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   Chapter One
 
   Herndon
 
   “Two years in SpecWar,” Lieutenant JG Calder observed, standing on the edge of Farragut field in dress whites. “Is it everything you expected?” The breeze flapped his trouser legs while he waited for a response, which seemed to be a long time coming.
 
   “There’s not much glory, Phil, if you know what I mean. But you can win the respect of some pretty fierce individuals,” Lieutenant JG Hankinson replied darkly. “I’m guessing you don’t kick in many doors on a carrier.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s more about procedures and paperwork.”
 
   “Well, it won’t be long before I’m forced into management, too.”
 
   “You love it, don’t you, the action, the excitement? I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
   Hankinson frowned, until a sneaky smile curled one side of his mouth. The work could get ugly at times, but the danger brought a high it was difficult to come down from. And the aftermath, the remorse, could leave him in a place so dark as to make him think he might finally understand his girlfriend’s reserve.
 
   “I hope Emily can’t see it.”
 
   “I still don’t get why she won’t compete,” Calder huffed over a rising breeze. “She has to know it doesn’t look good.” 
 
   Hankinson shielded his eyes to concentrate on identifying which of the YP boats cutting across the mouth of the Severn River carried Midshipman Second Class Michiko Tenno. He couldn’t quite hear what his buddy said, but he could guess. Ever since she’d humbled him in the ring a little over two years ago, the puzzle of her refusal to lead the karate team had become Calder’s central preoccupation. Maybe that’s how it always was with blustering tough guys—whoever takes them down a peg wins their undying devotion. And Emily had taken him down more than one peg.
 
   “Do we really have to do this again?” Hankinson asked.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I get it,” Calder shouted, now more interested in being heard. “She doesn’t like fighting. But where does she think she is? This is the Naval Academy. It’s the Navy, man. We’re all about fighting.”
 
   “I don’t even know where to begin,” Hankinson muttered, shaking his head. “First of all, we’re not all about fighting.” He shuddered at the irony of what he was about to say, since his billet actually seemed to be all about fighting. “We’re about discipline and strength. Do you really think she’s not strong enough?”
 
   Calder cringed to hear his friend’s mocking rebuke. 
 
   “You know that’s not what I meant. But it’s not like we’re devoted to finding inner peace either.”
 
   “She doesn’t do tournaments because she doesn’t want to think of fighting as if it were a game.”
 
   “Okay, I get that, but when she talks about stealing people’s chi and all that mystical crap, it doesn’t exactly demonstrate a talent for leadership.”
 
   “Well, someone must think she’s officer material, since they made her executive officer for the YP cruise. And I heard she impressed some folks on her surface cruise.”
 
   “Where’d they send her?”
 
   “She was on an Arleigh Burke out of Yokosuka.”
 
   “Whoa, nice cruise. And she’s got family over there, doesn’t she?”
 
   “I don’t know. She didn’t mention it. But there was an incident and they had their hands full… no time for any family reunions.” Hankinson cupped his hand over the side of his face. “There’s her boat, that 703.”
 
   “Who’s she sailing with?”
 
   “I think it’s Van Doren’s command.”
 
   “Yokosuka…,” Calder said, picking over old information. “That’s a plum assignment. How’d she swing that anyway?”
 
   Hankinson glowered at him. Of course, she was connected every which way, but it’s not like she hadn’t earned whatever she got.
 
   “She was hoping for Leatherneck. I’m pretty sure she was disappointed.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding. Leatherneck? Does she really want to wrangle Jarheads? With her tech skills, she should be able to get lighter duty, if she wants it.”
 
   “You know how she is, never the easy way.”
 
   “Too bad she can’t do the SEAL screener,” Calder snorted. “You’re gonna be overseeing it this fall, right?”
 
   “Yeah, and if it wasn’t totally against regs…” Hankinson paused for a moment, bemused by the surprising turn the conversation had taken. “We better get a move on if we’re gonna meet her.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Stow it, Gunderson. That kind of talk has no place on my boat,” Ensign Midshipman Brian Van Doren barked out upon entering the bridge. “When you’re the exec, you can give the orders. Until then, do your job and bring us in.” 
 
   “Yes, sir,” Midshipman Second Class Gunderson mumbled and took her place at the helm, casting one last dark glance in Emily’s direction. 
 
   “Wannabe Youngsters muster on the aft deck,” Van Doren called over the intercom. “C’mon, Tenno,” he said to Emily, using the Japanese name the Navy knew her by. “Let’s go down and make it official.”
 
   About two dozen would-be Third Class Midshipmen stood at ease on the aft deck of the 116 foot long YP 703, third in a line of boats returning from the YP cruise. Emily followed the chief down the back stairs, and saw a ragged line of Mids peering expectantly over the port railing, until they noticed the arrival of the two upperclassmen and snapped to attention. 
 
   “Easy there, 4/Cs, just another minute or two,” Van Doren said. “Climbing Herndon doesn’t mean anything until you see the chapel dome.”
 
   On the port side, the Eastport Bridge slipped past, and then the fancy hotels and restaurants of the city docks, with their glittering, two-story windows. The Statehouse dome loomed over the historic houses below State Circle, huddled between Fleet and Cornhill streets. Along Spa Creek, the yacht club beckoned, antennas bobbing above the current, decks here and there making the spectators on board sway.
 
   “Pendergast,” Emily called out. “What was your time?”
 
   “One hour, thirty nine minutes, seventeen seconds, ma’am,” he replied.
 
   “Any injuries?”
 
   “Nothing serious, ma’am. A few sprains and a broken finger.”
 
   “And the whole class reeked of lard for a week,” Van Doren added helpfully. “Who made it to the top of the monument?”
 
   “Ellsworthy, sir,” Pendergast replied.
 
   “Tenno, what was your time?”
 
   “I think we did it in twenty seven minutes, sir,” Emily replied.
 
   “Impressive, Tenno. How’d you manage it?”
 
   “Human projectile, sir.”
 
   “And who had the privilege of soaring through the air?” Van Doren asked, even though he already knew the answer.
 
   “Me, sir.”
 
   “How many tries did it take?”
 
   “Just the one.”
 
   “Then what took you so long?”
 
   “The Delta Dogs wanted to make ropes out of shirts. We had to let them try it.”
 
   “Who launched you, Tenno?”
 
   “McDonough and Talib, sir. I got a running start and they gave me a boost.”
 
   “Those guys are beasts,” Van Doren observed. “Probably could’ve launched you clear out of the yard if they weren’t careful. With those two, it’s no wonder the Fightin’ 28 won the Iron Company award at Sea Trials last year. And what did the rest of your company contribute to your effort?”
 
   “Caught me on the way down. That’s the dangerous part, trying to get off the greasy pillar without killing yourself.”
 
   “So you just fell into their arms? Now that’s a real trust exercise.”
 
   “Yes, sir, and they had a net fashioned out of the shirt-rope,” Emily replied, trying to hide a sneaky smile. The great blue roof of the field house at the bottom of Prince George Street glowed in the sun. 
 
   “That’s some serious bragging rights for your company, Tenno. Maybe it makes up for losing the croquet match with the Johnnies so often.”
 
   “I hope so, sir. Those kids may lack discipline, but they’re wily,” she said with a laugh.
 
   “I don’t know about wiles,” Van Doren offered. “But they sure seem to have the Fightin’ 28’s number.”
 
   “There’s the tip of the dome, sir,” Emily said, as the golden pinnacle glimmered down at them like the blink of an eye. The men and women assembled on the aft deck stood in a sort of trance as the copper-green dome of the Academy Chapel hove into view. Gunderson dropped the RPMs, and the 703’s engines grew quiet as they rounded Farragut Field. 
 
   “Do you want to do the honors, Tenno?”
 
   “I’d rather hear you do it, sir.”
 
   In a quaking, authoritarian voice, Van Doren made the speech he’d obviously been rehearsing all morning, with special emphasis on the last two sentences.
 
   “On behalf of the upperclassmen of the United States Naval Academy, I hereby officially pronounce you to be Youngsters, one and all. Let no one call you Plebe ever again.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   After all the formalities had been run through dockside for the returning Youngsters, Calder and Hankinson began to wonder why Emily had yet to emerge from her 703. Other than a few scattered clumps of midshipmen here and there, they were the only people waiting by the Yard Patrol boats.
 
   “Are you sure this is the right boat?” Calder asked.
 
   “This is it, I’m pretty sure. You saw Van Doren, too.”
 
   Calder grunted his assent. “You think she’s still on board?”
 
   “Well, I don’t think she gave us the slip, if that’s what you mean.”
 
   “No, I meant she might not have expected to see us. I was planning to surprise her. Did you send word you were coming?”
 
   Only the tiniest shred of resistance to the notion of boarding a ship without permission restrained Hankinson from simply going on board to look for her.
 
   “Em,” Calder shouted.
 
   “Quiet, you big oaf. You’ll embarrass her.”
 
   The sound of a male voice shouting something they couldn’t quite make out rumbled down from the bridge. A hatch slammed and feet rushed down the aft staircase. A moment later, Midshipmen 2/C Kathy Gunderson stepped off the 703 and brushed past them with only the most perfunctory of salutes, face red and eyes burning. As she stalked off down Santee Road, the hatch slammed a second time, and Van Doren emerged on the quay a few seconds later. Caught a little by surprise at the sight of two superior officers, he snapped to and saluted, at which Hankinson grumbled and returned the salute, not wishing to be deflected from his quest by formalities.
 
   “Trouble on the bridge?” Calder asked.
 
   “No, sir. Just a crash course on respect for the chain of command.”
 
   “Where’s the OIC,” Hankinson asked.
 
   “The last leg from Halifax was firsties only, sir.”
 
   Hankinson grunted his approval of giving the 1/Cs a taste of command responsibility. He looked Van Doren up and down, a stony expression on his face, but said nothing. The younger man shifted his feet nervously.
 
   “Tenno will be down in a moment, sir, if that’s who you’re waiting for,” he offered.
 
   Hankinson nodded, and Calder tipped his head to one side to indicate that his company was no longer needed.
 
   “You two have to be the strangest pair I’ve ever seen,” Calder said, once Van Doren was out of earshot. “I mean, you act like spies around each other, but with that sad-puppy look on your face… well, it’s not hard to tell how you feel about her, at least.”
 
   A sheepish smile reddened Hankinson’s face, and he punched Calder in the chest.
 
   “Oh, shut up. What do you know about anything?”
 
   “I know she’s sweet on you, whatever she lets on in front of the rest of the world.”
 
   Except for one last knot of midshipmen a few yards away, the docks looked to be empty, pretty much everyone having begun to make their way over to Bancroft Hall for yet another formality neither of these two had any interest in. One last hatch squealed on its hinges, and there she was, staring down at them from the fore deck. She snapped a salute at them and waited for the return. Calder gaped at her, once again surprised, like every other time since their first encounter in the ring. After a moment, Hankinson tapped his shoulder to bring him out of his reverie.
 
   “She won’t come down until you return the salute,” he whispered, and Calder snapped to.
 
   Before he quite knew how to respond, she’d stepped onto the dock and run over to greet them, throwing her arms around his neck, as Hankinson looked on.
 
   “Phil,” she cooed in his ear, after planting a kiss on his cheek. “I can’t believe you’re here. That’s so sweet.”
 
   Now it was his turn to blush, which he did quite vividly, until Hankinson nudged him.
 
   “Could you do us a favor, Phil, and introduce those mids down there to the architectural intricacies of the Rt. 450 Bridge?”
 
   After Calder had obediently directed his new charges to turn their gazes to an otherwise uninspiring two-lane bridge visible a half mile or so to the northwest of the yard, Emily pulled Perry between two 703s, leaned against his chest, with her hands on his cheeks, and let him hold her by the waist.
 
   “You’ve been on my mind,” she said, and kissed his face—his nose, his eyes, and finally his lips.
 
   “Yeah, well your eyes haunt my goddamn dreams.”
 
   “You’ve been careful, I take it? No foolish risks?”
 
   “You know the SEALs,” he said. “Everything is preparation… and more firepower than anyone we might meet.”
 
   “If you come back in a bag, mister, I will hunt you down, whatever inferno you end up in. And you know I can do it.”
 
   “I hear you ran into some, uh, turbulence on your surface cruise,” he retorted.
 
   “It was nothing, really,” she said. “A shore-leave fracas. Your buddies, Cho and Kuragin, it seems they irritated some toughs in a bar outside Chinhae, and before they knew it we were outnumbered four to one.”
 
   “Kuragin’s such an ass,” Perry snorted. “He can get in a fight in a church.”
 
   “Well, Cho’s no diplomat either, you know. I mean, the whole cruise he’s rattling on about showing us the sights, how he’s got family in Busan, and what does he do but get in a brawl on his first day there.”
 
   “You saved their bacon though, right?”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “Well, I’m sure having to be rescued by a middie on a summer cruise humbled those two.”
 
   “I don’t know, maybe. But I kinda like ’em as is, you know, with a bit of bluster and bravado.”
 
   Perry smiled and said, “Me, too.” He paused to look into her eyes, black as coal and deep as the abyss. The fire that occasionally flared at the bottom—he’d seen that too, once, and didn’t really care to see it again. “What was all the yelling about on the bridge just now?”
 
   “Nothing, really. More of Gunderson’s schemes, that’s all. Van Doren finally saw through her.”
 
   “She really has it in for you, doesn’t she?”
 
   “Yeah, her and her boyfriend, Bauer.”
 
   “I remember him,” Perry said. “He joined the karate team my last year, right? He’s a 1/C now, I suppose.”
 
   “That’s him.”
 
   “He had some good skills, as I recall.”
 
   “Not bad,” Emily conceded. “But not nearly good enough for being such an ass.” 
 
   
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
   An Unexpected Blow
 
   “They can’t be serious, right?” Theo Leone asked. 
 
   The idea that Emily could be responsible for the cold-blooded murder of three Chinese security agents in Kathmandu made no sense to Andie Cardano’s big brother. He knew there had been some trouble when she visited Nepal in the summer after high school, but he also knew her too well. Her skill in hand to hand combat gave him pause, since he’d never seen a fighter quite like her—and coming from a SEAL, that was saying something. But murder? He didn’t know how to reconcile that with everything else he knew about Emily. After all, a little more than two years ago, the girl had risked everything to rescue his nephew from a North Korean hit squad. 
 
   “It came through State, from the Chinese ambassador. It’s an official request for someone they’ve identified as Emily Hsiang,” Michael Cardano replied.  “State sent it to Ortmann at the Department of Justice, and he passed it on to the Asian Pacific desk at the Intelligence Directorate for analysis. Renfield put two and two together and notified me.”
 
   “But there’s no extradition with China, is there?”
 
   “No, not yet, but with State trying to negotiate a treaty, it hardly matters.”
 
   “And who the hell’s Emily Hsiang anyway,” Theo hissed, “and what’s she got to do with our Emily?”
 
   “It’s an alias her parents crafted for her years ago. I think the last time she used that passport was to visit your sister and me when we were in hiding in New Zealand.”
 
   “Then how’d the Chinese find it?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Michael said, as he pondered the question. “I bet if we check, we’ll find out the Chinese scraped some data out of border control at Auckland Airport. That means they must have a mole in the NZ Security Information Service. I’ll need to let Tucker in Wellington know about this.”
 
   “Do the Chinese know who she is?” Theo asked. “I mean, have they connected that name to the real Emily? I don’t care about a mole on the other side of the world, Michael. Our family owes her everything. We can’t let the Chinese take her.”
 
   “It’s not time to panic yet. There’s a lot of bureaucratic layers to get through at DOJ before they find out Hsiang is a dead end. At that point, the Chinese will have to show more of their cards to proceed. I’ll have a word with Ortmann about making the process even stickier.”
 
   “Have you told Andie yet?”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “What about Ethan and Connie?”
 
   “If Connie knew, she’d camp out on a roof opposite the Chinese embassy with a sniper rifle and start taking people out.”
 
   “Michael, these are your security people. You have to let them know.”
 
   “I haven’t told Emily yet, either.”
 
   Theo chewed over that last remark the entire drive from Langley to his sister’s house in Charlottesville. Should they even tell Emily? And if they did, what could she do about it? She had enough on her mind with her studies. The irony would have tickled him, what with his brother-in-law in charge of the National Clandestine Service at CIA, if it didn’t hit so close to home. But, for all the resources at Michael’s disposal, he was practically powerless in the face of an apparently inexorable legal process that threatened to tear his family apart.
 
   It took a few minutes to negotiate the long front drive to the estate in Charlottesville, and to clear the guards manning the forest gate. Andie met him at the front door, wearing an apron and with two little kids peeking around her waist, Li Li giggling on one side, and Stone glowering suspiciously on the other.
 
   “What’s so important that it brings you all the way down here, bro?” she asked.
 
   “There’s been a development involving our girl.”
 
   In the kitchen, Andie listened to Theo’s news more dispassionately than he expected, though her chin quivered slightly at first. When he reached for her shoulder to offer some comfort, Stone inserted himself between them, barely reaching the interloper’s waist.
 
   “Don’t you recognize Uncle Theo?” Andie cooed at the boy, bending over to kiss his forehead.
 
   “He’s a brave little man,” Theo chortled. “And he seems to have imprinted on you like a duckling.”
 
   “Isn’t there anything we can do for her?”
 
   “The Chinese haven’t showed all their cards. I’m pretty sure the legal process is just a feint. Even if it isn’t, they’ll have to show some hard evidence before State and DOJ will act on their request, and we both know there can’t be any.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.”
 
   “Hope? Do you actually think she could have murdered anyone?”
 
   “No, of course not. I’m just… I don’t know… Theo…” Tears glittered in the corners of her eyes, and Theo felt the trembling in her hand, and tried to squeeze some reassurance into it.
 
   “We’re gonna have to find a way to tell Ethan and Connie, you know, without setting her off.”
 
   “Have you told Emily yet?”
 
   “The soonest I can see her in person is the weekend after next, and I don’t think we should talk about it over phone lines.”
 
   “You better take Yuki with you when you go. She’s gonna need her mom, don’t you think?”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “I don’t want any part of it,” Trowbridge said, as he and Midshipman First Class Casey Bauer entered the athletic center. At the far end of the main floor, twenty or so upperclassmen in sweats sat with crossed legs around the edge of a large mat. Coach Parker stood in the center of the group explaining some obscure details of the Advanced Combat class they had signed on for. From their present distance, Bauer and Trowbridge could only catch bits and pieces, but one thing that didn’t escape their ears was the fact that “Miss Tenno has graciously agreed to lead the class today.”
 
   “So you’re fine with this?” Bauer asked. 
 
   “I’m just saying you need to choose your enemies carefully.”
 
   “You remember at Sea Trials, when everyone was gushing about how good she was at pugil sticks?”
 
   “I know where you’re going with this, Bauer, and let me just say, you didn’t have to face her.”
 
   “So what?”
 
   “You know that bit from Paradise Lost, the one we just read in English Lit, where Messiah faces the rebel angels ‘and into terror changed his countenance too severe to be beheld’—well, she can be kinda like that.”
 
   “Give me a break.”
 
   By the time they made it over to the other end of the room and joined the rest of the mids, Parker had turned the class over to Emily.
 
   “Fighting is not the same as sparring,” she said. “The goal is not to win. It’s to subdue your enemy, typically by maiming or killing him. But one thing remains the same, the importance of controlling the initiative.”
 
   Bauer listened blankly for a few minutes, scarcely able to conceal his impatience, until he could no longer keep from interrupting. Her insights into the nature of initiative, the importance of learning to breathe, as well as some Japanese terms she seemed inordinately fond of, none of it meant anything to him. 
 
   “Coach, I don’t see how Tenno is qualified to tell us anything about fighting,” he said as soon as he found a gap. “I mean, she won’t even compete with the karate team.”
 
   “This class is optional,” Parker replied. “You don’t have to stay.”
 
   Bauer felt her eyes looking him over, but he couldn’t tell if she resented his intrusion, loathed him, or simply didn’t care. Whatever she felt, it didn’t look as if he’d managed to intimidate her. With her head tilted to one side, and eyes blank, she seemed almost like a feral animal, sizing him up, something perhaps as primitive as a fight-or-flight calculus playing itself out in her heart.
 
   “It’s okay, Coach,” she said. “He has a right to his opinion, at least before we’ve started.”
 
   Just as his girlfriend had predicted, she exuded this unflappable façade, and pretended that nothing anyone else said mattered to her. No wonder so many people found her irritating.
 
   “Fine,” he said. “Why don’t you give us a demonstration? Everyone here is on the team, so we don’t really need to work on fundamentals.”
 
   “Stow it, Mr. Bauer,” Parker began. “It’s not your place…”
 
   “No, he’s got a point,” she said. “A demonstration might be a good way to begin.”
 
   “You and me?” Parker offered.
 
   “I think Bauer wants to show us something. I’ll work with him.” The tiniest smile seemed to wait on the edge of her lips as she said this. “Put your gear on, and show me your best attack.”
 
   As he fished his head-gear, gloves and assorted pads out of his bag, he heard her say “Don’t forget the cup.” When he turned around, he saw her standing in the middle of the mat, in the center of the circle of mids, all intent on seeing what he could do. And she wore no other equipment than her grappling gloves.
 
   “What the…,” he sputtered out. “Where are your pads?”
 
   “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll be okay. Now show me your best attack, the move you’d make to finish me off in one blow.”
 
   “What, I’m supposed to hit you with no pads?”
 
   “Trust me, you won’t be able to.”
 
   Bauer fumed as he considered the possibilities. Of course, she meant to humiliate him. But if he could just tag her once in the face, maybe give her a shiner to wear around the Yard for the next few days, it might shake the reputation she seemed to have, that air of invincibility. Still, it wasn’t clear how to begin, or how hard he could actually hit her without stirring up some sort of inquiry.
 
   “Now you can all see Bauer’s hesitation,” she observed for the class. “He hasn’t figured out how to take the initiative in this situation. The rules of engagement seem undefined. If you find yourself in a fight to the death, you need to clear your mind of any doubts before you can act decisively.”
 
   Impatient with her chatter, which seemed to be mainly at his expense, and not waiting for Tenno to give him any sort of sign, Bauer suddenly swung a right hook toward the side of her head, not full strength since he still didn’t know how hard he wanted to hit her, but probably forceful enough to put her on the mat if it connected. Unfortunately for him, it didn’t connect—she merely leaned out of the way, and he stumbled forward, tilted slightly out of balance by the momentum of his own arm.
 
   “That’s what I mean by failing to seize the initiative. A weak punch thrown off-balance.” Turning to Bauer, she said, “Now settle yourself and give me your best strike.”
 
   “This is bull,” he grumbled through his mouthguard. “Put some pads on so I can hit you for real.”
 
   She nodded to Parker, who tossed her his head-gear. “This make you feel better?” she asked as she pulled it over the hair she’d worn close-cropped for the last couple of years, though now she’d begun to grow it out. “Now, show me what you can do.”
 
   A short jab to her face missed, then a hook, then an uppercut. She didn’t block any of them, content to lean out of the way each time, not even taking a step back. His own momentum brought him closer each time, until he was almost too close for most strikes. She grabbed his left hand across the knuckles before he could pull it back. Firm pressure bent his wrist down as she pushed his arm up, effectively rendering him helpless. 
 
   “You see the difference, I hope, between aggression and initiative. Those were all good punches, strong, forceful, quick. But he didn’t control the initiative with any of them, and the result is that he’s now completely vulnerable.”
 
   Bauer looked down, wincing, infuriated, thinking he ought to smack her while she spoke… if only he could. And when she released him and began poking him in the throat, chest and arms, ostensibly demonstrating his vulnerability, he swung an awkward right hook at her head. A stabbing pain in his bicep from a knuckle on her right hand and a quick left-handed block prevented him from making any contact, and before he quite knew what was happening or could do anything to prevent it, she had struck him several times in the chest, throat and arms. None of these were forceful, none hurt like that first knuckle, but they still overwhelmed him, a feeling sort of like drowning. He would have liked to block them, but her hands moved too quickly, and when he tried to step back to get out of range, he found himself watching as, almost in slow motion, she crossed one foot behind the other and landed a rather more forceful side-kick, planting the heel of her left foot in the center of his chest. He stumbled back and lost his footing, ending up on his back among the mids seated around the edge of the mat. She said something to the class, but he couldn’t make most of it out, struggling as he was to recover his breath.
 
   “By deflecting the initial force of his aggression, I was able to control the entire initiative of the confrontation, without over-extending myself. Otherwise, I did nothing the rest of you can’t do, no fancy kicks or punches.”
 
   “Is it always a matter of waiting and responding to an attack?” Stacie Carnot asked.
 
   “No. Sometimes you have to seize the initiative at the moment of attack, meeting it head-on, so to speak. And sometimes, you have to steal the initiative first, pre-empting your enemy’s attack. Most people are comfortable with responding to an attack. Those of you who’ve trained in shotokan know this as go no sen, and the others are sometimes referred to as sen no sen and sen sen no sen. You need to be prepared to use any of these postures in a fight.”
 
   “I first met Miss Tenno three years ago in a tournament in Norfolk, where she taught me a lesson in sen, or initiative,” Coach Parker interjected. “It’s not often you get a chance to train with a talent of this magnitude. So let’s not waste time with petty ego games.” He looked directly at Bauer with this last remark. “Okay, everybody, get your gear on and partner up.”
 
   For the next fifteen minutes or so, as Parker barked out instructions for particular techniques, Emily circulated among the paired midshipmen, offering advice and suggestions as she went. Finally, she nodded to Parker and he called for everyone’s attention, while she pulled on grappling gloves and head-gear again.
 
   “That’s enough half-speed work for today. Miss Tenno has agreed to work with each one of you at full-speed. Remember, this isn’t sparring. There are no rules, beyond those of common civility. Attack strong, but don’t injure. Hold your strike to show that you’ve disabled the target.”
 
   One after another, Emily worked with each midshipman, dodging, deflecting, counterpunching, and then offering a critique. Strikes focused on the face, throat and lower ribs. A sharp knuckle to the soft spot just below the sternum could incapacitate an opponent long enough to strike somewhere more deadly. Similarly, blows to the bottom rib on either side, would create an opening to dispatch a weakened opponent, especially after blocking the arm up to increase exposure of the lungs. She discouraged complex kicks, especially those above the waist. 
 
