finished up a phone conversation. He hung up the phone and handed it back over the counter to the cute girl behind the desk, a student worker, no doubt, probably a junior or senior. Dale was holding the phone book she had let him borrow.

      “Two Nathan Cooks have been attacked in the last two days,” Dale said to Spiro. “Both in their homes. Both with family members present. There are some other Nathan Cooks in the outlying towns. The field office is putting locals on them. You and I will focus on Portland. Let’s see what we got.”

      Dale flipped through the phone book. Spiro stepped up behind him and looked over his shoulder. She stood close enough that he smelled the shampoo scent in her hair. He could feel her presence and just a hint of her body heat. When she had told him that his BEI profile said he had a weakness for women, there was no way he could deny it. And though she had turned him off already and she was likely only getting more comfortable with him in a professional manner—not a personal one—having her presence so close like this did raise Dale’s spirits a notch or two.

      Plus, it didn’t hurt having another cute girl behind the desk.

      “Looks like we have two remaining Nathan Cooks in Portland,” Dale said. He retrieved his wallet and took out a one-dollar bill. He handed it to the receptionist, who was confused. “Here. Sorry about this.”

      Dale tore a page out of the phone book.

      The receptionist’s eyes lit up. “Hey!”

      Dale flipped through the pages of the phone book, stopped, ran his finger along the page. “No Tyko Hautalas.” He flipped to another page. “But we got two Portland Andrew Rileys.” Dale tore this page out of the phone book as well and handed it to Spiro. The receptionist threw her hands up in despair. “The field office is going to check the surrounding region, and PPB will monitor the Cooks and Rileys. For now, let’s split up. I’ll check on the Nathan Cooks. You check on the Andrew Rileys.”

      “But …” Spiro said and paused. “What do I do?”

      Dale pointed at the page in her hand. “Hook up with PPB and monitor those addresses. If you need to, use that badge that Taft loaned you. And if you really need to, use the gun he gave you.”

      “But I don’t …”

      “Don’t what?”

      “I don’t …”

      “You don’t know how to use it, but you don’t want to ask me how.”

      Dale looked at her. There had been a considerable amount of tension between the two of them, and this new situation—her needing his assistance regarding the gun—put him in a position of power. He could exploit it, and for a dark moment, a petty part of him somewhere deep down inside considered it. To humiliate her a bit. But that wasn’t him. And she had, only moments earlier, shown that she was getting more comfortable around him. So instead of being an ass, he said, “Come on. I’ll show you.”
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* * *

      Dale and Spiro stood in a shady, grassy spot between a couple two-story academic buildings. An oak tree and a pair of pines loomed over them. Dale glanced around them, made sure the coast was clear. He nodded at Spiro. She reached into her purse and took out the tiny, holstered revolver that Taft had given her. She handed it to Dale.

      Dale took it out of its holster and looked it over. It was always strange to him looking at a Detective Special when compared to his beloved Chief’s Special. So similar but so different. “Taft carries the Colt Detective Special. I prefer the Smith & Wesson Model 36 Chief’s Special.” Dale took his gun out and showed her. “It’s a bit smaller, a bit lighter. Plus, it just looks sexier.”

      “They look identical to me.”

      “The Colt came out first. And it carries six rounds, whereas mine carries five. So I’ll give it that.” Dale put his gun away. He held the Colt before Spiro and checked again to make sure no one was watching them. “This gun holds a .38 Special round, like mine. Not the biggest round in the world, but a crapload of power in such a small weapon. Now. Safety. First, always treat a gun as though it’s loaded, whether it is or not. Always point it in a safe direction, away from people, preferably at the ground. Keep your finger off the trigger. We’re doing this lesson on a college campus, but if we were at a range, I’d tell you to never go downrange.”

      “Into the line of fire?”

      “Right. Never go downrange.”

      “Duh.”

      Dale gave her a stern look. He almost never took things entirely seriously. But treating firearms with respect was something he refused to joke around about. He pointed at her gun’s cylinder. “This is the cylinder. You have a Colt, so your release pulls backwards.” Dale pulled back the release, and the cylinder came out. “Ammo goes here. Your cylinder revolves clockwise, again, since you have a Colt. My Smith revolves counter-clockwise. Turn the cylinder upside down to unload.” Dale pointed the gun upwards. The rounds fell into his hand. “Spent casings can stick, so you may need to hit this.” He tapped the ejector rod. “Squeeze the trigger to fire.” He pushed the cylinder back in, kept the gun aimed at the ground, and clicked off a couple dry fires.

      “Don’t I have to pull this back first?” Spiro said and pointed at the hammer.

      “No. Just pull the trigger. Double-action shooting. The trigger will be harder to pull that way, but it’ll be quicker and safer.”

      Dale reloaded the Colt, put it in its holster, and handed it to Spiro. She put it back in her purse.

      “Now that you’ve had the world’s fastest gun safety course, let’s get you out into the field, Agent.”
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      Bradford peeked through the blinds in his office window that looked out upon the newsroom. The evening crew was bustling with activity. He closed the blinds, throwing the room into semi-darkness but for the glow from two monitors. He sat down in a chair across from one of the monitors, his elbows on his knees. The flickering light illuminated his face. On the monitor was a frozen image of Adam behind the news desk. Bradford pushed a button, and the footage began.

      Bradford was watching it yet again. He’d watched it at least a dozen times in the last two days. Adam’s infamous meltdown.

      “And it was not until later that Barrington claimed the actions seconded Fidelity International’s earlier stance on customer relations,” Brittany Smalls said. “Fidelity has yet to release an official statement. Adam.”

      Adam was shown on the screen, head down, mouth and eyes open.

      “Adam? Adam!”

      Adam woke from his daze.

      Bradford pressed the button again. The video stopped. He turned to another monitor, also with a frozen image of Adam. This was from the previous night’s broadcast when Adam was flustered while talking about the murders. Again Bradford pushed play, and the video began.

      “Vasquez … he died immediately, and though Bennett was alive when his neighbor arrived on the scene, he succumbed to his wounds before arriving at the hospital. Officials are … are baffled by the seemingly connected incidents. The murders’ similarities have authorities on the lookout for a serial killer, but due to the distance between the two crimes, police are not ruling out that these may be the works of two or more killers.”

      Bradford stopped the video again. He grabbed a newspaper from his desk and read the main headline. Recent Murders: Serial Killer or Coordinated Executions? He put the newspaper down and leaned back in his seat. He looked at the frozen frame on the monitor, Adam Steele’s bewildered expression. Bradford didn’t want to jump to any conclusions, and he didn’t want to think that Adam was a sinister person. But he had to do what was right.

      He picked up his phone and dialed. A moment later, there was an answer. “Portland Police Bureau.”

      “This is Carl Bradford at Channel 16. I’d like to report some suspicious activity.” He had to stop for a moment before he could continue. “Related to the murders.”
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      The sun was starting to go down, and pink light drifted in through the windows, illuminating the wooden dining room table in front of Adam. There were windows to the left of and behind the table, both with orange- and brown-striped drapes. On one side of the table was his son Denny, eight years old, shaggy, brown hair, wearing a ringer T-shirt with his face buried in his bowl of spaghetti. He had skipped the salad. On the other side of the table was Rachel, blonde like her mother and three years old. And at the far end of the table sat Alicia. While most of the city of Portland was in on the same joke about Adam, Alicia was the only person other than Carl Bradford who seemed worried. And while he appreciated her concern—she’d always been a caring wife, after all—he knew that it could get in the way.

      The more she cared, the more worried she became, the closer she got to discovering his mission.

      Alicia’s golden hair was tinted by the sunset light from the windows. Her fork was loaded with a bite of salad, and it hovered halfway between her plate and her mouth. She wasn’t thinking about her meal. She was staring right at Adam. With that look of concern. Her eyes squinting, the crow’s feet that had developed over the last few years showing themselves.

      Adam looked back at her. Looked away. Took a bite and chewed. Looked up to see her still watching him.

      “What is it?” he said.

      “Is everything okay, Adam?”

      “Just work. You know how it is.”

      Alicia nodded. She put her fork down. “Carl Bradford called an hour ago looking for you. He figured you’d be home by then. I did too.”

      Adam stopped chewing. He had been avoiding eye contact, but after hearing that Bradford had called, he looked right at her. “What did he want?”

      Adam hadn’t been surprised when Bradford had pulled him into his office the night before. But he wouldn’t have expected him to call his home. And talk to his wife. This was troubling.

      “Didn’t say,” Alicia said. “He did say that you two had a meeting last night. He said that he’s worried about you. So am I.”

      Adam slowed his chewing. “He shouldn’t have called here.”

      Alicia’s voice wavered. “Don’t shut me out, Adam.” She motioned toward the children. “Remember what you have. Whatever’s going on with you, don’t forget this.”

      Adam wiped his mouth and stood up. “I’m done here.”

      He left.

      He went to the office on the second floor of the house. He sat at the desk and took out the phone book that he had stashed in the bottom drawer. He turned to the correct page.

      There were several listings for Cook, Nathan. He had crossed the first two off.

      He picked up the phone.
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      Owen walked down a sidewalk in a nice suburban community. It was similar to the one he had visited while seeking out his last Nathan Cook. This one, though, was a little bit newer. The trees were smaller, hadn’t become “established” yet. It was hillier too, cars parked along the streets at steep angles.

      He had his hands in his pockets, and he kept his gaze toward the ground. He walked by the house that matched the new Nathan Cook’s address. The window was cracked open a bit. He could hear the phone ringing inside the house. He quickly looked back down to the ground, and his eyes caught something farther down the road.

      A car. A blue Ford Granada. A man was sitting in the driver seat, his eyes trained on the Nathan Cook house. Owen saw him look away.

      A cop.

      They were watching the house.

      He had to get out of there. Owen’s car was parked another block up on the left. His feet told him to pick up the pace, but he knew that he had to remain inconspicuous. He shuffled along. His breathing increased, and so did his heartbeat. He rounded the corner and saw his car. Casual, stay casual. Slowly walk up to it.

      He got in the car, turned the key, and looked in the rear-view mirror. He saw the man in the Granada. He was looking towards Owen’s car, and he was talking on a police radio.

      He was a cop. And he was calling Owen in.

      Owen put the car in gear and took off, going in the opposite direction of the house. He quickly took a right-hand turn and then another and then a left-hand turn, twisting his way through the neighborhood. He increased his speed, looked in the rear-view mirror.

      Nothing behind him.

      He sped up a little bit more, not too much, nothing to draw attention.

      A minute passed. No one showed up in the rear-view mirror. He took a deep breath and released it. He was going to have to find a new way of getting to Nathan Cook. And if they had Cook’s house covered, they were surely watching his office back at Scarborough Advertising as well. Owen would have to be more clever. And pray for God’s intervention

      A car approached from the opposite side of the road. He looked at the driver. A black man. Wearing a purple shirt and orange tie.

      Nathan Cook.

      God’s intervention indeed. Serendipity. Owen said a small prayer.

      He knew he had to make a quick, commanding decision. And then take immediate action. He tightened his grip on the steering wheel and floored the gas pedal.

      And pulled into the oncoming lane.

      There was an explosion of sound, so loud it was deafening. Metal bent, and glass snapped. Owen felt his whole body slammed forward into the seatbelt, the edge of the steering wheel whacking him across the top of his chest. His chin snapped forward, and his arms flailed in front of him, hitting the windshield and tearing his knuckles. The whole mass of the car shifted to the right. There was a screech of tires. Owen slammed into the door. And the chaos stopped.

      Ringing in his ears. Owen put a hand to his head. His fingertips came back bloody. There was pain in his chest, and he groaned. A hissing noise coming from somewhere under his car’s hood. He looked through the spiderweb remains of his windshield to the other car. It was a mangled mess before him. He could make out Nathan Cook, motionless in the driver seat.

      Owen put his hand on the door handle and pulled. There was a metallic whine, and the door didn’t open. It was stuck. He pulled the handle again and drove his shoulder into the door. It screeched open. He sat one foot out on the ground, put a little weight on it. Unsteady but it held. Both feet. He stepped out into the cool air, the pink sunset light. He stumbled to his left. People emerged from the houses around him. Some were running toward the accident.

      He wouldn’t have much time.

      He looked at the other car. He could see that Nathan Cook wasn’t moving, but his eyes were open, blinking. There was blood spread across his purple shirt and a gash across the side of his head.

      “Everyone alright?” a voice asked. Owen turned. The voice had come from an old man. A tough old salt. Like a war veteran. He was on the short side, barrel-chested, wrapped in ancient muscle. The man walked toward Owen. Briskly.

      Not much time. Owen approached Nathan Cook.

      And put his hand on the hilt of the knife strapped to his belt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 20

        

      

    

    
      Dale had Arancia’s windows rolled down. It was just a little bit cool at the beginning of the sunset, and he was enjoying the feel of the breeze. The weather in the Pacific Northwest was delightfully low in humidity, especially considering that his second-to-last assignment—before the even more arid Phoenix assignment—had been in the thick of southern Mississippi.

      He saw the car—a blue Ford Granada—parked where he’d been told he would find it, about a block from the Nathan Cook residence. Dale pulled over a few cars behind the Granada on the side of the street. He stepped out and examined his work. He’d given plenty of space between Arancia and the cars in front of and behind her. But he probably could have gotten a bit closer to the curb. He glanced across the street where he’d seen a child. A boy of about five, bouncing a ball. The ball was soft rubber, wouldn’t make a scratch, but still he worried. Who was watching the kid anyway?

      He assured himself that everything would be fine and walked up to the Granada. He rapped on the passenger side glass. The driver reached over and unlocked and opened the door.

      Dale sat down and offered his hand to the other man. “Special Agent Conley with the DOJ.”

      “Detective Cooper, PPB.”

      Cooper looked how Dale imagined SAC Taft must have looked twenty to twenty-five years ago. He was out-of-shape but not obese. Going bald. A little sweaty. He was shorter than Taft, though, and scruffier too. In fact, his thick shadow and wrinkly trench coat made him look not like a real detective but like someone dressing up as a detective for a Halloween party. He was someone straight out of a hard-boiled, LA detective story, a Mickey Spillane character.

      “What do we got?”

      “Cook isn’t home yet,” Cooper said. He had a smoker’s voice. “A couple neighbors walking their dogs. One guy looked my direction, turned away awful quick. I don’t think it was anything.”

      Cooper’s radio came alive. “Collision at the intersection of Shadybrook and Wilkinson.”

      “Shit,” Cooper said. “That’s right down the road. I’d better check it.”

      Dale’s instincts fluttered.

      Coincidences. They happened so often in his work at the BEI that he didn’t believe in them. A car crash right down the road in the middle of the quiet subdivision he was staking out seemed like just such a coincidence. He held up a hand. “No, stay here. I’ll check it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      Owen staggered forward. His legs were wobbly. They felt soft, like packed clay, but somehow they held him up, and each shuffling step drew him closer to Nathan Cook’s wrecked car, though his path to get there twisted left and right.

      He could see Nathan behind the shattered windshield and crumpled hood. He lay still but not completely motionless. He sucked in big breaths. He was a big man—not fat but bulky—and his massive chest heaved under his flashy, purple shirt. His eyes darted about, big and white with fright. They locked on Owen as he continued to stagger toward him. They maintained eye contact.

      A voice behind him. Owen didn’t turn to look.

      “I called the cops. Are you alright?” It was the old man he’d seen. The old tough guy.

      Two more steps, and Owen was to the car. The engine idled. Owen put his hand on the roof of the car. There was a ridge where the metal had buckled, a rough edge where the paint had splintered off. Nathan Cook was squeezed tightly against the steering wheel. He looked stuck. Nathan gazed up at him, fear in his eyes. Not fear of Owen. Shock from the accident. In fact, Nathan looked relieved. Help, he thought, had arrived.

      Owen had no time to waste. Police had been summoned. He maintained eye contact with Nathan Cook. “Actiones secundum fidei.”

      Nathan’s eyes lit up. The shock from the accident had been exchanged for true fear. Fear of Owen. Now that he had heard the words. And the theory was reforming in his brain. He scrambled for his seatbelt.

      Owen reached for the knife on his belt, pulled it out of its sheath, and stabbed Nathan in the chest. There was a solid, wet thunk as the four-inch blade penetrated. Nathan shrieked, and his eyes rolled back. Owen pulled the blade out.

      Then someone strong grabbed him from behind.
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      It was two turns in the neighborhood to get to the scene of the accident, and as Dale rounded the second corner, he saw it up ahead. Right in the middle of the street. A Chevy and what had been a nice, shiny Lincoln were smashed into each other. Two men were fighting between the cars, one holding the other from behind. Car accidents always brought out the nasty in people. At least the two of them were uninjured enough to be able to stand. The cars lay across the road at bizarre angles. Shattered glass. Crumpled hoods. A plume of steam came out of the Lincoln. People from the neighborhood gaped from the sidewalks.

      Dale hooked Arancia’s emergency light to her rear-view mirror and continued toward the scene. He watched the men fighting. They were really going at it. The man being held from behind thrashed wildly to get out of the grasp of the older man holding him. Then there was a swift motion, the flash of a knife in the younger man’s hand. He stabbed the old man in the shoulder. The old man toppled to the ground. Knife in hand, the younger man then turned and immediately moved toward the Lincoln.

      Dale smashed the gas pedal, and moments later Arancia screeched to a halt a few feet from the back of the Chevy. The man with the knife turned and looked. Dale yanked the parking brake, took out his gun, and jumped out of the car. He leveled his gun at the man, who was about six feet tall, in decent shape, and had wavy, brown hair.

      “Freeze!”

      The man put his hands in the air. Their eyes locked, and Dale nearly took a step backwards because the guy had the craziest blue eyes he’d ever seen. Streaky. A cool yet bright blue. Icy.

      The man was also pretty banged up. Blood on his head, his hands. And he looked wobbly.

      Dale glanced at the old man on the ground. His shoulder was covered in blood. He squirmed in pain. But he was going to be alright.

      “Drop the knife,” Dale said.

      The blue-eyed man threw the knife. It clattered on the ground. He kept his hands in the air.

      Dale took a couple steps forward. The man moved away, toward the Chevy.

      “I said freeze.”

      There was the sound of sirens from behind. Another cop car was approaching.

      Dale was now close enough to see into the other car, the Lincoln. There was a bulky black man in the driver seat. Seatbelt on. Blood drenched his purple shirt and orange tie. He looked right at Dale. His face became panicked, urgent.

