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   “…the true master wields the sword but does not necessarily kill. He wields the sword to give life. When he must kill, he kills. When he should give life, he gives life…. Walking on water is like walking on the ground, and walking on the ground is like walking on water. If he achieves this freedom, no one on earth can confuse him. But he will know no friendship.”
 
   Taia-Ki (Chronicles of the Sword of Taia)
 
   Takuan Soho
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 1
 
   Sparring
 
   Billy Codrow peered over his gloves at Marty Gibson. He waited for the feint. He thought it would come from his right hand. Marty’s left foot moved. Billy was all nervous energy. A front kick! He stepped back and blocked the kick across Marty’s body, then moved to follow through with a sweep of the right leg. But the kick was the feint. Marty used the energy of the block to start a spin. As he came around he swung the back of his fist into Billy’s right ear. The force of the blow crumpled him.
 
   “What the hell was that,” Danny Rincon yelled in protest.
 
   “What’s your problem, Marty,” Billy moaned from the floor.
 
   “I want the next match,” Danny said in a vengeful tone. 
 
   He was a bit bigger than Billy, stronger too. But Marty was much bigger than either of them. They were all on the football team, but he was on the defensive line and they were only backs. 
 
   Sensei stepped in and growled. “Sit down.” 
 
   Emily was watching from the side through the whole match. Marty and his buddy, Jeff Schenk, joined the dojo last week. It was a special promotion: first two weeks free. They seemed wrong, somehow insincere. They already had some skills, especially Marty. But they had roughed up everyone they were paired with, apologizing each time for their seeming lack of control. It was getting to be quite annoying. The monthly sparring party was supposed to be rather more convivial. But for Danny this was the last straw. 
 
   “C’mon, Sensei. They’ve been punching through the target all week,” he said.
 
   “And you think you can do something about it,” Marty said with a sneer. 
 
   Jeff snickered in the background. Danny leapt to his feet again. Sensei stepped over and placed his hand on his chest, guiding him back down. He was still fuming, but somehow he couldn’t resist Sensei’s hand. Emily smiled at Danny and nodded to Sensei. 
 
   “I think it’s my turn,” she said picking up her pads. 
 
   “Yeah, right,” Marty said with a snort. “Am I supposed to hit a girl?” 
 
   “Don’t worry about me, big fella. I’ll take my chances.” 
 
   Everyone in the room went silent. A moment later Sensei dropped his hand between them in a sharp gesture starting the match. Marty looked perplexed. Clocking Billy was one thing. But he didn’t seem prepared to hit her. They circled around each other for a few seconds. He looked for an opening. She pushed out a long breath and let it seep back in. 
 
   Her breath moved in and out, back and forth: an endless cycle. It was soothing. Just beneath the sound of her breathing the beating and sloshing of blood in her veins was audible. The hum of the day drifted into silence. Time crawled along. Underneath it all was a cavernous emptiness, cool and dark at first, then gradually filled with a warm glow. It grew more intense until becoming a white hot intensity, then faded into a crystalline clarity. 
 
   The muscles in Marty’s neck and shoulders were tense. His eyes moved restlessly over her body. Behind them a chaotic energy peeked out, visible to anyone who knew how to look for it. It was anxious and fearful, yet filled with sneering arrogance, the usual contradictions of adolescence. His jaw clenched, then unclenched. His breathing was uneven.
 
   It was plain, he wouldn’t move until she did. He wanted to block an attack, to figure out how to touch her by blocking her. Then he might feel more comfortable hitting her.
 
   “Don’t be shy,” she said with a smile. 
 
   “Ladies first.” 
 
   The last word had barely left his mouth when Emily kicked him lightly on his left knee. Before he even had time to block the first kick, she flicked her foot up to the side of his head. The ball of her foot gently nudged his headgear. It was obvious to almost everyone there that if she had wanted to, she could have knocked him off his feet with that combination. His eyes were wide as saucers.
 
   Sensei dropped his hand a second time. Marty jabbed urgently with his left hand and followed with a right hook. Emily leaned out of the way of the jab and slapped the hook across his chest. His right foot came up off the floor, perhaps in preparation for a roundhouse kick that was no longer possible. Before he could put it back down she kicked it out from under him. Off balance, falling backwards, his best option was to roll out of it. When he spun back up, he found the heel of a sidekick just in front of his nose. She pulled her foot back and stepped away. 
 
   Sensei dropped his hand once more. Marty surged forward with a frantic series of strikes. He seemed to think a flurry of punches might succeed where a more careful approach had failed. Oddly, Emily didn’t seem to react. She didn’t block his strikes or step back. She merely leaned out of the way of each one. In the end, he was surprised to find her right up against his chest. She was too close for his long arms and legs to kick or punch. By the time he thought to grab her, it was too late. She had already hit him with a short, hard reverse punch to the center of his chest. He staggered back, gasping for breath. A side kick planted firmly in the same spot sent him sprawling across the floor. Match over.
 
   No one had hit him with any real force before this moment. Fortunately for him, his chest pad and the gloves she wore protected him from serious injury. He lay on the floor for a moment looking at the ceiling. Emily stood over him with a menacing sneer playing across her face. 
 
   “How’d I do, Marty?”
 
   “This is bogus,” Jeff said loudly. “She punched through! And he didn’t want to hit a girl.”
 
   “Shut up, Jeff,” Billy snarled. Marty picked himself up and was trying to shake it off as Emily walked back across the room.
 
   “Tell ‘em, Marty. That wasn’t fair.”
 
   “You wanna try your luck against me, Jeff?” Emily asked over her shoulder. 
 
   He didn’t respond right away. His pal was still shaking his head. 
 
   “I, I… I, uh,” he stammered out.
 
   “Shut up, Jeff,” Marty whispered.
 
   “How about this: I’ll take you both on. Two on one,” Emily said. “You two think you can handle a girl?” 
 
   There was more stammering and agitated whispering between them. Emily stood in the middle of the ring and waited for an answer. Anyone could see they had no choice but to face her.
 
   Finally Sensei dropped his hand again. She listened for the sound of her breath, still reassuringly there. Always there. The somber blackness, the light, was such a contrast to the cacophonous energy of the boys. Their breathing was hasty, nervous, uncertain. It left no room for thought. It would be easy to kick her in the legs or the back, maybe knock her to the mat. Once she was down they would have won the point as far as anyone could tell. 
 
   The boys flanked her on two sides. The scene was surreal, she was so much smaller than either of them. She circled back to her right putting Jeff between her and Marty. They tried to flank her again, but she circled around the other way to bring them back into line. It gradually became clear that she could outmaneuver them indefinitely. Jeff lost his patience and lunged at her. She controlled his right wrist and twisted him down to his knees. Marty tried to take advantage with a roundhouse kick to the back of her head. Before he could bring his foot around she slipped a sharp side kick under his raised leg, striking his thigh from below and lifting him off his feet. He fell backwards and hit the floor hard.
 
   “Nice one, Em,” Billy yelled. “Not so tough now, huh Marty.” 
 
   Emily turned to shoot him a dark look. He sat back down quietly. Jeff saw an opening and swung a hard right hook into the side of her head as she was turned away. She spun down to the floor and rolled away from the blow. It was clear he had made solid contact. Everyone gasped. Billy stared fixedly at the floor.
 
   Emily stood up and rubbed her jaw. She took off her head gear and the rest of her pads except for the gloves. 
 
   “I guess you’ve had enough,” Jeff gloated. 
 
   Emily ignored him as she pulled her hair back into a pony tail. She nodded to Sensei and walked back to the center of the ring. Her breath came in and went out. It filtered its way through the hectic breathing of Marty and Jeff, past the stillness in Sensei’s chest, to the rush of anticipation around the ring. Breath enveloped all.
 
   Just as Sensei was about to drop his hand she turned to Jeff and said “Do you want me to hit you guys as hard as you hit me?” He seemed at a loss for an answer.
 
   This time she let them flank her. Her friends looked worried. What was she up to? Marty looked like the same question had occurred to him. He was frozen by it. She turned to face him with her back to Jeff, who couldn’t resist the apparent opening. He stepped right in meaning to kick her in the small of the back. She spun away just before he made contact, kicking his other leg out from under him in the process. He landed flat on his back and lay groaning on the floor. 
 
   She sprang back up toward Marty who was now ready to fight. She looked him in the eyes. He flinched. Before he could react she used the same combination she had tapped him with earlier—a front kick to the knee and a quick roundhouse to the side of his head—but this time she hit him much harder. The force of the second kick laid him out on the floor sideways. 
 
   Jeff picked himself up. When he saw his friend go down he roared something incoherent and charged at her. Once again she parried his right hand and controlled his wrist. She twisted him down and then back up again. He yelped in pain and complied with the direction she was forcing him in, no doubt hoping he would merely end up in a hard crouch. But the movement only accelerated until he left his feet altogether, flipping head over heels. He landed on his back a few feet away. Emily loomed over him gigantically, her black eyes aglow with a dark fury. He shuddered at the sight of her. He was done. 
 
   Some of the boys stood up, as if to cheer. She glared around the room with an intensity that made them all sit down again. Her gaze lingered a moment on Billy. 
 
   She walked over to Marty and crouched beside him. He was staring at the ceiling again. The ferocity in her eyes had subsided. He looked up at her, wide-eyed and queasy. She looked down into his eyes and spoke in a soft, firm voice.
 
   “You only came here to make trouble.” He sighed. “Don’t come back until you’re ready to learn something.” 
 
   She stood up and offered him a hand, then looked around the room sternly. Everyone sat in silence. She showed him to the door. Jeff picked himself up and limped out after him.
 
   When Emily returned she looked around the room again. “That wasn’t sparring,” she said, in a forbidding tone. “That was a fight. It was ugly and I hate it. I don’t want to hear a word about it in school tomorrow. No taunting. No bragging. Nothing.” 
 
   Everyone was dumbstruck. Was she angry at them? There was some indistinct grunting and nodding. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then disappeared into the office. A prolonged awkward silence hung over the dojo. No one seemed to know what to say, or to have the breath to push the words out if they did know.
 
   “Let’s take a few minutes, everyone,” Sensei said, breaking the spell. “We’ll start the chambara competition in twenty minutes, and then it’s pizza and cupcakes.” The group broke up, wandering out to the courtyard or milling about in the parking lot. He went into his office, where he found her sitting on the window sill rubbing her jaw.
 
   “Well, it’s clear you can take a punch,” he said.
 
   “Did we really need more data on that point?”
 
   “I guess not,” he replied sheepishly.
 
   “You knew those guys weren’t on the level all along, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes. And so did you, right?”
 
   “Yeah, but you could have kicked ‘em out a lot sooner, you know, like before I got sucker punched,” she said, in an increasingly annoyed tone of voice.
 
   “I suppose so, and I’m sorry if it hurt too much.” He paused knowingly. “But your control was impressive even after their shameful behavior.” She stewed over this last remark. “Chi-chan, the people hunting you will fight much dirtier than those idiots. Your self-control will be your most important weapon against them.” Emily let out a long breath, her shoulders slumped.
 
   “I suppose it would be unrealistic to think the Chinese were my only enemies.”
 
   “It would be wise to assume there are others.”
 
   The mood was lighter after the chambara competition. This is a form of dueling, with lots of padding and foam covered PVC “swords.” Initially it looked like frenetic flailing. Soon enough the kids developed a subtler economy of attack and defense. The best among them even approached a taut serenity, moving the sword only to block or to exploit an opening. 
 
   Billy was glad to be able to celebrate several victories. Danny, too. They all teased each other over pizza. Even Emily joined the mood. Afterwards, she drove Danny home.
 
   “Why did those guys even come?” he asked from the passenger seat.
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “Well, I think you got ‘em to see the light.”
 
   “You know, I hate fighting. It’s about inflicting pain, and it sucks,” she said. “And it hurts, damnit,” she continued, smiling ruefully and rubbing her chin.
 
   “Well you’re certainly good at it. Don’t you get any satisfaction from that?” he asked, in a tone that sounded more importunate than he probably intended. 
 
   She shot him a withering glare, but there was also an air of uneasiness about her. He blanched a bit, and she forced a shaky smile. 
 
   In the driveway, his face looked like an unasked question. Was he still thinking about the sparring? He said goodnight and closed the passenger door. Later, lying in her bed, she could hardly help musing on the irony of the day. Boys like Marty playing teen age intimidation games in her dojo, while she needed to guard against truly terrifying dangers. Still, she desperately wanted to fit herself into high school social life. At moments like this, it could seem like an open question which was more important to her, survival or friendship.
 
   

   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   The Doctor’s Office
 
   Emily couldn’t remember ever seeing a doctor before. She had always been healthy as a child, so perhaps there was never a need. She telephoned her mother, who was still on the other side of the world. The connection wasn’t very good, like talking through a long, cardboard tube. Yuki thought about it for a moment, but couldn’t remember the name of the family doctor, and then tried to change the subject.
 
   “Are you not feeling well, Chi-chan?”
 
   “I’m fine, mom. I just think I should have a checkup every once in a while. Don’t you?”
 
   “Of course you should, sweetheart. But is this really the time?”
 
   “Well, I’ll need to have a physical if I decide to go to the Naval Academy.”
 
   Emily brushed off her mother’s caviling and decided to pick a doctor out of the phone book. She settled on a family practice physician in Goshen. Dr. Tarleton’s office was in a strip mall, a converted storefront with no receptionist. Just a nurse and the doctor, who had only recently taken over the practice. She passed right through the waiting area. There were no other patients, so she had no time to admire the stale magazines or the motel art on the walls. A few desultory toys in a plastic chest in the corner offered nothing to delay her passage.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Janice Tarleton grew up nearby in Covington, but left to go to college and then medical school. She had been away for years, and at one point had even contemplated never returning to the area. A posh life and a lucrative practice on the upper west side of Manhattan held her attention until a few months ago. Something must have changed for her in the interim, since she now found herself back in sleepy, rural Virginia, trying to revive a practice purchased from the prior medical occupant.
 
   In her examining room she discovered a pretty girl with jet black hair in a dressing gown. The chart in her hand told her to expect someone sixty seven inches tall and a hundred thirty eight pounds. Ordinarily that would be a healthy combination. But the girl she glimpsed through the gap in the back of the dressing gown seemed rather thinner than she expected. Interestingly, though, she didn’t seem overly muscular. When the girl turned around, she was struck by her dark eyes and serene face. Her name suggested she was Japanese-American, though perhaps a bit taller than one might expect of a Japanese girl. 
 
   It was a routine exam. She asked the usual questions. How was her appetite? What was her diet like? Was she sleeping well? Was she a smoker? Did she take drugs? Did she have a regular period? Was she sexually active? 
 
   “You seem to be in perfect health, Miss Tenno. Can I call you Michiko?”
 
   “Most people call me Emily.”
 
   “Okay, Emily. I’m a little concerned by how thin you are. Your weight is in the right range, but you have so little body fat...”
 
   “Is that a problem?”
 
   “Well, apparently not at this moment. I suppose it’s okay for an eighteen year old. But as you get older there may be adverse health consequences. You say you’re not a vegetarian.”
 
   “No. I eat meat and fish. But probably not every day. Is that unhealthy?” 
 
   “I suppose not. It’s a little harder to get enough protein from a vegetarian diet. But you’re not a vegetarian, so that’s not really a worry. There’s nothing wrong with you as far as I can see. But I’d be happier if you had a little more meat on your bones. Just be careful you don’t lose any weight.” She smiled and said “I guess that’s a problem most women would love to have.”
 
   “I suppose. To tell you the truth, I don’t think about food much, but I also don’t starve myself. I eat pretty much whatever I feel like.”
 
   “I see bruises on your arms and legs, and a swelling on your jaw line. Some of these look pretty recent.”
 
   “I guess I lead a pretty active life.” 
 
   Dr. Tarleton smiled warily. 
 
   “Do you have any other bruises I should know about?” 
 
   Emily undid her gown and let it drop to the floor. The doctor looked her over pretty closely but didn’t see any other suspicious bruises. What she did notice was how comfortable this girl was with her body. She seemed to have no qualms about standing naked in a strange office. That was a little odd, but not for that reason an unhealthy sign. 
 
   “You can get dressed again.”
 
   There was on the whole something unsettling about her, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was. She wanted to look at her eyes again. She flashed a light and peered through the magnifier, but saw no abnormalities. Her eyes seemed so crisp, so clear, so dark. She found herself staring into them… a little too long. As she searched the depths of that darkness an idea began to suggest itself. Was it something serene? Or perhaps turbulent? She couldn’t quite decide.
 
   “Doctor…?”
 
   “How did you get those bruises?”
 
   “Most of them came from a karate tournament I was in last week.”
 
   “You know, you can tell me anything.”
 
   “Is there something in particular you have in mind?”
 
   “Did your father do that?”
 
   “My father’s dead. I’m on my own.”
 
   “Oh. I’m sorry,” she said, a little embarrassed. “A boyfriend, then?” 
 
   “Maybe this will clarify things for you,” Emily said, with evident reluctance.
 
   She went over to the computer terminal and typed a couple of search terms into the browser. A moment later a video opened up. The title read “Black Belt Kumite semi-finals at Norfolk.” It took a few seconds for Dr. Tarleton to recognize Emily in the video. She was sparring with a large, quite muscular man, perhaps a Marine from one of the nearby naval stations. But it wasn’t just a pantomime fight. It looked like full contact. As she watched the match unfold, her eyes grew wide and her mouth fell open until finally, with a faint whisper, she mouthed “Oh… my…God….” 
 
   At the beginning of the video, before the match had actually begun, Emily’s opponent swung his fist into the side of her head. He failed to land another kick or punch in the match. At one point he assailed her with blows of every description. She blocked or parried all of them before landing a devastating short strike, a reverse punch to his solar plexus that staggered him. In the final point of the match, his frustration palpable, he launched himself at her as if to tackle her. With a quick step to the side, she took control of his wrist and twisted him down into an awkward crouch, then up and back into a throw that sent him sailing across the ring. He lay motionless on his back for a few moments, as Emily knelt next to him. The match was over. 
 
   The doctor stared in stunned silence and tried to digest what she had just seen. 
 
   “That’s how you got that lump on your jaw. He hit you hard. How could you come back from that?”
 
   “It didn’t really connect. You can see if you look closely. I turned away from most of the force of it.”
 
   “Still, it must have hurt like hell.”
 
   “It did. You saw how pissed I was. I really let him have it after that. I didn’t hit anyone that hard in the entire tournament.”
 
   “But at the end, you sat next to him and even seemed to be consoling him. It almost looked like you were caressing him. How could you do that after what he did?”
 
   “What else could I do? He was beaten. He knew it. There was nothing to be gained by staying angry at him.”
 
   “But he…”
 
   “Yeah, he was a jerk. But there was more to him than that. I just reminded him of it at the end.” The doctor sat speechless for a moment, and gazed at Emily.
 
   “How long have you been doing martial arts?”
 
   “Pretty much all my life.”
 
   “So, are you like the champion now?”
 
   “I won that one tournament, but there are lots of those every year.”
 
   “You’re not going to any more like that one are you?”
 
   “I don’t know if I’ll ever go to another one.”
 
   “Are you done with martial arts then,” she asked hopefully. 
 
   “I don’t think I’ll ever be done with it. But martial arts isn’t really about competitions, or even about fighting.” The doctor looked puzzled. 
 
   “Then what is it about?”
 
   “Why don’t you come down to the dojo and find out.”
 
   Dr. Tarleton smiled. She was worried about Emily’s health. She still couldn’t say exactly what was troubling her, but the low body fat, the minimal bruising… after what she had just seen in the video, she would have expected her to be black and blue all over. Even blocking punches and kicks should leave bruises. It was just a little odd. She seemed more like a weapon than a girl, no extra fat, no extra muscle, just sinewy strength emanating from every pore. She thought it was unhealthy to be that fit. The body needs a little extra fat to maintain hormonal balance. And yet, she showed no ill effects. She shook her head.
 
   The results would take a few days to come back, a PAP smear, a few blood tests, but she assured her they were only routine. 
 
  

   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   A Cup of Tea
 
   Emily went back to her apartment in Warm Springs, where she ended up sitting in her pickup truck in the driveway musing about the doctor. She was so nosy, so insistent on tests. What was she not saying? Maybe that’s just how doctors always behave. What would those tests show? They might provide answers to her own questions. It hadn’t occurred to her beforehand that a routine doctor’s appointment might become an existential inquiry. 
 
   She needed to talk to her mother again. But Yuki and the Cardanos were still in New Zealand. She missed them all, and not least Anthony. He was definitely a boy’s boy, which suited her just fine since she was something of a tomboy herself. After the death of her father she was hungry for family connection. They couldn’t return soon enough to suit her. But she was perplexed about her friends. Should she bring them to meet her family, such as it was, when they got back? The prospect of introducing them to her mother was tantalizing. Then there would be no more secrets dividing them. They would know all there was to know about her. She so wanted to bring them close. And yet she wasn’t certain it could ever be safe. If the family was under surveillance, a visit might make her friends into targets. Did she still need to dissemble for their sakes?
 
   There was a soft tap at the driver’s side window. She had lost track of time.
 
   “Are you okay, honey?” Mrs. Rincon asked. 
 
    “I’m fine.”
 
   “I’ve got the kettle on. Why don’t you come in for a cup?” 
 
   Emily acquiesced. She had nothing else to do, and sitting in her landlady’s kitchen could be a relief.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Laura Rincon and her son lived in an old wood frame house with a large front porch. Emily’s studio apartment occupied the second story over the detached garage. As she walked across the driveway behind her, Mrs. Rincon sighed. She couldn’t help but admire this pretty girl. She was a classmate of her son’s. They had been in school together since kindergarten, though they had only become friends since he joined the dojo. Danny was infatuated with her. How could he not be? 
 
   Initially, she was reluctant to rent the studio to a teenager, even one as responsible as Emily looked to be. Of course, it seemed hardly likely to enhance her son’s ability to concentrate on schoolwork having the girl of his dreams so close. And yet, contrary to all expectations, his study habits had improved. In the end, she let her have the apartment because she needed the money, and the girl paid cash for several months in advance. Much was mysterious about her, but Laura didn’t care to inquire. She was good company. It was soothing to sit with her from time to time.
 
   “You’re home early.”
 
   “I had a doctor’s appointment.”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong, I hope.”
 
   “Just a physical. I needed one for the Academy.”
 
   “So you’re still thinking of going there?”
 
   “Yeah. Mrs. Telford is gonna help me put together a packet for Congressman Harmon’s staff.”
 
   “Who?” Mrs. Rincon couldn’t help asking. “He’s not from this end of Virginia, I think.”
 
   “No, I guess not. He’s from Wyoming. A friend of the family, I suppose you could say.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Emily couldn’t hold back a self-satisfied smile as she said this. Harmon was on the House Armed Services Committee, and would probably be able to get the Naval Academy to pay attention to her nomination, even though it arrived a little late in the season. Michael Cardano contacted him on her behalf, and enlisted his support. That is to say, he called in a favor. Now she had a feeling it might not really be necessary. Her grades and scores were good. She had also made the acquaintance of an instructor at the Academy who saw her spar at Norfolk—in fact he experienced it first hand—and encouraged her to apply. 
 
   These should have been good times for Emily Kane. She was officially Michiko, but she was happy for her friends to think of her as Emily. Both names resonated. Kane was her father’s name. Using it honored his memory. But Michiko was the safe identity her parents had contrived for her. It was an enduring symbol of their love. Her friends just called her “Em,” and she relished the ambiguity.
 
   Danny would be home soon. They’d probably go over to the dojo together later.
 
   “Is it final? Is that where you want to go?”
 
   “I also applied to Charlottesville. They have a pretty good History department, and I’d be close to family and friends.”
 
   “I’ve been noodging Danny to go there. But he doesn’t think he’ll make the team.”
 
   “It’d probably be better for his studies if he didn’t make the team. Football takes up a lot of time.” 
 
   Of course she was right. But she also knew how preoccupied Danny was with paying for college and worried his parents couldn’t afford it without some sort of scholarship.
 
   “Have you applied anywhere else?”
 
   “A couple of schools up north, Harvard and Yale. I don’t think I’d like it up there, but my mom wants me to consider them. I also applied to Stanford and Berkeley. At least it’s warmer out there.” 
 
   A pained look spread across Laura’s face. Emily could hardly avoid noticing, or understanding it. She was obviously worried about her son and how he’d feel if she left him behind for the very different sort of life those schools could make possible. 
 
   “But I’m mainly thinking about Annapolis or Charlottesville these days,” she offered nervously.
 
   Danny’s steps thumped up the front steps and across the porch. The front door slammed shut as he slung his backpack onto the couch.
 
   “Hi, Mom. Hey, Em. Missed you today. You disappeared before lunch.”
 
   “Yeah, I had an appointment this afternoon.”
 
   “You goin’ to the dojo,” Danny grunted from behind the refrigerator door.
 
   “Yeah. I’ll give you a lift. I’ve got a little homework. I’ll be downstairs around six to get you. Thanks for tea, Mrs. Rincon.” 
 
   Upstairs in the studio, Emily prepared a little dinner while reading through a history textbook. This was her favorite subject, especially Asian history. Her mother wished she would major in a science, maybe biology or chemistry. Emily would love to oblige her, but her heart just wasn’t in it. She lay down on the couch and thought about Dr. Tarleton. When she awoke, it was almost time to go. Danny was waiting in the driveway.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The dojo was a festive place these days, despite Marty and Jeff’s mischief. Sensei had all the trophies his students won at Norfolk on display in the front window, along with assorted photos. The biggest trophy was Emily’s, and it was huge, almost five feet tall, with four little columns forming the base and a little metallic figure on the top in a fighting pose. She thought it looked silly, but her friends loved it, almost as much as they enjoyed teasing her about it. The little kids were constantly sneaking over to touch it during the afternoon class.
 
   Danny was already wearing his gi when they arrived. Emily wore black tights and a black sports bra under a loose black tank top. No belt. She cut an odd figure in the dojo. Students were required to wear a gi to class, except her. She used to train in street clothes—“training for real life” she called it. Her street clothes used to be camo cargo pants, work boots and a sweat shirt: the standard high school invisibility outfit. But recently she had developed an interest in a finer style of dress. Her friends noticed. So did everyone else at school. But her new clothes were unsuitable for training. Now she came to class in a variety of form fitting running suits, dance outfits, etc. 
 
   Sensei didn’t seem to mind. Emily was his best student, and her father was his oldest friend. He let her do whatever she wanted. She was the unsurpassed martial personality in the dojo, deferred to sometimes even by him. To the other students, she was a dominating figure, an intimidating sparring opponent, even a little scary. Of course, she was always kind to them, even compassionate. But when they sparred with her, they couldn’t help but focus on the other side of her personality.
 
   She and Sensei tried to help the other students see past their fears, to approach sparring in terms of their own inner forces and those of their opponent. But they still tended to see sparring exclusively in terms of fear and aggression. They charged in recklessly, hoping to intimidate an opponent, or they were overly cautious, ceding the initiative to the opponent and hoping to be able to counter effectively. In neither case did they control the fight. It controlled them. 
 
   As Sensei would say, they had no access to sen, the initiative. Without sen, one could only be passive, even when charging in aggressively. In order genuinely to take the initiative in a fight, one first needed to find one’s own qi, the inner force of one’s own personality. Sensei tried to show them how to find their qi through meditation, through listening to their own breathing. But this was a hard lesson, especially for young men. In quiet moments, he occasionally admitted that in forty years, only three students had truly understood this most important lesson.
 
   This evening, class began with basic drills: step forward and punch from a back stance, step forward and block, then punch, and so on, working one’s way across the floor in each exercise. Sensei emphasized little details: shift the hips with each punch, keep both heels on the floor, retract the block on one side to initiate the punch on the other. For Emily, focusing on basic mechanics was deeply satisfying. It was another way to connect with her body, with a profound musculo-skeletal logic.
 
   The class was learning a traditional form of karate called shotokan, a flamboyant style, very forceful, with an emphasis on decisive action. Each block is also a strike. The goal in any encounter is typically to create an opening through a sharp block, to step inside the opponent’s defenses and deliver a quick, devastating blow, often a short reverse punch delivered from a back stance. 
 
   Sensei’s knowledge was much broader than shotokan, as was Emily’s. Her first training was in aikido, which focused on grappling and joint manipulation. A gentler art, it teaches control and resolution: deflect and defuse the force of an attack, instead of delivering a decisive blow. Much later, he taught her what he sometimes called kung fu. For the most part, this emphasized fluid, circular motions. She learned to spin away from an attack, to block strikes across an opponent’s body, tangle him up in himself, and then strike from an unexpected direction. 
 
   There was another dimension to Sensei’s kung fu, an ancient form called wing chun. This compact style operated almost entirely within the space of her opponent’s shoulders. It could be sharp and jagged, or circular and deceptive. Although in her heart Emily favored the gentleness of aikido and the fluidity of Sensei’s kung fu, her mind seemed much more attuned to the patterns of wing chun. It is sometimes said to be a woman’s style because of the legend of its origin. To escape the attentions of a bandit chief, a young woman sought refuge in the Shaolin temple, where a monk taught her to defend herself. She returned to her home, defeated the bandit and lived to pass on her style. Sensei teased her about this story from time to time, implying that it explained something about her abilities. Sometimes it must have seemed like she took him more seriously than he intended.
 
   The rest of the class was spent practicing katas. These are elaborate sequences of moves designed to simulate a pattern of defense and attack against multiple attackers. The katas preserve in a stylized form the traditional wisdom of shotokan, full of ambiguities and alternative interpretations. They are an exercise for the imagination as well as the body. Done correctly, they are physically strenuous, and at the same time encourage a form of meditative self-awareness.
 
   Sensei and Emily circulated among the students giving pointers, making corrections, demonstrating bits of one or another kata as they went. Finally, Sensei demonstrated an obscure kata that even Emily didn’t know. They all worked through it step by step, straining to make some of the moves, struggling to remember the entire sequence. 
 
   Class was over. Some of the students, the dedicated ones, would practice at home. A few even had heavy kicking bags. Since the dojo was practically a second home for Emily, she didn’t have any special equipment of her own, other than a few pairs of nunchaku, a heavy bo staff, a pair of sai... and an old katana her dad had given her a few years ago. 
 
   It wasn’t very sharp, despite his having taken the time to teach her how to sharpen and polish it. It had wavy markings along the broad side of the blade, apparently alternating rough and smooth patches. But it felt completely smooth to the touch. The pattern seemed to be a shadow deep in the metal of the blade. She knew a few sword katas, and Sensei kept meaning to teach her more sword techniques. He liked to say that learning how to take the sword out of its scabbard was more important than learning to swing it. But this was not where her training had been focused so far. She thought of it more as a memento of her father than as a working weapon.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   Coming Home
 
   “What’s the source?”
 
   “The Aussies’ man in the Sixth Bureau. This is ‘eyes only,’ understood?”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ve got nothing in the works. Has Burzynski seen it?”
 
   “No, and let’s keep it that way for as long as possible. If their contact gets burned, it’ll come right back to us.”
 
   “And Meacham?”
 
   “He hasn’t seen it yet, but he will soon. We can’t keep it buried indefinitely.”
 
   “Let me know when he finds it.” The line went dead.
 
   Michael Cardano was holding a transcript of the interrogation of Tang Tian, an operative of the Guoanbu. Tang was a decorated veteran of the PLA, an expert in hand to hand combat who’d been transferred to the Ministry a decade earlier. He spent several years working out of the Chinese Consulate in Manila, was later posted to the embassy in Tokyo, and finally served as a Cultural Attaché in Los Angeles. 
 
   In a sudden turn of events Tang was recalled to Beijing, and taken into custody by the counterintelligence bureau. The interrogation mainly concerned a failed operation in the United States. Cardano was transfixed by one passage in the transcript.
 
   Int: Why didn’t you seize her?
 
   Tang: My men tried.
 
   Int: You didn’t order the sniper to fire?
 
   Tang: He had been neutralized.
 
   Int: So she had help. Were the Americans there?
 
   Tang: She needed no help.
 
   Int: She beat you. Is her wu shu better than yours?
 
   Tang: [no reply]
 
   Int: The great Tang, beaten by a girl? 
 
   Tang: [no reply]
 
   Int: She looked you in the eyes, stared you down. That’s what your men said. 
 
   Tang: [no reply]
 
   Int: What deal did you make with her?
 
   Tang: You didn’t see what I saw. You wouldn’t understand.
 
   Int: Fine. What did you see?
 
   Tang: Wind in the pine trees. 
 
   Int: What’s that, more Japanese mysticism?
 
   Tang: There are no genetic shortcuts. There is only training.
 
   Cardano had a pretty good idea who the interrogator was asking about. He had looked into those eyes once at a child’s birthday party. He knew what Tang must have seen: focus, discipline, serenity. As he read the transcript over again he knew he was seeing the face of an old adversary. But this passage painted him in the colors of an ally, almost a friend. He was being held in a detention facility outside of Beijing. 
 
   From other parts of the transcript it was clear Tang’s family was in danger. His wife had been beaten in the street one day by unknown thugs. His six year old daughter, Tang Li Li, was shunned by the children at her school. The interrogator made an ominous threat about taking the child away. It was difficult to see a way out for Tang. Cardano had received intelligence of a prison riot at Qincheng Prison, which might mean Tang was already dead.
 
   He knew the Chinese had been interested in the results of genetic experiments conducted in a secret facility in Tokyo years ago. The idea had been to enhance the aggressor instincts and neural function of soldiers. They came to nothing, after foreign agents invaded the lab. There was no sign a particular gene sequence had been isolated, no samples of a virus encoded with the sequence. Nothing. The lead scientist, Dr. Kagami, was humiliated by the affair and took his own life shortly afterwards. The idea of a genetic code existing in some obscure file somewhere persisted for awhile. It fit the classic espionage fantasy perfectly: a tiny bit of dangerous data easily hidden anywhere. It was practically irresistible. But eventually even that dream faded away, and the whole project seemed to have been forgotten.
 
   Until, that is, the Chinese got the notion the gene sequence actually existed, not in the form of a microdot or a digital record, but in a living person. They searched the world over for any sign of this person. But they mainly suspected the Americans had gotten there first. After Kagami’s suicide, attention had naturally turned to his daughter, Yukiko Kagami. A biochemist in her own right, she was his main assistant. At first, the Chinese assumed she merely had the data in her possession. Someone spirited her out of Tokyo before anyone else could seize her. Later they came to believe she was the data, or at least that she knew who was.
 
   As he mused on these things Michael gazed out the window of his study in New Zealand. He was watching his son, Anthony, in the backyard. He was getting some self-defense training from Jesse and Ethan, members of their security team. It looked a bit more like horseplay than a serious lesson. Andie came up from behind and kissed him on the back of the neck.
 
   “He’s finally having some fun.”
 
   “I don’t think he’s learning much about fighting,” he replied.
 
   “He misses her, you know.”
 
   “I suppose. But we mustn’t rush back there.”
 
   “Has it occurred to you that she may need us?”
 
   “I have the strangest feeling we may end up needing her more than she needs us.”
 
   “Remember how Anthony would follow her around the estate? And those camping trips?” He nodded with a sigh. “They’d strap on backpacks and she’d take off for the woods at a dead run, and he’d run after her. He’d follow her to the ends of the earth if he could.” Michael couldn’t help but smile at this.
 
   “There are still some arrangements I have to make before we can go back safely.”
 
   “Safe or not, I’m not sure how much longer you can keep Yuki here,” she said with a smile. “We’re going into town, a bit of shopping. We’ll be buying new luggage,” she said archly and gave him another peck on the cheek, before going to find Yuki.
 
   Michael was expecting a call. Rumors were flying about a major martial arts tournament where an unlikely competitor had dominated the field. He knew the Chinese had been there even before he received the transcript. But were they the only ones? The phone in his pocket hummed quietly.
 
   “I hear you helped her in Norfolk. If that’s true, I am in your debt,” he said into the phone. “Tell me what happened.”
 
   “She didn’t need any help,” the woman on the other end of the line replied. “She faced the Chinese on her own,” she said, in a still trembling voice. 
 
   “And they let her go?”
 
   “They didn’t really have a choice, I suppose,” she said with a shiver of pride, still living in the moment. “She’s amazing, you know.”
 
   “Yes, but how exactly did she manage to escape them?”
 
   “She didn’t escape.” 
 
   “Wh, what…,” he stammered out. He knew she was safe, but the thought of her in danger clearly upset him.
 
   “She fought them, seven or eight of them, in a dark parking lot. She could have killed them all, if they hadn’t backed down. I think they must have felt lucky to get away themselves.” 
 
   He recognized Emily in that account. She was certainly her father’s daughter. 
 
   “In the end, she spoke to one of them,” the woman continued, “the leader, I suppose. They reached some sort of understanding, and then the Chinese left.”
 
   “What did they say, do you know?”
 
   “No, I couldn’t make it out, and she wouldn’t say. But she seemed satisfied with whatever it was.”
 
   “Were you watching the whole scene?”
 
   “Yes,” she sighed. “I was on the roof of the hotel. I saw it all through a rifle scope.”
 
   “Why didn’t you just take them out for her,” he asked with increasing agitation. 
 
   It was a rude question in a disconcerting conversation: one more sign of how much he cared about George and Yuki’s daughter.
 
   “I wanted to, let me tell you. But she made me promise not to shoot anyone, not unless they threatened her friends.” 
 
   There was an awkward silence. Michael knew who she was: a trained assassin, one of Meacham’s people. But Meacham was on the run now, and many of his agents had gone their own ways. She was one of these. That didn’t make her trustworthy, and he knew nothing of the circumstances surrounding her departure. What he most wanted to know was how she got involved with Emily in the first place. Had she been sent to kill her? Perhaps she was just waiting for the right moment. Maybe she was still working for Meacham. Still, Emily had asked a favor of this woman, and Michael had learned to respect her judgment. She seemed to see right through people. And she was barely eighteen.
 
   “Shall I trust you,” he asked himself out loud.
 
   “That’s up to you. I wish I could say I had helped her, repaid what I owe. But she had so little need of me….”
 
   “She saw something in you. That says something, I suppose,” Michael mused. “How do I contact you?” 
 
   The woman gave him instructions, and a name: “Connie.”
 
   He was making preparations for their return home. He had already accepted a position in a defense industries related think tank specializing in East Asian economies, the Seacord Foundation. He was arranging for a large house just north of Charlottesville, big enough for his family, his security team and house guests. This location had a couple of significant advantages. It was an easy drive to D.C., and it would be an even easier one to Emily’s high school. He knew how important this last detail would be to Yuki. 
 
   “I don’t think you have much to fear from Meacham anymore,” Connie said. “Not after the disaster in Taipei. Most of his key people are dead. It’ll take him years to rebuild.”
 
    Michael grunted. He was inclined to agree with her assessment. “Where does that leave you?” he asked.
 
   “I can take care of myself. I’ll just stick to my day job for now, I suppose.”
 
   “Meacham’s setback also makes Burzynski even more dangerous,” Michael said after an uncomfortable silence. “He might work with the Chinese, at least indirectly through the North Koreans.”
 
   Connie grunted some sort of agreement. He wasn’t listening anymore. This worrisome reflection suggested how illimitable the dangers swirling around Emily might really be.
 
   In the end, Michael didn’t have much choice about returning home, even if he really wanted to remain in hiding. Once Andie and Yuki learned Emily had confronted the Chinese, there was no longer any support within the family for living in concealment. They wanted to follow Emily’s lead, to live again as a normal family. It didn’t hurt that Andie and Yuki had grown so much closer since Christmas. When Emily came to visit wearing the clothes Andie had been forced to leave behind, she became in effect a daughter the two women practically shared.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Connie sat for a moment in the food court of the Georgetown Park mall after she ended the call. It was a pay-as-you-go phone, purchased a few moments earlier. She removed the sim card and snapped it in two, apparently not interested in receiving any calls on this phone. Her precautions were probably unnecessary, but the habit was ingrained at this point. She tossed the phone into a nearby trash can, one with a lot of greasy food waste in it. Might as well make tracking her a messy task, even if no one was paying attention.
 
   She took a peculiar route through the mall, a few extra turns that brought her past various kiosks, and especially past reflective display windows. She rode an escalator to an upper floor, and then down a glass elevator to the parking garage. She walked out the garage entrance on to M street. It’s not especially hard to spot a tail on a busy sidewalk, if you’re observant and not in such a hurry that you can’t afford to stop every once in a while and look in a shop window. 
 
   Connie wondered how observant Emily really was. Did she understand what it would take to outmaneuver the people who were interested in her? People wanted her dead just a few months earlier. She knew because she used to work for one of them. Meacham sent her to hunt Emily down and kill her. Remembering the event still made her shudder. She tracked her to a college visit in Charlottesville, cornered an innocent teenage girl in a public restroom in the student center, and attacked her with a needle. 
 
   So much had changed since then that Connie could reflect on the outcome with relief. Emily disarmed her, overpowered her, knocked her senseless. But it wasn’t because she was observant. She was just faster. And when she had the upper hand, Emily should have killed her with her own poison syringe. That’s what Connie would have done, without hesitation. But Emily didn’t kill her, no matter how much she may have deserved it. That kind of compassion was dangerous. 
 
   She was genuinely worried for the girl who gave her a second chance. But it wasn’t as simple as paying a debt. When Emily stared down at her that day on the restroom floor, she looked back into her eyes, too. What she saw there was terrible, even sublime. It haunted her to this day: a pitch black serenity, a wellspring of generosity. There was a storm there, too, violence of inhuman proportions, titanic forces held in a precarious balance. The girl was dangerous, Connie knew it, but she wasn’t invulnerable. Quick reactions were not going to be enough to keep her safe.
 
   She walked over to the Foggy Bottom Metro Station and caught a blue line train to Washington National Airport, where she boarded a plane to Seattle.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   Bows and Arrows
 
   The glare from the morning sun squeezed through a gap in the window shade and peeked into her eye. Six fifteen, time to get ready for school. Emily picked out a pretty outfit, something stylish, elegant. Maybe she was finally getting the hang of coordinating clothes. She snorted back a laugh at this thought. Showered and dressed, she put together a bento box for lunch: rice and black beans, some pickled cabbage and teriyaki tofu. It occurred to her that she’d better make a little extra since Wendy would undoubtedly want some. But she had to be careful not to make too much, or Wayne might notice. If he did, he’d pester them until he got some too. And “some” in Wayne’s terms would be most. She put everything into her backpack and went down to her truck. A tap on the horn failed to speed Danny along, who was nowhere to be seen. She found him in the kitchen, stuffing a plate of pancakes into his mouth.
 
   “Morning, Emily,” said Mrs. Rincon. “You have time to eat? There’s plenty.”
 
   “No thanks. I’d like to get to school a little early today. I’ve got some paperwork to take care of.”
 
   “Sorry, Em,” Danny mumbled through packed squirrel cheeks. Swallowing nearly choked him. “I was trying to get a head start until I ran afoul of my mom’s pancakes.”
 
   “I can see that, mister. A few minutes more and I’d have to roll you out of here.” 
 
   He washed a last mouthful down with milk, reached for his backpack and stumbled out the door after her. A few minutes later, Emily pulled her truck into the high school parking lot and steered over to the student section. Walking up to the front entrance they ran into Billy and Wendy. All four of them trudged in the front door together. Her friends headed off to their respective homerooms, while she popped into the front office.
 
   “Good morning, Miss Tenno,” said Mrs. Telford. “Did you bring your test scores?”
 
   “Yes ma’am. I got ‘em right here.”
 
   “I’ll make a photocopy of the whole packet. With your transcripts and letters, that ought to be enough for ‘em.”
 
   “Thanks again, for going to all this trouble, Mrs. Telford.”
 
   “Oh, it’s nothing, dear. That’s what I’m here for.”
 
   Emily rushed off to homeroom. Because of her new name, she had been switched into Wayne’s homeroom for purposes of alphabetization. Not everyone welcomed her. At least one girl resented the intrusion into a space she considered her own.
 
   “What, still here, Tenno? Or is it Kane? Or do you have another new name now?” said Amanda Terwilliger with a sneer. 
 
   She sat behind Emily and in front of Wayne in the ‘T’s. There was a time when Wayne would have said something in Emily’s defense, told Amanda to shut up or something to that effect. But she didn’t really need defending, and maybe it was better just to ignore Amanda anyway. Leave her to Emily’s tender mercies, perhaps indulge in one disdainful snort. 
 
   Amanda was quite pretty and had enjoyed the attention of all the boys in that part of the alphabet for a few years. Until Emily transferred in, that is. She wasn’t prettier than Amanda, though more exotic around the eyes. Also she radiated the sort of self-assurance that was hard not to notice. The boys certainly did. And so did Amanda.
 
   “Don’t worry, Amanda,” she replied, turning to look behind her. “This is the last one I think I’ll need.” 
 
   Emily smiled ambiguously as she said this. Amanda looked into her black eyes and seemed a little disconcerted. What had she seen there? Generosity, an implicit offer of friendship, or a vague, unsettling menace? That was in Emily’s eyes, too. It was always there, but it coexisted with her kindness. Amanda wasn’t the first person to discover how odd an experience looking into her eyes could be. They seemed to be a touchstone of sorts. People seemed to see in them something analogous to the sentiments they peered in with. 
 
   After morning announcements, it was off to Chemistry class, then World History, English, PE, then lunch. Two essays were due today, one she had written on The Scarlet Letter, and the other on the rise of the Tokugawa Bakufu. Emily was fascinated by the life of the first Tokugawa shogun, Ieyasu, who outmaneuvered his rivals to achieve the supreme power in feudal Japan. She was also intrigued by the story of Hester Prynne, the heroine of Hawthorne’s novel. The consummate outsider, a sinner and an outcast, she managed to turn her isolation into a source of power and ironic moral authority. Emily could hardly miss the similarity, imperfect though it was, to her own life. She occupied the margins of her high school, but found in her devotion to the martial arts access to an inner power that became the basis for something like authority, at least among her friends. But unlike Hester, this was a role she felt events had thrust upon her, rather than one she had elaborated out of her own handicraft. 
 
   She found Tokugawa Ieyasu even more interesting because of his striking combination of caution and boldness. He was famous for “winning the empire by retreating.” In other words, he led his rivals to believe they had forced him to accept a weaker position, which he then used to destroy them. He subsequently became shogun in 1603, and his descendants passed the office down for another two and a half centuries. She saw in him an expression of what she and Sensei called go no sen, the initiative that holds itself in reserve. Holding in reserve is not passivity, as Emily well knew. In fact, she had come to think of go no sen as the primary form of initiative. But she also knew that there were situations in which it was better to force the issue by attacking first (sen sen no sen), or to “attack the attack” simultaneously (sen no sen), so to speak. 
 
   There was a new teacher for fourth period PE, an emergency replacement hired just a week earlier. She introduced herself to the class as Hana Park, though in her mouth it sounded more like “Back.” She was quite pretty with bleached blond hair, which looked even more striking since she was clearly of some Asian extraction. Rumor had it she used to be a gymnast, maybe even had an Olympic tryout a few years ago. The kids on the cheerleading squad were obviously thrilled, and the rest of the athletic set, too, kids like Amanda and her friend Melanie Birdwell. But Miss Park took a personal interest in Emily right away, which didn’t please everyone.
 
   “I heard about the tournament,” she said. “Congratulations! I wish I’d been there to see it. I hear you took on some pretty tough guys.”
 
   “I suppose. But how are you doing,” Emily asked, changing the subject. 
 
   There had been talk of a broken engagement and an abusive boyfriend. Emily had offered to give her self-defense pointers. 
 
   “I’m okay, I guess,” she said quietly. “Like a weight’s been lifted, you know.” She sounded just a little shaky. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget that feeling.”
 
   “I suppose not. You really should come to the dojo one of these days.” 
 
   This was not the first time Emily made this offer. But Miss Park had yet to take her up on it.
 
   Today’s activity was archery, one of Emily’s favorites. On camping with her father, which used to happen most weekends in the spring and fall, they would practice in the woods with all sorts of weapons: slings, arrows, throwing knives, rocks, etc. She was pretty accurate with all of them, but best with the bow. Something about the flight of the arrow, its nearly silent, parabolic passage, responded to the trajectory of something deeply quiet inside of her. 
 
   Miss Park asked her to demonstrate proper technique for the class. With her shoulders lined up with the target, she fitted the arrow to the string, raised the bow to eye level and drew the string back a little more than half the length of the shaft. One of the feathers of the fletching brushed her cheek. The string sang out and the arrow flew in a gentle arc to the target, sticking in one of the outer rings. Amanda and Melanie giggled together on the side of the gym. 
 
   Miss Park organized the rest of the class opposite the row of targets. Emily drew an arrow out of the quiver hanging from her shoulder and in a single, continuous motion pulled it across the bow string and back past her ear, the full length of the shaft, released the string and sent it in a fast flat arc to the center of the target. She sent two more arrows to the same spot in quick succession. With a little smile of satisfaction, she put the bow and quiver aside, went over to the bar on a side wall of the gym and did twenty pull ups. 
 
   “Pretty impressive, Miss Tenno,” Miss Park said. “I don’t think I can do more than two.”
 
   “Well, that’s probably two more than any of them can do,” Emily snorted.
 
   The other girls had lost interest in archery by this time and began to wander off, except for Amanda and Melanie who were whispering together a few feet away. Miss Park noticed and blew her whistle. 
 
   “C’mon, ladies,” she shouted. “If archery’s not your thing, let’s try some fitness exercises.” She brought everyone to the end of the gym where three ropes were hanging from the ceiling. “Form three lines, ladies. Everyone climbs to the top of the rope, does ten push-ups and one pull-up.”  
 
   Lots of moaning ensued. Most of the girls would not be able to complete all three tasks, especially the pull-up, and they dreaded being forced to fail in public.
 
   “Do we have to?” 
 
   “Amanda, demonstrate for us how to climb the rope,” she said, breaking through the collective whining. “Melanie, you’re in charge of the push-up line. Emily, you help people with their pull-up.”
 
   Amanda climbed the rope quickly and efficiently, showing the class how to wrap the rope around one foot and lock it with the other. She was fit and strong, and obviously pleased to show off in front of the class. Most of the girls were able to make it to the top. The ones who couldn’t, failed to control the rope with their feet and had to rely mainly on arm strength, of which they did not have enough. The success rate for the push-ups and the pull-up was less inspiring. Amanda and Melanie were able to finish all three, as, of course, was Emily. 
 