   “Focus on the groin and the knees,” she said. “You kill with your hands, but you can maim with your feet to set up a killing strike.”
 
   “What does she think she knows about killing?” Bauer growled in Trowbridge’s ear as they watched the proceedings.
 
   When Bauer’s turn came around, Parker motioned him to the center of the mat. As he stood there, hands on his hips, eyeing Emily contemptuously, he glanced at Trowbridge for moral support.
 
   “So I’m supposed to try to hit you for real?”
 
   “You can try,” she said in a deadpan voice, while she adjusted her gloves. “But I might hit you back. Think you’re up to it?”
 
   Bauer could feel the bile rising in his throat at her words. She gave him at least as good as he gave her. In any other context, she’d have been reported for insubordination. But in this class, he had to treat her as an equal, even though she was only a 2/C. And somewhere near the pit of his stomach, he felt the suspicion taking shape that in the terms of this class—and perhaps in many other areas of military life—she was already his superior.
 
   “This is BS,” he grumbled. “You can’t really expect me to hit you, which makes this just another game of tag.”
 
   “That’s all on you, Bauer. I guarantee you won’t hurt me.” 
 
   He grunted at her, uncertain how to respond. The fact that he was so much larger than her made the entire situation even more perplexing.
 
   “What? Do you want me to put on more pads?” she asked, staring in his face until he looked away. “Fine, if you can’t learn this lesson from me on your own, maybe you need some help. Trowbridge, you’re up too,” she said in a commanding tone.
 
   Trowbridge hesitated, reluctant to stand until Bauer gestured at him impatiently.
 
   “Hold on,” Parker called out. “I don’t think this is such a good idea.” 
 
   “Don’t worry, Coach. I won’t hurt ’em,” she said. Parker hesitated for a moment, until she turned to look his way. Whatever passed between them in that glance, he retreated to the edge of the mat. Finally, Trowbridge took up a position next Bauer.
 
   “You and your big mouth,” he muttered through clenched teeth.
 
   “It’s your move, guys,” she said, with her hands held up to her chin, elbows tucked in and hunched over in an exaggerated defensive stance.
 
   Bauer circled to his left to try to get behind her, but she backpedalled further to her left to keep the two of them in front of her.
 
   “Those are sparring tactics, Bauer,” she sneered at him. “Weren’t you just complaining about a game of tag? Think battlefield conditions. You don’t have time to look for the perfect opening. Attack.”
 
   Trowbridge looked at him for guidance, but he had none to give. Finally, with an exasperated exhalation, Emily moved back to the center and let them get around her, then turned to face Bauer. He nodded to Trowbridge standing behind her, and surged forward, swinging for her face. Trowbridge aimed a front kick at the small of her back. Emily pivoted down and away from the kick and the punch, then swept Trowbridge’s back foot, upending him. Bauer stepped forward, thinking she had lost track of him, but before he could strike she had already returned to her original posture, hands up, elbows in. When he hesitated, she kicked to his groin, forcing him to block, then flicked her foot to the side of his head, nudging his headgear with the ball of her foot in a gentle mockery.
 
   “You’re making this too easy,” she said. 
 
   He snarled and assumed a traditional fighting stance, one foot forward, and fists held out front. Trowbridge picked himself up off the mat, rubbing his back and looking queasy. Emily once again turned her back on him and faced Bauer, creating the appearance of an opening. More tentatively this time, Trowbridge reached for her shoulder, perhaps thinking to pull her around into a strike. But she seized his hand and twisted his wrist in and down until, with a loud squeal, he found himself tumbling head down onto the mat. Bauer watched his feet come up and over as Trowbridge crashed into him before he could manage to strike her. The two of them lay groaning in a confused heap on one end of the mat. 
 
   When Bauer looked up, he saw her standing over them, and caught a glimpse into her eyes, dark as coals, yet with a glare as if they were on fire. Was this what his friend had tried to warn him about, what he’d seen that day at the Sea Trials? She reached down to help them up and he shuddered at the sight.
 
   “We can go on, if you like,” she said. “But I suspect you two have had enough.”
 
   Later, sitting in the locker room, a towel draped over his head, he marveled over the strangeness of it all. She’d beaten him soundly, and yet managed not to inflict any serious injury, which should have seemed more miraculous to him than anything else that had transpired, if he could have brought his mind to focus on it.
 
   “Don’t drag me into anything like that again,” Trowbridge snarled at him. 
 
   “There’s something not right about her,” Bauer muttered. “I just don’t…”
 
   “She let us off easy. If you can’t see that…”
 
   “I don’t care if you and everyone else thinks she’s the next best thing. I don’t like her.”
 
   “Whatever you’re planning, leave me out of it,” Trowbridge said as he left the room.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
   The Chrysanthemum Emissary
 
    
 
   “They’re definitely targeting her, sir,” Midshipman 2/C Zaki Talib said. “I’ve seen ’em shadowing her, Bauer and Gunderson, like they’re waiting for something to ring her up for.”
 
   “Anyone else notice this?” asked 1/C Jeremy Funderburk, Midshipman Commander for the first semester, and Operations Officer for the entire Brigade of the Academy.
 
   McDonough and Carnot raised their hands and a scattered grumbling bounced around the circle of midshipmen standing in running clothes on the edge of Farragut Field. Emily stood on one side, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, uncomfortable with all the attention directed at her. 
 
   “This isn’t worth our notice, sir,” she said. “It’s my problem.”
 
   “No, Tenno,” Funderburk replied. “This is about unit cohesion. It’s not just about you. Besides, you were an important part of our winning the Color Company competition last year.”
 
   “And it’s also about the honor code,” Talib piped up. “A midshipman doesn’t just tell the truth, but also ensures that the truth is known.”
 
   “Yeah, that too,” Funderburk said.
 
   “Well, we should just be prepared then,” Emily said. “If we close ranks, they may start targeting our plebes, you know, like ratcheting up the ‘harassment package’ on them.”
 
   “I think it may already have started,” McDonough said. “Didn’t we have two separate ‘mutinies’ declared last week by interlopers from the Seventeenth?”
 
   Murmurs of assent and commiseration confirmed the shared suspicion among the upperclassmen in the circle about the meaning of these incidents.
 
   “Any idea why they’re pissed at you, Tenno?” Funderburk asked.
 
   “None, sir.”
 
   “Aw, c’mon, sir,” McDonough groaned. “Everyone knows Bauer’s just jealous ’cause we outclassed the Seventeenth two years in a row.”
 
   “Stow that, sailor,” Funderburk barked. “We solve our own problems. We don’t waste time blaming others.”
 
   “I just think it might be better for the company if you let me handle this on my own,” Emily offered.
 
   “And just how do you propose to do that?”
 
   “I don’t know, sir. Mainly keep my head down. But it might be easier to do if you guys keep your distance for awhile.”
 
   “I don’t like the sound of anyone in the Fightin’ 28th just keeping their head down,” Funderburk roared. “But you may have a point,” he added in quieter tones, “at least when it comes to our plebes. In the meantime, I’ll sound out the Brigade Chief about it.”
 
   Emily winced to hear this last remark.
 
   “Can’t we just keep it in-company, you know, solve our own problem?”
 
   Funderburk tilted his head as he considered her suggestion. The wind whipped through everyone’s clothing, and he glanced at his watch.
 
   “It’s almost oh-six-hundred. We need to get a move on to finish our run before reveille.” The group broke up as each person ran off at their own pace, and Emily lingered behind, still troubled by the potential consequences of Talib’s having drawn the Company Commander’s attention to what might otherwise have remained her own private irritation. 
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Trowbridge isn’t so bad,” Carnot said, as the three of them walked behind the statue of Chief Justice Roger Taney on the brickwork in front of the State House, a waxing moon illuminating the evening more effectively than the street lights. From that spot, they could see down Francis Street and Cornhill Street, two spokes radiating from State Circle. The angle wasn’t quite right to see very far down East Street, and the docks were not visible from that vantage either.
 
   “I kinda figured that out the other day, Stacie,” Emily said.
 
   “You mean in the hand to hand class?”
 
   “Yeah. I probably shouldn’t have thrown him around quite so hard.”
 
   “You threw him?” Midshipman 2/C C. J. Tanahill said. “He’s huge.”
 
   “I know,” Stacie said, sharing CJ’s astonishment, even though she’d been there to see it. “I have no idea where you get the strength for that stuff. I mean, look at you. You’re just a twig.”
 
   “Well, I may not have a pair of guns like this,” Emily said, giving Stacie’s biceps a pinch. “But I don’t supply most of the force. It’s all in how you hold their hand. A squeeze and a well-timed twist and they sorta throw themselves.”
 
   “I wish you’d teach me how to do that,” CJ said.
 
   “CJ, you already know how. It’s not really different from the stuff we learned in our first hand to hand class.”
 
   “Yeah, right,” Stacie snorted. “Why do I think you bring your own special magic to those encounters.”
 
   “Well, whatever it is, you know I’m no good at that stuff, Em,” CJ said.
 
   “If you get up early enough, we can do a little practice on the field tomorrow.”
 
   “You mean like oh-five-hundred?” she moaned.
 
   “I’ll be there,” Stacie chirped, a broad smile spreading across her face. “Any time you want to teach me stuff.”
 
   Emily remembered a time when making that admission would have been too painful for Stacie. Thrown together for the first time two years earlier, at the end of their plebe summer, she couldn’t conceal a low opinion of her future roommates, two skinny, unprepossessing girls, and fancying herself a tough guy in a man’s navy. For all the iron she pumped, little did Stacie know then what genuine toughness looked like. And Emily remembered hoping she wouldn’t have to be the one to show her.
 
   “There’s that guy again,” CJ said.
 
   “You think it’s the same one as before?” Stacie asked.
 
   “He’s just standing there.”
 
   “You really think he’s following us?” Emily asked.
 
   “It looks like the same jacket, and that haircut is hard to miss,” CJ said.
 
   “Try not to look at him,” Emily said. “Listen, you two head over to Maryland Avenue, and I’ll try to lure him down the alley to Main Street. I can circle around to the other alley and come up behind him. Then we can find out who he is.”
 
   “What are we supposed to do?” CJ asked.
 
   “If all goes well, nothing. Let me take care of it.”
 
   “No way we’re leaving you alone,” Stacie said.
 
   “Fine,” Emily said, with one arched eyebrow. “But don’t get involved unless I’m in trouble. Circle back along the east side of the circle, but keep your distance, okay?” After some reluctant throat clearing, they nodded and Emily shooed them along. “Now get going, you two.”
 
   With one eye on her friends, and the other sighting the mysterious figure standing in the shadows along Francis Street, Emily watched for her opportunity from behind the statue. As soon as CJ and Stacie cleared the bottom of the stairs leading to the avenue, the man walked quickly up toward the circle, moving so as to keep them in sight. Emily waited until he had cleared the intersection, from which point he’d have an unobstructed view of her by the upper portico of the State House. With a quick glance to make sure he’d seen her, Emily walked over to an alley between two colonial-style town houses and broke into a run the moment she was out of his sight. Once on Main Street, she turned left and stepped as quickly as she could without drawing attention to herself, weaving in and out of the evening restaurant crowds thronging the sidewalks. 
 
   Fifty yards down, she stopped abruptly before the second alley connecting Main Street to State Circle, pressed her back against the side of a building and studied the passenger side window of a parked car, looking for any indication that the mysterious stranger had passed the other end of the alley. The glare from a nearby streetlight washed out the reflection, and probably made her own reflection even more visible than her shadow’s would be. A deep breath cleared her mind of all the distractions of the street. Who did she expect this stranger to be? One of Bauer’s buddies from the Seventeenth hoping to catch her in some petty infraction? Or perhaps someone aiming a deeper embarrassment at her? 
 
   For the tiniest moment, the thought of darker enemies from her past flashed across her consciousness. The face of Colonel Park, with her bleached blonde hair, sneered at her. “But you’re already dead,” Emily thought. “I killed you in Kamchatka.” And her uncle, David Walker, had made it his mission to hunt down and kill every possible loose thread from Colonel Park’s team. It couldn’t be any of them. And what of David himself—cruel, baleful man, his face never far from her thoughts, tied as it was to the memory of her father? She remembered the expression on his face that terrible night, after she’d brought the blade of her katana crashing down through his collarbone, tearing a vast, bloody canyon into his chest. Finally at peace, reconciled to the fact of her survival, he’d never resembled her father more than at that moment. And then he was gone.
 
   The headlights of a car turning out of Conduit Street flashed in her face, drawing her back from the dream of dead souls, and for a brief moment the whole scene was lit up, allowing her to glimpse the startled reflection of the stalker lurking just a few feet inside the mouth of the alley. Had he seen her too? No, the lights would have washed out any image of her he might have noticed. “Better move now, before his eyes adjust.”
 
   With a sudden turn, she charged into the alley, brooking no resistance from the dark figure who met her there, more surprised than she was. A quick shove, and as he stumbled back she seized his wrist and twisted hard, spinning him into the brick wall.
 
   “Who are you, and what do you want?” she growled, with her face pressed up to his ear. He said nothing for a moment. A bit more thumb pressure applied to the back of the hand she held at an awkwardly contorted angle brought no results, even though it must have caused him intense pain. Finally, after a long moment in which they exhaled in a sort of harmony, he muttered in heavily accented English, “Please, release me, Ohime-sama.” The strange words, the voice, and maybe even the shape of the side of his face shadowed in the dim light of the alley, it all began to seem familiar. And he wasn’t the first person to call her “princess.”
 
   “Kano, is that you?” she blurted out, startled, and let go of his hand. When he turned to face her, the sorrow in his eyes seemed almost to push her back. After a brief second, he fell to his knees and stared resolutely at her shoes.
 
   “Please, forgive me, Ohime-sama,” he said, now speaking very formal Japanese. “I did not mean to cause you any distress.”
 
   “But… what are you doing… I mean, how….” Emily stared down at him, almost unable to complete a sentence. “Get up, Kano-san,” she said, finally, in equally formal Japanese. “And please do not call me that. It is inappropriate.” When he remained on his knees, she became concerned. “If you will not stand, I must kneel with you, and I’d rather not get this uniform dirty.” 
 
   Kano mulled over her words, and with a grunt and a smooth, rocking motion, leaned forward and pushed himself up onto his feet. 
 
   “Now, tell me what you’re doing here, and why you’re following me.”
 
   “Her Imperial Highness, the Crown Princess sent me.”
 
   “She what…,” Emily gasped out, flabbergasted.
 
   “You are in danger, and so is Princess Toshi. Her Highness sent me to keep you safe.”
 
   “Princess Toshi is…”
 
   “Yes, she is in danger, and so are you. There is a conspiracy.”
 
   “I don’t need protecting,” she said, though a closer consultation with her heart would probably reveal what she really meant: she didn’t want protecting. 
 
   Having put the turbulent events of her high school years behind her at the Academy, she was unaccustomed to feel the morbid fatalism that had served her so well in those dark times. But there it was again, curling over the edge of her mood as ever. She didn’t want protecting because she preferred to face the danger, whatever it might prove to be, to smile at death and let it claim her, if it would. Princess Toshi’s safety was another matter, another tie to this world, since she could not trifle with the destiny of a grand-daughter of Amaterasu-omikami, the great goddess of the sun—if one believed the ancient stories.
 
   “There is no time,” Kano said, as the two of them glanced together up the alley and saw CJ and Stacie enter at the other end. “We must not be seen together. Take your friends out that way, and I’ll leave from this end. And watch out for the cameras.”
 
   Emily smiled at Kano’s warning, so reminiscent of her father, who played games with her as a child designed to teach her this same caution. She seemed always to know where to find the cameras, and how to avoid them. Perhaps she’d let that discipline slip at the Academy, with so many other disciplines to attend to. “Wait there,” she called out to her friends. “I’ll come to you.” When she turned back to check, Kano had already slipped away.
 
   “Who was that guy?” Stacie asked.
 
   “Just an old acquaintance, it turns out. Harmless.”
 
   “But what did he want?” CJ persisted. “And why was he kneeling in front of you?”
 
   “That was weird,” Stacie added.
 
   “Oh… you saw that?” Emily muttered. “It was nothing. He had some news for me.”
 
   “It must have been important, if he was going to follow us all evening just to deliver it,” CJ said, voice dripping with insinuation. 
 
   “Well, I’m sorry, Miss Nosey, but you’re just gonna have to take my word for it that there’s nothing delicious in his news for you to pick over.”
 
   The two girls harrumphed at Emily, until Stacie said, “C’mon, it’s getting late.” 
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
   Spirit and Spiritedness
 
   Days slipped into weeks in the rigorous routines of the brigade. Bauer, or his buddies, shadowed Emily most days, skulking around corners, listening at doors left ajar, looking for some sort of actionable infraction. She proved an elusive target, even if her friends didn’t, especially McDonough, whose quick temper was easy to trip up. And the plebes of the Fightin’ 28 registered a slight uptick in the frequency of trivial incidents, the so-called harassment package, noteworthy for the rate at which they were disciplined by upperclassmen from outside their company, a development which should have caught the attention of battalion or brigade-level command, if anyone inquired.
 
   Poetry had never been her favorite subject before now, and the loud grumbling among the midshipmen who could not see its relevance to their eventual command responsibilities didn’t do much to recommend it. But somehow, Lt. Commander Marquez, a Marine aviator taking a tour teaching literature at the Academy, made the Romantics resonate for her, as if they articulated the very essence of human spirituality in the voice of nature itself.
 
   “What difference do you see between the English and the German Romantics, Miss Tenno?” Marquez asked in the middle of class. He’d taken to calling on her most days, no doubt because she showed some enthusiasm for the topic.
 
   “The spirit Wordsworth finds in nature seems to be Christian, sir, but Hölderlin appeals to something older, something pagan. It’s not the poetry of grace and salvation.”
 
   “Interesting,” Marquez replied. “If it’s not about salvation, in what sense is it romantic?”
 
   “Doesn’t Hölderlin speak of sacrifice?” Kathy Gunderson offered. “Why isn’t that Christian?”
 
   “But in ‘Bread and Wine’ he says we’ve come too late, that the gods have already departed,” Marquez observed. “Does that sound Christian to you?”
 
   “It sounds like despair, sir,” said Zaki Talib.
 
   “He also sounds a positive note,” Emily said. “He says the gods left poets behind as a token of their eventual return.”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s still all about pagan gods, Tenno,” Gunderson said, now taking the opposite view, and perhaps not really caring about any side. “What’s that got to do with Christianity? Jesus doesn’t need poets.”
 
   “That’s my point,” Emily replied. “He’s appealing to an older form of spirituality, and maybe he thinks Christianity is a variation on that, just as the bread and wine of communion is derived from Bacchus and Ceres, you know, Dionysus and Demeter.”
 
   “But you don’t believe those gods are coming back, do you?” Gunderson sneered.
 
   “Aren’t we talking about what Hölderlin believes?” Emily said, as if she shared nothing of the poet’s sensibility. But on some level, she did share his sense that an ancient spirituality could cut through the noise of the present moment and speak to us, as it had already spoken to her.
 
   “Whatever,” Gunderson said, rolling her eyes.
 
   “Does Hölderlin really think the gods, or the divine, or whatever name we have for the spirit, will one day return, Miss Tenno?” Marquez asked.
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “Then is Mr. Talib right—is it about despair?”
 
   “No, sir. Recognizing the departure of the gods is what he means by spiritual life. That’s why he thinks it takes courage. Spirituality isn’t easy.”
 
   As the class prepared to file out of the room, Marquez made a few last second announcements. “And there’s a lecture on Hölderlin and Philosophy, next Friday at eight, across the street. I hope some of you can make it there.” The last bit he said with his eyes fixed on Emily. 
 
   “Yeah, like I’d be caught dead on the other side of that hedge, with a bunch of hippies and degenerates,” Gunderson said to her friends, laughing as they walked out the door. Emily hung back for a few seconds to avoid following them too closely.
 
   “Hey, Em, that was profound, you know, what you said back there,” Talib said, poking his head back in the room to find her. “C’mon, let’s go, okay?” 
 
   They made their way through the network of corridors and tunnels connecting the classroom buildings in the yard. Staying indoors meant they could keep their covers off, and wouldn’t have to salute everyone they encountered, or be chastised for failing to.
 
   “You could be right about Hölderlin’s despair, Zaki.”
 
   “I kinda like your way of thinking about it better, you know, the departure of the gods being essential to spirituality. It’s not so depressing.”
 
   “Is God closer in Islam? I mean, isn’t Allah much more present in daily life for Muslims?”
 
   “Well, yes and no,” he said, after stopping in a corridor to consider her question for a moment. “There’s still lots of middle-men, if you know what I mean. Mullahs and Imams, people who guide worship, layers of organization. Allah is not any closer for all that.”
 
   “Would people really blow themselves up if they didn’t feel the presence of something divine?”
 
   “I don’t know how anyone could work themselves up to do something like that, but I can’t imagine it’s really about Allah. It seems more like weak-minded, frustrated young people being manipulated by ambitious types, you know, when they’re vulnerable.”
 
   “It sounds horrible for them,” Emily said.
 
   “I’m sure it is,” Zaki said, and then after a moment, he added, “It makes the divine seem even more distant from this world. That’s why I think you’re right to think true spirituality requires a sort of courage, just to see God across a distance that’s so vast and full of such distractions.”
 
   “Now who’s being profound,” she snorted, punching him in the shoulder. “Whoa there, big guy,” she said with a laugh, shaking her hand in mock pain. “It feels like you’ve ratcheted up the workouts again. You’re like a total rock.”
 
   “I’m just trying to keep up with McDonough, and Carnot. She’s like lifting every free moment these days. Haven’t you noticed?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so. It’s like she’s on some sort of mission. Maybe she should tone it down a little?”
 
   “And you, how am I supposed to keep up with you?” Zaki chuckled.
 
   “What? I don’t lift.”
 
   “Yeah, right. Whatever. I see you out there every morning. And lately you and Carnot and Tanahill are on the field even earlier, doing some sort of workout.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s just for CJ. She wanted to work on her hand-to-hand skills, and Stacie insisted on joining us.”
 
   “You got room for one more, or is it girls-only?” he asked, in a voice dripping with sarcasm.
 
   “Sure, if CJ doesn’t mind. But, you know, she’s not super-confident about her physical skills. She may not want any more attention.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I won’t freak her out.”
 
   “Okay. We’ll see you out on Sherman Field at 0500.” The mere sound of the words, oh-five-hundred, produced the desired effect on Zaki’s enthusiasm about joining his friends.
 
   “Sherman? But you guys have been meeting on Farragut.”
 
   “Obviously we’ve been drawing too much attention there.”
 
   “But Sherman’s almost a mile away,” he groaned.
 
   “More if you cross at Decatur, which is the way we’re going. And if too many more people start clamoring to join us, we’ll move it across the 450 Bridge to Jonas Green. You still up for this?”
 
   “You drive a hard bargain,” he said as they turned down a corridor leading into Chauvenet Hall. “Hold up, I’ve gotta hit the head. Wait for me, okay?”
 
   “You don’t have to keep watch over me, Zaki.”
 
   He shot her one of those looks that said, “You’re joking, right?” She glared back at him.
 
   “Just wait for me.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “This is not right,” Captain James Crichton said, standing by the window of the Commandant’s office. Autumn color had faded earlier than usual this year, but not all the leaves had fallen yet.
 
   “I’m only telling you because you knew her father, but nothing leaves this office,” Captain Raymond Jefferies said.
 
   “I’m just saying, it’s not right. We don’t dangle one of our own like this. Whose brilliant idea is it anyway?”
 
   “I got it from the Admiral, who got it directly from SECNAV. That means the Chiefs must have signed off.”
 
   “It reeks of CIA. You know the way they think, they dream up some scheme and dump it in someone else’s lap, without a thought of the human factor, unit cohesion, nothing.”
 
   “With Cardano running the National Clandestine Service, I doubt this plan could have come through CIA,” Jefferies said.
 
   “Then who, NSA?”
 
   “Jim, I think our speculations on this matter have exceeded their usefulness. How’s the girl holding up?” 
 
   “Top of her class in AOM and MOM,” Crichton reported, beaming.
 
   “I imagine that’s produced some resentment.”
 
   “Her company commander reported an uptick in plebe harassment in the 28th, which seems to originate mainly from the 17th. So, yeah, she’s attracted her share of heat,” Crichton said.
 
   “I hear she wants to do Leatherneck. Has she been down to Quantico?”
 
   “I see where you’re going with that. She missed Durant when she was there for her Professional Training. He had a leave.”
 
   “Are you saying you’re not curious about what that reunion might be like? Because she may be doing some follow-up professional training.”
 
   Crichton smiled at the thought, since just three years ago, sitting in another office in this very building, he and Jefferies had watched a video of their last meeting. A karate tournament in Norfolk, packed with marines and assorted sailors—and a high school girl dominated the men’s kumite, which Durant had practically owned for the previous few years. She even dominated Durant himself. Yes, it would be worth an awful lot to see that reunion, Crichton thought.
 
   “It’s just that… I don’t think SECNAV understands the kind of roots she has in the fleet,” he blurted out.
 
   “You mean because the Leone brothers happen to know her?”
 
   “It’s more than that, Ray. One or another of those guys is always calling to check up on her. A week doesn’t go by… she’s not just an acquaintance of theirs. It’s strange to say, but it’s deeper than family, the way they feel about her.”
 
   “Do you have any idea what that’s about?”
 
   “No, and it’s not just the Leones. It’s her whole company, the way they rally around her. You remember how we wondered if she was officer material when we first met her?”
 
   “Yeah, I remember,” Jefferies said. “And when McDonough and Talib hurled her to the top of Herndon like she was a damn rag doll, you remember what you said?”
 
   “You mean once I could breathe again? I thought she was absolutely fearless. That was like twenty feet straight up.”
 
   “Yeah, but you said she took too many risks for an officer.”
 
   Crichton let out a long breath at the reminder. He did remember saying something like that. “Maybe I did. It looks like I was wrong. I’m sure you’ve seen how those guys follow her around the yard, keeping an eye on her, making sure nobody hassles her. I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”
 
   “What are you trying to say, Jim, that we should tell SECNAV about the camaraderie she inspires?”
 