      “Titus,” he said.

      Blood bubbled in the corner of his mouth. Then his head fell to his chest.

      Titus. A flurry of thought and analysis rushed over Dale. Titus. The Roman emperor. A member of the Flavian Dynasty, the emperors who captured Josephus, made him their official historian. Jesus, Josephus, Titus.

      Mr. Blue Eyes continued to inch toward the Chevy … and then darted for it.

      “Shit,” Dale said.

      Dale sprinted up to the car as the man shut the door and tried to put it in gear. Dale punched the driver-side window, shattering the glass, which sprayed all over Blue Eyes.

      Dale grabbed at him, pulled him toward the busted window. Blue Eyes put his left hand against the side of Dale’s face and pushed hard. Dale squinted as one of the guy’s fingers went into the corner of his eye. With his other hand, Blue Eyes slapped around at the gear selector. Dale heard the transmission thump into gear.

      And the car peeled off.

      Dale stumbled forward, being pulled by the hand clenched onto his face. The grip loosened, and he spun around a quarter turn before gaining his balance. He could feel where the man’s fingers had been. His eyes watered. The Chevy zipped away.

      Dale ran back to Arancia, threw the parking brake down, and hammered her into first gear. Arancia’s rear tires chirped, and she flew down the road toward the Chevy. Dale felt the inertia in his chest. He flipped on the siren then squeezed onto the leather-wrapped steering wheel.

      Ahead, the other car took a right turn. And disappeared. Dale closed in and took the turn. There were people milling about this new street—some of them on the sidewalks, some children right in the middle of the road. They screamed and ran to the sides as the two cars flew at them. An older man was struggling to move onto the sidewalk. Dale gritted his teeth, pulled the wheel to the left, and swerved around him. Arancia’s tires squeaked.

      Arancia closed right in behind the other car, a leopard chasing a three-legged turtle. Dale could see every detail this close up. The license plate, Oregon. The passenger-side mirror rattling around after the damage of the accident. Suddenly the car veered to the left and through a yard, cutting a corner onto another road. Dale continued and thrashed Arancia’s nimble frame right around the corner.

      A child darted into the road, and the Chevy quickly swerved to the right to avoid the kid.

      And smashed into a tree.

      The already-mangled front end of the car squished, like a sponge, into the thick trunk of the old oak in the center of the yard. The rear end kicked up, both tires coming off the ground. It floated like this for a moment, hovering in the air, then crashed back down to the earth. The whole car shook. Its suspension squeaked.

      Blue Eyes stumbled out of the destroyed Chevy and ran off, jumping over a fence that sectioned off the backyard of the house. Dale pulled up behind and quickly darted out of Arancia. He sprinted across the green grass toward the fence and jumped it.

      The backyard had a porch with lawn furniture and maple trees in the corners. Blue Eyes sprinted toward the side fence and hopped over. Dale followed, the coarse wood of the fence digging into his palms as he vaulted over.

      They were in the backyard of the neighboring property now. In front of them was a long stretch of yards, none of them fenced in. There were people out in some of these yards, and as the two men sprinted through the yards, there were screams of fear, shouts to leave. The neighborhood sloped down a hill, and Dale gained a lot of speed as he chased the other man, his legs flailing wildly, feet practically kicking his butt.

      A road crossed their path at the end of the block, and Blue Eyes stumbled with the change of surface. He fell over, quickly scrambled back to his feet, and took off down the street. Dale managed to keep his balance and chased after him, getting closer.

      A block ahead of them was a small shopping area of quaint, little stores. German style. Boutiques. Bakeries. Tables with umbrellas. Blue Eyes ran into the crowd. People screamed, made way. Dale was right behind him. Blue Eyes shoved a woman out of his way. She fell to the ground. There was a large chainsaw carving of a lumberjack, and Blue Eyes tossed that down in Dale’s path. Dale leapt over it, feeling like an Olympic hurdles runner. He’d gotten some experience recently jumping over mannequins thrown at him at Thomas Mall in Phoenix. But he’d lost a smidgen of time. Blue Eyes had gotten a lead on him.

      A movie theater ahead of them. Dale watched as Blue Eyes entered the theater. Moments later, Dale slammed through the doors.

      The smell of popcorn assaulted him. A frightened-looking teenager eyed him from behind the concession stand. Movement to the side. Dale turned and saw Owen slipping into one of the screenings. The door shut behind him.

      Dale ran in. His eyes squinted at the sudden darkness. A Steve McQueen movie was on the screen. The room was packed. Blue Eyes was nowhere to be seen. Dale looked over the crowd, most of whom were turned to look at him after his loud, chaotic entrance. So many people. Blue Eyes could have slipped in anywhere. A man. Another man. A woman. He’d have to check row by row. He stopped walking and looked down the row nearest him.

      There was a small flash of light at the other end of the auditorium. Dale looked up. The exit door at the back of the theater was shutting. Dale ran toward it, his boots squeaking on the sticky floor.

      Out into the shopping plaza again. A group of people, walking left, walking right, crossing in front of him. He looked through the group, desperation seizing him. All these people. And Mr. Blue Eyes was nowhere to be seen.

      He’d lost him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    

    
      Adam put the phone’s receiver back in its cradle. He stepped over to the desk, sat down, pulled out a drawer, and took out a pad of paper and a pen. He began to write.

      Actiones secundum fidei. There are times when certain people

      There was movement in his peripheral vision. Alicia approached the room from the hall. She stopped in the doorway, looked at him without speaking, interlaced her fingers.

      Adam shielded the paper on which he was writing.

      Alicia’s eyes flicked to the paper and back to him. “Adam, what are you doing?”

      “Work. I need to focus, honey. Please.”

      Alicia stared at him for a moment. There were small bags beneath her eyes. Tears forming. Her crow’s feet. “You’re scaring me, Adam.”

      She walked away.

      Adam looked at the doorway for a moment after she left. He wanted to care more than he did that she was upset. Nine years of marriage. She deserved to have him care. But he cared very little. What mattered was his mission. Her emotions were a burden, and he was quite concerned with how curious she was getting. Alicia was tenacious. He couldn’t have her finding out things.

      He returned to his writing, speaking aloud as he continued. “Actiones secundum fidei. There are times when certain people must come forward with the truth.”
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      The morning air was crisp. Owen drove through an expanse of trees. Pines. Towering over the road. It was impossible for him to not think back to the facility. It had been deep in the pines too. Because of its mission, the facility had been a good and decent place. A godly place. And his actions there, in that sense, were also godly and good. But it was a dark place too. Not only the building itself—cold, open-air, crumbling—but what happened there. Owen remembered the things he had done. He remembered the screaming. The frightened men. And he felt shame.

      Then he reminded himself that it was all in service to God. It was the beginning of the mission. And he felt peace.

      The sun was out. It was going to be a nice day. It had been so gloomy and chilly that it was nice seeing the blue sky poking through the trees as he continued up the road, climbing in elevation. Ahead, there were gaps in the trees. He was almost to the neighborhood. It was one of those classy communities plotted in a bit of wilderness. A peaceful, natural oasis in a large city. He watched the numbers on the mailboxes until he found the one he was looking for, the one from the phone book. 874 Theodore Lane. The home of one of Portland’s two Andrew Rileys.

      He turned the car’s heater on. Low, just to cut the edge off the chill. He was still getting used to the car, a second rental car that he’d picked up after crashing the first one into Nathan Cook. He’d paid for both in cash.

      He noticed a vehicle parked on a nearby cross-street. It was parked almost too casually. And someone was sitting behind the wheel. Like there had been in the blue Granada parked near Nathan Cook’s house last night.

      Another cop.

      They were ahead of him now, already waiting on him. When Owen had discovered the cop at Nathan Cook’s last night, that made sense to him. After all, he had attacked multiple Nathan Cooks before arriving at that house. But he had yet to attack any Andrew Rileys. And yet there was a cop. Watching the house. That could mean only one thing: they had the list. They’d figured out the Five Wisemen connection.

      He couldn’t stop moving now. He had to be as nonchalant as possible, so he was only going to be able to give the house a quick glance as it rolled by. It was two-story with an angled, A-frame style roof. It was built on a slope with the first floor—which was painted white—jutting into the hillside such that the stone pathway leading to the house climbed the slope to a door on the second floor. This floor was covered in dark, horizontally placed boards. Huge, rectangular windows lined the walls, some of them angled open from the top. The house was very geometric, very modern.

      He kept driving, and he kept his eyes forward, didn’t dare turn to look at the cop. Now that they were onto him, he was going to have to be even more careful.

      And a lot more creative.
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      Dale sat at the picnic table in the small patch of grass in the center of the Sleepy Slumber Inn parking lot. The table was in the shade of one of the trees, and the sunlight that poked through the branches felt good on the back of his faded red T-shirt. He liked that the sun was playing nice finally. It had been cruel and relentless in Phoenix, and since he arrived in Portland, it had been hiding in the clouds and making everything gray and miserable.

      On the table were a variety of books that he’d gotten from both the Portland library and a really cool bookstore he’d found called Powell’s. Dale wasn’t a big city person by nature, but it was always extremely helpful to have the research opportunities available in larger-sized locations—universities, libraries, museums, bookstores. Some of the books he’d gotten were open, some with notepaper sticking out of them. There was a notepad dead center on the table with a variety of scribbled notes—notes about Jesus, notes about Josephus, and centered in the paper, in large letters and circled, was the word Titus.

      Dale was hunched over the materials, elbows on his thighs. He leaned back and stretched, rubbed his eyes. He saw Spiro crossing the parking lot, heading toward him.

      “Found anything?” she said as she approached. She wasn’t wearing a skirt this time. Instead she had on a black pantsuit. The vest had buttons down the center with a red, long-sleeve turtleneck underneath. The pants were flared, but Dale appreciated that she wasn’t wearing the type that went all the way to the ground and flared so wide they consumed the woman’s entire shoe. Dale thought those looked silly. Plus, he figured they had to get dirty really easily.

      “I had thought before that I was onto something with the Jesus/Josephus connection, with Josephus being one of the most important historical accounts of Christianity,” Dale said. “But with Titus, now we’re going into Roman territory, which ties us in with the Latin phrase.”

      “So who was Titus?”

      Dale pulled the notebook closer to him and looked down at it. “A Roman emperor. I knew about him already, but really only by name. He was the second in the Flavian Dynasty, itself only the second dynasty of Roman emperors after the initial Julio-Claudian Dynasty.”

      Spiro leaned against the tree. “My eyes are glazing over already.”

      “He ruled for barely over two years. It was under his rule that the Coliseum was completed. Also Mount Vesuvius erupted during those two years. Of course that was a natural disaster, so he had no control over that.” Dale arched an eyebrow. “... or did he?”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “And you can’t register sarcasm.”

      Spiro made a goofy face. It wasn’t exactly a nice expression, but every other reaction she’d given him thus far had been a frown. It was even borderline playful. Dale wondered if she was feeling alright.

      “So, a connection to Christianity?” Spiro said. “I know some of the emperors persecuted Christians.”

      “His more important connections to Christianity happened before he was emperor. So prior to becoming emperors, Titus and his father Vespasian were Roman military leaders. Our friend Josephus was himself a leader of the Jewish rebellion, and he surrendered to Vespasian. He told Vespasian that Jewish prophecies said he, Vespasian, would become the Emperor of Rome. So Vespasian naturally took a liking to him and made him a slave and interpreter. A couple years later, Vespasian did indeed become emperor, and he gave Josephus his freedom and the family name. He became Flavius Josephus.”

      Spiro pulled some wayward hair behind her ear. “Okay so there’s a connection between Josephus and Titus’ dad. Seems a long shot to connect that with Titus himself.”

      “I’m not done yet. The war where Josephus was captured was the First Jewish-Roman War. Remember, Titus was also a military leader like his dad. So when Vespasian was declared emperor a few years into the war, Titus was in charge of ending the Jewish rebellion. Titus was the one who captured Jerusalem and destroyed the Second Temple. And Josephus, as the Flavian’s historian whose emphasis was on the first century and the First Jewish-Roman War, not only recorded Titus’ military exploits but also served as his translator.”

      “So Josephus defected from the Jews to the Romans, became the historian for the imperial family, and then wrote Jewish history?”

      “Correct. And his works have always been an important source of information for understanding early Christianity.”

      “And what’s the timeline of all this?”

      “The First Jewish-Roman War lasted from the year 66 to the year 73. Josephus was captured in 67. Vespasian became emperor in 69, and Titus became emperor after his father died in 79.”

      “You said Josephus’ works are important for understanding early Christianity. Those dates you just gave are decades into the first millennium and, so, decades after the time of Jesus.”

      “I said early Christianity. Not the beginning of Christianity.”

      “Okay, then why would our second victim be holding a picture of Jesus?”

      “To represent Christianity, I would think.”

      “But our other two victims gave specific names. Josephus, Titus. Seems to me that our first victim was holding the picture to give us a specific name as well: Jesus.”

      Dale put the notebook on the table and leaned back again. He looked up at the branches. “You might be right. Which leaves me at a loss considering the time difference.”

      They were quiet for a moment. The breeze blew through the pine needles.

      “I heard back from the field office,” Spiro said. “There are no Andrew Rileys in the surrounding areas, only the two in Portland. One lives in a poor area, one in a high-end neighborhood.”

      Dale stood up. “I’ll get PPB to send more men to both. If the potential victim is anything like the others, he’ll be at the nice neighborhood. I’ll go there. You go to the other.”

      “Fine.”

      “Let’s grab a bite to eat and then get rolling. There’s a sandwich shop down the street. My treat.”

      “Your treat?” Spiro said like a popular girl being asked to prom by a nerd. “I already told you I wasn’t interested in anything from you, Agent Conley.”

      An instant tension headache came to Dale’s forehead. “Oh for God’s sake. It was a nice gesture.”

      Spiro frowned and took a step closer to him. “How’s this for a gesture? You try anything on me again, and I’ll shove my fist so far up your ass I’ll be speaking for you in sign language.”

      “First of all, I’m not into that, Spiro, but thanks for offering. Second, I wasn’t trying anything. Third, you don’t scare me. You can try to pull my penis off again, but otherwise you’re a hundred-ten-pound woman who works in an office. I have seventy pounds on you, fight training, and years of law enforcement experience. You know, at first I thought maybe you were standoffish because you were guarded, protecting yourself. But I’m starting to realize that you’re just mean. You’re an asshole.” Dale walked past her. “Come on. You can buy your own damn sandwich.”
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      It was a disgusting place. It smelled of cigarettes and years of human desperation.

      Owen sat on his rear at the end of the hallway, his back against the wall, one leg kicked in out front of him, the other propped up. His head was slouched over. He felt disgusting. Dirtied. Sullied by his surroundings. He wore his bum ensemble again: the old trench coat, ratty pants, and his baseball cap. He’d visited a liquor store and purchased a bottle in a brown paper sack, which completed the look. He had been extra attentive to his costume and how he monitored the apartment—since he knew the cops were hidden somewhere, watching.

      He was monitoring apartment number three. It was at the opposite end of the hall, two doors up from the entrance. The home of the second of the two Andrew Rileys in town. He had gotten a good look at the home of the first Andrew Riley earlier and was confident that the real Andrew Riley lived there and not this terrible place. But he had to make certain. His mission wouldn’t allow him to leave any stone unturned.

      He’d been like this for an hour. The building was locked from the outside, but he’d easily gained access by following someone in. Then he found the correct apartment and positioned himself at the end of the hall. And waited. He wondered if he was going to have to wait all day; he wondered how safe he was. There was some sort of solace in the fact that he was a lot safer in the hallway than he would have been had he tried to monitor the apartment from the outside. When he had found the building, he had seen a ratty park teeming with vagrants across the street. Portland was loaded with homeless, and like being in this hallway, sheer proximity to those people made Owen feel dirtied.

      Someone came through the front door, and Owen casually lifted his eyes to see, still maintaining his hunched-over, drunken look. It was a fat man. He wore an oversized, stained T-shirt, a pair of track pants, and sneakers that must’ve been white when they were new but were now a crude shade of tan. Under the man’s arm was a paper sack of groceries, and he waddled into the hall. Owen said a little prayer that this was Andrew Riley because he knew he wouldn’t be able to last much longer in the filthy building.

      Owen’s prayer was answered. The fat man stopped at the door to apartment three, shoved his hands into the pocket of his track pants, and stuck his key in the lock.

      Owen took out his picture of the Five Wisemen. He compared the gross man before him to Andrew Riley. Not even close. He had been correct earlier in the day. That nice house in the trees had been where he would find the real Andrew Riley.

      The fat man entered the apartment and shut the door behind him.

      Owen stood up, walked down the hallway, and left the building. It was starting to cloud over, and it wasn’t as bright as it had been. It was as though the sun didn’t even want to shine on this part of town. He stopped on the stoop and took out the phone book page. He crossed off the second Riley, Andrew then put it back in his pocket. He looked to the other side of Sampson Street.

      There was the park he had seen earlier. The grass was in need of mowing, and the trees looked desperate to escape had their roots not been holding them down. Portland was a beautiful, green city, but at a spot like this, even the greenery looked out of place. People slept on the benches. A suspicious-looking group was huddled in a corner in the back. And one bum sat on the ground against a tree, hunched over much like Owen had just been in the apartment building hallway.

      An idea came to Owen.

      He crossed the street and walked up to the bum who was leaning against the tree. “  Hey man. You want to make some money?”

      The bum looked away from him. “Piss off. Freak.”

      Owen thought for sure that the offer of money would tantalize a homeless person. Then he realized why the bum reacted so viciously, why he called him a “freak.” The bum thought Owen was propositioning him. Owen felt sick. The whole situation made him sick. The disgusting park, the disgusting apartment building across the street. Everything about this was revolting.

      Instead of immediately telling the bum that he’d misconstrued Owen’s intentions, Owen went straight to the big guns and took a one-hundred-dollar bill from his pocket. He waved it. The bum’s eyes lit up.

      Owen pointed across the street. “You see that apartment building over there?”
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      Dale sat in the passenger seat of Detective Cooper’s Granada. They’d been parked in the same spot for over an hour. It was an upscale neighborhood in the woods on the periphery of town. There was the damp smell of forest. Massive pine trees climbed into the sky. The sun had disappeared into the trees, and it was starting to get dark. The house they were watching belonged to one of the two Andrew Rileys. It was angular and modern. Frank Lloyd Wright-esque. They’d knocked on the door earlier, but no one had answered.