   But Emily was in a whimsical mood on the rope, and maybe she just wanted to annoy Amanda. Instead of using the foot-lock technique, she let her legs dangle as she climbed the twenty five feet from floor to ceiling hand over hand. At the top, she trapped the rope around one foot, surveyed the room from on high, and then allowed herself to slide down slowly, only regulating her speed with her feet. She seemed to hover at various positions. All eyes were fixed upon her. At the bottom, there was a lot of hushed whispering. Most of the kids looked like they had just seen how much fun climbing could be. Some clamored to climb up again.
 
   “Don’t scare me like that,” cried Miss Park, laughing and shooing everyone to the locker room. 
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Lingering in the corner, Amanda fumed, huddled with her friend Melanie, who looked more bemused than angry. At six feet tall, she towered over Amanda. She was a big girl, and playing on the basketball team showed her first hand what athletic discipline looked like, and how to appreciate it when she saw it in others. 
 
   Most of the girls hurried out of the locker room, perhaps not entirely comfortable with the idea of dressing in public. Emily either didn’t notice or didn’t care that she was usually alone in the shower. Today, she also didn’t appear to notice Amanda lurking in the vicinity with her cell phone. Anyone else would have seen she was trying to take a picture. It was perhaps not as clear what Melanie’s role in this adventure was supposed to be. She just looked uncomfortable standing by the lockers. It was steamy, and Miss Park was hovering. Melanie was clearly having second thoughts, despite Amanda’s making impatient faces a few feet away. Finally, she spoke up as Emily was getting dressed.
 
   “Hey, Emily, have you put on weight?” she asked, in an insinuating tone. The point must have been to trick an embarrassed look out of her.
 
   “Gee, I hope so,” Emily replied, with a curious smile. 
 
   This definitely wasn’t the reaction Melanie was expecting. There were no questions in her eyes, no doubts about her appearance. Just serenity. Was there an offer of friendship too? She also saw something else, something darker lurking at the bottom of her eyes, a flash of something unsettling. Is this what Amanda was always complaining about, the weird look in Emily’s eyes? Whatever it was, Melanie saw it all now, and she was taken aback by it, perhaps even a little ashamed. 
 
   She smiled nervously and turned quickly towards Amanda, effectively blocking her view. Amanda huffed and growled as Melanie pushed her out of the locker room. 
 
   “What are you doing, Mel,” she said as soon as they were around the corner. 
 
   “This isn’t interesting anymore. I’m hungry. Let’s go eat.”
 
   “What? So now you’re on her side?”
 
   “No,” Melanie insisted. “But why do you hate her so much anyway? What’s she ever done to you?” 
 
   Amanda said nothing. 
 
   By the time they settled on a table, Melanie fully regretted the whole episode. Maybe she could get Amanda to delete the photos. Just then her phone vibrated. Phones around the room went off and the rest of the table was snickering. She looked at the pictures. There was a blurry one of a girl in the shower. Thankfully the face wasn’t recognizable. A second one clearly showed Emily smiling in her underwear, pulling on her pants. Melanie hung her head and let out a sad sigh. The text purported to be a forward of a lurid message Emily had sent to Danny.
 
   “This is BS, Amanda.”
 
   “What exactly is your problem, Mel? It’s not my fault if she’s a slut.”
 
   Melanie stood up abruptly and walked out on the patio. She found a bench in the corner and looked again at the pictures. Something caught her eye about the second one. When she zoomed in, several dark bruises became clearly visible on her arms and legs. She hadn’t seen them before because Emily wore sweats in class. But now they were unmistakable. She found the sight disturbing.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   By the time Emily made her way to lunch, Danny, Billy and Wayne were waving her over to their table. Wendy arrived a few seconds later. She took one look at Emily’s bento box and was already trying to work out a trade. Emily just slid it across the table to her. Wayne eyed this transaction hungrily, but said nothing. He was biding his time.
 
   “Hey, guess what, guys,” Billy crowed. “There’s a new video of the tournament on the web. It’s even better than the one I took. Check it out!”
 
   Billy pulled out his phone and found the video. It was a montage of various matches with a soundtrack. But most of it was just Emily’s matches with the last three guys. They all watched it, with Wayne hooting and Wendy saying “Oh my God!” at various points. 
 
   “When that guy hit you before the match started,” Wendy said, “I mean you just looked at him. That was so cool.”
 
   “What did you say to him there?” Danny asked, obviously unaware of how uncomfortable Emily was with this conversation.
 
   “Put that away, guys,” she pleaded. But then she looked at Wendy and relented. “I asked him if he wanted me to hit him as hard as he tried to hit me.”
 
   “Well, you hit him pretty hard the first few times,” Wayne said. “When you stuck him in the chest with your elbow, I thought he was done right there.”
 
   “But what did you say to him at the end to get him to forfeit the match?” Wendy asked.
 
   “He hit the floor pretty hard there. I just asked him if he was okay,” Emily replied. “I think he was embarrassed, and maybe a little ashamed.”
 
   “Well, you really cleaned his clock,” Billy said. “I don’t see how he was gonna be able to continue, no matter what.”
 
   “Guys, can we talk about something else?” 
 
   Wendy was holding Billy’s phone when she noticed a text message about Emily. Without thinking, she tapped on it, then stared at the phone for a long moment. Finally, she turned and glared angrily at Danny. 
 
   “What the hell is this?” she demanded, jamming the phone under his nose. 
 
   All three boys leaned over it. As it dawned on them what they were seeing, they all looked stricken.
 
   “I have no idea…” Danny sputtered out. Billy and Wayne were speechless.
 
   “Give me that!” Wendy snarled as she snatched the phone out of Wayne’s big hand. 
 
   Emily looked at her with arm extended. Wendy hesitated, reluctant to comply, but finally passed it over. Emily looked at the pictures for a moment. A weary, sad expression crept across her face.
 
   “Em, I swear I had nothing to do with that,” Danny whimpered.
 
   “I know. Amanda must have taken these in PE. I thought she and Melanie were being extra furtive.”
 
   “That little bitch,” Wendy exclaimed, as she took the phone back and deleted the text. She looked at the other guys and demanded their phones.
 
   “I guess they’re all over the school now,” Emily sighed. 
 
   She seemed rather more disappointed than angry or embarrassed. Kids around the cafeteria were looking at their table. At least, that’s how it felt to Wendy. She stood up and tried to get the attention of the room. Billy whistled loudly and Wayne bellowed “Listen up, everyone.”
 
   Emily got up abruptly and walked off. She pushed through the double doors at the end of the cafeteria and walked over to Melanie.  The bench was long enough for her to sit a few feet away. They looked at each other for a few seconds. Neither of them spoke. 
 
   “If any of you just received some pictures on your phone,” Wendy shouted, “you should know they were sent by Amanda. She took them a little while ago in PE. Do the right thing and just delete them.”
 
   The room was silent for a moment as the news was digested. Then the buzz of conversation returned to fill the silence. Wendy couldn’t tell if it had done any good, but she couldn’t miss Amanda glowering at her from across the room.
 
   “So, what’s the big idea,” Emily asked sharply. 
 
   Melanie shuddered at the sound of her voice. They sat in silence for another long moment. Melanie turned to say something, but nothing came out. She stood up, hesitated for a second, then ran back into the building.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   Popularity
 
   It had been a mere two weeks since the tournament in Norfolk. Emily won the black belt kumite, fighting in the men’s division, since there were no other women competing at her level. Her victory, her total mastery of her opponents, had been little short of amazing to everyone there. Of course, there were videos of her matches, lots of them, circulating on the web. They would go viral soon enough. A few kids in school had already seen them. Eventually everyone would see them. 
 
   Emily had no idea what the impact of the videos would be, but she had a feeling it wouldn’t make her any new friends. Even before the tournament, she had been a lonely figure in the high school landscape. As tantalizing as the prospect of watching a young girl beating up grown men might seem, the reality of it would likely prove disconcerting to most kids. As would some other videos of her circulating on the web. 
 
   There were lots of nuances to the social life of teenagers that Emily had yet to learn. But one unmistakable change even she noticed. Ordinarily, the football team enjoyed an unrivalled ascendance on campus, and within this group the seniors on the varsity squad occupied the pinnacle of high school society. Various badges and other talismans marked this distinctiveness: jackets, t-shirts, patches and assorted jewelry. Respect was also enforced, sometimes ruthlessly, by the seniors themselves, with the tacit support of the rest of the team.
 
   This year, however, the droit des seigneurs—or right of the seniors—was not being so carefully observed, even within the team itself. Of course, some falling off was to be expected once football season was over. But this was more precipitous and more narrowly focused than might ordinarily be expected. In fact, it seemed mainly to concern two players in particular, Emily’s friends, Danny and Billy. They were regularly being hassled in little ways by a few sophomores and juniors on the team, and these were some of the larger players. It hadn’t broken out into the open yet, but she was certain things were tenser than usual.
 
   There had been the little things. Being shoved against a locker in the hallway crush between classes, cutting in front on the lunch line, resentful glances, angry whispers. Perhaps these were only ambiguous bits of evidence. But they rankled all the same. And there were some bigger things, like the episode with Marty and Jeff in the dojo.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Wayne rounded a corner one day by the shop wing when he saw Jeff shoulder Billy against his locker door, with Marty right behind him. It looked like one of those accidentally on purpose kind of moves. Danny was standing next to Billy and reacted instantly, shoving Jeff back across the corridor. He and Marty were much larger than either Danny or Billy. If this came to blows, it looked to be a lopsided affair. 
 
   From down the hall Wayne let out a growl and moved to insert himself into the middle of the fracas. Until he felt a hand on his shoulder gently pull him back. 
 
   “This fight’s not for you, big guy,” a voice from behind him said.
 
   He turned and found himself looking directly into Melanie’s face. She was one of the few girls in school who came even remotely close to his eye level. Her smile was curious. Did she know something about this? Was it some sort of setup designed to entrap his friends? Or did she just understand the way athletes think better than he did?
 
   “Leggo! What’s it to you, anyway?”
 
   “They need to sort this out among themselves,” she replied.
 
   Wayne looked at her quizzically, unable to fathom her interest in any of it. Did she think he wasn’t tough enough to stand up to those guys? He noticed Amanda standing a few yards away with a nasty smirk smeared across her face. Was this her doing? 
 
   He rolled his shoulder out of Melanie’s grasp and turned toward the action. He could see Billy being pushed against the wall again and Danny grabbing Marty’s elbow, when they all noticed Emily approaching from the other end of the corridor. With her dark eyes wide, she gave a quick shake of her head just as Danny was about to kick the back of a knee and Billy was about to swing his fists. They both stopped what they were doing at the same instant, as if on cue. Wayne stopped, too. Jeff and Marty were perplexed, not quite knowing what to do next. If they struck either boy now, it would hardly look like a general disturbance. They might be the only ones blamed for the fight.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Melanie watched the entire scene unfold before her eyes, and couldn’t help thinking something else shaped the event. The boys all seemed frozen, as if in fear. That wasn’t quite right either. 
 
   Emily seemed so small, so slight, especially compared to Jeff and Marty. And yet, with just a look and a barely noticeable gesture, she had controlled all of them. Even the kids who weren’t her friends responded to it. How did she have that much power? A moment later she walked right through. They all made way. Jeff seemed particularly careful not to touch her. She smiled at her friends and glared at Amanda. Then she was gone, around the corner and out of sight. The bell rang and everyone hustled off to class. Melanie lingered a moment, watching Wayne before she left.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   At the beginning of last period, Emily was called to the Assistant Principal’s office. Her footsteps echoed through the empty halls of the South Wing. A freshman coming out of the girl’s bathroom with her head down almost ran into her. She looked up into her face, embarrassed, and scurried off. 
 
   The AP’s office was behind the library, fifty yards or so from the front office. When Emily opened the door she saw the nurse and the school counselor sitting to one side of the central desk. The AP was a large, middle aged woman, Mrs. Abernathy. The three of them stopped talking when she entered.
 
   “Miss Tenno, I’m sorry to pull you out of class, but we’ve received some disturbing information.”
 
   “It’s okay to call me Emily, Mrs. A. I like that name.”
 
   “Thanks, Emily. Can I ask how things are at home?”
 
   A question like this one had to come up in an official context, sooner or later. But it was clear from the look on her face that Emily still had no idea how to answer.
 
   “Things are okay, I guess. Why do you ask?”
 
   “Well, we heard your circumstances changed a bit over the last few months. Is your father still traveling?” 
 
   A pained expression crawled across Emily’s face, and settled in around her nose and mouth.
 
   “No.” She paused for another moment as she thought about how to continue. “My father died last fall.”
 
   It hurt just as much to say these words now, as it did the first time she told her mother. No matter how blank and brief she made the statement, it still brought up the same feelings of grief in all their intensity.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Emily.” The other two women were now on high alert. “I know your mom left years ago. Have you heard from her?”
 
   “Yes,” she said with a smile. “She’ll be back in the states soon.”
 
   It was a relief to be able to give this answer truthfully, even if Mrs. Abernathy was sure to misunderstand the way it was true.
 
   “Where have you been living in the meantime?”
 
   “Oh, I’ve been staying with friends,” she said, as nonchalantly as she could manage.
 
   “I see from your file that you’re not a minor anymore. But, tell me, are there any other adults looking after you?”
 
   “I’m pretty much on my own these days, until my mom gets back. I’ve got my own apartment in town now.”
 
   “Well, you’ll need to give the address to Mrs. Telford for our records.” 
 
   Emily’s face relinquished the smile thinking about her mother’s return had fostered, as if this innocuous request was more of an imposition than anyone might have expected. 
 
   “But that’s not why we called you in. Rumors about you have been circulating around the school for the past few days, and they seem to have some connection to a text message with a couple of pictures attached.”
 
   “Mrs. A, I can explain about those….” 
 
   Mrs. Gilman, the counselor, interrupted her.
 
   “You don’t have to explain. You’re an adult. It’s not a crime to send stuff like that. But it is against the school code of conduct.”
 
   “That’s not important just now,” Mrs. A. interposed. “We’re worried about you, dear. Girls with turbulent home situations can suffer from self-esteem issues.”
 
   “I didn’t send that message. Amanda did.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” The conversation came to a dead stop. “Now why would she do that?”
 
   “You’d have to ask her. Look closely and you can see they were taken in the locker room in PE.”
 
   “Well, we did look closely, Emily, and we saw something else, too. Your arms and legs are all bruised up.” She sighed and looked down at the rug. “How did you get those bruises, dear?” 
 
   Emily could not fail to see that these women meant well. But what could she tell them that wouldn’t make things worse? Showing the tournament video satisfied the doctor about the bruises. But it probably wouldn’t have the same effect in this situation. They might just conclude she was a danger to the rest of the students. Staying in school was turning out to be almost as tricky as staying alive. She tried another tack.
 
   “You don’t have to worry about me. I can take care of myself.” They looked unpersuaded. “Really. I’m very capable. I do my own cooking. I do all the cleaning. I get straight A’s. I have friends. I’m a very cheerful person.”
 
   “The text seems to have been sent around by Danny Rincon. Is he one of your friends?”
 
   “Yes, but… he didn’t send it. I told you.”
 
   “If a boy is abusive, he’s not your friend. You have alternatives. We can help you.”
 
   Emily had to smile at this. How many times had she trounced him in sparring at the dojo, after all!
 
   “You have the wrong idea about Danny. He’s not abusing me. We train at the same dojo. I get the bruises from doing martial arts.”
 
   As soon as the words came out of her mouth she regretted them. The obvious questions hovered unspoken in the air. What sort of dojo lets kids hit each other as hard as those bruises suggested? What was really happening to this poor, isolated girl? These women looked even more anxious than before. She looked imploringly at each of them. But the weight of their solicitude was just too much.
 
   “I want to reassure you that we can help. You’re not alone. You don’t have to be afraid.”
 
   “Trust me,” she said with a forced smile. “I’m not afraid. I really don’t need help.”
 
   She tried to sound confident, but in the back of her mind she was picturing all the ways she really did need help, all the things she did fear, and the dangers she couldn’t confide to these women.
 
   There was still the puzzle of the text message and the bruises. It wasn’t clear to anyone what they should say or do next. They couldn’t force her to accept help.
 
   “We’ll be talking to Mr. Rincon later,” Mrs. A. offered after an uncomfortable silence, clearly hoping to reassure the girl. Of course, it had just the opposite effect, threatening as it did to bring even more scrutiny to her living arrangements.
 
   “I really wish you wouldn’t do that. He had nothing to do with those pictures.”
 
   “I know, you think it was Amanda. But his name is on it. I would be remiss not to talk to him.”
 
   Emily walked back down the halls, pausing here and there, utterly perplexed by her situation. How had she made enemies so fast? Things had been so much simpler when she was a loner. She was committed to her friends. There was no going back now. But how exactly was she going to learn to navigate the social scene? She had hoped to have put the violence of the past few months behind her at the tournament. But it now seemed to have taken on new life. Even though Mrs. A. couldn’t know the true dimensions of the malevolence facing Emily, she clearly sensed a danger. Emily’s highest priority was to stay in school and graduate. A few months back the main threat she faced came from covert operatives and assassins. But now even the sympathetic concern of school officials threatened to become an obstacle.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   On the ride home these same thoughts preoccupied her. Emily turned down her street and coasted the dirt bike the last half a block when she spotted him. An enormous Chinese man stuffed into a cheap gray suit. Obviously government issue. Definitely out of place. He loitered a few yards from her driveway. She popped the clutch and revved the engine. But as she sped past it struck her that he looked familiar. One of Tang’s men from the hotel parking lot in Norfolk! 
 
   The brakes locked up the rear wheel and the tire jittered across the pavement as she spun the bike to a stop. With one foot on the ground, the engine idling, she looked him up and down. The tinted visor of her helmet concealed her face. He cringed a bit. Her first thought was: “They know where I live. And that means Danny and his mom are no longer safe.” There was no point holding back now.
 
   She cut the engine in the driveway, took off her helmet, and glowered at him. His mere presence here was a provocation. Fortunately, Mrs. Rincon would still be at work, and Danny wouldn’t get home for another few minutes. He made no move towards her, and didn’t seem to have signaled anyone. 
 
   She looked about, but saw nothing else out of the ordinary. Like her father, she preferred the direct approach, so she walked straight up to him. He took a backwards step.
 
   “What do you want?” 
 
   He was slow to respond, seemed at a loss for words. English was probably not his best language. 
 
   “Come on. Out with it.”
 
   “I have a message…,” he fumbled. “From Tang Tian.” 
 
   Emily stared at him, angry that he was even there, that he had invaded her private space, and especially for the threat she thought it implied. 
 
   “He begs your assistance, Sifu.”
 
   “Why didn’t he come himself?”
 
   “He is in prison. He may be dead. He needs your help.” 
 
   “Dead? What help can I be?” 
 
   That sounded wrong as soon as it came out of her mouth. This man was clearly shaken by the message he was bearing. It was a heavy burden. She started over again. 
 
   “What’s your name?” 
 
   The question was a tiny kindness he hadn’t expected. His whole body sagged as he heaved out the words in a breathy voice. 
 
   “Jiang Xi.”
 
   “Let’s not stand out here. Come on up.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Upstairs, in her apartment, Jiang needed a moment to get his bearings. This was also not at all what he expected. Tang’s men had spent months last year searching the country for her. She had proved infernally elusive. And here she was inviting him into her home. 
 
   He sat in her kitchen while she made tea. Much too big for her furniture, his legs pinched under the table. And she was so small, too, much smaller than he pictured her in his imagination. Of course, he didn’t have the leisure just to look at her the last time they met. She had, after all, nearly killed him and the rest of his team. She had even beaten Tang himself! Perhaps he could be forgiven for having an outsized notion of her stature. But now she hardly seemed threatening at all.
 
   “Tell me about Tang.”
 
   “He was arrested for treason.”
 
   “Because I didn’t return with you?”
 
   “Yes, Sifu.” 
 
   “Where is he now?”
 
   “A ministry prison. We think he’s dead. His family needs your help. That’s why I’ve come.”
 
   “What can I possibly do?”
 
   “His wife died last week. The Guoanbu took his daughter. We think they will send her to Pyongyang.” 
 
    “His daughter? That’s horrible! What do they want with her? And what’s any of it got to do with me?”
 
   “She’s six,” he said, evading her question. “She’s called Tang Li Li. The North Korean Security Service, the KDSS, will offer to release her in exchange for you.” 
 
   There it was. He’d managed to say it out loud in front of her. She glowered at him. Her eyes flashed.
 
   “Are you here for Tang, or for the Koreans?”
 
   “Forgive me, Sifu. I hate the Koreans. And I hate my superiors for using them.”
 
   “You can’t really expect me to go along with this. How do I know Tang Li Li even exists? How can I trust anything you say?” 
 
   Without saying a word, he reached into his jacket and placed a photograph in her hand. It showed a little girl with straight black hair in bangs and large, expectant eyes. She looked to be four or five. Neither of them spoke for an uncomfortable moment as Emily contemplated that little face.
 
   “Tang Tian respected you. He would never ask you to sacrifice yourself,” Jiang finally said.
 
   He stood up and bowed. She looked at him in silence as he turned to go.
 
   “How can I contact you?” 
 
   He gave her a card with the number of an import business in Alexandria. Then he was gone.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Obviously there was nothing Emily could do for him, or Tang Li Li. But she was now on high alert. Perhaps that’s what Jiang really had in mind. Whatever may have passed between her and Tang, there were other people still interested in her. Was it still the Chinese? Were the Koreans merely acting as proxies for them? Or did they have their own agenda? One thing was certain: she needed to speak to Michael. But that wasn’t as simple as picking up a phone. 
 
   For one thing, it would mean finding a public computer terminal. The software on the thumbdrive Michael had given her made it impossible to trace her call, as long as she didn’t call from the same public terminal twice. Unfortunately, there aren’t a lot of high-tech access points in rural areas. She hadn’t used the public library in Covington yet. It was a bit of a ride, but in her present frame of mind, the distance would give her time to think.
 
   She went down to the driveway, cast a wary eye around her, and got back on the bike. As she rode through town she wondered about her security precautions. How had Jiang found her? Had she gotten careless? Security hadn’t seemed quite as important after Norfolk. Still, she hadn’t made any imprudent phone calls or spoken to any strangers. It’s true, she wasn’t as wary of everyday situations as before. She had relaxed.
 
   She didn’t own a cell phone or a computer with internet capability, precisely in order to make it difficult to track her. Of course, it also made it hard for friends to contact her. She had a web-based email account which she checked occasionally, but never from school. These had begun to feel like obtrusive measures for a teen to take. Now she was glad to have maintained them.
 
   The road down through the mountains was bleak. There were no leaves yet. The sun still hung low in the sky. The first green shoots wouldn’t be visible for a while yet. As she wound her way through the valleys, her eyes raked the scenery, sifting it for any sign of pursuit. She registered every side road and path, any place where she could turn off to avoid someone. 
 
   Covington was the largest city in this part of the state, west of the Shenandoahs. It was the county seat of Allegheny county. But it was still a small town, the last stop on Interstate 64 heading to West Virginia. One high school, county offices, a mall, lots of freight businesses, a chemical plant, a couple of abandoned textile mills, a park on the river. 
 
   She turned on to West Riverside Street and pulled up to the Jones Memorial Library. The large two story brick building stood on one edge of a public parking lot, a block from the river. She put the dirt bike in a spot in front, and hurried up the main steps. There were a few terminals next to the old card catalog cases, but they wouldn’t do for a phone call: too exposed. The librarian pointed her to a cluster of terminals deep in the stacks on the other side of the building. With a little luck, they would be secluded and unoccupied.
 
   Michael wouldn’t expect the phone in his pocket to buzz, but she knew a call from her would be welcome.
 
   “I’ve got some news. How much time do we have on this line?”
 
   “Three minutes, Emily. What’s on your mind?”
 
   “I heard from one of Tang’s men today. Someone named Jiang.”
 
   “Tang’s cousin. He found you?”
 
   “Yes, he was at my place. In my kitchen.”
 
   “Can you describe him?”
 
   “Enormous, with a crew cut and a round face…, and very sad eyes.”
 
   “That sounds about right. Was he alone? What’d he want?”
 
   “Is Tang dead? That’s what he thinks.”
 
   “I think he’s right. His team was broken up after Norfolk. I think he was killed in a staged prison riot. After that, Jiang slipped off the radar.”
 
   “Could he be working for the North Koreans?”
 
   “I hardly think so. Why do you ask?” She sketched the main details of what Jiang told her: Tang Li Li, Pyongyang, a trade.
 
   “It’s hard to know what to say about that story. It could be true. The Guoanbu can certainly be ruthless. The mother may be dead, and they have been known to use children as pawns. And they’ve used Pyongyang as a proxy before. But I don’t know if we can verify whether they actually have the girl.”
 
   “What about Jiang?”
 
   “I can’t believe he would be part of a plan to use his niece.”
 
   “What about my place. Is it still safe?”
 
   “I don’t know. What’s your sense of Jiang?”
 
   “He’s a broken man... kept sifu-ing me. He could still sell me out. But what about my friends? And the family I’m living with? Are they safe?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Emily. I don’t know. You need to be extra cautious now. If the Koreans are involved, they may already be there.”
 
   “Well, they shouldn’t be hard to spot out here,” she said darkly, knowing they’d stick out as much as she did herself. 
 
   “We’re almost out of time. Events are moving faster than either of us expected. That means we’ll have to move our timetable up as well.” 
 
   After the call, Michael would remove the phone’s sim card and smash it into little pieces. On her end, Emily waited for the software on her thumbdrive to cycle through its closing routine, erasing the digital records of the call from the terminal, the server and the local network. She looked at the photo of Tang Li Li. If there was any truth in Jiang’s story she must be pretty miserable, alone and disoriented, surrounded by people who didn’t care about her. But was there any truth in that story? 
 
   Two thoughts kept recurring in her mind. First, she would have to talk to Jiang again before this was over. She took out the card he had given her and looked up the business name on it, Shanghai Treasures on North Henry Street. It would be about a four hour drive if she decided to pay them a visit. 
 
   The second thought: Michael told her the family would be returning the following week, which meant there was an even more pressing errand. She would have to retrieve her father before Yuki got back.
 
 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   A Meeting at the Academy
 
   Lieutenant Commander Richard Carver was running a little behind schedule. He was hurrying to a meeting of the Deputy Commandant’s staff to work out some details of the next Plebe class. Although the regulations concerning nominations were set by an act of Congress, there were always complications to be ironed out every spring. The admissions staff liked to think of each new class as a project rather than a random sampling. The main admissions decisions had already been made. Now it was just a matter of filling the last few discretionary spots.
 
   Carver took this position at the Academy a couple of years ago, to the surprise of those who thought they knew him. It seemed like a sideways move for an otherwise ambitious officer. He peeked his head around the door to see if the meeting had already started. It had.
 
   “Have you had a chance to talk this one over with the coach of the Karate Club? Parker, is it?” asked Captain Raymond Jefferies, the Deputy Commandant.
 
   “Yes, sir,” said Lieutenant Scott Scheffler, one of several junior officers around the table. “He says she’s absolutely for real. I gather she completely dominated Durant at Norfolk.”
 
   “Durant? You mean that guy we bounced outta here a couple of years back for harassment?”
 
   “He’s been doing hand-to-hand instruction at Quantico ever since,” replied Scheffler. “But he was at Norfolk, apparently with quite a chip on his shoulder.”
 
   “She really dominated him? I wish I’d seen that.”
 
   “You probably can see it, sir. Parker says there are some videos of the tournament circulating on the web. Though he says he doesn’t come off so well in them either.”
 
   Scattered laughter bounced around the room.
 
   “Do we know where she trained?” asked Jefferies.
 
   “Parker thinks there’s only one dojo near Warm Springs. It’s run by someone named… Seiji Oda. Parker says he’s never heard of him before.” 
 
   Carver perked up at the mention of that name. He couldn’t keep from fidgeting with his papers, and unwittingly caught the Deputy Commandant’s attention.
 
   “Carver, how would this one fit with the regs,” Jefferies asked.
 
   “It fits within the letter, more or less, sir. We’re skirting the deadline, but Harmon is under his limit. It’s a little odd that she’s not from his state. The act doesn’t prohibit an out of state nomination, but it’s certainly unusual.”
 
   “Do we know what Harmon’s interest in this one is?” asked Captain James Creighton, the Director of Admissions. 
 
   “She looks pretty good on paper, sir, straight A’s, letters and scores,” Carver offered.
 
   “I’ll say she does,” said Creighton. “She’s got the whole package even without Parker’s testimonial. But that doesn’t explain why Harmon’s nominating her” 
 
   “If I may, sir,” said Scheffler. “I spoke to his staffer, Harrington, this morning. He says it’s about a connection to her father.”
 
   “Who’s her father?”
 
   “A marine named George Kane.”
 
   “You’re kidding. I thought her name’s Tenno. But she’s really Kane’s daughter?” Creighton asked.
 
   “That’s our information, sir. Do you know him?”
 
   “I served with Kane at Subic Bay years ago. He bounced around awhile until he was assigned to the embassy in Manila. I lost track of him after that. But Harmon never served, so I can’t figure how he’d know him.”
 
   After the meeting, Carver rushed out of the room, looking agitated. He hurried down the corridors about as fast as one can with a slight limp and not wanting to draw attention to oneself. He dialed the phone as soon as he sat down at his desk. 
 
   “It popped up out of the blue this morning, a blip on Kane,” he said with some agitation.
 
   “You found him?”
 
   “No, his daughter.”
 
   “We already knew about her. That’s not news,” the voice on the other end said dismissively.
 
   “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. It’s not just her. Apparently she’s been training with Seiji Oda. Could Meacham be putting the Manila cell back together?”
 
   “I don’t think that can be right. Kane was Cardano’s man, not Meacham’s, and they had a falling out a few months back. Still, I haven’t heard Oda’s name since those days. I wonder… but if Cardano’s already dead….”
 
   “Harmon’s pushing her nomination for the fall, even though she’s not a constituent.”
 
   “He’s no friend of Meacham’s. That points to Cardano being alive.”
 
   There was clearly much to think through in this development. That afternoon Carver had his assistant bring in a stack of admissions files. They were all the candidates Harmon had nominated over the last fifteen years. He pored over them and started taking notes.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Captain Creighton stayed behind after everyone else left the meeting in Jefferies’ office. The Deputy Commandant was fiddling with the computer on his desk.
 
   “I hate these things. How do I find these videos? Under her name?”
 
   “Unless she uploaded them, that probably won’t work. Why don’t you try Norfolk Karate Tournament.” Clicking of keys and angry grunting ensued.
 
   “Ah. Here we go. Here’s a whole bunch. Let’s try this one marked Finals.”
 
   The Deputy Commandant’s computer was set up to project a large image on the wall. A highlights video unfolded over the next few minutes. It mainly featured Emily’s matches.
 
   “Holy crap,” Creighton blurted out. “That’s her? No wonder Parker wants her here.”
 
   “She didn’t get that good over night. She must have spent years in training.”
 
   “Ray, I know where you’re going with this. That kind of solitary training doesn’t make someone officer material.”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “But you gotta admit, she knows what it is to excel at something. And the part where she crouches next to Durant, what do you think she said to him?”
 
   “I don’t know, but he bowed to her afterwards. I suppose that suggests some sort of leadership quality,” conceded Jefferies.
 
   He was scrolling down the page of links and noticed a different sort of video toward the bottom. It had the title “Ass Kicking at a Gas Station.” As the video unfolded on the wall, both men sat staring with mouths agape.
 
   “Is that her, too?”
 
   “It’s hard to tell, the image is so grainy. But that guy definitely had a knife, and the girl looked like she tried to point a gun at her.”
 
   “If that was her,” Creighton mused, “then she knows how to keep her cool under fire.”
 
   “Fair enough. If that’s her, then she’s got some metal in her.”
 
   “And then some. But that’s what I’d expect from George Kane’s daughter.”
 
   “Were you in combat with him?” Jefferies asked.
 
   “No. It was just base readiness. But there were some casual scrapes, the usual stuff, you know. But George pulled me out of one particularly nasty scene in a bar in Manila.”
 
   “So he was good in hand to hand?”
 
   “That’s putting it mildly. He’s this little guy, five nine at the most and not even a hundred seventy pounds. And we stumble into a ruckus with some local toughs. We’re outnumbered at least three to one, and these are some pretty big guys. I thought we were in for a helluva beating. But George takes the lead, out in front, keeping me behind him, and faces them down. When it’s all over, George and I are the only ones left standing.”
 
   “Sounds like a fighter.”
 
   “Absolutely. But it’s more than that. He never lost his cool. And his eyes were always so blank. It was impossible to read him. There’s something really… I don’t know… spiritual about him. If this is his daughter, that’s the thing I’d expect to see in her, you know, those blank, unnerving, spiritual eyes.”
 
   “Well, after that account I’m half inclined to make room for her just to meet her.”
 
 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   The Road to Kane
 
   George Kane succumbed to his wounds the previous fall in a small town in Western Pennsylvania coincidentally named Kane. Emily had left him with the local funeral home to be cremated. It was time to bring him home. 
 
   Her plan was to drive up north on Saturday. At eight hours of solid driving each way, she wouldn’t be back until Sunday afternoon at the earliest. Company would be welcome. But could she risk it? She was under the impression her father’s death was still more or less secret. At least, no one in the intelligence community seemed to know. Burzyinski was clearly unaware of it last winter. If anyone had gotten wind of it since then, it would be an obvious place to try to mark her. Could she fight her way out of a tough situation with friends in tow?
 
   In the end, she decided to ask Wendy to come along. At least she wouldn’t try to protect her in some boyish fantasy of chivalry. She could trust Wendy to lay low and let her handle any ugly scenes that might emerge. Obviously they would have to talk over the dangers beforehand.
 
   “Of course I want to come. Are you kidding?”
 
   “Even if things might get ugly? You know, like in Covington that time.”
 
   “Why would things get ugly? I thought you put all that stuff behind you?”
 
   “I thought so, too. But I’m still nervous.”
 
   “C’mon Em, let’s just go get your dad. Should we bring Billy or Danny?”
 
   “There’s no room in my truck,” she said with relief, glad to have an excuse to offer other than the one that was really on her mind. One friend she thought she could protect in a pinch. But three, or four? No way.
 
   On Friday, after school, she checked her email. A note from the funeral home confirmed that her father’s ashes would be ready the next day. An email from Dr. Tarleton asked her to stop by Monday afternoon to discuss her tests. How odd that she didn’t just give her the results in the message. Maybe that’s how doctors are, always trying to keep stuff confidential. Or perhaps something really was wrong and she didn’t want to alarm her without being able to offer some sort of counsel. Unsettling as the message was, it would just have to wait.
 
   After dinner, Emily stuffed a few things in a pack. The handle of her father’s katana peeked out from the back of the closet. The blade gleamed as she slipped it out of the scabbard. A careful examination along the edge of the blade, she still hadn’t gotten around to sharpening it. But it wasn’t so dull that it couldn’t do some damage. It was, after all, a heavy steel blade almost a yard long. It weighed as much as a baseball bat. You would need strong hands to wield it.
 
   A familiar, wavy shadow in the blade caught her eye. It looked like a surface pattern, rough and smooth. But when she ran her fingers along the side, it felt only smooth. The wave ran deep in the metal. There was something mesmerizing about it. The ancient samurai thought their swords were sacred. They held the spirit of the warrior deep inside, the soul of the blade. She didn’t think her father’s spirit was in the blade. It was just a way of remembering him. Rough and smooth, inscrutable.
 
   She swung the sword around her body: down stroke, withdraw, upward thrust, pivot and diagonal stroke, withdraw, back thrust, spin and slash. The footwork was as important as the arm movements. Some care was needed not to destroy the furniture. She knew a few sword katas, and worked through them one after another. Each one imagined a scene of attack and defense against multiple opponents. With each movement of the blade she saw the opponent in front and felt the ones behind her. Her hands moved from one position to the next, locking her body firmly into each stance as she readied herself for the next move. It was crisp and sharp. 
 
   And yet it felt wrong. The blade stopped at each position, and then had to be restarted. A kata isn’t really about the opponents. Only the movement of the blade matters. Keep it moving, no stops. The katas are a way to release the energy of the blade, to be true to the spirit within, without losing control. She always knew where the edge would end up. But she couldn’t keep from stopping it. Swinging a sword is heavy work, and she was beginning to perspire. 
 
   She ran through the katas again, this time with her eyes closed. Maybe that would help her focus on the blade. She knew where the furniture was. She felt the room as a pattern in space. The sword moved around her in its fixed path. Better, but still not quite right. From the window by the door it looked like an arabesque: pivot, thrust, spin, strike. She moved slowly, then quickly, up, down and around. It looked exotic, graceful and strong.
 
   As she moved through her last kata, tears ran down her face. She wept quietly without knowing why. Looking at the sword afterwards, she couldn’t help wondering exactly whose spirit resided in her blade. What a strange question. She held it horizontally in front of her, knelt down and placed her forehead on the floor. A tap at the door brought her out of a reverie. It was Danny.
 
   She straightened up and looked once again at the blade before putting it away. Her father received it as a gift from her mother. It had been handed down in her family for generations. Emily didn’t know its history. Her mother could tell her about it when she got home.
 
   “Are you still going tomorrow?”
 
   “Yeah. We’ll be leaving early, around six,” she said, hoping the time would discourage what she knew was coming.
 
   “I could help with the driving,” he said, his eyes full of meaning.
 
   “There isn’t room for three in the truck.”
 
   “I bet Wendy wouldn’t mind riding in the bed,” he said with a laugh. She snorted. “Or I could just take her place,” he added after a moment, looking like a wounded puppy as he said it.
 
   “Danny, can we do this another time?”
 
   “It’s just that we hardly have any time together, Em, and there’s stuff I wanna tell you.”
 
   “Wendy and I could use some time, too, you know.” That wasn’t the right tone for the expression on his face. “Do you want to talk now,” she offered. 
 
   He looked at the tears still drying on her face and shook his head.
 
   “That’s okay. It can wait, I suppose.” 
 
   He stumbled back down the stairs, disappointed. 
 
   Emily went back to her packing. Once everything was arranged by the door, she sat down to read before turning in. There was homework to do and some plans to make in anticipation of her mother’s arrival. The sword in her closet occupied her thoughts, as well as the strange tears swinging it had elicited from her. She was tempted to get it out and examine it one more time. But it was late, and she was tired. Her arms and legs felt creaky. She breathed in and out. It seemed to take more effort than usual. Her breath didn’t feel the same. It was wheezy. Maybe she was coming down with something.
 
   The room grew dark. All the lights were out in her apartment. She heard a rustle in the corner. A mouse? No, it was too big. Birds called to each other in the night. Her breathing began to feel labored. Her saliva tasted odd, almost metallic. It occurred to her how precarious her living arrangements really were. A simple cold would make her life infinitely more difficult than it already was. What would she do if she got really sick? Would Danny’s mom take care of her? 
 
   The rustling grew louder, and it wasn’t just in the corner. It was all around her. She was surrounded. Dark figures. Men! What did they want? She couldn’t see their faces. She heard their breathing. It was strong, focused. Her own breathing was sketchy, sporadic, metallic. One of them moved to strike her. She raised her arm too block, but it was too slow. Her joints felt rusty, like a crust was grinding itself inside them. The blow struck heavily on her shoulder. She turned to run. Everything was agonizingly slow, her assailants, their blows, but herself most of all. 
 
   Fortunately, heavy as their hands and feet felt when they struck her, none of the blows seemed to hurt. She moved too slowly to evade, or even to block, though she could anticipate each one well in advance. She was turning in to something hard, perhaps stone or iron. Nothing seemed to have any effect on her. She was impervious. Still, she wanted to escape. Turn suddenly around, let them collide into me. Stick out a jab, swing a hook. My legs are too slow to kick them. But my hands are heavy, dense, mighty. There, finally, contact. He’ll feel that. Her fist went solidly into one head, right through his face. Fleshy hands struck the side of her face. They were too soft to make a dent.
 
   One last enormous effort. Swing a left-right combination into whoever was within reach. A dead, hollow thud and then nothing. Silence. They were gone. Who were they? Why did they give up? Should she look for the body of the one she killed? Maybe find a clue on his remains. Remorseless tears welled up behind her eyes. She tried to let them out, but couldn’t. Her face was hard, and the tears finally rolled down her cheeks without soaking into her skin. 
 
   She woke up in a cold sweat, lying on the sofa with her head stuck at an odd angle in the corner of the sidearm and the back cushion. It was almost dawn. Her clothes were drenched. It was a relief to move her arms, to feel how light and soft they were again. She lay there just breathing for a few minutes, in and out, no metallic taste in her mouth.
 
   A hot shower washed away the remnants of her dream. The last salty trace of tears went down the drain with the suds from her head. Why had she been weeping? She let the water run until she began to feel her fingers prune up. She could absorb water again! Finally her neck unkinked itself.
 
   Last minute odds and ends took longer than they should have. There was no reason to hurry. Wendy wouldn’t be ready for another hour or so. She made rice balls for the ride, just like her mom used to do: sticky rice wrapped in seaweed with something sweet or savory in the center. She stowed her pack behind the seat and strapped the dirt bike and her camping gear securely in the bed. Wendy was waiting on her front step when she pulled up, and they were on the road before six thirty. Danny probably hadn’t even noticed her leave. 
 
   The ride to Pennsylvania took them across the state line into West Virginia, through the Monongahela National Forest, and then up Rt. 250 to Elkins. From there they turned north along Interstate 79 to Morgantown. Emily retraced her steps from last fall to Grove City, Pennsylvania and then cut across the Allegheny National Forest to Kane. She preferred back roads wherever possible, especially roads through the many forests on their route. It was uneventful for the most part, but Emily’s eyes never stopped moving the whole way. She also had other precautions in mind. 
 
   “Are you sure you can drive a stick?” Emily asked, while they were still in the George Washington National Forest.
 
   “Yeah, sure. How else could I help you with the driving?”
 
   “Why don’t you take over now and show me.”
 
   “What is this, some kind of test?”
 
   “I just need to be sure you can handle a hairy situation if we run into one.”
 
   Emily put her through her paces. Sudden starts and stops. Drifting through hard turns. Skidding to a stop and then popping the clutch back into gear. Wendy stalled out a few times, but eventually began to get the hang of it.
 
   “Okay, you can stop yelling at me now. Because this is really kinda cool. Do you drive like this often?”
 
   “Not if I don’t have to.”
 
   They got to Kane in the late afternoon, just in time to meet the funeral director and collect Emily’s father. He occupied a canister about twelve inches high and five inches in diameter. It was a little unnerving to see how small we become in death. The canister was sealed on the side with clear tape. Emily stowed it snugly under the passenger seat. She also removed the license plates from the truck and the dirtbike. Wendy didn’t ask why.
 
   There was only one restaurant in town, a diner across the street. Emily parked in front and they had a leisurely, though uninspiring meal: a club sandwich and a cobb salad.
 
   “Do we have time for dessert? ‘Cause there’s pie. Or do we have to run?” Wendy asked, half teasing.
 
   “I’d like to be on the road before dark, you know, so we can see if we’re being followed.”
 
   “Jeez, traveling with you is like being on the lam, honey.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that, Wendy. But I think we really need to be cautious here.”
 
   “Okay. So where are we staying tonight?”
 
   “About that…”
 
   “No. Don’t tell me. We’re gonna drive all night.”
 
   “I really don’t want to stay in the motel where my dad died, okay?”
 
   “But we can stay somewhere, right?”
 
   “Well, I was thinking we could pitch a tent in one of the parks on the way,” Emily offered, fully expecting a rebuff. 
 
   Wendy did a deadpan simulation of an incredulous look, but finally relented with a goofy smile. Emily got two pieces of pie to go.
 
   They ended up pulling off into a state game preserve south of Ridgway. Almost a mile off the road, watching the mirrors the whole way, they finally pitched the tent under some trees, and spread dry leaves and twigs all around. The dirtbike found a hiding place some distance away, behind a large rock. 
 
   Wendy got the sleeping bags from the back of the truck and was about to put them in the tent when Emily caught her wrist.
 
   “What, now we can’t use sleeping bags?”
 
   “We’re sleeping up there,” Emily replied, motioning to a copse about thirty yards away.
 
   “You’re joking, right.”
 
   “Fine, you sleep in the tent if you want, but I’ll be over there.”
 
   The copse enclosed a large, low lying juniper and a couple of deciduous shrubs. There was just enough room under the juniper to conceal two people on a bed of leaves, bits of bark and pine needles. The girls laid out the sleeping bags and sat down.
 
   “You know, the tent would have kept the snakes and raccoons off us in our sleep.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’m more worried about the bears.”
 
   “Oh, thanks a lot for that, Em.”
 
   “Just humor me, okay?” 
 
   They whiled away the next hour or so in conversation before Wendy finally dozed off. Emily mainly wanted to talk about what was happening to Danny and Billy. 
 
   “It does seem a little odd.”
 
   “Marty and Jeff are acting pretty weird. What do you think it means?”
 
   “Personally, I think someone is putting them up to it,” Wendy offered.
 
   “Like who?”
 
   “Like Amanda. Who do you think?”
 
   “So it’s really about me, then?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s right. Everything’s about you.”
 
   “Okay, I deserved that,” Emily admitted. “But she does have it in for me. What did I ever do to her?”
 
   “I think you just are,” Wendy offered, and then tried to change the subject. “Has Danny spoken to you about… anything lately?”
 
   “About Marty and Jeff, you mean?”
 
   “No. About, you know, other stuff.”
 
   “What are you getting at, Wendy?”
 
   “Billy asked me to the prom. Look at what an empty headed fool I’ve become. Last year I was all about death, and now here I am gushing over the prom.”
 
   A dim recognition gradually spread across Emily’s face. She wasn’t generally very astute when it came to social niceties. And she definitely had not been keeping track of Billy’s comings and goings. There was just a tiny bit of satisfaction in her current realization.
 
   “Ah, that’s why he’s been mooning about lately.”
 
   “So he hasn’t asked you yet?”
 
   “He wanted to come on this trip so we could talk. He wanted me to ditch you.”
 
   “What are you gonna say when he finally asks you?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t even know if I should go at all.”
 
   “Chicken.”
 
   “Fine. It’s not like I’d go with anyone else.”
 
   Judging from her facial contortions, this last concession obviously cost her a great deal. She had never given any thought to proms or boyfriends before. She liked the idea of going to a dance. But she definitely didn’t want a boyfriend. She also didn’t want Danny to misunderstand her. Just being his friend anymore was beginning to look like it might be impossible. This was an irritating thought.
 
   “Wendy, do I have to go to the stupid prom?”
 
   “You’ll be the only one who isn’t.”
 
   “What, Wayne’s going too? With who?”
 
   “Melanie, of course. Who else is tall enough?”
 
   They both laughed. Wayne was enormous, after all, at least six and a half feet tall. Maybe it was a little bit cruel, but each of them relished the idea of watching those two dance together.
 
   Emily had lots to think about after Wendy dozed off. She tried to keep her eyes focused on the tent, which was just visible through the juniper branches. But in the end she drifted off once or twice in the course of the night. The next morning everything was as it should be. They packed up the tent and the rest of the gear, rolled the dirtbike up into the back of the truck. With everything secured, Wendy eased the truck into gear and they made their way back to the paved road.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   A Routine Traffic Stop
 
   Wendy was feeling quite pleased with herself. It was her turn to drive. She’d broken the ice with Emily about the prom and, most importantly, told her about Danny’s intentions. Her response wasn’t exactly what she’d been hoping for. But at least it was a start. 
 
   On her side, Emily was also relieved. Danny’s behavior began to make sense to her. There was still the dilemma of what to tell him. If she said yes, he might think they were a couple and she didn’t really want that. If she said no, he would definitely take it as a rejection, and she didn’t want that either. She liked the undefined shape of their relationship just the way it was. Boys—beneath all the bravado, the showy toughness, they turn out to be absurdly delicate creatures.
 
   They were driving along Rt. 949, a winding two lane road that cuts through farmland and heavily forested areas. As they were coasting along a lonely stretch of the south bank of Halton Spring Creek, flashing lights and a short siren burst signaled them to pull over. In the passenger side mirror, Emily saw a Clearfield County Sheriff’s Deputy getting out of his patrol car. She also noticed two men in dark suits and dark glasses, who remained in the car.
 
   “I’m sorry, Em. Did I screw up?”
 
   “No, Wendy. You were doing just fine. Do you know the way home from here?”
 
   “Follow this road to the 80 west, and then south on the 79, right?”
 
   “You may have to go the rest of the way without me. Can you do that?”
 
   Wendy’s lower lip trembled and her eyes teared up as she nodded her head.
 
   “What’s happening, Em,” she asked, in a shaky voice.
 
   “Nothing yet. Let’s just keep our heads.”
 
   The deputy leaned over to peer in the driver’s side window, through dark aviator sunglasses. He looked the girls over for a brief moment, then turned back to the men in his car for what seemed to be some sort of indication. 
 
   “I’m going to need you to step out of the car, Miss,” he said, speaking across Wendy.
 
   “Okay,” Emily replied in a firm voice. Then she whispered “Wendy, as soon as I get out, drive out of here as fast as you can. Look for a place a few miles up to hide the truck and wait for me. Nod if you understand.” 
 
   Wendy nodded, clearly shaken by these instructions. The deputy cleared his throat.
 
   “Deputy Crawford, is it?” said Emily, reading his nametag. “We all know this is a bogus stop.”
 
   “Wait,” Wendy said. “How do we know it’s bogus?”
 
   “Because he hasn’t asked for any papers, and he hasn’t said anything about the license plates.” 
 
   The deputy looked a little chagrined, but said nothing.
 
   “Who are the suits in your patrol car?”
 
   “Miss, step out of the car,” he said more firmly, moving his hand to his holster.
 
   “Careful, Deputy Crawford. If you take that gun out those men will shoot you dead. They want me unharmed,” Emily said decisively. He looked like he’d been frozen by her words. “Do you even know who they are? I imagine they claim to be Federal agents. But I bet they felt somehow wrong to you.” 
 