   “No, I just mean if they think they can isolate her with this assignment, they are likely to be disappointed. She develops that kind of loyalty wherever she goes.
 
   “Well, she may need it,” Jefferies said. “Maybe more now than ever.” 
 
   “And we’re still sending her back down to Quantico over break?” Crichton asked.
 
   “If she wants Leatherneck, SECNAV’s willing, but he wants her to have an extra turn down there.”
 
   “I don’t like it when the upper echelons start paying so much attention to our business here. What are they planning for her?”
 
   “Nothing they’ve explained to me, Jim. But she’s sure to cross paths with Durant this time.”
 
   “Maybe we should make a point of happening on by,” Crichton said with a chuckle.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
   Theo Brings a Warning
 
   Yuki’s eyes gave everything away, the gnawing terror hiding behind her otherwise stoic visage. And her hand trembled when Emily reached across the table to touch her. The commotion of a large party of what must have been college students leaving the restaurant had given her some little bit of cover, but now they were gone, the return of the quiet left her exposed.
 
   “What do you mean they’re looking for me?” Emily asked, after the waitress left them alone.
 
   “That’s all Michael knows,” Theo said. “They made a formal request through State and he got wind of it.”
 
   “And they’ve got the wrong name?”
 
   “Yeah. Apparently an old passport of yours.”
 
   “I never used Emily Hsiang for anything, as far as I can remember.”
 
   “Michael thinks you may have used it to enter New Zealand. He’s looking into it, but quietly. If the wrong people hear of his interest, it won’t be hard to connect the dots right back to you.”
 
   “What do the Chinese say I did?”
 
   “Well, they claim Emily Hsiang killed three of their nationals in Kathmandu a coupla years back,” Theo said in a low voice.
 
   “That’s the part that makes no sense,” Yuki said. “There’s no way it’s true. But then why make an accusation they can’t substantiate?”
 
   “And you weren’t using that passport then anyway,” Theo said. “I mean, why connect the accusation to that name?”
 
   “When you went to Nepal after high school, you went as Michiko Tenno, right?” Yuki asked.
 
   Emily said nothing, biting her lip as she tried not to remember too much about that trip. She’d never told anyone the full story of what happened in Kathmandu, not even her mother.
 
   “Chi-chan, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing, Mom… nothing’s wrong.”
 
   “You didn’t use that passport there, did you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Not even at your hotel?”
 
   “No. I destroyed all the extra passports after New Zealand. I’m officially Michiko Tenno everywhere I go.”
 
   “Then what is it, sweetheart?” When Emily didn’t answer, Yuki’s eyes teared up and her voice quaked. “Nothing happened over there… did it?”
 
   While the waitress refilled water glasses at the next table, Emily said nothing, keeping her eyes focused on the ice cubes melting in her glass. The vinyl upholstery and high back of the booth in which they sat probably provided some protection against casual eavesdroppers, but she had little confidence in its sound-muffling capabilities. What she had to tell her mother, if once she let the words pass her teeth… how could anything drown it out ever again?
 
   “You didn’t kill those guys, did you?” Theo asked, in a tone of voice hardly in keeping with what one might expect from a Navy SEAL. “I mean, I’m sure they were security operatives, if they were in Nepal,” he added, in an attempt to palliate whatever they might hear next. But they heard nothing.
 
   “Well?” he said, gripping the table with both hands.
 
   “No… maybe… I don’t know,” she finally replied.
 
   “What do you mean, you don’t know?” Theo asked, now demanding the sort of clarity a SEAL would expect in an after-action report. Yuki, meanwhile, had melted back into her seat, eyes beginning to glaze over, no longer able to hear what was said.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mom, for not telling you when I got back. There was an incident in Kathmandu, and it was nasty.”
 
   “How nasty?” Theo pressed.
 
   “A little boy, caught between rival street gangs, each side trying to use him to hurt the other. I couldn’t sit by and do nothing.”
 
   “What did you do?” Yuki asked, revived by the news that a child provided the occasion for whatever happened. Finally, something in those events sounded like her daughter.
 
   “What could I do? I stepped into the middle of it. One of the gangs, Sherpas and Tibetans, they grabbed me, and a young man I met there. And they tried to force the boy to hack off our heads with a khukri.”
 
   “A khukri?” Theo asked with more than professional curiosity. “What’s that?”
 
   “You know, those huge knives the Ghurkas carry, the ones with the curve in the blade.”
 
   “I’m afraid to ask what happened next,” Theo said.
 
   “I’m almost afraid to tell it, but maybe I should just get it out there. I… I… killed them… all of them, with their own blade,” she said, and then fell silent, her eyes smoldering, glowering at the world for transforming her once again into a goddess of death. “But I don’t remember seeing any Chinese operatives in that crowd,” she added after a moment.
 
   “Holy crap,” Theo said, finally relaxing his grip on the edge of the table. Yuki reached out to touch her daughter, almost as if she wanted reassurance of her physical reality.
 
   “Now you know,” Emily growled. “I’m a monster. Everywhere I go, death follows right behind, haunting me, oozing out of my pores, dripping through my fingers… and it seems to be getting worse. All those people…”
 
   “No,” Theo said sharply. “I’ve seen you go to war, and you are the most righteous soldier I know. You protected a child in Nepal, just like you did that same summer at Michael’s house, and before that at Burzynski’s house. You faced the devil then, the real monster, in the form of your uncle, and you risked everything to protect others, even safeguarding the lives of the stooges he’d enlisted to kill us all. I’ve never seen anything like it, and as far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing more to say about this story either.”
 
   Emily thought about Theo’s little vote of confidence as she walked back along Maryland Avenue. Her reflection peeked out of shop windows at her, and she noticed the little spark in her eyes, the glimmer of satisfaction at Theo’s words. A delivery van rumbled by, belching exhaust fumes, and she hardly noticed. Of course, the ominous content of his news hung there in the back of her mood, like decaying hydrocarbons, feeding on whatever oxygen they could find. But facing a past she had buried so deeply, and finding it didn’t disgust the people she cared about, gave her the wherewithal to work through the thought of a Chinese conspiracy, no matter what its import may turn out to be. Could this be the danger Kano wanted to warn her about? And did it have anything to do with whatever threatened Toshi’s safety?
 
   Behind one of her shop-window reflections she noticed a dark sedan idling against the curb, some fifty yards or so behind her. Tinted windows and an overcast day concealed the occupants, and their intentions remained inscrutable. With Gate Two a mere two blocks ahead, even in the fading twilight of the evening she doubted an attempt would be made on her, when a quick sprint would bring her (and them) into full view of the guardhouse. But why wait to find out who they might be, or what they wanted?
 
   Emily crossed Prince George Street and, searching in the side-view mirrors of cars parked along the avenue, caught a glimpse of the sedan, drifting furtively forward at roughly walking pace. Midway down the next block, at Cumberland Court, she turned to look directly at the car, smiled innocently and bolted into the side street, which was too narrow for a pursuit by car. Having explored the alleys back here after a garden party, she knew to take two quick turns and a two-step hurdle over a brick wall and a trio of trash bins—still able to hear the commotion unfolding behind her—ultimately popping out again on Maryland Avenue, a few yards behind the now empty sedan. 
 
   She stood quietly beneath the reaching branch of an elm that had not yet lost its foliage. A short distance away, a man in a gray suit scratched his head, cursing as his partner scoured the cul-de-sac she had disappeared into. Without a clear sign of her, he would not lightly invade the private gardens of this part of town. The suit said government official of some kind, but maybe not federal, and the license plate suggested city police, though Emily knew not to trust that. When the partner returned empty-handed, the two of them conferred by the front fender of the car. Still within sight of the gate, she decided to risk approaching them.
 
   “Lose something, fellas?” she asked, as innocently as possible, and stepped toward them.
 
   “That’s her, right, Ed?” the second man whispered, a little too loudly.
 
   “Shut up, you dumbass,” the first man hissed. Then turning to Emily he continued in a more settled, professional tone. “Do you have some ID, Miss,” he asked.
 
   “I do if you do,” she replied. “Otherwise, I’m headed back to the Yard,” she added after his initial hesitation. 
 
   “We need you to come with us, Miss,” he said, extending his hand toward her. 
 
   “Show me some ID, or I’m moving on.” Emily glowered at him as she said this. After a moment’s deliberation, he pulled out a badge-wallet and flipped it open and shut, too quickly for her to examine. “Not so fast, Mister. Let me have a closer look at that.” 
 
   He held his ID out again and, when she reached for it, surreptitiously brought his handcuffs around from behind his back to slap on her wrist. Meanwhile, his partner circled around behind her. But in a sudden reversal, she seized the first man’s hand across the back and gave it a sharp twist, spinning him around so she could apply his cuffs to his own wrist. The second man lunged for her from behind with a telescoping baton, not expecting to find himself shackled to his partner in the very same movement. She stepped down on the chain connecting the two men, forcing them to kneel on the pavement, and reached down to pick up the ID that had fallen in the confusion.
 
   “Assaulting an officer, this is only making things worse,” the first man groaned.
 
   “An officer, you say,” Emily replied, perusing the ID she’d picked up from the ground. “Edwin Braswell, it says here, but it doesn’t say APD, or even FBI. I’m pretty sure this gives you no legal authority to detain me.”
 
   The second man reached awkwardly for his gun with his left hand, but before he could bring it around, Emily twisted the cuffed wrist, forcing his free hand down into the pavement, and then kicked the gun into the gutter. 
 
   “That’s a dangerous toy you have there, young man,” she sneered at him.” You could hurt someone with that.”
 
   “Lemme go, damn it,” he howled.
 
   “Now, how’s about you tell me who you really are, and what you want from me.”
 
   “It’ll be easier for everyone if you just come with us now,” Braswell finally managed to say between clenched teeth.
 
   “You’re gonna have to do better than that, Ed.”
 
   “Fine,” he said after an agonizing deliberation, “we’re with the Diplomatic Security Service, you know, from the State Department.”
 
   “And what’s the DSS want with me?” she asked, though she’d already begun to develop a notion of what they might be after.
 
   “We just want to talk, to avoid a diplomatic incident.”
 
   “If you just want to talk, then what’s with the cuffs?”
 
   “Why’d you run? We thought you’d made us.”
 
   “I did spot you. But, as you can see, I didn’t run. And anyway, I’m in the Navy. Where am I supposed to run to?”
 
   “We still need to talk.”
 
   “Here I am,” she said, and released the wrist of Braswell’s partner. “Let’s talk right now.” She took her foot off the cuffs and helped them up from their knees. Off in the distance, a shadowy figure caught her eye, standing in a doorway on the previous block. The two DSS agents were too busy undoing the cuffs to notice what she noticed. It might be Kano, but she couldn’t be certain from this distance.
 
   “Put that away,” Braswell hissed at his partner, when he tried to point his gun at her again, tipping his head toward the gatehouse. “Look, Miss, headquarters would be more… private.”
 
   “So would the Commandant’s office,” she said, well aware the Commandant would point out their lack of jurisdiction. “I’d be much more comfortable there.”
 
   She glowered at Braswell with all the anger and self-doubt she felt bubbling just below the surface of her eyes. He blanched at the sight, and took a step back.
 
   “Fine,” he said, after another moment. “The Chinese Security Services are looking for you, Miss Tenno, and we’d like to know why.”
 
   “For me?” she asked with as much surprise as she could muster. “What do they want with me? And how do they even know who I am?”
 
   “Don’t play the innocent with us,” Braswell said. “We know you met with Commander Leone and Dr. Kagami, and they must have told you about the extradition request.”
 
   “I just had dinner with my mom and uncle Theo,” she huffed at them. “We talked about my niece and nephew. Now what’s this about an extradition? What on earth would the charge be? Are the Chinese really trying to extradite me?”
 
   “Well, not exactly,” Braswell admitted. “But we’re reasonably certain there will be a valid request soon.”
 
   “So, there isn’t an extradition request? You’re way too subtle for me, Ed. What exactly is going on here?”
 
   “They made a request for someone we believe to be an alias of yours.”
 
   “I have no alias. My name is Michiko Tenno, though my cousins used to call me Emily Kane, ’cause my Dad was named Kane.”
 
   “That’s what any search of official records will show…”
 
   “I should hope so,” Emily said.
 
   “But those aren’t the only names you’ve ever used, are they, Miss Tenno?”
 
   For some reason, this question posed a sudden challenge to her skills of dissimulation. Perhaps the reminder of her father’s solicitude in crafting those identities for her made a demand on her heart. Whatever it was, the lie she needed to tell stuck in her throat for just an instant. She hoped Braswell hadn’t noticed.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Crossing the bridge at Decatur before dawn always put Emily in a reverie, even more now with CJ, Stacie and Zaki following behind. Her breath went in and out, humid and chilly at the same time, just enough of a temperature differential to make steam as it left her nostrils. The rhythm was faster than when she sat in one of the windows in Bancroft with her legs folded under her, but not so fast that it couldn’t carry her away with it. Soon the padding of her feet against the pavement reinforced the whole experience. Thump, thump, thump—like some primal beat of the world—louder, deeper in her ears. Then, especially on the other side of the canal, tiny taiko drummers sounded the resonant four-four of her life-force, her chi. Two-two when she meditated quietly by herself, four-eight when she ran with her friends, but always beating, echoing in her ears, sloshing with the blood in her veins. Soon she heard the thump-thump-thump of her friends, first their feet, then something beating deeper within, their dreams and their anxieties whispering to her. Her breath stretched out beyond them, reaching the delivery van rumbling by in the twilight on Hanover, and then the car crossing College Creek on King George Street.
 
   Eventually, her thoughts drifted off to the familiar scene: a tropical forest, she knew not where, other than inside her heart. She saw herself place one foot in front of the other, padding along quietly, forest soil and leaves crinkling under her toes. A light beckoned to her up ahead, bright, warm, glimmering through the lower fronds of an enormous fern, the gatekeeper. She pushed through to the meadow beyond, bathed in sunshine, summer insects—dragonflies and butterflies—flitted above the grass, a light breeze and the sound of water in the distance. Before she could find the waterfall, clouds covered the sun, and a whirlwind swept up across the graying hillside, rain pelting her face. By the time she saw the little girl riding the darkening wind, water ran down her cheeks, augmented by the tears flowing freely from her eyes. The girl glanced at her, reaching down a tiny hand, mighty as the wind, as if she would scoop Emily up and carry her off. And then she was gone, a giggle singing on the last wisp of the breeze. Emily blinked at the dragonflies, and smiled at the sun.
 
   “Hey, Em,” she heard Zaki’s voice call out. “We’re running out of land.”
 
   She shook her head out of the dream and laughed. “Sorry, guys. I got lost in a daydream for a moment there.”
 
   “What the hell, Em,” CJ moaned. “You didn’t say we were gonna sprint the whole way. I’m like totally winded.”
 
   “It’ll be a better workout this way,” Stacie cried out, huffing as badly as CJ and Zaki.
 
   “Stacie’s right,” Zaki said, “more like battlefield conditions.”
 
   “The only conditions that matter are the ones inside your heart,” Emily said. “Weak, strong, rested or tired, fearful or resolute—those are all just states of mind.”
 
   “Really, Em,” CJ said, one eyebrow arched into a peak of sarcasm. “You’re really gonna go all zen on us?”
 
   “I will if I have to. But, seriously, you can’t waste your time wishing for the perfect conditions. When a fight breaks out, the conditions are always bad. You have to depend on what you find within yourself.”
 
   “And just how do we do that?” Zaki asked. “I was in a couple of fights in high school, and I remember really well what it’s like, that first time you’re in a scrap. When someone hits you, I mean really tags you, it’s like your whole brain goes numb, and you break into a cold sweat and you can’t focus on anything.”
 
   “That’s exactly what happens,” Emily said. “And you want to make sure it happens to the other guy, not you.”
 
   “So you’re saying we should be super aggressive?” CJ asked. 
 
   “Uh… that’s not what you said in the advanced hand-to-hand class,” Stacie said.
 
   “It’s not about aggression. It’s about initiative. Stacie, you know what I mean, right?”
 
   “Not exactly,” she said, looking less confident than someone with all those muscles usually does.
 
   “Remember what your sensei told you about sen?”
 
   “Yeah, well, I don’t think I ever really understood what he said about that.”
 
   “Okay,” Emily said, as she took a deep breath. “Let’s talk it through. We can take CJ as our example, but what I have to say will be true for you, too, Stacie, and to a lesser extent for Zaki. What do you do if someone picks a fight with you?” she asked CJ.
 
   “I hope I remember to run,” she said through a nervous giggle.
 
   “But if a man attacks you, he’s likely to be stronger and faster than you. That means you won’t get away by running. And besides, if you run in battle, you’ll let your unit down. So, in the face of superior force, and if you can’t run, obviously you have to stand your ground, right?”
 
   “I guess so,” CJ replied, now beginning to look very put upon by the turn the conversation had just taken.
 
   “So, let’s think of it in terms of an isolated encounter. If a man attacks me, running won’t help, at least not until I’ve disabled him. Zaki, give me a strike.”
 
   He obliged, standing opposite her and extending his arm.
 
   “You can see, can’t you, since his arm is longer than mine, if I step back I place myself in a purely defensive position. If I can’t reach him, he’s got nothing to fear from me. He can attack with impunity.”
 
   “Okay,” CJ said, wary of the conclusion Emily might have in mind. 
 
   “That means, not only is it useless to run, but also that I have to step forward, into his attack.”
 
   “Yes,” Stacie cried out. “That’s just like in shotokan. We try to block and then step inside, and nail him with a reverse punch to the center of the chest.”
 
   “Exactly,” Emily said. “And beyond the mechanical advantage of being able to strike with your weight on your back foot, which is the strongest hand-strike you have, there is the hidden advantage that he won’t expect it. Of course, when you step inside, you really have to nail him, and even then, you still can’t run.”
 
   “I’m not sure I can do this, Em,” CJ moaned.
 
   “I hope you never have to, but if you do…”
 
   “Then you better know how,” Stacie crooned.
 
   “One last thing,” Emily continued. “Once you nail him with that strike to the soft spot, just below the bottom rib, you have to hit him several more times. You don’t back away, or even think of running, until you’ve hurt him, by which I mean you’ve made it physically impossible for him to pursue.”
 
   “And that means…” CJ cringed to ask.
 
   “It means killing or maiming; a few bruises is not enough. You have to break his knee, or chop his throat, or maybe strike the back of his head just above the neck, gouge out his eyes—you get the picture, I hope—all very nasty stuff. Also, contrary to popular belief, merely kneeing him in the nuts will not really disable him. He’ll be able to run after you within a few seconds. Once you gain an advantage over your opponent, you don’t back off until you’ve settled it. To do anything else is simply to hand the advantage back.”
 
   “Oh, God,” CJ whimpered. “Isn’t there any other way?”
 
   “Of course, there is,” Emily replied, trying to find a reassuring tone of voice. “You always have options. And the more of ’em you have, the better. Pain compliance is the other main tool in your hand-to-hand arsenal.”
 
   “What about kicking?” Stacie asked.
 
   “CJ doesn’t have any karate training, so I didn’t mention that. And anyway, I think of kicks as an adjunct to hand-strikes.”
 
   “What about pain compliance, Em,” CJ chirped. “Let’s do some of that.”
 
   “Okay, but I want to make sure you understand its limits, as a strategy. Unless you intend to snap someone’s neck, or maim them, pain compliance is only useful in cases where you think your opponent can be ‘reasoned’ with, if you catch my drift.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’ve had training in pain compliance.”
 
   “Oh, c’mon, CJ. I want to see how we stand our ground,” Stacie said. “Let’s go over that, Em.”
 
   After some mock bickering between the girls, Emily had Zaki simulate an attack, first with a punch combination, and then with a grab.
 
   “You better put on pads,” she said, after a moment, “even if we’re only going half-speed, or you’ll get bruises from the blocks.”
 
   “What about you? Are you just gonna wear grappling gloves?” Zaki asked.
 
   “Don’t worry, you’re not gonna hit me.”
 
   “You mean you want me to pull the punches?”
 
   “I mean you won’t be able to hit me.”
 
   Zaki frowned at her, and then assumed a fighting stance.
 
   “Whatever you say, Em.”
 
   “Don’t be like that, big guy. You know we love you.”
 
   Several attacks later, Zaki found himself lying on the grass, contemplating the clouds as they drifted by. One resembled a camel, another an elephant.
 
   “This is so humiliating. How do you keep doing that, Em?” he groaned as he picked himself up.
 
   “Let’s try it at one quarter speed, and we can pause after each move.”
 
   After she leaned away and swatted the first strike across his chest, she said, “See how I haven’t stepped back, and as I block with the right, I’m already striking down here with the left. The bottom rib on the side is a vulnerable spot. If I can crack it, he won’t be able to continue with that arm, and breathing will be difficult. Though with someone as solid as Zaki, it’s gonna take more than one blow.”
 
   “I see,” said Stacie. “And blocking his arm across his chest closes him off from the next attack.”
 
   “Exactly. It takes an extra second to untangle himself. His natural next move is to step back and swing a hook from the other side.”
 
   “That feels about right,” Zaki said, and then stepped back for the hook. Emily stepped forward, but leaned out of the way of his strike.
 
   “You see how I don’t let him get further away. Distance is his friend, so I deny him that. At this point, he’s vulnerable to a knee to the groin. But if I do that, he’s likely to lurch forward on top of me. I might kick through his knee, like this, or slip a right hand over his arm and strike his throat. But I need to keep my left ready to defend against the right that he’s in a good position to deliver.”
 
   “Are those your best options?” CJ asked.
 
   “Well, not exactly, but I don’t think you’re gonna be able to do this,” she replied, leaning over even further to slip a high side-kick under his chin, gently nudging the throat, just as he brought the right arm around.
 
   “Holy crap,” Stacie squealed. “How on earth did you do that?”
 
   “I had no idea you could get a kick like that in from so close,” Zaki said, stumbling back a step or two.
 
   “You see how it let him get some distance. I’d only do that if I meant to finish him with it, you know, crush his windpipe.”
 
   “Oh my God, Em,” CJ said. “There’s no way I’m flexible enough for that.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s why I think the better option for you is the knee to the groin, but be prepared to shoulder him off of you, and strike his throat when he reaches down to check the family jewels.”
 
   “It all seems so nasty. I don’t know if I’m mean enough to do some of this stuff.”
 
   “Fighting is nasty, CJ. I hate it.”
 
   “Is that why you won’t go to competitions with the team?” Stacie asked.
 
   “Sort of. I mean, kumite is good training, but I hate thinking of fighting as if it were a sport.”
 
   “Then why do you train so hard all the time?”
 
   “Because I have to,” Emily replied, beginning to grow weary of the subject. “Look, guys, can we get back to work?”
 
   “Sorry, Em,” Stacie said. “It’s just you’re so good at this. It’s kind of awesome, you know.”
 
   “Yeah, Em,” CJ piped up. “Have you ever been in a tournament?”
 
   Emily sighed at her friends’ persistence. Perhaps she’d have to share something with them, but how much could she afford to reveal about herself? Her high school friends were just the same, especially Wendy… at least until the incident with the West Virginia bikers. Seeing a real fight up close cured them of their fascination with abstract violence.
 
   “Fine. I’ve been in lots of tournaments. When I was a kid I only wanted to compete in kata, but in high school, Sensei and my dad made me do kumite, and they insisted I compete in the men’s division.”
 
   “Man, that sounds harsh,” Zaki said.
 
   “My dad used to say: You’re not training to defend yourself against women.”
 
   “I suppose he’s got a point,” CJ said, “but still…”
 
   “How’d you do against the men?” Stacie asked.
 
   “Second place the first time, which showed me that I could take a punch.”
 
   “Was it full contact?” Zaki asked, horrified.
 
   “No, but boys will be boys… or men, in this case.”
 
   “What about the next time?” Stacie asked.
 
   “At the Norfolk invitational…”
 
   “You mean the Leatherneck Brawl?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s the one,” she said, her mind racing back to the scene three years earlier, and especially to the much more violent confrontation with Tang and his operatives in the hotel parking lot, later that night.
 
   “I hope you didn’t get too roughed up,” Zaki said.
 
   “No, and more importantly, I didn’t have to hurt anyone else,” she added, with a wistful smile.
 
   “Is that the tournament Coach Parker’s always talking about?” Stacie asked. “Because according to him, you totally dominated.”
 
   “You know, I’m not the same person I was in high school. Back then, I could spar, and kid around with my friends afterwards. Now, I don’t spar, because I hate fighting. It’s too nasty, and I’ve just been there too many times. I never want to fight again.”
 
   “Have you ever been in a fight with someone as good as you?” CJ asked. 
 
   The expression in her eyes made the girls cringe, until Emily caught herself and made an effort to compose her face. She had fought against several people as good as she was, and had even wished at moments that they would take her life away, granting her the serenity she craved. But some tie to the world, to a friend or a loved one, always brought her back to the restless self-assertion necessary to prevail.
 
   “There’s no one as good as me,” she muttered darkly, “because no one is as evil as I am.” She thought, but did not say, “And because I am prepared for death.”
 
   Her lonely, mysterious admission hung in the still, humid air, like a soap bubble, drifting tremulously, ready for the lightning to burst it open and consign its meaning to dim memory. No one dared speak for a long moment, but no lightning came.
 
   “Now can we get back to work?” Emily finally said, looking directly at CJ. “It’s closing in on oh-six-hundred.” 
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
   A Mysterious Message
 
   Tateishi Park was empty at that hour of the morning, warm and humid even in November. Mount Fuji glistened in the distance, its white cap shimmering in the haze over Sagami Bay, the crater of the volcano still sleeping after three centuries, a restless image of eternity. Perry shuffled along the edge of a tidal pool, looking for a skipping rock, when he heard Cho’s voice calling to him.
 
   “I appreciate the view of the mountain,” Perry said, “but did we really have to come all the way out here?”
 
   “That’s for you to decide,” Cho said, “once you’ve heard what I have to say.”
 
   “This seems a bit too ‘deep throat’ for a line officer, if you ask me.”
 
   “All I know is I got a message from a sub-driver accompanying Carrier Strike Group Nine, when they were in Guam. Very clear instructions, if you know what I mean, to give you this in private.” 
 