      “What have you been able to find out about the guy?” Dale said.

      “Not much. We weren’t able to get a hold of him all day. He’s an author, so I guess he can make his own schedule. Neighbors say he comes and goes at real weird hours. They never know when to expect him.”

      “If he’s the same guy our killer is looking for, then the killer’s probably going through the same thought process. Hell, he could be watching the house just like we are.”

      “With all the guys I got posted out in the trees watching every side of the house, if he does try something, it’ll be easy enough to catch him. I can’t help but feel like I’m using Riley as bait.”

      “You did what you could. If you couldn’t find him, you couldn’t find him. And what about the other Riley?”

      “On Sampson Street? We got a hold of him. About an hour ago. Got officers staked all over the neighborhood. Got your partner over there too. I hope your gal doesn’t take any crap because those guys over there are a little rowdy, and they aren’t used to working with a woman.”

      Dale grinned. “Don’t worry. Spiro can handle herself.”

      “But the guy on Sampson Street isn’t your guy. He doesn’t work; he’s on welfare. He’s not like the other victims.” He pointed at the house. “This is our guy.”

      Cooper’s police radio came alive. “Detective Cooper, you’re not gonna believe this, but we had contact here.”

      Cooper snatched up the receiver. “What?” He looked at Dale. “Sampson Street.”

      “Caught a guy trying to break in,” the voice said. “Big ol’ machete in his hand. Taking him downtown.”

      “Alright.” Cooper hung up the receiver.

      “Let’s head downtown,” Dale said.
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      Dale burst through the doors of the downtown headquarters of the Portland Police Bureau and briskly walked inside. Detective Cooper followed. The floor was checkerboarded with gray and white tiles, and the hallway doors and windows were topped with arches. A couple ceiling fans dangled from a high ceiling, one of them not turning and the other rattling precariously, halfheartedly stirring about the languid air. Police crisscrossed the space. Telephones rang. Typewriters clacked. There was a commotion in the back as two cops manhandled a wild, strung-out-looking man. There were well-worn wooden desks with rolling chairs, offices in the back, and rows of wooden chairs. Spiro was sitting in one of these chairs, and when she saw Dale, she quickly stood and walked over to him.

      “Get me up to speed,” Dale said.

      Spiro looked frazzled. Her hair was tussled, and her eyes were wide. “This huge guy with a knife walked right by us, right up to the door of the apartment. Starts kicking it. Then the cops jumped on him.”

      “And you got him?”

      Spiro nodded, pointed toward the back of the building. “They got him in a holding cell.”

      “You okay, Spiro?” Dale said.

      “I … When the cops grabbed him, he was so damn strong. They got the knife away from him, but he threw the first guy into the wall, slid right out of the other one’s grasp. Came right at me down the hall. I jumped at him as he was running by, grabbed his legs, brought him down. Then the cops came up behind me and cuffed him.”

      Dale smiled. “Way to go, Agent Spiro.”

      He gave her a good smack to the back. She scowled at him.

      “Come on,” she said and started in the direction she had pointed moments before.

      Dale walked beside her, and Cooper came with. The hallway was lit by flickering fluorescent lights. At the end of the hall were the bars of holding cells, covered with flaking green paint.

      As they briskly strode down the hall, Spiro pulled out a piece of paper and read over it. “There was a message for you,” she said. “Carl Bradford, the television news director at Channel 16, asked to talk to the lead investigator. He thinks he knows who the second killer is: Adam Steele, one of the anchors on the nightly news.”

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Cooper said.

      They made it to the end of the hallway, and Spiro took a turn and led them to the correct cell. As they passed the other cells, the rough-looking inhabitants made whistles and noises of appreciation at Spiro. She ignored them, eyes forward.

      Spiro led them to the last cell in the hallway, and Dale looked inside.

      And he stopped dead in his tracks.

      The man behind the bars looked like a transient. Tattered clothes. Scraggly beard. The eyes of a drunk. Not the intense, almost frightening blue eyes that he’d seen on the man he chased and lost in a movie theater.

      “That’s not the guy I saw yesterday,” Dale said.

      “Right, it’s the second guy we haven’t found yet,” Spiro said.

      “No,” Dale said and shook his head, staring at the drifter behind the bars. “Something’s not right here.” He called out to the man. “You tried to break into the apartment.”

      “Hard to deny that,” the man said with a thick drawl. “Three of ’em saw me.”

      “And you were going to kill Andrew Riley?”

      “I never heard that name until that other cop said it,” the man said. “I keep tellin’ you guys, I wasn’t gonna do nothin’ to whoever lived in that apartment. Some guy offered me a hundred dollars to kick in the door while I had that stupid knife in my hand. That’s it.”

      Dale’s mind spun, and his intuition went into overdrive. Something wasn’t right. And he might have just figured out what it was. He looked at Cooper and then to Spiro, an expression of dread stretching across his face. “Where’s Riley?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dale and Spiro rushed into an interview room—small, nondescript, and stark. A short, fat man in track pants and a T-shirt was sitting at a table. He looked greasy, like a man who’d watched television for three days straight and forgotten to take a shower.

      Dale’s intuition continued to scream at him. This wasn’t right. He reached into his pocket and grabbed a folded photocopy of the Chinookan yearbook image of the Five Wisemen. He compared the man in front of him to the five young students. The man looked absolutely nothing like anyone in the photo.

      “Andrew Riley?” Dale said.

      “Yes?”

      Dale held up the picture. “Did you go to Chinookan University?”

      The man laughed. Hard. He rocked back in his chair. “Yeah, sure, buddy. I’m a preacher man now.”

      The door slammed open, and Cooper rushed in. “Agent Conley, the other Andrew Riley has been attacked.”
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      Arancia screeched to a halt by the house in the wooded neighborhood that Dale and Cooper had been staking out earlier. Dale and Spiro hopped out. It was dark now. Cold. The sounds of insects echoed among the giant tree trunks.

      There was crime scene tape surrounding Andrew Riley’s property. A single black-and-white cop car was parked on the street along with an unmarked car. A uniformed police officer and a man in a suit stood in the front lawn conversing.

      As Dale and Spiro approached the crime scene, the suited man and the cop turned toward them. Dale flashed his badge, and he and Spiro went under the tape. The suited man said something to the cop, who then walked away.

      It was clear the suited man was a person of authority. Perhaps a lieutenant, though he looked a bit young for that, early thirties or so. He was about six foot tall and lean. His hair was bright blonde, perfectly parted and rather short on the sides, framing a face that was small and angular. The suit he wore was black and immaculate. White shirt with a dark blue tie.

      “I’m afraid you’re a little late to the party, Agent Conley,” the man said. “Andrew Riley was attacked, and our assailant got away.”

      “Where’s Riley? Is he alive?” Dale said.

      “Wounded but alive and at a secure location.”

      A disconcerted feeling swept over Dale. “A secure location? Who are you?”

      The man handed Dale his credentials. “I’m Agent Lewis Copeland. I’m with the CIA. And I’m taking over this case.”
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      “What the hell are you talking about?” Dale said. He handed the badge back.

      “This is well above your clearance now, Agent Conley,” Copeland said as he put his badge away. He had a clear, precise way of speaking. “The CIA has been monitoring your progress. We appreciate the work you’ve done, but now your role in this investigation, and that of Agent Spiro, is to assist me.”

      Dale was a prideful man, and Copeland’s tone cut through him like a red-hot broadsword. “The CIA has no law enforcement authority. And I don’t ‘assist’ anyone.”

      Copeland smiled. It was clearly meant to be mediating but it came across as incredibly condescending. “I respect your vigilance, but we’ve been given special authorization from the FBI. And the fact of the matter is that the CIA is being very generous by allowing you to continue with the investigation given how you’ve handled things. When you started this case, two men had been murdered. Now one more man has been killed and another nearly so had Patrolman Bonner,” he said, pointing at the black-and-white that was now backing away and leaving, “not still been in the area when word arrived that the other Andrew Riley had been attacked. Don’t you see what happened? The real killer paid that bum to attack the other Andrew Riley to cease the surveillance here at his real target.”

      “Yes,” Dale said, staring daggers into him. “I’d put two and two together. Thank you.”

      “For the supposed whiz of historical mysteries, Agent Conley, I’m afraid your performance on this case has been less than stellar.”

      That pride of Dale’s was sizzling, ready to pop at any moment. “What exactly do you think your jurisdiction is here?”

      “There are national security matters to this case. I’ll explain. But, again, much of it is way above your clearance level.”

      Dale pointed a finger at Copeland, who continued to look at him with that smug smile. “This is my case, Agent Copeland. And the only man I take orders from is Special Agent in Charge Walter Taft.”

      There was a noise from the house, and Dale turned. The front door opened, and out walked Walter Taft. He was carrying his briefcase and was accompanied by another man who was tall and robust but not fat with white, combed-back hair and tan skin.

      More confusion. It was pummeling Dale now like waves on a beach during a vicious storm.

      “Howdy, pretty boy,” Taft said. He and the other man walked up to Dale, Copeland, and Spiro.

      “Sir, do you mind letting me know what’s going on here?” Dale said.

      “I got the call a few hours ago.” Taft motioned toward the other man standing next to him. “This is Norman Tinner with the CIA’s OSI.”

      They shook hands. Tinner had the look of an oil tycoon. Big and jowly. A paunch pushed against his white dress shirt. His eyes were blue, and his teeth were bright white. His handshake was strong, and his hand was thick but completely devoid of calluses. Soft, even. He looked the type who’d made some of life’s grimmest decisions but had never mown a lawn or changed his own oil.

      “The Office of Scientific Intelligence?” Dale said. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m sorry that we have to meet under these circumstances, Agent Conley,” Tinner said. He had the Texas twang to match the oil tycoon persona Dale had conjured up in his head. “But this is a CIA matter now. Agent Copeland, would you please inform Agents Conley and Spiro?”

      Copeland opened his attaché case and took out a folder, which he handed to Dale. Dale opened the folder, flipped through the papers quickly, then passed it on to Spiro. He crossed his arms and stared at Copeland.

      “What we’re dealing with are two killers from an MKUltra experiment in the ’60s,” Copeland said.

      MKUltra. This had already been a grim assignment—dealing with slashed throats and home invasions and stabbings—but Dale felt his spirits drop even further at the sound of that name. The implications were staggering. And Copeland was right about Dale’s clearance; this went way above the sort of issues he typically dealt with.

      Spiro turned to Dale. “MKUltra?”

      Dale was fighting a raging torrent of mixed emotions and his suspicious eyes lingered on Copeland then Tinner then Taft before he turned to Spiro to answer her. “A CIA experiment. It began in the ’50s. Ended a few years ago. They took unwitting American and Canadian citizens, ran experiments on them. Mind control experiments. With all sorts of techniques. Torture, hypnosis, drugs …”

      Neither Tinner nor Copeland looked at all ashamed of Dale’s explanation.

      “Yes,” Copeland said. “In this particular experiment we got word of five young men who came up with a religious theory that could change the world.”

      “The Five Wisemen,” Spiro said. “From Chinookan University.”

      “Their theory was dangerous,” Copeland said. “As passionate as the five of them had been as Christians, their academic discovery convinced each of them to renounce religion. It was a staggering discovery. But if their theory was to ever get out, it could create riot, panic. And it could call into question the principles on which this nation was founded. The world isn’t ready for it yet.”

      Dale shook his head. “Who put the CIA in charge of determining the world’s tolerance to controversy?”

      Copeland ignored him. “When two other men were found to be planning anarchic, Christian-based revolts, these men were also apprehended, and the experiment was staged. Through careful psychological and hallucinogenic manipulation, each group’s beliefs were amplified, and eventually the two groups were made to interact with each other. The two anarchic Christians were put in a position of power over the now atheistic Five Wisemen. The idea was to test the ways in which people react to positions of power and subservience.”

      “Like the Stanford experiment,” Spiro said.

      Dale nodded. She was referring to the Stanford Prison Experiment, a monstrous psychological exercise from a few years back. It had been conducted at Stanford University with funding from the U.S. Office of Naval Research. College students participating in the experiment were given random identities as either “guards” or “prisoners.” The professor in charge, Philip Zambardo, gave himself the role of “superintendent.” The guards grew sick with power and psychologically abused the prisoners. And their superintendent let it happen. It wasn’t until Zimbardo’s graduate student girlfriend objected to the abuses that the experiment was called off.

      “Yes,” Copeland said. “It was our version of the Stanford experiment. Afterward, the members were brainwashed to forget the whole thing, and they were programmed to stay in the region. For our convenience, of course. They were given a trigger phrase, in case reactivation became necessary. Ever seen The Manchurian Candidate? Like that.” He smiled as he said it. Dale’s skin crawled. Not only had Copeland used a pop culture reference to explain the way his organization had abused innocent citizens, but the slime was practically laughing about it.

      “The Latin phrase,” Spiro said.

      Copeland nodded. “And now we’re facing the fact that at least some of them were accidentally triggered three days ago by a freak coincidence—a set of words said by Channel 16 anchor Brittany Smalls. A component of the experiment was to give the Five Wisemen the desire to broadcast their atheistic theory to the world, hence the careers they eventually chose: newspaper, radio, an advertising man, an author. The two Christians were programmed with the desire to stop that message at all costs. The man you’ve been hunting, Agent Conley, based on the description you gave and the description given by Andrew Riley, is a man named Owen Kelso. The other is Gary Holzer.”

      “And now they’re eliminating the Five Wisemen,” Dale said.

      “Yes, while the Five Wisemen are undoubtedly trying to get their theory out to the world. Which is why we have to find all the remaining men. They all have to be stopped.” Copeland crossed his hands in front of his stomach, as though signaling that he was through, and looked at Dale and Spiro, waiting for a reaction to the revelations.

      Dale turned to Spiro. She was as flabbergasted as he was. Dale swung his eyes over the others and landed on Taft. He grabbed Taft’s arm and pulled him to the side, tugging him  halfway across the yard before stopping. They were now well out of earshot of the others.

      Taft swatted Dale’s hand away. “Get your hands off me, Conley.”

      “How much of this have you known, and how long have you known it?”

      Taft ran a hand over his shiny forehead. “Conley, I told you. I just got the call a few hours ago. Before that, all I knew was that the CIA was watching this.”

      Dale was fuming. “So you did know.”

      “I didn’t know any of the details until just now. Listen, this is above my clearance too. All I knew was that you couldn’t know the CIA was watching and that I had to make everything look like a normal interagency case.”

      Dale scoffed, putting the pieces together. “So to make everything easier on yourself, you didn’t bring on an actual FBI agent but rather a civilian employee. Less paperwork. Fewer questions asked.”

      “Something like that, Conley. But not as sinister as you’re making it sound.”

      “Christ,” Dale said, shaking his head. “And you saddled me with the bride of Satan over there. Do you know what a pain in the ass she’s been, sir? That lady has some deep-seated issues. Deep.”

      “I wouldn’t judge so easily, Conley. Spiro was very keen on reading your file before the case. Have you bothered to learn anything about her past?”

      “I know she dumped some poor sap who loved her because he had brain troubles.”

      “When Gillian Spiro was ten years old, she saw her father rape and beat her mother after she totaled the family car. Spiro ran into the room and tried to stop it. A ten-year-old, Conley. Spiro ended up with a broken arm and a concussion. Her mother ended up in a hospital bed for two months. Until she died. Spiro was raised by her aunt and uncle. You like to bitch about your partners. Try getting to know them.”

      Dale’s big mouth always got him into a world of trouble. In his work life, he found that Taft had a magical talent for shaming that could make him feel about two inches tall. Dale was currently two inches tall.

      “I ... had no idea.”

      “Of course you didn’t.”

      Dale looked over at Spiro now. She was watching him and Taft. They made eye contact.

      “Yeah, she’s not so bad,” Dale said and turned back to Taft. “She’s been adapting really well.”

      Taft looked at her. “Easy on the eyes, too.”

      “You’re married, sir. Think about Peggy, you dirty, old bastard.” Dale’s mind returned to the assignment. “So, the Five Wisemen’s theory. What is it, and why is it so volatile?”

      Taft reached into his briefcase and pulled out a thesis-style bound book. He handed it to Dale. The title was printed on a plain, green cover, just above the names of the Five Wisemen.

      
        Jesus Christ: A Mythological Creation of the Roman Empire
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      Alicia Steele grabbed the back of her husband’s shirt as he opened the front door of the house on his way out. She yanked him back and pulled him around to face her. Adam’s big gym bag was in his hand, and he was wearing a T-shirt and jeans.

      “Don’t leave until you tell me where you’re going,” she said and left her hand on the shirt, the fabric twisted in her fingers.

      “It’s Monday. I have to work.”

      “It’s one o’clock in the afternoon! You don’t have to be there for hours. What’s going on, Adam?”

      She knew her voice was unsteady and that the fear in her eyes had to be palpable to him. But he just met her gaze blankly, no expression on his face.

      “I’m going away for a while,” Adam said. “That’s all I’m going to tell you for now. This will make sense later.”

      She clenched tighter onto his shirt. “Honey, please. Tell me what’s going on. I’m your wife.”

      “I can’t.”

      “What’s in that?” she said and reached for the bag.

      He pulled it away from her.

      “Adam, please, what is going on? Think about me. And Denny and Rachel.” She put her hands on his shoulders.

      Adam paused. Looked at her. And turned to leave.

      She grabbed his wrist.

      He stopped, glanced down at her hand on his wrist then looked at her. Still no expression in those eyes. He swiped her hand away, turned, and rushed out the door, shutting it behind him.

      Alicia looked down at her hand where he had smacked it away. She held it with the other hand. It stung. But what bothered her more was the fact that he hadn’t kissed her. He always kissed her before he left. Always. Adam would never leave without kissing her.

      And while this hurt her to the core, her presiding feeling at that moment was one of suspicion.
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      It was gray and dreary again. Generally, Dale despised days like this. But sometimes it made for great study weather.

      And he had been studying for hours. Reading. Pushing his way through the theory.

      His motel room was so dark from the lack of sunlight that he had turned on the lamp at the desk where he was sitting. He was a few pages from the end of the document, and he leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes. There was a tapping on his door.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened. Spiro walked in and sat on the corner of his bed. She wore a tan dress, the front of which was styled like a shirt with a collar, pockets on the chest and big buttons that ran from top to bottom. This dress was longer than her skirts had been, falling a few inches below her knee. She paired it with a brown belt and, on her right wrist, three big bracelets of varying shades of brown.