   This last remark definitely struck a chord with him. He took off his glasses to look directly into her face.
 
   “If you take me into custody, I guarantee you will be dead by the end of the day, and so will my friend here, and I’ll be blamed for it.” 
 
   He was clearly shaken by her words, as was Wendy, but neither of them could manage to speak.
 
   “Do you have a family? Any kids?”
 
   “A boy, six years old,” he said, finally.
 
   “If you want to see him again, keep him safe, walk over to those trees and hide.”
 
   “I can’t do that, Miss.”
 
   “If I’m wrong about those guys you’ll see it soon enough from over there, and no harm done. Do it for your boy,” she said sharply.
 
   He nodded, obviously growing more alarmed by the second, and began to move.
 
   “Are the keys in your car?” 
 
   He nodded again, then broke into a run for the trees. Emily saw a commotion in the car behind her as the two men rushed to get out, not a little upset by what they were seeing. She opened her door and turned to Wendy before stepping out.
 
    “Three miles up, find a hiding place off the road and wait twenty minutes for me. After that, go home. Now get out of here!”
 
   Emily slammed the door. Wendy sped off as she walked calmly back to the patrol car.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The deputy took up a position a few yards deep in the forest behind a large maple tree. From where he stood he could see the entire scene clearly, though it was a bit of a strain to hear what anyone said. Both men were out of the car, staring intently at the girl and just a little puzzled. She wasn’t trying to escape. The other girl had driven off unexpectedly. If she’s right, they’ll hunt her down later, the deputy thought. 
 
   One of the men, the older of the two, concealed something in one hand while he pointed his gun at her with the other. A glint from whatever he was holding against his hip caught Crawford’s eye, something metallic, pointy, maybe some sort of syringe. The other man had his gun out and was scanning the tree line. The older man snarled a low command to his partner, who immediately moved cautiously toward the trees. The girl was right. He was a target, too. There was definitely something wrong about these guys.
 
   She stopped a few feet in front of the car and stared blankly at the man in the suit.
 
   “Now be a good girl and come over here,” he said in an avuncular tone.
 
   She ignored him and held her ground. With gun extended, his left hand still casually, but carefully concealed at his side, he stepped cautiously toward her. 
 
   “You’re not going to give me any trouble now, are you,” he said, in the professionally modulated tones Crawford recognized from his own training. 
 
   She smiled insouciantly as he brought the gun barrel within a few inches of her chest. What was she doing? Why didn’t she run, or at least resist?
 
   “We both know if you shoot me, you’re a dead man,” she said loudly. 
 
   Deputy Crawford’s breathing quickened. The older agent clearly didn’t like having his bluff called. He swung his hand around toward her shoulder, pointy metal glint now clearly visible. Before he could stick her with whatever it was, she kicked him hard in the knee, swatted his gun hand across his chest and flicked her right foot up to the side of his head. 
 
   It all happened a little too quickly for Crawford to be sure of what he was seeing. When it was over, one thing was clear: a large, muscular man lay motionless on the pavement at the feet of this girl. Her foot must have hit the side of his head really hard! She crouched next to him, maybe checking to see if she had killed him. No, he was breathing. She stuck him in the neck with his own needle.
 
   By this time his partner, having realized what just happened, was running back across the verge toward her. He shouted for her to get down on the ground and pointed his gun directly at her. Again she ignored her adversary. Questioning the man on the ground seemed to occupy all of her attention. He came up behind her, close enough to touch the back of her ear with his gun.
 
   “Down on the ground,” he yelled. 
 
   Instead she stood up slowly. He moved the gun as if to hit her in the head with a backhand swipe of the barrel. Before he could bring his arm back around, she spun into a block, grabbed his wrist and struck the back of his elbow hard with the palm of her other hand. His gun flew out of his hand as he screamed in pain. Crawford thought she had snapped the elbow, and threw up a little into his mouth. Before the man could move, she spun again into a low kick to his left ankle that upended him. He lay on his back, whimpering. She leaned over him and looked into his eyes for a long moment as Deputy Crawford ran out of the forest towards her.
 
   “Stay down if you know what’s good for you,” she snarled at the man on the ground.
 
   “What the hell just happened? Who are these guys?” Crawford asked, still flushed with nervous energy.
 
   She led him a few feet away and spoke in a quiet, urgent voice.
 
   “The less you know about them, the better it’ll be for you.”
 
   “But what did they want with you?”
 
   He realized right away he didn’t really want to know this either. He had a better question: “What do we do now?”
 
   “If the idea was to blame me for your death, as a personal favor to me, try not to get yourself killed.”
 
   “What should I do?” he asked the teenage girl, who seemed so composed in this bewildering moment.
 
   “Go home. Pack up your wife and son. Get out of town, out of state even, for a few days until things die down. Call in sick. Whatever you do, don’t go back to work today.”
 
   “What should we do with them?”
 
   “Nothing. Tie ‘em up maybe. Do you have any zip ties?”
 
   He went to the back of his unit to rummage in the trunk.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Emily went back to the younger man and knelt next to him as he lay on the ground. Watching her approach, he couldn’t keep from cringing. He tried not to look into her face. 
 
   “Your partner’s not dead. I just stuck him with his own needle. Who sent you?” she demanded.
 
   He looked away, more frightened than defiant.
 
   “I don’t really care. I can guess it was Meacham. If you’re part of his new team, you should ask what happened to the last one.”
 
   He turned toward her and tried to meet her gaze. But he had nothing to say.
 
   “You guys were gonna trade me like a piece of meat to advance your careers. I should end you now,” she snarled, and he shuddered. “You think about that before you come after me again.”
 
   She stared long and hard into his eyes. He flinched at what he saw there. There was a profound generosity, even sympathy. He was still alive, after all. But there was something else, too. Ferocity on a scale he’d never thought possible before. The depth of the fury in her eyes threatened to swallow him up.
 
   The deputy returned with several plastic zip ties, which they used to truss them up. She emptied their pockets and scattered the contents out into the woods.
 
   The sense of relief Wendy felt when she saw Emily get out of the deputy’s patrol car was written all over her face. She’d only been waiting about fifteen minutes, but it must have felt like an agonizing eternity. The deputy sped off and Emily put the license plates back on the truck.
 
   “You wanna drive,” Wendy offered.
 
   “No. You’re doing fine. Let’s just get my father home.”
 
   On the ride home, Wendy wanted to know every detail of the encounter she had just missed. Emily tried in vain to change the subject.
 
   “Who were those guys?”
 
   “I didn’t ask, and you don’t want to know.”
 
   “You were just making up that stuff about them planning to kill the deputy and me, right?”
 
   Emily was stone faced. Wendy started shaking.
 
   “Look, can’t we just talk about the prom?” Emily asked.
 
   That was a clear signal to Wendy to let it drop.
 
   “Okay. It won’t be as much fun if you’re not there, you know.”
 
   “The last date I went on with Danny didn’t end very well.”
 
   “Oh, do tell,” she pried. “What happened?”
 
   “Not what you think.”
 
   “What then? Was he too grabby?” Emily laughed. “Not grabby enough, then?”
 
   “No, nothing like that. In a word, mercenaries.”
 
   “Let me get this straight, Em. Anyone else goes out and they’re mainly worried about whether to kiss on the first date. But you, you’re watching out of the corner of your eye the whole time for mercenaries?”
 
   “That’s my life in a nutshell,” she replied, with the slightest wistful edge in her voice.
 
   This was really a serious question for her. She was running every risk, after all, living on her own out in the open while her family was in hiding, in order to have a normal life, to go to proms and do all that kind of stuff. But anytime ordinary life beckoned she held back, afraid for her friends’ safety.
 
   “I meant it last night. I wouldn’t go with anyone else. I just don’t know if I can risk going at all.”
 
   “What are you gonna say to Danny?”
 
   “I wish I didn’t have to say anything. Does he really have to ask?”
 
   It was too late to call Michael by the time she finally got home, even though Emily desperately wanted to talk over the day’s events with him. It would have to wait until tomorrow evening.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   Test Results
 
   The next day, Monday, was overshadowed by Dr. Tarleton’s message. It was probably harmless, but Emily couldn’t help exploring the darkest corners of her imagination. She left for school early on the dirt bike to avoid an uncomfortable conversation with Danny. He would have to take the bus this morning. There would be time to talk with him later. 
 
   It was early enough to swing by the postal store to check her mailbox. She hadn’t been in several days. There were two rather official looking letters, one from the university in Charlottesville informing her that she had been accepted into the College of Arts and Sciences. They were offering her a scholarship that would cover tuition and a small stipend for living expenses. The fact they so obviously wanted her to come was pleasantly flattering, even though the financial offer meant nothing, given her circumstances. 
 
   The second letter was from the Naval Academy, with more guarded information. It invited her to Annapolis to meet with the Director of Admissions and his staff on Friday afternoon, but only made vague remarks about her application being under consideration. She didn’t know for certain, but this seemed a little outside of ordinary procedures. 
 
   When she pulled into the high school parking lot, Wendy was just arriving. She hurried to catch up to her on the front steps.
 
   “Wendy, about what happened yesterday,” she began.
 
   “I know, mum’s the word. Another one of our little secrets.”
 
   “It’s just that those people probably don’t know where we live. But if it becomes the talk of the school, and then the town, they’ll figure it out pretty quickly.”
 
   “Okay, okay. I get it.”
 
   In morning PE, it was hard not to notice the quandary Melanie found herself in. She obviously had to tell Amanda about Wayne sooner or later. There was no way the news would be well received. Perhaps even more perplexing was the problem posed by Emily herself. As one of Wayne’s closest friends, Melanie was going to have to craft some sort of relationship with her.  But that was going to entail saying something about the pictures Amanda took that day in the locker room. She sat with Amanda and her friends at lunch, obviously not ready to come out yet.
 
   At Wayne’s table, the talk was all about the prom. Who was going with whom, what they were going to wear, to limo or not, plans for afterwards, and so on. 
 
   “She’s keeping it secret? What, is she ashamed of you or something?” Wendy asked, pointedly.
 
   “Probably doesn’t want to be seen with so many short people,” Billy observed. 
 
   “Amanda’s not any taller than we are.”
 
   “C’mon, guys,” Wayne pleaded. “Cut her a little slack, okay? Isn’t that like our motto: slack for slackers?”
 
   “I’d be happier with slack for posers,” Emily proposed. 
 
   From where she sat, she could see Amanda’s table. Melanie wasn’t paying any attention to the conversation over there. She looked down at her tray disinterestedly, and occasionally cast a furtive glance in Wayne’s direction.
 
   Danny fidgeted quietly with his lunch this whole time. The weight of his unasked question hung in the air. Everyone felt it, and scrupulously avoided any remarks that might put him on the spot. The entire conversation was torturing him. He could keep quiet only so long.
 
   “You doing anything after school, Em,” he asked, tentatively. 
 
   “I’ve got a doctor’s appointment,” she said without thinking, until she noticed Wendy staring at her significantly. “Uhh… but if you don’t mind sitting in her waiting room for a few minutes, I’m free after that.” 
 
   “Great,” he said. “I’ll meet you in the parking lot.”
 
   “We’re on the bike today. And we’ll have to avoid the sheriff, ‘cuz I only brought the one helmet.” 
 
   Danny was beaming at the thought. Everyone else just looked relieved.
 
   Lunch was just ending and the whole room funneled toward two sets of double doors opening onto the main hallway. Wendy tugged on Emily’s sleeve to get her to lag behind. She tipped her head toward Melanie, across the room, who was very casually making her way over to Wayne’s side of the crush. They were like two trees towering over the crowd of kids. As she passed him, she touched his shoulder with an air of the surreptitious, and let it linger a moment before finding Amanda and heading out through the doors.
 
   After the last bell, Emily stood under the front portico to wait for Danny. His last class was English, which meant he would be coming from the far end of the building. She sat on the railing at the top of the steps to wait. From that vantage she could see the whole parking lot. Melanie and Amanda were off to one side having what looked to be an intense conversation. Wendy, Billy and Wayne were walking through the lot to the bus line, laughing and talking as they went.
 
   Some sort of commotion flared up at the faculty end of the lot. Miss Park was standing with a man in dark glasses who yelled and gesticulated furiously. Emily’s attention was fully engaged. Billy and Wayne had noticed, too, and were moving in that direction. When he grabbed her arm, she yelped in pain, and then everyone in front of the school was looking. Emily slid off the railing and started walking toward them, too.
 
   The man raised his right hand as if to strike her. She turned away in anticipation. Before he could move his arm, Wayne crashed into him shoulder first, knocking him back through the parked cars. Billy and Wendy tried to pull Miss Park away, but she resisted. Wayne turned to look at their noise just as the man lunged at him with a knife no one had noticed before. Wendy shrieked a warning and Wayne turned just as the knife stuck into the left side of his chest, just below the collarbone.
 
   Emily was now running as fast as she could, with Melanie right behind her crying out “Oh my God!” Wayne gathered himself in time to deliver a short, hard punch to his assailant’s chest, driving him to the pavement a few feet away. Then Melanie was there, pulling him out of harm’s way.
 
   “Take him inside to the nurse. Call 911,” Emily barked out as she took up a position between them and the man on the ground.
 
   “Let me go,” Miss Park shrieked at Billy and Wendy.
 
   A dark van pulled up along the outside curb of the parking lot and two men in dark clothes got out. The man on the ground had by now gathered himself and surged up at Emily, knife in hand. In the narrow space between the parked cars she slid back from the lunging blade, then stepped forward, seizing his hand from above with both of hers. When she pulled his wrist up sharply, a loud crack was audible and he howled in pain. She kicked him hard in the center of his chest, twisted him around by his broken wrist, slashed his hip with the blade she wouldn’t let him drop, then forced him to stab himself in the ass. She released his wrist as she stepped down on the back of his calf forcing him to his knees. A quick strike with the base of her palm to his ear and he fell to the ground with a groan.
 
   As soon as her foot struck his chest, she knew there was something false about the entire scene. She glared over her shoulder at Miss Park. Wendy was stunned by what she saw in Emily’s face at that moment. She let go of Miss Park and the two of them just stood staring. 
 
   One of the two men from the van moved to pull the man on the ground back to the van. But the second man tried to grab Emily. It was all beginning to feel irritatingly familiar. She blocked his outstretched right arm, entwining hers over, under and around his, effectively twisting him around. She kicked through the side of his right knee. It cracked with a sickening sound. As he crumpled to the ground she bounced his head off the side of one of the parked cars. He slid to the ground barely conscious. She turned her back on him. Other things now claimed her attention.
 
   “Let’s go find Wayne.”
 
   “Em, shouldn’t we do something about these men?” Wendy asked. “You know, for when the cops get here?”
 
   “Forget about them. Miss Park can keep an eye on ‘em, if she wants,” she said with a dark look in her eye.
 
   “Who were those guys,” Wendy asked, as they hurried back into the school.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Whaddya mean it doesn’t matter?”
 
   “The whole thing was a setup. Let’s ask Wayne what he thinks.”
 
   Wendy was dumbfounded. What could Wayne know about anything? They found him in the nurse’s office. She had just finished wrapping his wound, which didn’t look as grave as at first. Reassuringly, she said the EMT’s would be there any moment. Melanie sat on a chair next to the gurney holding his hand. She had obviously been crying a few minutes earlier, but was breathing easier now.
 
   “Hey big guy, how’re you holding up?”
 
   “I’m okay, Em. Did you settle that guy?”
 
   “They’re done.”
 
   “Wait, there were more of ‘em? I thought it was just Miss Park’s boyfriend, or whatever he is.”
 
   “Yeah, her supposedly abusive boyfriend. You knew he was all wrong after you hit him, didn’t you?”
 
   “He had on some kind of padded shell, you know, like body armor under his jacket. So probably not a domestic dispute, huh?”
 
   “Nope. It was a set up,” Emily said, clearly disgusted.
 
   “What the hell is going on,” Melanie asked, suddenly feeling rather disoriented.
 
   “Miss Park had to know, right?” Wendy suggested tentatively.
 
   Danny poked his head into the room. He’d missed the events in the parking lot and only just figured out where they all were.
 
   “Hey, Wayne, what the hell happened, man?” he asked.
 
   “Just another day at the office,” he said with a chuckle.
 
   “Hi, Melanie. You gonna take care of the big guy?”
 
   “Hi, Danny. Yeah, I’ll keep him out of any more trouble at least.” She was relieved finally to be included in the conversation. 
 
   “C’mon, Danny. You still coming with me,” Emily asked. Her other errands now seemed to take on a new significance. “Melanie, thanks for looking after him. It was good you were right there,” she added with a smile.
 
   “You’re leaving?” Wendy asked incredulously.
 
   “There’s nothing more to do here.”
 
   “What about the police. They may have questions.”
 
   “What good can they do now?” Emily replied, not about to brook any delay. “Danny, you coming or staying?”
 
   “Is your life usually this eventful?” Melanie whispered in Wayne’s ear as they left.
 
   It was a short ride over to Goshen. She’d never had Danny with her on the bike before. His arms felt good holding on to her, as the wind whipped all around them. She made him wear the helmet, and she wore a large pair of “fashion” sunglasses Wendy gave her. The wind wearied her eyes, but, all in all, she was happy with the arrangement.
 
   Dr. Tarleton’s office occupied the end unit in a little strip mall on the far side of town. The smoke plume could be seen from a few blocks away. A fire truck took up most of the front parking lot, one last hose still directed at the front door. But the fire seemed mainly to be out. Sheriff’s cars blocked the street as they pulled up. She had questions, but didn’t want to approach the deputies. Danny recognized one of the firemen resting on the back of the truck as a friend of his dad. 
 
   “Hey, Uncle Bill.”
 
   “Danny? What are you up to?”
 
   “Just running an errand with a friend,” he said gesturing to Emily a few feet away.
 
   Introductions were in order. The guys on the truck looked her up and down. They evidently approved.
 
   “That’s the doctor’s office, isn’t it,” she asked innocently. “What happened?”
 
   “Don’t know yet. Gas leak, chemicals, electrical, it’ll be a day or two before they know for sure. Whatever it was, I don’t think it was an accident. The place looked like it had been trashed before it burned.”
 
   “Anybody hurt?” she pressed on, trying to preserve the illusion of a merely casual interest.
 
   “There was a body. Burned pretty bad,” he said glumly.
 
   “Was it the doctor?”
 
   “Don’t know. A woman, I think, but unrecognizable.”
 
   Emily turned away just as one of the deputies came to warn them off.
 
   “C’mon, Danny. I’ll take you home.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   On the ride back to Warm Springs bewilderment overtook Danny. Events were swirling around Emily, and he couldn’t quite get his bearings. He’d been working up the courage to ask her to the prom for the last few weeks. Something always seemed to come up to get in his way, and this afternoon was no different. He was weighing the probabilities as they pulled up in front of his house.
 
   “I’ve been meaning to ask you something, Em, and this probably isn’t the best moment,” he said, trying to work his way around to it.
 
   “Probably not,” she said. “But I’ve put you off for so long, you might as well just blunder ahead with it.” 
 
   Danny cleared his throat and looked very resolutely at his shoes. He shuffled from side to side. Finally he raised his watery eyes to her and started stammering out unintelligible syllables. She smiled at him.
 
   “Something about the prom, then,” she offered, trying to help him out.
 
   “Yeah. You knew, then?” he sighed. She nodded. “So what do you think, you want to go with me?”
 
   “Well, who the hell else would I go with,” she said cheerily. “It’s just that I’m kinda worried, you know?”
 
   “About what? It’s just a dance.”
 
   “What if there’s an incident like today at the prom. People could get hurt.”
 
   “You mean like our last date?”
 
   “Yeah. That’s about the size of it.”
 
   “So, then it’s no?”
 
   “Why don’t you let me think about it for a little while. But don’t worry. I’m not waiting for a better offer.”
 
   Danny was mollified by this conversation. At least he didn’t have to worry about how to ask her anymore. And he had to admit she had a point. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed by the suspense that he still labored under. It would be hard to explain it to his mom, who was daily probing him on this point. Obviously he couldn’t go into all the details with her. This was going to take some finesse.
 
   Emily went off to find a public computer terminal. Whatever else might happen, she needed to speak with Michael, and her mom.
 

   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   The Big News
 
   “Stuff is definitely happening there. Two incidents in two days,” Michael said into the phone. “Are you okay?”
 
   “You know me. I can take care of myself. I think I’m gonna have to tell my mom about some of it, though. I hope it doesn’t freak her out.”
 
   “You say the teacher’s name is Park? Hanna Park?”
 
   “Yeah. She just started a few weeks ago. She’s been nice to me. But now I wonder if she was too nice.”
 
   “I don’t recognize the name. I’ll make some inquiries. She looks Asian, you say?”
 
   “Yeah, except for the blonde hair.”
 
   “Just a guess, but she may be part of a North Korean hit squad. It’d be strange for them not to conceal it better, but Park could simply be a Korean name.” Michael thought for a moment. “If I’m right about that, you may have bought us a little time today. A couple of broken limbs could put a substantial crimp in their operation, since they don’t have the resources to replace those guys right away.”
 
   “What about the fire at my doctor’s office?”
 
   “That’s more worrisome, I think. The attack at the school may just have been to see how easy it’d be to grab you. But the doctor’s office sounds like someone’s hunting you in a more systematic way. It may not be the same team”
 
   “I think I need to talk to my mom now, Michael.”
 
   “One last thing, some welcome news, I hope. We’ll be home in Charlottesville late on Friday. Ethan and Jesse will be in place on Wednesday. Stay safe until then.” 
 
   The first item was the best thing she’d heard in months. Finally she’d be reunited with her mom for good. But the second bit of news was almost enough to push her into an ecstasy. Jesse and Ethan, here! Pros she could trust to have her back, maybe even look out for her friends. She had to take a moment to settle her breathing down before her mom got on the line. Now she had more serious things to talk about.
 
   “Mom, I need the truth, whatever it is.”
 
   “Chi-chan, what a thing to say!”
 
   “The doctor I went to, you know for my physical, she ordered some blood tests. Before I could get the results her office burned down. She may have been killed in the fire.”
 
   “Oh my God! Are you safe, Chi-chan?”
 
   “I’m fine, Mom. Is there anything I should know about those tests?”
 
   “I don’t know, sweetheart. Why are you asking me?” 
 
   “Mom, listen. I think someone wanted those test results and killed my doctor for them. Do you have any idea what they might show?” A long, uneasy silence followed. “Mom?”
 
   “I really don’t, sweetheart. Maybe whatever happened had nothing to do with you.” 
 
   Emily was not at all persuaded by this suggestion. Her disappointment with what she took to be prevarication was palpable. She turned the conversation in another direction so her mom could see what her life was really like.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “There’s been some stuff going on here, Mom, I think you should know about.” 
 
   Emily proceeded to fill her in on the recent events at school and in Pennsylvania. Yuki was horrified to hear her daughter detail the violence that seemed to be pursuing her. She could barely breathe, much less speak.
 
   “Don’t worry about me, Mom. I can take care of myself. I mean I hate fighting, but I don’t always have a choice. I guess I’m like Dad that way. But it just feels so different now, like I can’t hold back, like it’s automatic. Yesterday, this guy, I broke his elbow without a second thought. And I wasn’t even angry at him. He tried to hit me and I just snapped his elbow like it was the most ordinary thing in the world.” 
 
   Yuki had collected herself by now. She was still unable to form any words. To think her daughter might be the target of professional killers was paralyzing in itself. It took some time to digest before she could even turn her mind to the question Emily was now asking. How should a mother know whether her daughter is too violent in those circumstances?
 
   “And today, this one guy, I broke his wrist and stabbed him with his own knife; another one I broke his knee and slammed his head into a car door. I’m a little freaked out by how easy it’s becoming to do stuff like that. It’s like it was nothing to me.”
 
   Yuki stammered something into the phone, but words just did not come. What could she say? At the same time, her daughter seemed convinced she was holding something back.
 
   “Mom, I just feel so different now. What’s happening to me?” 
 
   Yuki heard the catch in her daughter’s voice, the disruption in her breathing. She waited in the silence for her to go on. 
 
   “Danny asked me to the prom today. But how can I go with him if this is who I really am? What if I kill someone? What kind of person am I?” 
 
   She was on the verge of tears and it was audible in her voice. Yuki was floored. Her daughter could speak of going to her prom in the same breath as she spoke of mayhem and murder. She was worried about the violence overtaking her, and yet she was just a kid. Yuki and George tortured themselves for depriving their little girl of the easy pleasures of childhood. Now she desperately wanted her to go to the prom, to dance all night, to kiss a boy, just to live as a kid like any other. But she knew deep down that the obstacles to this blissful vision might well prove insurmountable. 
 
   “You’re a good person, sweetheart. Just do what you have to do to keep safe until we get there. We’ll figure it all out then.” 
 
   That was the best Yuki could come up with. She worried about the dimensions their eventual conversation would assume. It wasn’t entirely clear what George told Emily about herself before he died, though she had a pretty good idea what the broad outlines must have been. But there were one or two important details he wouldn’t have been able to tell her. The urgency of Emily’s questions caught her by surprise. Yuki knew she had to have answers ready for her return.
 
   On the other end, as Emily waited for the software to cycle through its routine, erasing all traces of the call from the network, she reflected on what she had heard. The conversation had some highlights for Emily. But her mother’s reassurances were less satisfying than she had hoped. On balance, however, she had much to look forward to in the coming week.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   As uplifting as the news of Ethan and Jesse’s arrival was for Emily, some developments of the day turned out to be downright transformative for others. In PE the next morning, things were obviously not so placid between Amanda and Melanie. She had been so anxious about Wayne the day before. Amanda was practically offended.
 
   “That big fat oaf! What can you possibly see in him?” she demanded.
 
   “He’s not fat. Besides, who am I supposed to ask, Marty?”
 
   “”Sure, why not? At least he’s not a pudge.”
 
   “Yeah, but he’s short. And I’m not going to my prom with a junior.”
 
   “He’s gotta be six feet,” Amanda said looking up at Melanie, who said nothing. “Fine. Whatever. But he’s not sitting at our table.”
 
   “Have it your way, Amanda. I guess I’ll be sitting with his friends, then.” 
 
   Amanda was furious. She didn’t like the idea of losing her oldest friend over a boy. Especially not someone from that set. The whole thing was just too irritating.
 
   “I just don’t get it, Mel. Why him?”
 
   “Do you really have to ask,” she replied brusquely. “It’s nice to find someone taller than me,” she offered after a moment. Amanda laughed with her friend like old times.
 
   “I suppose that’s a point in his favor.”
 
   “And he’s brave.” Amanda snorted derisively at the idea of his having any other redeeming qualities. “He is,” Melanie persisted. “He rescued Miss Park from that guy yesterday. I didn’t see Marty or Jeff, or any of those idiots lift a finger.”
 
   Amanda could hardly dispute those objective facts. And even if Marty was fairly dashing, he and Jeff were not deeply impressive individuals. Their main virtue seemed to be that they had no connection to Emily.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Melanie knew something about Marty and Jeff she didn’t mention to Amanda. They were afraid of Emily. She had seen it clearly enough that day in the hall when they tried to pick a fight with Danny and Billy. One look from her cowed them.
 
   She was afraid of Emily too. Not physically afraid. But she had wronged her and they both knew it. Wayne kept telling her to get over it. “Just talk to her,” he said. But it wasn’t as easy as that. She didn’t understand her. All that intensity, almost ferocious intensity, Melanie saw it in her eyes that day. But Emily was vulnerable, too. The bruises in the picture made that clear enough. Melanie was afraid to get close to her, afraid of what she might find out.
 
   It was a quandary later at lunch. Where should she sit? Old habits brought her halfway to Amanda’s table. She took one look at Jeff stuffing cake in his mouth before he had even eaten the ostensible main course and her stomach started churning. Wayne was sitting alone across the room. It was a sudden impulse, and she’d probably regret it later. A quick turn, a sidestep around an oblivious freshman, and before she quite had time for second thoughts she was standing behind Wayne, tray in hand. Wendy scooted out from behind her and slid into a seat across the table.
 
   “You joining us today, Mel,” she asked. 
 
   Wayne turned his neck as quickly as he could to look, though he was still a bit confined by some bandages from yesterday. Danny popped into the chair next to Wendy before he had a chance to speak
 
   “”Hey, Mel. You coming or going?” he said.
 
   “I think I’m staying,” she said as she sat down next to Wayne, who looked like he had just swallowed a whole canary. “If that’s okay with you guys,” she asked nervously.
 
   “Of course it is,” Wayne roared. “Right, guys?” he said with mock menace.
 
   “Don’t be silly,” Wendy said. “Of course you’re welcome. Though I’m pretty sure Amanda isn’t gonna approve.” 
 
   Melanie craned her neck around Wayne to check. Amanda seemed not to have noticed her absence. She was deep in conversation across the room. Or perhaps she was making an effort not to notice. One last service to an old friend.
 
   “Wayne, how’s the shoulder,” Danny asked.
 
   “Really sore, man. I don’t know if I can go to the dojo tonight.”
 
   “Where’s Billy? I haven’t seen him all day.”
 
   “He’s got a dentist appointment, of all things,” Wendy said, rolling her eyes. “I figured he didn’t have to trouble himself about his teeth, you know, since his father’s a dentist. But the reality is quite different,” she said with a laugh. “I think he’s still going tonight, though.”
 
   “You guys are pretty serious about that stuff, huh?” Melanie asked. She knew this already, but she hadn’t considered what it meant as a practical matter before. “Do you like go there every night?”
 
   “Hardly,” Danny said. “Three, maybe four nights a week at most.”
 
   “I can think of one person who’s there a bit more often,” Wendy said in a teasing tone.
 
   “Yeah, well she practically lives there,” Wayne said.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Just then Emily sat down at the end of the table between Wendy and Wayne. 
 
   “Hey, guys,” she said before she noticed Melanie looking sheepishly at her from the other side of Wayne. He was probably the only person in school she could successfully hide behind. Wendy was already inspecting the contents of Emily’s lunch bag.
 
   “Whatcha got in there today,” she asked. 
 
   Emily didn’t notice, her eyes fixed on Melanie. She didn’t know what to feel about her sitting with them. Not anger, but not entirely satisfaction either. It was as if a sheet of fissured ice separated the two of them... until she heard “Hi, Emily” in a voice almost comically too small to come from her frame. Her resistance melted away and she remembered herself.
 
   “Hi, Melanie,” she said as she reached across Wayne’s tray to squeeze her hand.
 
   “Thanks, Em,” he said quietly. Melanie looked a bit teary.
 
   “Sometimes I go and watch,” Wendy offered. “Maybe you wanna join me.” Melanie looked puzzled. “At the dojo, I mean. It’s kinda cool, and Sensei doesn’t mind.”
 
   “Maybe,” she said hesitantly, clearly afraid to commit without Emily’s approval. The dojo was her space after all.
 
   “It’s just udon today, Wendy,” she said, ignoring Melanie’s dilemma. “What do you got?” That was enough to get Wendy’s attention.
 
   “A tuna salad sandwich and cole slaw.” 
 
   A quick transaction followed which Wayne paid more attention to than was good for him. At last Emily fished a rice ball out of the bottom of her bag and held it out to Melanie on her open palm. It was all Wayne could do to keep from inhaling it.
 
   “Thanks, Emily,” she said after a second.
 
   “There’s prolly something yummy in the middle,” Wendy said through a mouthful of noodles. 
 
   Melanie contemplated the strange ball she held in her long fingers, like eating it was some sort of rite of passage to enter this group. She bit into it. The seaweed was salty, the rice sticky. It was good. She took another bigger bite. 
 
   “Mmm, sour cherry!” she giggled. “Thanks, Emily.”
 
   “You can call me Em.”
 
   “Call me Mel, okay.” Wayne was beaming between them. “Is this Japanese food,” she asked.
 
   “Yeah, I guess. It’s what my mom used to make for me.” She noticed the puzzled look on Melanie’s face at the words “used to,” and added “I live on my own these days.” Then it dawned on her that she ought to include her friends in her news. “But guess what, guys! She’s coming back, my mom. She’ll be here this weekend,” she said with a little emotional flourish.
 
   “That’s fantastic,” said Wayne. 
 
   Danny and Wendy grunted and mumbled agreement through mouthfuls of food. It was obvious to all of them what this must mean to her.
 
   “Where’s she gonna stay? With you?” Wendy asked after a moment. Danny looked up at this question.
 
   “Nah. She’s gonna be living in Charlottesville. But that’s only a short drive away.” They all nodded, even if it didn’t really seem so short to them.
 
   “Did you guys hear about Miss Park,” Wendy asked, changing the subject. “Apparently she’s not gonna be in school for a few days.”
 
   “Yeah, there was a substitute in PE this morning,” Melanie said. “She’s probably a little shaken up by what happened yesterday,” she added hopefully.
 
   “I don’t think we’ll be seeing her again,” Emily said darkly. No one at the table wanted to ask, though Wendy and Wayne already knew what she was thinking. Danny just knew her, so he didn’t need to ask. He knew better. Melanie was afraid to ask. Wayne could explain it to her later.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   A Visit to the Dojo
 
   Wendy and Melanie drove over to the dojo with Wayne, who went over to Sensei to explain about his sore shoulder. Danny was already there stretching in his gi in one corner, having gotten a ride from Emily. She was nowhere to be seen. Wayne went into the back to change. About a dozen other students, mostly teenagers, lounged about the room in that mixture of idleness and anticipation that usually precedes an intensely focused physical activity.
 
   When Sensei came out of the office, Wendy jumped up to introduce Melanie. “You know where the tea kettle is,” he said with a smile and walked to the center of the room. Emily emerged from the office a moment later wearing a form fitting dark gray running suit. Melanie wasn’t surprised to see how well defined she was. She expected as much from what she saw everyday in PE.
 
   This evening the focus was on punch and kick combinations. A step, a block and a punch, left side then right side, all the way across the floor. A step back, a block and kick, then a reverse punch, step by step to the other side. With each pass a new layer was added until they were performing an exceedingly complex technique.
 
   Melanie and Wendy watched from a bench next to the front window, whispering occasionally, while Sensei and Emily circulated around the room giving pointers, making adjustments and corrections as they went. They reviewed katas next, with Sensei offering a commentary on the meaning of specific elements in each one. 
 
   The last part of the class was given over to sparring. The students wore protective gear: foam padded helmets, shoes, shin guards and gloves, some even wore chest protectors. A match consisted of three points, a point awarded for any blow that would inflict substantial damage at full force. Of course, no full force blows were permitted. Only partial contact was allowed, no “punching through the target,” and no contact with the face whatsoever.
 
   There were all sorts of matches. Some were close, others were not. The experience of a fight, even a pretend fight, revealed much about each competitor. Some prevailed through sheer aggression, others were more cautious. Some were overly cautious and others panicked as they launched themselves at their opponent blindly, hoping not to get hit.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Danny tried to put into effect what Emily was always telling him in a match against Billy. It was all about controlling the fight by denying your opponent the time and space to take effective action. Sensei called it “taking the initiative away.” True initiative, sen in Japanese, has nothing to do with aggression. One can seize it by responding to an attack just as much as by attacking first. A third option: meeting the attack head on, sen no sen. 
 
   His instinct was to provoke Billy with a feint, maybe two. But on some level he knew she would say he was avoiding the fight. So he waited, watching him, searching his eyes for a clue. Just breathe. That’s what she was always telling him. Let the breathing take you out of yourself. He tried to listen to his breath. It was soothing. But it contained no clue about Billy’s intentions. He waited a little longer. Billy couldn’t wait. He stepped in with a front kick followed by a lunging left jab. Danny stepped just inside the attack as he snuck in a quick jab to his chest.  
 
   The look of surprise on Billy’s face was matched by the one on Danny’s. He had met the attack with a simultaneous attack, sen no sen. It was a guess and a quick reaction, not the mind-reading omniscience he assumed Emily was capable of. Still it felt different from his usual approach, blundering in and hoping his athleticism would be enough. As soon as the match was over he sat next to her on the floor against the back wall.
 
   “How’d I do that time?”
 
   “You seemed to have more control over the first point.”
 
   “I still didn’t feel like I knew what I was doing, the way you seem to.”
 
   “Knowing is setting the bar a bit too high. It’s more like having an intuition or a feeling.”
 
   “I just don’t know how I’d recognize a feeling like that if it showed up,” he said wistfully.
 
   “That’s what the meditation and the breathing exercises are for. Why do you think we spend so much time doing that?”
 
   “You know I don’t get that stuff, Em. Isn’t there any other way?”
 
   “Who knows? Sure, why not? But paying attention to your breathing is really like looking inside your own feelings.”
 
   “And that works for you?”
 
   “If you quiet all the noise inside of you, you might just hear the noise inside the other guy.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   While they watched the other matches, she noticed a familiar face in the front window. Dr. Tarleton was peering inside with a hunted look on her face. As soon as she spotted Emily she slipped in the door and sat on the bench next to Wendy. There was no mistaking the fear rippling through her body. Emily got up and whispered in Sensei’s ear. She told Wendy to close the front blinds, and then led the doctor into the office where she closed the blinds there, too. There were no chairs.
 
   “Sorry about the sparse furnishings. Dojos are like that. But the carpet is soft.”
 
   She sat next to her on the floor. It was a relief to see her alive.
 
   “I’m so frightened. I didn’t know where to go. Then for some reason I thought of you.”
 
   “How’d you find me?”
 
   “I’ve been driving around for hours. I’m afraid to go home. Then I saw the sign for the dojo and, well, here I am.”
 
   “I saw the fire, Doctor…”
 
   “Jan,” she interrupted. “Just call me Jan. Please.”
 
   “Do you know who did it?”
 
   “Natalie, she’s my assistant, she called when a couple of men came by yesterday. Mondays are slow. We don’t open until one. But they were waiting for her when she got there. Claimed they were FBI. They wanted to see some patient records.”
 
   “Whose records?”
 
   “They had a list of six names, and you were on it,” she said after a moment’s hesitation. 
 
   “I guess she didn’t believe them.”
 
   “Of course not. The FBI would never ask for stuff like that. It’s confidential. She called to warn me about it and then the line went dead.”
 
   “You know, there was a woman’s body in the fire,” Emily offered as delicately as she could.
 
   “Oh, Natalie,” she sobbed. “She knew there was something wrong about those men.”
 
   “It’s okay, Jan,” she said, rubbing her shoulder. “You’re okay now. There’s nothing you can do for Natalie.”
 
   “What should I do? I don’t know where to go, what’s safe.” 
 
   She had been wary of Emily’s physical presence when she came to her office. She seemed more like a weapon than a girl then. But now those same intimations were reassuring. Just sitting next to her for a few minutes was helping her calm down.
 
   “Did they get the records?”
 
   “No. We do all digital records, and the server’s not at the office.”
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   “Right now it’s in the trunk of my car, along with my backup drives. I didn’t want to leave ‘em in my house.”
 
   “You can’t go home, obviously. They’ll be looking for you there, if they haven’t torched it already.” Jan gasped.
 
   “But all my stuff is there. My clothes, shoes, photos, all my books, everything. What am I gonna do?” she groaned.
 
   “Well, first of all, you’re spending the night with me.”
 
   She held both sides of her face and looked directly into her eyes as she said this. Her gaze had a powerful soothing effect on the doctor. 
 
   “I’m sorry to dump my mess on you like this. I’m acting like a little kid.”
 
   “No. You’re in danger. You shouldn’t try to face this alone.” 
 
   To Emily, she was exactly what she appeared to be, a helpless innocent caught up in a conflict beyond her ability to cope. But she had misread Miss Park completely. She couldn’t help having the slightest qualm about trusting this woman now. She had been so good at reading people before. “I guess that’s just the cost of turning to stone. It harder to get a feel for people,” she thought to herself, with just a hint of bitterness. In the end, she decided to take her as she found her. What else was there to go on?
 
   “What about the tests you ordered for me?” Emily asked. “Do you have the results?”
 
   This was a fair question given her anxieties, as well as her suspicion that the fire was all about her.
 
   “Your tests? Oh, yeah. There’s nothing critical in them. But the hormone levels were a bit off.”
 
   “What does that mean? Off how?”
 
   “Well, that’s the puzzle. They don’t quite make sense. It’s like some of your glands are working over time, even when you’re resting. Those levels would make more sense if you’d just finished a triathlon or something.” 
 
   Emily wasn’t surprised. She’d half expected something like this. Not the details, of course. But the abnormality. She didn’t need to know what the particulars meant to begin drawing her own conclusions.
 
   “What causes something like that, do you know?”
 
   “I have no idea. I tried to research it over the weekend. But I couldn’t find anything. We could do more tests if you like. But it may take a DNA study to really figure it out.”
 
   Emily’s first thought was to destroy every trace of those tests. If she was right, and they meant what she feared, she couldn’t let anyone else find out about them. Her mother would know how to read them. She was sure of it.
 
   “I can keep you safe tonight. Tomorrow we’ll go see some friends who can hide you until this all blows over.” 
 
   In fact, she wasn’t completely sure she knew how to protect her. Was her apartment still safe? Surely they knew her truck and the doctor’s car. Were there tracking devices on them? It was probably too dark to do a thorough check on them now.
 
   The class was winding down. Kids were packing up and milling by the door. Emily went out to put a word in Sensei’s ear. It took a few minutes for the dojo to thin out until only her friends were left. 
 
   “Who’s that in the office,” Wendy asked. 
 
   “She’s my doctor.”
 
   “The one whose office was torched yesterday?” Danny said, putting some of the pieces together. “How is she?”
 
   “She’s okay. A bit shaken. Danny, can you take my truck home? I’m gonna keep an eye on her. Is there a flashlight in the office?” 
 
   When Sensei came back with the light, she asked him to pull the doctor’s car around back and look it over for tracking devices. It wasn’t a perfect solution to her worries, but it would have to do.
 
   “You know, focus on the bumpers and wheel wells.”
 
   While he was gone she turned to the rest of them with a darkly focused look.
 
   “You can’t talk about this to anyone.” Wendy rolled her eyes. “I’m serious. Her assistant was killed in that fire. She may be in danger. Just keep your mouths shut. Okay?”
 
   “What’s this all about, Em,” Danny asked.
 
   “The less any of us knows, the better. Melanie, can I count on you? Not a word to anyone.”
 
   “Not a word,” she replied, with a puzzled look on her face. But there was just enough fear mixed in to let Emily rest easy.
 
   “I won’t be in school tomorrow. And if anyone asks about me, you don’t know anything.”
 
   “That’ll be easy, since we don’t,” Wendy snarked back at her.
 
   “Look, don’t even act like you know anything, especially around Miss Park, in case she’s there. Wendy, I’m not kidding.”
 
   “Okay, okay. I get it. Too dangerous. I know nothing.”
 
   Sensei didn’t find anything, which was not finally very reassuring. Though finding a tracking device might have been unsettling in a different way. Emily took the keys and then had a private word for him.
 
   “I’m gonna have to stop coming to class for a little while. And you may need to close the dojo for a few weeks, too. It might not be safe for any of us to congregate.”
 
   He was very visibly unhappy with this suggestion. But even he had to concede that the dojo might become a target, and his students could get hurt.
 
   They went back to Emily’s place to collect clothing and other necessities. She parked a couple of blocks away, slipped through a neighbor’s backyard and scrambled over a fence as a precaution. In the end she thought better of spending the night there. After the mortification of having to be hoisted over the fence, Jan was content to do whatever Emily said. 
 
   Her plan was to meet up with Ethan and Jesse the next day in Charlottesville. That meant heading in the other direction for tonight. She drove as fast as she dared down the 220 to Covington, then cut across on Interstate 84 to Clifton Forge. The final leg was down the 220 again to Roanoke. She preferred to take smaller roads wherever possible to make it easier to spot a tail. They stayed in a downtown motel where she paid in cash. Roanoke was a big town, but still small enough to make it difficult for foreign agents to conceal themselves easily. 
 
   The next morning, they ate at a nearby diner next to a discount electronics store. Emily used the occasion to pick up a handful of flash drives, a generic prepaid cell phone and a powerful electromagnet. Over breakfast she needed to get more information out of the doctor.
 
   “What about the other six people on that list? Was there anything distinctive about them?”
 
   “I don’t know. I haven’t really thought about it,” she replied coolly.
 
   “Then why did you come to me?”
 
   “I don’t really know. Sorry I’m not more helpful. There’s just something about you, I don’t know what it is, but…”
 
   “Look, I need you to think hard about that list. Who was on it?”
 
   “I can’t reveal patient information, even to you.”
 
   “I don’t want to know who they are. But you need to figure out if the other names were there because of something we all have in common. That list is the only clue we have about their intentions.” 
 
   Emily already suspected that the list had no meaning. The other names were just there to conceal their interest in her. But if there was anything she had in common with anyone else, she needed to know. Were there any others like her?
 
   “I can’t think of anything. Three of them are older, in their seventies. One suffers from severe asthma. One has a thyroid condition. And then you. You’re the only person under forty, the only one who is healthy and fit, other than the hormone levels. And that doesn’t mean you’re unhealthy. If anything you’re super-healthy.”
 
   “That’s kinda what I expected to hear. How much data do you have on your drives?”
 
   “Not that much. It’s a new practice. Maybe a few gigabytes. I’m not really good with the tech stuff.”
 
   “That’s okay. We’re gonna have to wipe the drives. You can back it all up to these flash drives. They ought to be big enough. And they’ll be much easier to hide.” 
 
   Doctor Tarleton looked horrified. This might require a bit of finesse to get her to go along. If only they had the time for finesse.
 
   Back at the motel room Emily booted up the doctor’s laptop and hooked up the server and the drives. A bit of cajoling got her to enter a password. 
 
   “Show me the file with my data,” Emily said.
 
   “It’s right here under Tenno. All the files are listed by last names.”
 
   Emily had her copy it to the smallest of the flash drives. She put that one in her pocket. Then she leaned over and highlighted the entire folder and deleted it.
 
   “Hey! What are you doing?” she howled. “I need that.”
 
   “Trust me, Jan. That information is too dangerous. You’re better off without it.” 
 
   Emily could see she was hardly mollified. But what choice did she have? She had to control all information about her, especially whatever a doctor’s files might contain.
 
   “What’s in this folder labeled ‘Testing’?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I think it’s just routing numbers for the various labs we send stuff to.”
 
   “Delete it.” She complied wordlessly, now utterly cowed by Emily. “Are there any other folders that could contain a trace of my data? Like this one with the jumble of letters on the label, what’s that?”
 
   When she clicked on it she found only a secure link and an executable file labeled ‘Tracking.’ 
 
   “I’ve never seen that before. But like I said, I’m not tech savvy.”
 
   “I think it’s some sort of snooping program. It looks like your server’s been compromised. Delete the whole folder. Is this everything on the server and drives? There aren’t any hidden folders?”
 
   “Not that I know of?”
 
   “Copy everything to these,” she said, handing her a few more flash drives.
 
   Once she was done, Emily plugged in the electromagnet and rubbed it all over the server and the drives. After a few seconds a command error appeared on the screen. She pulled the individual disks out of the server and smashed each one over the magnet. She did the same with the laptop itself, over the doctor’s loud protests. She gathered up the remains of Doctor Tarleton’s equipment and threw it into the dumpster behind the motel. When she got back her new friend was sitting on the edge of one of the beds, weeping.
 
   “Jan, I’m sorry about the laptop. But it was probably time to get a new one anyway. That one looked a little long in the tooth.” 
 
   After a moment, she laughed, lifted up her face and wiped away her tears. 
 
   “We’ve got one last thing to do before we get out of here.”
 
    They loaded the car with what little remained of her belongings and pulled around to the back of the motel.
 
   “What exactly am I looking for?”
 
   “It could look like almost anything, though most likely a small plastic box. But it’ll probably have a little wire antenna. You check inside, you know under the seats, in the trunk. I’ll check under the hood.” 
 
   Emily found what she was looking for almost right away, a black box about the size of a match book attached by a magnetic clip to the top of a reinforcing bar on the underside of the hood itself. It was partially covered by insulation. No one not already looking for it would ever notice it. With no indicator light on the casing, she couldn’t tell if it was operating. She put it in her pocket and didn’t mention it to Jan. 
 
   “I think we’re clean,” she said with a smile. “Let’s hit the road.” 
 
   She pulled into a diner a mile or so down the road with a police cruiser parked out front and sent Jan in to get coffee. She attached the tracker to the underside of the rear bumper of the police car.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Home at Last
 
   They arrived in Charlottesville in the middle of the afternoon. Emily hadn’t been in any particular hurry to get there since she wasn’t sure when Ethan and Jesse would arrive. They had an early dinner at a sushi bar near the university: a grilled salmon plate, a nigiri sushi assortment and vegetable yakitori.
 
   “See, doc, I eat well enough. Not just vegetarian.”
 
   “Well, that’s a relief,” she giggled. “But you may be suffering from a dessert deficiency.” 
 
   “What would you prescribe?”
 
   “Were those creampuffs I saw on the dessert cart?”
 
   “Think again, Jan. Japanese pastries are usually filled with soy products. They can be pretty weighty.”
 
   An ice cream stand around the corner provided a lighter alternative. They got a couple of cones and walked over to the campus, where they found themselves strolling around the Lawn in front of the Rotunda. It’s a tree lined avenue about a quarter mile long with various pavilions along either side. Students milled about in the grass, or walked to and from classes. The pastoral scene was a relief to both of them, so far from the dangers they had been fleeing. Emily dialed the number Michael had given her. Two rings and she heard Jesse’s sunny voice.
 
   “You’re here,” she said merrily. 
 
   He recognized her voice immediately. Better not to say names over the phone.
 
   “We got in late last night. Everything is just about ready. The place is as secure as we can make it. Where are you?”
 
   “We’re in town.” 
 
   He gave her directions to a large house in the hills near the reservoir just west of town. They were there in less than fifteen minutes. It was a secluded spot with no lines of sight from any other structures. There were no walls or hedges. Just deep woods on all sides. Security would be primarily electronic. Emily wondered if she would be able to spot the cameras. Her father had a sense for that sort of thing, always knowing where they were before they picked him up.
 