   Perry glanced at the slip of paper in his hand. “It means nothing to me.”
 
   “I swear, if this isn’t righteous, and I get hung out to dry over it, I’ll be coming for you.”
 
   “Me? What the hell have you gotten us into?”
 
   “All he said was I owed it to her, you know, your girl, and it could be a matter of life or death.”
 
   “All who said?”
 
   “Leone, you know, the sub captain.”
 
   “Holy crap. Do you think it has anything to do with the hi-jinks you and Kuragin got her mixed up in at Chinhae?”
 
   “Hey, that wasn’t my fault. You know what a blustering idiot Kuragin can be when he’s had a few.”
 
   “So then it was just a bar brawl? Nothing more sinister?”
 
   “I didn’t say that, and I haven’t said anything about this to anyone, not the Shore Patrol, not the Admiral, nobody. That’s the way she wanted it.”
 
   “Said what, Cho? Spit it out.”
 
   “Well, it was kind of Kuragin’s fault, or at least I thought so at the time. I mean, if he hadn’t been so loud, we might have been able to slip out of that gin joint unnoticed. I didn’t think we’d been marked beforehand. But, it’s just…”
 
   “Just what?” Perry roared.
 
   “It’s just that these guys seemed too coordinated for something that’s supposed to be spontaneous. Kuragin started yelling something to me from the bar, where he was apparently negotiating with one of the locals about a jazz club he wanted to take us to, when two guys hit him from behind, for no reason I could figure. Then they’re kicking him before he can get off the floor, so I get out of the booth to help him, because what else am I supposed to do, just leave him there?”
 
   “And Emily, where’s she during all this?”
 
   “I thought she stayed in the booth, but I guess she must have followed me out. Anyway, I pull the two guys off Kuragin, and before I know it, like six more guys, big dudes too, looking like dockworkers or something, they’re all over us, and the whole fight spills out a side door into the alley. At one point, Kuragin gets upended into a dumpster and hits his head, or something—he ended up needing a few stitches—and he’s kinda stunned by the blow, and I’m thinking we’re in for the beating of our lives… and over what? The next thing I know, no one’s trying to hit me anymore. Actually I’m wedged in next to some banana crates or something, sort of upside-down, and what’s left of them are circling around her, like at least four guys. A few others were already lying in a heap across the alley. Anyway, right about then I could swear one of them says something in Chinese. My Mandarin’s not so good, but I think he said “riben guizi.”
 
   “What’s that mean?” Perry asked, his face ashen with anticipation.
 
   “Guizi is just slang for foreigners, you know, devils or demons. But riben is the term for the Japanese. The guy’s telling them to get the Japanese devil, like they’d been expecting to find her there.”
 
   “Holy crap. What did you do?”
 
   “Me? What could I do? I was all wedged in, man. Besides, she settled with them all by herself. That girl really is like some sort of demon in a fight. I mean, there I am, watching the scene upside-down, and the biggest guy grabs her from behind in a bear hug, and one of the others has a sack he’s gonna put over her head. And it looks like she’s not even resisting, like she’s gonna let them carry her off.”
 
   Slack-jawed and saucer-eyed, Perry listened to this part of the story without breathing.
 
   “I’m not entirely certain what happened next, how she did it, some sort of joint-lock, but the big guy lets out this shriek, and she’s managed to pry one hand off and twist it down hard—man, she must have strong hands, but you’d never guess it just to look at her—anyway, this guy who’s like twice her size goes tumbling into Kuragin’s dumpster. And his arm and shoulder are totally bent the wrong way. Meanwhile, the guy with the sack tries to kick her in the face, and she just ducks under his kick, and hooks his foot with hers when he tries to bring it down again. Then she jerks him forward with it, and he’s screaming like she’s tearing him in half or something, ’cause he ends up in this hideous split. Man, that had to hurt. It hurts just to think about it. Anyway, when he falls towards her, she chops him across the throat, and I really don’t know how he could have survived a blow like that. The next thing, I must have blacked out, or something, or maybe she was moving too fast for me to see clearly, but she just mowed the rest of those guys down, like they’re tall grass. At one point, it’s like she’s spinning through the air at these two guys, kicking and striking at them, but I get a look at her face and it’s totally placid, like nothing out of the ordinary is going on. I’ve never seen anything like it. Sometimes I think I just hallucinated the whole thing.”
 
   “Goddamn it, Cho. How the hell could you idiots take her to a place like that?”
 
   “Hey, don’t blame us. And thank God she was there, ’cause she really saved us. And it’s the strangest thing, when I think back on it, because she was totally fierce in that fight, you know, like there’s nothing too nasty for her, snapping elbows and knees, smashing guys’ faces against hard things. I mean, it’s like she broke those guys… and then she’s helping me up, and I look up into those eyes, and it’s like practically a religious experience. But I’m sure you know what I’m talking about, right? They’re so dark and deep, and looking into them is so calming, like serenity itself, but with this unsettling feeling that if you looked deeper, if you could see all the way to the bottom…”
 
   “You might see the very fires of hell,” Perry added. “Yeah, I’ve been there.”
 
   By this point, the two of them were standing side by side at the edge of the same tidal pool, gazing blankly at the ancient volcano across the bay. Gray storm clouds in the background spread out behind the broken cone and Perry shifted over a few feet to try to imagine what an eruption might look like. Of course, the storm didn’t stretch high enough to complete the illusion, but Perry took some comfort from it anyway.
 
   “What am I supposed to do with this?” he asked, waving the slip of paper in his hand. “Can you at least tell me what the characters mean?” he asked after another moment’s silence.
 
   “Like I said, my knowledge of Mandarin is pretty sketchy. It could be a name, but this character seems to mean cicada.”
 
   “Cicada? You mean those big insects?”
 
   Cho shrugged.
 
   “Leone said your team is catching a ride with Strike Group Ten to the Persian Gulf.”
 
   “How the hell… nobody outside the SEAL chain of command is supposed to know about mission plans.”
 
   “I don’t pretend to know anything about how you guys operate,” Cho said, with a shrug. “Leone insisted on face to face hand off only. No phones, emails, nothing. He seems to think a SEAL in Kabul will contact you.”
 
   “Damnit, Theo,” Perry muttered under his breath.
 
   “If you get me burned over this, man…. I only agreed because it’s her, you know. So don’t screw it up, whatever the hell it is.”
 
   Perry growled.
 
   “You hungry?” Cho asked to change the subject. “There’s a good noodle house on the other side of the park.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Do you really have to go to this thing, Em?”
 
   “I don’t have to go, CJ. I want to go,” Emily replied as they crossed King George Street.
 
   “But it’s gonna be so boring.”
 
   “Look, guys, it’s not like I’m asking you to come.”
 
   “But Zaki and McDonough are meeting us,” Stacie said.
 
   “That’s okay. I’ll catch up with you guys later.” 
 
   “They’re not gonna like it, Em. You know how they can be.”
 
   “I’ll be fine. It’s just a lecture. Plus, you can bet Bauer and his pals wouldn’t be caught dead there.”
 
   The girls stared at her imploringly at the corner of Prince George Street, all to no avail. As on so many other occasions, she resisted their entreaties, though perhaps now with more than the usual regret. The sweetness of friendship makes its own demands on the heart, and Emily felt the risk of not deferring to it more at that moment than before. She glanced down the block and saw what she expected: a dark sedan idling by the curb.
 
   “Fine,” Stacie said. “We’ll be at the Ram’s Head. There’s one of those jug bands playing tonight, you know. McDonough is really keen to see ’em.”
 
   “I’ll try to get there before ten. Wait for me, okay?”
 
   Once the girls had gone, Emily motioned to the sedan. When whoever sat in it didn’t respond, she considered whistling as if they were a taxi, but thought better of it, though she still couldn’t resist playing with them just a little bit, and crossed the cobblestone street. When she got within a few yards, she could see the driver shaking his head in disbelief. A tap on the window got him to lower it.
 
   “Hi, Ed,” she said, with a big smile plastered across her face. “I’m glad you guys have got my back.”
 
   “This is serious business, Miss Tenno.”
 
   “Can I assume there’s no extradition order yet?”
 
   Braswell growled under his breath.
 
   “Look, fellas, I don’t mean to give you a hard time. Well, maybe I do a little bit. But, here, let me make it easy on you. I’m heading up to St. John’s to hear a lecture on Romantic Poetry, and then I’m meeting friends at the Ram’s Head—that’s over on West Street.”
 
   Fully pleased with herself, she turned her back on them and strolled along the last block of Prince George Street, which led directly to the broad front walk of the college. The former Governor’s Mansion, now McDowell Hall, one of two classroom buildings, loomed at the top of the hill, dominating the front campus, three stories of brick topped by a belltower with a gold dome—though the gold had been replaced by yellow paint in a more budget-conscious era. Lawns on either side of the patterned brick walkway rolled gently away into the twilight, anchored by romanesque buildings. The north lawn had been the scene of two ignominious defeats for her company in comically over-publicized croquet matches, at the hands of shaggy college students dressed in straw hats, seersucker pants and Hawaiian shirts. The decades-long tradition of those matches, at its best a congenial and mutual mockery, eventually led to a warming of relations between the Brigade and the Johnnies, as the students were commonly known.
 
   The quadrangle on the far side of McDowell overlooked the back campus, an enormous lawn stretching all the way to College Creek, flanked on one side by an ancient-looking gymnasium and on the other by a low-lying, modern structure. The steady stream of students and faculty, and perhaps even a few townies, heading down the steps to Mellon Hall, and Francis Scott Key Auditorium, showed her the way. 
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “ ‘Bacchic night falls, full of stars, and but little concerned about us’—these are the poet’s words,” said the lecturer, a younger man than Emily expected, in a dark, ill-fitting suit, probably the only one in his closet. “Night is Hölderlin’s word for our spiritual isolation in the world, for the feeling of abandonment, that the gods have left us. But the night is full of stars, which is to say, it shelters the light that might eventually illumine our days. It is dark and darkening, but not marked by despair.” 
 
   In the low light of the auditorium, a little more than half the seats filled, Emily could see her fellow lecture-goers clearly, some paying close attention as the lecturer explained that the night shelters our spiritual aspiration, others whispering among themselves, attention wandering to less somber subjects. Her own attention faded for just a moment as she considered the sloping floor of the hall, and wondered how it might sound if pranksters dropped a few hundred marbles in the back row and allowed them to roll freely.
 
   “If philosophy is understood as the rational exploration of human values—in other words, if it restricts itself to cheerful, daylight assumptions about human possibilities—it may not be able to appreciate the full meaning of Night.” The lecturer paused to look up from his notes, and seemed to lose his focus for a moment, scanning the audience until he met Emily’s eyes. After a moment, she made a face at him and he turned back to his notes, flustered. Off to her right, on the end of the curving row in which she sat, a hint of movement and a whisper—when she turned to look, two Asian girls, students she supposed, giggled and turned away, only to turn back a second later with furtive smiles.
 
   “In Plato’s Republic, Socrates hints at something ‘beyond being,’ which he names the Good,” the lecturer continued. “By contrast, Aristotle’s first principle is pure intelligibility, a mind which thinks nothing but its own thinking. A few centuries later, Plotinus concedes Aristotle’s point, the world is intelligible to rational man, but only because it’s highlighted against a more primal horizon that must itself be beyond intelligibility.” 
 
   As strange as Aristotle’s notion of divinity seemed to her, Emily found the Plotinian idea of a sheltering horizon comforting, a sort of confirmation of her recurring feeling of the darkness lurking in her own heart. The meaningfulness of things is not simply a matter of their intelligibility, she mused. Other eyes watched her, and when she scanned the audience, she noticed no other midshipmen, no other uniforms. The attention of several young people, obviously students—uncombed hair, loose clothes, blue jeans and rumpled shirts—bent her way intermittently, though their interest hardly exceeded the most casual curiosity. 
 
   On the other hand, the whispers of the two Asian girls betrayed something steadier, deeper-rooted. It was hard not to let it distract her from the lecturer’s explanation of the tension between rationalism and mysticism in medieval theology. By the time he reached the modern era, and the German romantics, she could sense where his argument had to end up. 
 
   “ ‘For to the lost, she is holy, and to the dead, but herself stands firm, eternal, the freest spirit’,” he said, quoting from Hölderlin again. “But what sort of freedom is this? Surely not the freedom of modern political life, with its self-serving antitheses between constraint and individualism. The poet’s freedom speaks from the terror of spiritual isolation, and the distant call of a courage that may not have been seen for millennia.”
 
   “Of course,” Emily thought. “Which means he has to call for some sort of return to the ancient gods, to Dionysus and Demeter. It’s easy to say, but what does it actually mean? How would one even live like that?”
 
   Later, standing on the edge of the milling crowd in the lobby, alone by a large ficus tree spreading along the floor-to-ceiling windows that formed one wall of the building, Emily tipped her head to Ed Braswell and his partner, who lounged by the main entrance with studied non-chalance. He frowned and gave his head a subtle shake, as if signaling to discourage her from drawing attention to their presence. On the other side of the room, the two Asian girls caught her eye again, one timid, the other bold, both curious about her. When she smiled at them, they scurried over, one pulling the other by the hand.
 
   After a moment of nervous giggles and ridiculous modesty, Emily decided to break the ice for them.
 
   “Did you enjoy the lecture?”
 
   “No,” the taller one replied, pulling her long, straight black hair over one shoulder in a bit of dramatic showiness. “It was too mystical for me.” 
 
   “I used to have hair like yours,” Emily said. “I miss it.”
 
   “Did you have to cut it for the Navy?”
 
   “I suppose I would have had to, but I’d already cut it before then,” she said, reflecting on the fraught circumstances of some of her haircuts. “I can guess from your accent that you’re not from around here.”
 
   “No, you are right. I am from Nanjing.”
 
   “If I may be permitted to inquire, how did you find your way to this obscure outpost of civilization?”
 
   “It is not easy to get into university in China these days.”
 
   “So I’ve heard,” Emily said. “But isn’t this place a peculiar choice? I mean, it’s so small, and so much about western things.”
 
   “My father wants me to learn about the west,” the quieter girl said. “He says it might be useful for business.”
 
   “My name is Diao Chan,” the taller girl said in a leading tone, nudging her friend with an elbow.
 
   “Tenno Michiko,” Emily replied, extending a hand, though the gesture didn’t seem to make sense to either girl. Finally, the quiet one touched her hand lightly with very soft fingers.
 
   “I’m Ma Ruochen. My family is in Shenzhen.” A shadow seemed to pass across her face as she said this, or so Emily thought. “Are you from around here?”
 
   “I grew up in Virginia, a few hours drive south of here. It must be hard on you, being so far from home.”
 
   “I miss my family.”
 
   “I don’t,” Diao Chan said. “I like the adventure.”
 
   “Are you upperclassmen here?” Emily asked.
 
   “She is,” Diao Chan said. “It’s my first year.”
 
   “I hope you don’t mind my saying, but you seem a bit old for a freshman.”
 
   “It’s okay,” she replied. “I had to work for a couple of years before my family could put together enough money for college.”
 
   Listening to Diao Chan, Emily wondered what she’d worked at. The air of confidence she exuded, together with her bearing, her posture and the strength visible in her hands and shoulders, all suggested military training. The more Emily looked at her, the more struck she was by the sheer physical beauty of the girl—the sort of beauty typical of people at the peak of physical training—her body lithe and athletic, a face framed in a soft oval by a mane of black hair, and a little bit of magic in her eyes.
 
   Ruochen Ma, by contrast, had nothing of the soldier or the athlete about her. Softer and sweeter, with a fine nose and gentle eyes, she gave the impression of wounded innocence, as if the world oppressed her. 
 
   “You look like you’ve had some physical training,” Emily said.
 
   “My father taught me Qi Gong,” Diao Chan said. “And I’ve been teaching it, too.”
 
   “I’m not familiar with that style. Is it like Tai Chi?”
 
   “Yes. They’re both about channeling vital spirit, but Qi Gong emphasizes more flowing movements.”
 
   It sounded familiar to Emily, but she couldn’t help wondering how this girl could seem so restless inside, if she had really devoted herself to a study like that. Surely, it would have taught her to focus that energy better.
 
   “I envy you, you know, being able to follow a career in the military,” Diao Chan added after a moment, then nudged her friend.
 
   “I hope to see you again,” Ruochen Ma piped up, before Diao Chan pulled her away.
 
   After a bell rang, the larger half of the crowd departed, filing past Ed Braswell and his partner by the main glass doors. Emily watched as Ruochen and Diao Chan left, and then, with a little smile tipped her head toward the Conversation Room, a sort of invitation to her DSS watchmen to join her in the Question Period. She found a seat on the edge of the main oval seating area, and felt the eyes of the students upon her. Did midshipmen ever attend these things? She didn’t feel unwelcome, though she was certainly an object of surprised curiosity. 
 
   The first few questions came from students, and Emily was impressed by the self-assurance with which they presented themselves. One young man, with a barrel chest and roman features asked about the role of philosophers in Hölderlin’s vision of spiritual life. “Wouldn’t they just be a distraction?” Emily thought, but the lecturer spent some time sketching out a philosophical method that seemed to have a poetic sensibility. “Plato may have announced a feud between poetry and philosophy,” he said, “but that doesn’t mean we have to take him at his word.” He spoke at some length about Martin Heidegger and his notion of Being with a capital B, but it didn’t really register with her, seeming more like a word-game than a genuine insight. 
 
   When she eventually raised her hand, the room went silent in what seemed like an exaggerated deference to her, which she found a little annoying. Haven’t they ever seen anyone in a uniform before? Her irritation distracted her for a moment, but no one dared speak in the silence she left. “If Hölderlin thinks spiritual courage involves waiting and opening ourselves to the most ancient gods, does it matter which gods?” she asked. “I mean, does he think they’re all interchangeable?”
 
   The lecturer took a moment to size her up as she stood off to one side of the room, ramrod straight, cover under one arm. “Hölderlin focuses mainly on Dionysus, as you probably noticed,” he began.
 
   “Yes,” she interrupted. “And it isn’t clear to me how Dionysus can shelter our spiritual aspirations. He seems more like a god of forgetting than of memory.”
 
   “That’s right, but perhaps forgetting is essential to remembering, not just as a precursor, but also as a structural component. Isn’t there a way in which memory operates in tension with forgetting?”
 
   “You mean, I suppose, if something is present to the mind in memory, it must be present against the background of a forgetting.”
 
   “Yes, exactly. And in those terms, Hölderlin might well think that Christian salvation shines so brightly in our imaginations because of a forgotten darkness, which it carries within itself in the form of the pagan rituals it has assimilated over the centuries.”
 
   “That still leaves my question about whether the darkness is the same thing, something generic in all ancient cults. In Shinto, for example, Susanoo is the guardian of the night sky. But when Amaterasu refuses to come out of her cave, and plunges the world into a darkness beyond even his powers, he is forced to make peace with her. Shinto imagines a darkness behind the darkness of the night sky, deeper than it. Which one of those should I think of as the sheltering darkness? Or is that sort of talk even appropriate in such a context?”
 
   After a bit of hemming and hawing, the lecturer admitted that he didn’t have a compelling insight to offer her. “My instinct is to say that the night sky shelters, because it’s the one with the stars. But the story of Susanoo and Amaterasu clearly points to a deeper darkness as the target of a different sort of courage. I suppose it’s not an accident that he coaxes his sister out of the cave with the gift of a sword.”
 
   Other listeners intruded on the conversation, eventually pulling it in other directions that no longer interested Emily. At a suitable moment, she stood and tipped her head to the lecturer with a smile, and left the room. Outside, in the main lobby, she found Ed Braswell and his partner looking exceedingly bored. When they noticed her, they scraped themselves up off the vinyl-upholstered benches and snapped into full alert.
 
   “Okay, boys,” she chirped at them. “Now it’s off to the Ram’s Head to meet my friends.”
 
   “You mean those two Chinese girls you were talking with earlier?” Braswell asked, with just the hint of an insinuation in his voice.
 
   “Nah. I’ve never seen them before this evening. I mean some mids from my company. You coming?”
 
   “How long are we supposed to put up with this crap?” his partner growled, not quietly enough, under his breath.
 
   “This is the duty, Neil. You knew that going in. Now suck it up.”
 
   Just as they were about to leave, the door to the Conversation room creaked open again, and the barrel-chested young man stepped out. When he saw Emily, he hurried across the lobby, calling to her.
 
   “Excuse me, Miss….” 
 
   The sight of her, flanked by two large men in dark suits gave him some pause, and his enthusiasm for whatever he had to say seemed to wane. 
 
   “Can you give us a minute, guys?” she said, and gestured to the glass door she meant them to wait on the other side of. Once they had complied, she turned to the young man. “I’m all ears.”
 
   He shuffled his feet and looked very resolutely at the ceiling, perhaps seeking some misplaced courage up there. Finally, having found his voice again, he said, “I liked what you said in there. I’ve never seen you here before.”
 
   She reached out her hand, a gesture he understood better than Diao Chan had. “I’m Michiko Tenno. And you are…?”
 
   “Oh, sorry, Dave Bajo. It’s just that we don’t get a lot of midshipmen at lectures, and I’ve never seen one stay for the question period.”
 
   “I guess it’s a topic that interests me, though I didn’t much care for the lecturer’s answer to my question. I mean, he just seemed to be playing with words.”
 
   “I think I know what you mean. Listen, do you want to get a drink, or coffee or something?”
 
   “I’m headed over to the Ram’s Head to meet some friends. You can come along, if you like.”
 
   “You mean, like, other midshipmen?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, but don’t worry, you’ll be welcome as long as you like country music.”
 
   “I think I can take it if you can. What about your bodyguards?”
 
   “These two,” she said with a nod. “They’re not protecting me. I think they just want to see what sort of trouble I can get into.” 
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “You know this is bullshit, as much as I do, Ed,” Neil Padgett said. “I don’t know why you’re willing to take it from her.”
 
   “And what exactly do you propose to do about it,” Braswell replied, watching the steering wheel vibrate sympathetically with the idling of the engine, and glancing periodically over the dashboard at Emily as she loitered, waiting to cross, at the corner of Calvert and Bladen. His partner’s complaint was of less interest to him than an intriguing speculation about her interest in the boy she just met in an apparently accidental encounter. The young man shifted his weight from one foot to the other, bashful and brave, just the way Braswell remembered feeling when he first met his wife almost two decades ago. Did he have the nerve to touch her hand? The light changed and they crossed over.
 
   “Cuff her and bring her in,” Padgett said. “We’ll know what she knows soon enough.”
 
   “What she knows?” Braswell snorted. “You’re lucky I wasn’t drinking coffee just then, or I might have sprayed it all over you. What on earth do you think she knows?”
 
   “The Chinese must think she knows something.”
 
   “So, you want to kidnap her off the street, just like that, on the basis of an uncorroborated allegation… not even an allegation, since it doesn’t exactly name her? But fine, let’s do that, let’s assume Kravitch gives us the go-ahead, don’t you remember what happened the other day?”
 
   “She got lucky.”
 
   Braswell nodded his head at his friend’s suggestion, then dropped his chin on his chest and peered out from under his heavy eyebrows. “Neil, I don’t think this girl is ever lucky.”
 
   “Aw, c’mon, Ed, she’s got you wrapped around her little finger. Can’t you see that? I mean, look at us. She’s practically made us into her damned bodyguards. Here we are, following her down side streets and back alleys, and you act like there’s nothing strange going on.”
 
   A gap in the flow of traffic allowed the young people to cross and Braswell eased the sedan up to the intersection as his partner nattered on about what they ought to do. He didn’t want to get too close, an old habit from when the people he tailed were not supposed to know it, though in this case the only person who could possibly be unaware of their presence was the boy, and even he probably knew something was up. Other than the cross traffic, no other pedestrians provided any cover, leaving Braswell and Padgett no option but to follow and observe from a discreet distance.
 
   “Look at her,” Padgett snarled. “It’s like she’s taunting us, choosing a dark, deserted street.”
 
   “Fine. Have it your way, but this is the job right now. In the meantime, at least two guys over there by the memorial, you marked ’em, right?”
 
   “You think she sees ’em?”
 
   “She made us that day.”
 
   “So, do we move in?”
 
   “I think we watch from here,” Braswell said. “Talk about acting like a bodyguard…”
 
   “What’s she up to?” Padgett asked when Emily sent the young man ahead and lingered for a moment by the steps to the State Treasurer’s Office Building. “She’s talking to someone else. Step on it. Let’s get up there.”
 
   “I think we can see all we need to see from here.” 
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
   Violence Ensues
 
   Since the State Assembly was not in session at this time of year, only a minimal security staff patrolled the grounds of the Governor’s Mansion and the State House. In theory, this meant three uniformed guards on station somewhere on the grounds, but in practice, probably only one man walked the circuit once an hour while the rest of the team sipped coffee in a warm basement room. Video screens showed various entry points on a rotating basis, if anyone cared to pay attention. Across the street, St. Anne’s Parish Church lay unsecured, except for the lock on the door and a low iron hoop-fence.
 
   Emily noticed them almost as soon as her party of six cleared West Street and skirted the near side of Church Circle. McDonough’s high spirits—the afterglow of soaking up a couple of sets of his favorite music—infected the rest, and gave her an opportunity to direct them away from the trouble she saw coming. Two men in dark suits lurking under the trees on the edge of the mansion’s grounds, probably more waiting on School Street—she knew her friends would only be a liability. 
 
   “Hey, guys. Can you make sure Dave gets home okay?” she asked, though what she hoped to arrange was for this task to keep them all out of danger’s way. “I’m gonna make a little detour.”
 
   “Hold on, Em,” McDonough said. “Stacie and CJ can do that. Maybe Zaki and I should come with you.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” CJ asked, suddenly on high alert.
 
   “Are we talking about something dangerous, Em?” Stacie asked. “Because we’ve got your back.”
 
   “Not hardly, guys. I just have to take care of something, and I need a little space. So, please, just do as I ask, okay?” The expression in her eyes froze her friends in their tracks for an instant. “Take him back by College Avenue. I’ll meet you back at Bancroft. Don’t worry. I’ll just be a minute behind you. Now get going, guys,” she added in a sharp tone.
 