      “And?” Spiro said.

      “Just a few pages left. It’s … quite a theory.”

      “A theory that Jesus never existed.”

      “The theory isn’t just that Jesus never existed. There’s always been debate about whether or not there was a historical character of Jesus of Nazareth. This theory specifically states that the Flavian Dynasty of Roman emperors—Vespasian and Titus who we talked about before — created the character of Jesus and the entire Christian religion.”

      Spiro crossed her legs. “Wait a sec. I thought you said that the Flavians ruled around the 70s to 90s.”

      “69 to 96, to be precise, which includes the reign of Vespasian’s second son, Domitian, who ruled after Titus died in 81.”

      “So that means that if the Flavians created Jesus, they did it decades after he was said to be alive.”

      “Exactly. According to this theory, the Flavians backdated the story precisely forty years. Remember me mentioning the Jewish-Roman War? The Jews in Judea were rebelling against Rome. The Romans were actually quite open to the religions of the peoples they conquered. People could practice what they wanted. But they also had to pay tribute to Rome. There was a requirement that a statue of the current Caesar be located in every area. This didn’t jive with the Jews. No graven images and all that. So they revolted. Titus, while his dad was emperor, destroyed the rebellion.”

      “How does a new religion tie into all this?”

      “Even though they crushed the rebellion in Judea in 70, Judaism was still influential. The Romans had discovered that they couldn’t destroy the religion completely. But they figured they could control it. According to the theory, the Flavians wanted a way to pacify the rebellious people of Judea. So they turned to Jewish messianic prophecy that said that a messiah would be coming to earth. The Flavians created this messiah and backdated him forty years to the time of their enemies, the predecessor dynasty of the Julio-Claudians. They created a peaceful, pacifistic messiah who urged people to ‘turn the other cheek’ and, conveniently, to ‘render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s.””

      “Like what Issac Bennett said before he died.”

      Dale nodded.

      “What do the Five Wisemen provide as evidence?” Spiro said. She was always the pragmatist.

      “Typology. The idea that the stories in the Old and New Testaments mirror each other. We see this mirroring throughout the history of all storytelling, the idea of basic story elements repeating themselves. Joseph Campbell calls this the monomyth. The Wisemen’s theory says that the Flavians—using a method similar to typology between the Old and New Testaments—modeled their Jesus character and the events of his ministry as they’re portrayed in the Gospels as dramatizations of the very military campaign that crushed the rebellion in Judea.”

      “Titus was the one who crushed the rebellion. So Titus is Jesus?”

      “More like Jesus is Titus. The Wisemen are saying that the major events in Jesus’ story coincide with events that happened exactly forty years later with Titus. Jesus’s ministry started in the year 30. Forty years later in the year 70, Titus destroyed the Jewish Temple. Jesus’s ministry ended in 33, and the Jewish Roman war ended in 73. Stuff like that.”

      Spiro cocked her head to the side. “I don’t know, man.”

      Dale raised his hands. “Hey, it’s not my theory. So how would the Romans know enough about Jewish prophecy to create their benign messiah? When Titus destroyed Jerusalem, he took with him the spoils of war, which he put on display. Except for one spoil. The Jewish Scriptures. All the copies the Romans could find were destroyed. And maybe more importantly the Flavian’s had Josephus, once one of the leaders of the Jewish rebellion, and now, amazingly, an adopted member of the Flavian family and their historian. Josephus wrote the history of the Jewish-Roman War, and he even says that Titus gave him the Jewish Scriptures. Josephus, as a historian, then described events that fulfilled prophecies from the Old and New Testaments.”

      Dale closed the book.

      Spiro reached out toward the book, and Dale handed it to her. She flipped through the pages. “The theory boils down to a family of Roman emperors and their turncoat historian who created the religion of Christianity and the character of Jesus Christ as a pacifistic, pro-Roman messiah who fulfilled Jewish prophecy and through which the Romans could thus temper an already rebellious group of people.” She paused. “Yeah, I can see what Copeland was saying, that the world isn’t ready for a theory like this.”

      “Maybe so. But I don’t think it would create a panic.”

      “We’re getting more secular,” Spiro said and put the book on the bed, “but the 1970s is still a very religious time, Conley. I think you would see troubles in this country, especially if people’s deepest beliefs were suddenly challenged in such a way. It’d be the ‘60s all over again except you’d have people on the other side of things freaking out.”

      Dale shook his head. “See, I think the theory would be quickly refuted, and that would quell anything like you’re describing. While I was reading, I just kept thinking about the supposed backdating and the historical events that happened between the time of Christ and the time of the Flavians. For instance, the Great Fire of Rome in 64. According to the historian Tacitus, Emperor Nero blamed the Christians for the fire. For Tacitus to have connected Christians to a historical event that happened in the time between Christ and the Flavians means that he would have had to have been in on the conspiracy too. And so would a lot of other people for it to work.”

      “Well, people are crazy,” Spiro said.

      Dale laughed. “Are you allowed to say that? Being a psychologist and all.”

      “Being a psychologist gives me more permission to say it.”

      “Cold,” Dale said. “But, then, you’re the gal who booted a guy for a rough month together.”

      “Truth be told, I also did it over the phone. While I was several states away. And he was recovering from surgery.”

      Dale’s mouth opened. He looked at the woman sitting on his motel room bed, tried to assess her. Beauty aside and based on appearance alone, she looked sweet. But she had ice water running in those delicate, little veins.

      Still, he could see a bit of pain in her eyes again, like the last time she talked about Calvin Dunnett. She looked at the floor. “I don’t know why I couldn’t make him happy, why it took him so long to love me. Remember in Casablanca when Sam tells Ilsa to leave Rick alone, that she’s bad luck to him? I guess that’s me. I’m Ilsa.”

      “You remind me a lot more of Rick than Ilsa,” Dale said. “Walling yourself off, indulging in your pain.”

      “But I try. I try so hard. I try to analyze things, make the best decisions. But it never works out.” Her eyes grew even more pained. And distant.

      “Not everything fits into charts, Spiro.”

      “Everything fits into charts.” She bit her lip, opened her eyes wider, perhaps fighting off tears.

      Dale had tried a couple times now to get her to realize that humanistic matters couldn’t always be quantified and dissected and compartmentalized. And if he were to reach out to her, offer a hug, there would be a venomous reaction. If he said something lofty and poetic, she would scoff at it. Some people just couldn’t be reasoned with. It was as though they wanted to be sad and tortured. The best you could do for them was to be around if they needed you.

      So he offered her a platitude. “You’ll find the right one some day.”

      “Thanks. That means a lot coming from someone who’s already found his one and only. Have you and Jamison Zane set a date? Big ceremony or just family?”

      At first Dale thought she was being nasty again. But there was a smile on her lips. It was the first time he’d seen her smile. A smile on the lips and the pain still in her eyes. There was deepness to Spiro.

      “Oh, well, nothing’s set in stone yet,” Dale said. “But when we figure it out, you’ll be the first to know.”

      He smiled back at her.
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      Alicia sat at the desk in the office of her and Adam’s house. The blinds were closed, and the room was shadowy. Outside the window, a couple of birds chirped in the murky gloom. There was a light rumbling of thunder in the distance. It was going to rain. She could taste it. Her breathing was rapid, shallow. Her stomach was upset. Her physical symptoms, along with how her mind was in a loop—repeating Adam’s dramatic exit from the house—felt exactly like a breakup. Like being dumped. Heartache. Betrayal. Anxiety. A desire for answers.

      Before her on the desk was a phone book. She had torn through the desk, searching for clues to what Adam had been doing. She saw him writing something the previous night, and he had shielded it from her. She hated searching through things of his. It was betraying his trust. But he hadn’t just been acting out of the ordinary lately; he had been acting dangerously. And she was scared. For her and for her children.

      Adam’s erratic behavior at home would have frightened her no matter what, but coupled with his actions at work, she was beginning to feel terrified of her husband. There had been his notorious meltdown, of course, but it was his stammering during the broadcast the following night that concerned her more—because he lost his composure precisely when he began reporting the murders. Dark, unthinkable thoughts had been tormenting her.

      She found nothing unusual in the desk, so she flipped through the phone book. Adam had been obsessed with the phone book, making secret calls. She came across a page with listings for the name Nathan Cook, a name she recognized from yesterday’s news as being the latest victim in the killing spree. All of the listings for that name had been crossed off with an ink pen.

      She felt her heart beat rapidly, a tingling over her skin. Panic. She knew that the best way to respond to a crisis situation was to think rationally. But how could she?

      When it looked as though her husband was a serial killer.

      Rational. Be rational. What was the rational thing to do?

      She stood up and ran downstairs, grabbed a newspaper, and went back up to the office, returned to the chair. The rain had started. It pattered the window. She looked through an article about the killings and found the other victims’ names. Isaac Bennett, Philip Vasquez. She flipped to those names in the phone book and found that Adam had crossed off some of those entries too.

      She felt nauseated.

      A piece of paper, folded in two, fluttered out of the phone book. She picked it up. On the paper was a two-column note, written in her husband’s handwriting, though the script was sloppier than Adam’s usual, steady penmanship.
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      Most of the names in the right column she didn’t recognize, though they looked to her to be historic. In the left column, the first three names were the names of the murder victims, the names she just found crossed off in the phone book.

      She looked at the last name, Andrew Riley, and her trembling hands moved reluctantly back to the phone book.

      She flipped to the Rs. And saw more pen marks. Both listings for Riley, Andrew had been crossed off. She gasped and dropped the phone book. She covered her mouth with her hand. Something drew her attention back to the newspaper. She saw the smaller article to the side, and remembered why the name Andrew Riley had looked familiar. The article’s title was: Two Men Attacked—Possible Victims of Serial Killer? She began reading.

      
        Two men, both by the name of Andrew Riley, were attacked yesterday in the Portland area. Though both men survived, the fact that they bear the same name has led investigators to suspect that one of these men was to be the next victim. Since the attacks were carried out within a short time from each other and many miles apart, this all but confirms the theory that there are two or more killers at large.

        

      She put the newspaper down and took a couple short, choppy breaths. Her body quivered. Then she looked at the phone. She picked up the receiver, her fingers shaking so badly she could hardly dial.

      Bradford’s baritone voice replied. “Hello?”

      “Carl?”

      “Alicia? What’s wrong?” Deep concern in his tone.

      “I’m sorry to bother you at work. I’m calling about Adam. I think something horrible is going on.”

      “I’ve been having worries about him myself. Acting so strangely.”

      “No, you don’t understand. It’s more than that. He left the house, wouldn’t tell me where he was going. And I ...” She could barely make herself say it. “I think he’s the second killer they’re after.”

      Alicia heard him release a long breath. “I’ve been having the same thought. In fact I ... I called the police yesterday and got a statement to the federal agent in charge of the investigation, Dale Conley.”

      It shouldn’t have comforted her to learn that someone had turned her husband’s name in to the police. But she was surprised to realize that it did. “That’s actually quite a relief.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but I was going off a hunch. Unless you’ve found some sort of evidence?”

      Alicia looked down at the note. “I have. A phone book. And a note. Adam has crossed off everyone in the book with the names of the murder victims.”

      “Bennett, Vasquez, and Cook,” Bradford said.

      “They’re crossed off, Carl.” Alicia’s voice began to shake. “All the names. And there’s also—”

      “Andrew Riley is on the list too.”

      “Yes.”

      Bradford always had a commanding but reassuring quality during tense moments, and now, at the darkest moment she could imagine, he spoke in a voice that calmed her frantic heart ever so slightly. “Alicia, it’s not safe for you there. Get out of that house immediately. And pull the kids from school. You can all stay at my house tonight.” Bradford’s tone became grave. “But first, take that note and phone book to the police.”
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      Owen was in his decrepit hotel room in a ruined part of Portland. The heater under his window rattled and pumped out a musty breeze of stale air with a lingering hint of a thousand cigarettes. It had gotten chilly and rainy outside, so he had turned it on, but he kept it at its lowest setting because even though it was so cold, his body was warm. Since he heard the words four days ago, the words that brought the memory of the facility back to him, he’d felt a rise in his body temperature. It was as though his mission was warming him from the inside.

      He sat at the table, leaning back in the chair in a tank top. The phone was to his ear, and as he waited for the operator’s response, his eyes danced around the room. The motel was truly terrible, godforsaken in the most literal sense of the word. He looked at the bed and its ratty cover and wondered as to the number of hedonistic activities that had taken place there. A Western was playing on the old, black-and-white television, the volume turned low. Over the sound of gunfire and hoofbeats there was the cadence of rain outside, tapping against the window.

      The operator finally got back to him. “Hautala, you said?”

      “That’s right. H-A-U-T-A-L-A. Tyko Hautala. T-Y-K-O.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. There’s no listing under that name.”

      Owen exhaled. “Thank you.”

      He hung up. Then slammed the phone on the table. The impact made the bell inside ring, and it let out a long note that slowly faded away to nothing.

      Owen stood up and paced in a circle, ending up at the window. He watched rain spatter the glass, the drops washing down the pane. The sky outside was gray. The cityscape was bleak. There was the sound of traffic on wet roads.

      He held his hands in front of him. His torn knuckles—that had smashed into the windshield when he collided with Nathan Cook—were trying to scab over, but they kept cracking. Owen squeezed his hands into fists. The scabs cracked again, little points of pain lighting up the back of his hands. Drops of blood. He touched his face, felt more cuts, more scabs crusting in his unkempt scruff. There was a large bruise on his right cheekbone where Andrew Riley had slugged him during their confrontation. Owen had gotten out the trigger words, but Riley had put up a good fight. And when the city cop showed up, Owen had barely been able to escape.

      Owen moved his jaw around, stretching out his facial muscles. His whole face ached. In fact, his entire body was hurting. The mission was taking its toll. He’d taken damage to his body, his mind, and, most intensely, his soul. But while his body was repairing the wounds, getting stronger, his soul, too, was learning to adapt. He was beginning to enjoy the mission, even. At first he had been so scared, so spiritually torn. But God had given him the strength to do what needed to be done. Owen was truly a Christian soldier now.

      But he was a soldier without a plan. After the unsuccessful attack, Andrew Riley would have police protection, and he would be anticipating future attacks. He would be next to impossible to reach. Owen couldn’t forget about Riley, but right now he had to focus on Tyko Hautala. And Hautala seemed to have disappeared off the face of the earth.

      Owen walked to the bed and picked up a photograph that lay on the comforter. It was the image of the two feds that he took off the TV screen three days prior. He held the photo in his hand and focused on the man in the leather jacket, the one who had seemed to be in charge. The man who had chased Owen through Nathan Cook’s neighborhood and nearly caught him. The image was grainy.

      “I’ll let you do the work for me.”
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      Bradford leaned forward on his desk, one elbow resting on the surface, propping up his head. With his other hand, he held the receiver to his ear. He sensed that he was squeezing it too hard. Tension had built. He loosened his grip and felt that his palm had started to sweat.

      “Okay, Alicia,” he said. “If you need anything at all, call me. I’ll be right here the rest of the night, through the end of the show.”

      He hung up the phone and slowly leaned back in his seat. He took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and let it gradually escape his nose. Bradford had always struggled with taking on other people’s problems. He’d decided some time ago that if he was going to help others, he had to help himself first. That meant he would only get involved in someone else’s issues when they were matters of importance, or when he knew he could help. This issue with Adam—and therefore Alicia and the kids—was an issue of colossal importance. What he didn’t know was how he could help.

      But he knew he was damn well going to try.

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Yes?”

      The door opened. Adam stood in the doorway.

      After the phone call he’d just had, a thought flashed through his mind. There’s a murderer in my office.

      Bradford’s pulse increased.

      Adam was wearing jeans. His hair was tussled, he needed a shave, and his eyes were bloodshot and tired looking. Even if Bradford had not known that Adam was one of the two killers terrorizing the region, he would have still been frightened by his appearance. He looked like a different man. Bradford had seen guys at the end of their wits, truly lost. As a bank manager, he’d seen it on men declaring bankruptcy. In the Army, he’d seen it on men who had seen and done too much.

      And now he saw that look on the face of Adam Steele.

      Bradford was, by nature, a brave man. And he had been in plenty of situations where his resolve had been tested. A man like Adam Steele would not, on the surface, intimidate him at all. But any man with that look in his eyes was frightening. A man with that look was the most dangerous person in the room.

      Especially when he was a known killer.

      Bradford was frightened. But he couldn’t let Adam see that. So he did his best to appear nonchalant as he slowly rolled his desk chair back away from his desk.

      “May I come in?” Adam said.

      Bradford knew how to disarm a situation, but he had to get himself under control first. He took in a deep breath, slowly, through his nose, making sure Adam didn’t notice. He then stood up and began to walk toward Adam.

      “You’re awfully early.” He paused. “You look like hell. I know something’s going on with you, but remember, there are people who are here for you, Adam.”

      Adam reached into his pocket and conspicuously revealed the butt of a handgun. “I said, may I come in?”
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      Owen sat in his car on the street outside the Portland Police Bureau headquarters. He’d filled the meter once and was prepared to do so as many times as needed. He would stay there all day if he had to. He knew the feds would show up here eventually. It was just a matter of time. It had been raining when he first arrived, but it had since let up. Now everything was wet. Loud and wet. At first, when the rain was still coming down, things were bearable. It had kept the people and cars somewhat at bay. But the city around him had since reawakened. It was noisy, chaotic. He’d spent more time than he wanted in the city the last few days. He was excited to be done with the mission for that reason.

      A bright orange sports car of some sort pulled up at the end of the block on the other side of the street. Owen saw it in his rear-view mirror. He turned around.

      Out of the car stepped the two feds.

      As the male emerged from the driver side and shut the door, he walked to the front and then the back of the vehicle, checking the spacing between it and the surrounding cars. He then walked to the curb and looked at how close he had parked. The man looked fretful. He seemed a bit weird. The two of them walked farther up the sidewalk where a trim, neat man in a black suit waited for them. The three of them walked toward the police station.

      “Thank you, feds.”
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      Dale kept glancing over to his left at Lewis Copeland as the two of them and Spiro made their way along a downtown sidewalk toward the Portland Police Bureau headquarters. The man walked like he had something to prove, like someone was going to dock points if his steps were slightly out of sync or if his arms didn’t swing in just the right way. There was a slight upturn to the lips. A teeny tiny version of the smug smile he’d given Dale the night before. The guy was gross. And Dale hated having to work for him.