   The compound consisted of a large two story main house, a separate structure for the garage with what looked like at least one upstairs apartment and two small cabins on either side of the pond about a hundred yards down the main slope. There were no substantial lawns. Just a few enclosed patios and a rustic garden. The pond looked clear enough to be swimmable, and large enough for a floating dock in the center. It looked like a suitable substitute for a swimming pool.
 
   The only approach took one down several winding lanes. It would be impossible for a car not to be heard several minutes before it arrived. A clearing on the side opposite the pond was large enough for a helicopter to land. But no lights or other preparations to support a landing could be seen. An adventurous pilot would have to know how to find it on his own. No underground bunkers or tunnels were in evidence. But if they weren’t already in place, Michael would probably put them in soon. He was a burrower.
 
   They pulled down the long drive that ultimately circled in front of the main house. Ethan came out to meet them, waving off a security team approaching from an unseen guardhouse. When Emily got out of the car he picked her up at the waist and hoisted her over his head.
 
   “Emily! It’s so good to see you again, finally. Jesse’s been chattering about you for the last few days non-stop.”
 
   “The feeling is definitely mutual, big guy. I’m afraid we’re coming in a bit hot, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Michael warned us you were beginning to attract some unwanted attention.”
 
   “Well, things have gotten even hotter since we last spoke.” 
 
   Just then Jesse came running up yelling her name. Hugs and many kisses on the cheek in the Israeli fashion were exchanged. 
 
   “Who’s your friend?”
 
   “This is my doctor, Janice Tarleton. Her office was burned down by agents after some medical records. Her nurse was killed in the fire. I need you to keep her safe for a while. I’m sure Michael will understand.”
 
   “Was it your records they wanted?” Ethan asked.
 
   “That’s my guess. North Koreans are somehow involved. But there’s at least one other team, and they may be American. It’s getting kinda crowded for my taste in Virginia.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Jan listened to all of this in astonishment. These were obviously professional soldiers Emily was… well, briefing seemed to be the only way to describe it. And the estate was huge. What sort of friends does this girl have? She certainly felt safer now than she did a day ago. But what exactly had she stepped into the middle of? 
 
   Her initial impression of Emily seemed to fit in with these guys almost too well. They all looked like soldiers at the peak of physical training. Jesse was lithe and strong, like a coiled snake, and Ethan was tall and thickly built. He looked like he could crash through a brick wall with just his shoulder. And who knew how many other security people were secreted around this place.
 
   The house was sparsely furnished inside. A few rugs, more bare wood floors. There were enough chairs, couches and assorted tables. But it was far from lush. Elegant, not overdone. Whose house was this? Indications of a small domestic staff here and there. She met the cook and a housekeeper when they walked in. There may have been more. 
 
   “Jan, I’m going back now. You’ll be safe here,” Emily told her an hour or so later. “I’ll be back on Friday after school.”
 
   “I almost forgot. You’re just a school girl. And here I am, a grown woman hiding behind your skirts. I don’t know how to thank you.”
 
   “Just do what Ethan and Jesse say and you’ll be fine. You can trust them. My mom will be here by the weekend. Then we can all sit down together and figure out what to do.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Jesse drove Emily back to Warm Springs. They approached her block with considerable circumspection. Drove past and circled the block once before parking a few doors down and approaching on foot. She was pleased to show him her living arrangements. He had opinions about security and offered some advice. She wanted him to be aware of the danger Danny and his mom might be in living next door.
 
   “I’ll come back tomorrow to set up some electronic surveillance,” Jesse said to reassure her. “I’m not sure how wise it is for you to stay here.”
 
   “I’m not ready to leave Warm Springs yet. I still have to finish school, you know.”
 
   “Then we’ll have to figure something out, I guess.”
 
   After he left, she made sure her homework was in order. If she missed any assignments in school today, she’d have to catch up on them over the weekend. Since it was still early she went down and tapped on Danny’s kitchen door. His mom opened it and invited her in.
 
   “Is Danny in, or did he go to the dojo, Mrs. Rincon?”
 
   “No, he’s upstairs. Didn’t you hear? The dojo’s closed for the next few weeks. Some sort of emergency in Sensei’s family. I hope it’s nothing serious.”
 
   “Me, too,” she replied earnestly. 
 
   Danny must have heard them in the kitchen and came tumbling down the stairs.
 
   “Hey, Em. We missed you today. Everything okay,” he asked knowingly.
 
   “Yeah, everything’s ready at the house in Charlottesville. My mom will be there by the weekend. Maybe we can all head out there on Saturday. I’m sure she’d like to meet all my friends.”
 
   “Your mom’s back! That’s wonderful news, Emily,” Danny’s mom interjected. “You must be so happy.”
 
   “Yeah, it is kinda great. I can hardly wait to see her.”
 
   “Is that okay with you, Mom, if I spend the day there? We don’t have any other plans, do we? I’m all caught up on homework.”
 
   “Of course it is,” she replied beaming at her son.
 
   “We may not get back until late,” Emily said.
 
   “That’s okay. You just have a wonderful time. I’m so happy for you.”
 
   Emily said her goodnights and went back up to her apartment over the garage. She changed into dark sweats, dug her sleeping bag out of the closet and went back downstairs. She had a well-concealed place in the garden behind a large rhododendron in mind. She would be practically invisible there, but would have a view of the driveway and the kitchen door as well as all the back windows of the house. Of course, she could also see the staircase on the side of the garage. 
 
   She dozed off sometime after midnight having spent the interim weighing the possibilities as they occurred to her. The North Koreans seemed to be in no hurry. Were they waiting for an opportune moment? She would have to watch for it too. The two men in Pennsylvania, who were they working for? Meacham? Burzynski? Were they helping the Koreans, or did they have their own plan? She was worried about Danny and his mom. Had she brought dangers to their doorstep that she couldn’t protect them from?
 
   The sun awakened her early. That’s one of the consequences of sleeping under the open sky. As far as she could tell, nothing untoward had transpired during the night. The telltale slip of paper she left stuck in her door was still in place when she went upstairs. She showered and dressed, then got her lunch ready. Today was going to be cold sesame noodles with cucumber spears. She put a few rice balls together for sharing. She just had time to collect Danny and head over to school. 
 
   The news that Miss Park had not returned to work was a relief. It confirmed her suspicions of the other day, if she really needed confirmation. At lunch she dodged questions about Dr. Tarleton, as much as possible. Even so, some questions would have to be answered given how restless her friends were becoming, especially Wendy.
 
   “She was pretty freaked out by the fire at her office. It looks like her nurse was killed in it,” she offered.
 
   “That’s horrible,” Billy said. “Do they know who did it?”
 
   “Not that I’ve heard,” Danny said.
 
   “What’s it got to do with you, Em?” Wendy pressed innocently.
 
   “I’m pretty sure whoever it was wanted my medical records,” she said after a moment’s hesitation.
 
   “How do you know that?” Wayne asked.
 
   “The doctor told me two men posing as FBI agents were asking for them.” 
 
   That information brought the conversation to a stop while everyone digested it.
 
   “Were these the same guys who had us pulled over on the road last weekend,” Wendy asked after a moment. 
 
   “I don’t think it could have been. Not unless they were limping and bandaged up.”
 
   “What happened? How come we haven’t heard about any of this until now,” Danny demanded.
 
   “I’m sorry, Em,” Wendy said a little embarrassed. “It just popped out.”
 
   “It’s okay. It’s probably better this way.” She sketched in the basic facts, leaving out the gruesome elements. “I’m sorry guys. I just thought it would be better if the story didn’t make it’s way around the school. Those guys probably didn’t know where we live, and they still may not. But if the story gets around town, they’ll figure it out pretty quickly. So if you could keep it quiet, it might delay their arrival in Warm Springs.” Then almost as an after thought she brought up the dojo. “I asked Sensei to close it for a few weeks. I didn’t want to make any of you into targets.”
 
   “It sounds like we’re under siege,” Wayne blurted out.
 
   “Wendy will tease me for saying this, but it’s me they want, not you guys. Try to stay out of the crossfire.” 
 
   She looked at Melanie as she said this. How much could she tell her? She had only just joined their little circle, after all. If she told Amanda about any of this, she would be sure to look for some way to use it against her. She didn’t particularly care about Amanda’s schemes, unless they inadvertently put her friends in danger. 
 
   As they walked to afternoon classes, Emily drew Melanie and Wayne aside. She urged him to tell her whatever he wanted her to know. Melanie shooed Wayne off to class and pulled her into an alcove to whisper a word in her ear.
 
   “Emily, this sounds really nasty, what’s going on. I’m frightened for Wayne. You know how he is. If he sees you in trouble, he’ll charge into the middle of it.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of, too. That’s what we all love about him. But I don’t want him to get hurt again. That was a lucky escape the other day in the parking lot. I need your help, Mel. I can’t keep him safe by myself.”
 
   “Whatever I can do.”
 
   “The most important thing is not to let this story make the rounds. I’m sorry to say this, but it means not telling Amanda.” Melanie knew exactly what she meant.
 
   “I’m sorry, Em… about those pictures, I mean. It was a nasty thing to do. It was Amanda’s idea, but I went along with it at first. By the time I came to my senses and tried to stop her, it was too late. I’m really sorry.”
 
   She kept her eyes on her shoes as she said this, trembling a bit as she went on. Emily looked up into her eyes and touched her shoulder, but said nothing.
 
   “And when she sent the pictures around, and I saw the bruises on your arms and legs, I was so frightened for you.” She took a deep breath after she said this. “And so ashamed for my part in it. Are those bruises connected to what’s happening now?”
 
   “I have to admit, I was pissed when I saw the pictures, and I knew you had a part in it. But I don’t really care about it anymore. I’ve got more important things to worry about than Amanda. About those bruises, I got most of them at a karate tournament a while back. Ask Wayne to show you the video. It’s okay. Don’t worry about me.” She smiled and tried to let her find a way to feel better about things. “Look, Mel, Wayne likes you, so I like you. That’s how we all feel. Just keep an eye on him in case there’s trouble, okay?”
 
   “Don’t worry about that, Em. I’m on it,” she said in cheerier tones.
 
 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   An Interview Up North
 
   Friday morning Emily got to school early and popped into the Assistant Principal’s office. She showed her the letter from the Naval Academy.
 
   “It’s about a four hour drive up there. I’ll need to leave around ten to be sure to make a 3:00 appointment.”
 
   “I suppose that’s okay, Emily. I’ll notify your teachers. Is the Academy your first choice?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I have a good offer from Charlottesville… oh, and another from Stanford. But I don’t know if I want to go that far away.”
 
   “That’s pretty impressive. We’re all very proud of you.”
 
   “Thanks, Mrs. Abernathy. I’ll let you know how it goes.”
 
   The drive was tedious if uneventful. She stopped for lunch at an Indian restaurant in Alexandria: samosas and lamb vindaloo. It was spicy and a bit starchier than she was used to. But she enjoyed it all the same. Afterwards she made a point of driving past the address on the business card Jiang gave her. It was an ordinary looking storefront with a sign reading “Shanghai Treasures.” From what she could see, they mainly traded in ceramics, trinkets and assorted bric-a-brac. Some larger pieces were visible through the window: a painted screen, some wicker fan chairs, a few small tables. There was a loading dock in the rear with a separate walk-in entrance, and very little activity at the moment. She thought of stopping by on her way home for another chance to size up Jiang. 
 
   She arrived in Annapolis driving along Rt. 50, the main connector to the District of Columbia. It’s a quaint, historic city with cobblestone streets and brick sidewalks made uneven by the occasional tree root. State offices mark the edge of the historic district around State Circle. The Naval Academy and a small liberal arts college next door occupy much of the waterfront property on College Creek and the Severn River. The city is also a much frequented crossroads on the Chesapeake Bay for commercial shipping and recreational boating. It is often choked with tourists, especially in the summer. Emily made her way over to King George Street, found a parking space on Maryland Avenue and entered through Gate Three. 
 
   She showed the guard her letter and was directed to the Deputy Commandant’s office in a building on Buchanan Road. Captain Jefferies and Captain Creighton were expecting her. It was a large room with a desk on one end near the window and a large conference table in the center. Several other officers were seated at the table. 
 
   “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Tenno,” said the Deputy Commandant. He made introductions and offered routine hospitality.
 
   “Is it true? Are you really George Kane’s daughter,” Captain Creighton asked.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “We served together briefly in the Philippines. How is he, if you don’t mind my asking?”
 
   “He’s dead,” she said, trying not to betray any emotion.
 
   Creighton was crestfallen. One of the other officers around the table started at the news, but said nothing.
 
   “I’m very sorry to hear it,” Creighton said. “He was a very good man.”
 
   “Thank you, sir, for the sentiment,” she replied, with a wan smile.
 
   “We were all quite impressed by your credentials,” Jefferies continued. “It seemed like a good idea to meet you.”
 
   “If you don’t mind my asking, are interviews like this normal procedure?”
 
   “Strictly speaking, no,” he replied. “But your application came through late in the season, and we only have a few discretionary spots to fill.”
 
   For the better part of half an hour, she fielded questions from the entire panel, though Creighton was the most talkative member. They wanted to know about her interests, her ambitions, even her personal life. She answered what she could and evaded questions she thought were impertinent. 
 
   “If you don’t mind, can you tell us how your father died?” an officer named Carver asked.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I don’t see the relevance of that question,” she replied, with a stern look.
 
   “Neither do I, Carver,” Jefferies said in a sharp tone, interceding on her behalf.
 
   “Unless you have any more questions for me, maybe it’s time for you to show me what I can expect as a plebe.” Jefferies raised an eyebrow and turned a significant look toward Creighton. 
 
   “Fair enough,” he replied. “I’m tired of sitting in this chair, too. Why don’t we take a turn around the grounds and you can ask us whatever you like, Miss Tenno.” He turned to Creighton and invited him along. “I don’t think we need the rest of you.” 
 
   It was clear from his peremptory tone he ran the show. She guessed he would make whatever decision was to be made concerning her application without further input. It was also obvious he was impressed by her.
 
   They spent the next hour touring the Academy grounds, talking generally about student life and the opportunities that would be available to her if she matriculated in the fall. She had a feeling it was not an ordinary occurrence for the Deputy Commandant and the Director of Admissions to be seen giving tours to prospective Midshipmen. Her guides had to return seemingly endless salutes along the way. 
 
   In the end, they were pleased to take her into one of the enormous field houses, where a self defense class was underway. She recognized the teacher as her first opponent from the tournament at Norfolk. They watched from the side of the room for a few minutes as he put a class of third year cadets through their paces. They were not training in a specific style. Instead it seemed to be an amalgam of useful techniques, though it tended to favor elements of the Israeli style, krav maga, in its conservatism. No spinning kicks, nothing flamboyant, just some basic, but effective joint locks, low kicks and short, fast punch techniques. 
 
   When there was a pause in the class, Captain Jefferies cleared his throat to make their presence known.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Mr. Parker, I think you’ve already met Miss Tenno here,” Captain Creighton said, smiling broadly. Parker’s eyes lit up the second he saw her.
 
   “Indeed I have,” he said beaming. “Does your presence here mean you’ll be with us in the fall?”
 
   “Well that partly depends on what these gentlemen have to say, I think. I haven’t exactly received an acceptance letter yet.”
 
   “Are you implying that you’re willing if we are,” Creighton asked. 
 
   “I think we don’t need to leave her hanging any longer,” the Deputy Commandant interrupted. “Miss Tenno, you can expect an official acceptance letter in the next few days. We would be very pleased to have you.” 
 
   Parker was overjoyed to hear this news and looked at her expectantly. 
 
   “Thank you, sir,” she said with a smile.
 
   “That’s not exactly an answer to my question,” Creighton said to needle her with every appearance of good humor. 
 
   She looked directly at him and smiled again. He caught a glimpse into her eyes and was quite taken aback. Her gaze felt like the firm, cold hand of command, telling him he had gone as far as she would permit. Still, it was a kindly smile, even if her resolution was adamantine. Jefferies noticed it too. 
 
   As they walked her back out toward Gate Three, Creighton couldn’t resist inquiring about her father.
 
   “Please excuse me if I’m intruding, but I’d really like to know how your father died. It’s just that I consider him a friend. He pulled me out of a couple of tight situations.”
 
    Emily hesitated for a moment before answering, looking closely at his face. Creighton had the distinct impression he had just been measured and assessed. He wondered what sort of judgment she had formed of him.
 
   “It happened last fall,” she began tentatively. “We lived on a large estate where he was the chauffeur, and informal bodyguard, I suppose. One night it was invaded by a team of armed men. We were caught in the crossfire. He died trying to keep me safe.”
 
   Creighton lost the power of speech for a long moment. He expected to hear about an accident or an illness. He was unprepared for what he actually heard. The friend who protected him all those years ago died protecting his daughter, and now she stood before him, blank, dark eyes flashing as she recounted the event. 
 
   “Oh my God. I’m so sorry,” he finally blurted out. “Do you know who they were? Have the police found them?”
 
   She looked at him again with a wistful smile. He saw the same deep darkness. But it seemed to mean something different this time. What was it? Generosity and forgiveness was there. But also something darker, fiercer. He didn’t want to probe it any further.
 
   After she had gone, Creighton turned to Jefferies with an I-told-you-so look on his face.
 
   “You see what I saw?”
 
   “Yeah,” Jefferies conceded. “There’s definitely some steel in her, and maybe some magic behind those eyes. I don’t see anyone resisting her command.”
 
   “Hell, I think I’d follow her into the breach.”
 
   “Do you think she’ll come?”
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine,” Creighton said wistfully.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Emily had no further curiosity about Annapolis. She retraced her steps out to Rt. 50 and took the Capital Beltway south toward Alexandria. The first exit after the Woodrow Wilson Bridge is Duke Street. It led her to the commercial district and Jiang Xi. She couldn’t quite say why she wanted to see him just now, but that didn’t deter her. 
 
   It was a little after six when she got out of the truck in front of “Shanghai Treasures.” The front door was open, but no one seemed to be in the store. She walked past dusty displays and around the sales counter to a door leading to the back of the building. Voices echoed dimly in some muffled distance from the back. There must be at least one more door. She stood in the middle of a large storeroom, a roll-down door to the loading dock on one end, on her left open stairs led up to a second floor office. Boxes and crates were stacked here and there. 
 
   On a table in one corner she noticed a dozen or so swords piled carelessly. She picked one up from the top and hefted it. The handle was a little too padded for her comfort. Shaped roughly like her katana, the blade hadn’t been sharpened. She wasn’t certain it could even hold an edge. It may have been merely ornamental. She removed the sheath and tossed it on the table. The weight didn’t feel right. She didn’t like the balance: too light in the handle, too heavy at the tip. She slashed the air a few times, swung it over her head and thrust it behind her. With her eyes closed she began to move around the room moving the sword as she went. She felt her opponents as if in the dark, parried their attacks, thrust and slash. 
 
   The sword kept moving, no stops, even though it still felt wrong. The awkwardness of the weight pulled her mind back from her attackers. She began to feel with the sword, respond to its will, let it find its way through them. But this sword was dumb. It has no spirit inside the steel. No one has ever fought with it, or died for it. It’s just a toy. Perhaps the spirit was in her own hands, her shoulders. That’s not how it felt, nothing seemed to come from inside her. Maybe it’s some sort of projection of her feelings on to an inanimate object.
 
   “Hey! Put that down. What are you doing back here,” someone barked at her out of the darkness. 
 
   She opened her eyes and saw a skinny old man. Two younger men emerged from the office upstairs to see what was happening. Ignoring them all she walked calmly over to the table and slid the sword into its sheath. She looked at it for a moment, held it up on her palms. Did she owe it a debt of gratitude, this empty toy sword? She put it down.
 
   “What do you want here,” the old man asked.
 
   “Jiang Xi,” she said quietly.
 
   “Never heard of him,” he said dismissively. 
 
   She took the photo of Tang Li Li from her jacket pocket and held it out.
 
   “Show him this.” 
 
   He waved the picture over his head and nodded at the men on the stairs. One of them tapped his knuckle on the office door. A moment later Jiang stepped out and leaned over the railing. The room was not brightly lit. It took him a second to recognize her. Perhaps he had just woken up.
 
   “Sifu,” he blurted out as he rushed to the stairs. “Make some tea,” he barked at one of the men on the landing. He bowed at the bottom of the stairs. “You’re here. Have you heard from them?”
 
   “No, nothing. No word about Li Li.”
 
   “Then why have you come?” he asked bluntly. Then, remembering himself, he invited her upstairs. “Come, come. We can talk in the office.” 
 
   She followed reluctantly. In one room she found a scuffed up leather sofa, a few chairs around a card table and a desk in one corner by a filing cabinet. The second room was behind a closed door. She sat at the table across from Jiang. One of the men brought in cups and a steaming kettle for tea after a few minutes.
 
   “You didn’t tell me she’s your niece.” He said nothing. “What will happen to her if you get her back? Will you send her home to China?”
 
   “There’s no one to send her to,” he grumbled.
 
   “She has no other family?”
 
   “I’m all she has.”
 
   The store was owned by the Sung family, he explained. Tang’s father smuggled the old man and his wife out of Guangdong shortly before the end of the Cultural Revolution. They would help him make a home for her.
 
   “You’ll keep her with you?”
 
   “Of course,” he snorted, almost offended by the question. “She’s the last of my family.”
 
   “Why haven’t I heard from the Koreans,” she asked.
 
   “You have heard from them. Who do you think attacked you that day in the parking lot of your school?”
 
   “You’ve been watching? Then you know they said nothing.”
 
   “That’s their way. Try to grab you without giving up anything. They are not honorable,” he said, shaking his head in disgust. “They’ll make another move, I think. Soon.”
 
   “Can we take her from them before they act?”
 
   “How? She’s probably not even here.” Emily was puzzled and clearly annoyed.
 
   “What sort of trade were you planning for me then,” she snarled.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sifu. It’s who they are. They’ll offer a trade, but it will just be a trick to get you. They won’t hand over the girl.”
 
   “How would that get you any closer to Li Li?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Once they have you, then perhaps we can find her and take her back.”
 
   “What exactly do you mean ‘we’, Jiang?”
 
   “I don’t know, Sifu,” he said looking down at his shoes. “We have to find a way, together.”
 
   “You ask too much.”
 
   “I ask nothing. Tang Tian would never allow it.”
 
   She looked at him long and hard. He tried not to cringe, until she nodded. They understood each other… finally.
 
   She got back on the highway and headed south to Charlottesville and her mother.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   A Family Reunion
 
   As she pulled up the long gravel drive to Michael’s house, Emily was forced to stop at an impromptu roadblock. Three uniformed men with side arms stood in front of a black van parked across the entrance to the estate. Two approached from either side, aiming flashlights into her truck.
 
   “Can I help you, Miss?” the lead man asked, in a very official sounding voice. 
 
   Emily turned toward him, then looked over his shoulder at a camera hidden in the tree behind him. She heard a little voice barking through his earpiece. 
 
   “She’s on the list, Jerry. Let her through. She’s family.” He started, straightened himself up and shouted to the third man to move the van out of the way.
 
   “I’m sorry, Miss. Go right up.”
 
   “Don’t apologize,” she said with a smile. “Thank you for keeping my mom safe.”
 
   They were all waiting outside when she pulled up to the main house: Michael, Andie and Anthony, and running out front, her mom.
 
   “Thank God you’re safe,” she said clinging to her daughter like she would never let her go.
 
   “It’s good to see you too, Mom.” The others crowded around the pair of them.
 
   “Welcome home, Emily,” Andie said with a big smile.
 
   “Isn’t that what I’m supposed to say?”
 
   “We all just want you to know that this is your home too, just like before the fire,” Michael said. 
 
   Finally Anthony squeezed in between Yuki’s arms and tried to give Emily a big hug. She put her arms around both of them.
 
   “Anthony, how’d you get so big?”
 
   “You see how much we’ve all missed you,” her mom said.
 
   They managed to make their way into the house without Anthony actually letting go of her. Eventually, Andie pried him loose and showed Emily a room on the second floor she could call her own. After she got settled, Andie had the cook make her something to eat and sat with her in the kitchen.
 
   “I still have to keep my place in Warm Springs, you know. I can’t commute to high school from here.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Emily. We know all about it. Jesse filled Michael in on the details. I think he’s already installed some electronic gizmos over there. But I just want to make sure you know this is your home, even if you’re living over there for now. Michael and I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
   Yuki popped in and out of the kitchen this whole time, apparently unable to settle down. Finally, they all sat down on the rear patio around a fire pit. Emily told them about her friends and worked out the details of their visit. Ethan thought it might be best if she took a van to meet them in town and bring them back to the estate. Perhaps it was an unnecessary precaution, but he didn’t like giving out directions. Yuki was ecstatic about the prospect of meeting her friends, especially Danny. Michael teased her about how he was going to have a serious talk with the young man about his intentions. Anthony was desperate to get her attention the entire time. He wanted to take her on a tour of the house and grounds, and especially to show her his room. It was too dark to see the grounds. That would have to wait until the next morning. 
 
   Before turning in, she popped into Dr. Tarleton’s room for a brief word and to offer some reassurance. Just seeing Emily brought her visible relief. Her eyes brightened like a child’s on Christmas morning. “Oh, Emily. You’re back!” she said. Without realizing it, she had thrown her arms around her in an infantile hug. She came to herself after a moment and moved reluctantly to disentangle her arms. Emily gave her a little squeeze, and let her hang on a tiny bit longer. She could feel how anxious Jan was, despite the level of security on the estate. Emily figured she must also be anxious to return to her own home and to restart life as usual. 
 
   “I think you should stay here a little longer, for your own safety.”
 
   “But you’ve done so much for me already, and the Cardanos, too. I’m beginning to feel like a trespasser. And I need to get back to work.”
 
   “I won’t stop you, of course. But you’ll be safe here. I’ve already spoken to Michael and Andie. They’re happy to have you stay for as long as it takes. The house is huge. You’re not a burden.” 
 
   Emily couldn’t help but sympathize with her desire for normalcy. She didn’t know how long it might take, but the doctor’s safety was directly tied to her own situation. As long as she remained a target, so did Jan. No clear way out presented itself to her mind. Her worries followed her to bed.
 
   No trails were visible in the woods around the estate in the morning light, though in the hillier parts there were hints of paths. These may just have been the residue of rainfall runoff or animal tracks. Whatever they were, the woods were not so dense as to prevent her from making her own way. Of course this meant she had to be careful what paths she created, or if she would allow herself to create any. Never go the same way twice, she thought.
 
   The shortest route to the reservoir from the back door of the main house was a little over a half mile. If she followed the contour of the terrain, it became an easy run about twice as long. The water extended in several finger-like directions so that to run along the shore would occupy about an hour of her time. The circuit brought her closer to the highway than she liked on one side, and to the grounds of a summer camp on another. She’d find a different track once the weather got warmer. 
 
   She was back at the house by seven thirty, in time for a breakfast chat with her mother. She waited until the cook left them alone.
 
   “Dad told me about the genetic experiments.” 
 
   Yuki’s face revealed nothing. That in itself spoke volumes, she thought. 
 
   “There are people hunting me because they think I’m one of those experiments,” she said with as much equanimity as she could muster. 
 
   Shouldn’t a mother feel something, betray some emotion on hearing news like that? Yuki sat silent, stone faced for a moment.
 
   “Your grandfather had a crazy, foolish idea, and some dangerous people were tricked by his enthusiasm. It all came to nothing. He took his own life and then those people came after me, after us. I was already carrying you. Your father saved me… us, and Michael protected us all this time.” 
 
   Yuki told her about fleeing Tokyo, hiding out on Hokkaido, how she was born on Okinawa. She already knew about the early years on Hawaii and finally settling in Virginia. It felt good to hear her mother tell it again. Even so, it didn’t really answer her question.
 
   “These people burned down my doctor’s office. They killed her nurse. Those tests revealed something. My hormone levels are all weird. She told me.” Her face felt warm. “Mom, something is not normal about me and I think you know what it is.”
 
   “Sweetheart, you are exceptional. I am so proud of you, and so was your father. Never forget that. But you are not some sort of experiment. You’re just a hardworking, disciplined girl.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s just what Dad said,” she muttered, clearly only half satisfied.
 
   “I should probably talk to the doctor about those tests. It could be a mistaken result. But if it isn’t, we’ll need to see if there isn’t something we can do with your diet or supplements to control whatever’s happening.”
 
   It all sounded very reasonable. There was no denying it. It just wasn’t a satisfying way to think about what she’d been through over the last couple of weeks. And even if all the Chinese and the Koreans were wrong about her, the fact is they were still after her. Maybe she should just let her mom and Dr. Tarleton put their heads together and try to figure out what those tests really mean. She just hoped her mom realized the risks she was running and wasn’t keeping her in the dark.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Around nine, Anthony was done with breakfast and already frisking about to show Emily around. He had been about as patient as a boy can be. She let him show her everything there was to see around the estate buildings, the cabins and the pond. After about an hour, as they were making their way up the hill from the pond, they saw Jesse in the distance, and behind him, Andie and Michael watching from the patio. Emily nodded to Jesse, patted Anthony on the head and then took off at a dead run towards the reservoir.
 
   “C’mon, Anthony. Let’s go exploring,” she called out over her shoulder. Andie and Michael watched from the patio. There was no way he could resist following. He took off after her, running as fast as he could go, with Jesse bringing up the rear. 
 
   She took the direct route, which led her over a few rises. She was briefly out of his sight a couple of times. When he finally burst through some shrubs panting, he saw her standing in front of the still, dark surface of the reservoir. She was laughing at him. This was the first time he had come this far from the house.
 
   “What’s the matter, slowpoke,” she teased. “All this time abroad has made you slow and lazy.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Jesse huffed and puffed. “He seems pretty fast to me.”
 
   “So you’re both out of shape,” she snorted.
 
   They whiled away an idle hour talking and skipping stones across the water, occasionally aiming at targets in the trees. Anthony was pretty good at hitting what he aimed at, and with a big windup he could throw a rock the size of a peach almost two hundred feet.
 
   “That’s quite an arm you’ve got there, young man,” said Jesse.
 
   “Show me what you can do without the big step,” Emily said, as she demonstrated the sort of throw she had in mind. 
 
   She barely moved her feet at all. Her right arm came from behind her ear in a short arc down to her left hip. The rock struck a large knot in a trunk about fifty feet away. 
 
   “A quick throw is best. It doesn’t need to go more than fifty or sixty feet, as long as you hit what you’re aiming at with good velocity.”
 
   “Are we still playing, Emily? Or are we back in training?”
 
   “We’re always in training, Jesse. That doesn’t mean it can’t be fun.”
 
   Anthony loved ‘training’ with Emily. But when her friends arrived, new modes of play seized his imagination. Danny and Billy seemed content to throw a ball with him for hours, they ran like greyhounds, wrestled like orangutans. And climbing up and down on Wayne... well it was almost like flying, especially when he hoisted him up in the air. They were no end of fun. The adults watched from the patio.
 
   By the time the big people reassembled on the patio, Anthony was fully tired, though not for that reason ready to give up on these magical new creatures: big boys. The adult conversation dimmed his hopes for more play. Eventually his mom guided him upstairs for some unspecified chores.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The talk was all about college. Where were they going? What would they study? Yuki was happy to see what kind of friends her daughter had made. Michael was pleasantly surprised to find someone taller than himself to talk with. Andie was impressed by how grown up they all seemed. A few hours later, when it was time to go, Anthony came down to say goodbye.
 
   “I love Emily’s friends,” he said. “When are they coming back?” 
 
   Everyone laughed.
 
   “Soon,” Emily reassured him.
 
   The next morning Jesse went over the equipment he had installed at her apartment. Cameras watched her front landing, the rear windows, the garage and the front and back of Danny’s house. They were all concealed at some distance in the trees. No one would spot them even if they were looking for them. The encrypted feed was sent wirelessly to the security server at the estate. He handed her what looked like a cell phone.
 
   “I don’t use one,” she said. “I don’t want to be tracked.”
 
   “It’s not a phone.” 
 
   He touched a button and the screen began cycling through the different cameras. He showed her how to pan and select, do an image capture. It all operated remotely on a separate wireless connection to the server. 
 
   “The system’s motion activated. If it detects anything, the handset’ll vibrate and show you what it sees. Keep it charged and on you at all times. It has no GPS chip, and it only communicates with my phone. You can send and receive texts, but only with me or the server.”
 
   Before leaving, Emily wanted to talk to her mom one more time. The last conversation didn’t assuage any of her doubts. Her mother’s story seemed reasonable enough. But it was just so neat, she was so composed as she talked about it, and the contrast to the hectic energy of her life over the last couple of weeks was hard to reconcile with it. She looked for her in the kitchen, the dining room, the family room. She was heading to the back of the house when she heard Michael’s voice beckoning to her from a doorway on the left. 
 
   “Emily, can we talk for a minute before you head out?” 
 
   The room he ushered her into looked like a study. A few chairs, an occasional table and a desk were placed here and there in what were probably not their final resting places. The room practically cried out for a sofa, or at least a stuffed chair. The shelves on three walls were mainly empty. They stood next to each other looking over the woods descending from the window.
 
   “I have to ask you something, you know, about my mom,” she said, effectively preempting whatever it was he had in mind.
 
   “Okay…,” he replied warily.
 
   “Has she told you about the blood tests Dr. Tarleton had done?” When he said he hadn’t heard, she filled him in. “There’s something strange about those tests,” she finished.
 
   “It doesn’t sound so strange to me. Just some elevated hormone levels. You’re a very active person. Couldn’t it just be because of that?”
 
   “I suppose. I mean, maybe that sounds reasonable. But my life has just been so unreasonable these last few months that I’m having a hard time accepting reasonable stories.”
 
   “What exactly do you want me to tell you?”
 
   “You were there, in Tokyo I mean. You saw what my grandfather was like, what my mom was like in those days. All these people think I’m some sort of experiment. My dad told me all about it. He said that the experiments never amounted to anything. But I really need to know if there’s any chance… you know, that there’s some truth to what these people think about me.” 
 
   Michael paused for a long moment, weighing what he should say. Maybe he didn’t want to get between her and her mother.
 
   “That was such a strange, dangerous time. It’s hard even to put myself back there. Your grandfather was so determined, so stubborn. I guess he was also blind to what it meant to do what he was trying to do.”
 
   “I know,” she grunted in agreement.
 
   “Your mom was helping him, running the lab for him, working the data. But she was always against the project. She was constantly trying to get him to see what was wrong with it.”
 
   “Why didn’t she just leave him, then?”
 
   “I think she was worried the people around him would take advantage of him. He was so focused on his ideas, he wouldn’t be hard to manipulate. She loved him. And there were suspicious types hovering around the lab, even people like me and your father. I think it must have been really hard to know who to trust.”
 
   “How did she decide on you two?”
 
   “That was all about your father. There was no reason to trust me. But you remember that way your father had of looking at you with those blank eyes. I think your mom understood something about him almost from the beginning, just from looking into those eyes.”
 
   “Her eyes are pretty scary sometimes, too,” she added.
 
   “Yeah, I guess so. In fact, they’re a lot like yours,” he said with a smile. “But there’s no way she would have consented to experiment on herself, to let her father infect her with whatever virus they were working on. There’s just no way.”
 
   “Maybe some sort of accident…” she began hesitantly. He frowned.
 
   “Maybe… I suppose it’s not impossible. But I’m pretty sure they never developed a viable code in the first place. There wouldn’t have been anything to put in a virus.” 
 
   Emily thought about this for a while. It was a relief to hear it from Michael. He had no reason to lie to her. She leaned her head against his shoulder and thanked him.
 
   “Jesse’s explained the electronics to you?”
 
   “Yeah, he showed me how to work it,” she said pulling the ‘phone’ out of her pocket absentmindedly. 
 
   “Those cameras are included in the feed the team here looks at. They’ll buzz you if they see anything. But if there’s trouble anywhere, don’t hesitate to come straight here. You don’t have to face these people alone anymore.”
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   Skinny Dipping
 
   The glow of the weekend spent with her family still lingered in the corners of her mood the next morning. Little tasks occupied the morning: folding laundry, breakfast, preparing a lunch. She tracked herself walking around the yard on the ‘phone’ Jesse gave her, watching as she showed up on her screen and then locating each camera from it. They were indeed hard to spot, and quite silent. The ‘phone’ buzzed: a text from Jesse.
 
   “r u auditioning 4 the cameras?” She laughed and turned to face the camera trained on the garage. With a big smile she waved back at him, and imagined the smile on his face. The pleasure of this imaginary exchange was considerable.
 
   The week started hopefully. No sign of the Koreans anywhere. If only they had given up on her. Jiang’s desperate schemes for his niece drifted to the back of her mind. She was so far from being able to do anything to help that it just wasn’t possible to focus any steady attention on her. The little girl drifted into abstraction.
 
   The prom committee was cranking up the machinery of school spirit in anticipation of the event three weeks hence. When Emily walked through the front doors it was impossible not to notice. A new poster campaign adorned the hallways: variations of a kid in top hat and tails and a long white beard pointing at the camera. The slogan read “Uncle Prom Wants You.” Everyone on the committee was featured in at least one poster. The one with Amanda looked particularly good, as even Emily had to admit. 
 
   The rest of the semester looked like an easy ride. She had already finished the last of the big projects that would be assigned. There would be a few quizzes and tests in Calculus and Physics, probably also in History, and an impromptu literary essay or two in English. But those were just a matter of ordinary business. The homework load would be correspondingly light from now on.
 
   At lunch on Wednesday Wayne was feeling much better. His shoulder was on the mend. Billy and Wendy wanted to do something to let off steam. Emily could see that the pressures she felt had taken a toll on her friends too.
 
   “We could go down to Covington,” Billy suggested.
 
   “What’s there to do down there,” Wayne asked.
 
   “I dunno. We could go see a movie or something.”
 
   “We could go over to the lake,” Melanie suggested. “You know, to Coles Point or maybe Bolar Beach.”
 
   “I dunno,” Wayne said. “It’s pretty empty there this time of year. What are we gonna do?”
 
   “Who knows. We could pick up a couple of pizzas at that place in Barcova and just hang out,” Wendy proposed. Wayne’s view of this scheme became more optimistic once food was included. “What do you think, Em?”
 
   “I’m in. Maybe we could go for a swim if it stays warm.”
 
   “The water’ll be freezing even if it is warm,” said Danny with a mock shiver. It was settled. 
 
   “Let’s meet up at my house around five,” Billy said. “We can probably take my dad’s SUV.”
 
   Emily ran a couple of errands after school, checked her mail, stopped at the grocery store, etc. She put a few towels in the truck in case they did end up in the water. Danny met her in the driveway and they headed over to Billy’s house. 
 
   There were too many people to fit comfortably in the SUV with Melanie coming along, so Danny rode with Emily. She called ahead to order a couple of pizzas. Billy brought a cooler with some sodas and water on ice. By the time they arrived, just before sunset, no one else was in sight. All the campsites they passed along the mountain road were empty. They had the place to themselves and about a dozen picnic tables along the beach to choose from.
 
   Lake Moomaw shone dark silver under the moonrise. It was almost full, and the sky was clear and still. The evening star contributed its little spoonful of reflected light to the scene. Wendy’s little boom box filled the air. From where they sat, it sounded like it must have been audible all they way to the little islands opposite the beach, across about two thousand feet of open water. But this was just an illusion. It could barely be heard a hundred feet away.
 
   They talked about the prom mainly. Danny wasn’t nearly as oppressed by the topic as he had been just a few days earlier, even though he’d still gotten no answer from Emily. Wayne was having difficulty finding a tuxedo in his size. Wendy and her mom were going shopping for a dress in Charlottesville on Saturday. 
 
   “You got a dress yet, Mel?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Sort of, I guess. It’s a hand-me-down from my cousin. She wore it to her prom last year.”
 
   “What’s it look like?” Emily asked, genuinely curious. She knew nothing about prom dress fashions.
 
   “It’s a pale blue ‘messenger bag’ dress, you know, only one shoulder strap, and it’s straight to the knees, a little untraditional I suppose.”
 
   “I know where you can get blue shoes to go with that,” said Wendy excitedly. “Everyone should have at least one pair of blue shoes, I think.”
 
   Naturally, the boys found this conversation a little less than scintillating. They were more interested in discussing prom transport and began to wander off through the trees down to the beach. None of them could afford a limo, but that’s what they all wanted to provide. It looked like they were going to have to settle for a family car or, in Danny’s case, his dad’s beat up old pickup.
 
   “Didn’t someone say something about swimming earlier?” he called back to the girls.
 
   “I didn’t bring a suit,” said Billy. “Besides the water’s gonna be like ice.
 
   “Chicken,” Wayne retorted. 
 
   “Whaddya say, shall we go in?” Wendy said to Melanie. 
 
   Emily was already walking to the truck. 
 
   “I brought a few towels,” she said and dumped them on the picnic table.
 
   “Mel, you got a suit?” Wendy asked, though she had nothing that would fit her. But she had brought the extra suit her mother picked out, a skimpy bikini she was embarrassed to wear. Fortunately Melanie had brought her own, a one-piece racing suit.
 
   “What about you, Em. You bring a suit?” Melanie asked.
 
   “A suit? No. I don’t own one.”
 
   “What? Are you planning on skinny dipping,” she asked incredulously. Emily shrugged.
 
   “Here, Em, you can wear this one,” Wendy said, holding out the bikini. Emily started stripping down to change into the suit.
 
   “Emily,” Melanie shrieked out. “The guys are just over there.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Mel. They’re not looking this way. Let’s just change and run into the water.”
 
   After they had all changed, Melanie gazed at Emily in the bikini. Despite seeing her in PE on a daily basis, this was the first time she really just looked at her. It was a relief to see the bruises were almost gone. Also, the girl was lean and strong, like nothing she’d seen before. And she was used to hanging out with the girls on the basketball team. Those girls were in shape, but not on this scale.
 
   “OMG, Emily. You look fantastic,” she said in awe. 
 
   “You look pretty good yourself, Mel.” 
 
   They locked everything in the truck, grabbed the towels and ran down the path to the beach screaming and giggling. Before the boys knew what happened the girls were in the lake. Wayne and Danny stripped down to the suits they had remembered to wear under their jeans. Billy was the last one on the beach, in a quandary about what to do: go commando, or swim in his underwear. But they were just boxer shorts that would turn see-through as soon as they got wet. His friends hooted at him until he finally ran into the water.
 
   The air was much warmer than the water. As long as they kept moving it didn’t seem to matter. The girls swam out to a floating swim dock fifty yards out and the boys soon followed. They could all stand on it, but there wasn’t enough room if the girls lounged across it. As, of course, they did. Naturally a frantic game of king-of-the-dock ensued. It would have been pretty much impossible for anyone to force Emily off. But she let Wayne push her off a couple of times. It was more fun to be in the water anyway, even if it was cold.
 
   After a while, Wayne’s shoulder began to tighten up. Melanie swam in with him. A few minutes later, Wendy swam back to make sure he was doing okay, and Billy followed after her. Danny was alone on the dock. Emily floated on her back a few yards further out. The stillness of the lake lapping against her ears covered the world in a starry robe of delicious silence. Venus had already set, the moon was halfway up the other side of the sky. 
 
   She listened as each breath filled her lungs, lifting her chest to the surface of the water. She sank back down as it left her body. In and out, up and down. Slowly. The hum of the world grew quiet. Her breathing filled the lake, pressing against the bottom beneath her. It reached out to the islands and beyond, to the opposite shore, and up and down the long fingers reaching north and south. She felt for a brief moment that her breath could follow the reflection of the sky upwards. The aspirations of her lungs were practically limitless. 
 
   She realized she wasn’t alone. Danny was treading water next to her. He reached out to touch her shoulder.
 
   “Aren’t you getting cold, Em?”
 
   “A little, I suppose.”
 
   “Wanna go back?”
 
   “Float with me for a bit, okay?” 
 
   He leaned back and let his legs drift down.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   When your body is almost entirely submerged in water, listening to the work of your chest is difficult to avoid. Even Danny could hardly miss it. He heard it in his nostrils first, and in his ears. After a while he could feel it moving down his back, tingling as it passed along his spine. As his lungs expanded and contracted he could feel the level of the lake change. Perhaps it was an illusion, he thought. Still, his breath had carried him outside of himself and this was a new experience. No great revelation, nothing of profound significance presented itself in that tiny, transcendent moment. At least it showed him there was indeed something to hear inside of him, and that thought echoed as if in a cavern somewhere deep in his cerebellum. 
 
   He was shivering. He realized she was holding his hand as they floated side by side. The sound of distant voices warbled confusedly through the water and into his ears. Their friends were calling to them from the shore. How long had they been floating? He righted himself and moved his arms and legs to stay afloat.
 
   “C’mon, Em. Let’s go back. They’re getting impatient.”
 
   Reluctantly, she rolled over and swam lazily toward the shore. Their friends had already toweled off and mostly changed back into street clothes. Danny found the bottom with his toes before she did. When he straightened up to stand, she noticed and pulled herself in front of him. With her arms draped loosely around his neck, she looked into his eyes. He put his arms around her waist, his heart thumping against his ribs. She let him hold her for a moment, enjoying the warmth of his embrace in the cold water. She kissed him.
 
   “Thanks for not pressing me about the prom.” 
 
   She pushed out of his arms and swam the last few yards until she could walk on to the beach. Danny just stood there in water up to his chest gazing at her as she stood on the beach with his friends. At last he found the will to move his legs and join them. By the time he made it to the beach she was up by the truck getting dressed with Wendy and Melanie.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Emily heard the rumbling a couple of minutes before they pulled in to the parking lot. A dozen or so bikers rounded the corner of the entrance and pulled up into a loose semi-circle around her truck. The boys also heard the noise and came running up. Emily eyed them carefully. They wore gang insignia: “Sons of Fire” in red letters over a flaming skull. They must have ridden over from just across the border near Sulphur Springs. A few of them were quite large and very muscular. They wore sleeveless denim jackets to show off their biceps. Most of the others were lean and wiry. They stared at her and the others with a hungry, resentful look. Two rather stout women were along for the ride. She didn’t see any guns, but some knives and clubs were visible.
 
   Before anyone moved toward them, a chorus of cat calls came their way. Most of it was empty, lurid sarcasm. Some of it was cynical taunting with an implicit threat, or perhaps a challenge. The two largest men remained silent, watching sullenly from the back of their bikes. Some of the others were on their feet and beginning to approach. One other man remained on his bike, between the other two large men, saying nothing. He was smaller, but his eyes looked contemptuously at everyone, her friends as well as the gang. She recognized in that look the sort of leader appropriate to a criminal gang.
 
   “Mel, keep Wayne back. Wendy, help her,” she said over her shoulder. The girls corralled the boys between the trucks for the time being. But Danny wasn’t having any of it. He worked his way around the back of Emily’s pickup. Seeing the movement out of the corner of her eye, she turned to look at him with one finger in the air, as if to say “Give me a minute.”
 
   “So you’re the boss, honey?” one man said as he put his arm on her shoulder. 
 
   When she turned back to him, he pulled his hand away, without saying a word, as if he had accidentally touched a hot stove. She pushed past him and stepped directly in front of the quiet one she took to be the leader, still seated on his bike. They stared at each other for a long moment, some of the others closing the circle behind her. That effectively focused all of the gang’s attention on her. Her friends watched with alarm. She could feel their fear, even as she heard Wendy and Melanie pleading with the boys to stay back with them. 
 
   “Looky what we got here, boys. This one’s got some fire in her eyes,” he said at last with a sneer. “What should we do with this saucy wench and her timid friends?”
 
   “I don’t want any trouble from you boys,” Emily said darkly. 
 
   “Well, trouble may just have found you, honey, whether you want it or not,” he replied with a sneer accompanied by more catcalls and jeering from behind her.
 
   “Bring it on, then,” she growled. “But I keep the bikes if you make me fight.”
 
   That was absolutely not what anyone expected to hear just then. The leader stood up, swung a leg over the gas tank and walked up to her. They eyed each other warily, each uncertain what the other would do. The rest seemed transfixed by what they were seeing, like that odd stillness in the air just before an impact. It was a suspension of the power to will diffused among them all. 
 
   “What are you gonna do, dazzle us with some kung fu tricks?” 
 
   He reached out to pat her cheek as he said this. One of the women was recording the scene on a cell phone.
 
   Emily leaned out of his reach and said “Be careful. Once it starts I won’t stop.”
 
   This was the last straw for the man standing just behind her shoulder. He reached his right arm around her neck and held her tight. The leader produced a huge knife, which he brandished in front of her face.
 
   “It’s time to teach you some respect,” he said with a sneer. 
 
   This was too much for Danny. He charged into the circle, pushing two guys out of his way, kicking another in the knee and ready to use his hands on whoever got in his way. Wayne and Billy were right behind him, pushing through the girls’ resistance and crashing in to help. This took some of the gang’s attention off Emily. She heard the commotion behind her and made her move, perhaps sooner than she wanted to. 
 
   The man holding her by the neck tried to lift her off her feet just as the leader was about to backhand her across the face with the fist holding the knife. She leaned back into him and kicked through the elbow behind the knife with her left foot. It snapped loudly, his forearm flapped grotesquely to one side. He doubled over in pain, perhaps hoping to cradle his arm, but she kicked him in the throat with her right foot as he bent towards her. He fell to the ground gasping and gurgling. It all happened in the blink of an eye. 
 
   The man holding her from behind was struck with an almost visceral revulsion. Emily felt him relax his grip. She slipped her fingers under his right hand, a quick twist out and down bent him over. Before he realized what was happening, she pivoted back to punch through his elbow. It snapped just as his shoulder popped out. One more twist and his head hit the pavement. She let the movement carry her into a spin as a lunging knife slashed harmlessly in front of her chest. She trapped the wrist with both hands, twisted and pulled it sharply up and then over her head. The wrist snapped as she stepped through and slashed his midsection with the blade she wouldn’t let him drop. She continued the movement of his arm down and then up forcing him into an awkward front flip. He landed hard on the back of his neck. She was now holding his knife.
 
   With a roar of inchoate rage another man charged at her from behind. She threw the knife as she pivoted towards him. It stuck in his chest, apparently missing any vital organs. He seemed perplexed to see it sticking out of him. He moved to pull it out, perhaps thinking he would use it on her. A crossover step and side kick to the center of his chest lifted him off the ground and onto a pair of bikes that fell over, carrying him clattering down.
 