   She could see that her friends didn’t like this puzzlingly urgent command, but they complied, looking back over their shoulders anxiously, as if they thought a glance might afford her some protection. As soon as she saw them clear the circle and turn down the avenue toward St. John’s, she walked briskly in the other direction, making sure the men under the trees saw her. Just as she passed out of their view, and having located a blind spot in the traffic cameras’ coverage opposite the top of Duke of Gloucester Street, she hopped over the fence surrounding the church and ran to the trees and shrubbery behind the nave. From that position she spied two teams of two, and heard the faint crackling of a radio earpiece, which might indicate the presence of a third team. A few hushed cries echoed off the bricks and cobblestones—she couldn’t quite make out what they said, though it sounded a bit like Mandarin, which she’d been studying for two years now. Of course, the nature of their distress wasn’t hard to guess.
 
   A crude calculus worked itself out in her mind, as she peered out of the foliage like a cat: the longer they searched for her, the safer her friends would be. She might not need to confront them at all… but, if they left the circle and turned down College Avenue, her plan would have to change. As she weighed the possibilities, the best spot to confront them looked to be under a spreading Elm tree on the south lawn of the mansion, since it had good cover, and she didn’t see any security cameras. “Ironic,” she thought. “Anyone else would seek a public place, the more eyes the better. But I skulk in the hedges and strike from the shadows.” More radio chatter and one team turned exactly where she didn’t want them to go. 
 
   With some rustling of the shrubbery and a grunt, she burst from her cover in the churchyard and vaulted the fence, just loud enough to get both teams’ attention. Confused shouts pursued her down School Street—caught by surprise, men in dark gray suits gave chase—left at State Circle, her shoes slipped a bit on the cobblestones, and she sought the better traction of the sidewalk bricks. She didn’t expect to outrun them indefinitely, just long enough to duck into Randall Court, where the absence of streetlights and enough foliage to block out the moon would make it difficult to see where she’d gone. Then she could pop out on Prince George Street, sprint the few yards to the corner of Maryland Avenue, and be within sight of the gate and the guardhouse. Everything depended on getting to Randall Court with a large enough gap to keep them from flanking her.
 
   “Mission accomplished,” she muttered, walking down the avenue a moment or two later, with just a bit more spring in her step than usual. “And I didn’t have to hurt anyone. CJ would definitely approve.” The sound of her pursuers some fifty yards behind, cursing at the corner, offered even more satisfaction. And, of course, nothing was sweeter than tipping her hat to the DSS agents in the same dark sedan as they drove off, away from their vigil at the corner of King George Street, a little over a block from the gate. “Thank goodness those idiots weren’t camped out over by Church Circle. Otherwise I might have had to fight just to protect them.”
 
   “Spot inspection, Midshipman,” Bauer’s voice brayed at her, and she snapped to attention.
 
   “Yes, sir,” she said, for what else could she say? Internally, however, she kicked herself for letting her guard down. Whoever she had just eluded, and however dangerous they might turn out to be, they were not her only enemies. Even if Bauer could have no notion of the scale of the dangers she was prepared to face, he could still make himself a nuisance.
 
   And his friends could be just as troublesome. They stepped out of the shadows near the entrance of Cumberland Court and surrounded her, Trowbridge, Caspar, Martens and, of course, Kathy Gunderson.
 
   “Late to be out on your own, Tenno.”
 
   “Finally, no friends to hide behind,” Gunderson said.
 
   “This is bullshit, Bauer,” Trowbridge said.
 
   “Shoes scuffed, cover soiled, shirt loose,” Bauer said, running through the litany of charges he meant to put in his report. 
 
   “This is too good an opportunity to waste on a report,” Martens said. “You may never find her alone again.”
 
   “Yeah, let’s make it count,” Caspar said.
 
   Bauer looked at his friends and nodded. “This way, Midshipman,” he said, pointing to the more private darkness of Cumberland Court. “Step lively now. We may need to do a more thorough inspection.”
 
   “Casey, that’s enough,” Gunderson said.
 
   “You’ve had your fun,” Trowbridge growled. “It’s time to leave her be. Nothing good’s gonna happen in that alley.”
 
   “Trowbridge, if you’re officer material, you’ll go get the gate guards,” Emily said. “That’s the only way to stay in the clear.”
 
   “Shut it, DUB,” Caspar snapped at her. Martens shoved Emily in the back toward the alley, and she complied, glancing back at Trowbridge.
 
   “Damn it, Casey,” Gunderson shrieked. “Cut it out.”
 
   “You’re on your own, Bauer,” Trowbridge said. “I’m not gonna cover for you.”
 
   “Really?” Bauer replied. “You’ll take her side over your own company?”
 
   “This isn’t company business or brigade business.”
 
   Bauer sneered and turned away from his friend
 
   “Get yourself gone, Mr. Trowbridge,” Emily called out. “And take Gunderson with you.”
 
   “Silence, Tenno,” Martens said. “You’ve had this coming for a long time now.”
 
   “In this alley, we leave the fleet behind, Mr. Martens,” she said. “No ranks in here. Be warned.”
 
   “That’s quite a mouth on you, DUB,” Caspar said, and grabbed her from behind, pinning her arms. That she offered no resistance ought, perhaps, to have given him some pause. 
 
   “We’re gonna have to mark up your face, Tenno,” Martens said, as he raised his hand to strike her. “Hold her steady.”
 
   “Watch out,” Bauer cried out. “She’s dangerous.” 
 
   But the warning came too late. Emily had already seized control of Caspar’s hand, twisting it down and then out, extorting a shriek of pain from him as he cartwheeled into Bauer, inadvertently striking him in the face with his feet. Martens stared at her in disbelief, hand still upraised, helpless as she drove a sharp knuckle into his biceps. Before he could cry out in pain, she had already pivoted into an elbow strike to the soft spot in the center of his chest, and then delivered a fully extended back-kick to the same spot, sending him sprawling backwards onto the cobblestones.
 
   “You bitch,” Caspar yelled, struggling to untangle himself from Bauer, and then the two of them charged at her, arms outstretched. She stepped to her left to evade Caspar, and seized Bauer’s hand, pressing the knuckles with both thumbs as she pivoted again, and pulled him forward over her shoulder, flipping him onto Martens’ supine body. Just before releasing him, she tugged on his wrist sharply enough to dislocate his shoulder, so that he howled until the back of his head crashed into Martens’ face. Then the two of them went silent.
 
   “This is the end of the Academy for you,” Caspar said, and swung his fist at her face, but too slowly to catch up to her, since she had already struck his arm twice, in the biceps and the crook of his elbow, which cracked ominously. Three more strikes hit his chest and face before he was able to respond, or perhaps even quite know what was happening to him. As a final blow, she struck him across the nose with the heel of her palm, breaking it and leaving his face bloodied. He crumpled to the ground.
 
   Standing over Bauer and Martens, she glowered down at them, her face warm with anger. Bauer looked up at her and cringed, covering his face with his good arm. “Shall I send someone to help you guys get home?” she asked, and then turned and walked back to the avenue, where she found Trowbridge and Gunderson gaping at her. The entire incident had probably taken less than fifteen seconds, not enough time for them to have gotten very far, even if they’d tried.
 
   “What have you done?” Gunderson stammered out. 
 
   “I resisted an unlawful assault.” When Gunderson said nothing, she added, “Don’t worry, they’ll live. Who knows, maybe I managed to knock some sense into them.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   When the word finally came, a few days later, Emily assumed it would be about the business with Bauer and his buddies. What would she say if they accused her of insubordination, assault, conduct unbecoming, etc.? She hadn’t intended to make a formal accusation against them, and expected none in return, since the bruises would announce pretty clearly what had transpired in that alley. The safer path for them would be to keep quiet and lick their wounds, rather than risk the humiliation of admitting she’d beaten them, not to mention the unsavory implications of their own intent in attacking her. Was this the best policy? She knew Zaki would disapprove and quote the code to her: “a midshipman ensures that the truth is known.” But old habits die hard, and the practice of secrecy was deeply ingrained in her family.
 
   “Good Morning, Miss Tenno,” Captain Jefferies said as she stepped into the Commandant’s office. “These agents would like to have a word with you. I hope it isn’t necessary to remind you of your obligation to be frank and forthright in answering their questions.”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   Some of the people in the room had familiar faces, Braswell and Padgett from DSS—what were they doing here? The other four, two men and two women, were new to her experience. 
 
   “Detective Marley, APD,” one of the women said. “This is my partner, Detective Hedges. Can you account for your movements last Friday?
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.” The question seemed simple enough, but Emily knew that not all of her evening could be related with equal safety. “I went to a lecture at St. John’s, and then met some friends at the Ram’s Head. These gentlemen from DSS can corroborate that,” she added with a nod to Braswell, who remained impassive.
 
   “And after the Ram’s Head?” Marley asked.
 
   “I walked back to the Yard.”
 
   “Alone?”
 
   “My friends and I parted company at Church Circle. They walked someone home along College Avenue, and I crossed over to State Circle and took Maryland Avenue. I met up with some other mids over by Cumberland Court.” The last bit brought a smile to her face, since she got the information out, though without giving any sense of the character of that meeting.
 
   “Any incidents along the way?”
 
   “What is this about?”
 
   “Just answer the question, Miss,” Hedges growled at her.
 
   “I saw several men loitering outside the Governor’s Mansion. They yelled something at me, and I took off down School Street.”
 
   “Were you in Randall Court at any point?” Marley asked.
 
   “I’m not sure if they followed me, but I ducked in there to lose ’em if they were. Now, would you mind telling me what this is all about?”
 
   “Right now, your job is to answer questions, Miss Tenno,” one of the other men said.
 
   “And you are?” she asked.
 
   “Agent Horton, NCIS,” he said, flipping a badge open for her. “Did you have any physical contact of any kind with the men you saw?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “We have CCTV footage of you running along State Circle, and of the men pursuing you,” the last unfamiliar face said. When Emily looked at her quizzically, she said, “Agent Everett, NCIS.”
 
   “So that confirms what I said, right?”
 
   “Any idea why they chased you?” Horton asked.
 
   “No, sir,’ she said, taking some consolation from the fact she had not had to lie yet. In truth, she didn’t know what they wanted, since Kano had not been able to tell her anything specific in their first meeting. “Doesn’t this seem like a lot of attention for a street crime that didn’t quite happen?”
 
   “Two dead bodies turned up in Randall Court, beaten to death, the same night you were seen in the area,” Detective Marley said.
 
   “And you think I had something to do with it?”
 
   “What would you think?”
 
   “I don’t know, but what about the other guys?”
 
   “What other guys? The CCTV footage only shows two men. How many others were there?”
 
   “At least two others. Shouldn’t you be looking for them?”
 
   “We know all about them,” Braswell said.
 
   “If this is a DSS matter, then they must be diplomats, right?”
 
   “That’s not your concern, Midshipman,” Agent Everett said. “We just need to ascertain your involvement.”
 
   “I don’t have any involvement, other than running away.”
 
   “On Calvert Street, you were observed talking to an unidentified subject,” Braswell said.
 
   “I don’t know who you’re referring to,” she said, now painfully aware that she was on the far side of the truth. Could they know about Kano? If they pressed CJ and Stacie, they might recall what they saw in the alley weeks earlier. But what did they see? A strange man followed them, and then spoke to her, maybe even knelt before her. Would the authorities know how to interpret that information? Perhaps he was merely tying his shoe. And if they find out about him, what would it prove?
 
   “You sent the young man you were with ahead and you lingered for a few minutes. Who did you talk to?”
 
   “On Calvert Street, I remember noticing two men standing by the monument across the street. I didn’t speak to them, but I did try to get a look at them.”
 
   “And did you recognize them?” Detective Marley asked.
 
   “I’m not sure. They looked Asian to me, like the guys at Church Circle.”
 
   Padgett shook his head and looked like he was about to speak, until Braswell tugged on his shoulder and shook his head.
 
   “Unless you have more questions for Miss Tenno, perhaps we can let her get back to class,” Captain Jefferies said.
 
   “Just as long as she understands that we’ll be checking her story and interviewing her friends,” Agent Horton said. 
 
   “Yes, sir.” 
 
   Emily’s steps echoed in the hallway as she made her way back to Chauvenet Hall, alone in the middle of the day, an unusual experience in the Yard. It made no difference that they’d interview her friends, other than the inconvenience it might cause them. And the needless concern it might stir up. But nothing they could say would conflict with the information she’d just given. All they had to do was tell the truth. And yet, she had not simply told the truth herself. She’d been careful to say only what was necessary, even when it created a misimpression of the meaning of the events in question. And what about Bauer? Would he contradict her? Would they even know to ask him anything about her in the first place? But what could he say, after all, without incriminating himself, or at least making himself ridiculous in the eyes of his own company? No, she was probably safe on that front.
 
   And Kano? What would they make of him, if they caught up with him? He’d be as silent as a tomb, she was sure of that much. But she still worried that all this attention might hinder his efforts to serve the Princess’s interests. And what of her own efforts… was she also now in the service of the imperial family? She put off trying to figure out how this could be consonant with her duty as a naval officer.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
   Secrets and Lies
 
   “Is this a secure location?” Perry asked, standing outside a shop festooned with women’s dresses in the Bagram Bazaar. Rows of stalls, at least seven or eight deep, constructed out of plywood and iron posts stretched a hundred yards in either direction, the largest open-air market in this ancient city. Conquerors had come and gone for millennia—Cyrus the Persian, Alexander of Macedon, his lieutenant, Seleucus, and a long list of Mauryan rulers from India—but the city of Bagram remained, and some sort of market probably occupied this space for most of that time. 
 
   “As secure as it needs to be,” Theo said. “And much safer than the base, at least for the purpose of this meeting.”
 
   “What the hell are you and your brothers up to anyway? I mean, giving information like that to Cho… how’d you know you could trust him?”
 
   “The same way you know it… because she rescued him.”
 
   “Is that supposed to be some sort of code?”
 
   “We’ve all been there, you know, when she looks at you, and you see that darkness… you’ve seen it, too. 
 
   Perry huffed, just a little annoyed that so many other people seemed to have found an intimate connection to something at the bottom of her eyes. That Theo was right about trusting Cho was undeniable, but he couldn’t help wondering whether anything was reserved only for him in those eyes.
 
   “What does any of this have to do with her?”
 
   “Michael got wind of something and he can’t follow it up through ordinary channels without tipping his hand to… well, anyone who might have an interest.”
 
   “So that’s why we’re taking the roundabout route?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And it’s got what to do with her?”
 
   When Perry heard what Theo had to say about an extradition process, and undefinable suspicions of a darker design, he found that he had lost control of the muscles of his face, and his lips felt numb. It took a moment for him to recover his voice, and another moment before he could form a cogent question.
 
   “Pull it together, man,” Theo growled under his breath. “She may need you to show some metal before this is over.”
 
   “And the fleet knows nothing about all this?”
 
   “Not yet. So far, it’s just State. As far as we know, NCIS isn’t involved, which means no one’s connected all the dots… yet.”
 
   “But you’re sure the Chinese know who she is?”
 
   “Not absolutely, but I think it’d be foolhardy to assume they don’t.”
 
   “If the extradition request is just a smokescreen, what are they really after?”
 
   “Too soon to tell, but it feels different than the previous time, more public…”
 
   “The previous time?”
 
   When Theo didn’t respond, Perry grew heated.
 
   “Don’t hold out on me now, man. If you know something, you need to spill it.”
 
   “It’s not my place to tell her secrets.”
 
   “Not even to me?”
 
   “Especially to you.”
 
   Perry stared at him disbelief. How many layers does this girl have? And would he ever get to the bottom?
 
   “Fine,” he muttered. “But I hope you guys have a plan, ’cause we’re stuck on the other side of the damn world. How the hell are we supposed to help her?”
 
   “There’s not much you and I can do. Michael thinks the extradition process will take months to straighten out, so we may have some time. And there’s someone on site keeping an eye on her.”
 
   “Someone in the Academy?”
 
   “No, definitely not. We can’t risk reaching out to anyone there, since Michael thinks SECNAV may have his own agenda for her.”
 
   “Then who is it? Or is that too grave a secret to share with me?”
 
   “It’s not that,” Theo said, and the confusion on his face seemed to confirm that something of a different nature held him back. “It’s just that this is the strangest part of the whole business, and I don’t know what to make of it… at all.”
 
   “Well…” Perry’s eyes grew hard and sharp in the fading light of the afternoon.
 
   “You know how the Japanese Imperial family has an honor guard, not just the usual suits, but guys in kimonos armed with swords?”
 
   Perry nodded uncomprehendingly.
 
   “It’s one of those guys.”
 
   “What the…”
 
   “The Crown Princess has apparently taken an interest, though how she knows anything about any of this is beyond me. And it gets even stranger, because those guys can’t just leave her service. There’s this code, and it’s like a huge disgrace for any of them to be dismissed.”
 
   “So, you’re saying a samurai has accepted some sort of disgrace in order to keep an eye on Emily? Our Emily? A real, live samurai?”
 
   “Yup. Kimono, katana and fan—the whole nine yards.”
 
   “And he’s walking around Annapolis like that.”
 
   “Of course not. He’s probably undercover, or something.”
 
   “And we’re sure he’s trustworthy? The disgrace isn’t real?”
 
   “I’m just telling you what my sister told me, which is what Yuki told her.”
 
   “And she got it from the Princess?”
 
   “I don’t think anyone talks to Princess Masako. People like that live in isolation from the rest of the world, you know, kinda like virtual prisoners, or something. There’s an entire branch of the government dedicated to keeping them from mixing with ordinary people.”
 
   “That has got to be the strangest story I have ever heard,” Perry snorted.
 
   “Welcome to her world. This is precisely the sort of thing you signed on for when you took up with her.”
 
   “And you’ve gotten used to this sort of thing?”
 
   “Are you kidding? Things are never business-as-usual around her. But you deal with it, you know, like the rest of us, ’cause that’s what it takes to keep our girl safe.”
 
   “And how, exactly, did you end up on this detail?”
 
   “When she rescued my nephew, I kinda figured I owed it to her. And besides, Connie wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   “That woman scares the crap out of me,” Perry said, as a shiver ran down his spine. “How’d she ever get involved with your family?”
 
   “She’s a hard one, that’s for sure. And no one seems to know how she fits in, no one besides Emily, and she ain’t talking. I’m just glad she’s on Emily’s side.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Mr. Bauer, how exactly did you come by your injuries?” asked Ensign Commander Funderburk, sitting in the office of the Deputy Commandant, Captain Crichton, with the rest of the review board.
 
   “Car accident, sir,” Bauer said, keenly aware of how dry and raspy his voice sounded. He could only hope that it lent some pathetic credence to his story, that and the sling holding his right arm in a fixed position.
 
   “I can see how you might have gotten the shiner from a car crash, but what about the dislocated shoulder?”
 
   “The seatbelt failed, sir. I was thrown forward, but my shoulder was fouled in the belt.”
 
   “And Caspar and Martens were in the car?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “And the airbags didn’t deploy?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “And what were you doing in Galesville?”
 
   “Caspar wanted to test drive a car offered for sale by a private party down there, sir.”
 
   “Tell us, to the best of your knowledge, what caused the accident.”
 
   “I believe the brakes failed, sir, causing Caspar to lose control of the vehicle in a turn.” 
 
   The members of the review board conferred for a moment in lowered voices, occasionally glancing at Bauer. They’d heard all the facts several times earlier in the course of the inquiry. The purpose of today’s deposition was primarily to get all parties on record with their version of events, and to give each of them one last opportunity to recant. He had tried his best to answer their questions with a patina of military professionalism, in the hopes that it would discourage anyone from looking beneath the surface details of the story he had cooked up with his friends. 
 
   The whole affair had cost him dearly within his own company, since he’d been made to look a fool, and had lost much of Trowbridge’s respect and goodwill. Caspar and Martens could be relied on to stick to the story, but there was no very good opinion of those two in the company. Their friendship would hardly compensate for the loss of Trowbridge’s. And, to top it off, they’d had to come up with a few thousand dollars to buy a car and wreck it, all so they could create a police report. At least Kathy had stuck by him, though things had cooled a bit between them. She’d come around, though—he was sure of that much.
 
   “Your testimony concludes this phase of the inquiry,” Captain Crichton announced. “You will be informed if we decide to investigate the incident further, or refer the matter to NCIS. I trust you are aware that injuries sustained as a result of reckless or criminal behavior are grounds for dismissal, even if no other charges are brought against you.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “And that in such an eventuality you would still owe the Navy four years of service as an enlisted man.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Also, that perjury in any of your statements to this board would be sufficient to deem you unfit to serve as an officer, with similar consequences.”
 
   Yes, sir.”
 
   Although he figured Crichton’s final admonitions were pro forma, they shook Bauer more than he expected. In his mind, Tenno was somehow responsible for his troubles, and the thought of being busted down to an enlisted man was rendered unspeakably more hideous by the possibility, however unlikely, that he might one day have to take orders from her.
 
   “Well?” Trowbridge asked, once he and Bauer had exited the building.
 
   “It looks like they’re gonna accept our version of events.”
 
   “Version of events,” Trowbridge snorted. “That makes it sound so tidy, not at all like the bald-faced lie it is.”
 
   “You gonna support me or not?”
 
   “I’ll do what I said. As long as nobody asks me, I’ll keep quiet. But I will not lie for you. Are we clear on that?”
 
   “Yeah, whatever,” Bauer muttered. The entire story had been concocted to suit Trowbridge’s delicate conscience. Of course, the alternative was hardly more palatable. To accuse her of attacking them without provocation lacked credibility, and even if anyone believed it, he’d end up looking worse than he already did. He felt it now even more bitterly than before, just how badly he’d been outmaneuvered by that infernal girl.
 
   “God, I hate that bitch,” he growled as they approached Bancroft Hall.
 
   “She let you off easy, dumbass. If you can’t see that, there’s no hope for you.”
 
   “Oh, shut up, will you?”
 
   “You know, I ought to do just that… leave you to stew in your own juices. I don’t know what set you against her, but it’s not doing you any good. You know this is gonna have an effect on your ranking in Military Order of Merit, and in OOM, right?”
 
   “And I have her to thank for that, too.”
 
   “Her? Why not you? You’re the one who picked a fight you couldn’t win. You created the conditions for your own defeat. And sure, maybe she roughed you guys up a bit, but you deserved much worse, and she easily could have done it, too. What if she’d kicked through your knee? That alone could have been the end for you at the Academy. And even if you’d hobbled through an extra year, you’d have been stuck behind a desk your whole career. As it is, there’s nothing to exclude you from any of the active billets. You should thank her for that.”
 
   In one of the deeper folds of his cerebellum, Bauer knew his friend was right. But allowing that thought to work its way to the surface of his mind required more humility than he possessed. 
 
   “You talk like she’s some sort of saint.”
 
   “All I know is what I saw, and the only reason you’re still relatively in one piece is because she wanted it that way.” Trowbridge glowered at his friend for a moment before continuing. “And I’m sure it’s no accident that Caspar and Martens came off so much worse. I mean she smashed Caspar’s nose all across his face, and Martens doesn’t look any better. Now those guys are as ugly as they are stupid.”
 
   “What, so now she’s like the Mikado, making the punishment fit the crime?” Bauer said, with a smile, reminded of the good offices of a friend in restoring one’s good humor. Things had been so much simpler in their plebe year, when the two of them competed for bit parts in a musical production. Not much else troubled them, other than the usual harassments inflicted by the 3/Cs. But with each passing year, their responsibilities had grown and eventually began to crowd out his pleasures. He didn’t exactly know how Tenno figured in this process, but some part of him wanted to blame her for it.
 
   Lt. Commander Gangalal, the Company Commander, frowned at him as they took their seats in King Hall. Laid out in a T pattern, with curved beams supporting the arched roof along the length of each of the three radiating legs of the galley, the hall could accommodate the entire brigade, though Firsties weren’t required to eat there everyday, and the ones who could afford it only made the minimum number of appearances. After the latest debacle, Bauer resigned himself to eating more of his meals here, and took a seat next to Trowbridge. And his friend was probably right, the relief he felt at seeing Caspar and Martens sitting at another table highlighted the fact for him. When the 2/Cs asked about his injuries, even their solicitude oppressed him. Every further lie he told only created another opportunity to be caught out, or strapped him that much more tightly into the straitjacket of his tale.
 
   “It was all kind of a blur,” he said to one of them.
 
   “The mind blocks out great traumas,” Trowbridge said, coming to his aid after an uncomfortable silence, but with a ruthless grin just for his benefit. “It may take months, or even years, before remembers what happened.”
 
   “The doc said to give it a week, for the shoulder, I mean.”
 
   “I guess you’re not gonna be able to go to the tournament, then,” Trowbridge added.
 
   The reminder grated on him, since he’d been training extra hard for the trip down to Quantico and the Leatherneck Brawl. And the fact that, despite his best efforts, Tenno had thrown him around like a ragdoll only added to his misery. Was she really that much better than him? The howling this thought occasioned inside him drowned out that more anxious and circumspect voice, the one that knew she could charge him with attempted sexual assault whenever she chose. A few years earlier, a “she said/he said” inquiry would likely have ended in his favor. But the climate in the Academy had shifted of late, with the result that assault complaints seemed to be stickier now. And, of course, he had no confidence Trowbridge would have his back in such a circumstance—he’d already said as much, and maybe he really meant it. 
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
   Party in the Boathouse
 
   Emily could hear the voices through the door, one raspy, tomboyish, the other sweeter, bird-like, giddy. 
 
   “Did you talk her out of the uniform?” the raspy voice asked.
 
   “She put up quite a fight, but it’s gonna be civvies tonight.”
 
   “And your jeans, they fit her?”
 
   “Don’t remind me,” the sweet voice chirped. “And she’ll need your shoes.”
 
   “It’s like the girl’s got no clothes, other than uniforms, a pair of khaki pants, and those tunic-and-pants outfits she brought back from Nepal, or wherever.”
 
   “And where on earth did she get this Moto-jacket? Has she ever worn it?”
 
   “Not that I’ve seen. And don’t forget those running suits of hers that leave like nothing to the imagination.”
 
   “Hey, I’m right here, guys,” Emily shouted through the door. “It’s not like I can’t hear everything.”
 