      “So what’s our next move, oh captain my captain?” Dale said.

      “County lockup is in the same building as the PPB. We question the bum that our killer paid to break into the wrong residence yesterday.”

      “And what do you expect to get out of him?” Spiro said. “Agent Conley can already ID the perp.”

      “Intangibles, Agent Spiro. Intangibles.”

      The three of them took a set of steps, pushed their way through a group of cops milling about the front doors of the police station, and entered the building. The place was busy with the usual symphony of telephones and typewriters and police banter.

      “I’m sure we could get a lot of intangibles by talking to Andrew Riley,” Dale said. “When are you going to tell us where you’re keeping him?”

      Dale had been forceful with his tone. He wanted an answer about Riley, and he didn’t trust Copeland. Why should he? Aside from the fact that this whole investigation stemmed from a covert and maniacal experiment gone wrong, Copeland’s entire demeanor that morning and the night before had been one of using Dale and Spiro as tools, nothing more—certainly not as partners.

      Copeland stopped walking and faced Dale. “When I feel it’s necessary. If I feel it’s necessary.”

      That condescending grin again. Dale wanted to punch it off his face.

      “Something’s not right here,” Dale said. “And you better tell me what it is.”

      Copeland looked at him for a moment longer, didn’t respond. The grin left his lips. Eyes narrowed. He turned and continued walking toward the front desk.

      Dale didn’t follow. He watched Copeland step up to the counter and talk to the desk sergeant.

      “Something’s fishy here, Spiro,” Dale said as he continued to watch Copeland. “I can feel it. We’re being manipulated. Lied to. And that asshole is cramping my style.”

      Dale whipped around and pushed back through the front doors. He stopped as soon as he was outside. Sounds of cars, people on the sidewalks. There was a breeze. He put his sunglasses back on, crossed his arms, and took a deep breath. Spiro walked up to him.

      “What are you doing?” she said.

      “I need some fresh air. Clear my head.”

      There was an excited commotion among the police officers who were hanging out by the entrance. They all turned and looked in the same direction, where a beautiful blonde woman and her two children were crossing the street.

      Dale felt a bit guilty ogling a mother of two, who was likely also someone’s wife, but he couldn’t help himself. She was tall, wearing heels, probably about five-nine or so barefoot. Her golden hair shone brightly despite the limited sunlight. She was wearing some sort of dress that was just visible beneath her long, red overcoat, which had large, black buttons—pea jacket style. She wore big sunglasses, and her face was set, determined, as she led her two kids purposefully toward the entrance to the police station.

      Dale stepped up to a couple uniformed officers a few feet away who were watching the woman and talking excitedly. “Oh man. She is fine. That lucky bastard.”

      “What lucky bastard?” Dale said.

      “Don’t you recognize her? That’s Adam Steele’s wife. You know, the guy from Channel 16 who freaked out the other day.”

      Dale turned to Spiro. “Adam Steele.”

      “The man whose boss called yesterday,” Spiro said.

      Dale nodded.

      The woman made it to the steps leading up to the doors. Dale approached her. “Mrs. Steele?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Special Agent Dale Conley. I’m with the Department of Justice.”

      A look of relief washed over Steele’s face. She smiled. “Agent Conley. You’re the one in charge of the serial killer case.”

      Dale didn’t respond. Just gave her a small smile. He looked askance at Spiro, trying to see if she would react to the fact that he didn’t correct Steele and tell her that it was actually Agent Copeland who was in charge of the investigation.

      “You’re just the person I need to talk to,” Steele said.

      “This is my associate, Special Agent Spiro.”

      The two women shook hands.

      Dale had noticed a large park on the block behind the police headquarters during his previous visit. “Okay, let’s chat over in the park,” he said, pointing behind Alicia. “A bunch of benches over there. Comfortable.”

      Alicia glanced over her shoulder then looked back at Dale quizzically but nodded and started toward the park. Dale let Alicia and her children go in front of him and Spiro as they walked down the sidewalk. In Alicia’s right hand was a canvas bag, and with her other hand she wrangled the children—a boy of about eight or nine and a toddler girl—away from the street. Spiro turned to Dale.

      “Aren’t you going to bring Agent Copeland?” she said quietly.

      Dale turned to her. “No.”
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      Owen scrambled to grab his trench coat, which was sitting on the passenger seat on top of a pile of phone books and notepads.

      He stepped out of the vehicle and threw on the coat and his SuperSonics cap. He quickly reached into his pocket for some change and maxed out the meter before he crossed the street.

      The feds and the beautiful woman who had emerged from the parking garage had met on the steps to the police station, but then they suddenly took off walking away from the building. He couldn’t imagine where they were going.

      But he was going to follow.
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      Chapman Square was a simple park, one city block with tidy grass, some stately trees, and wide sidewalks that were lined with a plethora of benches. It was one of three square blocks of city park that were lined up in a row. Portland was keen on its green space. Dale liked that.

      Dale, Spiro, and Mrs. Steele were seated on one of the benches, Steele flanked on either side by the agents. The children were playing in the grass. Their mother kept a watchful eye on them.

      “Has he done anything out of the ordinary, Mrs. Steele?” Dale said.

      She shook her head, desperate. “Everything he’s said and done for the last few days has been out of the ordinary. And call me Alicia. Please.”

      “Has he said any odd words, phrases?”

      “I heard him say something really bizarre the other day. This was when he was writing something that he wouldn’t let me see. It was like … gibberish. A foreign language or something.” She looked to the ground, thinking. “Something like actions … second...”

      “Actiones secundum fidei,” Spiro said.

      Alicia nodded. “Yes. That’s it.”

      Dale and Spiro exchanged a look.

      “Titus? Josephus? Jesus? Has he mentioned any of those names?”

      Alicia nodded again. “They’re on the list I told you about.” She reached into her bag and took out a phone book. She opened to the front of the book and took out a folded piece of paper.

      “Alicia,” Dale said as he took the paper from her. “I know this will be incredibly difficult for you to hear, but I think your husband might be—”

      “The second killer. Yes, I’ve been having the same thought.” She stopped. Her eyes moistened, and she looked up toward the top of the trees. She composed herself. “I spoke with his boss, Carl Bradford, and he thinks the same thing. I understand he contacted you.”

      “He did,” Dale said. “Tell me, do you have any idea what Adam had in his bag when he left yesterday?”

      “I don’t know. He wouldn’t let me see … but our gun is missing.”

      Dale glanced at Spiro then leaned forward so that Spiro could see the paper too. There was a handwritten, two-column chart on the page.
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      Dale turned to Alicia and pointed at the left column. He was certain she would have already recognized the names, but still he hesitated before he spoke. “These are … the murder victims.”

      Alicia nodded painfully.

      “Did your husband know any of these men?” Dale said.

      “I’d never heard any of those names in my life before all this started.”

      Dale turned to Spiro and pointed to the right column. “This has to be some sort of codename system. Philip Vasquez was clutching a picture of Jesus. Isaac Bennett wrote Josephus on his arm. Nathan Cook told me the name Titus before he died. Andrew Riley must be Domitian.”

      “I don’t recognize that name,” Spiro said. “Domitian.”

      “Titus’ brother,” Dale said. “Third and final Flavian emperor.”

      Spiro shook her head. “You did mention that. I’d forgotten.”

      “No prob. There are a lot of historical names in this assignment.” He grinned at her then took a note out of his pocket, a list of the Five Wisemen’s names. He compared his list to Alicia’s, then tapped the blank space in the left column of Alicia’s note next to the name Vespasian. “This space here has to be for Tyko Hautala.”

      Alicia gasped and put her hand to her chest.

      “Does that name mean something to you?”

      She nodded. Tears formed in her eyes. She started to talk but could barely get the words out. “Adam changed his name during college, while we were still dating, to sound more TV. His real name is Tyko Hautala.”

      Dale’s brain ignited. Suddenly all the pieces fell together. They didn’t fall into place, though; they scattered everywhere. Everything made sense, and nothing made sense at all. Yet one thing was certain.

      Dale looked at Spiro and back to Alicia. “Your husband isn’t the second killer, Alicia. He’s the next man on the killer’s list.”
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      Adam pulled the last rope tight across Bradford’s chest and stood back. Bradford was sitting in a desk chair in the center of the hotel room, hands tied behind the seat-back, legs bound to the chair’s legs, and with extra rope tied around his chest and lap. Adam was no criminal, but he’d seen plenty of movies, and he was fairly impressed with his tying job.

      Bradford looked melancholy, defeated, his handlebar mustache drooped. “Make it quick. Okay?”

      “I told you already, I’m not going to hurt you. I’m not one of the killers.” Adam gestured around. “I brought you to a nice place, didn’t I?”

      They were in one of the pricier hotels downtown. He thought that since he had to do this, he might as well make Bradford as comfortable as possible. It was a large room with nice furniture and a big set of windows.

      “Then what is this?” Bradford said.

      “There’s something I have to do at tonight’s broadcast. I knew that if you were there, you would try to stop me. And nothing can stop me.”

      “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Adam turned on the television and changed the channel to 16. He angled the TV at Bradford. “Just watch.”

      He walked over to the telephone and unplugged it. “Can’t have you talking to anyone.”

      Adam grabbed his gym bag from the bed, put the phone inside, and took out a rag. He walked to Bradford and stood over him.

      “Nothing can stop my mission, Carl. Now, don’t hate me for this.” He jammed the rag into Bradford’s mouth.
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      Dale, Spiro, Alicia, and the kids hurried down the sidewalk back toward the police station.

      “And when is your husband’s next broadcast?” Dale said.

      “At five. Which means he’ll be getting to the station anytime now.”

      Dale turned to Spiro. “And so could Owen Kelso.”

      “Denny, Rachel, keep up. Mommy’s in a hurry,” Alicia said.

      They were back to the police station and the parking garage across the street where Alicia had left her car. Dale glanced up the steps at the building. He hoped Copeland wouldn’t randomly emerge. Dale would need to wrap this up quickly and get Alicia and her kids on the road.

      Because Copeland was not going to be involved in this.

      “Do you have friends or family you can stay with?” Spiro said to Alicia.

      “Carl Bradford said we could stay with him. But he’ll be at the station until the show’s over.”

      “Don’t go to the station,” Dale said. “And don’t go home. Find a hotel for now.”

      Alicia looked down at her children and hesitated before answering, as though processing a thousand immediate and outrageous thoughts at once. Finally she said, “Okay.”

      Dale put his hand on her shoulder. “And if a blond man in a suit approaches you telling you he’s from the CIA, don’t trust him.”

      This didn’t seem to shock Alicia. She just nodded. It was as though her mind had become numb to shocking revelations.

      “Be safe,” Dale said.

      Alicia pulled her kids across the street.

      “You took this upon yourself,” Spiro said. “That’s bad enough. But now you’re telling this woman not to trust Copeland. You know the amount of shit you could get into for this?”

      Dale watched Alicia and the kids cross the other side of the street and walk into the parking garage. He turned to Spiro. “I know. But something about this doesn’t feel right, Spiro, and I don’t want that woman and her children taken to some ‘secure location’ like Andrew Riley.” He took a breath. “Listen, I’d like you to come with me, but you’d be putting your ass on the line too. So all I’m asking is that if you go back to Copeland, you don’t try to stop me from leaving right now.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that,” she said and, for the second time, she smiled at him. “Because I’m going with you.”

      Dale nodded. “That’s what I like to hear,” he said with a shit-eating grin. “Let’s do this, partner.” He turned and ran toward Arancia.
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      Alicia had her children on either side of her, holding their hands. This was a comfort, albeit a small one, in this ordeal. At least they were with her. At least they were safe. But everything else was ripping through her like a wildfire. For the last couple hours, she’d been certain her husband was a serial killer. Her mind had already run through the long-term implications of that. How it would affect her and, more importantly, how it would affect Denny and Rachel. How would Alicia be able to tell them? How could she tell them?

      And as quickly as all those terrible but very real thoughts had been put in her brain, they were torn out and replaced by something entirely different: the fact that she may have to tell her children that their father had died. Murdered.

      Because her husband was being hunted.

      The parking garage was dark and moist from the earlier rain. There was a musty smell tinged with the scent of automobile exhaust. Alicia’s heels tapped on the cement, and the sound echoed through the garage, bouncing off the support beams. Patches of pale orange light from fixtures hanging from the ceiling broke up the darkness.

      Alicia tried to control her breathing, but it was difficult. Her chest hurt. Felt tight. She was beginning to get lightheaded.

      Denny was tugging at her arm, trying to go to the left.

      “Look at that car, Mommy!”

      “Denny, come on. Hurry up.”

      She saw the BMW up ahead, the Channel 16 parking tag hanging from the rear-view mirror. Again she felt a small bit of comfort. She’d take them out of town. They’d go somewhere to the east. Corbett or maybe Sandy. The Channel 16 station was on the east side of town. She didn’t want to be too far away from it. And away from Adam.

      She thought of him. His handsome face. Her eyes watered. In the few minutes since she’d found out that he wasn’t a killer but was rather being hunted by one, she had tried not to think about him. She had tried to focus on the kids instead. Getting them to safety. But now she kept thinking about all the news coverage on TV and in the newspapers the last couple days. All the talk of knives. Stabbings. Slashed throats. She thought of Adam in pain. Dying.

      She fought back tears, squeezed her children’s hands tighter.

      They were almost to the BMW. She let go of Denny’s hand to get the keys from her purse. And she stopped with a jolt.

      A figured appeared before her. A man. He stepped out from behind the column next to her car.

      Alicia gasped, began hyperventilating. She wrapped her arms around her children.

      The man was hidden in shadow. He stepped forward into the light. The first thing Alicia saw were those eyes. Blazing blue. Like ice crystals. Terrifyingly intense. He wore a filthy trench coat and a baseball cap. His hair was wavy, brown, and fairly long. Greasy. His unshaven face was covered with scabbed-over wounds. There were scabs on the knuckles of his left hand too, cracked and bleeding. His right hand was behind his back.

      “Mrs. Steele, I presume,” the man said.

      He took a step toward them and pulled his hand from behind his back. In the hand he held a large knife.
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      Arancia’s siren screamed as she tore down I-84 away from downtown and toward the Channel 16 news station. The emergency light swung from the rear-view mirror. They were in the fast lane, and the traffic was moving over for them. Dale saw Spiro in the passenger seat clenching the door with her right hand and the base of her seatbelt with her left. The V8 bellowed. They were riding in a rocket, a small sphere of controlled chaos.

      Spiro glanced over at him. There was a look of awe and quite a bit of excitement on her face. “Some ride,” she said. “So if Adam is the next one on the list to be hunted, why was he also crossing off the names in the phone book?”

      “Because the Five Wisemen were programmed to get their message out. He was trying to find his partners. He was going through the same process as Owen Kelso, trying to locate the rest of the Five Wisemen. But not to kill them. They were going to organize to get their Jesus theory out to the world.”

      “The code names!” Spiro said.

      Dale nodded, encouraging her. “Right …”

      “They were broadcasting to each other. They must have been programmed to do that. If one of them was killed—say Isaac Bennett, the first one to die—then putting the name Josephus out there would signal to the others that a man by the name of Isaac Bennett who was murdered was indeed the Isaac Bennett of the Five Wisemen.”

      “Exactly,” Dale said.

      There was a car in front of them that hadn’t heeded the siren and lights. Dale gave a long blast of the horn. The car moved over. Arancia bolted off again.

      Dale shifted back into fifth. “Now Adam Steele—Mr. Tyko Hautala—knows that all the other Five Wisemen have been killed or, in the case of Andrew Riley, disappeared. He got the news on Friday—hell, he was the one to deliver the news—that two of the other four had been murdered. He would have tried to reach out to the other two over the weekend. Then he would’ve seen the news that Nathan Cook was killed and Andrew Riley was attacked. He would have tried to get a hold of Andrew Riley. But he’s at a ‘secure location,’ remember. Adam would have called over and over and over. He would have gone to his house. And he would have thought it extremely suspicious that Riley suddenly disappeared after being attacked. And now it’s Monday, the first evening news broadcast for Adam Steele since he reported the first two deaths on Friday.”

      Dale turned to her and saw a look of realization on her face.

      “So he’s going to try to broadcast the theory,” she said.

      “Exactly. So not only is there a high chance that we’re going to have to protect him from Owen Kelso, but we’re going to have to keep him from delivering the message. Maybe the theory’s right; maybe it’s wrong. But it can’t get out there like this. Not as the result of some government experiment with brainwashing and forced hallucinogenic drug use.”

      “What’s our plan of attack?”

      The exit was ahead of them. Dale’s eyes flicked to the rear-view mirror, and then he downshifted into fourth and yanked the steering wheel to the right. Arancia swooped over, her tires chirping.

      “We prioritize,” Dale said. “We need to stop Adam. But saving his life comes first. Let’s just hope that Owen Kelso hasn’t figured out who Adam really is.”
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      Owen was getting better at frightening people.

      It wasn’t so much that his skills were improving, but rather that God had built in him such a tolerance for it, that he was really starting to enjoy it. As he studied the beautiful woman before him, the look of fright on her face was rewarding. After all, since she was married to a prominent member of the media, it stood to reason that she had a sinful nature about her.

      He was impressed with the way in which he had handled this situation. He approached out of the shadows, quite theatrically. Not only did the suddenness of it frighten her, but the delayed reveal of his knife amplified things. He was beginning to understand that catching people off-guard was a key to getting them to do what you wanted. Once a person was shocked, they were less likely to know how to react. So he was glad that he was developing more sophisticated methods. His latest efforts were much less crude than when he had been kicking in doors, bursting through glass.

      What he didn’t like was frightening the children. They cowered behind the woman’s arms as she pushed them back and toward her body. They were both crying, the girl clenched upon her mother’s leg. They were innocent, and he hated that they had to be involved. But he was going to have to get past that. He was going to have to harden his heart to the children’s pain like he had to Mrs. Steele’s.

      Because they were about to become a lot more involved.

      Owen turned his attention from the children and back to Steele, gathered his resolve. “Tell me, what is the wife of one of the most famous men in town doing in the late afternoon with her children talking to the federal agents investigating the recent murders?”

      The woman was panting, gasping for air. Her arms shook as she continued to hold her children behind her. “I … Who are you?”

      Owen stared into her, adjusted his grip on the knife. What could the connection be? It was so strange. Why was she here? Why bring the children? Some sort of tie to the Five Wisemen? It had to be.

      “Do you know Tyko Hautala, Mrs. Steele?”