   She paused for a brief moment to glare at the two largest men, still seated on their bikes. Her eyes seemed to be asking them a question to which they had no reply. What could they say? Four men laid low in a matter of seconds, limbs broken, maimed, one man gasping for breath and clawing the pavement. It all happened so fast, and apparently so effortlessly. Her movements would seem almost graceful, if one could view them in the abstract. But the concrete reality of what she had done was quite different. It was a degree of savagery they had never seen.
 
   “It’s up to you. Do I fight to the end, or do you leave now?” 
 
   They stared at her in disbelief. She was so preposterously small compared to them. A lunging knife, she turned and blocked just behind someone’s wrist with her right hand and took control of it. Before he knew what happened she had punched the back of his elbow with her left hand, snapping this one, too. He shrieked as she sunk his knife deep into his thigh, limp wrist and hand still force to hold it. She spun away from a swinging club, a kick to the back of his head as she came around. He fell to the ground with a thud, face smeared into the pavement. She blocked a low, lunging knife with crossed hands, twisting it out and up. She controlled his wrist by pressing the back of his contorted hand with her thumbs as he writhed in pain. He was forced into an awkward crouch. But before he hit the ground she kicked through his right knee. The sound was sickening. He dropped the knife as she let him collapse to the pavement. 
 
   It was all one seamless sequence of movements, each one leading directly to the next. The others thought better of coming near her. Her eyes were blazing, though not with any light. It was a dark fire, her eyes entirely black. They ran back to their bikes and waited for some sort of indication from whoever was the new leader. The women crouched over some of the maimed men, one shrieked “You bitch!” at Emily. She walked back to the two largest bikers. They looked her up and down, now with something more like an admission of respect, perhaps tinged with a little fear. 
 
   “I didn’t start this fight, but I’ll finish it if I have to,” she said sternly. “It’s up to you what happens next. By rights, their bikes belong to me now. Stay out of our way and you can keep ‘em.” 
 
   They nodded and motioned to the others to move to the other end of the lot.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   It took a few seconds for her friends to fathom what had just transpired. The boys had been ready to fight. They entered the fray to help Emily. But they also knew she had kept them from really having to confront the sort of violence these men would not shrink from perpetrating. 
 
   As grateful as they all were, they were also disturbed by the much greater ferocity of the violence she had unleashed. They saw what the bikers had seen. None of them had even imagined anything like it before, and even more astounding was how naturally it seemed to flow from her graceful movements. What was most shocking: she didn’t hesitate. No flinches, no doubts. She slashed through her assailants like a spinning blade. Each movement led to the next, every block turned into a strike, and her strikes did damage. They stood speechless in front of her. 
 
   “C’mon guys. Let’s go,” she said. 
 
   The spell was broken. Danny climbed into her pickup and the others got into Billy’s SUV. Emily gestured to Wendy to lower her window.
 
   “Talk to them, especially Mel. She looks pretty freaked out,” she whispered. “You’ve been there before. Help her.”
 
   The air in the SUV was almost suffocating. It even seemed to be strangling the boys. They all just stared at the taillights of the pickup ahead of them. Finally Wendy turned to Melanie in the back and pushed some words out of her mouth. 
 
   “Thank God Emily was there.” Melanie’s ashen face hardly moved. “If she hadn’t been, we would probably have been raped and beaten, and left for dead.” 
 
   That statement certainly put a point on the whole affair. True as what she said might have been, sometimes her years as a Goth still shaped her thoughts in less than helpful ways. Melanie said nothing. Her eyes were so wide it wasn’t clear she would be able to close them again. She leaned her head on Wayne’s shoulder—the uninjured one—and let the tears roll down her face. Finally, she managed to shut her eyes.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   In the pickup, Danny hardly spoke the whole way home. He’d seen her compete in the tournament, and he’d seen a video of her in a real fight. But he’d never experienced the concrete reality of it face to face. Not like this. He remembered her words after the fight in the dojo with Marty and Jeff: “I hate fighting… it’s about inflicting pain, and it sucks.” They rang especially true for him now. Fighting does suck, he thought.
 
   “Thanks for keeping everyone safe, Em,” he finally said. “I’m sorry you had to do that.” 
 
   She didn’t say anything at first. When he looked over at her he saw tears in her eyes. Perhaps neither of them quite knew why. She turned to look at him and smiled a weary smile.
 
   “You’re beginning to understand me, I think.”
 
   “Yeah, I think so. Floating in the lake just breathing helped. Thanks for that.” 
 
   “Do you still want to go to the prom with someone like me?” 
 
   Her question had to burn its way through to make it all the way into his consciousness. If he were a rational creature, he might weigh carefully the wisdom of allying himself to someone whose life was so clearly a slow-motion train wreck. It was a glorious wreck perhaps, but a catastrophe none the less. None of that mattered to him. In his eyes she was heartbreakingly beautiful. He could see nothing else.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   Into the Frying Pan
 
   The next day at lunch Emily stood by the cafeteria doors wondering whether she should go in. Her friends were sitting at their usual table. Talking, laughter, definite indicators of high spirits. Perhaps they had put the horror of last evening’s events behind them. Should she join them? Where was Melanie? Had she retreated to Amanda’s table? She could hardly blame her if she had. 
 
   Then she spotted her out on the patio by herself. That seemed to be her way of dealing with turmoil. She should probably leave her alone out there. Let her sort stuff out on her own. Maybe decide if she even wanted her as a friend, now that she’d caught a glimpse of who she really is. But is that who she really is? Emily had been haunted by this question for weeks now, and it grew more urgent everyday. She couldn’t answer it by herself. And she wasn’t sure her friends could help. She went out to the patio and sat next to Melanie. Neither one said a word at first.
 
   “Hi, Em,” a little voice said. “Thanks for last night. I was so frightened. If you hadn’t been there….” She just couldn’t face the end of that sentence. 
 
   “It scares me sometimes that I can do what I did. I hope I didn’t freak you out.”
 
   “You? You were beautiful. You are beautiful!” Melanie looked directly into her face, a smile playing crookedly around the edges of her mouth. “Sure, you can be a little scary sometimes,” she added after a moment. “I have to admit I threw up when I got home. But what else were you supposed to do?”
 
   “It’s not that. Those guys didn’t get anything they didn’t deserve. But you know I wasn’t afraid or angry or anything. I just watched the scene unfold before me with no emotion. Like I was folding laundry or washing dishes.” She paused to take a breath. Melanie had tilted her head to one side, like dogs sometimes do when they’re confused. “One of those guys, I snapped his elbow like it was just a matter of course. He attacked and I just did what felt like the natural thing. But maiming someone is not natural, is it?” Her anguish practically dripped off this last question.
 
   “I don’t know, Em. But that was not a ‘natural’ situation last night. You did what it took to protect yourself and us. It was an ugly scene, but you were beautiful. Maybe that’s what made it so terrifying.” 
 
   Emily laughed.
 
   “Thanks, Mel. What are you, some kinda poet? Terrible beauty,” she smirked. 
 
   They were both laughing now. Wendy plumped down across from them. She’d gotten impatient waiting inside. 
 
   “What are you guys up to?” 
 
   They both giggled. Melanie looked like she’d been caught in the act of something or other.
 
   “We’re not doin’ nothin’,” Emily sang out merrily. 
 
   “Mel, I think you’re horning in on my lunch turf,” Wendy teased. “Whatcha got in there?” she said gesturing to Emily’s unusually large lunch bag.
 
   “Oh. I almost forgot.” 
 
   She dug into her bag and pulled out a sack full of rice balls for them all to share. She had a big bowl of chicken teriyaki on noodles, plenty to share, which she took over to the microwave. 
 
   “You okay?” Wendy asked while she was gone.
 
   “Yeah. I got a little freaked out last night.”
 
   “I’ve been there. With Emily you just have to get used to it. The girl is like a magnet for trouble.”
 
   “So I’m noticing.”
 
   “You know the secrecy thing, where she’s always saying not to talk about stuff like last night?” Wendy said. “I think it’s our way of protecting her. Or everyone would think she’s some sort of freak. Even if we know better.”
 
   “Yeah, I suppose.”
 
   “I give her a hard time about it sometimes. But it’s like one of the few ways we have to pay her back.”
 
   Emily returned a moment later with a steaming bowl and three sets of chopsticks. They laughed and talked. She showed Melanie how to use the chopsticks, and they made fun of each other and the boys until the end of lunch. 
 
   The boys watched from the other side of the big plate glass windows fronting the patio. They clearly wanted to go out there, even though Wendy said not to. On some level each of them must have realized how important it was to their own happiness that the girls get along without them.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   In homeroom on Friday, all the buzz was about Miss Park, who had been seen in the office. In the ‘T’s there were mixed reactions to this news. Amanda was pleased to the extent that Miss Park was a favorite of the cheerleading squad, and no doubt because the sub who’d been filling in for her seemed too old for teen agers to bond with. By contrast, Wayne would know what this meant. He sat behind Emily, so he couldn’t catch her eye. But she knew he’d want to talk. He would have to catch up to her in the hall. She waited for him.
 
   “What’re you gonna do?”
 
   “I dunno yet. But one thing I’m not doing is going to PE like it’s business as usual.” 
 
   True to her word, Emily did not go to the locker room to change. Instead she walked directly across the gym floor in her street clothes and into the office. The ‘phone’ in her pocket vibrated just as she approached the door. It would have to wait. 
 
   She could see her just inside arranging something in the pocket of her leather jacket. It looked like she wasn’t getting ready for class either. Emily pushed through the door and stood opposite her. Miss Park said nothing, only looked at her, betraying nothing with her face, not fear, not anger, not perplexity. She was totally composed.
 
   “Ah, Miss Tenno,” she began.
 
   “Let’s just go with Kane. It might be simpler.” 
 
   Miss Park briefly seemed to be caught between the etiquette of her disguise and the real purposes that brought her to school today. The ambivalence only lasted a moment. Her facial muscles soon stiffened and her eyes took on a steel grey resolve.
 
   “We have the boy. Surrender yourself to us and we’ll release him.” She handed her what looked like a prepaid cell phone. “We’ll contact you with directions tomorrow.”
 
   “The boy? What the hell are you talking about.” 
 
   It suddenly occurred to her to check Jesse’s ‘phone.’ There was a text message: “mc shot, ac taken, be careful.” The composition of her own facade almost gave way. She recovered herself by lunging at Miss Park, effectively startling her. She pressed her neck against the wall as she jammed one hand into the pocket of her jacket. She found another cell phone there. She took it and stuffed the prepaid phone in its place. 
 
   “You can contact me on this phone.” 
 
   Emily was right up against her nose, staring into her eyes. She let her see the full force of the violence in her heart. Miss Park tried to turn away. 
 
   “If I really were who you evidently think I am, you’d be dead already.” 
 
   She turned to leave the office. At the door she said over her shoulder: “No deal without the girl.”
 
   Miss Park looked relieved that Emily had released her, and puzzled by her last remark.
 
   “The girl?”
 
   “Give me the little girl, too, or it’s no deal. You know who I mean.”
 
   She slammed the door and walked out of the gym. Out in the parking lot, Emily pulled the battery out of the phone, removed the sim card and the memory chip. She smashed the rest of the phone on the ground, not wanting to risk bringing an active GPS chip to Michael’s estate.
 
   Ninety minutes later she pulled up the long driveway. The security guards waved her through. At the house everything was in disarray. Michael was in surgery. Andie and Yuki were already at the University Medical Center with Ethan. Jesse was waiting to take her to the hospital. He filled in the details on the ride over. 
 
   “An assault team ambushed the family car on the way to school this morning,” Jesse said, clearly upset. “Four men, heavily armed, body armor. The driver, Keller, he’s dead. Shot twice in the head. They took Anthony, shot Michael. At least two rounds in the chest.” 
 
   This analytical recitation of the facts seemed to calm him down.
 
   “What was Michael even doing in the car? Does he normally go along?” Emily asked.
 
   “The Headmaster’s office asked him to come in, some sort of meeting. Sounds like a setup, like someone at the school’s been turned. Karansky’s looking into it.” 
 
   “What about the police?” 
 
   “They’re on the scene, and the FBI is getting underfoot at the hospital. I don’t think they’ll be more than a nuisance to us. If they approach you, don’t give them anything more than superficial answers. Remember, you don’t know anything. Also, pick a name and stick to it. Tenno’s probably safer than Kane, since it’s better documented.”
 
   Emily handed over the sim card and memory chip, and told him about making her switch phones. 
 
   “They’re going to call with instructions. I said there’s no deal without Jiang’s niece, Li Li.”
 
   “What’s she got to do with anything?”
 
   “Nothing. But they have her, and I’m not gonna let them dictate all the terms.”
 
   “You certainly have some chutzpah,” he said, whistling his astonishment at her self-possession. “And I’m not surprised to hear about the North Koreans. That’s who we think she is, right?”
 
   “That’s what Michael thought last time we talked about her.”
 
   “Whoever they are, this never seemed like a kidnapping for ransom. Too much firepower in the assault. And they killed the driver, probably meant to kill Michael. You don’t kill the person you expect to pay the ransom. We just have to wait to hear what they want.” 
 
   “They want me,” she said, as casually as if she were dropping a name at a cocktail party. 
 
   Her effort to minimize the burden of this revelation hardly fooled Jesse, especially since he half expected to hear it all along. With some reluctance, she told him about her second conversation with Jiang, how he was sure they didn’t have Tang Li Li with them. 
 
   “If they actually try to bring her over for an exchange, it’ll probably set their plans back a few days at least,” Jesse observed. “I doubt the KDSS has access to a long range jet. They’ll have to refuel at least once just to make it to the west coast, and once more to get to Virginia.” 
 
   The prospect of Miss Park’s discomfort at the consequence of her demand provided Emily one tiny ray of light in an otherwise very dark day. With a bit more reluctance she mentioned Jiang’s conviction that the Koreans would make every effort to avoid actually handing over their hostages. 
 
   “He’s probably right about that. Michael will have a better sense of what they’re capable of. But what does it matter? It’s not like we’d ever actually hand you over to them. The important thing is that you’ve probably bought us a little more time to arrange a rescue.”
 
   Emily felt reassured by Jesse’s confidence. But deep down she knew a rescue wouldn’t resolve anything. Even if they succeeded, there was no reason to expect the Koreans to give up on her. A much more decisive confrontation would be required to accomplish that. The only question in her mind was whether she would survive it… and whether she even cared. Perhaps she had spoken to Jiang once too often. His pessimism was beginning to rub off on her. Or perhaps it was fatalism.
 
   At the hospital, the scene was tense and hectic. Andie and Yuki were waiting with Ethan outside the post-operative wing. Men in dark suits were everywhere, some of them police detectives, others apparently federal agents. 
 
   “Emily’s got news,” Jesse whispered to Ethan. “We need to clear these people out of here, or at least get Andie down to the restaurant for coffee, or something.”
 
   When Ethan proposed it to her, she was resistant.
 
   “I’m staying here,” she insisted. “You go without me, Yuki. I’ll be fine here.”
 
   Emily reached out to touch Andie’s hand and pulled her into a hug. As soon as she felt Emily’s arms around her the tears came out. 
 
   “There’s nothing to be accomplished here. Come down with us,” she whispered in her ear. 
 
   Andie finally nodded and walked to the elevator with Yuki and Emily on either side. Ethan and Jesse followed behind. The elevator was not empty. The news would have to wait a little longer. They found a corner table in a quiet end of the mainly empty cafeteria. Yuki went to get tea for everyone. Jesse related Emily’s news. Andie was horrified by what she heard.
 
   “How did they contact you,” Ethan asked. 
 
   Yuki came back in time to hear only the last few words of Emily’s explanation.
 
   “Absolutely not! I won’t allow it,” Andie declared in a tone of voice intended to be so firm as to preclude anyone’s even thinking of such a scheme.
 
   “Has there been a development,” asked Yuki with a worried look. 
 
   “It’s like it’s always been, Mom. They just want me. Me for Anthony.”
 
   Emily’s eyes burned darkly, as if she could hurl the whole world into the abyss. Yuki was horrified by her words, but the look in her eyes was shocking. Yuki looked at Andie and neither of them could hold back the tears. They rolled out silently at first, but then in heaves and fits uncontrollably. Emily pulled Ethan and Jesse aside.
 
   “I want you to send a message to this address. It should read ‘See you at the University Rotunda today at two.’ Sign it M.” 
 
   The response she anticipated would be immediate. According to their understanding, Connie would meet her the next day. Emily needed to confer with Michael. But in case that proved to be impossible, she wanted to have her near too. Later she would contact Jiang.
 
   “I think this means the police are of no use to us,” Ethan said when they were back at the table. “We need to be careful what we tell them. Michael will have to decide whether the FBI can be included in whatever we decide to do.”
 
   Later that evening Michael found himself awake and groggy in a private room surrounded by his family. The nurses must have suspected the group was too diverse to really all be family. But there was no will on their part to challenge anyone. They’d be content as long as everyone left when visiting hours ended, which was soon.
 
   “Andie’s right,” Michael said. “There’s no way we’re trading Emily. I don’t care what we have to do. We’re not going to tear our family apart at their whim.” 
 
   “I don’t see what alternative we have,” Emily said quietly. “Even if we can rescue him, what’s to stop them from trying again?”
 
   “I want you two working on a plan,” he said to Ethan and Jesse, clearly unmoved by her concern. “And Emily, I think you should stay at the estate for the next few days.”
 
   Ethan assigned three men from the estate staff to provide a subtle security presence after they left.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   Telling Danny
 
   Jesse examined the memory card Emily gave him for clues with the help of a computer expert Michael brought in. No intact files remained on it, but there were odds and ends from old files that had apparently been erased recently. They couldn’t make sense of any of the fragments. Mostly it seemed to be jibberish in what they took to be Korean. When Yuki tried to pronounce some of the characters they discovered Ethan said it sounded like Russian to him. But it was unintelligible even on that assumption.
 
   He put the sim card in a clean phone that would re-transmit any incoming calls to the estate server on a secure frequency. There was only one number in the sim card’s memory, which he guessed must belong to the phone originally intended for Emily. They weren’t able to track a location for that phone, which might mean it had been turned off. If they called her from that number, and the call lasted long enough, they might be able to pinpoint a location. It was a long shot, but Jesse wanted to have the system ready.
 
   The next morning Michael seemed a little stronger. Andie wanted him brought to the estate, even though the hospital staff was reluctant. Michael thought it might be useful to be at home in order to control the access law enforcement officials might have to his family, and especially to Emily. Andie brooked no opposition from the nurses and had him home by noon, in a special bed Ethan set up in the study on the first floor. Once he was settled and was able to shoo everyone out, he asked to speak to Emily alone.
 
   “I know what you’re thinking, and it’s too dangerous.” He wanted to say he wouldn’t allow it, but knew it would have no effect. “Even if you manage to free him, if you’re killed in the process it will hang over him for the rest of his days.”
 
   “I don’t see another way. Unless I confront them they’ll just try again some other way.”
 
   “But it just looks like such a futile gesture,” he said shaking his head. “I can’t stand the thought of you throwing your life away. You are too important… to all of us.”
 
   “I’m meeting with Connie in an hour to see what she thinks.”
 
   “Bring her back here. I may want a word with her, too.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Connie was sitting on the steps of the Rotunda when Emily arrived. She looked like she already knew at least some of what happened the day before. A quick glance at Emily was enough to see that she was in the middle of a full blown family crisis.
 
   “How is he?”
 
   “Michael took two rounds in the chest. It looks like he’s gonna pull through. We brought him home this morning against doctor’s orders.”
 
   “Two in the chest means they expected to kill him. So not ransom then, I’m guessing.”
 
   “No. They’ve already made contact with me.”
 
   “What then, a trade?” 
 
   Emily nodded. The look in her eyes told Connie what she needed to know. 
 
   “North Koreans, we think. One of them was masquerading as a PE teacher at my school for the last few weeks, a bleached blonde named Park.”
 
   “Early thirties, about my size, maybe an inch or so shorter, not physically intimidating?”
 
   “That sounds about right. There were rumors of an abusive boyfriend. She got a lot of sympathy that way. I even offered to give her some self-defense pointers. Do you know her?”
 
   “It sounds like Park Soon-ee. I think she’s a colonel in one of the Korean security services. One of her ploys is to pretend to be timid and weak. Don’t be fooled. At sixteen she was national champion of one of their martial arts, some sort of variation on taekwondo, taekkyeon I think it’s called. She ought to have been on the team that went to the Sydney Olympics, but missed them for some reason.”
 
   “I’m not familiar with taekkyeon.”
 
   “Think a very limber, graceful krav maga. Fancy footwork, low combination kicks, joint locks… oh yeah, and sneaky head butts. Watch out for those. They can be deadly.”
 
   “I’ll try to remember that if I ever see her again,” Emily said.
 
   “What’s your plan to get the boy back?”
 
   “Go through with the trade.” 
 
   Connie was speechless for a long moment. Then she tried to talk her out of it. Told her how ruthless and untrustworthy these people could be. Urged her to reconsider.
 
   “This is foolishness.”
 
   “I don’t see another way.”
 
   “It won’t work. They’ll find a way to keep their hostage and you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Then why are you even considering going through with it?” she asked incredulously.
 
   “It’s who I am. I can’t just pretend to be some normal kid. That won’t work either. They’ll never leave me alone. But here’s what I know: a block is a strike, and the more an adversary thinks he has succeeded, the more devastating the strike will be.” 
 
   Connie knew exactly what she meant and gave an involuntary shudder, having seen her risk everything for her friends once before, not to mention having felt the force of her foot against the side of her own head on another occasion.
 
   “Okay. I’m in,” she said, her heart pounding in her ears. “What can I do?”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   By the time they returned to the estate the sim card had received a text message: a time and GPS coordinates and the words “come alone.” Emily read the message in disgust. 
 
   “Can I call out on this thing,” she asked Jesse. “Is it secure?”
 
   He assured her it was. She tried the number the text came from but it was not a real phone. 
 
   “They probably routed the message through lots of servers to disguise their location,” Jesse said. “Once it’s been sent, the path won’t exist any longer. You’re only calling the last server.”
 
   Emily dialed the other number saved in the sim card’s memory. This one rang. No answer. She dialed it again. A familiar voice picked up. She skipped the niceties.
 
   “You have the girl?”
 
   “What girl?” Miss Park’s voice answered disingenuously.
 
   “No deal without the girl.” She ended the connection. 
 
   Jesse and Connie were stunned. They clearly expected some long, drawn out conversation in which the kidnapper has all the authority. Everyone’s heart was racing with the thrill of what Emily had done. A moment later the phone in her hand buzzed.
 
   “You have the girl?” she demanded, not giving the voice on the other end an opportunity to control the exchange.
 
   “Yes. Come alone.”
 
   “No deal. Who’ll take the boy and the girl home? I’ll bring my people.” The other voice was silent. After a moment Emily hung up. 
 
   “Don’t accept anymore voice calls from this line,” she said to Jesse. 
 
   She went to see Michael. Andie and Yuki were sitting by his bed in the study. Connie waited outside with Ethan. 
 
   “No,” Andie shrieked. “We do not sacrifice children in this family.” 
 
   She was sobbing uncontrollably.
 
   “There’s another way, Emily,” Michael tried to tell her. But she sensed somehow that he knew there wasn’t.
 
   “There must be another way,” Yuki said. 
 
   She was struggling not to cry. The muscles of her jaw and brow were practically white.
 
   “I can’t let you do this,” Andie cried out. “It’s too cruel.” 
 
   The weeping and wailing continued for several minutes until finally everyone was exhausted by it. Even Emily. She looked at her mother with an expression of world weariness. Yuki gazed at her, as if she just wanted to drink in the sight of her daughter, her eyes, her nose, the shape of her face, the play of her eyebrows. 
 
   Finally she leaned over and kissed Andie on the forehead and walked over to her daughter. Placing her hands on her shoulders and fixing her with her eyes, she spoke a few words in Japanese, in a low dark tone unfamiliar to Emily.
 
   “Go. Do what you were born to do.” 
 
   It sounded like a command, or perhaps permission. Emily let the words wash over her. Was her mom saying what she thought? Was she admitting her suspicions were true? She looked into her eyes and saw one thing for certain, abject fear. 
 
   Yuki said something else. Emily could see her lips moving, but she wasn’t sure words were reaching her ears. What she heard seemed to come from deep inside of her own mind. It was a distant voice that seemed to be begging her: “come back to us.” 
 
   “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” she finally heard her mother say.
 
   She turned and walked to the door. 
 
   “I have to see Danny. I can’t just disappear without telling him something.” 
 
   On the way out she told Jesse to expect her around seven. They would have to leave by four in the morning for the meeting with the Koreans. She took one of the estate SUVs for the drive.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Danny was sitting on the front porch with his mother when she pulled up. They watched her walk up the steps and sit across from them on the wicker bench. She didn’t say anything for a moment, weighing her words carefully, trying to decide what she could tell them.
 
   The scene she had just left at the estate came vividly to the front of her consciousness. It left her with the firm resolution not to keep secrets anymore, especially from anyone’s mother. She fished the picture of Tang Li Li out of her pocket and handed it to Mrs. Rincon.
 
   “Who’s this little cutey,” she asked, obviously charmed.
 
   “Her name is Li Li.” She paused again, hoping the words would come to her. “She’s the reason I haven’t given you a straight answer about the prom.” 
 
   Danny and his mom were all ears.
 
   “What’s she got to do with you,” he asked. “Or the prom?”
 
   Emily explained exactly who she was, in more detail than she had ever told him anything. She told him about the fight in the parking lot outside the tournament hotel, about Li Li’s father and Jiang. She told him about the attack on Michael and Anthony, and who was behind it, who Miss Park really was. Mrs. Rincon listened to what must have been the most outlandish story she had ever heard. There had been something on the news about a shooting and a kidnapping. The connection to Emily, indirect though it was, gave her story an intrusive sort of corroboration. It wasn’t so easy to laugh it off.
 
   “Nooo,” Danny howled when she sketched out her plan. “What’s all this got to do with you?”
 
   “It has everything to do with me,” she said, sharply. “Anthony’s as close to family as I have. I can’t let him down. I have to get him back.” 
 
   He put his face in his hands and growled in frustration and anger.
 
   “I’m so sorry for you,” Mrs. Rincon said when she finally recovered the power of speech. “How is the boy’s mother doing? And your mother?”
 
   “Everyone over there is upset. Anthony’s mom is adamantly opposed to my going through with this. I need two favors from you.”
 
   “What? Anything. Just name it,” Danny said lifting up his head, glad to be of use.
 
   “I need the two of you to come back to the family estate in Charlottesville with me, just to be safe.”
 
   “What good will that do?” Mrs. Rincon asked, a little surprised.
 
   “I’m probably just being overly cautious, but I’ll feel a lot better if I know you’re both safe tomorrow. It’ll be one less thing on my mind.”
 
   “What’s the second thing?”
 
   “Do you still have the electric clippers your mom uses to cut your hair for football season?”
 
   He nodded his head.
 
   “I want you to cut my hair.” 
 
   His jaw dropped open. Her hair was so pretty. The idea of cutting it off practically turned his stomach.
 
   “Why on earth would you want to do that?”
 
   “Danny, you know me. I can take care of myself. But I don’t want to have to fight my way out of a North Korean prison camp with a pony tail.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Mrs. Rincon couldn’t believe what she was hearing. It all sounded absurd. She knew from her son and his friends that Emily was pretty good at karate. But this story was just getting to be too strange. Fight her way out of a North Korean prison? She didn’t know if she should laugh or cry. But every time she looked at her face, she saw how deadly serious Emily was. Those eyes were so hard. She almost couldn’t bear to look at them. They exacted a solemn mood from her. 
 
   While Danny retrieved the clippers from the upstairs bathroom, Mrs. Rincon led her into the kitchen, still not sure what to believe. When Danny couldn’t quite bring himself to begin, she offered to do it. 
 
   “No. I want him to cut it,” Emily said. “It’ll help make it all real for him.”
 
   He grabbed the clippers from his mother’s trembling hand and made a first pass along the side of her head just above the ear. She’d chosen a one inch attachment. Her hair would be one inch long all over her head when they were done. A long, thick lock of jet black hair fell to the floor. Mrs. Rincon watched as it slipped off her shoulder and glided down the rest of the way. Another pass, another lock. A few more passes and it was all gone. He passed the clippers back and forth here and there to catch a few remaining long stragglers. The haircut was done in just a few minutes. 
 
   Emily reached down and picked up one lock that was still clinging together. She tied it in a simple knot and handed it to him. A keepsake. Mrs. Rincon felt tears in her eyes. Emily got the broom and swept up the rest of the hair. 
 
   “How do I look,” she asked sheepishly. 
 
   He looked at her, his eyes wide and unfocused.
 
   “Different.”
 
   “That bad?” 
 
   “You look as beautiful as ever, sweetie,” Mrs. Rincon said, barely able to keep her voice from cracking.
 
   “Go, quickly. Grab an overnight bag and let’s go.”
 
   There was still a little resistance to the idea of going with her. Eventually she prevailed on them both. As they were walking down the front steps to the SUV, Danny pulled a baseball cap from his bag and fitted it onto her head.
 
   “That’s so you don’t freak out your mom. Break it to her gently, you know.” 
 
   Emily laughed, and he opened the back door for his mom. 
 
   The black cap sported a stylized picture of an orange bird wearing a similar cap on its head. Laura knew it was her son’s favorite cap, the one he saved in a box in the closet, a memento of a day spent with his father in Baltimore a few years ago. 
 
   She watched as Emily opened his door for him. Before he could get in she placed her hands on both sides of his face and kissed him.
 
   “If I make it back in one piece, I’ll go to the prom with you.”
 
   It was difficult to fathom the nature of their relationship. Her son was totally smitten, that much was clear. It wasn’t hard to see why. But she was almost impossible to read, even inscrutable. She seemed to have some sort of attachment to him. The scale of the events swirling around her just made it even harder to take the measure of her feelings.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   By the time they arrived at the estate it was almost dark and the reality of the situation Emily described to them just a couple hours earlier began to sink in. There were men with guns everywhere. The main house looked like the tactical headquarters for a military operation. Hard-eyed people bustled about as they walked in the front door. They all seemed to know who she was already. Some of them even recognized Danny. In each room they entered, everyone took notice of Emily, deferred to her, hung on her every word, though she hardly said anything. She introduced them all around. This was her home, these were her people.
 
   Jesse flinched when he saw the new haircut peeking out around the edges of her cap. 
 
   “Wait ‘til your mother sees.” 
 
   He led the way into the dining room, where a hard-eyed woman named Connie was huddled over a large map with a bruiser named Ethan. 
 
   “We have a plan,” she said, looking at Emily. “There are a few complexities in it we’ll have to go over with you.” By ‘complexities’ she appeared to mean huge gaps where all sorts of things could go wildly wrong.
 
   “Let me get these two settled in the cabin first,” Emily replied.
 
   “I know that area,” Danny said, pointing at the map. “It’s over by McGlone in West Virginia. I worked at a camp near there last summer.” 
 
   “What can you tell us about it,” Connie asked.
 
   “It’s really quiet out there, very isolated. Mainly woods and hills, a few farms.”
 
   “Any place to land a small plane?”
 
   “Yeah, probably. If the wing span’s not too wide and it can take some bumps, there are lots of places. Most of these roads are barely traveled. A plane could probably set down here,” he said pointing to one road seemingly chosen at random, “and take off again thirty minutes later and no one would ever know it had been there.”
 
   “It’s like you thought,” Ethan said to Connie. “They can’t risk surface transport. A plane’s the only way.”
 
   “C’mon guys,” Emily said to Danny and his mom. “This way.” 
 
   As she walked down the hill behind her son and his girlfriend—she could finally say that now, his girlfriend, though her satisfaction with the idea was not as simple and unalloyed as she had expected it to be a few months earlier. As they walked down the hill, she couldn’t help marveling at how she belonged to what seemed like a world apart. It’s like these people lived in their own park, while she squeezed her son’s life into a little house in a little town. What was he getting himself into with this girl? 
 
   Of course, Emily wasn’t rich. She was just the chauffeur’s daughter. But it was apparent she wasn’t unconnected to the wealth she had grown up surrounded by. The girl was like a fulcrum for life forces greater than herself, and much greater than Mrs. Rincon had ever encountered first hand before. And not all those forces were benevolent. She had often watched Emily with admiration. Her son fancied himself to be in love before she’d even had a chance to size her up, before she even knew who she was. She used to worry she would break her son’s heart. Now the dangers looming over her made a simple heartbreak seem trivial, perhaps even desirable.
 
   On the way back up the hill to the main house she walked a few steps behind the young people. She noticed he didn’t hold her hand. Was he afraid to? It was hard not to admire her figure, so slender and yet exuding a surprising strength. The more she thought about her, the more she thought Emily was just a little scary. Had she been scary when she was her age? Probably not. Maybe she was a little afraid of her, too.
 
   In the kitchen, Emily asked the cook if there would be a dinner, or if other plans had been made. She behaved everywhere on the estate as though she were the daughter of the family, Mrs. Rincon observed. And they all treat her that way, too. It’s like she owns the place.
 
   “There’s a spread on the sideboard in the dining room, but no formal sit down dinner,” said the cook. “Barbecue pork with greens and muffins. The greens were your mother’s suggestion, specially for you. I think people have been helping themselves already.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   When they entered the dining room Andie, Yuki and Dr. Tarleton were already there. Red-eyed, Andie was being comforted by the other two women. It was clearly a relief to her to meet them, to have an excuse to pull herself together. When Yuki got a good look at her daughter there was a fresh distraction.
 
   “Your hair! What happened to it?” she wailed. “What have you done?”
 
   “Hi, Mom. You like my new look?” she said blithely, taking off her new hat. It seemed to lighten a mood that was otherwise as dark and heavy as could be. At least it was something new and shocking to occupy everyone’s attention for an all too brief moment. 
 
   “Oh, yeah. I almost forgot. This came the other day,” she said as she handed her mom the acceptance letter from the Naval Academy. “It completely slipped my mind until this afternoon.”
 
   Yuki tore it open and tried to read it, but she just couldn’t focus on what was written there. She handed it to Andie.
 
   “Congratulations,” she said, her mood truly brightened for the first time in a couple of days. Hers was a Navy family, so naturally she was pleased to think Emily might attend the Academy. Emily smiled at her. Yuki’s attention was now caught.
 
   “Is that you’re first choice? What about the other places?”
 
   “Oh, I got into all of them. But I think it’s gonna be either Charlottesville or the Academy. I don’t want to go far away.” It was a relief to share such ordinary, mundane concerns with her, to take all their minds off the horrors that presently preoccupied them. The shift in mood didn’t last long. 
 
   “Mom, have you had a chance to talk with Jan, I mean Dr. Tarleton, about my test results?”  After an uncomfortable moment or two, Yuki admitted she hadn’t. “Well, now’s as good a time as any. Danny and Mrs. Rincon deserve to know too.” 
 
   She didn’t know what Yuki might say to them, or if she’d tell them anything at all. She just needed to occupy all of them while she consulted with Connie and Ethan about ‘the plan’ they’d been working on since last night.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “It doesn’t matter that North Korea is a dictatorship,” Connie said. “The Kim’s can’t really control everything. Human institutions don’t work like that. There are lots of factions within the KDSS. Even if they all nominally answer to the Kim family, rivalries and splinter groups abound. They work in secret from each other and occasionally at cross purposes.”
 
   “So you think Miss Park works for one of these groups?” Emily asked.
 
   “If I’m right about who she is, then yes. A few years back, a General Park fell from grace, so to speak, over a failure in the biotech warfare division he ran. Michael knows all about him.”
 
   Emily felt that familiar, nauseating clutch in the pit of her stomach. Just the thought of more lunatics and zealots chasing the same dream her grandfather had, it was enough to make her feel physically sick. She made an effort to focus on what Connie was telling her.
 
   “We think your Miss Park is a member of his family, perhaps even a daughter or granddaughter,” Ethan continued. “She may be trying to restore her family’s position by turning the General’s failure into a success. It sounds like a desperate scheme, but that sort of fits the moves we think they’ve made so far. They seem a little desperate.” 
 
   “That probably means they’ll make some strange alliances,” said Connie.
 
   “Like with Burzynski or Meacham?” Emily asked. 
 
   “They sound more like Burzynski’s style,” Connie said. “There have also been rumors of secret genetic experiments and a bio-tech project conducted in Petropavlosk in the Kamchatsky Krai. Making a deal with the Russians would be a desperate move, but it would certainly conceal their activities from rivals within the KDSS. And presenting a fully functional, genetically enhanced soldier for inspection in Pyongyang would surely propel them into a renewed position of prominence and authority.”
 
   “Michael wants us to plan for an assault to take Anthony back,” Ethan said. 
 
   “But that’s not my plan,” Emily said. “Unless I let them take me, I’ll never be rid of them.” Ethan shuddered at Emily’s words. “I know you don’t like to hear it, but there’s no other way.”
 
   “Fine,” said Connie. “If the rescue doesn’t work, here’s the backup plan. We all agree, Petropavlosk is most likely where they’ll take you. We can’t use satellite data to track the plane without alerting Meacham, so we’ll have to rely on spotters at airfields along the most likely route. But in the end, we just have to make a guess and prepare for that. The next most likely destination is Chongjin. It’s far enough from Pyongyang to offer Colonel Park some freedom to conduct an unsanctioned operation.”
 
   “So I take it this is the ‘complexity’ you were warning me about earlier.”
 
   “Yeah,” Ethan said, sheepishly. “We don’t know much more than what you just heard. Those are our best guesses. And we won’t be able to offer you any assistance until after you escape. We’re hoping you’ll end up either on the Bering Sea or the Sea of Japan. But wherever it is, you’re mainly gonna be on your own.”
 
   Emily took a deep breath and tried to collect her thoughts. Even if Miss Park was running an unsupported, rogue operation, she would be holding all the cards. Emily would be on her own, a teenager struggling against hardened adults, trained agents, and who knows, maybe even genetically enhanced soldiers, if they’ve succeeded in making any. All of her friends would be half a world away, unable to help her through the darkest moments. Even she had to concede the chances of her survival were miniscule. And death might not even be the worst thing Miss Park had planned for her.
 
   One part of her wanted to let her tears out, to seek out her mother and curl up in her lap. Just the thought of it all practically made her weep, futile as that would be. No, she had to be strong, for Anthony... and for Li Li. She had to find the strength somewhere inside herself to go on. She tried to breathe through her panic. That’s where the answer had to be, and where she’d have to look for her strength. She felt Connie’s arm on her shoulder.
 
   “You okay, kid?” Connie asked. Emily smiled feebly. “I know, it’s an impossible burden we’re putting on you. Let’s just make sure the rescue works.”
 
   “No. That’s not my plan,” she said in a voice made newly firm by her resolve. “Tell me the rest of it.” 
 
   Connie looked at Ethan for a brief moment. They nodded at each other, and she continued. 
 
   “Petropavlosk sits on Avacha Bay. It’s a huge natural harbor, about fifteen miles across. The south end is dominated by the submarine base at Vilyuchinsk. They carry nukes, so security will be high. If that’s where you find yourself, don’t trust the base personnel. If the Koreans have set up shop there, it means they have tacit support from someone important at the base. Wherever you end up, your best chance is to commandeer a boat and head due west. Petropavlosk is at the north end of the bay. Make your way there and you should be able to find commercial and recreational boats. I’ll be waiting for you at the Coast Guard station on Attu. Can you sail?”
 
   “Yes, and Anthony can help. What about a powerboat?”
 
   “A sailboat is a better bet, slower, but fewer mechanical risks. One thing in your favor: the prevailing wind this time of year is from the north or northwest. Count on at least a half a day to get beyond the twelve mile limit, maybe another few hours for us to reach you. I’ll be monitoring this frequency for your signal. Make it that far and we’ll come get you.”
 
   “It sounds like a pretty tall order, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Not so much on my end,” she said with a smile. “If you have the kids with you, you’ll want to make sure there’s food and water on board.”
 
   “Got it, food, water, twelve miles east, radio signal.”
 
   “If we’re wrong about Kamchatka and you find yourself in Chongjin, the plan is similar, except it looks like the winds in the Sea of Japan will be coming out of the south. Sailing east-northeast will bring you into Russian waters within three hours. Your mom and Ethan will be waiting for your signal in Vladivostok. Michael’s also called in a favor from a friend in the JDF, who’ll have a patrol boat waiting just outside the twelve mile limit. The only thing is you probably won’t find sailboats in that part of the country. A fishing boat is better than a navy launch. It’ll attract less attention. Send the signal as soon as you’re out of sight of land.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “I don’t like bringing Jiang along tonight,” Ethan finally said after Emily went to check on her mother. “How do we know we can trust him?”
 
   “You sure you can trust me?” Connie replied archly. He stammered a bit, taken aback by her candor. “Why do you think you’re on point on this operation instead of Karansky? He’s been with Michael a lot longer.”
 
   “He’s too old for this kind of thing,” Ethan replied uncertainly.
 
   “You know we’re all here for one reason only: because she trusts us. And she trusts Jiang. That’s good enough for me.”
 
 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   A Meeting on the Road
 
   The drive from Charlottesville took a little over two hours. Emily rode with Jesse, most of the way in grim, resolute silence. She would have welcomed some idle chatter, but didn’t quite know how begin. Apparently neither did Jesse. It was some small consolation to imagine the scintillating conversation between Ethan and Jiang in the lead SUV. The taillights occasionally disappeared around a bend as they neared their destination and the roads got smaller and darker. The nearly full moon provided the only illumination, other than what came from their headlights. 
 
   “We’ve been followed since the interstate,” Jesse growled. “About a half mile behind. I think we should signal Ethan. He’ll want to turn back.”
 
   Emily craned her neck to look. She sighed and sat back in her seat. 
 
   “No,” she said. “It doesn’t make any difference.” 
 
   Jesse stared at her for a moment. Perhaps he only just then saw the real depth of her determination. They drove on.
 
   Rounding a dark corner, the headlights caught the tail section of a small single engine plane. Jesse pulled up on the left side of Ethan’s SUV, about fifty yards from the plane. To get any closer would bring them into easy range of small arms fire. They sat quietly and watched for movement in the plane.
 
   “Twin engine, looks like it seats seven, probably has a range of nine hundred miles,” said Jesse, nervously working through details out loud. “That’s more than we planned for. They’re probably intending to switch planes somewhere in Illinois or Indiana. We don’t have coverage that far out yet.” 
 
   A lone man in a dark suit stood behind the wing, holding an automatic weapon 
 
   “Kill the lights,” Emily said. “They won’t come out until you do.” 
 
   The moonlight was sufficient to see two small figures emerge from the plane followed by Miss Park. They appeared to be tied together with hoods over their heads. Emily moved to get out.
 
   “Wait. We can’t see their faces,” Jesse cried. “How do we know it’s them?” 
 
   Emily stood next to the open door and called to them. “Take off the hoods.” 
 
   After a moment Miss Park snatched the hoods off the children’s heads. Emily leaned into the other SUV and spoke across Ethan.
 
   “Is it Li Li?” Jiang peered through binoculars. She didn’t need to ask about Anthony. He stood upright and defiant like a little soldier. She recognized the posture she had taught him.
 
   “Yes. I think it’s her.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “It’s hard to tell in this light.” Ethan flashed the high beams. “Yes. It’s her,” Jiang said in a voice that almost cracked. 
 
   A self-satisfied smile spread across Ethan’s face, as if he just then thought he understood Jiang.
 
   “You two wait here,” said Emily in a commanding tone. “Jesse, you come with me to collect the kids.” 
 
   Ethan got out and held his own automatic rifle so that the man by the tail section could not fail to see it. 
 
   Emily tossed Danny’s cap back into the SUV. She wasted no time, striding quickly across the distance separating them from the plane, stopping roughly halfway in between. Miss Park pushed her charges in front of her until she drew them up a few feet away. The man by the tail section came up behind her, his gun slung back across his shoulder.
 
   “Anthony, are you okay,” Jesse asked. 
 
   He nodded vigorously without saying a word. 
 
   “I’m here for you, Anthony,” said Emily as she patted him on the shoulder. “No matter what happens next, don’t worry. I’m here.” She crouched in front of the girl and smiled. “Li Li,” she said, then turned to Anthony “Take care of her, Anthony, no matter what.” He nodded bravely.
 
   “That’s enough,” Miss Park snarled. “Come this way.” 
 
   Emily looked at her darkly for a brief moment, then stepped toward her.
 
    “Nice haircut,” sneered Miss Park, as she pulled a hood over Emily’s head.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Danny watched the entire scene unfold from the trees on the side of the road. He drove the car Jesse had seen following them, one of the estate cars. It hadn’t been easy to “borrow” it and get off the estate unnoticed, even with all the confusion of the moment. He watched helplessly as Miss Park clamped what looked like a damp rag over Emily’s face. Barely a second or two later she went limp without any struggle. The man behind her stepped quickly forward, hoisted Emily over his shoulder and rushed back to the plane with her.
 
   Danny was frozen by what he saw happening around him, and he could see that Jesse was, too. Emily just let them take her with no resistance! After a moment, Jesse seemed to gather himself, and pulled the children towards him and turned to lead them back to the SUVs.
 
   “Not so fast,” Danny heard Miss Park shout. 
 
   Shots rang out before he could react. It looked like Jesse was hit in the chest and neck. He bled profusely on the ground where he lay. Miss Park grabbed the children by the rope tying them together and pulled them back to the plane. Ethan ran forward, unable to shoot for fear of hitting Anthony. Before he made it ten paces more shots rang out from the trees on the side of the road. He fell to the ground groaning, struck in the leg and shoulder. Jiang was almost to Jesse before two more shots brought him down. The children were screaming. Emily could know nothing of what had just transpired.
 
   A moment later a third man emerged from the underbrush less than a hundred feet from where Jesse and Jiang lay on the ground. He wore dark clothes and carried a sniper rifle over his shoulder. He stood over Jiang and muttered something, then strode over to Ethan who lay on his back, stunned a few yards from the SUVs. 
 
   With a pistol over Ethan’s forehead the sniper stood ready to finish him when a rock the size of a large peach struck him on the side of the head. He staggered from the blow, dropped the pistol and fell to his knees next to Ethan. 
 
   Before the sniper could recover his senses, Danny burst from the trees and leapt at him, striking the man with his shoulder and driving him to the ground. He punched the man repeatedly in the face in a frenzy of rage and fear. But somehow he was not able to finish him. The man was too strong. He pushed Danny up and suddenly had a huge knife in his hand. Before he could stab him with it Ethan somehow managed to find the pistol and press it against the man’s ribs. A loud noise and his chest seized up, and finally relaxed. He dropped the knife. Danny stared into his face as an expression of profound surprise spread across it. Events had betrayed him, or perhaps his comrades. Gradually, he seemed to fade from behind his own eyes.
 
   An engine revved. Danny looked up to see the plane moving down the road. He sprang up to run after it. 
 
   “Don’t be a fool,” Ethan yelled at him. “Stay here.”
 
   “No! They’ve got her,” he cried. “We have to do something.”
 
   “Help me up,” Ethan pleaded. “We’ve got to help Jesse.” 
 
   Danny hesitated. He desperately wanted to run after the plane, to chase it down. And do what? He didn’t know. Maybe grab the tail and wrestle it to the ground. A moment later the plane was in the air. He stopped where he was and took a deep breath. 
 
   By the time they made it over to Jesse he was gone. The bullet had severed a major artery in his neck. He must have died within a few seconds. Danny saw the vacancy behind his eyes. Softly he put his hand across Jesse’s eyes. Behind him he could hear Jiang groaning. He went over to him and left Ethan with his friend. Jiang had been hit twice, once in the hip and once in the back.
 
   “We have to get them home,” said Ethan. “You’ll have to carry them back to the trucks. Can you do that?” 
 
   Danny nodded and helped Jiang to his feet. He was enormous. If he hadn’t been able to walk there would have been no way to carry him. He carried Jesse by himself and laid him in the rear. Ethan wrapped the wound in his own leg while Danny tried to bandage Jiang’s wounds. It was hard to figure out how to help, and Jiang was having trouble breathing. 
 
   “I’ll see to him,” Ethan said. “His lung’s collapsed. Pull that guy over there into the woods. We can’t leave him in the road.” Before Danny could go, Ethan handed him a cell phone. “Get a picture of him first.”
 
   Danny drove them all back to Charlottesville. Ethan called to arrange for the other vehicles to be picked up. The estate more and more began to resemble an infirmary.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “She’s gone,” Danny said to his mother, his voice trembling. “They put her on a plane and took her away.”
 
   “What about Anthony?” Andie shrieked from the doorway and ran out of the room. 
 
   Ethan limped after and tried to explain what happened. He found her sitting out on the patio, weeping with Yuki. She seemed inconsolable.
 
   “Jesse’s dead,” he said. 
 
   Andie caught herself at those words. 
 
   “We’d all be dead if Danny hadn’t been there.” 
 
   Ethan described what happened in hushed tones. Yuki put her hand on the back of Andie’s neck. She turned and wrapped Yuki up in her arms and sobbed over her shoulder.
 
   “What are we gonna do?” she asked.
 
   “Emily’s with him,” Yuki whispered. “Let’s just cling to that.”
 
   “We better go find Danny,” Andie said after a moment. “He might need a little consoling too.” 
 
   They found him upstairs in Emily’s room with Dr. Tarleton and his mother. They were tending to Jiang who was unconscious by now. The bedding was covered in blood and bandages. The scene was shocking at first. After they regained a little composure, they walked over to Danny, who sat in the corner staring at the floor. Yuki touched him on the shoulder.
 
   “She’s gone,” he said.
 
   “We know,” replied Andie as she knelt beside him with a hand on his cheek. “Thank you for bringing Ethan and Jesse back to us.”
 
   “That was very brave,” Yuki added.
 
   “I couldn’t do anything to help her,” he stammered out.
 
   “She didn’t want you to,” Yuki said. 
 
   “But she just let them take her!”
 
   “That was her plan. But she’d be glad for what you did for the others.” 
 
   Andie tried as hard as she could to keep from falling to pieces as she said these last words. Finally she kissed him on the forehead, and walked quickly from the room. She stood on the landing by the stairs and steadied herself on the railing. A wave of nausea washed over her. She felt dizzy. It passed after a moment. 
 