   “What are you doing in there, anyway,” Stacie called through the bathroom door, “a black glove inspection?”
 
   “Hold your horses. Here I am.”
 
   Emily peered around the half-open door at her friends. With a squawk and a squeal, she let Stacie pull her into the room.
 
   “Whoa, CJ, I see what you mean about the jeans.”
 
   “I may have to burn them tomorrow to expunge the sight from my memory.”
 
   “What are you guys going on about? They fit okay.”
 
   “Okay?” Stacie roared. “You look good, girl.”
 
   “Whatever. Let’s just go, and make the most of this liberty,” Emily said.
 
   “Did you talk to Dave?” Stacie asked. “I mean, does he have to sign us in or something?”
 
   “Yeah,” CJ said. “Whatever it is, he’s taken care of it. Security’s kind of lax over there.”
 
   “Practically non-existent, you mean,” Emily snorted.
 
   A few short minutes later they sashayed out through Gate Two, and turned down King George Street. Emily glanced behind for the reassuring presence of her DSS “minders” in their dark sedan, and suppressed an urge to tease them, not wanting to draw her friends’ attention to them. The hedge along College Avenue looked a bit threadbare this time of year, and the lawns seemed more than a little put upon by the lingering Indian Summer. 
 
   “Is that where the tree used to be?” Stacie asked.
 
   “Yeah,” CJ said. “It finally died a few years back.”
 
   “What tree is this?” Emily asked.
 
   “The last Liberty Tree,” CJ said, but Emily stared at her blankly. “There used to be a bunch of ’em throughout the colonies, you know, to commemorate the original tree in Boston where the first protests against the British happened.”
 
   “I thought history was your thing, Em,” Stacie said.
 
   “Maybe I’ve been paying too much attention to the rest of the world.” 
 
   Emily tried to laugh it off. What did this little bit of trivia really matter? But it highlighted an anxiety she’d felt ever since the incident with Bauer, a question she kept asking in quiet moments. She knew how to lead, and for whatever reason people seemed to follow. Whether she fit the mold of an officer… that she didn’t know the answer to. 
 
   After all, where did her loyalties really lie? Each time she asked herself this, she would work her way out from the concrete to the abstract: they lay with her family, and they were all nearby, relatively speaking. And they lay with her friends, her high school friends—Wendy and Melanie, and Wayne and Danny… oh yeah, and Billy, too—but also with her roommates, Stacie and CJ, as well as Zaki and McDonough. She felt a powerful attachment to her company, and to the Brigade, and she would put her life on the line for any of these loyalties. And her country finished off the list—as diffuse an object as it always proved to be whenever she explicitly turned her mind to it, she knew she would fight for it, too.
 
   As she thought over this calendar of associations, it occurred to her that she’d skipped over the Fleet. Perhaps it shouldn’t have surprised her… an impersonal institution, her experience with such entities taught her to be distrustful. And what of the Crown Princess? The moment Kano hinted to her of a danger, her heart had immediately committed itself to little Toshi and her mother. Could she be an officer in the US Navy and respond to Princess Masako’s call?
 
   “Hey, Em,” CJ clucked. “It’s over here. The window on the right.”
 
   “Wake up, dreamy,” Stacie called out, while CJ tapped on the screen frame.
 
   “Why aren’t we going in by the front door?” Emily finally asked, once she noticed her friends standing in the shrubbery fringing the bottom floor of a red brick building.
 
   “It’s hinged, see?” CJ said to Stacie. “Just like Dave said.”
 
   “I guess this is his back door,” Stacie chuckled.
 
   A moment later the window slid up, and Dave peered out at them.
 
   “You guys came,” he said, as he unhooked the screen and let it swing out.
 
   “Don’t look so surprised,” CJ said.
 
   He reached a hand down and helped the girls over the windowsill. The room itself was long and narrow, a closet at one end, a desk, a bed, and a bookcase. And, of course, books and papers on every surface and all over the floor. The high ceiling and the tall window gave the room a twilight effect—even though it faced east, the room felt as bright as the dusk outside, with no light on.
 
   “Now, this is how I picture a student’s room,” Emily said.
 
   “Messy,” Stacie said, with a laugh.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Dave said.
 
   “Yeah, but everything in here is about studying,” CJ offered.
 
   “I guess you guys have to keep your rooms real neat and tidy.”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s more than that,” Emily said, dreamily. “I mean, our room is neat enough, but it’s about other things, you know, uniforms, guns, all the accoutrements of discipline and loyalty.” She winced a tiny bit with that last word, and hoped no one noticed.
 
   Walking across campus, Dave tried to engage her in conversation, but she made a show of contemplating the architecture of the buildings around the quad. Finally, CJ pulled him aside and whispered just loud enough for her to hear and for him to think she hadn’t.
 
   “She’s taken.”
 
   “Another midshipman? I just figured since she came with you guys, there wasn’t anyone.”
 
   “He’s not a mid.”
 
   “He’s a SEAL officer,” Stacie added for effect, and Dave stumbled, feet confused for a moment. 
 
   “So you’re saying he’s too tough for me to compete with,” he mumbled.
 
   “That’s not what I mean. She’s the tough one.”
 
   Dave shook his head, and ran a hand through his hair.
 
   “Is that the gym?” Emily asked, as they walked across the first of the broad lawns leading out to the back campus.
 
   “Yeah,” he replied. “It was renovated a couple years ago.”
 
   “Can we look inside?” Stacie asked
 
   “Sure,” he said. “Why not?”
 
   “It doesn’t look like it’s open, and it is a Friday night,” CJ said.
 
   “Even if it isn’t, we can probably climb in. The brickwork has lots of handholds, and some of the second floor windows are usually open.”
 
   “Why don’t we save it for another time,” Emily said. “I hear music. Is that the party?” She nodded to an old wood-shingle structure at the far end of another lawn.
 
   The darkness had already settled by the time they were close enough to feel the booming of the bass, and the moon wouldn’t rise much before dawn. On the floor below the party, the main room housed all the boats, mainly rowing skulls and canoes, a few sailboards, and a couple of single-masted boats easily managed by one person. Upstairs, a cover band thumped out a dance tune with a question from the motor city—“Do you love me?” a sweet soprano sang out—and the festivities shifted into high gear.
 
   Since it was built into the hillside, the second floor of the boathouse was at ground level and could accommodate at least a hundred revelers, and a balcony overlooking a small quay projecting out into the creek could hold a dozen or more. Young people, students, danced or lounged about inside and out, light from the windows clearing a space in the dark lawn on one side. The backdoor led directly from the upper lawn onto the dance floor.
 
   “Perfect,” CJ said with a little shriek, as she tossed her jacket under a nearby bench and pulled her friends in. “This is exactly what we’ve been needing.”
 
   And she was right. A solid hour or two of dancing produced the requisite catharsis… dancing with Dave, with his friends, whose names none of them would remember, and when they got tired, with Stacie and Emily. Flushed and overheated, the balcony beckoned to Emily.
 
   “You’re Dave’s friend, from the Academy, right?” a young man asked.
 
   “Were we dancing earlier?”
 
   “That’s my recollection. I’m Chelly, by the way,” he said. “I mean, in case you forgot. It’s short for Michel.”
 
   “Emily.”
 
   “So you’re like an officer, or something?”
 
   “Or something,” she replied, on the verge of abandoning a conversation that promised little in the way of satisfaction. Until, that is, she noticed the two Asian girls from the lecture lingering inside the balcony door, observing the dance floor, one whispering in the other’s ear. “Do you know those two?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Ruochen and I were in all the same classes last year. She’s great.”
 
   “And the other one?”
 
   “I don’t really know her. She’s a freshman.”
 
   “She’s beautiful.”
 
   “Well… yeah.”
 
   “They look like they’re pretty close.”
 
    “Yeah. It’s a little odd, like Ruochen has no time for any of her old friends. If she’s not holed up in her room, Diao Chan is practically glued to her.”
 
   “Sounds like she’s found a new friend,” Emily said, with less conviction than she expected to feel.
 
   “I guess, but she doesn’t have the old gleam in her eye anymore… you know, she used to be such a cheerful, mischievous person.” 
 
   Chelly’s tale brought back memories of Melanie and Amanda from high school, childhood best friends, who didn’t have room for anyone else... until Emily came along. Amanda never forgave her for intruding in their little world, and things got quite ugly in the end. “It’s a relief to be on the outside of this little drama,” she thought. “Maybe I ought to call Melanie tomorrow.”
 
   Red-faced revelers burst out onto the balcony, making quiet conversation impossible, and a glance through the window revealed CJ and Stacie fanning themselves on a bench against the far wall of the room. Instead of fighting her way across the crowd, she threw one leg over the railing, scooted along to where the building met the upper lawn at the top of the slope and hopped over to the grass, and then walked around to the other side of the building.
 
   “There you are, sweetie,” Stacie said, when Emily poked her head inside the backdoor.
 
   “Where’ve you been?” CJ asked.
 
   “Just chatting with some guy on the balcony.”
 
   “Let me guess,” Dave said. “Chelly?”
 
   “Yeah, I suppose… whatever. You guys getting tired?”
 
   “It’d kill him to hear what you just said,” Dave said, and CJ laughed along with him.
 
   “It’s getting late,” Emily said.
 
   “One more dance,” CJ said, with a hand held out. “C’mon, Em.” 
 
   “I love this song,” Dave said, as the band cranked out the opening chords of “Get Me to the Church on Time,” an old Broadway show-tune they’d converted into a dance number.
 
   “What is it?” Stacie asked “It sounds so familiar.”
 
   “It’s from My Fair Lady, I think. These guys are genius with this stuff. They do another number based on a Milton poem, but with heavy metal chords.”
 
   CJ laughed at this and said, “That ought to be right up your alley, Em, you know, poetry and all.” After such teasing, of course, resistance quickly became futile, and Emily let herself be drawn onto the dance floor.
 
   Dancing with her friends gave a sweet release from the usual concerns, and having Dave in their little circle may have added some piquancy to the moment. Eyes all around the room seemed to find them. She could hardly avoid feeling it—and how could they not, with a trio like this, three amazons dancing with one of their own. Some of the boys, like Chelly, must have wished they could join in, and the girls, too. Soon enough, the floor filled up, and it no longer mattered so much who danced with whom. 
 
   Another kind of eye watched the dancers, with a darker sentiment behind it—Emily felt that, too, not so much curiosity as vigilance palpable in it, though she hardly had the leisure to pursue it. Pressed on all sides, jostled here and there, she barely managed to breathe out the noise and breathe in the energy, the restless life all around her. Still together with Stacie, dancing with arms stretched toward the rafters, while CJ and Dave drifted off into another eddy, Emily’s heart beat slowly, at peace, unthreatened. The blood pulsed in her veins, and something in her heart expanded with her breath to fill the entire room, at first squeezing up against the walls, then slipping out the windows. She felt the urge to soar up into the night sky, to find the stars, and the softening darkness that haloed them. 
 
   The song changed to something more urgent, but also still merry, a celebration of youthful springtime, of riding the breeze across a sunlit meadow. The sweet soprano voice of the singer reached into Emily’s ear and reminded her of a different destination for her reverie:
 
   Zephyr, with Aurora playing,
 
   As he met her once a-Maying,
 
   There on beds of violets blue,
 
   And fresh-blown roses washed in dew…
 
   And when her mind came gliding back to the boathouse, finally pressed against the window, she felt like a fairy waiting for the human population to find sweet sleep so she could arrange the dew on each blade of grass before dawn broke. The image intoxicated, though the sense of a darker surveillance hadn’t left her—what did those eyes hope to see? Still, the song drew her back to the dance.
 
   … Filled her with thee a daughter fair,
 
   So buxom, blithe, and debonair.
 
   Haste thee, Nymph, and bring with thee
 
   Jest, and youthful Jollity,
 
   Quips, and Cranks, and wanton Wiles,
 
   Nods, and Becks, and wreathéd Smiles…
 
   She noticed Dave and CJ dancing together on the other side of the room, and on her right, Chelly had found a spot in some sort of orbit around her and Stacie. Another boy she didn’t remember dancing with earlier bumped up against her and smiled. Soon she found herself separated from Stacie—he wanted to touch her, put his hand on her waist, take some sort of lead in a dance with prescribed forms. She let him, resting her hands on his shoulders, unenthralled and unthreatened, but still charmed by his attention. 
 
   What did his hands discover about her? That she was too hard, not at all yielding like the girls he knew from St. John’s. He felt soft to her, not effeminate, but not muscular either, at least not like Zaki or McDonough, and certainly not like Perry. His neck shivered when she let her fingertips graze it, little hairs suddenly standing on end. When the music stopped, he looked into her eyes and she saw how pretty he was, with welkin eyes and curly blond hair.
 
   “Hi,” a shaky voice managed to say, a hand on his hip and one foot behind the other. “I’m….” Before he could finish, she leaned over and kissed his cheek.
 
   “Thanks for the dance,” she said, and then went off in search of her friends.
 
   The lights came up and the band began to pack up their instruments. Moans and groans bounced around the room, until the grim reality took hold in a final sort of way: the party was over.
 
   “What time is it?” Stacie asked, as they made their way to the door.
 
   “I dunno,” CJ said. “I didn’t wear a watch.”
 
   Outside on the lawn, a stream of students started the long, dark walk across campus, while Emily looked up and let Cassiopeia point out Andromeda. With no moon, the three brightest stars stood out even to the naked eye, one red, two white. 
 
   “It’s after midnight, maybe fourteen hundred hours. One more dance,” she snorted, with an eye on CJ. 
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   A Wakizashi in the Dark
 
   Like diamonds scattered across black velvet, the night sky inspired the girls to linger by the upper edge of the slope into which the boathouse was nestled. From that vantage, they could look down onto a lower field, enclosed on three sides by the bend of the hillside, and across the water to the woods beyond. College Creek shimmered faintly with the current and a light breeze, and reflected an uncertain heaven. No traffic on the nearby bridge disturbed the silence or undid their night vision with headlights. In fact, once the boathouse went dark, the only lights visible anywhere came from the buildings around the quad, over a quarter mile behind them.
 
   “You know, guys, it’s not all that safe back here at night,” Dave said, craning his neck around to see if they were alone. “We should head back.”
 
   “What’s down there?” Emily asked.
 
   “Nothing, really,” Dave said. “No one uses that field much, except for the end of the year party, when we have the Battle of Salamis in the creek.”
 
   “Whoa, a Battle of Salamis reenactment, I’d love to see that,” Stacie said. “What kind of boats do you use?”
 
   “It’s nothing so serious. We use canoes and a greased watermelon.” 
 
   Emily laughed. “I’d still love to see it,” she said.
 
   “I can get you guys Reality passes, if you really want to come.”
 
   “Reality?” CJ said.
 
   “Oh, yeah, that’s what we call it. It’s like a traditional joke, bidding farewell to the graduating seniors before, you know, they enter the real world. You guys should definitely come.”
 
   “What’s happening over there?” Emily asked, gesturing to what looked like a construction site surrounded by a chain link fence.
 
   “New dorms. An alum gave us the money, and the administration wants to make sure everyone who wants to can live on campus.”
 
   “Don’t you all live on campus already?” Stacie asked.
 
   “No, not even two thirds of the students live on.”
 
   “How many students are there altogether?” CJ asked.
 
   “Maybe four fifty, give or take.”
 
   “Wow, that’s tiny. You probably get to know everyone pretty well.”
 
   “Yup, sometimes too well.”
 
   As interesting as these facts seemed to be to CJ, Emily had something else in mind when she asked her question. Her heart told her something was happening behind the fence right now, and a quick glance told her that all the other revelers had gone. They were alone at the dark end of campus… except for the other set of eyes she felt on the dance floor, which had not gone far either. A rustling among the construction detritus had caught her attention, though she couldn’t quite say whether she’d seen it or heard it.
 
   “Why don’t you guys head back and, maybe, send security down here,” Emily said.
 
   “What are you talking about, Em?” CJ asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Staci joined in. “We’re not leaving you alone again.”
 
   “What? You mean like the other night?” Dave asked.
 
   “Guys,” Emily said, and then paused a moment. She wanted to tell them their help was not needed, that they would only get in her way, especially if she ended up having to protect them… but, then she thought better of it.
 
   “What’s up, Em?” Stacie asked, now scanning the chain link fence. “Did you see something?”
 
   “It’s nothing,” she said, now concerned that the eyes she felt on her might be Kano’s, and not wishing to force his discovery.
 
   “What have we here?” a mocking voice from the shadows behind them called out.
 
   “Fresh meat,” another responded.
 
   Three men, rough-looking, as far as the darkness allowed them to be seen, probably southside gangsters, stepped out from behind a clump of boxwoods and moved toward CJ and Stacie. Dave reacted quickly, probably instinctively, and inserted himself between the girls and these intruders. 
 
   “C’mon, guys, we don’t want any trouble.”
 
   “Well, maybe we do,” the leader of the trio said, and laid a hand on Dave’s chest, pushing him back. He resisted, digging in his heels, fists clenched. With CJ and Stacie in front of her, there was no easy way for Emily to step in, and from out of the shadows a swinging club glanced off the side of Dave’s head and he fell to the side, stunned. The man leaned down to strike him again, apparently not thinking the girls posed any sort of threat to him, and before Emily could intervene, CJ had seized his wrist behind the club and twisted up and out. 
 
   “Get away from him, you son of a bitch,” she howled, as the man tumbled forward shrieking, his shoulder hideously distorted. Dave lay on the grass inert, eyes open but not focused on anything. CJ released the wrist, kicked the assailant in the face, and then turned back to Dave, kneeling beside him with a hand on his cheek.
 
   Emily watched as Stacie leapt into action—a quick block and reverse punch to the chest, aggressive and strong, knocked another man down, a kick to the knee and a palm-heel strike to the nose felled the third. “Those early morning sessions have certainly given them confidence,” Emily thought, even as she also wondered why she hadn’t been more alert herself. 
 
   Others eyes watched her, and others were approaching. No time for a deep breath to clear her mind, a shallow exhalation and she felt them behind her, four more men on a dead run. A quick turn and she saw them, at least their movements revealed them, arms and legs churning, trying for more stealth that a random mugging would typically require. Who were they? Stacie seemed to have things under control behind her—jamming one man’s face into the turf, twisting his wrist back as she prepared to strike the back of his neck. All that remained for Emily was to close the distance. 
 
   Three quick strides and she hit the nearest man hard, lunging for his face, grabbing on to whatever her fingers could find, and using his head to pivot both legs around to kick the man directly behind him on the ear. Both men taken down, the one unconscious from her kick, the other not moving, having been twisted down by the neck, lay face down in the grass—Emily hoped she hadn’t killed him. The darkness her assailants had counted on now became her best friend, as she took the final pair by surprise with a double kick, practically running up the first man’s chest and sending him sprawling back into the last man, collapsing the two of them into a groaning heap. A quick strike across the bridge of the last nose and they troubled her no further.
 
   Off to her left, in the cover of the construction site, something else, or someone else, moved. With all her senses operating at extreme acuity, she saw—or thought she saw—two more men, but not like these, not street toughs. These men wore suits, one kneeling by a pile of lumber, the other leaning against a fence post, and both appeared to be aiming at her. Before she could react, one man lurched forward and fell to the ground, the other was yanked back and thrown in to the fence. 
 
   When she finally saw him, Kano, all in black, practically invisible, moving with stunning decisiveness—a few fierce hand movements and each man was disarmed and thrown to the ground— Emily couldn’t help but admire the precision of his technique, and the swiftness with which he moved. Then she heard the familiar sound, polished steel sliding along the lip of an unornamented sheath. In the dim light, the short sword pointed to heaven, and she recognized their doom. This is what Masako had sent him here to do, to keep her safe, and eliminate all threats. But she knew it would only lead to more trouble, just when a lower profile might be needed.
 
   “Yame, Kano-san,” Emily cried out. “Korosanai de… kudasai.” The sword hesitated, the light of a distant flashlight glinting off the edge. Kano glanced at her and nodded, slipping the wakizashi back into its saya, then brought the butt end down across the bridge of one man’s nose and jammed his knee into the back of the other man’s head.
 
   The footsteps of the security guards running across the lawn drew her attention back to her friends. Had they seen him? When she turned back, Kano had already gone. 
 
   “You guys were fantastic,” she said to Stacie, as soon as she noticed the gleam in her eye—the sort of excitement one gets from a violent encounter, the triumph and exultation, that could so easily flip over and become crippling guilt and recrimination later. CJ had defended Dave like a tigress, though now she seemed only interested in tending to him.
 
   “Oh my god, Em,” Stacie said, looking past her to the carnage in the field behind her. “I didn’t even see those guys.”
 
   “What the hell just happened?” CJ demanded.
 
   The security guards peppered them with questions, which Dave fielded to the extent he could, in his present haze. No one seemed to want to wait around for the police… except maybe for the guys lying still unconscious on the field. Emily knew there’d be questions later. Better later than now.
 
   “Let’s go home, guys.”
 
   “I’m gonna help him back to his room,” CJ said, gesturing to Dave. “He’s still a bit shaky.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “So what changed your mind?” Coach Parker asked, early the next morning. The low winter sun slanted through windows high enough not to require shielding his eyes. Her eyes grew even darker as she told him the news, and something about her manner suggested a kind of resignation. She stood before him, ramrod straight, hands behind her back, looking as resolute as ever. Still…
 
   “I’m headed down to Quantico anyway, and since they moved up the dates…”
 
   “It’s just… you seemed so opposed before.”
 
   The rest of the team sat scattered about the floor on one end of the fieldhouse, stretching, chatting, a few growing restless. Dust motes danced and swirled in the beams.
 
   “Roll up the mats, guys,” Parker called across the room. “We won’t be using those today.”
 
   “Maybe some things have made me reconsider,” Emily said.
 
   “Things?”
 
   “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine. How’s the team look for the tournament?”
 
   “Bauer’s out, of course, with that shoulder, and Trowbridge seems distracted. But Carnot’s got a new fire in her eyes.”
 
   “One more thing, I want to compete in the men’s division. Can you arrange that?”
 
   “Maybe,” Parker said. “If someone plants the idea in the Deputy Commandant’s mind, he’ll probably make it happen. Are you sure that’s what you want?” 
 
   The expression on her face gave him some pause, as did the recollection of how she manhandled him in the same tournament three years earlier.
 
   “I don’t want to get in the way of the other girls.”
 
   “Even if they make the men’s advanced kumite full contact? They’re considering a rule change, you know.”
 
   “It makes no difference to me.”
 
   “No, I guess it wouldn’t,” he said, looking into those eyes that had intimidated him on several other occasions. “And what you used to say about stealing chi, that doesn’t concern you now?”
 
   “It does, but maybe I feel like I’m losing my edge. Something about this place… I’m not sure I can explain it.”
 
   “Losing your edge? Here? We’re all about discipline here, and you more than anyone.”
 
   “It’s not about discipline, Coach. It’s more than that.”
 
   “Carnot, take the lead,” he called out, giving her a laundry list of techniques to guide the team through. “Shuto age uke, gyaku zuki, yoko geri keage, ushiro geri, uraken uchi, ura zuki, yoko geri kekomi.”
 
   With a nod, Stacie repeated the complex command to the team, now lined up and ready to work through the combination: rising knife-hand block leading to a sharp punch with all one’s weight on the back foot—a signature shotokan technique—followed by a high side-kick rather like the one Emily demonstrated on Zaki a month earlier. The first imaginary opponent dispatched, a back kick delivered without putting the foot down led directly into a back fist, the rotation initiated by this move enhancing the energy of a short, inside uppercut and a finishing side-kick.
 
   “Are you gonna train with us today?”
 
   “If you’re sure I’m not a distraction.”
 
   “They don’t deserve to win if they can’t focus around you.”
 
   “Fine,” she said. “I’ll go change. But I don’t want to lead the class,” and then, in a lower voice, “and I’d mainly like to spar with Trowbridge.”
 
   “Just don’t hurt him,” he said with a laugh. “And we can go talk to the Deputy Commandant together afterwards,” he added a moment later.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Large, flat-screen TVs suspended every few yards from the curved ceiling of the King Hall galley ran a continuous news feed when they weren’t showing sports highlights. International stories scrolled by under the talking head at this hour: a flood in China triggered by the Three Gorges Damn project, an explosion rocked a nightclub in Bali, the Japanese Diet proposed changes to the law of succession to allow the current Emperor’s granddaughter to sit on the Chrysanthemum Throne, talks at the Pacific Rim Naval Cooperation conference on joint action against terrorist bases in the Celebes Sea. Mostly, the Midshipmen tuned out the noise of the outside world, and Emily more than most. And even if something in the newsfeed had caught her attention, none of her friends would have detected it.
 
   “What was that all about, Em?” Stacie asked, staring down at a large roast beef sandwich on a baguette. “Since when do you train with us… and spend like the whole time huddled with Trowbridge? This is the third time this week.”
 
   “You’re the one who said he’s not so bad.”
 
   “How are you even gonna fit that whole thing in your body?” CJ asked, with a snort. “I mean, Stace, c’mon, it’s huge.” Everyone at the table laughed until Zaki’s plate showed up with an even larger sandwich.
 
   “What can I say?” he said, when he noticed everyone staring at him. “It pays to be on good terms with the chef.”
 
   “You’re just as bad, Em,” CJ said. “What is it today, rice and beans and tofu? Again. You’ve been practically living on that stuff all semester.”
 
   Emily grunted through a mouthful, and then noticed one of the plebes sitting at their table, looking like he was waiting for Santa to come down the chimney.
 
   “Something on your mind, Gregorovitch?” she asked, once she’d swallowed.
 
   “No, Ma’am… I mean, yes, Ma’am.”
 
   “Spit it out, man,” Funderburk barked at him. The babble of voices died down and all eyes turned his way.
 
   “Yes, sir. The rumor is Tenno’s going to compete.”
 
   “Compete where?”
 
   “Quantico, sir, at the Leatherneck Brawl. At least that’s the rumor.”
 
   “Is this true, Tenno?”
 
   “Yes, sir.” 
 
   When she heard the news confirmed, CJ’s jaw dropped open.
 
   “Em, what are you talking about? I thought you hated that stuff.”
 