      “No,” she said desperately.

      If not Hautala, then who? Andrew Riley? The man was an author and a recluse. Would the Steeles rub shoulders with him? Maybe. But Owen wasn’t seeing it.

      He turned to the side for a moment, thinking. The BMW. Its Channel 16 parking tag hung from the rear-view. That’s how he’d found the right car. When he first saw her leaving the parking garage, he recognized her as Adam Steele’s wife. When he went into the garage and saw the nice car in the back with the Channel 16 tag, he knew where to wait for her.

      He considered the tag now. There was a picture of Adam Steele and Brittany Smalls on it. They were back-to-back, arms crossed and heads turned toward the viewer. Big smiles. The same image was on billboards and buses all over town. He looked at Adam Steele. He thought about his quandary: why was Steele’s wife talking to the feds?

      Adam Steele’s eyes. An idea exploded in Owen’s brain.

      He frantically reached into the pocket of his trench coat and grabbed the picture of the Five Wisemen, zeroed in on Tyko Hautala, the one who remained. He compared it to Adam Steele’s image on the parking tag. The eyes? He looked back and forth.

      He held the image of the Five Wisemen in his line of vision in front of the parking tag. He put his thumb over Tyko Hautala’s face, leaving just the eyes. He looked at the parking tag, held his right hand with the knife in front of him, extended a finger to cover Adam Steele’s mustache. The eyes. They matched.

      Adam Steele was Tyko Hautala.

      He turned to Steele’s wife and smiled. “I know who your husband is, Mrs. Hautala.” The pieces began to fall in place inside his head. “His meltdown on Thursday. The words. Actiones secundum fidei. Whatever it was Brittany Smalls said, whatever sounded like those words, that’s what awoke his mission. And mine. I’m remembering now. Yes, I’d been watching the news. I couldn’t recall how it happened. I just came out of a fog, like coming out of anesthesia. I was suddenly awake. I knew my mission. I didn’t know how I’d forgotten it, couldn’t believe that I’d forgotten it. And I knew your husband and any of the other Five Wisemen who had heard the words were awoken too.”

      He stopped and shook his head, sighed, letting it all sink in. Then he looked at his watch.

      “3:45. And it’s Monday.” He thought again for a moment. “Getting close to time for the evening news. I know where your husband is. And I know what he’s going to try to do tonight.”
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      Adam walked into the news station. He was still wearing his T-shirt and jeans, and he had his suit, in a protective bag, draped over his arm. As he strolled down the hall—posters of various on-air personalities framed on the walls, fluorescent light fixtures hanging from above—he noticed again the people staring at him. But there was a different sort of look to the way they were watching him now. There was a frenzied energy about the place. It was as though everything that had gone wrong at the end of last week was now compounded by the absence of Carl Bradford.

      Bradford, on a normal day, would have already been there for hours. He was a first-to-arrive-last-to-leave sort of leader, and he valued punctuality. People milled about aimlessly. A snake without a head.

      At the end of the hall he saw Brittany Smalls. She wore a long, brown, skirted business suit. She strode toward him.

      “Adam, where have you been?” she said.

      “Sorry. A couple things I had to take care of.”

      Brittany looked him over. “You look a mess. You haven’t even shaved. Have you heard?”

      “About?”

      “Bradford. He hasn’t shown up yet.”

      Adam looked at his watch, for show. “There’s still time.”

      Brittany seemed to be sizing him up as they quickly made their way down the hall. There was an expression on her face, and it reminded Adam of the look that Alicia had been giving him the last few days. Concerned but also suspicious. Even Brittany was wary of him now. It was a good thing that things were about to come to an end.

      Because they were unraveling before his eyes.
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      It was a destitute alley. Dumpsters. A crumbling, pockmarked path with puddles. Trash. Brick walls pushing in on either side and phone lines crisscrossing the open sky above. Owen looked at his watch again. It was 4:17. He didn’t have time to take them to a hotel or even to stop and purchase rope. He cursed himself for not being more prepared. The best bet he had was to drop them off in an abandoned part of the city on his way to the TV station. The way he figured, this woman was used to a life of luxury; a situation like this would be nearly insurmountable to her. If nothing more, it would buy him the time he needed.

      He put a palm against the woman’s back and shoved, and she stumbled forward in her heels. She had each of the children by the hand. They were all three crying, the children audibly so and their mother trying in vain to silence her sobs. He walked behind them, one of his knives in his hand. When they made it midway into the alley, he said, “Stop.”

      Mrs. Steele and the children turned around.

      “I know you’ve figured out where I’m going next,” Owen said. “So how am I going to keep you from calling the police?”

      “Don’t hurt my husband,” Steele said. She used her arms to push her children behind her again like she had in the parking garage. She was trying to be subtle about it. But Owen noticed.

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      He looked them over. He sensed that he should feel something, but he knew that God was was the one who was giving him the strength. God knew the nature of his mission, and He was imbuing in Owen the callousness that was required.

      Owen would need some sort of leverage when he approached Adam Steele. And he needed a way to intimidate the man’s wife. His eyes landed on the little girl.

      He grabbed the girl’s wrist. The woman pulled on the child’s other arm. “No!”

      Owen yanked at the girl, who was crying louder now.

      “Mommy!”

      The woman tugged back again.

      This frustrated Owen. “Let go, bitch!”

      A feeling of guilt washed over him. He had said a swear. This was something God would not be as forgiving about. He’d lost his control, his composure.

      Owen squeezed the girl’s wrist tighter and pulled her hard at the same time. With the other hand—the one holding the knife—he took the woman by the face and shoved her away.

      He had the girl now, and he scooped her up under his arm. She started swinging her little arms and legs, hitting Owen on the arms and ribs.

      “Quit,” he said. His voice echoed against the walls. The child obeyed.

      He took half a step back and pointed the knife at the child’s mother and young brother.

      The woman’s face went white, and her eyes closed. “Let go of my baby!”

      “Your child will be unharmed if you and your husband do the right thing. Just play along, Mrs. Hautala. That’s all you have to do.”

      He walked away from her, backwards, and when she took a step toward him, he put the knife to the girl’s neck. The child sobbed. Her mother let out a wail that shot all the way down the alley. He kept the knife to the child’s throat and continued to walk backwards.

      When there was a good distance between them, he turned and sprinted back to the car, still clutching the child under his arm. The news station was nearby. But he had to hurry.

      Because he didn’t have much time.
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      Arancia came to a sudden stop in the parking lot of the Channel 16 news station. It was a big lot, blacktop, and the only available spaces were in the back, so Dale had parked her along the side, half blocking one of the driving lanes.

      He and Spiro jumped out and ran toward the front entrance of the building, which was squarish, brick, and had a large fountain in the front. There were several news vans parked near the entrance, and people were making their way into the building as the broadcast drew near. As Dale sprinted forward, one of the people going toward the entrance turned and faced him. A man in a suit.

      Lewis Copeland.

      Dale and Spiro ran up to him and stopped.

      “Funny finding you here,” Dale said. “So you knew all along that Adam Steele was one of the Five Wisemen.”

      Dale glanced to the side. SAC Taft and Norman Tinner stood farther away, closer to the building. Dale and Taft made eye contact.

      Taft. Dale knew he shouldn’t have trusted him last night at Andrew Riley’s house. He had told Dale that all he knew was that the CIA was watching them. Now here he was, again, with the CIA men. On the front line. Dale hadn’t been privy the fact that Adam Steele was Tyko Hautala. So Copeland wasn’t going to include him in this trip to the TV station. Yet there was Taft. Standing with Tinner. Looking back at Dale. All this time, Taft had known more than he’d let on.

      Dale shot Taft a look of sheer contempt.

      “I told you there were things that you didn’t need to know about this case, Agent Conley,” Copeland said.

      Dale slowly turned his attention from Taft to Copeland.

      Copeland took off his sunglasses. His parted hair was perfectly coiffed, not a strand out of place. Skin shaved smooth, clean. Eyes cold and precise. “But you found out on your own,” he said. “You’re good. I’ll give you that.”

      “I never quit,” Dale growled.

      Copeland looked at the building then to Taft and Tinner before looking back to Dale and Spiro. He spoke quickly. “We don’t have much time. Here’s the truth. The MKUltra experiment wasn’t just a replication of the Stanford experiment. The CIA was also trying to see how far we could control belief systems. The theory wasn’t created by the Five Wisemen. The two atheists—Owen Kelso and Gary Holzer—came up with it. At the same time, five Chinookan University students became violent, radical and were making plans to become modern Christian soldiers, plans to bomb places, attack people. All seven men were taken. Through mind control methods—mostly drug-induced—each group was completely reprogrammed.”

      “Reprogrammed how?” Dale said.

      “We were studying belief. Could we take five devout Christians and make them atheists and two devout atheists and make them religious? What would happen if we put them together? The Five Wisemen were convinced that they were atheists who had created Kelso and Holzer’s Jesus theory. And those two men were convinced that they were modern Christian soldiers who had to stop the Five Wisemen from getting their theory out. At all costs. When the experiment was ended, they were left with their new beliefs intact but without their respective missions. Unless they were to hear the trigger words we implanted. Now that they’ve been accidentally triggered, Tyko Hautala is the last remaining Wiseman. As I’m sure you’ve concluded, he’ll undoubtedly be trying to get his message out tonight, and Owen Kelso will be trying to stop him.” Copeland gestured toward the news station. “So my question for you, Agent Conley, is will you trust me now? You have about ten seconds to decide.”
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      Adam sat at the news desk. Tissue paper was wrapped around his collar, and the makeup artist was working her magic on him. In front of him were his notes for the night’s broadcast. He flipped the pages back. Beneath the papers was his stack of note cards. He’d transferred the speech he’d written to the cards last night, practiced it, memorized it.

      He thought about the finality of it all. Once he was done with this speech, his primary part in the mission was over. Of course, there would be fallout. He would be questioned by authorities. He’d lose his job, no doubt. But no matter what, when the speech was done, the theory would be out into the world.

      In his mind, he ran through the complications that might arise. He had gotten Carl Bradford out of the way, but a religious member of the crew might try to stop him. He might stumble through his lines, damaging his credibility. Or someone might cut him off mid-speech, go to commercial, assuming he was having another strange incident like last week.

      But the biggest threat was that Owen Kelso had figured out who he was. If that had happened, then there was a good chance that Kelso had waited through the weekend for the  Monday broadcast. Hell, he could be in the studio at that very moment. Adam looked over the people in the darkened studio beyond, trying to find those icy blue eyes he remembered. But he couldn’t worry himself needlessly. He had no way of knowing for certain that Kelso had uncovered his true identity.

      He thought about it now—the name change. Tyko Hautala. It was Finnish. When his parents immigrated to the United States, he was a toddler. The U.S. was all he had ever known. While he was proud of his roots and proud of being a first-generation immigrant, he knew there were certain realities at play in the media business. He picked a new name—Adam Steele. He decided that if he was going to change his name, he was going to have a little fun with it. Steele. Like steel. Something strong and bold. He had started dating Alicia when he transferred to Washington State after his stint at Chinookan and his religious change of heart. Though he and Alicia were still young at the time, they had already discussed marriage, and when he brought up the possibility of changing his name—presenting her with a different potential last name were she to marry him—she was fully on board with it. She had always been that type of partner. She was always on board.

      He thought about her now. It pained him to realize that he had hardly thought about her since he left—or, for that matter, over the entire last few days. But now he was remembering those last moments. Smacking her hand off of his arm. The look of betrayal on her face. He felt a pang of guilt.

      But then he thought about the mission.

      He couldn’t entirely understand it, but he knew it had something to do with his time at the facility. As soon as he had heard the words that sounded so much like actiones secundum fidei, memories of the place came flooding back to him. He didn’t know how he had forgotten it. How he could have forgotten it. It was a dark, awful place, and he remembered how he and his four friends, the Five Wisemen, were subjected to relentless abuse by the other two. It was some sort of experiment, and he knew that he was going to have to look into it after all this was done. His journalism training was already leading him down paths of discovery. But first he had to get this theory out. Whatever happened after, whatever he needed to do to figure out his past, was inconsequential compared to the power of the theory. The world needed to know.

      The makeup artist took the tissue paper out of his collar and left.

      He took the note cards out from beneath his news script. He began to practice under his breath.
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      Dale tried to assess Lewis Copeland’s blank face. The agent looked back at him, impassive.

      Dale’s gut was telling him something new. Since Copeland had inserted himself into the case and taken over, nothing had seemed right. Everything felt off. But after the explanation that Copeland had given, Dale felt differently. Having done this BEI gig for a couple years, Dale had a good handle on when someone was telling the truth and when someone wasn’t. Despite the fact that this case was beginning to make him feel like he had lost that touch, he could see that Copeland had been honest with him. There was something close to relief in the man’s visage. Lewis Copeland was the picture of poise and polish, spit-shined to a glossy veneer, but Dale perceived the weight of deception had been lifted off his shoulders.

      Dale glanced over at Taft again. And he felt another surge of resentment. But Copeland was right. He only had seconds. One way or another, he had to get into that news station. Immediately. And it looked like Copeland, Tinner, and Taft were also going, whether he liked it or not.

      So he might as well trust them.

      He turned to Spiro. She didn’t say anything, but from her look, he could tell she was thinking the same thing.

      “Alright,” Dale said to Copeland. “Let’s do this.”

      Copeland nodded, a minuscule smile formed on his lips.

      Then there was a gunshot.

      A loud crack from the TV studio followed by screams. Dale and Copeland exchanged a glance, then the two of them and Spiro ran into the building.
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      Owen stormed down the hall. His ears were ringing—the shot had been only a few feet from his face —but he could still hear the wailing of the child as he tugged her along by her arm. She stumbled, struggling to keep up with him. He was practically dragging her. She was slowing him down, but he needed her. She was a vital component.

      The security guard had been older, maybe in his fifties, but he was strong as a bear. He reminded Owen of the old man who had attacked him after he plowed into Nathan Cook’s car. When Owen had approached the metal detector, he immediately took out his knife. He thought the attack on the security guard would be as simple as the others. But the guard had managed to get his hand around Owen’s arm and twisted the knife from his grasp. Then he unholstered his revolver. There was a struggle for the gun, and Owen fought to pry it from the man’s grasp while still holding onto the girl. But his mission prevailed. And Owen shot the man in the chest.

      Owen had been using knives for the duration of the mission, but at this most crucial juncture, he needed a gun. He wasn’t going to be able to accomplish what he needed to do with a blade. And now he held a gun in his hand. Divine intervention at work once more.

      “Get out of my way!” he screamed at the people in the hallway as he moved briskly away from the security checkpoint.

      He couldn’t tell for sure where the actual studio was within the building, and the uncertainty both frustrated and frightened him. He didn’t know if there were any other security guards in the building, and he didn’t know how much time he had left.

      He waved the gun in the air, and the people in the hallway screamed and ran. When he had first walked in, there was a group of people at the end of the hall near a set of thick, metal doors. Now, as a couple of them fled through those doors, he saw darkness in the space beyond, accented by bright lights that illuminated the news desk. It was like peeking into a play that was in session.

      The news studio.

      He started running toward it. The child screamed.

      “Shut up and hurry!” he said and yanked her arm harder.
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      Dale ran into the building with Spiro and Copeland. In front of them, a group of people stood around a metal detector, all looking down to the floor, some of them kneeling over. The agents ran over to the group.

      “Police!” Dale shouted, and the crowd parted for them. On the floor was a security guard wearing a gray, military-style shirt and black pants. Fifties. He had a gunshot wound to the chest. There was a large pool of blood on the polished floor. He was very much dead.

      Dale bent over, craned his neck, and looked at the man’s belt. His holster was empty.

      Footsteps behind them. Dale turned. It was Taft and Tinner. Dale made eye contact with Taft. Only for a second. Copeland and Dale drew their guns. Dale looked over at Spiro, gave her a nod. She drew her gun too.

      “Where’s the studio?” Dale said to the crowd.

      A woman answered and pointed. “Down the hall.”

      The agents ran in the direction she had pointed.
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      Adam always liked this moment. The moment right before a telecast began. The floor director counting down. The teleprompters loaded and ready to go. The lights, bright and hot. Sitting with poise. Watching Brittany settle into her position, getting ready. The anticipation. It was a giddy moment. Childlike in some ways. Like the night before Christmas. He was going to miss it. Because this was likely going to be his last broadcast.

      Adam glanced over at Brittany and smiled. She returned the gesture. She’d always been good to him, and they’d always gotten along. The only tension Brittany had brought Adam was a brief period when he first started the job when Alicia became incredibly jealous of her. But it was unfounded and certainly not Brittany’s fault.

      Brittany would always be a big part of his life no matter how this all turned out. Not just because of their friendship and camaraderie these last ten years, but now, more significantly, due to the fact that it was the words she had read from the teleprompter that had brought the mission back to Adam.

      And brought out the person who was hunting him.

      He had watched the footage several times, had seen exactly how it played out.

      “And it was not until later,” Brittany had said, “that Barrington claimed the actions seconded Fidelity International’s earlier stance on customer relations.”

      Actions seconded Fidelity.

      Actiones secundum fidei.

      It was strange how the smallest things could have the biggest impact on one’s life. Adam felt a strange sort of peace.

      The floor director started his countdown cue. “In ten, nine …”

      There was a bang from outside the studio, muted by the soundproofing in the walls, but still loud. Even muffled, it sounded to Adam like a gunshot. It had to be a gunshot.

      Owen Kelso. He’d found him.

      “… six … five …”

      The doors in the rear of the studio flew open, and several people ran in. Panicked.

      Brittany looked at him.

      The floor director’s countdown concluded. “… three … two …” He mouthed one.

      The red light on the camera lit up.

      Adam took a breath, composed himself. “Good evening, Portland. I’m Adam Steele.”

      “And I’m Brittany Smalls.”

      “Another cool and drizzly day outside,” Adam said. “Several big stories tonight, but first I would like to share with you something very important. The most important thing you’ll hear on the news in your lifetime.” Adam paused, looked at the doors in the back, then to his notes. He felt Brittany staring at him. “Actiones secundum fidei. There are times when—”

      The newsroom erupted in noise. A roar. Both Adam and Brittany jumped. It was another gunshot. The crew ducked, scattered. A man stormed into the room, waving a gun in the air. He was pulling a child along with him. Screams. A table fell over. The doors in the back slammed open as people rushed out.

      Brittany grabbed Adam’s arm. “Come on!”