   She walked as quickly as she could down the stairs and over to Michael’s bed in the study. Ethan was already there making his report. She stood in the doorway and listened, no more tears left. Michael turned to look at her.
 
   “You were right,” she said. He looked puzzled. “We do need her more than she needs us.” He nodded.
 
   “We’ll get them back,” he said. “All of ‘em.”
 
   “I just hope Connie’s right,” she said.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Danny took his mother home the next day, over Andie’s protests. Now Emily was gone he couldn’t imagine any danger still loomed over them. Michael insisted on having Ethan assign a security detail to watch over them from a discreet distance. Danny acquiesced reluctantly.
 
   He was in a funk all day at school. At lunch, Wendy tried to ask him what was wrong before the others arrived, but he didn’t give her much of an opening.
 
   “She’s gone.” 
 
   Wendy didn’t understand what he meant at first. The look on his face told her what she didn’t want to know. 
 
   “What’s up guys?” Wayne asked, before he got a good look at Danny’s face. 
 
   It all came tumbling out once he recovered the power of speech a few minutes later. By that time, they were all assembled to hear it. The news fell on Melanie with crushing force, and she turned a ghostly shade of pale. It looked like she couldn’t breathe. Ordinarily she would run out to the patio to be alone at a moment like this. But she just didn’t seem strong enough this time. No consoling words came from anyone’s mouth.
 
   “She’s not dead. Tell me she’s not dead,” Melanie pleaded.
 
   “I don’t think they went to so much trouble just to kill her,” Wendy said.
 
   Even Danny could see how poorly chosen those words were. But he had nothing better to offer. Wayne put his hand on the back of Melanie’s neck. She found some solace resting her head on his shoulder. Finally she turned toward him and buried her face in his chest.
 
   They all desperately wanted to reassure each other that somehow things would turn out not to be as dreadful as every appearance suggested. 
 
   “What about her family? You said they have a plan,” Wayne finally offered.
 
   “A plan?” Danny growled. “A plan’s not going to save her. These people, they’re like animals. You didn’t see. Miss Park, she… she like just shot Jesse right there…. You remember him? He’s dead. They meant to kill everybody!” 
 
   He realized he was yelling and caught himself. Other tables were looking their way. His friends sat staring at him. There were no more words, or anything words could do for them.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   In the Cave
 
   The pounding in her head was loud enough to wake her up. She tried to spit the cotton balls out, but they just wouldn’t come. The headache was intense. A glass of water would go down nicely. It was too dark to make out how big the room was. An echo sounded off a distant ceiling with a metallic sound. The masonry bench she was lying on chilled her spine. 
 
   “It’s freezing in here, and I seem to be naked,” she muttered. “No, not naked. Just my underwear.” 
 
   A small bandage covered a sore spot on her arm. She pictured needles and blood samples, felt a scrape just below her elbow. Had she been raped? It didn’t feel like it. At least, she didn’t feel any different. They must have gotten all the DNA they could possibly need. What more could they want? Perhaps the underwear was some sort of threat.
 
   “Have to hold everything together. Get up! Explore the room.”
 
   It was large, like a warehouse. Very quiet, the walls must be thick. It’s so cold, she thought. Maybe Connie was right about Kamchatka. No heating elements or vents visible. No windows. Only a dim, bare bulb wire-dangling out of reach.
 
   Time crawled along the cracks in the wall. How long would they make her wait? She sat back down on the stone bench, legs folded. There was only one thing about this situation she could control. Her breath came in and went out. Her hands made the familiar movements, tensed and relaxed alternately. She pushed both palms forward, spread them out along an imaginary wire to either side, palms down, brought them together, palms up. She pulled them back to her chest and pushed forward again. 
 
   The room faded away, the cold stone receded. She felt her lungs fill the space. Voices echoed from a distance. Were they in the room? Or just outside? Or much further away? Orders in a sharp voice of command, others responded marching. Her breathing couldn’t quite reach them. Were they approaching? No, they seemed much more distant. Her heart beat out the familiar rhythm. Her ribs began to pulse with it. Her breath pressed against the edges of the room. She pushed off the walls and back within herself. Deep. Down past the darkness in her heart reserved for Miss Park. Deeper. Brighter. The light seared her eyes. 
 
   It was warm. Still, fragrant air clung to her as she walked. The sunlight resolved itself into splashes and shadows. Water flowed in the distance, quietly burbling. Her father lived here. At least his memory did. She could spend hours here. Perhaps she already had. It was difficult to keep track of time. But she had to keep moving.
 
   The sound of the water drew her on. It fell from a great height, as high as the sky. But not rain. On the ledge behind the falls water curled through the air in a fine mist. It was enchanting. She filled her chest and her head with the moisture. This no longer felt like her father’s home. Shadows beckoned, a darkness off to the right. She peered inside. No ambient light penetrated there. A few tentative steps and she left the misty world behind. No sounds followed her. 
 
   No light, just blackness, but she had no trouble seeing the walls of the cave. The floor fell away the further she walked. The air was warmer than she expected. The slope drew her on. Her steps quickened. Soon she was running, faster maybe than she liked. Finally she was in freefall. The darkness cushioned her, letting her pass, practically caressing her as she went. Who dwelt here? It was a familiar spirit. She recognized it, even if she couldn’t quite put a name on it. The darkness loved her, she felt it. But there was something else underneath it all, something fiercer, more menacing. It dawned on her, this was her mother’s place. It was her… reassuringly her.
 
   She hit the ground with a thud. Not nearly as hard as she expected. A noise scraped from behind the door. She opened her eyes and sat up as the door creaked open. Someone stood in the doorway, his face still in shadow. Others behind him craned to catch a glimpse of her. Their impatience meant they couldn’t hold back for long. She studied them closely as they spilled into the room. Nine or ten men, mostly Asian, though two were rather taller and blond. Russians. Connie was right about Kamchatka. That thought dispelled whatever anxiety the arrival of these men might otherwise have caused. She knew what she had to do.
 
   The Asians looked like soldiers, though they weren’t exactly in uniform. They wore fatigues and heavy shoes. No insignia were visible, and no weapons. They looked well fed, most of them. Two were smaller and thinner, perhaps no larger than herself. Undernourished, Emily thought. New recruits. She sat quietly as they formed a semi-circle around her spot on the bench. 
 
   No one moved for a few seconds, as if they didn’t know what to do, or how to begin if they did know. She stood and took a step forward, allowing them to surround her. The Russians hung back. The soldiers eyed her almost hungrily. Whispers and growls bounced around the circle. She couldn’t make out what they were saying. Korean probably. Finally one of the larger ones, well fed, grabbed her from behind, pinning her arms to her side. The others crowded around her, reaching out to touch her. She offered no noticeable resistance. Her passivity seemed to offend them. One man swung his hand, meaning to slap her face. Then everything changed. 
 
   Before any of the men knew what had happened one of their number was lying on the floor clutching his throat with his unbroken arm, unable to scream. Somehow she controlled the right hand of the man holding her. He winced as she twisted his arm up and out, stepping and pivoting underneath. He was helpless. As she spun behind him she kicked sideways through the knee of another man standing behind her. It snapped with a hideous sound. She hardly noticed, but the men were frozen in horror. In the pause this provided she twisted the man whose arm she controlled until his head hit the floor with a crack. He slumped on to his side. Before anyone else could react she spun though their midst wreaking havoc and mayhem as she went. Joints cracked, faces smashed against hard things, none left standing. One small, frightened man hid in the corner trembling. The rest were broken, mangled men. The whole thing was over in a very brief moment.
 
   She stood in the middle of the carnage, eyes ablaze, glowering at the Russians. They tried to look unimpressed, or at least unafraid. Not soldiers, she guessed. Dock workers from Petropavlosk? A little money and the promise of some easy pleasure probably lured them in. They were large men, with strong hands—that suggested some training. Maybe they were sailors from the naval base. She gestured wordlessly to the door, inviting them to leave. They didn’t move, even though it seemed clear they understood her.
 
   She turned to the little man in the corner. Looming over him she pointed at his pants and made it clear she wanted his clothes. He hesitated for a moment, then complied. As she watched him, the expected hand pulled her around from behind by the shoulder. She spun to evade the fist she knew was coming. His arms were too thick for her to punch through the elbow. She kicked the back of his left knee as she spun, bringing him to his knees, and finished him with a knee to the soft spot at the base of his skull. He fell face first to the floor twitching. 
 
   The second man was too fast. He struck her behind the ear with his fist before she could react. The force of the blow drove her to the floor. She rolled away before he could stomp on her head. He was clearly enraged by what he just watched happen to his friend. But she was on her feet before he could kick her. He hurled himself forward, perhaps meaning to tackle her. She was so much smaller, it was hard to know how else to fight her. If only he could grab her, he would crush her. She ducked under his outstretched hands, and with a subtle, almost imperceptible gesture nudged his right elbow up from below. She was ready when his hand dropped down to compensate, grabbing his wrist and twisting him sharply into a flip. He landed hard against the edge of the bench. His final position was awkward, his neck on the floor, his legs bent back across the bench. She towered over him as he lay cringing, helpless and vulnerable, not sure he could even move his legs. It would be so easy to finish him. She grabbed him by the belt and gently slid him off the bench, helping him arrange his body in a more reasonable position. She crouched for a moment next to his head gazing at his face. She patted his cheek and rubbed his forehead. When she walked away he could breathe again.
 
   The little man sat cringing in the corner with his clothes piled in front of him. He tried not to make eye contact. The pants and shirt fit her comfortably. The shoes were too big. She put them on anyway. They might prove useful outside if it was as cold as she feared.
 
   No effort had been made to close the door. It was practically an invitation to go through. Should she accept? It was clearly what someone wanted her to do. Nothing could be accomplished waiting where she was. Before going out she looked around the ceiling for the camera that had to be there. One of the dead Russian’s shoes was heavy enough to smash it.
 
   A long dark corridor—was she underground? The shoes echoed. How large was the complex? A few yards ahead the glowing outline of a door ajar hinted at a large, well lit room. Voices reached her ears. They had to be expecting her. She pushed on through into the light and found an octagonal ring about thirty feet across surrounded by walls more than two meters high. Above the walls a recessed walkway accommodated some scattered seating where several men in military uniforms looked down at her. Another door opposite was the only way out of the pit. A third opened onto the elevated walkway. This was the only sure way to get out. No wonder the Russians hadn’t left when she offered. There was no way out for them either. 
 
   Miss Park sat above in one corner next to an older man with thick gold insignia on his shoulder boards. He looked to be the ranking officer in the room, probably a general. Three other men in officer’s uniforms sat around the walkway, as well as two heavily armed guards. Two cameras covered the ring. She sat against one wall and waited to see who or what would come through the other door. She looked up at Miss Park and tried to force a smile. The thought of giving her any satisfaction, even the slightest hint of any distress she might feel, was entirely disgusting. But hatred could not be the basis of her resolution to fight. It provided no access to her own qi, her vital spirit. That was the deepest truth she knew about fighting. It’s what she learned from her father and Sensei: fight from the peaceful place inside, from her father’s place. 
 
   Looking at Miss Park she knew there was no longer a place for peace in her heart. She needed to find her qi someplace else. Of course, she knew where it had to be: in the cave where her mother’s love prowled. Perhaps that’s where it had always been, and she was only now discovering the truth. Was she more her mother’s child than her father’s? She was in the abyss, plunging headlong through the darkness. Whoever she really was, she needed her mother now. 
 
   The door grated on its hinges. Someone entered on her left. She didn’t open her eyes right away. The cave behind the waterfall held her attention. The darkness beckoned. It loved her, she could feel it. But she was no longer alone in the ring. She slipped off the awkward shoes and unfolded her legs. Two men loosely dressed standing opposite eyed her warily. She noticed their hands, strong and calloused. They had been trained. Limber legs moved with a recognizable spring. They placed their feet carefully with each step, aligning heels and toes, slowly at first, but clearly capable of quickness. She moved to keep them in front while they sought to get around her. She circled back around, in one direction or the other, always avoiding the center.
 
   It wasn’t clear how long she could hold them at bay like this. Why were they even here to fight her? She killed the Russian when he attacked. But now she wondered if he was trapped like her. These men looked like soldiers, professionals of some sort, mercenaries perhaps. What consideration did she owe them? She stepped forward, to the center, splitting them apart. The unexpected move disconcerted them. They hesitated. She smiled.
 
   Kicks from both sides, one high, one low. Crossover step to block low with her foot. Ducking under the high kick allowed her to kick to the opposite face. He would have evaded if she hadn’t already trapped his foot. Her heel loosened his teeth and bloodied his face. He stumbled backwards as his partner tried to bring his raised leg down on her head. Her fist struck his groin, not hard enough to disable him through the guard he wore, but the pain was sharp enough to drive him back. He squatted against the wall. It bought her a moment to attend to the other man singly. He didn’t want to risk another kick. A feint with his left foot covered a lunging left jab: too slow. She stepped inside his fist without blocking and landed a sharp reverse punch to his solar plexus, the soft spot under the sternum. He staggered back to the wall unable to breathe for several seconds.
 
   So far she had fought them off without doing any permanent damage. Unless they broke off the fight on their own, she would have to hurt them in a more serious way. She glanced up at Miss Park to read what she could from her expression. The General was nodding and smiling broadly at something she said. Were they risking everything in the ring for his amusement? Were these men trapped like the others? She could feel the fear shivering beneath their bravado. She bowed to each one and sat down with crossed legs and closed eyes. What would happen next? She was sure she didn’t care.
 
   A shot rang out. One of the men lay motionless on the floor, a pool of blood spread in all directions from beneath his head. She saw the other man’s terror. Miss Park stood on the walkway with a pistol in her hand. The meaning of the glare she directed at Emily was clear: “If you don’t kill them, I will.” When she didn’t stand, the second man ran to the door. Another shot ended his presumption. The bodies were dragged out, the puddles sopped up. 
 
   “If you won’t fight, I can find someone whose life I think you won’t risk.” 
 
   The message was clear. She still had Anthony. Emily suspected it, but this was confirmation. The effect on her was perhaps not what Miss Park intended. She had expected to have to rescue him all along. This news merely served to focus her mind on the task. 
 
   A snap of the fingers and the door opened again. Four men rushed in and took up positions around the ring. Asians, probably Korean. Well-fed. Members of her team? They were armed with an assortment of clubs, sticks and one even had a sword. Some part of her wanted to ignore them, let them beat her to death. At least then she wouldn’t have to take their lives. But she couldn’t allow herself to be killed. Anthony and Li Li needed her. 
 
   She picked herself up, surveyed her adversaries, breathed in the mixture of fear and confidence they exuded. The germ of the pattern of her movements had already presented itself: the man with the sword would hesitate. He didn’t know if he had permission to kill her. He could try to wound her, merely incapacitate her, but that would require precision, perhaps more than he was confident of possessing. Step and pivot inside his first stroke, twist and wrench his sword hand out and up, elbow to the chest. Pivot under the hand and run the blade across his ribs. Pull the sword from his broken hand. A vertical stroke through the collarbone and down the chest of the man with the clubs. Pivot and step forward, bringing the blade up through the groin of the lunging bo staff. The nunchaku would expect to be able to trap the swinging blade. Stab straight through the block with sideways edge to the center of his chest. Pull the blade through with a swinging pivot step decapitating the first man. The sequence was as clear as it was gruesome.
 
   She shuddered at the mere thought of it, then deflected the lunging bo staff upwards, twisted it out of his hands, swinging it vertically first down into the groin, then back up to the head. The clubs blocked the backwards lunge of the staff to the face behind her, but not the side kick to the chest that sent him crashing into the wall. She pivoted to block the horizontal strike of the nunchaku, spinning the bo through the entangled chain, wrenching them from his hands. In his bewilderment he tried to grab the staff. She released it and struck him twice across the face with the nunchaku in a crossing pattern. As he fell backwards she swept his foot with a low kick, forcing him to land flat on his back, cracking his head against the floor. 
 
   The man with the sword was motionless this whole time, which lasted all of about three seconds. She was moving too fast for him to risk swinging the sword, perhaps killing her or one of his own men. She glared at him, holding the nunchaku ready in her right hand. Finally he lunged forward with his right foot, perhaps hoping to stab her in the shoulder. It wouldn’t be a fatal blow. Safe. She slid out of the way, swinging the nunchaku around to the back of his head and kicking through the back of his left knee. He fell to his knees and tried to compensate by spinning as he swung the sword behind him. She caught it in the chain as she kicked the back of his right elbow. He dropped the sword to clutch his broken arm. She tossed the nunchaku aside and sat against the opposite wall. 
 
   So far no one dead. Would they attack again? It didn’t look like they wanted to. Would Miss Park shoot them? It might undermine the morale of her team to kill too many. She closed her eyes and awaited the result. She heard them pick themselves up and limp from the ring. The air was clear and cool. The rhythm beating against her ribs was not her father’s. She listened to it, savored it. It echoed in the cave as she felt herself once again falling through the darkness. 
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   The Clone
 
   When she finally opened her eyes, he was standing at the opposite end of the ring, seemingly indifferent to her presence. Why should he care? She was nobody to him. A tiny, insignificant girl. She felt the darkness inside, caressing her, clinging to her heart. But she heard nothing from him. He seemed to have no vital spirit, no heart. Was he even breathing at all?
 
   Emily looked him over carefully. Miss Park seemed to be giving her the time to do just that, perhaps to intimidate her. He looked terrifying: huge, muscular, lumbering. His arms were as thick as her thighs, his neck even thicker. He had no hair on his head, his face, his chest, perhaps none anywhere on his body. His baby face was utterly incongruous. All that was daunting enough, but not nearly as much as his eyes. They were black like hers. But they seemed unfocused, even glazed over. When she looked at him from across the ring, she couldn’t find him in his eyes.
 
   Finally Miss Park spoke. “Ba We!” Was that his name? She barked a command at him and he took a step forward. “He wants to fight you,” she called out to Emily. When she got no response, she said “Fine. Die then.”
 
   Emily picked herself up off the floor.
 
   “Who is he?” she said. 
 
   “He’s nobody, a genetic experiment. We want to see how he compares to your grandfather’s experiment.”
 
   “Where are the children?” she demanded.
 
   “They’re secure. You don’t need to concern yourself with them anymore.”
 
   Emily wasn’t certain, but she suspected Anthony and Li Li were nearby. Miss Park called out a command to him and he lunged towards her. He was faster than she expected. She circled away, staying just out of reach. The ring was big enough to do that for a little while, but clearly not for long. She prepared herself to stand and face him. Instead of a fighting stance, she held her right hand out to him as if in a sort of greeting. 
 
   His legs were so big she didn’t expect him to be limber enough to kick effectively. By the same token, however, she probably wouldn’t be able to accomplish much kicking his legs. It wasn’t at all clear that she could hurt him at all. He was just too big, too solid.
 
   He reached to grab her arm. She parried his hand and controlled his wrist, twisting his arm and flexing his palm back towards his fore arm. It took both hands to control him this way. She twisted as hard as she could but he didn’t budge. Ordinarily the pain of this hold would force an adversary too his knees, or into a flip. When she threw larger men around in a fight, she was really using their own strength against them. They threw themselves rather than endure the pain she could inflict with a joint lock. But it didn’t work this time. He seemed impervious to pain.
 
   He turned out to be just strong enough to bend his elbow and draw her closer in spite of the contortion of his wrist. She could no longer release him. He was too close. In a sudden reversal he shoved her against the wall, effectively extricating himself from her grip. A quick spin and a slap to the head sent her sprawling across the ring. Before she could recover her wits he was on top of her, seizing her by an arm and a leg. He would have grabbed her by the hair if she had more of it. She sailed across the ring like a leaf in the breeze, bounced off the opposite wall and fell to the floor. It was lucky she didn’t hit her head, or she might have lost consciousness. He was merely toying with her.
 
   She squirted out of his grasp before he could throw her again. It was time to rethink whatever her strategy was. She obviously couldn’t control him with a joint lock. And blows that didn’t incapacitate him were probably useless, too, if they brought her into his reach. She could try to damage his knees. But that would certainly take several blows. Whatever happened, it wasn’t clear that she could take another throw like that last one. She needed to get him down on the floor, but the only way she could see to do that was to get him to try to kick her. Not being able to read him, to ‘hear’ him, put her at a deadly disadvantage. If she couldn’t anticipate him, her only hope was to be faster than him, to react more quickly. But it wasn’t clear that she was faster.
 
   She circled away, back pedaling and watching for openings. Occasionally a kick to his knee got through. It was hard to do any real damage that way. At least it didn’t appear to slow him down any. She lunged in closer this time, kicked harder. Instead of trying to block he flicked his hand toward her head. She turned away from the blow, but it caught the side of her head just above the ear. A glancing blow, but enough to knock her across the room. 
 
   He dove after her, hoping to get there before she could roll out of his grasp. He managed to get one hand on her waist and tore at her shirt. They slid to the wall together. The force of the collision with his shoulder allowed her to twist her hip away from his hand and scissor her legs around his neck just as they hit the wall. Before he could react, she had his right wrist in another joint lock, his left arm trapped underneath him. He was helpless, pinned against the wall. Without his right arm, he couldn’t roll over or push her off. She could snap his neck with a squeeze and a twist of her legs, and they both knew it. 
 
   Emily was looking directly into his empty, lifeless eyes as she yanked hard on his wrist and began to force his head back with her legs. It was a grinding, inexorable process. A mute commotion swirled to life on the walkway as it dawned on them what was happening. Hushed glances on all sides. Should they stop her? Could they? How had she turned the tables on the clone? Their voices reached her ears as if from a great distance. She shut them out. Only Anthony and Li Li mattered. If she let him live, she would die, and their hopes with her. His eyes were already dead anyway. Black pools of unthinking, unfeeling hate. She could feel the tension of his vertebrae as they were gradually wrenched out of position. The pulse of the large artery in his neck beat against her thigh. Slow and powerful at first, as the echo of a mighty engine, then weaker and faster, almost desperately urgent. 
 
   In the course of squeezing the very life out of him, everything changed. She didn’t know exactly how or when it happened. Perhaps he sensed his looming end, or maybe he finally felt the pain of her grip. She was twisting his wrist back on itself with enough force to bend a tire iron, she thought. Whatever it was, she saw his pupils contract and come to focus. He saw her. And finally she was able to see him, to see who he really was. He wore the expression of a little boy. His distress was genuine, but now it was painted in the colors of a child’s fear. Their eyes connected for a brief moment. She heard a voice call to her from somewhere deep inside. At first it was too faint to make out what it said. It grew louder and more insistent, even desperate, like a frightened child: “Oonni.” 
 
   She didn’t recognize the word. But she could feel it’s meaning clearly enough in her heart: “Sister.” Her breath caught in her throat as soon as it dawned on her. She looked at him again, contemplated him for a long moment, then relaxed her legs and released his wrist. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, now that he saw her at all. It took a few seconds to disentangle herself from his head and shoulders. She stooped to help him sit up, then rubbed his cheek and kissed him on the forehead. “Ba We,” she said and he nodded. He didn’t seem able to speak.
 
   All hell was breaking loose outside the ring. The armed guards leveled their weapons. Miss Park was yelling at them. Emily guessed she didn’t want them to shoot yet. One of the junior officers ran to the door shouting orders on a radio. Several men burst through the lower door wielding what looked like cattle prods and stun guns pointed at Emily. 
 
   Ba We was on his feet in an instant and responded with terrific savagery. He hit one man so hard in the chest it seemed to collapse his ribs. He was dead before he hit the floor. He slammed two more heads together. Emily watched him in stunned silence. He moved without hesitation, completely unencumbered by doubt or compassion. The thought occurred to her: this is what I must have looked like to my friends that night by the lake. Except the level of violence is so much greater now. Where did he find the emotional energy to do these things? 
 
   He typically dispatched them with a single blow of tremendous force. One man’s face was fist-crushed against the back of his skull, blood spurting out of his ears. He grabbed another by the head and flung him lifeless across the ring and onto the walkway. A man who seemed to be menacing Emily was pounded on the top of the head crushing his spine. He was fighting to protect her! That’s where she must have found the energy that night, too.
 
   Everything was happening so fast, no one knew how to contain them. The soldiers were afraid to shoot. But what else could they do? Without deadly force none of them could hope to overpower him. When a heavily armed assault team burst into the ring, Emily knew there was no further point holding back. These men were willing to kill her. She saw her opportunity: they had brought weapons into the ring. The team must have thought their body armor would give them an advantage, or at least some tactical protection, and perhaps they were right. One man sustained a punch to the chest that didn’t simply kill him. But others weren’t necessarily so fortunate. Blows to the head from Ba We were still deadly. 
 
   One man lunged at Emily with a knife. She blocked him, controlled the wrist, snapped the elbow and buried the blade just below his arm pit, a spot unprotected by his armor. A kick to the knee brought him down. She seized the knife and slashed his throat as he fell. 
 
   In a single fluid motion she turned and threw the knife to the spot where Miss Park had been sitting. She missed her, but hit the General in the center of the chest. He fell to his knees sputtering. Miss Park was stunned, her face turned grey, then white. Who was the General to her? Clearly more than just a superior officer. 
 
   Miss Park shouted an order to the guards. She was at last willing to let them shoot. Emily ran across the ring as they lowered their weapons toward Ba We. He was occupied pressing the last two men in the ring against the wall by their necks and didn’t notice the guards. Emily was moving at full speed when she planted her foot on his shoulder and launched herself at them. She managed to grab the gun barrels and yank both men down into the ring before they could fire. They were quickly dispatched. 
 
   Emily gestured to the walkway. Ba We heaved her up and scrambled up after her. A few feet away Miss Park stood over the General, staring at them like a lioness with her cub. Emily could see the confidence of command slipping out of her eyes. She clearly wanted to stay and protect the General. But all of her subordinates were either dead or fled. Emily suddenly stepped toward her and watched her flinch, and then bolt through the door. 
 
   At first, her only thought was to find Anthony and Li Li. But another thought intruded itself. The voice she heard calling her “sister,” it wasn’t just one voice. There were more of them. Perhaps a chorus of children. But how many? She couldn’t tell. Whatever happened, whoever they were, she couldn’t leave them here. 
 
   The General lay at her feet, his jacket drenched in blood, his sweet life ebbing away. He looked at her and tried to speak. She crouched next to his head and put her ear next to his lips. He had no breath. His words were practically inaudible, just a faint whisper. She thought she heard a word, or a name, “Soon-ee,” and knew what it meant. He must be her father, General Park. She watched his eyes contract to focus on her, as the pathos of an infinite distance pulled him away. There was nothing more to learn from the dying man, certainly nothing about the children. 
 
   Emily and Ba We burst through the doorway into another large room. It looked like it occupied the rest of the main floor of the building. The corrugated metal roof meant there were no other floors above this one. Crude barracks furniture was scattered about, a filthy kitchen at one end. No soldiers anywhere. Had they killed them all? She didn’t have time to worry about it. Through the door at the far end she could see a smaller outbuilding. Her heart pounded in her throat as she ran toward it. 
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   Behind the Red Door
 
   Outside Emily found a brisk spring day, sun and fog. The cold dirt felt good against her bare feet. Finally she could see the extent of the compound. A high wall enclosed a small yard, the main building she just left and a smaller dingy building resembling a Quonset hut with a rusty red door. It sat across the yard some sixty or seventy feet away. It was large enough to be a barracks, a dormitory, perhaps housing fifteen or twenty people. If there was a lab in the compound it had to be in there. Several small trucks were scattered around the yard in various states of disrepair. Parked next to what must be the main gate she noticed two vehicles that looked like they might run. If the children were here at all, they must be in the Quonset hut.
 
   “You’ll never make it that far,” she heard Miss Park say from behind her. 
 
   She was holding a pistol. One last guard stood next to her with an automatic rifle slung over his shoulder and hanging at a casually contemptuous angle. 
 
   “I’d rather not shoot you. You’re worth rather more to me alive. But I will if I have to.”
 
   “How many more like him did you make?” Emily snarled. 
 
   “Like Ba We? Oh, dozens. They all died. The cloning process is devilishly tricky to get right.”
 
   “You’re lying. They aren’t all dead, are they?”
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   “I’m taking them with me.”
 
   “That’s rich,” Miss Park sneered. “Even if any were still alive, they wouldn’t survive more than a few weeks. You couldn’t save them even if I let you.”
 
   “At least with me, they’ll die with someone who loves them.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Something about that last remark enraged Miss Park. She knew Emily had formed some sort of bond with the clone. But how? She’d always thought of them as barely controllable savages. But Emily won this one over in the middle of a fight, and now it threatened to destroy everything she had worked for. Love them? Ridiculous. He clearly loved her, though she couldn’t imagine why. It hadn’t ever occurred to her that the clones were capable of any sort of attachment. Their alliance was far too dangerous to tolerate. That it was Emily who had turned him made it even worse. It was all too much. 
 
   She shrieked a command at the guard, who raised his gun. She wanted him to kill this infuriating girl before her eyes. Her face was distorted with the mad anticipation of it. Ba We burst out of the main building with sudden speed. In the time it took the guard to recover from his surprise, Ba We had already closed the distance. He threw himself forward and crushed him beneath his chest. The noise of the gun was partially smothered, but Emily still winced from the searing pain of the wounds. The guard was dead in an instant, but Ba We was hurt. Several shots hit him in the chest. He struggled to pick himself up off the ground. When he looked up at Miss Park, she knew there was no way to control him, no command he would obey any longer. She stepped backed and fired twice as Emily wrestled the gun out of her hand. She squirmed away and ran to the red door.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Ba We lay on the ground at her feet. Emily knelt down and held her hand to his cheek. It wasn’t a frightened child looking back at her this time. His eyes, clear and focused, revealed a placid, shimmering spirit. Perhaps he was even happy for the first time in his life, though she hardly knew what happiness might consist of for him. He had protected her, saved her, even died for her. A smile played across his lips. And then she felt him slip away like sand between her fingers. She wanted to stay with him, though she didn’t entirely know why. But other concerns pushed her forward. She ran to the outbuilding, not knowing what she’d find there.
 
   She slipped through the red door. The low light made it difficult to see at first, but she had no difficulty hearing the children. A little girl’s shrieks, Li Li, the blustering bravado of a frightened, brave boy, Anthony. She could just make out Miss Park at the other end of a long room, trying to pull the children out of what looked like a cage. Running at first, then walking more deliberately, her eyes adjusted to the low light and she saw a long row of cages with small bunks, enough to house a dozen or more children at a time. But she didn’t see any other children. A row of storage lockers lined the other side of the room, as well as a long counter with several computer terminals and what looked like a makeshift surgical table.
 
   Anthony was struggling to keep Miss Park from opening the door to the last cage as Li Li clawed at her fingers through the bars. It wasn’t clear how much longer they could hold out. 
 
   “I’m here, Anthony,” she said. 
 
   The three of them turned as one and looked at her, each with a different expression. Miss Park was aghast, Anthony beamed with renewed confidence, Li Li giggled and shrieked. She was terrified of Miss Park and naturally rejoiced at anything that caused her discomfort.
 
   “You ruined everything,” Miss Park yelled at her. “You killed him!”
 
   “The General was your father then?” Emily replied calmly. “I lost my father to people like you, people on the same disgusting, misguided mission as you.” 
 
   She could see the determined, even desperate gleam in Miss Park’s eyes. 
 
   “You’ll never get out of here alive,” she growled. 
 
   “Neither will you, if you get in our way.” 
 
   By this time, she was standing only a few inches away. She placed her hand on Miss Park’s chest and pushed her back, clearing the space in front of the cage door. It was a peculiarly sedate gesture between people otherwise disposed to deadly violence. 
 
   “Anthony, take Li Li outside,” she said as she shielded them with her body. “Wait for me there.” 
 
   They squeezed past, Anthony pulling Li Li along toward the red door, both urgent to get away from Miss Park. 
 
   “She killed him, Emily,” Anthony cried over his shoulder. “She shot Jesse by the plane!” 
 
   The words didn’t register immediately, and when they did, she froze for an instant. Her heart was suddenly heavy, as if it would fall straight through her body. Her fists clenched involuntarily and then her chest. It was hard to breathe. Jesse! So sweet and beautiful. The dark cave behind the waterfall glowed red. She imagined jamming fingers between Miss Park’s ribs, seizing her still beating heart and tearing it out of her chest. The hideousness of the image shocked her out of this volcanic reverie. She waited for the children to clear the red door. More importantly, she needed to find her breath again.
 
   They stared at each other for what seemed like hours, but was probably only a few seconds. Emily’s heart was divided. The loudest noise in her head demanded that she kill this woman, tear her life away. The notion that it might be the only way to end the threat she posed to her family and friends was not a part of this calculus, true as it probably was. A single strike to her throat would suffice. She found the prospect repugnant, even viscerally nauseating. Ba We would have struck her down in an instant, without any hesitation. Why couldn’t she? 
 
   As her breath moved in the familiar pattern, Emily could feel the hatred in Miss Park’s heart. She tasted her fear, as well as her resentment. But what did Miss Park resent her for? “She sought me out,” Emily thought. “She attacked my family, destroyed my life.” There was nothing to account for it. But deep down, without exactly knowing what it could mean, she felt how her apparent serenity galled this woman. Fear and resentment were not a stable combination. Emily waited for the attack she knew must come. She remembered Connie’s warning about her skills.
 
   She saw her shoulder dip. It was a feint, she felt certain of it. But she had by then what looked like a steel rod in her hand. She had to block it. Miss Park used the feint to cover a front kick to the knee. Emily was able to evade the first kick, but not the second. The force of the blow to her chest drove her back and to her knees. The only defensible option was to continue rolling out of the fall, to try to get some distance in the confined space. Miss Park anticipated this and surged forward, swinging the back of her heel toward the place she expected Emily’s head to be after the roll. It was a narrow miss. Emily pushed her leg back across her body hoping to close her off from any more kicks.
 
   Her legs were limber and strong. Her moves were indeed suggestive of taekwondo, but more graceful, almost like a dance. Her hips swiveled, snake-like, with each step. The fluidity of her movements made it difficult to anticipate a feint or a kick. She was lanky and perhaps even a little taller than Emily. Her foot struck out toward Emily’s knee again, this time with no feint. She connected, hard. Emily felt her knee buckle and hoped it wasn’t broken. The pain was sharp. She tried to follow with a second kick to the chest. This time Emily managed to step just inside her raised leg and deliver a sharp reverse punch to her solar plexus. She tried to shake off the pain in her left knee while Miss Park staggered back struggling to catch her breath. 
 
   “You’re good, just like they said.” 
 
   Miss Park sneered at hearing this, perhaps feeling a rush of optimism about her chances. In that tiny opening, Emily lunged a jab at her head, but prepared her right leg to block. She managed to jam her knee into Miss Park’s raised thigh and blocked the hand swinging the iron bar. It clattered off into a corner. Once inside her defenses, Emily hit her with several hard blows to the chest and face. It was a series of spinning, flowing strikes, each one leading into the next and camouflaged by the one before. Once it started there was practically no way to stop it short of running away. But there was no room to run in that tight space. The final blow, a downward palm-heel strike to her face looked like it broke her nose. She bled profusely and stumbled back out of reach disoriented. That definitely wasn’t what she expected from a shotokan practitioner. 
 
   Emily figured she had never been hit in the face before. She had a distinct advantage over her in that department, she thought, with some little satisfaction. But why was she weighing little advantages? Why was finishing this woman proving so difficult? She had, after all, defeated Ba We just a little while earlier. And he was perhaps the most violent, dangerous individual she had ever encountered. Maybe she had gotten lucky, but when opportunity presented itself, she was able to seize it. The children were depending on her. She couldn’t fail them now. As she breathed out her puzzlement she visualized Miss Park’s style: quick, low kicks, difficult to defend, and often followed by higher, longer kicks. Above all, a flowing movement, one kick blocking and setting up the next one. That was how her mind worked, she could see. The pattern was palpable to her, as was the conclusion. She needed to control the first kick. 
 
   But her first kick was so damned fast. Emily blocked it with her foot, pushing it out to the side. Miss Park grabbed her wrist and twisted as hard as she could. Emily was just quick enough to punch the bicep of the arm holding her wrist and seize the elbow. Miss Park barely twisted free and grabbed across her opposite wrist. They dueled each other like this, hardly moving more than a few inches from each other, staring eye to eye, probing, striking, twisting, wrenching. Each seeking the tiniest advantage to control the other with a joint lock. All the while trying to sneak a kick in below, or block one. They fought to a standstill, arms tangled and feet poised.
 
   Emily knew what was coming next, felt it with near certainty. She sensed the sudden tension in Miss Park’s neck and shoulder muscles. She leaned away and then snapped her head forward, meaning to smash Emily’s face with the hard bone just below the hairline. It was a devastating blow… if only it connected. Emily freed her right hand and thrust it over Miss Park’s left shoulder as she jammed her left just under the ribs. She used the momentum of the head butt to pull her into a flip, grabbing and lifting with her left hand as she pulled her head forward. She grabbed her long blond hair, felt its coarseness, not fine like natural blond hair. As Miss Park tumbled past, a sharp tug on her hair might snap her neck. Somehow she couldn’t bring herself to do it. The hair slipped through her fingers as Miss Park crashed upside down into a storage locker a few feet away. 
 
   Both women were wounded. Emily was limping to keep the weight off her left leg. She wasn’t sure how badly her knee was hurt, but she didn’t want to test it just yet. Miss Park was bloodied and having trouble breathing. She may have suffered a broken rib. She was shaken by the last couple of exchanges, hadn’t expected the girl to be able to hit that hard, or to be that strong. Her despair grew. 
 
   Emily felt it all, breathed it all in. She knew with near certainty that Miss Park would try to finish her with a single, ferocious kick combination. A quick kick to her injured knee would allow her to swing the other leg around to kick through her head. When she hit the floor, Miss Park would bring her heel down through her face. She pictured the horror of it as if it had already happened. Once she finished her, she would dispose of the children. Then she could bury her father and salvage what she could here before returning to Chongjin to rebuild the operation.
 
   But the first kick didn’t contact her knee. Emily kicked her foot, then caught it in the crook of her ankle, trapping it and pulling her forward. She was never able to lift the other leg for the second kick. Falling forward, she tried to keep her guard up, but just couldn’t resist spreading her arms to try to regain balance. Emily punched her sharply in the throat as she fell. She released her foot and kicked through the knee, thrusting an elbow into her ribs and twisting her wrist down sharply. Miss Park’s head struck the bars of the cage as she fell to the side, struggling to breathe. Her head ended up wedged between the bars. She gulped for air.
 
   Emily lifted her head out and helped her find a coherent position on the floor. Her leg was broken, her elbow smashed, her shoulder dislocated. A bloody foam oozed out of her mouth as her breath faded. 
 
   “Why couldn’t you just leave us alone?” she asked in a mixture of anger and sympathy. Miss Park’s eyes blinked up at her. Emily watched as her spirit fluttered like a bird unable to find the window. Disoriented by the dim light, unable to feel the familiar air currents, it smacks against walls and fixtures until it accidentally finds the opening, and then it’s gone. Miss Park was unable to form words.
 
   “You were good, as good as anyone I’ve faced, as good as Tang Tian.” She saw a tiny glimmer of satisfaction at those words, maybe even a hint of embarrassment. “You, of all people, you should have known better. There are no shortcuts. There is only training.”
 
   She said these last words as much to reassure herself as to help Miss Park understand something. The fear and hate seemed to fade away. All that remained was a child’s innocent surprise at the sudden finitude of her life. It danced around the edges of her eyes. And then she was gone. Emily sighed.
 
   “I’m sorry about this,” she said to the dead woman, “but I’m gonna need your clothes.”
 
   After she removed the jacket, sweater, shoes and pants she looked down at her. Bruised and broken, the body was strangely somehow still beautiful. “What a waste,” she thought. Her conditioning was excellent. “At least as good as mine.” Lithe and strong, lean as a snake, nothing wasted on her body. Soldiers train for battle, perfecting their skills and shaping their bodies, only to see themselves destroyed. That is their destiny. War makes the body beautiful only to consume it whole.
 
   Sensei never tired of quoting to her from the writings of an ancient Buddhist monk, a sort of sword mystic, teacher of the great samurai. One remark came to her just then: “…the true master wields the sword to give life. When he must kill, he kills. When he should give life, he gives life….” So many had died there, but not by her hand. She had not killed when it was not necessary. Nor had she hesitated to kill when it was: the Russian in the cell, the General outside the ring, finally even Miss Park, though in each case she sought to avoid it. She looked into the eyes of many of them as they passed away, like some sort of angel of death. Some were frightened, some relieved, most just confused. She served as the arbiter of their passage, an earthly Charon. Or perhaps a Valkyrie, carrying fallen heroes to Valhalla. But she’d seen no heroes, no one worthy of Valhalla. No one like Jesse, who died at the hands of the treacherous Miss Park. She hadn’t been there to see him off.
 
   One other remark rang in her ears, related less happily by Sensei: “…the true master knows no friendship.” He read it to her only once, and regretted it immediately. On this day she felt the truth of it like she never had before. The angel of death can hardly have friends. And the prom, what about Danny? He can hardly have a Valkyrie for his date. It was a sobering thought. But perhaps it was the very meaning of her existence. She smiled ruefully.
 
   Miss Park’s clothes fit better than the fatigues she took from the soldier back in her first cell, especially the shoes. And it felt good to have socks. She folded his clothes and went out to find the children.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   Assessing the Carnage
 
   Anthony didn’t know who would come through the red door. Li Li took her cue from whatever emotion she could glean from his face. He held her close, behind some fuel tanks a dozen or so yards away, and tried to keep her calm. He had never been so frightened, but he didn’t let her see it.
 
   When the door finally opened, after what seemed like an eternity to the children, and Emily emerged, Li Li shrieked for joy and ran to her, prefiguring the emotions Anthony felt as well, following right behind her. Emily crouched down with her arms spread wide to catch her. He slid into her embrace next to Li Li, both crying and giggling at once.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “C’mon guys,” Emily said, after a few moments. “We have some stuff to take care of before we go home.” 
 
   Given all the bodies, there weren’t a lot of places to put the kids. She led them back to the barracks room in the main building. 
 
   “Anthony, see if there’s anything edible over there,” she said, gesturing to the filthy kitchen at the far end of the room. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Keep an eye on Li Li.” 
 
   There was another large room downstairs with more bunks, but no sign of anyone alive. The first two men she fought were there, piled against the wall, gaping crusty wounds in their heads. Miss Park’s handiwork. The only door led into the ring. When she pushed through against the weight of a body lying in the way, she saw the full reality of what had transpired there less than an hour earlier. More than a dozen men, most mangled, some smashed, all dead. More lay on the raised walkway, including General Park. He was one of only two in here she had killed, though she had meant the knife for his daughter. 
 
   The door opposite led to her first cell, down the corridor and through yet another door. Her steps echoed as she walked. Here, too, all dead. She hadn’t done all the killing here either. They had been shot as they lay on the floor where she had left them. The only one she had killed was the big Russian. She heard a rustling coming from the other Russian, the one who lay paralyzed by the bench. He was dead, a bullet hole in his forehead. Shivering behind him in his underwear, otherwise very much as she had left him, was the little man whose clothes she held under her arm. She coaxed him out and helped him dress. 
 
   Communication was difficult. She spoke no Korean and he spoke no English or Japanese. She led him out to the barracks room, where the children were eating some brown bread with butter. With a scrounged pencil stub and a bit of paper she wrote the characters for “Help” and “Carry,” then led him outside to where Ba We lay. She knew she had to destroy the evidence of genetic experiments here, and that meant not leaving him behind. But he was much too heavy for her to manage on her own. They found the one vehicle with keys, a large SUV with camouflage paint, and hefted him into the rear, wrapped in a dirty canvas sheet. She found a couple of shovels and a broken plank in the yard and tossed them in too.
 
   With the little man’s help, and a good deal of guesswork, she managed to gather any evidence of genetic experiments she could find, any paper records, tissue samples, any computers and made a large bonfire in the middle of the yard. It was important not to leave anything behind that might provide a clue for reconstructing their work here. As they were ransacking the outbuilding for blankets and any medical supplies, the man stood over Miss Park’s body and shuddered. He was clearly frightened of her even in death. Emily covered her with a tarp. 
 
   Back in the barracks room, Emily set Anthony to work gathering as much food and water as they could into a cooler she had found. They improvised ice packs from stray plastic bags and whatever ice was in the refrigerator. It was going to get cold tonight. She needed to keep the children warm and fed. And they couldn’t stay where they were. They were going to have to live out of the SUV for a while.
 
   Standing on the roof of the Quonset hut at dusk she could see over the walls of the compound. There was no town visible, not even a village. In one direction she could detect the dim glow of a town on the other side of some hills. In the other direction the lights of a much larger city glimmered across a large body of water. From what she could remember of the maps Connie showed her, she guessed they were on the southeast shore of Avacha Bay, opposite Petropavlosk. The bay was really an enormous natural harbor with a second, inner harbor on the south side formed by a jutting peninsula. They must be on the north side of that peninsula, just outside Vilyuchinsk. Security would be high at the submarine base, which was probably why the Koreans had located the compound there. They must have been operating under the informal protection of someone with influence in the Russian navy. A smaller town associated with the base, Ribachiy, had its own tiny harbor. She might check there for any suitable boats. Otherwise, they would have to get to the other side of the bay, which would take at least an entire day of driving. 
 
   A second problem: as large as it was, Avacha Bay can freeze in a hard winter. She hoped enough of it was unfrozen by now. It also meant that a night transit was probably unwise, since they wouldn’t be able to see surface ice.
 
   For now they had to find a place to bury Ba We where he would never be found. Connie’s maps had suggested the surrounding area was only sparsely populated. That meant few paved roads. She hoped the SUV could manage whatever terrain they might find. The further his grave was from any human traffic the better. 
 
   Emily brought Anthony and Li Li to the SUV, while the little man loaded everything into the back, as far from Ba We as he could manage. Anthony scrambled into the back seat, anxious to get moving as quickly as possible. Li Li was reluctant to get in. Emily picked her up to help her in. She squirmed and squealed, unable to make herself understood. When she began to cry Emily put her down and crouched next to her. What was troubling her? She pointed to the Quonset hut with an urgent, pleading look in her eyes, and kept repeating the syllable “doll.” Emily really didn’t want to take her through the red door again just to retrieve a toy, not with Miss Park’s body in the middle of the floor. But she seemed so determined, and Emily didn’t have the heart to ignore the demand of a frightened child. At least the body was covered. 
 
   She gave Li Li her hand and let herself be led away. At the far end, past the cages, she pointed to a dingy cabinet. The door was broken, probably knocked off its hinges when Miss Park crashed into it. There was nothing inside. Li Li cried out “Dol,” as if she were calling to some one. But there were no other living souls in the compound besides the four of them. Li Li kept crying out the name.
 
   Emily thought she heard something scrabbling behind the cabinet. Was it a mouse? She noticed some dirt on the floor along the base. The concrete slab of the floor came to a ragged edge several inches shy of the wall on this end. There were signs of scraping. Then it dawned on her. She hurled herself against the cabinet, pushing as hard as she could. It didn’t budge. She might have to get the others to help. One last heave, some trapped wood splintered and the whole cabinet caved in. Finally, it fell away from the wall and, through a narrow gap, she saw him.
 
   “Dol Swae!” Li Li shrieked with delight. 
 
   At first he was just a large pair of dark eyes. Emily met his gaze, curious at first, but also frightened. Was this the other voice she had heard? Was he another brother? He looked at Li Li and grunted. He couldn’t have been more than five or six years old. He must have found a way to hide himself behind the cabinet a few days ago. There was a little burrow just large enough to hide in. Had he dug it himself, or just found an old nest? When Emily threw Miss Park against the cabinet, the impact must have wedged it against the wall more tightly than he could undo. He was filthy, covered in dirt and dust, and who knows what else. His dark hair was matted and tangled. He looked like some sort of wild child. Emily reached in for him, but he refused, recoiling wordlessly even deeper into his hiding place. 
 
   Li Li stepped in front, cooing his name and gesturing to him. Finally, with a good deal of reluctance he came out to her. She gave him the enthusiastic hug of a small child, pressing her face up against his. When she jumped into Emily’s arms he grabbed her leg and howled. Emily put her down and held out her hands to both of them. He wouldn’t take it, but he took Li Li’s and she took Emily’s. They emerged from the red door just like that, a chain of hands. 
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   A Grave in the Woods
 
   Once everyone was stowed, wrapped in a blanket and given bread and butter with jam and some bottled water, they set out. The dirt road leading from the gate joined up with a roughly paved two-lane road. They followed this south and east for a few miles, past a few cultivated fields but mainly through what looked like virgin forests. After about a half an hour she found a dirt turnoff. It wasn’t exactly a road, but it looked like it might continue beyond the first rise. They were heading into the hills, climbing and dipping as they went along. The underbrush encroached on their path rubbing the side of the SUV, finally screeching along the paint. One last rise and they found a small sheltered clearing. No lights were visible in any direction. Maybe this was far enough.
 
   The two of them dug by the orange parking lights while Anthony kept an eye on the now exhausted children. The ground was soft, unfrozen, dark forest soil, probably the result of some ancient volcanic eruption. The digging went faster than either of them expected. She wanted the hole to be deeper, as deep as they could make it, preferably six feet. She would have to settle for what they could manage, which was about up to her chin. With an enormous effort they hauled the body out of the back, cradling it in its canvas sheet, and lowered it into the hole. 
 
   She retrieved the board she had saved and handed it to the little man along with a knife. They sat next to the hole. She gestured at it and said “Ba We.” He scratched a couple of characters she didn’t exactly recognize. In response to her puzzled look, he pointed to a huge rock protruding from the top of a nearby hill and visible in silhouette against the darkening sky. “Ba We,” he said. So that was how they thought of him, a rock or a mountain, impenetrable, impervious. Well, that was certainly not an inaccurate description. But it wasn’t enough to put that on his grave. He wasn’t just a thing. Or at least, in some sense, he was her thing. She took the board and scratched the characters for her family name above the others. He looked at them with the same puzzlement she had felt just before. She placed one hand on her chest and said “Tenno,” then dropped the board into the hole next to his body. The marker was just for Ba We and herself, not for anyone else to find.
 