   “You’re gonna dominate the women’s division,” Funderburk said with a gloating air of satisfaction.
 
   “She’s fighting in the men’s division, sir,” Stacie said. “And it’s full-contact rules this year.”
 
   “What the… does the Deputy Commandant know about this?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Emily replied.
 
   “How on earth did you persuade him to go along with that?”
 
   “I told him no jarhead will ever take orders from me in battle if they don’t think I can stand up in a fight. Either I prove it now, or in my first billet.”
 
   “And he bought that bucket of bilge?”
 
   Emily nodded. Everyone else around the table stared blankly at her. CJ in particular seemed frozen by the news, as if she might just shatter like glass. With one hand on the back of CJ’s neck, she said, “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be okay.”
 
   “But these are Marines we’re talking about,” CJ stammered out. “And SEALs.”
 
   “I’ve faced worse.”
 
   “Where have you found guys tougher than the SEALs?” Funderburk asked.
 
   “In my own family,” Emily whispered for nobody but herself to hear.
 
   “Whatever,” Funderburk growled. “This calls for a general announcement.”
 
   “Sir, I wish you wouldn’t make such a big deal out of this.”
 
   Funderburk ignored her and stood up at the end of the table, and clinked a fork against the side of his glass. “May I have your attention, please. The Fightin’ 28th is proud to announce that one of our own will be competing in the Leatherneck Brawl this year. Midshipman Second Class Michiko Tenno will be representing the Brigade in Quantico next week.”
 
   “Hear, hear,” Zaki cried out, and his words were echoed across the tables occupied by the 28th. The news spread quickly throughout the galley, and met with some confusion and perplexity, but finally resulted in a vast, muddled cheer.
 
   Once the noise had settled down, Emily gulped down the rest of her food, and tried to whisper something in CJ’s ear. Later, as she filed out of the hall with her friends, she found a moment for a quiet word.
 
   “I have an errand in DC tomorrow, CJ. Wanna come along?”
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
   The Crown Princess
 
   “Why does this seem like just another excuse for you to wear dress blues on liberty, Em?”
 
   “Are you still complaining, CJ? I mean, what’s it gonna take to get you into a dress uniform?”
 
   “How about telling me where we’re going on this mysterious errand?”
 
   “Okay, okay,” she said. “Where’d I put it? It’s gotta be in here somewhere.”
 
   CJ stuck her head out of the bathroom to see Emily rummaging through her closet, rifling her drawers. “Here it is,” she crowed, and held out a card.
 
   A stylized flower in gold foil decorated one corner, a cherry tree in full bloom stretched underneath, and some calligraphy she couldn’t read—“It’s beautiful, Em. What’s it say?”
 
   “Roughly, it’s an invitation to visit the Japanese Embassy.”
 
   “To visit what… Em… who are we going to see?” she called from the bathroom, where she had retreated to finish her ablutions.
 
   “A very distinguished person. Listen, CJ, don’t freak out over this, okay?”
 
   “Freak out? What are you talking about? When I meet this person, should I bow, or kneel?”
 
   “I’ll be bowing. You can do what you want.”
 
   “Seriously, Em, what’s going on?”
 
   “Okay, fine. There’s a fancy reception at the embassy tonight that we’re not invited to. But the Crown Princess would like to meet us beforehand.”
 
   “Meet us? You mean meet you, don’t you? What possible interest could she have in me? I mean, there’s no way she even knows I exist.”
 
   “Fine, she wants to see me. But how many times are you ever gonna find yourself in the same room with royalty?”
 
   “Oh, don’t worry, I’m coming. Is this straight? What about Stacie?”
 
   “Too busy, working out.”
 
   “Her loss, I guess.”
 
   A few minutes later, with one hand on her cover and the other clutching CJ’s wrist to tug her along, Emily skittered along the cobblestones on Hanover Street just outside the gate.
 
   “Slow down, Em, what’s your hurry?”
 
   “We can take my bike if you want…”
 
   “That’s against regs, and you know it.”
 
   “Fine, whatever, I have a better idea anyway.”
 
   “Oh, yeah… what do you have in mind?”
 
   “I think our ride is waiting for us on the next block,” Emily said, scanning both sides of the street. “Yup, there they are, ready and waiting.”
 
   “Who are they?”
 
   “C’mon, CJ, get a move on.” Sidling up to a dark gray sedan, Emily gestured with one hand while she tapped on the roof over the passenger door. When the window finally opened, she crouched down to talk. “Hi, guys. Fancy meeting you here.”
 
   While the passenger tried to ignore her, forehead in palm, the driver responded: “This is inappropriate, Miss Tenno. You know we’re on official business.”
 
   “C’mon, Em, let’s just take your bike,” CJ said, no longer certain what her friend was up to.
 
   “Look, Ed, we have an appointment in DC and we could use a ride.”
 
   “Damnit, Ed, this is just what I’m talking about. She’s making a mockery of us.”
 
   “It’ll be easier for all of us my way. Otherwise you’re just gonna have to tail us, and you could lose us in traffic, and we’re gonna be all cold and windblown on my bike. That way, no one’s happy.”
 
   “Who the hell are these guys?” CJ whispered as loud as she dared. This new side of her friend’s personality left her uneasy. What was she getting them into? The men in the car conferred, hushed and tense.
 
   “Save it, Neil,” the driver said. “What’s the point of resisting?” Then leaning over to address Emily, he said: “Okay, get in. Where are we going?”
 
   “Twenty five twenty Massachusetts Avenue. Thanks, guys. C’mon, CJ, get in.”
 
   “Ed, that’s Embassy Row,” Padgett hissed at his partner. 
 
   “Oh, so now you’re happy to chauffeur her around.”
 
   The drive in to DC on Rt. 50 took less than an hour in light weekend traffic, though navigating the complex grid of city streets around the capitol slowed their progress. Light chit-chat deflected CJ’s anxieties for the Maryland portion of the journey, while crossing the Anacostia River and passing the National Arboretum seemed to distract her from the otherwise uncomfortable situation she found herself in once they’d reached the capital city itself, riding in the back of some sort of official vehicle, driven by men her friend had so obviously strong-armed into doing them a favor. What did she have on them? Near Mount Vernon Square, Emily pointed out a famous café, no doubt to take her mind off the strangeness of the situation, and they caught a brief glimpse of the White House down New York Avenue, before they turned up Massachusetts Avenue. As they passed Dupont Circle, CJ finally could hold her peace no longer.
 
   “Em, how do you know these guys?” she demanded in an urgent whisper. “I mean, how’d you know they’d be there? Or that they’d take us? I don’t like this one little bit.”
 
   “I’ll explain later,” she whispered with an air of finality. Then, in a louder voice, she pointed up 19th street: “There’s a fun little place one block over, at 19th and Q. Shall we eat there afterwards?”
 
   “I don’t have any money,” CJ said.
 
   “Don’t worry, I got it covered.”
 
   “It ought to be just ahead, on the left,” Braswell announced.
 
   “The Japanese Embassy,” Padgett said. “Why didn’t you just say that in the first place?”
 
   “And that would have made a difference?” Emily asked.
 
   “Well, no, but at least it’s not the Chinese Embassy.”
 
   When Braswell pulled up next to a white iron gate in front of an impressive Georgian Revival style mansion set back from the road, Emily climbed out and waited for CJ, staring darkly into the driver’s side window the whole time. CJ shivered when she saw the expression on Emily’s face, and then it softened, as if it had never been there.
 
   “Thanks, guys,” Emily said, leaning in and beaming a sweet smile. “It almost makes up for how you looked on and did nothing as that gang attacked us the other night at St. John’s.”
 
   Braswell turned away and Padgett’s face glowed red.
 
   “It’s not our…,” he began to say.
 
   “Yeah, right, not your job. And you’re comfortable with that, to just sit and watch as we could have been hurt, or worse?” 
 
   Padgett fell silent, but Braswell offered some slight excuse: “It’s not like you really needed our help, as it turned out.”
 
   “Maybe I didn’t, but you couldn’t have known. And what about my friends? How would you feel if CJ had been hurt?” When they didn’t reply, looking like two embarrassed schoolboys caught in the act of some mischief, she finally said: “But thank you for clearing things up with the police and the Deputy Commandant. Yeah, I figured that out, and it was a kindness, so I forgive you for the rest. We’ll only be, like, an hour in there, so meet us back here then.”
 
   With a quick pivot, she walked away before Padgett could protest, and led CJ through the entrance, barely pausing to offer a few clipped phrases in Japanese to the guard. When he bowed to her, CJ tried to prepare herself for what might happen next.
 
   Inside the Ambassador’s residence, they passed through two different security checks, were eyed by curt officials who seemed to consider their presence an intrusion, though to judge by Emily’s stony demeanor, they’d surely be hard-pressed to resist her. And in each case, one official after another capitulated with a bow, which Emily answered with a tiny nod. CJ understood nothing that was said in these offices, but one word stuck in her ear, muttered by more than one functionary as they passed: “hafu.” She made a mental note to ask Emily what it meant later.
 
   When they were finally ushered into a large sitting room, furnished in white upholstered couches and chairs on a gray carpet, facing a large, three-panel, wooden screen with carvings depicting a hunt in one corner, while along another wall, floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over Rock Creek Park in the distance. CJ tried to ask her friend about protocol, but she didn’t respond, merely gazing in silence at a large print depicting several women in kimonos struggling to escape a rainstorm as the wind blew their umbrellas to one side. Finally, she turned and whispered: “Just follow my lead.” CJ wanted to complain and say: “But if you start speaking in Japanese, how can I?” Emily pressed one finger to her lips and smiled at her.
 
   The next moment, double-doors at the far end of the room swung open to admit two men in full kimonos wearing what she assumed were ceremonial swords, two each, as well as a smaller dagger concealed in a sash. Faces like granite—could they be real samurai?—they flanked the doors, and several men in gray suits, some with earpieces visible, marched in and took up positions along the back wall. Finally, an older man, slightly stooped over and speaking English with a heavy accent, introduced himself to Emily and CJ as Yuasa Shoichi, the head of the Imperial Household Agency. A moment later, the person for whom the entire group had come together entered: a woman in an elegant suit—this must be the Crown Princess—and a small girl, perhaps no more than five or six years old. Some formalities ensued, involving a brief pronouncement in Japanese and much bowing. CJ tried to do whatever Emily did, but one thing seemed unnerving to her, and she was afraid to imitate this: everyone bowed deeply except for the Princess who nodded to each person, and Emily bowed only to the Princess, and nodded to the others. And the little girl made no gesture at all, not bowing or even nodding. She stared fixedly at Emily, her eyes alight with a smile she seemed determined not to let the rest of her face show.
 
   Before CJ quite knew what to expect, Emily dropped to her knees and bowed all the way to the floor in the direction of the little girl. Had the Crown Princess given her a signal… perhaps the slightest facial gesture? Even more surprising, as soon as Emily straightened up on her knees, and perhaps in response to a smile from her mother, the girl ran across the carpet and threw her arms around Emily’s neck. A commotion arose among the functionaries, and the man with the stoop rushed over to rectify the situation, until the sweet voice of the Crown Princess froze him in his tracks. “Yame, Yuasa-san,” she said with one finger held out. 
 
   The men in gray suits had wanted to intervene as well, at least until one of the samurai stepped forward, a hand resting on his sword, and blocked their path. And at a quiet word from the Princess, he stepped back. But CJ had only a dim sense of these goings-on, and perhaps misunderstood them completely, her attention having been captured by the blissful expression on the little girl’s face as she rested her head on Emily’s shoulder. 
 
   “Come, little one,” Emily cooed in her ear. “Let’s find your mother.” Reluctant as she seemed to let go, after Emily whispered something in Japanese to her, she pulled herself up and returned to take her mother’s hand. The Crown Princess crouched down to kiss her on the forehead, and then gestured to an older woman by the door, who led the girl away.
 
   When Emily introduced her to the Princess, CJ bowed and blushed. 
 
   “I am pleased to meet you, Tanahill-san,” she said in flawless English. 
 
   “I am honored, Your Highness,” CJ replied, hoping she got the formula right.
 
   “Thank you both, for accepting my invitation, and please forgive my daughter’s indiscretion.” It took a moment for the strangeness of these words to sink in, since CJ assumed the little scene had somehow been prearranged. Perhaps this is just the way it is in Japan, she thought. 
 
   “I see you have chosen a military career, Michi-san, and you too, Tanahill-san.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” Emily replied.
 
   “Would you take a turn with me in the garden? It’s just through these doors.”
 
   After the Princess had a word with Yuasa-san, the two samurai led the way, followed by the men in gray suits. Once they were all assembled on a gravel walkway outside, one of the samurai growled a command and the functionaries took up positions along the back wall of the garden, some fifty yards away. With a tiny gesture, just one finger, the Princess indicated that the samurai should follow at a discreet distance.
 
   “I am like a statue in a museum, unable to move without cracking. As you saw with my daughter, if anyone gets too close, the guards will come,” the Princess said, once they were a few yards away.
 
   “Hai,” Emily replied with a little bow.
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” CJ said, now realizing the Princess’s observation was more in the nature of a command. This little bit of indirection might as well have been her first lesson in the ways of royalty. Gravel crunched underfoot, bare branches cast fingery shadows across the path, and a pond gurgled along two sides of an elaborate wooden structure with a blue tile roof, too square and not open enough to count as a gazebo. The silence in which they walked, belied by the activity of the guards scurrying along in the distance to maintain a perimeter, led CJ to reflect on the strangeness of the past few months—the pleasure of training with her friends, that strange man who followed them one evening, the peculiar animosity Emily somehow inspired in other mids, the excessive harassment of the plebes, that delightful party at St. John’s and the way she’d stood up to the man who attacked Dave. A pale orange fish flipped a tail above the surface, and the splash pulled her out of the reverie. 
 
   “I do not wish to be impolite, Tanahill-san,” the Princess said.
 
   Emily nodded and turned to her friend. “Can you give us a moment, CJ? I wouldn’t ask, but it’s important.”
 
   CJ watched as the two of them walked to the far side of an ornamental rock garden, the gravel raked into graceful, swirling patterns around a few intrusive boulders placed seemingly at random. She heard the first few words they exchanged, but understood nothing, since she spoke none of the language. One of the samurai stood a few feet from her, and she tried to make eye contact, without exactly knowing why, but he proved to be as impassive as the Beefeaters she’d seen pictures of stationed at Buckingham Palace. Would it be rude to look at him anyway? He didn’t seem to mind as she took in the whole effect of his robes, dotted with the same floral design as the card Emily had shown her earlier. The handle of his sword, long enough for two hands and covered in a silk braid, such a strange combination of muscular utility and aesthetic refinement, it reminded her of the plainness of the building in front of her, with its bare wooden rails and beams. But as she looked more closely, she noticed smaller details, the fine joinery. Her father, a carpenter, used to tell her about buildings put together with no nails, held together by wooden pegs and dovetails.
 
   “This is what I’m training to be,” she thought, “observant.” And when she turned to look at Emily and the Princess, she began to pay more attention to body language, to the sorrow implicit in the otherwise impassive posture and mien of the one, and the coiled energy flowing out to the extremities of the other and back in again. After another minute, Emily bowed, and the two of them walked back toward CJ.
 
   “Ozawa will show you a side entrance,” the Princess said. “Thank you for paying me this visit, Tanahill-san. Please accept this token of my esteem.” A silk scarf dotted with the same golden flower as Ozawa’s kimono—she recognized it at last as a stylized chrysanthemum—the Princess slipped it off her neck and placed it in CJ’s hand along with its brooch, shaped like a forked pennant with a white border and the same flower on a red background. “This is my emblem. Anyone here will recognize it.”
 
   At the end of a winding path, a steel door led out onto the street. Before they could pass, Ozawa said something to Emily, and only one word stuck in CJ’s ear: Ohime-sama. Emily shook her head and had a sharp word in return, after which she bowed, and Ozawa bowed even more deeply. 
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
   A Hard-won Confidence
 
   “Half-breed,” Emily said, sitting in the back seat. “It means they disapprove of me. It’s kinda funny, I suppose, because in Hawai’i, when they say hafu or hapa, it can be like a badge of honor… but not necessarily in Japan.”
 
   “And the Princess doesn’t feel that way, right?” CJ asked, glancing anxiously at the two men in the front seat. “And what about these two,” she whispered. “Who the hell are they?”
 
   A long, deep breath preoccupied Emily, giving her a reason to delay answering, time to think, to decide, to resolve. Once she had exhaled it all, and begun to breathe normally, she turned to her friend and said, “Show them the brooch.”
 
   “What the hell is this supposed to be?” Padgett asked, when CJ reached it over the seat back. Braswell looked over from the driver’s side once they reached a red light.
 
   “Holy crap,” he said. “Don’t you know anything, Neil? That little pennant on the pin, it’s the official insignia of the Crown Princess. How the hell did you get that?”
 
   “Pull up here. There’s a spot.” Emily said. “This place is quiet and does great rice.”
 
   “We’re on duty,” Padgett snarled. “We can’t socialize with you.”
 
   “I’m hungry,” Braswell said.
 
   A tiny hole-in-the-wall, bamboo décor and half-curtains, four stools at the bar, a few tables, and several booths along the wall provided all the seating. Braswell and Padgett found a quiet booth in the back while Emily had a word with the man behind the counter, and CJ stood next to her uncomfortably.
 
   “Make room, guys,” Emily said and slid in next to Braswell.
 
   “Damn it, Ed, this is totally inappropriate.”
 
   “Give it up, Neil. Just make room for the lady.”
 
   “CJ wants to know who you guys are. Why don’t you tell her?” When neither man responded, stunned by her directness. “Fine. I hate keeping secrets. Stop me when I say something that isn’t true. They’re with the Diplomatic Security Service.”
 
   “The what?” CJ asked. Padgett had turned beet red by now.
 
   “The DSS watches the embassies, tracks threats to visiting diplomats, and keeps tabs on suspicious embassy staff. Did I get that right?”
 
   “More or less,” Braswell said.
 
   “Now why don’t you tell her why you’ve been following me for over a month now?”
 
   “They’ve been following you? What on earth for?”
 
   “Well…,” Emily said, eyes fixed on Padgett.
 
   “Fine,” he said. “You want to clear the air. Let’s see how you like it. Miss Tanahill, we have reason to believe your friend here is a traitor.”
 
   The table went silent as the waitress brought glasses of water, and CJ sat speechless, her face pale, as if it had been bled dry by Padgett’s statement. A moment later, the waitress returned with a large sashimi platter and two plates of pad thai. While the others stared at the food without moving, Emily picked up chopsticks and skewered a lump of wasabi, rubbed it on a piece of hamachi tuna, dipped it in soy sauce and lifted it to her lips.
 
   “It’s good, guys. Eat. And maybe explain to my friend why you would say such a hurtful thing.”
 
   Padgett eyed his partner, looking for some moral support, or perhaps wishing he had not climbed so far out on a limb. Braswell reached for one of the plates of noodles and scooped up a forkful.
 
   “This is delicious,” he mumbled.
 
   “C’mon, Ed, back me up on this.”
 
   “No,” he shot back. “We don’t think any such thing.” 
 
   “Now tell her what you do think,” Emily said. “That’s only fair.”
 
   “You really want to air your dirty laundry like this?” Braswell asked.
 
   “It’s not my laundry.”
 
   “Then why don’t you tell her?”
 
   “Because if she hears it from you, she’ll believe it, no matter how preposterous it sounds.”
 
   “And maybe we’ll hear how preposterous it sounds, is that what you mean?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   Braswell couldn’t suppress a smile as he thought about the way Emily had managed the conversation so far. 
 
   “Ed, she’s manipulating you. Can’t you see?” Padgett said.
 
   Braswell waved off his partner’s complaint and said: “Fair enough. Let’s do it your way. We looked into your friend after the Chinese Embassy filed an extradition request for someone we believe to be an alias of hers.”
 
   “An alias?” CJ asked.
 
   “Yes. Emily Hsiang.”
 
   “Is that you, Em?” she asked, her voice quaking. 
 
   “No. Of course not,” Emily replied. The lie gave her no trouble this time. She’d practiced her response, and satisfied herself that the false identity was insignificant. No crimes had been committed using it. Only one qualm remained for her, namely that she couldn’t remember every time she’d used that passport, but she could suppress any anxiety on that score. Green tea steamed in her cup.
 
   “Then this last month you spent following her must seem like a colossal waste of time,” CJ said.
 
   “On the contrary,” Padgett said with considerable satisfaction, “it’s been a goldmine for us, so many interesting types flitting around your friend here, like flies on…”
 
   “Shut it, Neil,” Braswell hissed.
 
   “Interesting types? Like who?” CJ demanded.
 
   “Chinese intelligence operatives, that’s who,” Emily said, hoping to distract CJ so she wouldn’t mention Kano in front of Braswell and Padgett. “You remember that night after McDonough made us see that jug band at the Ram’s Head, and we split up at Church Circle? A Chinese team accosted me after you guys left, and I managed to elude them by running.”
 
   “Running? You, Em? You’re making fun of me, right?”
 
   “No… well, maybe, a little. But they have a traffic-cam video of it.” CJ laughed, and Emily continued, with a glance at Braswell. “And those guys who attacked us after the dance, who do you think put them up to it? Your partner is quick to assume I’m in league with people who are pretty clearly trying to do me harm.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The ride back to Annapolis felt much more convivial to CJ. The goons in the sedan turned out to be federal agents of some sort, and even though they seemed to think her friend might be a criminal type—one of them thought this, at least—they also seemed amenable to finding out she wasn’t. How strange the way people reacted to Emily. Her, a criminal?... you only had to talk to her for ten minutes to see how wrong that was. She found herself trying to recall her first encounter with Emily. How did she seem to her then? How odd that she couldn’t remember. Long nights studying Calculus or World History together with her roommates, that’s what she remembered. But the first encounter seemed to have left no trace in her.
 
   “This really came from the Crown Princess?” Padgett asked from behind the wheel, watching Braswell turn the brooch over in his fingers.
 
   “She put it in my hand herself,” CJ said.
 
   “That’s the part I don’t get,” Braswell said. “Nobody sees the Crown Princess in private. I mean, why would she want to see you two?”
 
   “You know, I’m pretty sure she didn’t want to see me,” CJ said. “But you should’ve seen her daughter and Em.”
 
   “The little princess was there?”
 
   “She takes one look at you-know-who over here, and the next thing anyone knows she runs across the room and throws herself into Em’s arms.”
 
   “Holy crap,” Padgett said. “I bet the security staff loved that.”
 
   Suddenly self-conscious, CJ glanced over at Emily and said: “Sorry, Em. It just came out.”
 
   “Don’t sweat it, CJ. I hate secrets. Tell these guys whatever you want.”
 
   “How about you tell us what the Crown Princess wanted with you?” Padgett said to Emily. 
 
   The dying sunset of an early December twilight glowed in the rearview mirror, and one last, feeble ray gleamed in CJ’s eyes. With each mile, the Sunday evening traffic on Rt. 50 melted away. Around Bowie, the only other vehicles on the eastbound side turned on their headlights.
 
   “You really want to know?” Emily asked. “I mean, it’s gonna sound pretty strange.”
 
   “Don’t you worry about us,” Braswell said. “We’re all about strange.”
 
   “Okay, fine. The Crown Princess thinks I’m descended from one of the Genji clans.”
 
   “Are you?” he asked.
 
   “Who exactly are the Genji?” CJ asked.
 
   “I got this part, Miss Tenno,” Braswell said. “They’re descendants of the illegitimate children of the emperors from several centuries ago.”
 
   “That’s right, more or less. My family apparently comes from the Minamoto clan.”
 
   “So you are a Genji?” CJ asked.
 
   “That’s not exactly clear,” Emily said. “The Imperial Household agency did a study of the family and decided I’m descended from a samurai retainer of one of the Minamotos.”
 
   “Okay,” Braswell said. “The more interesting question is probably why the Household Agency did a study in the first place.”
 
   “Well, that’s where things get really strange.”
 
   “Stranger than finding out your best friend could be related to the Japanese Imperial family?” CJ said.
 
   “Maybe. It’s got to do with an heirloom, a sword handed down in my family for generations. It had imperial symbols on it, and I decided to donate it to the Household Agency. Apparently, the Princess’s samurai guards thought it was Kusanagi-no-tsurugi.”
 
   “You must be joking,” Braswell blurted out. “No one believes those old stories anymore. You don’t, do you?”
 
   “What old stories?” CJ asked, and she could see Padgett had turned his head all the way around, eyes fixed on Emily with the same question in them. She tapped his shoulder and pointed to the road.
 
   “It’s a magical sword, Kusanagi, and a few thousand years ago the first emperor received it from the Goddess of the Sun, who happened to be his grandmother,” Braswell said with evident satisfaction.
 
   “You have got to be kidding me,” Padgett snorted out. “Is that what you think this is about?”
 
   An odd sort of distance expanded behind Emily’s eyes, or so it seemed to CJ, as if Emily’s mind had traveled far away while they guffawed over the seeming extravagance of the ancient Shinto tales. Glassy-eyed and stone-faced, did she even know or care about the other occupants of the car? 
 
   “Let’s take the scenic route,” Braswell said, and directed Padgett to the exit for Highway 3. “Follow this to Route 450.”
 
   “Do you believe in that stuff, Em?” CJ asked, with a hand on her friend’s shoulder.
 
   “It’s not about what I believe. What do you think Ozawa believes?”
 
   The reminder of the samurai induced CJ to reassemble the disparate pieces of what she had seen at the embassy, the little girl rushing into her friend’s arms, the samurai preventing the functionaries from intervening, the deferential way he followed them through the garden. In hindsight, she saw clearly that he was less interested in restricting their access to the Princess than in holding the security teams at bay. And when they parted at the gate, and Emily rebuked him, the scene took on a fresh significance.
 
   “He called you Ohime-sama. What did he mean?” 
 
   At the sound of this phrase, Braswell snapped his head around. “Holy crap,” he blurted out. “They do believe it, don’t they?”
 
   “Believe what?” Padgett asked. “What’s it mean?”
 
   “He addressed her as ‘princess’. Was he serious?”
 
   “He bowed to her as he said it,” CJ said, “deeply. For a moment, I thought he meant to kneel at her feet… like that guy in the alley.”
 