      She ran off. Adam stood up, staring. The figure with the gun and the child approached in the darkness beyond the stage. But Adam knew who it was without seeing him. The man stepped into the light. And Adam saw the child he had with him.

      It was Rachel.

      She was crying. The man’s left hand dug into her arm, and he pulled her along violently. Adam fell forward, catching himself with both hands on the desk. A wave of nausea fell over him.

      His little girl.

      “I can’t let you finish that speech, Vespasian,” the man said. The intense blue eyes. It was Owen Kelso. He looked horrendous, like he’d spent a month under a bridge. And he looked demented. Adam hadn’t seen him in ten years, but even in his current state, he recognized him. Those frightening eyes.

      “Daddy!” Rachel said.

      “Oh my god, Rachel!”

      Kelso put his gun against Rachel’s head. She cried harder, her face wrenched up tight, wet eyes squeezed shut. Adam felt the room close in.

      “Leave my daughter alone. Your business is with me.”

      Adam knew that Kelso was going to kill him. He also knew that if he were to blurt out what he could of the theory for the cameras—which were still rolling—Kelso would harm his daughter. If there was one thing in the world that could stop him from completing the mission, it was something terrible happening to Alicia or the kids. Kelso had been smart. He’d got him where it hurt.

      “You can have me,” Adam said. “Just don’t do this in front of my little girl.”

      “I agree. If you cooperate, I’ll let your daughter go,” Owen said. “I don’t want to do this here anyway. Not on camera. You’re not going to be a martyr.”
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      Dale threw open the heavy metal doors and ran into the main studio, Spiro and the others close on his heels. It was dark in the front, and the bright studio lights lit up the news desk in the back, a long stretch of desk with a blue and gray wall behind, sitting on an orange-carpeted dais. Two men stood behind the desk. Dale recognized the man wearing the suit as Adam Steele. Owen Kelso, draped in a ratty trench coat and looking even more disheveled than the last time Dale had seen him, had his arm behind Steele, his hand wrapped around the back of his neck, pulling him over and pointing a gun at his head. As Dale and the others entered, a screaming child—a small girl of about three—came running at them, wailing. As she streaked toward them, Dale recognized her as one of Adam and Alicia Steele’s children.

      Dale realized what had gone on here. Owen had used the child as a hostage. A shiver of disgust rushed over him, and as the girl drew closer, he yelled out to her.

      “Go out the doors, sweetheart!” Dale said. “Find an adult. Keep going! Go.”

      The girl ran past Dale. He heard the door open and close behind him. He didn’t turn to look. He kept his gun aimed toward Kelso.

      “Put those guns down, or I blow this heathen’s head off,” Kelso said.

      That made Dale think. Why hadn’t Kelso already killed Adam Steele? Something else was going on here. And Dale presumed that it had something to do with the MKUltra experiment.

      Copeland positioned himself to Dale’s left, and Spiro stepped up to his right. Farther down from her, Taft and Tinner took positions. Everyone had their guns drawn.

      Dale glanced at Spiro. She had good form. Her left hand was under the butt of her Colt, and she had her feet staggered and set. She had taken to this naturally. Or she’d watched a lot of movies.

      Kelso pushed his gun into the side of Adam Steele’s head. Steele grimaced. “I said put the guns down!” Kelso’s voice cracked, and Dale could sense the insanity in it that matched his haggard appearance. His viciously blue eyes looked out at the agents, scanning from left to right. When they landed on Copeland, he turned his head to the side, looking confounded. Slowly a smile formed on his face. Still looking directly at Copeland he shouted out, “Actiones secundum fidei.”

      In his peripheral, Dale saw movement to his left. He turned. Copeland’s gun dipped in his hand. Then completely lowered. The agent bent over, put his right hand with the gun on his knee and his other hand to his head, squinted his eyes.

      Dale and Spiro looked at each other.

      “Copeland, what the hell’s going on?” Spiro said.

      But Dale already knew what was going on. The trigger words. Copeland’s reaction. The one missing person—one of the two atheists from the MKUltra experiment. Gary Holzer. Copeland was Holzer. Dale couldn’t fathom why, but the CIA agent in charge of the investigation was one of the original participants in the experiment.

      Copeland looked at Spiro, bewildered. His eyes turned to Dale. He raised his gun again, pointing it at Kelso …

      But then he swung the gun around to Dale.

      “Everyone, put your guns down,” Copeland said.

      “Copeland, what is this?” Dale said.

      “I said put them down! And get your hands in the air.”

      Dale, Spiro, Tinner, and Taft all put their guns on the ground then put their hands up. Copeland approached Dale, keeping his gun pointed at him. The two of them locked eyes.

      Owen called out to Copeland. “Vespasian said there are files in storage at the facility. He may be bluffing, bargaining for his life or his daughter’s.”

      Copeland kept his eyes on Dale then looked over at Owen before flicking his eyes back to Dale again. “No, I … I think he’s right.” Copeland stopped, clearly processing hundreds of old memories. “I think there are files there. We need him to find them for us so we can destroy them before we eliminate him.”

      “But there’ll be thousands of documents there. Old history documents.” Owen said. “We won’t have time to destroy them all. How will we figure out what we need to get rid of?”

      Copeland thought for a moment without taking his eyes off Dale. He smiled. A sinister smile. Then he walked up to Dale and put his gun against Dale’s chest. The hard metal pressed into Dale’s flesh.

      “We’ll take Mr. History with us,” Copeland said.
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      Dale looked out the rear window of Copeland’s car. Right behind them was another car. Dale could see Taft behind the wheel; Spiro and Tinner were riding with him. Behind that car were a half-dozen state troopers, lights on, sirens blaring.

      Dale turned back around. He was in the backseat with Adam Steele. Copeland was driving, and Kelso was in the passenger seat, turned around with a gun pointed at Dale and Steele, the blue eyes locked in on them.

      Outside, thick pine forest flew by on either side. Gray skies. Misty with drizzling rain.  They’d been driving for almost forty-five minutes. They were in the fast lane, and cars were clearing out for them, responding to the lights and sirens of the cruisers. Copeland wasn’t speeding, wasn’t trying to lose the cops. He knew just where he was taking them, and he was driving with a detached certainty. He was zoned out. Like a harried father on the last leg of a long family road trip.

      “And where exactly are we going?” Dale said.

      Copeland, Kelso, and Steele all answered at the same time. “491 Stamford Road.”

      They responded in unison, Steele joining in with the other two a beat or two after they started, a tone of reluctance in his voice. Copeland and Kelso looked at each other. It was as though they were surprised that they’d all known the exact address. And yet somehow not surprised at all.

      Steele turned to Dale. “It’s in Mt. Hood National Forest. An old government medical facility.”

      Copeland and Kelso shared a look again. “It’s not a medical facility, and you know it, Vespasian,” Owen said. “It’s a center for religious studies.”

      “Operated by the CIA,” Copeland said.

      Owen nodded in agreement.
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* * *

      The drive never ended.

      Pine trees, endless trees. The elevation increased as they drew nearer to Mt. Hood. The drizzle picked up a little, and Copeland turned on the windshield wipers.

      Dale looked out into the trees as they zipped by. Behind them, the sirens continue to wail, but they had been blasting for so long that Dale had grown used to the sound. Instead, he imagined the silence out in the trees. How wet and soft the needles would feel under your boots if you were out there hiking. It was these moments of calm that he cherished in the frantic crisis of a case. Like enjoying five seconds of intoxicating beach air at Seaside, moments after seeing a corpse with its throat slashed. People always commended him on his ability to stay detached. One way he did it was by savoring these small moments. Another way was through his joking, his irreverent attitude. The latter often got him into trouble until people realized this was how he coped. Dale knew he had a special brain, so he also knew that he wasn’t going to be able to handle his job in the same way that other people would. He had to adapt.

      So things like this helped. Trees. Beaches.

      He glanced at Adam beside him. Then he looked at Kelso, still turned around with a gun trained on him, still boring those crazy blue eyes of his down upon Dale and Steele. Like the sirens behind, Dale had grown accustomed to the loaded gun that was pointed at him.

      Adam Steele’s erratic behavior now made sense to Dale. And so too, sadly enough, did the horrors that Owen Kelso had brought forth. Both men had been betrayed by their own government. But what didn’t make sense to Dale was Copeland—or Gary Holzer, rather. How had he been deceived? He had told Dale he’d only been with the CIA for a few years, so he would have joined long after the time of the experiment. It would be a bizarre coincidence that one of the former members of the experiment would stumble into a career at the CIA, so it stood to reason that Holzer was programmed in some way similar to that in which the Five Wisemen were programmed to obtain media jobs. But if Kelso and Holzer had been programmed to destroy the Five Wisemen, why would Holzer join the CIA? Wouldn’t it have made better sense for  Holzer to gravitate toward local law enforcement? Or the FBI?

      Dale was behind the driver seat, and he watched the back of Copeland’s head as they continued to drive on. He sat perfectly straight, his head barely moving with the motion of the car.

      The car slowed down. Copeland turned to the left. They crossed the other lane and drove onto a gravel road. After it curved to the right, Dale could see the road snake its way up into the trees before the wet gravel was consumed by sweeping pine branches and cold, misty air.
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      The car took a final bend, and the facility appeared before them. It was massive, two stories in height, and composed of crumbling concrete. There was no glass in the place, nor any doors, just open windows and open doorways. Piles of broken concrete and bricks. There was a short tower on the far side, and facing the front was a landing area with broken steps, a platform, and an awning that looked like it was about to collapse, all of which led to a large, open, entranceway. There were plants growing in the cracks. Puddles everywhere. Gravel. The trees surrounding the building closed in on it, their piney tentacles draped on the walls, ready to reclaim it into the forest.

      Right before Copeland slammed on the brakes, Dale could sense the reaction of the other three men in the car. Earlier it was evident that the three of them had different impressions of what the place had been. Kelso and Copeland had thought it was some sort of religious facility whereas Steele had thought it was a scientific operation. But as the building drew nearer, a sort of silent reverence filled the car. All three of them stared forward at the structure, each processing their own reactions. One of them gasped.

      The car came to a quick stop, the wet gravel sloshing beneath the tires. Copeland yelled. “Out! Fast!”

      All four of them got out of the car, Kelso keeping his gun leveled at Dale and Steele. The sirens of the cop cars were right behind them, bouncing off the trees. Copeland drew his gun too and grabbed Dale. Kelso grabbed Steele. The other cars pulled up.

      “Hurry!” Copeland said

      Copeland and Kelso rushed their hostages toward the facility. As Copeland pushed him forward, Dale looked behind him.

      Taft, Spiro, and Tinner jumped out of their car and rushed after them, guns drawn. Behind them, the cop cars stacked up, and the troopers got out, took out their guns.

      Kelso wrapped his arm around Steele’s neck, whipped around, and fired off three shots into the crowd behind them. One cop went down with a grunt, hit in the shoulder. The others all jumped behind vehicles for cover.

      Dale stumbled up the steps to the landing as Copeland pushed him again from behind. They crossed the patch of concrete and went through the entranceway and into the building.

      It looked even worse on the inside than it had on the outside. Everything was crumbling, falling apart. Piles of debris everywhere. Pine trees were visible at every turn through the open doorways and windows. Puddles and plants. The sound of dripping water. It smelled musty. There was the lingering scent of an animal carcass coming from somewhere in the building, the sweet and disgusting smell of death.

      “Come on,” Copeland said to Kelso as he led them quickly down a hallway. A few feet later he took another turn and held up his hand. The group stopped. Copeland listened intently. In the distance, there was the sound of the other cops entering the building, boots shuffling in crumbling concrete.

      Copeland waved Kelso to the front. Kelso drug Steele with him, and the group moved again.

      “You’d better hope we find this, Vespasian,” Kelso hissed under his breath.

      “I know it’s here somewhere,” Steele said. “But everything looks so … different.”

      “Keep your voice down,” Copeland said.

      Dale could sense their desperation. The four of them were making so much noise, their feet scratching on the wet, broken surface of the floors. Their sounds echoed down the empty hallway. The other cops would be on them in no time. Copeland kept checking behind them.

      “What’s the plan, Copeland?” Dale said. “Adam Steele finds the documents for you, and you destroy them. Then what?” Dale motioned toward the sound of the footsteps behind them, which were getting closer. “They’re closing in on us.”

      Copeland ignored him. “Vespasian, dammit! Where is it?”

      “I know it was right around— There! There it is!”

      They took a turn through a doorway into a large room, about fifty feet across. Two-foot-wide rusted steel support beams crossed the ceiling. Bricks and chunks of concrete were strewn everywhere. It was a vast space but completely empty.

      Except for a vault in the back.

      The vault was covered in green paint that was flaking off and bubbled out with large patches of red rust. There was a large circular locking mechanism on the front.

      And the door was slightly open.

      “Hurry!” Copeland said and pushed Dale forward. The four men ran to the vault.

      Steele grabbed the door, grunted as he put his weight into it and tried to pull. It started to move. Copeland and Kelso grabbed the door too, and the three of them powered it open. The door moved slowly, with force and weight.

      Inside the shelves were empty. Nothing but rust and dirt.

      Steele scrambled forward and reached into the vault.

      “No!” he said. “No, I know they’re here. They have to be.”

      “There’s nothing here!” Kelso screamed at Copeland. “He lied to us. We do this. Now.”

      Noise behind them. They all turned to look. Spiro, Taft, Tinner, and the troopers burst in and took positions, guns aimed.

      “Drop your weapons!” Spiro said.

      Kelso’s gaze fell on Dale, his blue eyes searing into him for half a moment. Then he pointed his gun at Adam Steele.
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      Dale watched Kelso’s gun swing toward Steele, his finger already tensed around the trigger. The blue eyes were zeroed in on his target, and there was a look of certainty and grim determination on his face.

      Dale was a few feet behind the other men, who were circled around the open vault. He lunged toward Kelso, one of his boots slipping in loose concrete. Kelso’s body came toward him as he soared across the few feet separating them. The corner of Kelso’s mouth curled up. He squeezed the trigger. Dale’s shoulder collided with his ribs. Kelso buckled in the middle. Momentum carried both of them forward, and Kelso’s arms flailed into the air.

      The gun fired. A deafening bang. The bullet struck the ceiling. Debris rained down, pelted Dale on the head and shoulders.

      They hit the floor. Dale landed on Kelso and grabbed at his neck. Kelso swiped Dale’s arm, pulled at his hair. Searing pain from Dale’s scalp. His neck snapped back. A fist connected with Dale’s side. Dale threw his own punch across Kelso’s jaw, smashing the man’s head to the side. The grip on Dale’s hair released, but Kelso’s face snapped right back around to Dale, the cold eyes zoning in on him.

      The man was like a robot.

      Dale spotted a brick. A few feet from them. He reached for it. Touched it. It moved. He threw a punch into Kelso’s shoulder and shuffled their combined weight toward the brick. Reached again. Grabbed it.

      And smashed it across Kelso’s face.

      There was a sickening, wet thwack. Kelso’s jaw had broken. He fell over. He moaned and his body twisted. Dale was stunned that Kelso hadn’t been knocked unconscious. He really was a robot. Or a zombie.

      Something grabbed Dale, yanked him up onto his feet, wrapped around his neck, squeezed into his esophagus. Dale coughed. It was Copeland. Copeland kicked Kelso’s gun away, which had come loose in the scuffle. Dale felt something cold and metallic press into the side of his head. The barrel of Copeland’s gun.

      Copeland whipped them around to face the cops. He kept his forearm against Dale’s throat and his gun to his head. The cops all had their guns pointed at Copeland. They were knelt down. Some of them had positioned themselves behind what little cover was available—a few support columns.

      Copeland took his gun off Dale and pointed it at Steele. Then back to Dale. Then to Steele again. He kept swinging the gun between the two of them. Steele put his hands in the air.

      Dale looked across the room at Spiro. There was a determined look on her face. She briefly met his eyes. Then she did something extraordinary.

      Spiro leaned down and put her gun on the ground. She stood back up, her hands in the air, and started to slowly walk toward Copeland.

      “Spiro!” Taft said. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Copeland,” she said. “Copeland, listen to me. Let’s talk through this. I can help you. I’m a psychologist. Put the gun down. Please.”

      “She’s right, Copeland,” Dale said. “Listen to her. She can help.”

      Copeland swung the gun on Spiro. “Stand back, Spiro!”

      Spiro stopped for a moment. Then slowly started moving again. “You don’t want to shoot either of these men. You know that. That’s not you.”

      “Every bit of me is telling me to shoot Vespasian,” Copeland said, looking desperately at Spiro, pleading. “But I know it’s not right. I know there’s something wrong here. I don’t … I want some damn answers!”

      Tinner stepped forward. He holstered his gun. “Listen. Please. Here are your answers. You and that man on the ground,” he said and motioned toward Owen Kelso, “were college roommates. Outspoken atheists. You developed the theory about Jesus’ existence. The CIA took the two of you for Project MKUltra mind control experiments.”

      Copeland shook his head. “That’s not true. I’ve been studying this case for years, since I became an agent. And I’ve always been a Christian.”

      “Where were you baptized, Mr. Holzer?” Tinner said.

      “That’s not my name. I’m Lewis Copeland.”

      “If you’re Lewis Copeland, then tell me why you brought us all here. And why do you want to stop the Five Wisemen? Why are you pointing your gun at Tyko Hautala? Now, answer me. Where were you baptized?”

      “At a small river in —”

      “At a small river in Snohomish County, not far from Seattle. Baptized by your uncle on a sunny day beneath a big oak tree. The story that we fed you. Have many fond memories of this particular uncle, do you?”

      Dale peered to the side to get a glimpse of Copeland. He looked confused.

      “That’s not true,” Copeland said. “My faith is the reason I’ve done everything. Why I became an agent.”

      “And how long ago did you become an agent?” Tinner said. His tone was even and calm, but Dale could sense Copeland’s frustration. Tinner was badgering him.

      “Not long,” Copeland said. “But it’s something I’ve been working toward my entire adult life. I’ve been an agent for three years.”

      “Try a few days,” Tinner said.

      Copeland shook his head. His mouth was open. He breathed hard.

      Tinner continued. “We had the trigger words in place for you. When a set of words was said in a Channel 16 broadcast, you, Kelso, and Tyko Hautala were all woken, you all remembered your missions. Hautala’s was to get the theory out through mass communication. Yours and Kelso’s was to stop the other five from getting their theory out. Your theory. Then the killings began. Owen started with Isaac Bennett in Seaside.” Tinner paused. “And you killed Philip Vazquez in Washington.”