   She felt someone watching her. It wasn’t a threatening presence. More curious, even feral, perhaps just the local fauna attracted to the lights of the SUV. But that’s not what it was, or who it was. The little boy approached, put his hand on her shoulder and peered down into the hole. He knew who was down there, she could feel it. She whispered “Ba We” to him. He crawled onto her lap and placed his head against her chest. They sat like that for the next half hour while the little man pushed the dirt back into the hole. When everything was done and concealed as much as they could make it, she put Dol Swae back under his blanket in the SUV. 
 
   The little man looked at him and repeated his name: “Dol.” Emily smiled and said “Dol Swae.” He turned to her and shook his head. “Dol,” he said. He saw her puzzlement and picked up a small stone lying nearby. He held it out to her and repeated, “Dol.” She looked at him and shook her head as she said “Not Dol Swae?” He shook his head and said “Dol” one last time. Dol seemed to mean stone or pebble, as if the guards meant he was a little Ba We. At least, that was her best guess. It was a worrisome thought, that he might grow up to be as lonely and remorseless as Ba We.
 
   Emily didn’t want to move just yet. It was too early in the evening to return to the town. People would still be up and about, and she didn’t want to encounter anyone. They stayed there in the forest for a few hours and let the children sleep. They would need to be rested for the journey, and she still needed to locate a suitable boat. The engine idled to keep them all warm.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The little man stared at her in awe, almost afraid to make a sound. She seemed so different now. Who was she? Just a few hours ago she was just a poor defenseless girl about to be ravaged by the toughs he had been lumped in with. Then suddenly, magically, she was an avenging angel, maiming and killing practically with the speed of thought, destroying anyone in her path, the fires of hell flashing from her eyes. She spared him, standing over him with eyes still smoking, demanding his clothes. He thought he was going to die at any moment. 
 
   When the guards came to finish anyone still alive, he concealed himself behind the paralyzed man and awaited his end. But she came back, brought him his clothes, took care of him and the children. Everyone was dead when he came out of the cell. How? She buried the clone, gave him her name. Had she defeated him too? He had always seemed so powerful, so fierce, so invincible. How had he died? The bullet wounds were obvious. But who would have shot him? He was the Colonel’s great secret. She would never have allowed it, that malignant, enigmatic woman. And yet, there he was in the grave, and she lay unmourned under a rude sheet on the floor of the Quonset hut, obviously beaten to death. Had this girl done it all?
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Emily turned to him and smiled. She wrote the characters for “escape” and “boat” on her paper and looked at him meaningfully. He took the paper and wrote something she couldn’t quite make out. Part of what he wrote seemed to say “protect.” Was he asking her for protection? He scratched another thing on the paper, this time in western letters, perhaps the only ones he knew. “Holp.” His eyes implored her. 
 
   His predicament was easy to see. He couldn’t stay in Russia, but going home was not likely to be safe either. He was young enough that he probably had no family of his own. Was he ready to leave everything behind? She nodded. He let out a long sigh and leaned his head back into the seat. He dozed off a little later. When he woke again it was still dark and they were on the move.
 
   When the SUV came out of the woods and its tires found the road, she turned right. The little man squirmed himself upright and whispered urgently, trying not to disturb the children. It was clear he didn’t want to return to Vilyuchinsk. When she stopped he took up the paper and scrawled a character she recognized: “danger.” Emily didn’t like the idea of taking the long route around the bay. It meant a lot of time exposed on open roads. But Vilyuchinsk meant coming perilously close to a secure military installation. Perhaps he was right. She stared down through the steering column at her feet for a moment and drew a long breath. Then she turned to look at the little man, to let him see that she trusted him. She turned the SUV around and put it into gear, and told herself they would drive as much as possible after dark and rest concealed in the daylight.
 
   The Kamchatka Krai is a long, sparsely populated mountainous peninsula jutting roughly south southwest from the far eastern end of Russia. The southern end, near Avacha Bay, where most of the population resides, is less than a hundred miles wide and dotted with the spent, grey cones of ancient volcanoes. The only route initially available to them followed the southern shore of the bay before veering away into the hills. Smaller roads and dirt tracks led off further south to wander among the forested feet of the higher mountains. 
 
   Farm fields in varying degrees of use or decrepitude could be found in the vales and on the hillocks. The soil was clearly rich enough and fertile, but the growing season was probably too short at this latitude to make farming a reliable employment. Emily pulled the SUV into the trees on the edge of one of these just before ten in the morning. The field lay fallow, cleared but unplowed for at least a year. Once she was satisfied about cover from the sky, she let Anthony take the children to play in the woods. They would have to make toys out of what they could find on the forest floor. But children tend to be quite resourceful in this sort of improvisation. 
 
   “Not too far, Anthony, and keep away from any people,” she called after them. 
 
   She closed her eyes in the backseat for a short nap. The sun hung low in the sky when she snorted awake disoriented. The light looked all wrong, twilight when it should have been more like noon. Where was Anthony? Where were the children? She pitched forward to search them out, but they were nowhere in sight. The little man leaned in the window and put his hand on her shoulder. He pointed to a fallen log in the shade of the trees. Anthony was showing Li Li and Dol how to throw stones the way Emily showed him just a few days earlier. She watched as the children played harmlessly, with innocent joy, blissfully unaware of any danger now that their big sister was with them. Dol scampered along the log, leaping down on one side only to scramble up the other. He snuck around to surprise Li Li, and she shrieked with delight. He was clearly devoted to her, as if she were the only playmate he had ever known. For her part, she craved the seemingly boundless energy of his attention. It was easy to imagine why. She was a lonely child torn from her mother and kept a prisoner by officious, indifferent strangers. The discovery of this elfin comrade would have provided a delightful release from her fear and isolation.
 
   Emily wondered if he had ever been allowed to play before, if he even knew what play was before Li Li found him. She assumed he was one of the clones, though she didn’t know for sure. He was clearly Asian, probably Korean. The guards must have been familiar with him, since they’d given him a name. She wondered what the full name “Dol Swae” meant, and why the little man was so anxious to shorten it. She felt some sort of bond with Dol, almost like what she discovered with Ba We. This certainly was suggestive. Still she wondered if he couldn’t just be the son of one of the guards, now orphaned. But then how had he ended up behind the cabinet? If he really was a clone, another experiment like Ba We, then she had to keep him safe. And that meant guarding his secret from the world, from everyone, maybe even her own family.
 
   Emily got out of the SUV and shook the cobwebs out of her head. She must have been more tired than she realized. The field overlooked the bay about three miles north and six hundred feet below them. Standing on the roof she could see the vague outlines of a city across the bay. The features of the near shoreline were obscured by the tree line on the lower end of the field. A pinnacle about a mile further up would probably give a clear view, but she didn’t want to get lost in the dark on the way down. She climbed halfway up the largest tree she could find. The shore road came into view along with numerous fields and other signs of active cultivation. She spied a larger settlement about twenty miles further along. One good sign: she didn’t see any unusual activity around the base at Vilyuchinsk. No helicopters, no small planes, no trucks coming from that direction. She hoped that meant the destruction of the Korean compound had not been discovered yet.
 
   Their remaining food consisted of some dry bread, a bit of smelly cheese, a small pot of butter and jam, as well as three two liter bottles of water. The idea of roughing it in the woods danced before her mind’s eye. It would be a good exercise for Anthony, but just now it seemed like an indulgence she couldn’t afford. They would need to find some kind of store. Luckily she found a small wad of bills in the pocket of Miss Park’s jacket, about two thousand rubles altogether, though she wasn’t sure that amounted to very much. Now they just needed to get to the settlement before everything closed for the night.
 
   The little man wrangled the kids into the backseat and distributed the last of the food while Emily eased the SUV through the trees to the dirt road. A few minutes later they lurched back onto the shore road. Li Li and Dol were still in high spirits from their forest games. Even without a shared language, they communicated in the way little kids always do. Their passions seemed to be completely shared between them. Dol made faces and Li Li shrieked and giggled. He pulled the blanket over his head for a few seconds, until she began to cry. Then he popped back out and she shrieked with delight, tears all forgotten. Variations of this game went on for the next hour. 
 
   The road veered away from the shore to wind around some steeper hills. At one point they climbed through a series of switchbacks that led to a ridgeline drive. From that vantage Emily saw the outlines of a medium-sized town in the valley below. But when they arrived it turned out to be nothing more than an enormous container depot. No houses, no stores. Just thousands of containers stacked neatly in rows rusting in the weeds. They rumbled past along the pot-holed pavement as the sun set. 
 
   Two hours later they arrived in a real town: Yelizovo. All amenities could be found here: stores, lodging, a small commercial airport, even what appeared to be tourists. The world of everyday life and all its ordinary comforts unfolded before her eyes. They probably didn’t have enough money for a hotel room, and Emily wouldn’t risk one even if they did. That probably meant another night in the SUV. But the lights of a supermarket beckoned from over a mile away. The little man recognized the Cyrillic spelling of the store name: it sounded like Shamsa. Emily sent him in with the money, since she looked too bruised up not to draw attention to herself. Even sympathetic attention might prove dangerous. He emerged a few minutes later with milk and water, two loaves of bread, cheese, fruit, an assortment of piroshki and a large container of hot crab soup, which seemed to be the main local delicacy. That took care of most of the money.
 
   The kids had the milk and piroshki, which turned out to be buns filled with seasoned ground meat or vegetables. A few even contained a sweet fruit filling. Li Li and Dol were delighted. Emily shared bread and soup with Anthony and the little man. As the hot liquid slipped down her throat she began to realize how hungry she really was. How long had it been since her last substantial meal? Days? Weeks? She had no idea what day it was. Perhaps she had already missed the prom, she thought with a mixture of satisfaction and disappointment.
 
   They found the road to Petropavlosk around midnight, a four lane highway that pushed them straight through developed suburbs and commercial districts. They made good time and arrived in the suburb of Mokhovaya less than an hour later. Emily was uncertain about entering Petropavlosk too soon. The harbor was a large commercial shipping center, probably in operation all night long. It might be easier to find a suitable vessel in one of the smaller marinas outside of town. She couldn’t read the signs, which made navigating difficult. 
 
   A boat symbol on one sign persuaded her to take a chance and turn off south toward where she expected to find the waterfront. The local streets meant going much more slowly through quiet residential neighborhoods. These gave way to warehouses, and finally the smell of fish led them to a smaller marina, one end of which was populated mainly by commercial fishing boats. No recreational boats or sailboats could be seen. Smaller craft were visible at the other end.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   On the Water at Last
 
   Emily pulled the SUV into a long, curving parking lot at the edge of the marina, near what looked to be a guard house. She couldn’t see anyone inside, but there was a light on. No sails in sight, a few small motor launches moored here and there, but none of them had an enclosed cabin. She didn’t want to risk taking the children out to sea in an open boat. It was just too cold. Off to the far right she saw a larger boat with what she guessed was official insignia, probably for the Harbormaster. It looked like a converted fishing boat, but the cabin was enclosed and it sported a tall radio antenna. The angle of the bow looked like it might be safe to take out of the bay. It would have to do. She pulled the SUV to that end of marina.
 
   “Anthony,” she said, nudging him awake. “Wait for my signal and then start loading everything on that boat.” 
 
   He nodded groggily. She turned to the little man and nodded to the boat while gesturing with her hands. She hoped he understood. 
 
   The door to the guardhouse was unlocked. In the main room a counter sagged along the large window looking out over the marina. Some ancient looking electronic equipment, a radio, an old style rotary telephone and a map cabinet adorned another wall. One locked drawer hung from the counter. She hoped to find the keys to the boat in there. A noise came from a back room, a light peeked around the edges of a partially closed door. 
 
   As she made her way in that direction she noticed her reflection in the dark glass of the window. Miss Park’s clothes fit her well. They even looked stylish. But her face showed some bruises. Her jaw was swollen where the Russian had managed to hit her. Her right eye sported a purpling shiner from when Ba We had swatted her across the ring. She looked down at her hands. They were barked up and bloody. She could feel a few other places where she would certainly have some major bruising. Two thoughts flashed across her mind. First, “No wonder the boy was too scared to come to me. I look a fright.” And then, “Oh, great. I’ll look real sharp in a prom dress. If my hair was longer I’d be the damn bride of Frankenstein.” She felt bad for Danny, momentarily at least. 
 
   The door swung open and an elderly man stepped out of the back, the sound of a flushing toilet still echoing. He was taken aback by her appearance. Perhaps that could prove useful. He spoke gruffly at first, but then appeared to soften. He seemed to be asking her something, maybe offering assistance or at least sympathy. She looked at him wordlessly, trying to appear as helpless as she could manage. Had he been a younger man she would have overpowered him, tied him up and ransacked the office for the keys. But she was afraid to hurt him. He seemed too frail. A younger man would have time to heal, but he might not. She needed another plan.
 
   She walked to the backroom to make sure there was no one else. When she came back, the old man was clearly losing patience. He made a move to pick up the phone, but she stopped him. With one hand holding his wrist, she put a finger to her lips, then pointed to the official boat. 
 
   “We need your boat,” she said forcefully. 
 
   He seemed to understand nothing she said, though her tone of voice was clear enough: she was not asking. He shook his head vigorously and said something in Russian. She wondered if there was any way to avoid violence. 
 
   “Do you speak English?” she asked.
 
   “What you do here?” he demanded.
 
   “Children,” she said abruptly, and pointed to the boat. “We need help.”
 
   “Help how?”
 
   “Boat.”
 
   “No. Boat stay here. I stay here. My job. You go.”
 
   “Children. Boat. Twelve miles. Take us.” 
 
   She said this last part as imploringly as she could. He looked in her eyes, saw her bruises. Her clothes looked expensive, if a little worse for the wear. She might be someone important. But her request was incomprehensible. What good could it do them to be out in the middle of the sea. She was so insistent, and her bruises seemed to speak volumes. And her eyes were casting some sort of spell on him. Something flickered inside. Was it a spark of chivalry for a pretty girl in distress? Was it only the thought of protecting children? Or perhaps he just finally saw how insufferably boring his life had been until precisely this moment. Whatever it was, he grunted and unlocked the drawer, from which he produced a key on a large, plastic fob.
 
   “Radio?” she asked. 
 
   He grunted again and flipped a couple of switches on a large panel in the wall. She turned the dial that looked like frequency and said into the handset, “I have the children. All safe. On a boat from Petropavlosk, over.” She waited a moment for a response, then repeated the message. She spun the frequency dial and turned the panel off. He shrugged puzzled, grabbed his coat and led her out to the boat. 
 
   When Anthony saw Emily bringing the old man from the guard house along with her, he jumped out of the SUV. He forgot her instructions and ran over to them while the little man carried the food and blankets onto the boat. With Anthony’s arms wrapped around her, she turned to the bemused old man and said “Children.” When they got back to the SUV, Anthony carried Li Li on board, still asleep, and Emily picked up Dol, who clung to her neck tightly.
 
   Once they were all on board and settled into the cabin, the old man started the engine while the little man cast off the lines. The boated churned its way around a jetty, on the far side of which Emily now saw what was clearly another naval installation. These must be scattered around the bay. The old man steered a very wide berth, as if anxious not to disturb any of the sleeping giants that rode low along several piers, bristling with guns. A patrol boat in the distance shone a light toward them. 
 
   “Get down, below windows.” 
 
   As they drew closer a bright light blazed through the cabin. The old man waved and the light went out, apparently satisfied. He looked at the little man and then turned to Emily.
 
   “Koreans?”
 
   “No. American,” she said indicating herself. 
 
   “Why are you here?”
 
   “I came to rescue the children from the Koreans.”
 
   The old man nodded, then shook his head in disgust. Did he know about the cloning operation? Had he heard rumors? Strange stories about children may have circulated around the bay. He glowered at the little man.
 
   “Rescue him, too?” 
 
   She shrugged and smiled. He shook his head again. They made their way past the main commercial harbor in Petropavlosk, crowded with container ships and tankers, and turned southeast. In less than half an hour they cleared the rip current at the mouth of the bay and turned due west into the open sea. 
 
   The old man pointed to the radio and said “Someone you meet?”
 
   “How long to the twelve mile limit?”
 
   “Two hours maybe,” he shrugged.
 
   She took the radio handset and sent her message to the same frequency again. She repeated it a few times but got no response.
 
   “Keep going?” the old man asked. 
 
   “Yes. They’ll be there.”
 
   “Hope so. Maybe no fuel to get back.” 
 
   He shrugged his shoulders again, obviously not terribly concerned by this otherwise worrisome probability. The old man seemed to approach events with a fatalism bordering on the morbid. Emily was less sanguine about the fuel situation, but still confident in her friends. Was this how all Russians were? Perhaps this was something in the very nature of the Russian soul. It seemed so different from the restless self-assertion on which her survival seemed always to depend. Perhaps she could learn something from him.
 
   Another couple of hours and the old man announced that they were probably more than twelve miles out. Emily repeated her signal over the handset as they chugged along. The fog made visibility difficult. They couldn’t see more than a few hundred yards in any direction. After perhaps another thirty minutes, a crackling came over the speaker. She repeated her signal, straining each time to hear a response. When it finally came the response was not through the speaker. 
 
   The deep intonation of the fog horn preceded the emergence of the sharp white prow with its red sash and badge by a few seconds. It was immediately recognizable, a US Coast Guard cutter. It dwarfed the harbor boat, at maybe ten times its size, its enormity somehow vastly comforting to everyone on board. The sky was just beginning to glow with the morning light. The sun would burn off the fog within an hour. Connie beamed down from the bow, scanning the deck for any sign of Emily. As soon as she saw her, she stepped quickly to the stern where they would be able to tie on, holding a satellite phone to her ear and shouting the good news to expectant ears thousands of miles away. 
 
   “We’ve got her! She did it! She has the children, and then some!”
 
   Once everyone was aboard, Connie spoke to the old man. His tank was almost dry. The Captain ordered a fuel line passed to his boat. Emily hugged him and thanked him as they stood together in the stern of the boat. 
 
   “You saved us!” The old man blushed. “What’s your name,” she asked.
 
   “Sergei,” he replied at first, but then almost as an afterthought added in heroic tones: “Sergei Vasilyevitch Kuznetsov.” 
 
   “How can we repay you?”
 
   He shook his head in an attempt at a noble gesture and blustered something about how it was all nothing. Connie motioned her over and held out a case Michael had given her. It contained cash, lots of it, at least fifty thousand dollars.
 
   “He said to use it to smooth over any ‘official’ difficulties we might encounter. But it looks like we won’t be needing it for that purpose.” 
 
   Emily smiled and snatched it from her hand.
 
   “Well, Sergei Vasilyevitch, please accept this small token of our gratitude,” she said with great formality as she turned to him.
 
   He tried to refuse, but she would have none of it. When he finally accepted she threw her arms around his neck and kissed his grizzled cheek. It felt good to be just a girl again, if only for a brief moment, a little bit giddy, with a giggle in her voice and a kiss ready for a good old man. No longer a Valkyrie. At least for now.
 
   “What is your name, Miss,” he asked with as much grace as he could muster.
 
   “Michiko Tenno, Gospodin Kuznetsov,” she said with the tiny bit of Russian Ethan had taught her. “I am forever in your debt.” 
 
   She stood on the fan deck for several minutes and waved him off into the fog.
 
   The rest of the cruise was very much less stressful. Emily spoke with her mother over the sat-phone, Anthony spoke with Andie and Michael, and Li Li even got to hear her uncle’s voice, though she didn’t really know how to speak into the phone. Emily watched as Dol scampered around the ship after Li Li like a devoted puppy. She didn’t know for certain who he was, but she strongly suspected he was another clone. Whatever might turn out to be true, Emily was determined that no one would learn anything about him, not even Connie. He belonged to her now. She spoke to Michael about managing any official hurdles to bring Dol and Li Li into the country. 
 
   As for the little man, his name turned out to be Rhee Sung and he craved some sort of asylum. Michael arranged for him to be flown to Seoul where he had some cousins. His life swirled like a kaleidoscope. Emily found out later that he was a recent conscript from Chongjin, who had been attached as a last minute replacement to Colonel Park’s team. Without warning, he was posted to Kamchatka, and assigned to gate guard duty. After observing the nature of Colonel Park’s activities for a few days, he became convinced he would never make it home alive. Now he found himself not only alive, but going to a new home, a better one, and to his own extended family. He came to regard Emily as some sort of magical being, a lucky charm. 
 
   She wanted to warn him not to tell anyone about Ba We, but still had no way to speak with him directly. Even if there had been a translator on board, she wouldn’t have trusted him or anyone else with what she had to tell the little man. Perhaps not even Connie. She took him aside and tried to write out the characters for what she had in mind. She wrote “Forget” and “Secret” as she looked at him meaningfully and said “Ba We.” He looked frightened. But did he understand her? It would have to do until she found some better way to communicate with him.
 
   “You look like you’ve been through hell,” Connie observed drily when they finally had a quiet moment.
 
   “You don’t know the half of it.”
 
   “What sort of operation were they running over there?”
 
   “I think they must have tried to set up some sort of genetics lab. But it looked like they hadn’t had much success. Whatever it was, they abandoned it awhile ago. I guess that’s why they were after me.”
 
   She was anxious to shape her story so as to discourage any further inquiry. She tried to keep as close to the truth as she could. No one needed to know Ba We ever existed, or to have any reason to go looking for his grave.
 
   “Is there anything left of it?”
 
   “No. They’re all dead. Colonel Park, her father, General Park, her staff, all the guards. Everyone is dead, except him,” she said gesturing to Rhee Sung.
 
   “And the boy, who’s he?”
 
   “He’s the son of one of the guards. We found him hiding in the rubble. With everyone dead, he’s got no one left.”
 
   “Who killed them? Not you, I hope.”
 
   Connie’s solicitude was clear enough. But her story was beginning to get a little sticky. Ba We had killed most of them. She needed an explanation that would make sense without mentioning him, and one that Rhee Sung might confirm without prior coaching.
 
   “I don’t fully understand it myself. Colonel Park shot a number of her own men when they refused to fight me. She turned out to be pretty ruthless. They may have turned on her after that. I didn’t see much of what happened, but there was a lot of gunfire.”
 
   “Is that how the Parks were killed?”
 
   “No, that was me. The General died by accident, in a crossfire. But I ended up having to fight his daughter to protect Anthony and Li Li. That got pretty nasty.”
 
   “Where was their operation located?” Connie pressed on.
 
   “I don’t know my way around Petropavlosk. We left in a hurry, you know. I don’t really know where it was. I set fire to the place as we were leaving, burnt it to the ground. There’s nothing left.”
 
   Emily wanted her to see how weary she was of these sorts of questions. She let out a long, tired breath. 
 
   “Can we talk about happier things, you know, like the prom.” 
 
   Connie laughed.
 
   “Sorry about that,” she offered as she looked her up and down. “Those bruises might not match your prom dress, unless it’s purple,” she said with a smile. “Who’s your date? Danny?”
 
   Emily nodded.
 
   “You think they’ll have faded in… what day is it anyway?” 
 
   Connie showed her the calendar on her cell phone. 
 
   “In ten days?”
 
   “Yeah, mostly. The ones on your face, probably. You have any on your arms or legs?” 
 
   Emily rolled up her pants to reveal a huge purple splotch on her knee. 
 
   “Ouch. That’ll take a bit longer, I think.”
 
   “Look at my hands,” Emily said, with a mock sob. 
 
   Connie pretended to be shocked. 
 
   “Come on, girl. We’ve gotta get you cleaned up.” 
 
   She showed her to the Captain’s cabin, which had its own shower. 
 
   “He won’t mind. He’s an old friend. I’ll bring you a change of clothes. Then we’ll find some lotion for your hands.”
 
   The shower felt like catharsis. She may have lingered a little too long for the water supply on a ship this size. Maybe no one will notice, she thought. They were back at the base on Attu in time for a quick dinner and then onto a small jet for Anchorage, and finally a larger plane to Seattle, where they touched down just before two in the morning. 
 
   Emily insisted on spending the night in an airport hotel, in part so she could arrange to call Danny during lunch at school, but mainly so she could see Rhee Sung board a non-stop, commercial flight to Seoul early the next morning. She was immoveable on this point with Michael and Connie. She had to take him to the gate and watch the plane take off, with him on it. 
 
   At the ticket counter for Korean Airlines she shooed Connie and the security people away so she could speak privately to the girl behind the counter. Here was a perfectly random person, with no connection to Connie or Michael, or any intelligence agency, who spoke Korean and English. At least, this was her best chance to find such a person.
 
   “Can you tell him something for me?” she asked with a gesture to Rhee Sung. When the girl nodded she said: “Tell him to forget about the rock, Ba We.”
 
   The girl looked puzzled, but translated for her. He looked like he was beginning to understand.
 
   “Tell him it’s our little secret, for nobody else.” 
 
   When the girl finished translating, Emily pulled him aside, placed her hands on his shoulders and looked him in the eyes. She wanted to show him the fire he had seen that first day in the cell. He blanched and tried to look away. She shook him, and then flashed him a kindlier smile. Then she pressed her finger to her lips. He nodded. She was clearly a conundrum to him, both a terrifying angel of death and the charming beauty who brought him such good luck. Whichever one she really was, he knew better than to disobey her.
 
   Of course, she knew Connie would suspect she was concealing something about what happened in Kamchatka, and that the little Korean probably knew what it was. Would she track him down in Seoul later and sweat the information out of him? Emily hoped she would let this secret alone.
 
   Later that morning, Emily watched the clock like a hawk. She’d calculated that her friends would all be together in the cafeteria at roughly nine thirty five Seattle time. When Danny didn’t pick up—perhaps his battery was dead, or maybe he’d left it home—she tried Wendy’s number.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Emily had been gone five days, and the grief and fear had taken its toll on her friends. It didn’t take long for them to find each other’s company too painful a reminder of the loss. They no longer sat together at lunch. None of them wanted to go to the prom anymore. Wendy’s search for blue shoes in Melanie’s size turned out to be a wasted errand. When the phone in her pocket vibrated, she pulled it out mechanically.
 
   “Wendy, it’s me,” a small, almost embarrassed, voice said. The words didn’t quite register even though, or perhaps because the voice was so familiar. When it finally dawned on her who it was, she found it difficult to breathe. 
 
   “Wendy, are you there? It’s me, Emily.”
 
   “Oh my God,” she replied frantically. “You’re alive! How? Where?... Where are you?” she asked convulsively, craning her neck to see if her friend was about to sneak up on her.
 
   “I’m in Seattle. I’ll be back late tonight. Hand the phone to Danny, okay?”
 
   “He’s not here, Em. Nobody’s here.” 
 
   She explained how they had fled from each other. Wayne and Billy were probably in the weight room, pumping iron in silence. Danny was most likely in the library, studying with an intensity she had never seen in him before. 
 
   “It just wasn’t the same without you.”
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Emily said. “I didn’t mean to scare you guys or anything.”
 
   “What the hell are you apologizing for?! You’re alive! I can barely believe it. The guys’ll be so relieved, so happy to hear it. I’ll go find them and spread the news.” 
 
   But one friend was still in the cafeteria and had noticed Wendy’s excitement. Melanie had retreated to Amanda’s table the last couple of days, seeking relief in the company of an old friend. Comfort was freely offered, but of limited value, since she felt unable to share the true dimensions of the catastrophe with anyone else. 
 
   She sidled up and sat down next to Wendy who, as soon as she saw her, handed over the phone without any explanation. She melted into tears at the first sound of Emily’s voice and barely heard anything beyond the fact that she was almost home.
 
   “Oh, Emily,” she sobbed. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m a little more bruised up than usual, Mel. And my hair is,… well, Danny and I cut it all off before I left. You and Wendy are gonna have to help me figure out what to do about the prom.” 
 
   The two girls laughed and hugged through their tears. And then they went in search of the boys. Danny was dragged from the library so he could hear her voice. Then the three of them searched out Billy and Wayne with the good news. Of course, Wayne insisted on meeting her at the airport, despite all objections from his friends. In the end, Emily prevailed on him to let her mom and Andie have that pleasure to themselves.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
   Homecoming
 
   Li Li sat patiently on the bed next to her uncle, little feet dangling. The reverberations of a delicious commotion made their way upstairs and into her ears. She desperately wanted to go see what mischief Dol might be getting in to. But Jiang held her back, anxious for her to understand that these people were friends, that she could trust them, especially the big girl, Emily, that her father had trusted her as much as one could trust someone who was not family. He was preparing to leave her with Emily. His own life was going to be too dangerous for Li Li to share it, at least for the next few years. 
 
   Andie had already assured him she could stay with them. They would keep her safe, give her a home, even love her. She knew Jiang had been an enemy only a few months earlier, part of a team hunting her family. Emily had performed some sort of alchemy on him, which none of them really understood. She had bound him to their interests more closely than he could ever have anticipated. 
 
   He told her to be a good girl, to obey the adults of the house, and above all to do whatever Emily says. That’s what her father and mother would want her to do. 
 
   “Emirly,” she said, with the watery sound of the L sticking in her mouth uncomfortably. Somehow it didn’t sound quite like it did when Anthony said it. For some reason it wasn’t supposed to sound like the Ls in her own name. This was a deep mystery to both of them.
 
   “Emirly,” Jiang said with a smile.
 
   “Emirly,” she repeated.
 
   The owner of the name was leaning against the railing just outside the bedroom door listening with a smile. It was after all her room Jiang was using during his convalescence. At last she could wait no longer.
 
   “Just call me Em,” she said, sticking her head in the door laughing.
 
   “Emmy,” giggled Li Li as she threw her arms around Emily’s legs. 
 
   She scooped her up and held her face to face for just a second, then put the squirming little pixie down.
 
   “Go find Dol,” she commanded and Li Li ran out of the room with a shriek. 
 
   She clearly understood at least one word in that last sentence. In time, she would learn to speak English. But for now they all relied on natural sympathy to communicate with her. 
 
   Jiang was leaving in a few days, as soon as he was strong enough. He had some work to do which he didn’t care to discuss with anyone. Everyone assumed he meant to build a new life for himself and Li Li, which might entail making peace with his old masters. They all hoped he wasn’t thinking of wreaking some sort of revenge, since that would likely only result in his own destruction. But whatever it was, they had to let him go his own way for now.
 
   “You have done much for my family,” he sighed eyeing her bruises. “The debt is too great ever to repay.”
 
   “Li Li is no burden. She’s my obligation. Isn’t the saying whoever saves a life is responsible for it?” Jiang smiled at her.
 
   “That refers to criminals and debtors. Save one of them and you take on their debts.”
 
   Dol was another story. He wasn’t a cute little girl. He was an energetic troublesome boy. Still, since Emily asked, Andie acquiesced. She would take a kangaroo or an octopus or even a crocodile (well, maybe not a crocodile) into her house if Emily asked it of her. That was the degree of ascendancy she had attained in everyone’s estimation. Perhaps it would fade in time, but for now her word was little short of law on the estate.
 
   The boy would stay with them, be raised by them for as long as Emily needed him to be there. In the meantime she was determined to prevent any inquiry into his identity until she first satisfied herself as to who or what he really was. This was a question even more important to her just now than the analogous one concerning herself. There may have been just a little irony in her thinking her mother could prove essential to both inquiries. Maybe that’s why she seemed reluctant to press her just yet. She was looking for the right moment, which may just be another way of saying she was stalling.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Wayne was as good as his word. No force on earth could keep him from coming to Charlottesville to see Emily the next afternoon: not Billy, not Wendy or Melanie, and certainly not Danny. Of course, they hardly tried to restrain him. 
 
   But the night she arrived and the next morning belonged to Yuki and Andie. They met her at the local airport just north of town. Seeing Anthony running across the tarmac into his mother’s arms was a redemptive experience for everyone. 
 
   Emily followed behind with two small children clinging to her legs, tired from all the traveling, and perhaps a little frightened by the strange new sights and people. Everyone was charmed by Li Li, pretty as a picture peeking out from behind Emily’s legs. They were surprised to see Dol. He glowered angrily over Li Li’s shoulder. Anthony went back to pick up Li Li, and before Dol could protest Emily scooped him up. He still squawked, but somehow Emily worked like a giant pacifier. Eventually he put his head down on her shoulder and dozed off. 
 
   After the thrill of seeing the children dimmed down, nothing remained to distract from the shock of seeing Emily. She looked weary and careworn, her face swollen, a large bruise spreading under one eye, an obvious limp favoring her right leg. She had been through hell and was clearly the worse for it. The magnitude of what she had endured to rescue her son began to be agonizingly apparent to Andie, just as what it cost her was apparent to Yuki. 
 
   Her friends saw the same things the next day, the bruises, the limp, the weariness. The girls were horrified, of course, and also for the hair, which they were now seeing for the first time. But for some reason seeing Li Li there brought Melanie some relief. She was so pretty and so little. The instinct to protect her flashed through all of them, even the boys. The devil’s bargain Emily had obviously made to rescue her suddenly looked less unreasonable. Through it all Danny remained aloof, holding himself aside, not saying anything. At the first opportunity, Wendy got them all to take the children out on the patio and give Emily some space to breathe.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Emily pulled Danny aside and motioned to the front door. He shuffled along after her, eyes glued to his shoes.
 
   “Having second thoughts about that prom date?” she needled him. As soon as he looked up, she saw his face and regretted it. “Ethan told me all about Jesse. We’re having a memorial for him tomorrow. You should come.” Danny nodded his head.
 
   “I never saw anyone die before.”
 
   “It’s not your fault. What could you have done?”
 
   “I don’t mean that. Jesse was gone before I made it over to him. I mean the sniper. We were struggling, and he was gonna stab me, and then Ethan shot him, and I watched him die. He just faded away right before my eyes.” 
 
   Of course, she knew just what he was talking about. She’d seen it so often that it had begun to seem almost routine. If only she could she peer into his eyes and recover what it was like to be disturbed by death.
 
   “You’ve gotta let that go. Ethan told me how you saved him, and Jiang too. Thank you for that.”
 
   She held her hand to the back of his neck as she said this. He wanted to look at her and take comfort in the way his actions fit the beauty of her eyes. He wished for a sentimental convergence of courage and love, a dream of chivalry. But all he saw was the ordeal she had just been through.
 
   “What happened after they took you?”
 
   “Do you really want to know?” she replied after a moment or two. 
 
   It would cost him something to hear it, she thought. Maybe more than he could afford. But he’d never really understand her, if she kept it all hidden.
 
   “Yes,” he said. 
 
   She had to think carefully, to find a suitable filter. A straight recitation would be unbearable.
 
   “What you saw in that guy’s eyes, you know, when he died, I saw that many times over.” 
 
   She didn’t say “I’ve gotten used to it,” because even though she feared it was true, she couldn’t bear to admit it to someone else yet.
 
   “Did you kill people?”
 
   “Everyone who was there, the ones who took Anthony and Li Li, they’re all dead. But I didn’t kill them.”
 
   “What about Miss Park?” 
 
   She sighed, and worried over how to reply.
 
   “I think you mean Colonel Soon-ee Park. She was an officer in the North Korean Security Service. I fought her to protect Anthony and Li Li. She stood between us and freedom. Now she’s dead. I took her clothes and the children and fled.” She tried as hard as she could to finesse the point. But the subterfuge seemed more painful than the truth. Finally, she admitted it: “I killed her.”
 
   “Are you worried they’ll come after you?”
 
   “There’s nothing left of her operation. They’re all dead. That’s why I let them take me. I had to make sure they were destroyed. All of them. And now they are.”
 
   “I’m glad that’s over. You’re safe now, right?” 
 
   Emily looked at him from the side as he shook his weary head. Should she tell him?
 
   “You remember the guy you watched die? Can you describe him?” 
 
   He thought for a moment, and then it was as if a switch was flipped in his mind.
 
   “He wasn’t Asian! He definitely wasn’t Korean then. He must have been American.”
 
   She looked at him with a wan smile. 
 
   “It’s not over, then, is it?” he groaned in resignation.
 
   “Nope. There’s still a wolf or two in the sheepfold. But let’s not worry about them now.”
 
   They had wandered pretty far into the woods by this point, and were now out of sight of the house. She sat down on a fallen log and invited him to sit next to her. 
 
   “I’m not made of glass, you know. You’re not gonna break me.”
 
   He laughed and slid down the log to be next to her.
 
   “So do you still want to go to the prom, with me looking like this?”
 
   “I’m game if you are,” he replied with a merry challenge in his voice as he took her hand. 
 
   “Then it’s a date. Though your mom might not be as thrilled about it as she once was. We’ll be the scariest couple there.”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” he said mischievously. “We’re a shoo in for king and queen!”
 
   They both laughed, but then she turned serious for a moment.
 
   “The bruises will mostly fade by next weekend, but I may still be limping. I got kicked pretty hard just below the knee. I’m going in for an x-ray Monday after school.” She turned to face him straddling the log. “But my lips don’t hurt.”
 
   He leaned over to kiss her. When he put his arm around her waist for an embrace, she squealed in pain. He recoiled and she punched him in the chest.
 
   “Sucker,” she giggled and threw her arms around his neck to kiss him again.
 
   By the time they returned to the house, the others were ready to go. Wayne felt cheated by how little time he’d had with her. And the girls, too. But she promised to make it up to them in school.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   Stone
 
   Monday morning before school started Emily found herself in the principal’s office wearing a stylish pair of sunglasses with large rounded frames and Danny’s baseball cap. One glance and Mrs. Telford let her in so she could wait more comfortably. There was no way Mrs. Abernathy wouldn’t take an interest as soon as she saw her. It would be kindly meant, to be sure. But it just wasn’t clear how it could be helpful. 
 
   And there was the unfinished business concerning the incident with Miss Park and her “boyfriend” in the parking lot. The Sheriff had been called along with the EMTs, and even though the assailants were nowhere to be found, they still wanted to talk to her. She was going to have to tell them something sooner or later, and Mrs. Fredericks, the principal, would want to hear all about it, too. She just didn’t know what she could tell them.
 
   Emily’s mind was elsewhere when she heard the two women in the front office.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The memorial ceremony for Jesse the day before claimed her attention. They sat in ten chairs arranged in a circle down by the pond. Ethan spoke, and then Michael and Andie, and finally Emily herself.
 
   “I felt his care for all of us in every little attention he paid to our safety. He deserved better. The people who killed him are all dead,” she said, rather somberly. She stood silent for a moment, letting the depth and bitterness of that experience wash over her, and then out. She didn’t want it to infect her remembrance. “But as satisfying as that might be for the living, it means nothing to the dead. I remember him not as a spirit of vengeance, but as an angel of our better natures. We honor him by shaping our hopes and aspirations according to the respect and love he always showed us.” 
 
   She told them about the cameras he installed outside her studio, the comfort she took in knowing he was somehow there, even the funny text he sent her when she was inspecting his work. She already knew what it felt like to have a guardian angel watching over her. Ethan smiled as he heard this, and Emily smiled at him. She knew more than just duty drove Jesse to take such good care of her. 
 
   The children squirmed impatiently through the service until finally they were released. The little ones ran squealing into the woods. At a nod from Emily, Anthony trotted after them. 
 
   “They can’t understand any of it, I suppose, but children have a role to play even at a funeral,” Andie mused. “They shine a light on a dark mood and show the way out.”
 
   “What are we gonna call him?” Ethan asked.
 
   “Dol’s not good enough for you?” 
 
   “I don’t think he should go to school with that name,” he replied. “They’ll tease him too much.” 
 
   Emily picked up a rock lying at their feet and tossed it in a high arc into the pond. The splash subsided into concentric rings. 
 
   “It means “stone.” Let’s call him that.”
 
   “I guess it suits him,” Ethan conceded. “Though he’s more of a pebble right now.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “It’s good to see you, Miss Tenno,” Mrs. Fredericks said, when she finally walked in.
 
   “You can still call me Emily. Everybody does.”
 
   “Are you here about missing school last week?” She had a note from her mother offering a family emergency as an excuse. “Is this your mother? Mrs. Kagami? Is everything okay at home?” Mrs. Fredericks had lots of questions.
 
   “It is now,” she replied cautiously. “My mom and I are doing fine.” 
 
   Then she removed her hat and glasses, as if to make a point. Or perhaps to show them up close what everyone in the school would be talking about soon. They’d been warned by Mrs. Telford to expect something like what they saw. But the visceral reality of her bruises, the swelling on her face, and even just the sight of her hair, was still shocking.
 
   “My Lord,” exclaimed Mrs. Fredericks. “What happened to you, honey? Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine. It looks worse than it is.”
 
   Mrs. Abernathy wanted to ask her about who had done this to her, but Emily forestalled her.
 
   “Have you heard from Miss Park?” she asked provocatively.
 
   “No, not for over a week,” replied Mrs. Fredericks. “Does she have something to do with… this, with what’s happened to you?” she asked, gesturing to Emily’s face.
 
   “She has everything to do with it. Do you know who she is?”
 
   Both women looked exceedingly puzzled. It was an unexpected question.
 
   “Does this have something to do with the incident in the parking lot? We have some questions for you about that.”
 
   “I think the Sheriff has some questions too,” Mrs. Abernathy piped up.
 
   “Do you have any of the security video from that day?”
 
   They did. The Sheriff had looked it over, but wasn’t able to identify the men in the van or the “boyfriend.” 
 
   “Let’s take a look at it now,” Emily said. “I think there’s something you should see.”
 
   It took a moment for Mrs. Fredericks to bring the old file up on her monitor. When it finally started playing, the video showed the events of that afternoon from the perspective of an overhead camera on one of the nearby light posts. They saw what looked like an assault on a teacher. A man in dark clothes was about to strike her when a large student burst onto the scene, knocking him to the ground. Two other students pull Miss Park out of harm’s way. The first student is stabbed. Both women cringed to see it again, even though they knew it turned out not to be as serious as it appeared in the video. He punches the man in the chest driving him back. Two girls enter the frame. One pulls the wounded boy away and the other fights off the man. A few deft moves leave him lying unconscious on the pavement with his own knife sticking out of his butt.
 
   “Is that what you wanted us to see,” asked Mrs. Abernathy. “Because that’s pretty impressive. Did you learn to do that in your dojo?”
 
   “You saw how Wayne punched him in the chest? And I kicked him there, too? Keep watching. Here’s the important part.”
 
   The video showed the side of a dark van as it pulled up to the curb. Men jump out and pull the wounded man away. One of them tries to grab Emily.
 
   “Pause it there. Do you see what he’s doing?”
 
   “He’s trying to grab you,” Mrs. Abernathy observed.
 
   “Why is he trying to grab you?” demanded Mrs. Fredericks. “I didn’t even notice that when we looked at this with the Sheriff. I guess we were preoccupied with trying to identify them.”
 
   “What did those men want?” asked Mrs. Abernathy.
 
   “What do you really know about Miss Park?” Emily asked pointedly.
 
   Mrs. Fredericks was taken aback by the resolute expression on Emily’s face.
 
   “She came to us from West Virginia, with a recommendation from the Morgantown Superintendent of Schools. She taught at one of their high schools. We heard she needed a new start, away from an abusive boyfriend.”
 
   “Did you check her out?”
 
   “We ran the usual background check. Nothing was out of the ordinary.”
 
   “I bet if you call the principal of her former high school you’ll find they’ve never heard of her.”
 
   Mrs. Fredericks was irritated by the implication of this remark.
 
   “You can get all that from the video we just saw?” Mrs. Abernathy asked incredulously.
 
   “No. I get that from having kicked that guy in the chest. He was wearing body armor. You can ask Wayne. He felt it when he hit him.”
 
   “Body armor? You mean like a bullet proof vest? What does that mean?”
 
   “It means what you just saw was not a domestic dispute. I don’t think an abusive boyfriend typically wears body armor to beat up his girlfriend. Do you?”
 
   The question had a sharp edge neither woman wanted to face.
 
   “What exactly do you expect us to do?” Mrs. Fredericks asked.
 
   “There’s almost nothing you can do for me. But I don’t want you to think I’m somehow being abused. I know Mrs. Abernathy was worried about that. Danny Rincon is definitely not an abusive boyfriend. I haven’t told you everything about my life, in part because some of it is hard to believe. But maybe it’s about time I showed you this.” 
 
   With that she got Mrs. Fredericks to type a search phrase into the web browser on her computer. A few seconds later the video of the finals from the Norfolk tournament came up. She let them watch it and draw their own conclusions. They were flabbergasted.
 
   “That was for real?”
 
   “And it was really you?”
 
   “Yes, it was definitely for real. I had a nasty bruise on my jaw from that one punch you saw. But I think you can see I don’t need protecting… certainly not from Danny.”
 
   “You won that tournament, right? Who were those guys competing against you?”
 
   “They were mainly Marines. One of them is the karate coach at the Naval Academy.”
 
   “Well, I can see you know how to take care of yourself. But what’s all this got to do with Miss Park, or whoever she is? And what’s it got to do with your new bruises?”
 
   “There’s lots more I could tell you about Miss Park and these bruises. But I don’t think you’d be able to believe most of it. It seems pretty incredible to me sometimes. One thing I’m pretty sure of—we won’t be hearing from her again.”
 
   “That sounds pretty cryptic,” observed Mrs. Fredericks. “Who do you think she is?”
 
   “The video should tell you everything you need to know. Asian men in body armor, feigning domestic abuse, but really interested in getting me into their van. I’d say they’re all covert operatives, Korean maybe.”
 
   “Cloak and dagger stuff,” retorted Mrs. Abernathy with a snort.
 
   “I know. It sounds preposterous. You can draw your own conclusions. I just came in to let you know there’s no need to worry about me or my bruises.”
 
   “Thank you, Emily,” replied Mrs. Fredericks nervously.
 
   After she left, the two women stared speechlessly at each other for a long moment. The references Miss Park provided turned out to be false, as a couple of phone calls quickly revealed. This gave an unnerving confirmation to Emily’s surmises and raised several disturbing questions. Who were those people and what sort of interest did they have in her? How much danger was she in? What did it mean for the other students at the school? There was only a month or so left in the school year, and she was one of the best students in the senior class. They earnestly wished to let her be, let her graduate without getting in her way.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Andie and Yuki had given her a trim the night before to shape her hair, soften the rough edges from the quick buzz Danny gave her with the clippers. Now she looked pert instead of just thatched. The swelling on her jaw had gone down a bit, but the shiner still looked alarming. She kept the dark glasses on for the rest of the day. 
 
   “I think it looks pretty good,” said Wendy at lunch. “Makes you look cute.”
 
   “Gee, thanks. Cute.”
 
   “You gonna grow it out again?” asked Wayne.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “What the hell happened to her?” Amanda asked on the other side of the room. 
 
   Her animosity was unabated, but the bruises were unnerving. Even if in her mind Emily deserved whatever had happened—at least she would have liked to think so. But her resentment paled next to the natural sympathy her appearance summoned in everyone else. “Did she get in a fight or something?”
 
   “That’s a pretty safe bet,” replied Melanie.
 
   “I guess she’ll skip the prom now.”
 
   “I wouldn’t count on it. She’s pretty tough.”
 
   Melanie turned to go. Amanda wished she could pull her friend back from the other table. But she said nothing, not wishing to initiate a contest she feared to lose. The friends at her table seemed cold comfort. Perhaps that was Emily’s fault too.
 
   News of her injuries spread quickly through the school, aided by the inference provided by a supposed connection to her recent absences. Everyone thought they knew something the others didn’t, that they were in on a secret. Each new sighting of her triggered a new frisson of curiosity. But rumors did not flourish, perhaps due to the depth of the enigma. 
 
   The teachers found themselves in a quandary. They keenly felt an obligation to protect a student, but the air of self-confidence she exuded held them at bay. Mrs. Fredericks would clarify the situation for them with the very limited information at her disposal at the end of the day. The bruises became just another element in an obscure puzzle.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “I don’t know, maybe I’ll keep it short for a little longer. Whaddya think, Danny?”
 
   He just smiled back at her, riding a wave of elation unabated since her return. Wendy took one look at the idiot grin on his face and snorted soda out her nose. Wayne punched him in the shoulder and they all started laughing, except Wendy who was busy blotting a spill. 
 
   Emily was not nearly as disturbed by Danny’s ridiculous infatuation as she expected, or as she would have been before Kamchatka. Now it felt somehow gratifying, even comforting. The dangers were, as always, present to her mind. But what was the point of braving them if she shared in none of the joys of social life? And she did enjoy this moment. This is progress, she thought. Did she love him? Absolutely not! But his attentions were certainly welcome, especially now. 
 
   “I love your hair,” Melanie gushed, hugging her from behind and kissing her on the side of the head. “It looks like you touched it up a bit.”
 
   “Yeah. Andie fixed it. No offense, Danny. She’s pretty good with scissors.” He just nodded starry eyed. “You think it’ll do for the prom?”
 
   “I think we’ve got some shopping to do, Em,” Melanie said. 
 
   Wendy’s eye’s lit up at these words.
 
   “Me, too. I’m coming.”
 
   “We’ll make a day of it! The good stores are in Charlottesville. We can go Wednesday, after school.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Dr. Tarleton looked again at the films of Emily’s leg. The radiologist’s note indicated the location of the fracture, a stress fracture of the tibial shaft, and the evidence of remodeling on the bone was clear. She didn’t need him to tell her any of that. It looked like a well-aligned repair of an injury sustained about a month earlier. But she had reason to believe it had been sustained in the last few days. Perhaps she had really been injured much earlier, at that karate tournament, and only just noticed it now. The pattern of the remodeling didn’t quite fit that time frame either, but she didn’t know what else to say. 
 
   “Yup, you’ve got a little fracture of the tibia just below the knee.”
 
   “Ouch. Will I need a cast?” Emily asked.
 
   “I don’t think so. It’s almost fully healed. I’d be surprised if you even felt the need to favor it after tomorrow.” 
 
   “What do you mean? Did I break it or not?”
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you. See this line here?” she said pointing to the x-ray. “That’s the fracture. The rounded over part, that’s the remodeling. It’s almost complete.”
 
   “Are these things supposed to heal in three days?
 
   “Are you sure you didn’t injure it earlier and only notice the twinge three days ago?”
 
   “I dunno. I suppose that’s possible,” she said unconvincingly. There was no doubt in her mind about when this injury happened. “Jan, do me a favor and make sure that’s what any records say about it. Okay?” 
 
   This would have to be one more thing to take up with her mom.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The next couple of days sped along at roughly the pace of the remodeling of her tibia. Her bruises faded, especially the ones on her face. The twinge in her leg faded into a dull ache. She didn’t do any running, and used what remained of her bruises to supply an ongoing excuse to avoid PE. She’d had enough of substitute teachers.
 
   Wednesday afternoon they left school early, since the last two periods were just “study hall” for the three girls. They arrived at the big mall in downtown Charlottesville just before three. The next few hours were an orgy of accessory shopping: shoes, bags, etc. Emily’s dress was light cyan blue. She and Wendy picked variations on blue to go with Melanie’s dress. That meant some shade of blue shoes became their main target again. Emily also wanted to find a stylish sweater to cover her shoulders in case the last bruises hadn’t fully faded by the weekend. The shiner was almost completely gone even now.
 
   They sat on the edge of a large fountain in the center of the mall, near the main escalators, when Melanie heard a commotion coming from a shoe store off to their left. A loud shriek sounded familiar, the impossibly high pitch of a child, followed by the deeper tones of some angry, frustrated adults. She tapped Emily on the shoulder.
 
   “Look what’s headed this way.” 
 
   Emily turned just in time to see Stone streaking toward them, slipping along in his new socks, Li Li close on his heels, shrieking with delight. She stood and caught the eyes of Andie and Yuki, exasperated, trotting after them. When they saw Emily materialize out of nowhere, it was like a miracle. They stopped to catch their breath and let younger powers take over. She scooped up Stone as he tried to squirt by and held him up above her head. He let out a loud squawk until he recognized her. Li Li shrieked “Emmy!” and threw her arms around her legs.
 
   “That young man is a handful,” said Andie. “He’s like a Tasmanian Devil in a store. The two of them left a path of destruction in their wake.”
 
   She was at the end of her rope and Emily saw it.
 
   “Maybe I’ll come home with you guys. Mel, can you and Wendy get back without me?”
 
   Mel was too busy tickling Li Li to hear. 
 
   “We’ll be fine, Em,” replied Wendy. “You better give your moms a breather. We’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   Andie smiled at this, since she actually did think of herself as Emily’s other mother.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
   Another Video
 
   Emily sat in the back seat of the family car. It was more like a truck, roomy and enormous. The children were strapped into car seats, resisting strenuously being placed on opposite sides of the back seat. Until Emily sat between them. Then they were quiet, at last, fully pleased with the arrangement, as long as they got to touch her, hold her hand or even just look at her. They were yawning before the car made it out of the mall parking lot, and sound asleep a few minutes later. 
 
   “Look at that, will you,” said Andie peering over the back of the front seat at a stop light. “I think your daughter is getting a very distorted impression of what life with these two is really like.” 
 
   Yuki laughed when she saw what Andie was looking at.
 
   “They could pass for angels when they’re asleep.”
 
   “I’m sorry to have dumped such a burden on you.”
 
   “Li Li’s no trouble,” said Andie. “Or at least she wouldn’t be if not for Stone. But she gets so worked up around him. And he has so much energy. He never seems to tire… except when he’s around you. Then he’s suddenly calm and collected.”
 
   “I just couldn’t leave him there with nobody to look after him. Not after…”
 
   She didn’t have it in her to finish that sentence. The thought was painful: after she had destroyed his whole world. And worse, it was only a half truth. She couldn’t leave him behind because of what he might be.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Michael asked Emily to come into his study once the kids were settled in for a longer nap in the nursery. He had something important to show her.
 
   “This video was smuggled out of the Chinese intelligence services. It’s a physical copy, not a wireless intercept, which means it didn’t come through NSA. If it had, Meacham would have it already. As it is, he may not find out about it for a few weeks.”
 
   When he played it for her, it was all too familiar. It showed excerpts from her stay in the Korean compound in Kamchatka. It surprised her to see how indifferent it all seemed to her now.
 
   “What about Burzynski? Will he have seen it already?”
 
   “I suspect it hardly matters. Connie identified the man Ethan and Danny killed as one of his agents. It seems unlikely that he doesn’t know why they wanted you.”
 
   The final few minutes showed the fight with Ba We. But the significance was lost on Michael.
 
   “What happened at the end there? How did you turn him?”
 
   “Have you shown this to anyone else?” she asked, to change the subject.
 
   “No, just you. We can try to keep it under wraps for a little while. But it may be wiser to show it to our people. Secrecy may not be in your best interest.”
 
   Emily was not entirely convinced of this, but she felt the force of his concern.
 
   “I want my mother to see it. It may also be good to show it to Ethan and Connie later. Andie should probably see it now, if you think she can stomach it.”
 
   The women watched the video in abject terror. The first part, taken from the cell, showed her in her underwear fighting off the initial team and culminating with the death of the one Russian and the crippling of the other. Andie was white as a sheet and utterly incapable of speech. Michael paused the video.
 
   “Did they… were you…” Yuki stammered out a question she couldn’t finish. 
 
   “No, Mom. I don’t think so. I’m okay.”
 
   When the video resumed, and she was in the ring, they were relieved to see she had found some clothes. The first fight seemed less menacing. She was in control. When Miss Park shot the two men, Andie shrieked and the illusion of control was shattered. The second fight was oddly even less menacing. More men, a greater challenge, but Emily’s mastery was so much more apparent. It was almost comforting. When she sat down and closed her eyes, they could see her power.
 
   The worst was yet to come. Ba We entered the ring. He seemed gigantic, so much larger than her. They couldn’t see his blank, lifeless eyes because of the camera angle. But the sheer immensity of his strength was unmistakable. The first time he managed to strike her, sending her sprawling across the ring, Andie screamed. Yuki was standing behind her, clutching the back of her chair. She was staggered by the sight of her child being assaulted. Her knees buckled.
 
   “Please, stop it,” she cried. “I can’t take any more.”
 
   “No,” said Emily firmly. “There’s only a little more, and I need you to see how it ends.”
 
   Both women wept openly when she was struck again, and when Ba We leapt across the ring at her Andie looked faint. Then everything changed. Somehow Emily got the upper hand. She had her legs locked around his neck and was twisting the wrist of his free hand. He was helpless. She slowly squeezed and twisted. Would she really kill him? Did she have a choice? 
 
   Suddenly, inexplicably, she released him, disentangled herself and whispered something to him. Then all hell broke loose. Armed men rushed in, and he unleashed on them the savagery that just a few moments earlier had been directed at her. The last image on the video was of Emily dispatching a man wearing body armor, stabbing him in the armpit with his own knife, and in a single smooth spinning motion, slashing his throat and throwing the knife at someone off camera. 
 
   “Oh, Emily,” Andie sobbed. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry. How can we ever....”
 
   “It’s okay,” Emily said, cutting her off. “We really are a family.” 
 
   She squeezed Andie’s hand and looked at her wordlessly for a few seconds, letting her see the depth of compassion in her eyes. 
 
   Andie and Yuki were clearly overwhelmed by what they had just seen. There was no way for them to take the true measure of what she had endured, and nothing would be gained by trying to force it on them. 
 
   Perhaps Yuki bore the heavier burden. She saw on the video what she probably had only suspected, or perhaps even feared, namely the degree of violence Emily was capable of, what she had to be capable of just to survive. This is what Emily tried to tell her weeks earlier. It’s why she wanted her to see the video in the first place.
 
   “Now, tell me, what happened at the end?” asked Michael. “You had him at your mercy, and then you released him.”
 
   “It’s complicated. It has to do with me, with who I am. Dad knew all about it, Sensei, too. I know how to fight, how to win, because I sense what other people are feeling. I can see it in their eyes, even hear it in their breathing. But that guy, I couldn’t get a read on him. He seemed practically lifeless. His eyes were almost entirely glazed over. I got lucky at the end. I managed to scissor my legs over his head. I was going to snap his neck, and he knew it. There was nothing he could do.” 
 
   She paused to take a breath, and to let the others catch theirs.
 
   “Then why did you let him go?” asked Andie.
 
   “I heard something. I think it came from him. It was a voice in my head. It was unmistakable. His eyes cleared and I could finally see him, you know, really see who he was. He was like a small child, and he was frightened. The voice calling to me, he called me “Oonni.” It was uncanny, but I knew exactly what he meant. He recognized me as his sister.” 
 
   She paused again to let it all soak in.
 
   “What do you mean, he recognized you?” demanded Yuki, who clearly found this thought disturbing.
 
   “There’s no other way to describe it. You saw what happened on the video. One minute he’s trying to kill me, and the next he’s fighting to protect me. He recognized me.”
 
   “Who was he?” asked Michael.
 
   “I’m not sure how secret this information needs to be. Since the Chinese must know, and probably Burzynski too, I might as well tell you. We can decide who else can know in a minute. His name was Ba We. It means rock. He was a clone, a product of the Koreans’ genetics research. He was a genetically engineered soldier.”
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   “He’s dead. He died a little later of gunshot wounds trying to protect me. I buried him in a secret grave so no one could find his remains and reconstruct their research. Whatever else might happen, I don’t want anyone ever to find his grave.”
 
   “Oh, Emily,” Andie wailed. “It all sounds so horrible.”
 
   “I’m sure his entire life was horrible. He was bred for a single purpose, and never allowed to know anything else. Until he met me. Think about that for a moment. He recognized me,” she said looking directly at her mom. “I heard his voice in my head, calling out to me. Am I his sister, Mom?” 
 
   “No, sweetheart. You have no connection to him or anyone like him,” she said in a reassuring tone. “But perhaps I need to tell you something else.”
 
   Yuki fidgeted for a moment before continuing. It was clear she wished this day had never come. But now it was here, as unexpected as it inevitably had to be. She swallowed and took a breath.
 
   “My father’s research never led to anything. But not because he failed.” 
 
   She paused again to gather herself. Emily was all attention.
 
   “I tried to discourage him at every turn, tried to make him see how wrong it all was. But he finally managed to isolate the relevant gene sequences. He saw how to accomplish everything, the enhanced neural sensitivity and aggressiveness, reduced pain sensitivity. There would be other effects, paranoid delusions, of course, as well as a tendency to mineral deficiency and rapid bone regeneration, which could lead to bone density problems.”
 
   They looked at her in disbelief, Emily most of all. Everything they had been convinced was false, the foolish dream of the people who shattered their lives, it all turned out to be true. 
 
   “Just before he died, he isolated an RNA sequence that could produce the changes in a human subject. He ignored all my objections, and designed a virus containing the sequence. And then something neither of us expected happened,” she said, turning to Emily. “We were arguing, your grandfather and I, yelling at each other actually, and I broke the sample vial by accident. I infected myself with the virus... while I was pregnant with you.” 
 
   The three of them listened in stunned silence. Emily stared at her darkly.
 
   “Why didn’t it affect you?” she asked.
 
   “It doesn’t work that way. The virus is dormant until it’s triggered by an actuating event. It could be a second virus that wakes the first one up, or perhaps another immunological event.”
 
   “So the virus is dormant in you even now?”
 
   “Probably not. I’m sure it was eventually destroyed by my immune system.”
 
   “But it could still be dormant in me?” Emily asked, though her real concern was not with a dormant virus.
 
   “It’s likely it never passed through the placenta. You were a perfectly normal baby.”
 
   “Nothing at all abnormal?” Emily pressed. 
 
   She looked directly into her mother’s eyes, raked in her heart for the truth.
 
   “In the third trimester, we, well mainly you, developed a fever. The obstetrician was completely mystified by it. Your father and I were very worried. There was the risk of brain damage or other developmental problems if it went too high. Thank goodness it passed within a day. And when you were born we watched you closely for anything out of the ordinary. But there was nothing. You were perfectly, beautifully normal.”
 
   “Nothing out of the ordinary! Mom, he knew me! Something inside Ba We reached out to me. That’s not normal.” Emily became quite exercised by this thought. “And Dad lied to me. He told me there was no reason to think there was anything unusual about me.”
 
   “He didn’t know, sweetheart,” said Yuki, trying to reduce her daughter’s obvious distress. “I never told him about the accident. I was too frightened to say anything.”
 
   Emily mulled this last remark over before responding.
 
   “Oh, I saw Dr. Tarleton the other day. She said I have a stress fracture of the tibia, but the good news is it’s almost completely healed… after five days.” 
 
   “I don’t know what to say. Just don’t jump to conclusions. It may mean nothing.”
 
   “Or it may mean everything,” said Emily, angrily. “And don’t get me started about paranoid delusions, Mom.”
 
   “What are you talking about, Chi-chan? You’re not paranoid. There really are people plotting against you.”
 
   “I suppose. But if you could see some of my dreams. Well, they’re pretty intense sometimes, and not only when I’m asleep.”
 
   “Oh, no, sweetheart,” Yuki said. “I’m sure you’re making too much out of this.”
 
   “There’s one other thing I should tell all of you,” Emily continued. “And this really can’t be shared with anyone. Not Connie, not Ethan, not anyone.”
 
   They stared at her silently, afraid to refuse her and more afraid even to hear what she would say next.
 
   “You know how I heard a voice in my head calling out to me? Well, it wasn’t just one voice.”
 
   “What are you getting at?” asked Michael.
 
   “They made lots of clones. Most of ‘em died young, that’s what Colonel Park told me before she died. Only Ba We seems to have survived to adulthood. But I think one other clone survived. He was the only other thing left alive there besides Anthony, Li Li, Rhee Sung and me. I found him hiding in the debris. Li Li showed me where. I think he had been her imaginary playmate, the only shiny bit of joy for a lonely, terrified child. Except he wasn’t imaginary, and neither was she.” 
 
   The silence that followed pressed down on everything in the room like a great weight. The sense of her words slowly dawned on them. Could it really be? Emily described his hiding place. Somehow he got out of his cage. The guards must have given up on finding him, assumed he died like all the others. But Li Li knew where he was, and when no one was around he must have come out to play with her. Finally Michael spoke.
 
   “You think Stone is another clone?”
 
   “Yes. The name Li Li called him, Dol Swae, she probably heard the guards call him that. It means slave. That’s not a name any parent would give a child. The first character, Dol, means stone.”
 
   “He does have some sort of special bond with you, I suppose. That’s pretty clear,” conceded Andie. “Is that how you felt about Ba We?”
 
   “No. I don’t feel anything special from Stone. But he seems to feel something when he’s around me.”
 
   “He seems to have some sort of language disability. It could be a developmental problem,” Yuki suggested.
 
   “Ba We didn’t speak either. I never heard him utter a single word. But he responded to his name, and to Colonel Park’s commands.”
 
   Yuki’s eyes brightened as she digested this news. She had analyzed the collection of pills Emily brought home from Kamchatka, and now its significance seemed clear. 
 
   “Those pills were mainly growth hormones and powerful anti-oxidants, as well as various concoctions that seemed designed to speed up the maturation process and protect against related mineral deficiencies,” Yuki said. “Ba We may not have been very old, perhaps no more than eight or nine years. The accelerated growth might well have aphasia as a side effect.”
 
   “Then how old do you think Stone is?” asked Emily.
 
   “It’s impossible to say. But I can’t imagine they would have begun something so risky on a child younger than four or five.”
 
   “Mom, those people were capable of anything. No cruelty was beyond them. Colonel Park claimed we wouldn’t be able to keep him alive. I bet that’s a result of their hormone treatment too.” 
 
   Andie’s view of Stone seemed to undergo a stark revision during this conversation. The duty to stand by him now presented itself to her in the brightest colors. 
 
   “Can we keep him alive, Mom?”
 
   “Of course we can,” Andie asserted defiantly. “He’s our little boy now.”
 
   “If there’s no catastrophic flaw in his genome, and he’s not dependent on the hormones, there may be a way,” Yuki conjectured.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
   The Prom
 
   Connie and Ethan sat in the front seat of an enormous stretch-SUV limousine Michael arranged to take Emily and her friends to the prom. 
 
   “It’s like trying to steer a battleship. The signal from the wheel takes a little while to make it all the way to the rudder,” he joked. 
 
   They could see the kids through the living room picture window. Melanie’s parents were gushing over their fancy clothes, snapping pictures. Connie looked on admiringly, maybe even a little enviously. Innocent childhood joys shimmered before her eyes like an oasis in the desert. She was thirsty.
 
   Other eyes watched the same scene with somewhat different emotions. Connie might have seen her if she turned her head. From an upstairs window in a darkened room Amanda drank in her old friend’s pleasure from an estranged distance, a bitter cup tasted alone. She could exchange it for a sweeter one if only she could bring herself to cross the street. But somehow it was not possible to start her steps in that direction. She waited for her date in the dark.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Why isn’t Amanda going with you?” asked Mrs. Birdwell. “She hasn’t been by in… well it seems like forever.”
 
   “That’s not true, Mom,” replied Melanie, affecting preoccupation to deflect the inquiry from a sore spot. “She came by yesterday after school. We did homework together.”
 
   “Who’s her date?” asked Mr. Birdwell.
 
   “Steve, of course,” she replied in mock exasperation, as if her dad ought to know the minute details of everyone’s social calendar.
 
   “Well, I think it’s a shame that she’s not going with you kids. It looks like there’s plenty of room in that limo,” her mom continued.
 
   “It’s probably my fault,” Emily piped up. “I don’t think she entirely approves of me.” Mrs. Birdwell looked exceedingly puzzled by this remark. Why wouldn’t she approve? “But she’s welcome to join us, if she’d like.”
 
   “You hear that, Melanie? Why don’t you run across and ask her? She’s probably waiting for you over there.”
 
   “Mom. I was just over there not one hour ago. Trust me, she doesn’t want to come with us. Steve has rented his own car. He’ll probably be here any second now.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   On the ride over, the mood in the back of the limo reverberated into the front. None of them knew anything about proms, or even particularly cared about going. But here they were, all dressed up, sharp as penguins and spring flowers. The reservation about admitting they wanted to go contributed no small pleasure to the event. When they pulled into the high school parking lot, Emily wanted their attention.
 
   “Everybody vote for Amanda and Steve for King and Queen, okay?” Looks of incomprehension greeted this request. What did she mean by it? A practical joke? “I mean it, guys. She worked really hard on this thing. We owe her that much. Right, Mel?”
 
   “Yeah. I suppose so,” she replied with unimpressive conviction. Perhaps she wanted to be Prom Queen herself. Emily noticed.
 
   “Okay, new plan. Everybody vote for Melanie. Whatever. But definitely do not vote for me. I don’t want to give Amanda another excuse to be pissed at me.”
 
   “No, you’re right, Em,” Melanie finally replied. “It really is Amanda’s show. Let’s do that for her.” The boys grunted. They clearly didn’t care about it one way or the other. How could they, being boys? But if Emily wanted it to go to Amanda, they’d go along. Wendy agreed, too, but she looked like she’d just swallowed a frog when she said it.
 
   The gym shimmered in a thousand reflected lights, tables covered almost half the floor, a stage sat opposite against the far wall, leaving plenty of room for dancing. They arrived to find most of the tables already occupied. One off in the corner appealed to the Wendy. 
 
   “But it’s so far away,” Melanie moaned. 
 
   The others acquiesced. What did they care where they sat? 
 
   “It’ll be okay, Mel,” said Emily. “I don’t think Wendy’s ready to be in the spotlight yet.”
 
   “At least we’ll be together, I suppose,” she conceded. 
 
   Wendy looked over at Melanie, her own face contorted as she argued with her demons, who no doubt urged her not to draw attention to herself. 
 
   “Oh, fine. Let’s sit over there,” she said reluctantly, gesturing to a table by the dance floor.
 
   Melanie beamed, the boys shrugged, Emily smiled and kissed her on the forehead.
 
   “Don’t you girls look lovely, “said Mrs. Abernathy, who was a chaperone for the evening. “Did you plan out the color scheme, all in blue?”
 
   “Yeah, kinda,” replied Wendy.
 
   “My dress is sort of a hand-me-down from my cousin,” said Melanie, in a sheepish voice. “But these guys decided to match it.”
 
   “Well, however it happened, you all look lovely. I wouldn’t be surprised if one of you is voted Queen.”
 
   Emily stood abruptly and pulled Mrs. Abernathy aside.
 
   “You have to make sure that doesn’t happen… please.”
 
   “What? Why not? Anyone of you would deserve it.”
 
   “No. None of us want it. Amanda did so much work organizing this. She deserves it. Not us.”
 
   “I thought you and Amanda didn’t get along.”
 
   “We don’t. But being Queen would be a big deal for her. And I don’t want to give her another reason to hate me.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know what I can do about that. It is an election after all. I can’t rig the results.”
 
   “I know, Mrs. A. But can’t we decline in advance without, you know, anyone having to know? I think this is kinda important.”
 
   Mrs. Abernathy said she’d discuss it with the principal and walked off puzzled.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   This conversation did not escape Amanda’s notice from a couple of tables away. She wondered what Emily was up to. That girl was somehow wrong, she just didn’t know exactly how.
 
   “Hey, Amanda. You in there?” said Steve. 
 
   He’d been her steady boyfriend all year, quarterback on the football team and pitcher on the baseball team, tall and handsome, some money in the family. She had the better boyfriend. Why wasn’t that enough? Why did it irritate her so much that Danny liked Emily? If she’d been able to pose these questions to herself in a real way, perhaps her resentments would fade away like morning fog. But as it was they merely hovered in the background, never quite achieving full consciousness.
 
   “Wha… oh, yeah.”
 
   “You were staring again? Is it Melanie? Why don’t we go over there and say hello?” he proposed innocently. 
 
   He didn’t really know the girls over there, but he liked Danny well enough, and Billy too. Wayne was a bit of a question mark for him. How was he not on one of the sports teams?
 
   “No, I don’t think so,” she began
 
    But he was already leading her over there by the hand before she could resist. It was too late now. No way to stop without making a scene.
 
   “Hi, Mel. You look really nice,” she said when she finally arrived at their table.
 
   “Amanda, you look fabulous,” Melanie giggled out.
 
   “And you’re all so... coordinated,” she said in a saccharine tone. 
 
   She wanted to be cruel, and a few nasty jokes were percolating in her brain, but she caught herself to avoid hurting her friend.
 
   “You look good, too, Emily,” she said grudgingly. “I’m glad the bruises are gone.”
 
   She desperately wanted to ask how she got them, but somehow couldn’t bring herself to that trespass.
 
   “Thanks, Amanda,” said Emily. “You look fantastic.”
 
   “What were you guys saying to Mrs. A.?” she asked with as innocent a tone as she could muster.
 
   “Just that we thought you should be Queen,” Emily said.
 
   “We’re all voting for you,” Melanie blurted out. “It was Emily’s idea!”
 
   “Oh… thanks. I guess.”
 
   Amanda didn’t quite know what to do with this news. She really wanted the recognition for all her hard work. She deserved to be elected Queen. But why did Emily care? What was she up to? She walked off with Steve, shaking her head.
 
   The dinner was delightfully uninteresting. Nothing about the food to distract anyone from the pleasures of seeing and being seen. Then there were the toasts. At first they were about teams and organizations. Amanda started it off with a toast to the cheerleaders. Others followed with toasts to the football team, the baseball team, the glee club, the A/V club, the camera club, the school paper. Some kids toasted favorite teachers, eventually others toasted fellow students. Steve toasted Wayne and Melanie “for finally finding each other.” 
 
   Then Marty stood up to make a toast. “To Emily,” he began. “For showing me something real.” 
 
   He seemed a bit flustered. Perhaps his toast didn’t come out right. Amanda wasn’t sure what he meant? Was he insinuating that they’d had some sort of sexual encounter? She could see Danny had taken it that way and was ready to leap out of his seat, until Emily touched his wrist and settled him down. A dull murmur made its way around the room. 
 
   A diminutive young man Amanda barely knew existed before this evening toasted her next: “To Emily, for being so cool.”  
 
   More toasts of Emily followed, each more fatuous and infatuated than the last, until they became open, ridiculous declarations of love. Amanda grew more annoyed with each one. Was this part of some scheme to humiliate her? Could Mel really be part of it?
 
   Emily stood up to offer a toast of her own. Since all eyes were already upon her it only took a second for the room to go silent. 
 
   “As much as I appreciate the sentiments, and the touch of mockery behind them, I think it’s time to offer a real toast. To Amanda and the Prom Committee, for all their hard work in putting this wonderful evening together.” 
 
   The room hung silent for another moment as everyone digested the seriousness of her tone. 
 
   Melanie stood up next: “To Amanda, my oldest and dearest friend. Thank you.” 
 
   Wayne saw his moment and bellowed “Hear, Hear.”
 
   Steve toasted her next, singing her praises, extolling her virtues, closing with “…and it doesn’t hurt that she’s smokin’ hot!”
 
   Amanda basked in the glow of attention as a few more toasts rolled in. But at the core of her pleasure a nagging doubt beavered away, gnawing at the heart of it. If Emily hadn’t put a stop to it, would they still be toasting her? Did she owe any of this to her? What an annoying thought.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Once the toasting died off, and the tables were cleared, the band rumbled to life. The first few songs were fast numbers, and the first kids on the floor liked the flailing movements the music seemed to invite. None of them would probably still be on the dance floor once it got crowded. But for now they were happy to be throwing themselves around to the beat.
 
   By the time the rest of the kids made it onto the floor it had become considerably warmer and more crowded. Even though the floor could accommodate everyone with room to spare, for some reason the music invited them to cluster together. They became a single mass moving together, perhaps yearning to become a single consciousness. But this would always be denied to them. 
 
   Emily preferred the slow dances. The first few were with Danny, just leaning on his shoulder. She danced with Billy, but he was too restless for her taste, not able to relax with the music. Dancing with Wayne was really just a matter of holding on to something much larger than herself. She found a deep comfort in it.
 
   Other boys wanted to dance with her, boys she didn’t know, or barely knew. She felt the exhilaration of being at the center of so much attention. Perhaps this is what Amanda feels all the time. She saw how it could be addictive, how she might fight to protect it from an interloper… like herself. For their part, the boys just wanted a chance to be near her, to touch her, innocently, but also with curiosity. What was she like? She seemed so hard. It was surprising to discover this, since the bruises led them to think she would be soft.
 
   When Marty asked her to dance, and she seemed willing, Danny became overheated. He wanted to step in, shoo him away, but Wendy pulled him back into his seat. Undoubtedly the worst thing from Danny’s point of view, it was a slow dance. He would be touching her. 
 
   She placed her hands on his shoulders and let him place his on her waist. He shouldn’t have been surprised to find how hard her body was, how strong. He had, after all, sparred with her once. But the concrete reality was so much more striking than any expectation could ever prepare him for.
 
   “That toast came out wrong. I didn’t mean to be disrespectful. But you did show me something real that day.” 
 
   She looked him in the eye with a sudden intensity he wasn’t prepared for.
 
   “What about that day at the dojo. What’s your excuse for that?”
 
   “I don’t have one. Somehow we just thought it would be fun to mess with Danny and Billy.”
 
   “Did Amanda put you up to it?” she asked with particular emphasis.
 
   He hesitated before responding, perhaps to gather thoughts scattered by her glare.
 
   “No. Well, not exactly. She’s always badmouthing you guys. But she didn’t ask us to do anything in particular. Though Jeff certainly thought it would impress her if we did something like that.”
 
   “And did it?”
 
   “What… you think we bragged to her about getting our asses kicked by you? I’m pretty sure that wouldn’t impress her.”
 
   “I wish I knew how I made her into such an enemy in the first place,” she mused.
 
   “Well, whatever it was, stealing her best friend didn’t improve things.”
 
   “Hey. I didn’t do that on purpose. Mel just likes Wayne. What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “Mel also likes you. When she’s around you it’s like she glows. Don’t think Amanda hasn’t noticed.” 
 
   Marty turned out not to be as stupid as he looked. At least he notices things about someone other than himself. She pushed off his chest and walked back to the table. Enough dancing for now. 
 
   Before she could get off the floor she had to get past Teddy Wilchuk. Ordinarily she wouldn’t even notice him, a little guy, member of the A/V club, perhaps an inch or two shorter than her. Somehow he reminded her of Rhee Sung, the little man.
 
   “May I have this dance,” he asked with an excessive formality born of nervousness.
 
   She sighed, and then hoped he hadn’t noticed. Her hand touched his and she let him lead her back to the middle of the floor. A slow song, he seemed not to know what to do. She pulled his hands onto her waist and rested hers on his shoulders. He moved stiffly to the beat of the music as he looked up into her face. She smiled.
 
   “Why haven’t we ever spoken before, Teddy?”
 
   “Oh, you know. Guys like me don’t get to talk to girls like you.”
 
   “Girls like me?”
 
   The simplicity of her question caught him off guard. What kind of girl was she after all? She smiled again.
 
   “You know, before my father died last year, I never had any friends,” she said. “Afterwards, when I began to feel how important they are, anyone could have been my friend.”
 
   He was sorry he’d opened his mouth so stupidly. This talking-to-girls stuff was harder than he imagined.
 
   “I wish I’d understood that then,” he said with a heavy sigh. “We all knew who you were. I don’t know why I didn’t talk to you.”
 
   “I must have been exuding something pretty forbidding in those days.”
 
   “Well, I feel like an idiot now,” he said with a laugh. He continued after a moment. “You know, a bunch of us found videos of you on the web, of you fighting in a tournament.” She sighed. “At first we were kinda freaked out by them. But it became a kind of thing in the A/V club to look for them.”
 
   “You guys should get a better hobby,” she said with growing impatience.
 
   “We didn’t find any new ones until today,” he continued, oblivious to her rising irritation with this subject. “But this one’s really weird.”
 
   Emily pushed him away, and shook him by the shoulders.
 
   “What are you talking about?” 
 
   What new video could they have found? She hoped it wasn’t the one Michael showed her. What else could it be? 
 
   “Show me,” she demanded.
 
   He took out his phone as they stood in the middle of the floor and called it up. The title read “Do you know this bitch?” She recognized what it was from the first few frames: that night at Bolar Beach. One of the biker women had a camera. The entire video lasted only thirty five seconds. That’s how long it took to wreak so much havoc.
 
   “That’s you, isn’t it?” he asked. “The other guys say it isn’t, but I’m pretty sure it is.”
 
   He looked up from the phone to see her walking back to the tables. She found the video on Billy’s phone and sent it to Ethan, then walked out to the limo in the parking lot.
 
   “Oh My God, Em. That’s you. When did this happen?”
 
   “A few weeks back. It was a nasty scene.”
 
   “That last image of you is pretty striking,” said Connie. “It looks like these guys want payback.”
 
   “That’s what they say now,” snorted Ethan. “But if the girl in that last image shows up on their doorstep, they may regret it.”
 
   “Well, I’m gonna have to pay them a visit soon enough. But not tonight. That video is bound to attract a lot of unwanted attention.”
 
   Back inside the boys sat slack-jawed around the table, ready for something new. Wendy and Melanie wanted one last dance. Emily came up behind Danny and pulled his head back. He looked up into her nostrils as Mrs. Abernathy stepped to the microphone. 
 
   “May I have your attention, everyone. I am pleased to announce this year’s Queen and King of the Prom: Amanda Terwilliger and Stephen Bristow.”
 
   Emily kissed him as the room rose to celebrate the royal couple. Amanda beamed and Steve waved to the crowd. The band launched into a slow ballad and the two of them led the crowd back onto the dance floor. Her friends got up to join everyone as Emily pulled Wayne aside.
 
   “Don’t let Mel see the video on Billy’s phone tonight, okay?” He nodded. “I just don’t want it to spoil her evening.”
 
   She repeated this request to Billy and Wendy when she got the chance.
 
   The prom wound down quickly after the last dance. Scattered pockets of kids formed and dispersed in the parking lot as they worked out what to do next. Ethan drove his charges to an exclusive club in Charlottesville popular with prom refugees. They danced and shrieked and giggled for another few hours, until Ethan and Connie finally took them all home exhausted.
 
   “Thanks, guys, for keeping an eye on us tonight. Ethan, can you track down an address from that video?”
 
   “We’ll have something for you in the next couple of days, don’t worry,” he said with a smile. 
 
   Connie stepped out of the limo and pulled her into a hug.
 
   “I didn’t go to my prom. Seeing you tonight, I wish I had.”
 
   Emily gave her an extra squeeze, said her goodnights and went upstairs to bed.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 30
 
   Swordplay
 
   Sensei knelt opposite her on the floor of the dojo, saying nothing, eyes closed, only breathing. He had already taught her his most important lesson, to find her qi by listening to her breath. It had been some weeks since he began to suspect she had learned more than he had to teach, much more. She showed him the video from Kamchatka, the fight with Ba We, when she came in this morning. She wanted him to know everything, but also to see her actually fighting for her life. The images shook him, and the prospect of her being beaten to death, which they threatened so vividly, made him almost nauseous. He was appalled to see her being struck so hard, and deeply regretted ever teasing her about being able to take a punch. 
 
   When she turned Ba We, when he opened his eyes to her, Sensei knew exactly what had happened. He knew from the first day in the dojo, so many years ago, that this girl’s qi, her life force, was open to others in a way he had never seen. Now she seemed to be reaching out to him, inviting him to meet her somewhere. But where? Could he really follow? He felt his own breath move in and out, pressing against his ribs, beating through his heart. He felt the room resound with the sound. It was not restful at first, not peaceful. He was nervous in a surprising new way, an unexpected sensation for him.
 
   From some great distance a bright light beckoned to him. He tried to run toward it but made no progress. The light seemed too bright. Was he afraid? The pounding in his vessels accelerated. What would he find there? Another long breath and he pulled back, gathering his qi inside himself. The light was there too, blindingly bright and warm. To his relief, it didn’t burn him. As his eyes grew accustomed to the light he began to see where he was: a sylvan glade, dappled sunlight, green things growing all around. He walked through a meadow toward the sound of running water. So peaceful, so familiar, so welcoming, the home of a profound sympathy. 
 
   He knew who lived here. “This is you, girl,” he thought. “It’s who you are. But it’s more than that. It’s your father. He lives here, too. You carry him with you wherever you go. How beautiful! How reassuring! Is this where you find your strength?” 
 
   Then he saw her, at least what he took to be her, at the far edge of the meadow. She glowed too brightly for him to make out a distinct shape, like a little sun. But he was convinced it was her. The light seemed to beckon him onwards. As he drew closer he thought he could make out her eyes, deep pools of blackness. In the midst of all that brightness, they were all he could look upon comfortably. They were cool, restful, forgiving. He had to be careful not to fall into them. It would be so easy to lose himself there. He felt the danger.
 
   The eyes flicked to one side, to the sound of water crashing in the distance. He followed along the stream bed. The sound grew as he walked, until it became the full-throated roar of a waterfall directly in front of him. He couldn’t see the top. It might as well have been as high as the sky. 
 
   When she slipped behind the falls he followed along the curving ledge, breathing in the cool mist, the soothing spray of the crashing water. He couldn’t see her any longer. Where had she gone? He walked on. The misty air grew colder and darker. Finally he caught sight of her, distant once more, standing at the entrance to a cave, an enigmatic smile under those dark eyes. Then she was gone, vanished into an almost liquid darkness. 
 
   He tried to follow her, but something opposed him. The cave, which welcomed her as if she were slipping under the surface of a cool mountain lake, resisted him. It wasn’t cool and liquid blackness. A hot, smoking hole pushed him back. She had only just entered there smiling at him. Didn’t she want him to follow? He gathered himself and pressed forward. She must have wanted him to see something. Why else would she lead him here? The resistance grew, the smoke swirled around his head, singeing his nostrils. The darkness was not black anymore. It began to glow a dull red, then orange. He knew what must follow and stepped back. He was not welcome here. 
 
   He had seen as much as he could and was shaken by it. He encountered something almost volcanic in that cave, elemental forces of tectonic magnitude rumbling at the bottom, driving him back. It felt like he’d barely escaped with his life. When he opened his eyes he found himself drenched in sweat, shivering. She sat opposite smiling warmly. Neither spoke for a few seconds.
 
   “I… I, I had no idea. It was so beautiful. I felt your father.” Her smile broadened as she too thought about the glade and the stream. “There was something else, too, something not so welcoming. It practically cast me out. Who was that?”
 
   “That’s where I had to go to face Ba We,” she sighed. “I’m sure it’s my mother.” Her remark took him completely by surprise.
 
   “Is that how she thinks of me?”
 
   “I can’t imagine anyone but me is welcome there.”
 
   “It was terrifying. I thought I would be incinerated. I’ve never felt such power, such fury. Is that really inside of you?” 
 
   She hesitated, her eyes melted a bit as she looked at him. He could see the full weight of anguish his question had triggered. Finally she spoke in a small voice.
 
   “Now you know.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The dojo was still closed to students. For the last week she was the only one who saw him there. He wondered if she wanted him to reopen it. She had her family’s sword with her to show him, and to use in her kendo training. They wouldn’t spar today, only kata, but she wanted to use the sword to display the student or shidachi half. As good as she had become with bokken and shinai, she knew the real blade just felt different in her hands.
 
   Sensei hefted the sword, ran his finger along the side of the blade, gazed on the hamon and the hada, residues of the blacksmith’s folding and tempering process. A tiny chrysanthemum caught his eye, a pattern etched into the base of the blade, just above the hilt. 
 
   “This is a fine weapon. I’d guess it’s at least three centuries old… maybe much older. Your father had it?”
 
   “Yes. Mom gave it to him when they were married.”
 
   A thin metal collar just above the hilt locked the blade into the curved scabbard, an impressive bit of craftsmanship. Drawing the sword required a subtle bit of finger pressure. A braided silk sheath covered the handle as an ornament. He slid the blade into the scabbard until it clicked.
 
   On one knee with right foot forward, holding the sword edge upward, he drew the blade as he rose to his feet, completing a sweeping diagonal downward stroke. The blade whistled as he moved it quickly through the air, three distinct notes, as if it had been tuned. It was a substantial blade, and yet it seemed light. Even more impressive craftsmanship. To move it required almost no effort.
 
   He froze where he stood and held the sword out in front, balanced on both hands. After contemplating it in this pose for a few seconds, he quickly returned it to its scabbard, knelt down and placed it on the floor between them. Were those tears she saw in his eyes? He bowed until his forehead touched the floor and remained in this position for several seconds.
 
   “Sensei, are you all right?” He said nothing, his shoulders trembling. “The same thing happens to me whenever I touch it. I feel this uncanny urge to honor the blade, to bow before it. And if I practice with it, I end up weeping.” When he still didn’t move she grew impatient. “This is getting ridiculous. It’s just a sword.”
 
   “It’s not the sword I’m trying to honor,” he said in a surprisingly timid tone, still without lifting his head.
 
   This was getting a little bizarre. What’s going on with him? She reached out to touch the back of his head, maybe bring him out of this strange reverie. It was a dry day, and he had just been swinging a long metal sword. Whatever the cause, just as she touched him, a little spark leapt from the tip of her finger to the back of his neck. It seemed to rouse him.
 
   “Forgive me. It’s just that I’ve devoted myself to a code for all these years, and compromised it for almost as long, training one set of operatives after another at the naval bases. When I met your father it felt like redemption. I could devote myself to the code again, for him, and for his daughter. The two of you seemed to be such pure spirits. But only now do I finally see you for who you really are.”
 
   “I think I’m flattered, but I don’t really know why. Let me put it another way: what the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “I’m not exactly sure myself, Chi-chan. I know your parents gave you that name, but where did it come from?”
 
   “Tenno? Mom said it was her maternal grandmother’s maiden name. Why do you ask?”
 
   “You must realize it’s not really a name. It’s a title, the emperor’s title.” She looked puzzled. Where was he going with this? “There’s probably lots of ways it ends up as a family name. It might have been spelled differently generations ago, for example. Or perhaps when one of the ancient clans was discredited, the families and retainers would be scattered, left with no name. Some of them might well take a title like Tenno as a name to remind them of their former position.”
 
   “That all sounds a bit inglorious. I had hoped for something better.”
 
   “Does your mother know what the family name might have been before it became Tenno? I’d really like to know how this sword came into your family.”
 
   After her own experiences with the sword, Emily had pressed her mom for more information about it when they first returned from New Zealand. She didn’t know very much. The family history had been scrambled by the wars of the previous century. One old wives’ tale stuck in her mind: her grandmother used to joke about her own father’s absurd fascination with an ancestor he claimed was a samurai named Minamoto Nobu, or something like that. No one took him seriously. They were peasant farmers, had been for as long as anyone could remember. And he was nothing but a bitter, disappointed old drunk whose body had been broken by a lifetime of grinding poverty and hard labor. And yet the family clung to a moldy old sword with a broken scabbard, faithfully handing it down to each successive generation long after anyone remembered how to take care of it.
 
   “Someone must have restored it, at some point,” he mused. “Because it looks like it was forged yesterday.”
 
   “I know! When my dad gave it to me, he apologized for its condition. And my mom still talks about it like it’s some dingy old thing. But it’s like so beautiful it practically glows.”
 
   “When I saw you in the meadow you glowed so brightly it was almost painful to look at you at first. Once my eyes adjusted I could just barely make out your eyes. Is that how it feels to you?”
 
   “It is bright there, isn’t it? But hardly painful. The light is warm, it feels like it’s caressing me the whole time, until I enter the cave. Then the darkness welcomes me, wraps me in a cool embrace, cushions my fall through what seems like an endless abyss. I always feel safe there.”
 
   “I think you’re right about your parents being there. I felt George’s presence in the meadow. It was like he’d never left. And you’d know your own mother better than me.”
 
   Emily thought about this for a moment. In fact, she had lived with Yuki most of her life without knowing who she really was. That was certainly food for thought. 
 
   “But I think there are other forces, other personalities there too, with them,” he continued. “Do you know the story of Amaterasu and her two brothers?”
 
   “Well, yeah. She’s the goddess of the sun. Who doesn’t know that? And Tsukuyomi, the moon god, and Susanoo, the god of sea and storm, and pretty much all the dark and dangerous elements. You’re not going to tell me a fairy tale, are you Sensei?”
 
   “Maybe… who knows? The meadow and the cave may just be how you imagine the place your meditation takes you. But you seem to be reenacting some sort of resolution of the ancient feud between Amaterasu and Susanoo. You imagine yourself as loved by both of them. I think Susanoo is who lives in that cave, welcoming you, caressing you, protecting you. But you, when you walk through the meadow, and along the stream, and behind the waterfall, you might as well be Amaterasu: blinding but not blinded by your own light.” He paused to catch his breath, then continued. “According to the story, Susanoo makes peace with his sister by giving her a sword he found in a dragon’s tail, the sword Kusanagi-no-tsurugi.”
 
   She stopped him and thought about this for a moment.
 
   “Now let me get this straight. In my meditation, I’m imagining myself as Amaterasu reconciling with Susanoo, and when my dad gives me a dingy old family sword, I can’t help perceiving it as Kusanagi. I get the part where I’m delusional and think I’ve got a magical sword. But why the hell are you seeing it as Kusanagi? That is what you’re thinking, isn’t it?”
 
   “I don’t know what any of it means, Chi-chan. But the life forces you feel inside you, in the meadow and the cave, they’re real and they’re immense, like nothing I’ve ever felt in myself. And this sword, whatever it is, it’s real, too. Take good care of it. Don’t let it get lost or stolen.”
 
   “Well, if it really is a magical sword, then how can I lose it?” she said with an irreverent laugh.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Can we do something real now, like that new kata you wanted to show me?”
 
   Sensei snorted and got out the protective gear and the shinai, bamboo practice swords that didn’t hurt nearly as much as heavy ash bokken. They spent the next hour working through all the permutations of attack and defense hidden in the kata. Emily was a quick study, picking up the basic pattern in just a few minutes. She felt like a dancer. The rest of the time was spent pointing out subtleties in body position, hand speed, eye direction. Where to look, where to expect the next attack to come from, when to be strong, when to parry, when to take a life. 
 
   Sensei put the gear away and let her go through the pattern by herself with a bokken as he watched cross-legged from the side. Occasionally he barked out a criticism or called for an adjustment. He was silent after the second time through. Finally she put away the bokken and took out the sword. The pattern felt the same this time, but somehow different. 
 
   “Try it with your eyes closed.”
 
   She knelt on the floor for a moment to catch her breath. Two sets of eyes peered in through the glass door. She ignored them, breathed past them. She seemed almost made of stone as the two men sat on the bench by the window. Sensei nodded at them. An uncomfortable silence held them in its grip as they watched her. In a fluid, subtle movement of her hips and legs she was suddenly on her feet, sword swinging diagonally downwards across her body. Their eyes were wide now. A few deft, quick moves, the sword never seeming to stop even as it reversed direction. The entire kata lasted about a minute and a half, clearly very strenuous exercise, as both men could see. Swords are heavy. But she was breathing normally as she returned to her kneeling position and slid the blade into its scabbard, not even perspiring. Sensei raised a finger to the two men, commanding them to remain quiet a little longer
 
   She sat with eyes closed, visualizing her movements, watching herself in her mind as if from above. The whistling of the blade still echoed in her ears, a sweet melody, unresolved, no reason to stop. And best of all, no tears left on her face. She had gotten through an entire kata without weeping. What did that mean? Did Kusanagi finally approve of her?
 
   They were seated directly in front of her when she finally opened her eyes, expectant looks plastered across their faces. What were they doing here, Will Parker, the martial arts instructor from the Academy, and Captain Creighton, the admissions director? She got up and made the introductions. Parker was in awe of Sensei Oda. He’d never heard of him until a few months ago. But if Emily was any indication of the kind of teacher he was, well, Parker was impressed in advance.
 
   “We haven’t heard anything from you, Miss Tenno,” Creighton began. “It’s way past any deadline, but Captain Jefferies has given me permission to hold a spot for you even this late.” 
 
   Parker looked at her over Creighton’s shoulder, full of hope.
 
   “Please accept my apology, Captain. I’ve decided not to enter the Academy in the fall.” 
 
   Parker was crestfallen.
 
   “I’m very sorry to hear that,” replied Creighton. 
 
   To be polite to the daughter of an old friend, he asked her why.
 
   “If I can speak frankly, sir,” she paused and he nodded. “I didn’t think it would be safe if I came.” 
 
   He looked surprised.
 
   “Oh, if that’s all it is, I can assure you base security is very high. You would definitely be safe with us.”
 
   “I’m not worried about my safety. I can take care of myself. But if I came there, I’d be afraid for everyone around me. I don’t think your security arrangements are adequate to keep out the people hunting me.” 
 
   Creighton was stunned. He looked at this enigmatic girl with his jaw hanging open.
 
   “Who on earth do you think is hunting you?” 
 
   This conversation was growing stranger by the second; she knew it, but decided to press on anyway.
 
   “Also, I think you have a mole on your staff.” He was now completely flabbergasted. “My family was attacked recently, and we think it couldn’t have been planned without some information I shared with your staff in the interview. I suspect if you examine the records of the people around the table that day you’ll find one who sticks out. You might start with Carver. So, no, I don’t have confidence in your security.” 
 
   Creighton looked almost as crestfallen as Parker. At first he might have dismissed this as the musings of a vain girl. But the more she spoke, the more he felt how solid her resolve really was. This was no vanity she was indulging. He would have to look into her allegations, though he sorely hoped she was mistaken. 
 
   “There’s one other thing, Captain. I don’t think I’m officer material. I’m pretty sure Captain Jefferies suspects it, too, though he never said anything. I know how to lead, don’t get me wrong, but I’m not sure I can be an officer.” 
 
   She went silent after this, though in her heart she thought: this must be what Amaterasu is trying to tell me.
 
   Finally she turned to Parker and said: “I’m sorry, Will. It would have been nice to work with you, to talk over sen, all those good things. I know it’s a disappointment to you, and in some ways it is to me, too. I wanted to belong to a corps, to find a different form of friendship. But that is not where my path must take me just now.” 
 
   She reached out and touched his shoulder as she said this. 
 
   The two men left a moment later, one still crestfallen, the other puzzled. Creighton looked forward to discussing her with Jefferies. He was sure to be dumbfounded too. He’d gloat a little over the whole ‘officer material’ thing. But the fact is, she understood him better than he would be comfortable with. How did she do that?
 
   “Is it time to reopen the dojo, do you think?”
 
   “Maybe,” replied Emily. “But you should come out with me to Michael’s place in Charlottesville first. There are some young people I’d like you to meet. We can decide what to do after that.” Sensei nodded, happy to be guided by his student.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   That night Emily brought the dingy old family sword to bed with her. It’s not that she feared losing it or having it stolen. She just wanted to make up for lost time. It had been there, with her for so long, and she’d never paid it any attention. It needed to become a bigger part of who she is, that much was clear. She slept heavily, blankly, probably for several hours, until a dream of uncommon intensity seized hold of her. She walked through the glade and the meadow, the familiar sound of the stream burbling. Two shapes awaited her in the distance, one warm and bright, the other barely a shadow. As she approached, the light grew brighter, shockingly bright, but didn’t seem to hurt her eyes. The shadow grew dark and huge, like a hole in the world. She wasn’t afraid. 
 
   She turned to the shadow and began to speak. She heard herself say: “You love my mother, so I must love you. You will show me who you are.”
 
   She turned to the light and said: “You love my father, so I must love you. I know who you are. You are Amaterasu Omikami, and you love me. I’ll call you Granny. Thank you, both of you, for sending Kusanagi to me. Show me what to do with him.”
 
   In a voice sweet as fire, the light shrilled at her: “The true master takes life when necessary, but gives life when it is good. You will walk on water as if it were land, and on land as if it were water. No one will be able to deceive you.”
 
   She knew how the saying ended and cried out: “Am I to be without friends forever?” 
 
   Tears streamed down her face and on to her arms. She held a sword in one hand and a mirror in the other. Her tears rolled down the sword, and where three drops landed in the grass three luminescent women sprang up. Her tears rolled down the mirror, and where five drops landed in the grass, five luminescent men sprang up. They clasped hands in a circle around her, dancing and chanting her name:
 
   Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami,
 
   Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami,
 
   Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami… 
 
   She looked up to see the light and the shadow towering above her at opposite ends of the sky. She saw her place in the world now with more clarity than ever before and whispered: “Thank you, Granny.”
 
   She woke with a start, drenched in sweat, tears still wet on her face. Sitting upright in the dark room she ruminated on what she had just seen. It was just a dream. The dingy old family sword glowed like fire next to her as she drifted back to sleep.
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