      Copeland shook his head. “No. No.”

      “Knowing Agent Conley’s expertise, we let the BEI search for the two of you while we continued our own investigation. We found you almost immediately. You weren’t as good as Kelso. You’re an accountant, Holzer. We brought you back here, used our same methods, convinced you that you’re a CIA agent, hoping that somewhere in that mess of the brain we created you could lead us back to Kelso. And you did. You’ve done a great service to your country. Take pride in that. Now, please, put the gun down.” Tinner gestured with his hands, slowly moving them down.

      Dale could feel Copeland shaking. “I … killed someone?”

      Tinner sighed. “I’m sorry, son.”

      Dale was tossed from left to right as Copeland frantically scrambled in place, looking between Tinner and Adam Steele. His gun, which had also been wavering between Dale and Steele, stayed on Steele now. It shook in Copeland’s hand. Dale could hear Copeland’s breathing. Faster and faster. Something was going to happen. Dale could sense it.

      “Copeland,” Dale said quietly, almost whispering. “Copeland, no …”

      In a flash of movement, Copeland pulled the gun to the side and fired twice.

      But he hadn’t aimed at Adam Steele.

      He had shot Owen Kelso.

      Then there was chaos, a loud and violent amalgam of sound and movement as the cops fired at Copeland. Dale was yanked to the side. A bullet hissed by. It missed Dale’s leg by six inches. Dale’s head whacked into Copeland’s. They stumbled to the side. The walls roared with reverberated noise.

      And then it stopped.

      Dale’s ears rang. He flicked his eyes to the side. Steele was uninjured. Owen Kelso was dead. Two shots to the back.

      Dale did a mental scan of his body. He knew that his adrenaline was rushing, but he was certain that he would feel a gunshot wound. Dale had been used as a human shield, but when Copeland shot Kelso, the other cops still opened fire. Dale couldn’t blame them. They didn’t know if Copeland was going to try to shoot either of the other men after shooting Kelso.

      Copeland jerked to the side, pulling Dale with him. Dale glanced down. Copeland had been shot in the leg. Blood poured out of his suit pants. He stumbled.

      Copeland’s free hand grabbed the side of Dale’s head and squeezed, pushing their heads together. Dale glanced over. Copeland had his gun against his own temple, and he had the other side of his face jammed against Dale’s. His message to the cops was clear: If you shoot at me again, I’ll kill both myself and Conley.

      A few feet away from them, Kelso’s body was completely limp. He was no robot. He wasn’t a zombie. He was dead. His head was turned to the side, and his eyes were open. Bright blue. Blazing, frozen blue. The man had terrorized the region, killing two of the Wisemen and a security guard, frightening families, shooting a police officer, kidnapping a child. Yet these were the deeds of an assaulted mind. Dale was a firm believer that everyone was responsible for their own actions, no matter the circumstances. But what could be said of a creature like that on the floor? The blue-eyed monster created by MKUltra. Was it not the CIA who bore the responsibility of his deeds?

      The bullet wounds to Kelso’s back seeped blood into his dirty trench coat. Copeland had shot him. Twice in the back. Shot him to Hell.

      With his head pressed again Copeland’s, Dale couldn’t look the other man in the eye. So he just looked away from Kelso’s body and said, “Why, Copeland?”

      “Because this ends now. He and I hurt too many people.” Copeland yelled out to Tinner. “I only ever wanted to help people.”

      Tinner took a step forward.

      Dale knew what was about to happen. “Copeland …”

      In one swift movement, Copeland stuck his leg in front of Dale, pushed him to the floor, then put his gun in his own mouth. Dale looked up. Copeland squeezed the trigger.

      Dale reached out. “No!”

      Copeland fired. He collapsed.

      Copeland was right beside Dale on the floor, their legs still intertwined. Copeland faced the opposite direction. The back of his head was a giant wound. Dark blood seeped out into his blond hair.

      Dale had seen it all. But he’d never been tangled with a man who had just blown his brains out. He shuddered and scooted away, hands digging into the coarse, destroyed floor. He kicked Copeland’s leg off his and scrambled a few feet away on his butt. Cops ran up. And Tinner. They knelt over Copeland. Urgent shouts. Commands.

      Dale looked to the left. Adam Steele was by the vault. Shell-shocked. A couple yards away from him was Owen Kelso, another dead man on the ground. More cops gathered around Kelso.

      Dale took a deep breath and let it out. Then he looked to the front of the room. The rest of the cops—including Taft—were gathered around yet another person on the ground. A collateral hit. Dale could see blood. A body on the ground. Motionless. Legs. In a dress.

      Spiro.
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      Dale scrambled to his feet and sprinted over to Spiro. He pushed between the cops and dropped to his knees beside her. Her arms were splayed out. One leg was straight, one kicked behind her. The wound was to her stomach. Her tan dress, which he had earlier noted as being so fashionable, so pretty, was stained deep red all the way across her abdomen. The blood surrounding her pooled up on the concrete. Her eyes were open, barely.

      Dale put a hand on her shoulder. She slowly turned her eyes to him. Dale felt something in his stomach. Nausea.

      “Oh shit,” Dale said. “Oh shit, Spiro. Why’d you go and do this to yourself? You walked right downrange.”

      Spiro smiled. “Inspiration struck me. Not everything fits into charts.”

      Dale took her hand. Her eyes filled with tears. They were bloodshot, beautiful.

      Dale wasn’t a spiritual man. Despite having waxed spiritual with Spiro throughout the case, it wasn’t something that he gave much thought to. But the nature of the case somehow put him in a sphere of spirituality that he’d never felt before. As he looked down at Spiro, into her pretty brown eyes, the feeling overwhelmed him. He had looked at her salaciously throughout the assignment, even when she was being a real turd, and he’d imagined her skin to feel satiny soft. Her hand was even softer than he imagined, but it wasn’t so much satiny—it was smooth and supple. The hand felt tiny in his, like he might crush it if he wasn’t careful. He wondered if his touch, somehow, could help her hang on.

      “Hold on, partner,” Dale said. “We’ll get you through this.”
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      Dale was in the back of an ambulance. There was a paramedic beside him, and another sat farther back toward the rear doors. The siren wailed, and the whole vehicle shook. Medical devices jolted around. Things rattled in the compartments. And the IV connected to Spiro’s arm swung.

      She was on a stretcher. Unconscious. A sheet was pulled up to her waist. Straps went across her chest. Her head moved lightly with the undulations of the travel.

      Dale still held her hand. He’d only let go of it while they were loading her into the back, and he refused to not ride with her. He’d flashed his badge. He didn’t like to abuse power, but he wasn’t going to leave her side—like Casablanca, when Sam refused to leave Rick’s side during his moment of drunken despair. Dale wasn’t going anywhere.

      He was still amazed at how small her hand felt. He gave it a little squeeze, and he could feel the tiny bones inside; he could feel how thin the entire hand was. And so soft.

      He watched her face as it continued to move about. He’d had so many short-term partners in his relatively brief stint as a BEI agent. One guy got grazed by a bullet. Another took a severe beating. But Dale had never had a partner in a situation like this.

      Dale had also never been in a position to see someone he knew clinging to life. He didn’t have much family, and in his life as his Prior Identity, he had about as many friends as he did now. His mother, despite her age and her feisty attitude and her overall negative outlook, was the picture of health. Dale had never seen someone he cared about in this predicament.

      And he realized that, even though he had known Spiro only briefly, he cared. Dale had a soft spot for tortured souls. It had taken a long time for him to get himself to the point where he was. He wasn’t always the epitome of charm and cool-headedness. He knew where people like Spiro were coming from.

      She was breathing. She was alive. But aside from the warmth that it gave off, the tiny hand in his felt dead.

      Dale pondered the weight of it all. He wondered where Gillian Spiro had been in her life, what she had done. He wondered who had loved her. He thought about her mother. Spiro had been ten when she passed. What would her mother think of how Spiro had turned out? What would she think of this moment now? How would Calvin Dunnett react to seeing Spiro on this stretcher? What had Spiro done in her nearly forty years? Where did she go to college? Was it hard for her, or had she been a natural student? He thought about what her daily life must have been like. There must have been television programs she watched, something other than Casablanca repeats. And foods she enjoyed. She wasn’t an early riser; he knew that much. And she took her coffee black. She liked fashion. And she had a heart. She tried to bury it in charts and graph paper. But it was there.

      It all seemed so simple and so terribly complicated. When you were forced to think about it.
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      Beep.

      The heartbeat monitor pulsed slow and steady.

      Beep.

      Dale stood over Spiro. She was unconscious. Wearing a surgical gown. Blankets pulled up to her armpits. A new IV in her arm.

      Beep.

      Dale’s arms were crossed. Now that some time had passed after her surgery, Dale’s mind had had a chance to wander away from deep profundities and into cold realities. He looked at Spiro, and his earlier feelings washed over him, but they were now wrapped in a sense of anger. Anger for how she had ended up in this situation. And anger at who was to blame for it.

      He reached out and touched her hand again, brushed his fingers over the back of it. Then he re-crossed his arms.

      Beep.

      There was the tapping sound of dress shoes approaching behind him. Dale’s eyes looked up from Spiro, but he didn’t turn around to see who it was. He already knew.

      A presence stepped up right beside him, so close that their arms brushed. Still Dale looked forward. He heard the familiar voice.

      “The bullet entered her from the front,” Taft said. “Ricochet.”

      Dale spun on Taft. Absolute contempt poured out of him. He knew he had to look like a maniac. He didn’t care. “You sold us out, you son of a bitch!”

      Dale pushed Taft with both hands. Hard. Taft stumbled back. Dale went to shove him again. Taft pushed his arms out of the way and stepped aside, allowing Dale’s momentum to carry him forward. He wrapped an arm around Dale from behind and grabbed one of his wrists, put him in a headlock. Dale was well-trained and knew how to use a man’s body weight against him, but Taft had a library of real-world experience, and he had the ox-like strength of a guy his age. Old man strength. Taft pulled back against Dale’s neck. Dale grunted, more out of frustration than anything else.

      “I didn’t sell you out, Conley,” Taft said slowly and surprisingly patiently. “Let’s talk. Just not here in a hospital room. Not with Spiro.”
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* * *

      Moments later Dale and Taft were in the stairwell that was on the far end of Spiro’s floor. Cinder block walls. Cement steps with spots of paint and plaster where the construction crews had taken considerably less care than they had with the interior of the hospital. It was dusty. And cold.

      “You’ve been working with Tinner this whole time,” Dale said. “Having me solve a little problem for the CIA, letting me think that this was my case, having her,” he said, pointing back towards the hospital, “think it was her case for a while, putting someone with zero law enforcement experience in harm’s way. Now she took a god damn bullet!”

      Dale’s voice echoed harshly up and down the stairwell.

      Taft didn’t speak for a moment, letting Dale’s anger subside and his echoing words fade away. “Conley, I’ve been your SAC for years now. We butt heads every time we’re in the same room. But I’ve never put you in any compromising situation that you weren’t fully aware of. I didn’t know what was going on with this case either. They used me too. There’s nothing either one of us can do about it. And there’s nothing you can do except choose to believe me.”

      Dale was breathing hard, his chest rising and lowering rapidly. He didn’t want to believe Taft. He wanted to distrust him. To hate him. To turn him in to the Attorney General. But he couldn’t. He couldn’t distrust Walter Taft. Like the slightly condescending tone Taft had taken with him outside Andrew Riley’s home—when Taft had taken Dale down a notch or two about his attitude toward Spiro—Taft had a way of speaking that could be amazingly comforting and one hundred percent genuine. Dale prided himself on being able to read people. And as big of a piece of crap as Taft was, he was a damn honest man.

      But Dale wasn’t about to let him know all of this. After all, Taft hadn’t been totally open with him. So he just put his hands on his hips and scowled at him. If Taft was going to be annoyingly paternal, Dale was going to be insolent.

      Taft put his hands in his pockets. “Tinner wants to meet with you shortly. Will you?”

      Dale glared at him for a moment longer before answering. “Fine.”

      “Good.” Taft smacked Dale hard on the shoulder and then put his arm around him as he  led him out of the stairwell and back into the hospital. “You gotta learn to be more trusting, boy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 60

        

      

    

    
      Dale stepped outside the hospital. It was dark and misty. Chilly. He had taken off his leather jacket in the hospital, but now he threw it on, pulled it in tight. To his left, on the edge of the hospital property, he saw a lamppost lighting up the mist. Tinner stood beneath it. He wore a trench coat. His hands were in the coat’s pockets. His head was down, gazing at the ground. Dale walked up to him.

      Tinner glanced up as Dale approached. “Is she going to be okay?” The Texas accent. Dale wouldn’t normally find it annoying, but he did right now.

      “She’ll live.”

      Tinner nodded. He turned away, stared out into the darkness. A moment passed. He looked back at Dale. “I know just how you’re feeling right now.”

      Dale scoffed. “Oh yeah? You CIA guys really know everything, don’t you?”

      Tinner put one hand up in a mediating gesture. “Touché.” He put the hand back in his pocket. “Maybe you’re thinking that all this was a terrible breach of trust, that the CIA has preyed on unsuspecting fellow agencies.”

      “To say nothing of the American citizens and foreign nationals that you abducted for MKUltra. To say nothing of your toying with people’s most deeply held beliefs.”

      “I can see where you’re coming from, Agent Conley. I can appreciate it,” Tinner said and nodded slowly. “We’re both federal agents. But that’s where the similarities begin and end. You work for the Department of Justice. You’re a cop. You solve crimes. We’re not cops, and we don’t solve crimes; we change the world. Don’t presume to understand our methods.”

      Tinner’s self-righteousness was disgusting.

      “And how many innocent people have to get hurt for your methods?” Dale said.

      “Our aim has never been to hurt the innocent.”

      “I bet the six people who died because of this fiasco would have words with you about that if they could.” Dale nodded back toward the hospital. “Spiro too. And what about Andrew Riley and Adam Steele?”

      “Andrew Riley has already been released. We’ve briefed Adam Steele. They both know the truth now and have been, let’s say, persuaded not to repeat anything. If they stay quiet, they’re of no more use to us. Steele has been reunited with his family, and we’ve made sure that his boss at the TV station—who he kidnapped—knows that it was our experiment that caused his employee to act the way he did. He’s also been persuaded to forget what happened. Riley and Steele will be fine. You saved their lives. You should be proud. Our intentions aren’t so bad, Agent Conley.” He gave Dale a smile that seemed like it came from a place of truth but nonetheless made Dale’s blood go cold. “Trust me.”

      Tinner maintained eye contact for a moment longer, that smile still on his face. He turned to the sidewalk, glanced back at Dale, and then he walked away, out of the patch of light, and disappeared into the misty gloom. Dale watched him leave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 61

        

      

    

    
      Dale was at a Washington D.C. bar, the kind of ancient place with lots of wood, low lighting, and old curmudgeons in suits sitting at tables, drinking hard-nosed concoctions that made them feel good about themselves and forget about their piss-poor souls.

      He leaned on his elbow at the bar, chatting with a girl named Sharon. She had a beer in front of her. Dale had a water.

      “I found the guy just before he was about to pry open the sarcophagus,” Dale said.

      Sharon was disgusted. “Oh my god. You’ve got to be kidding.”

      Dale held up two fingers. “Scout’s honor. This guy was moments away from becoming the world’s most impressive necrophiliac.”

      Sharon laughed and took a sip of her beer.

      “But enough about perverts,” Dale said. “Let’s talk about me.”

      Someone behind Dale cleared her throat. Dale turned. Spiro was there, on crutches. “Sorry I’m late.”

      Sharon scowled at Dale. “You didn’t tell me you have a girlfriend. Pig.” She whipped around and left.

      Dale called out behind her. “She’s not my girlfriend. She’s my … sister.”

      “Your Asian sister,” Spiro said and awkwardly settled up to the bar beside Dale with her crutches. “I’m only five minutes late. You really had to strike up a round of flirting?

      “Time’s precious. Can’t waste it.”

      Spiro pointed to Dale’s glass. “Water, huh?”

      “Yep. But it looks like a gin and tonic.”

      “It looks like a glass of water. Pussy.” She smiled at him.

      “So what’s this exciting news?”

      Spiro pushed her crutches to the side and gingerly pulled herself onto a barstool. “I’m going to the Academy.”

      “FBI?”

      Spiro nodded. “In a few months. The process usually takes a lot longer than that, of course, but Taft was able to pull strings for me. He said my experience with you more than qualifies me. Now I’ll be a real agent.”

      “You always were a real agent.”

      She beamed and looked straight into him for a moment. Her brown eyes were clear, and Dale noticed again how lovely they were. She pulled the corner of her lower lip between her teeth then glanced down at her hands. She looked back up at him. “I had another reason for inviting you here. I know I was a real ass to you for a while, so this might seem out of left field, but I was thinking that some day you and I could —”

      “No. I’m sorry, but no.”

      “Lightning-fast decision. Ouch.”

      Dale enjoyed dating. He liked the company of beautiful women, and he loved being a charmer. He’d grown to care about Gillian Spiro over the last few days, and so he already knew what kind of a great soul lay beneath her often prickly demeanor. Stunning, smart, sassy, and unafraid to stick up for herself. On the surface, that sounded about perfect. But something inside him told him that it wasn’t meant to be.

      “Listen, you’re an awesome woman, and you’re gorgeous, but after our assignment, I haven’t felt a more platonic connection to an attractive woman in my life. I don’t get too many chances to make friends in the BEI. I’d be honored if you’d be one of them.”

      She took a moment to process his rejection. “I’d like that.”

      “Besides, I think you ought to give Calvin Dunnett a call.”

      Spiro drummed her fingers on the bar. “You’re right. I will. And you should be calling Jamison Zane.”

      Dale wiped away a fake tear. “Some things are best left in the past.” He flicked the invisible tear across the bar. “I wasn’t allowed to buy you a drink at the airport or a sandwich back in Oregon. Is it okay if I buy you a drink now?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Dale waved at the bartender, who made his way over. “A beer for the lady, please.” He turned back to Spiro. “May I call you Gillian?”

      “Of course.”

      The bartender placed a bottle of beer in front of Spiro.

      Dale raised his water glass and tipped it toward Spiro. “Here’s lookin’ at you.”

      Spiro tapped her beer bottle against Dale’s glass.

      “Gillian, I think this is the start of a damn good friendship.”
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