   “What the hell is going on?” Padgett barked.
 
   “If the Samurai treated her like that, it means they believe her sword really is Kusanagi, and that the Household Agency is wrong about her descent. Is this true?” he asked Emily.
 
   “How should I know?” she said. “It kinda freaks me out when they do that.”
 
   “And just how do you know all this, Ed,” Padgett demanded.
 
   “You really are a greenhorn, Neil. I was only stationed in Tokyo for ten years. I could hardly have done my job and not know this stuff,” Braswell said, and then scratched his chin in silence as he contemplated Emily’s face. “But you already knew that…. You had Cardano check us out, didn’t you?”
 
   “I may be young, but I’m not stupid,” Emily said.
 
   “And that’s why you brought your friend along. We’d be more likely to believe you, ’cause we’d think you wouldn’t want to tangle yourself up in lies in front of your friend.”
 
   “Is that true, Em?” CJ asked.
 
   “And I wanted you guys along so she’d know what to believe.”
 
   “She’s been manipulating us all along,” Padgett said. “I told you not to trust her, Ed.”
 
   “Yes,” Emily said, “maybe I have, but I also haven’t said anything that isn’t true.”
 
   Where Highway 3 merged with Route 450, traffic thinned out even more. Only their own headlights and two more pairs trailing behind illuminated the road, much darker now, tree-lined and deserted. No sign of the broader landscape presented itself through the deepening twilight and the woods on either side.
 
   “How do you know you can trust us?” Braswell asked. 
 
   “A grizzled veteran who’s seen how institutions can bring out the worst in whoever seeks advancement through them… I think I can trust you. And the young hothead,” she said, nodding to Padgett, “I know pretty well what to expect from him.”
 
   “And me,” CJ asked, almost afraid to hear how her friend would answer.
 
   “Oh, CJ, it’s not about trust between you and me, but I needed you to see how serious this business is, because it might turn ugly.”
 
   “Wait a second,” Padgett said in a sudden realization. “What guy in an alley?”
 
   Braswell saw it an instant before his distracted partner did, lights flaring in the mirrors. One of the vehicles behind them had accelerated suddenly, attempting to overtake them with no traffic on the almost deserted road to account for their maneuver—his instincts told him to prepare for the worst. No headlights lit up the westbound lanes, and the other vehicle behind them had also accelerated, as if acting in concert.
 
   “Neil, hostiles coming up on your left,” Braswell shouted, as the side door of the van, now next to them, slid open. “Bump ’em, before they can fire.” Padgett swerved into the van, upending a man with an assault rifle strapped over one shoulder. The impact from the sedan following behind slammed Braswell into his seatback, and then into the dashboard. “Damn it, Neil, step on it. Get us the hell outa here.” 
 
   Bullets struck the rear window. “CJ, get down,” Emily cried, and yanked her friend into a half-prone position on the backseat, then probed her head and shoulders to make sure she hadn’t been hit. “Looks like an AK-47 in the van, probably more in the pursuit,” she shouted.
 
   Braswell hoisted himself partway through the passenger side window, swung his arm over the roof and sent four rounds into the front of the van. “Hit ’em again, Neil,” he yelled over the wind noise. A burst from the pursuit car caught Braswell in the shoulder, and he wrestled himself back in the passenger seat, cursing at the top of his lungs. 
 
   Peeking between the seats, CJ saw his face turn pale and beads of sweat form around his ears. He’s going into shock. She kicked the back of his seat and called out to him. “Keep it together. This is no time to fade out on us.” She hadn’t known what name to use, and didn’t have the nerve to be familiar the way Emily had. He looked at her and smiled, a little shaky, but now focused, picked up his gun from the seat and tried to turn to his right to fire out the side window at the car behind them.
 
   The van veered wildly, and struck the side of their car, causing the man with the AK-47 to lurch toward them and bring the gun to bear on the back window, his finger inside the trigger guard. Emily reached out of the window and deflected the barrel upwards before he could fire, then seized the gunstock, yanking him forward out of the van and twisting the gun up sharply. With a scream, he fell onto the door, groping feverishly with his free arm for something to keep from hitting the pavement, shrieking as Emily bent back the finger caught on the trigger. Two rounds went through the roof as she struck his throat and wrenched the gun off his hand. With a single, smooth movement, she slipped the strap from his shoulder and struck him across the face with the butt end of the gun. He fell between the vehicles, and the van jumped when it rolled over his legs. The second car probably hit him too, judging from the movement of its headlights, and then it dropped back from the pursuit.
 
   Now in possession of the AK-47, Emily leaned out and raked the hood and windshield of the dark sedan with bullets. Two more sets of headlights came into view in the distance behind them. “Stay down, CJ,” she shouted, unable to tell whether her fire had struck anyone inside the car. No return fire came right away, so she emptied the clip at the front grill and tires, hoping at least to disable the vehicle. One last burst from behind struck the trunk and shattered the rear window, just as the rudderless van swerved into them again. Blood streamed from Padgett's ear, and CJ watched in horror as he slumped to the side.
 
   “Neil,” Braswell shouted and grabbed for the wheel, too late to keep them from running off the road, and only narrowly missing a bridge abutment. Two loud bangs and then a splash, and water began seeping in through the lower seal of the door, next to CJ's feet.
 
   As the car drifted into the shallow current, a calm overtook the occupants of the car. Braswell had managed to force the wheel to the left just before they left the embankment, shifting their momentum enough to bring them partly under the cover of the bridge. But the river’s current, lazy as it was, would push them downstream soon enough to expose them to fire.
 
   “CJ,” Emily called out, forcing the door open and letting even more water rush in. “Help Ed out of the car. He's been hit.” Then she waded into the water and yanked the driver’s side door open. CJ watched as, with one arm arranged behind her neck, Emily groaned under Padgett’s weight. She pulled him out and toward the bank, calling back over her shoulder, “Hurry, CJ. We only have a few seconds before they’re on us again.”
 
   “It’s a Type-81,” Braswell called out from where he and CJ sat on the riverbank, when Emily, back in the river by the car, held up the now useless rifle she'd taken from the first gunman. “Chinese-made, which tells us who these guys are.” She rummaged in the trunk for a few seconds, then headed back up the bank, holding two vests, and a few extra magazines for the Glock 19’s carried by Braswell and Padgett. 
 
   “You took two in the shoulder, Ed,” Emily said, giving him the once over as she helped him into the vest. “And one more in the hip. Must have been smaller-bore pistols. Three rounds from that rifle would have cut you in half. Can you still fire a gun?” Braswell nodded. “You’ve got this side,” she said, tipping her head to the slope leading back up to the road on their right, and stripping off her jacket and uniform shirt. “Don't let anyone through. Your partner’s unconscious... looks like one round creased the side of his head, took off half his ear, but he's still breathing.’ 
 
   Sitting with her back against the massive concrete pier supporting the eastbound side of the bridge, CJ blinked in and out of focus as Emily removed Padgett’s Glock and handed it to her. “Are you in the game?” she asked. When she nodded, Emily pushed the gun into her hands. “Put this on,” she said, handing her the second vest. “You've got three full clips. Ed's gonna watch that end. Cover him, but keep an eye on the other bank. They may try to circle around and come down over there,” she said pointing across the river. “You can do this,” she said, looking directly into her eyes.
 
   And then, as matter-of-factly as if she were rolling up her sleeves to clean the shower in Bancroft Hall, Emily crouched down to roll her jacket and shirt into a cushion for Padgett’s head. CJ watched trance-like, admiring her friend’s body, lithe and sinuous, and wondering, “Who the hell wears a sports bra to meet a princess?” as Emily rose up and stood over her in dark pants and a grey, sleeveless undershirt. 
 
   “Where are you going?” CJ cried out after her, as loudly as she dared. “You don't even have a gun.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me,” Emily called over her shoulder as she ran toward the other side of the bridge.
 
   Looking over her shoulder, uncertain what to do or where to look for danger, CJ watched as Emily sprinted up the embankment between the eastbound and westbound lanes of the highway. Three loud explosions snapped her back into focus. Braswell had fired at their car as it drifted into open water. 
 
   “I want them looking in this direction, you know, to give her a chance,” he explained. She didn’t understand his next gesture and gave him a quizzical look. “Get after her,” he shouted. “I got this. Cover her. Anything you see up there that isn’t her, shoot it.”
 
   CJ turned and ran as fast as she could get her legs to move, though it felt intolerably slow, her feet sticking in the strangely glutinous mud. Just as she reached the gap dividing traffic on the bridge, and turned to climb the embankment where Emily had gone a moment earlier, she heard a muffled scream and a body fell into the water a few feet away. In the second it took her to realize what she was seeing, the man righted himself and stood up, waist deep in the water, and raised a gun he had somehow managed to hold on to. She watched helplessly as the barrel came into line with her face. Two loud explosions and his body convulsed, arms splayed out wide, no longer in control of their movements, and he fell backwards into the water. She turned to see Braswell holding his gun in a shooter’s stance, one arm supporting the other, body turned to the side to minimize his exposure, smoke issuing from the muzzle. “Move it, sailor,” he shouted, then turned to watch the other end of the bridge.
 
   Her academy training had prepared her in only theoretical terms for the scene that greeted CJ once she made it to the level of the road. Peering over the k-rail barrier, the grim reality took a little getting used to. She sighted along the gun to focus her eyes, sweeping it from one side to the other, searching for targets, and hoping she’d recognize them before they saw her. The van sat motionless, resting against the opposite barrier, its driver slumped over the wheel. Emily pressed her back against the side door, eyes fixed on the rear, two men lying crumpled in the roadway behind her. 
 
   Three more sedans had arrived since they went off the road, and several men prepared to descend the embankment. Heavily armed, some carrying AK-47s, others pistols, the one in charge signaled to send a few in her direction, which she should have anticipated. CJ prepared to engage as they came around the van, confident in her marksmanship—she’d gotten high marks in this aspect of her training—and hoped Emily would stay clear of her line of fire.
 
   But Emily didn’t stay clear. As they rounded the rear of the van single file, she swung a high roundhouse kick into the first man’s face, sending his head into the rounded, metal edge. The man following directly behind recovered from his surprise and brought a pistol up—CJ prepared to fire—but Emily had already seized his wrist and twisted the gun back into his face, her thumb behind the trigger to prevent it from going off prematurely. A second twist of his wrist, and he would have screamed if she hadn’t struck him in the throat as she stepped under his arm, slipping the gun out of his hand. She wrenched him all the way down with one hand squeezing his contorted hand until his head hit the pavement just behind the driver’s door. Without even turning to look, she swung her free arm around, now in possession of the gun, and fired behind her at the third man, striking him twice in the chest and driving him back around the corner of the van. The sound of the gun and the sight of a fallen comrade got the attention of the rest of the team, who moved to investigate, uncertain how to find a safe position. She slammed the gun down on the exposed throat of the man whose hand she still controlled, bouncing his head off the pavement, then stepped forward to crouch by the front wheel.
 
   CJ tried to signal her in the sudden quiet, hissing out “Em,” but she hadn’t expected the gun to snap around that fast, aimed directly at her, eyes dark and hard, no spark of human sympathy that she could detect, at least not from that distance. Then recognition glimmered, turning demonic darkness suddenly bright, and Emily lowered the gun to signal her to watch the far side, as she moved around the front of the van. Uncertain how many men they still had to contend with, CJ fired four shots at the first sign of motion at the rear, a scream and a groan indicating she’d hit something. Several others dodged around to the other side, only to encounter Emily that much sooner. 
 
   A quick burst of gunfire, at least six shots, all sounding like the same gun, followed by the sounds of a struggle and a blood-curdling scream, a man’s voice, which must mean Emily had not been killed yet. More screaming and five more shots in quick succession, and another man ran around the back of the van clutching an assault rifle. CJ put two rounds in his chest, and then all was silent. 
 
   The entire encounter couldn’t have taken more than a brief moment, maybe less than thirty seconds altogether. Of course, it seemed much longer to CJ, and she kept her gun trained on the dead man until she saw Emily step out from behind the van and wave her over. Once she’d cleared the barrier and run across the empty road, Emily jerked the driver’s body out of the van, and the two of them pulled the other bodies to the side of the road, some bloodied, perforated by steel pellets, others mangled and maimed—had Emily really done that to them? So many, CJ shivered to think of it—and piled them behind one of the sedans. She’d killed one, maybe two, in the antiseptic distance of a bullet, and Braswell had killed at least one by the water, maybe the driver of the van, too. How many had Emily killed, striking terror into them with her eyes before breaking them with her hands… eight, maybe nine… a dozen? CJ couldn’t bring herself to do the math.
 
   “I think the van’s our best bet,” Emily told Braswell, once they’d returned to the riverside. “You call it in, but we can get him to Anne Arundel General before the ambulance even gets here.”
 
   With one arm across each of their shoulders, the girls managed to haul Padgett up the hill and load him into the back of the van. Braswell staggered along behind them, fading a bit once the tension of the battle had dimmed down, leaving only muscular force to sustain him. When he crested the embankment and saw for the first time the results of the mayhem he’d only heard from below, he let out a whistle and ran a trembling hand through his thinning hair. “You girls really took care of business up here.”
 
   “Let’s get a move on,” Emily said. “The hothead may not have much time… or you, for that matter,” she added when she saw Braswell’s shirt in the headlights of one of the sedans. 
 
   The sound of her friend’s voice, growling a command and cutting through the static in her mind, offered CJ a much needed reassurance, as the horrors of the scene she’d just witnessed began to take hold. There would be plenty of time to replay the worst moments for herself in the days to come. But just now, the moment when Emily first handed her the gun and a mission brought her considerable satisfaction. She’d held her ground, just when her friend needed her to. This isn’t what she’d come to the Academy for, and maybe she’d dreaded the prospect of battle more than she realized. Yet here she was, standing next to Emily on the bridge, and she’d come through the ordeal in one piece.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
   Tending the Wounded
 
   “I feel for him,” Braswell muttered. The institutional light in the room made him want to rip the IV out of his arm, scour the drawers for his street clothes, or anything to wear besides the hospital gown that barely reached his knees… and he didn’t even want to think about what might become visible behind him were he to act on this impulse. Having his daughters there brought some relief, as well as a touch of modesty, even as it reminded him how comfortable the couch in his den was compared to this hospital bed. “I mean, he’s got no one. Don’t they say it helps to hear familiar voices… or is that just on TV?”
 
   “Yeah, right, Dad. So you mean we can’t just send Kiki down there?”
 
   “Shut up, Haru,” her little sister said. 
 
   “You shut up.”
 
   Braswell rubbed his forehead and smiled at them. A tantalizing mixture of irritation and affection, he knew nothing they could do would take anything away from his love, a father’s love. It had its share of pain, too. What love didn’t? He couldn’t help wondering if something similar had shaped his attitude toward Miss Tenno. Padgett kept saying she had him wrapped around her little finger, that she was untrustworthy. He felt it, too, and he also saw what Padgett wouldn’t, or couldn’t, namely all the ways in which she didn’t fit the profile of a mole. Not exactly a mole, in any event… that wasn’t quite right, since who could she be working for? Certainly not the Chinese. And yet, one didn’t seem to know exactly what she was loyal to, or where she hid her heart. As he looked at his girls, musing on what they might become, the thought persisted: Maybe Padgett was right.
 
   “Enough, Haru. Go see what’s keeping your mom.” His oldest stomped her feet out the door, grumbling. “Kiki-chan, come here, sit… and hand me the remote.”
 
   She was an older woman, stout and strong, with back and forearm muscles developed from years of wrangling patients in and out of bed. The nurse breezed in with a professionally cheerful mien, and said, “I think we can take that needle out of your arm today, Mr. B.”
 
   “Does this mean I’m a free man?”
 
   “If you can make it to the elevator under your own steam, then yes, you are.”
 
   “I’ve been working out, you know. I may surprise you.”
 
   “Well, just wait until you eat something before you make a break for it, okay?” She wheeled the IV stand out and left it standing in the hall just outside the door. “I’ve got you down for the swiss steak,” she said from the end of the bed. “Is that still what you want?”
 
   Kiki flicked through the channels on the hospital cable service, and pushed the volume up when she found a cartoon, until her dad got her attention with a disapproving shake of his head.
 
   “Bring me a double order, okay?”
 
   “With extra rolls for the gravy,” she said with a chuckle. “Does your wife let you carbo-load like that at home?”
 
   “I’m not trying to break out of there.”
 
   A half hour later, Tomoko slid in behind the meal cart, carrying sandwiches for her girls. “Miharu, I left the sodas at the nurses’ station. Go get them, please.”
 
   As much as an adolescent girl might like to resist, or at least grumble, the voice of maternal authority was unanswerable. Haru left quietly and returned a moment later, and her father knew his commands never carried that much force, at least judging from the resistance they met.
 
   “I’m so glad you’re all here, Tomy,” he said.
 
   “He’s not alone, Dad,” Haru said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “There’s someone sitting with him,” Tomoko said. “A girl. She was there when I went for the sandwiches. She’s probably been there over an hour.”
 
   “I think she was reading to him,” Haru said. “At least, the first time I went by she was. Now it looks like she’s fallen asleep in the chair. Her eyes were closed.”
 
   “Get this off of me,” he said, pushing the dinner tray away, wincing as he leaned forward. “I need to get down there.”
 
   “Ed, stop,” Tomoko said. “Eat first, then go see who it is.” She pushed the tray back over the bed, kissed his cheek and turned to her daughter. “Miharu, go ask her to wait.”
 
   She returned a few minutes later, a look of self-satisfaction plastered across her face, almost begging for a question.
 
   “Well…” her father said.
 
   “She’s waiting for you, Dad. Don’t worry.”
 
   “That’s it… she didn’t say anything else?”
 
   “Haru’s hiding something, Dad.”
 
   “Shut up, Kiki,” Haru said. When she looked up, her mother’s disapproving glare diminished the pleasure in snarling at her sister. “She’s totally cool, Mom. I think she’s hapa, like me. But her hair is really dark, like yours.”
 
   “Did you get her name?” her father asked, as he tried to choke down the last bit of his dinner.
 
   “Michiko, but she said I could call her Em.”
 
   “Help me up, girls. I’ve got to get down there.”
 
   Groaning and cursing, limping his way down the hall—he turned once to tell his wife to wait in the room with the kids—wishing he still had the IV cart to lean on, Braswell brushed the nurse aside. “I’m okay. Don’t worry about me.” Should he ask her to call security, or would he regret over-reacting later? With one hand clutching the doorframe, a glance back to make sure his family hadn’t followed, he ventured to look inside Padgett’s room.
 
   “C’mon, hothead,” he heard Emily coo into his partner’s ear. “You don’t want to give up this easily.” 
 
   The monitors beeped and flashed quietly, and something dripped into an IV, and Padgett’s chest rose and fell, but nothing else seemed to have changed. A dog-eared copy of Milton’s Paradise Lost lay on the blanket at the foot of the bed. Other than the monitors, his room was empty—no flowers, no pictures of loved ones, nothing personal.
 
   “The nurses say he should come out of it,” Braswell said. “They just don’t know when.”
 
   “Doesn’t he have anyone?”
 
   “He’s a bachelor, and his parents live in a retirement home in Florida. I don’t think they’re strong enough to make the trip up here. And how’d you get in here anyway?”
 
   “Apparently the nurses think I’m his fiancée.”
 
   She leaned over Padgett, one hand on his cheek and whispered something in his ear, then kissed his forehead. “I’m sorry I couldn’t make it back here until today.”
 
   “Don’t sweat it, sister,” he said, trying to sound gruff. “We’re not your responsibility… but it is sweet of you,” he admitted after a moment. 
 
   And before he could prevent it, the girls skidded up to the doorway, Kiki peeking around his bathrobe, Haru standing boldly just inside the room, hands on hips and exceedingly pleased with herself. “Dad, this is my friend, Michiko.”
 
   Tomoko stepped through a second later, and stood staring at an apparition—tall, strong, pretty in an exotic sort of way, with short black hair framing a face not quite fully Japanese in cast and shape, and not quite not; is this how her daughters would turn out?—until it occurred to her to ask the girl’s name: “Hajimemashite. O-namae wa nan desu ka?”
 
   “Watashi wa Tenno Michiko to moshimasu,” Emily said with a little bow.
 
   “It is very good to meet you, Tenno-san,” she replied in English, returning the courtesy. “My daughters do not speak Japanese, I am sorry to say. What an interesting name you have.”
 
   “I told you she’s way cool,” Haru whispered.
 
   “C’mon everybody,” Ed growled, and tried to usher them out, without letting go of the doorframe. “I need a moment alone with Miss Tenno.” Once Tomoko had managed to direct the girls down the hall, he took an uncertain step into the room. “Help me get into the chair.”
 
   “You look weaker than I expected, Ed,” she said, with one arm around his waist
 
   “It’s just the stitches. I’ll be fine in a day or two. But never mind about that. I wanted to tell you… remember that extradition order?” Emily nodded. “You don’t have to admit anything, but there’s no way it’s not you they’re after, not after this last episode.”
 
   She didn’t say anything, not that anything she said would make a difference. 
 
   “It’s just that I’ve been thinking about this past month, and it doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “My life has never made much sense,” she said, “at least, not to me.”
 
   “That’s harsh, but it’s not what I’m thinking. I mean, the Chinese are clearly interested in you, but… you know, first they’re trying to extradite you, then they chase you through town, but no weapons. Next, it’s a gang of thugs who attack you with clubs and knives, and then this, a full-on assault team. Either they can’t make up their minds what they want from you…”
 
   “Or it’s different groups.”
 
   “At least two,” Braswell said. “I think you know what at least one of them wants, don’t you?” He couldn’t help but see the wheels turning behind her eyes. And yet, the strange thing was that she didn’t seem shaken by the reflection going on in her heart. Her eyes grew hard and dark—could they get any darker than they already were? Too dark for a co-conspirator, much darker than that. “And a coordinated attack, that can’t have been by chance. You know what that means.”
 
   “They had inside information.”
 
   “Someone at the Japanese embassy would be my guess.”
 
   “Or at DSS. Did you call in our location?”
 
   Before Braswell could follow her line of thought any further, a tap at the door behind him got his attention: two NCIS investigators flipping open badges, which they hardly needed, since he recognized them from a meeting in the Commandant’s office at the Academy a few weeks earlier, and she must have, too—agents Horton and Everett.
 
   “Captain Crichton said you’d be here,” Everett said. “We have a few questions. If you’ll excuse us, Agent Braswell, we’ll step out into the hall.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Emily said. “Just let me make a stop at the Nurses’ station. He’s gonna need a ride back to his room, I think.”
 
   “You read my statement on the incident?” Braswell asked. “Because neither of us would be alive if it weren’t for her. You realize that, right?”
 
   “It’s okay, Agent Braswell,” Emily said, in a more formal tone than he was used to hearing from her. “I don’t need protecting,” she added in a low voice.
 
   “We are aware of your statement,” Everett said. “It doesn’t concern our present inquiry.”
 
   Horton and Everett waited impatiently as Emily arranged for a wheelchair and helped settle him into it. Since she had committed no crime on that bridge, Braswell figured the only interest NCIS could have in her was some sort of loyalty check. Even if she wasn’t a mole, the US Navy wasn’t in the habit of putting an officer on the path to running one of their warships without knowing exactly who she was loyal to. And there was no denying that Michiko Tenno’s recent history contained enough of the unexpected to set off any number of alarms.
 
   “We gather that while you were in DC you visited the Japanese Embassy,” Horton said.
 
   “Yes, sir,” she replied, loudly enough for Braswell to hear from his perch in a wheelchair at the nurses’ station. He could pretend to wait for a nurse to roll him back to his room for a moment or two.
 
   “What was your business there?”
 
   “Personal business, sir,” she said. “A family matter.”
 
   “An officer in the US Navy doesn’t have personal business in a foreign embassy, Miss Tenno. Who did you see there?”
 
   Braswell waited to hear what she would say. The other day in the car, in a carefully orchestrated conversation, she managed to make a preposterous story seem oddly plausible. But here, without the benefit of a sympathetic audience, how would she respond? In the event, she said nothing, merely reaching into her pocket to produce the same ornate card she’d showed him and Padgett.
 
   “What’s this supposed to be?” Everett asked. “We can’t read it.”
 
   “It’s an invitation, ma’am, from the Crown Princess.”
 
   “From the who?” Everett said.
 
   “What would the Crown Princess want to see you about, Miss Tenno?” Horton asked.
 
   “Like I said, sir, it was a family matter.”
 
   “Are you trying to tell us you’re a member of the Imperial Family?”
 
   “Here it comes,” Braswell thought.
 
   “The Princess likes to think of me as a distant cousin, sir.”
 
   “And are you?” Everett asked.
 
   “No, ma’am, not that I know of.”
 
   A little chuckle escaped his mouth, not perhaps loud enough for the NCIS agents to hear, but almost impossible to suppress completely, since it was hard not to admire the artfulness of her responses. She’d gotten them to elicit the information she wanted them to have, without committing herself to the truth of any of it. And the bind she’d put them in was delicious. Obviously, they wanted to force some sort of admission from her, but no longer knew how hard they could press someone with the connections to wangle a private audience with a distinguished personage. In the end, they had to let her go about her business.
 
   “Where will you be for the holidays?” Horton asked.
 
   “I report to Quantico tomorrow for two weeks of Professional Training, sir, and then Charlottesville to visit my family.”
 
   Everett grumbled something about keeping an eye on her and how she shouldn’t leave the area, which was little more than police throat-clearing. Braswell almost felt sorry for them, since he knew how frustrating dealing with someone as unflappable as her could be. They’d come to interrogate her, even though she hadn’t broken any rules, merely in the hopes of getting her to divulge something under pressure. In the end, she hoisted a pack onto her shoulder and stepped into the elevator.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “CJ, you’re not even packed,” she heard her roommate say, and pulled the covers over her head, even though they grabbed at her socks. When she tried to roll over, her pants got tangled in the sheets. “You’ll make us miss our flights if you don’t put it into gear.” 
 
   Even in the dim light, with the shades drawn, CJ could make out Stacie’s outline through the sheet, silhouetted in the open door. When news about the incident on the bridge first hit the Yard, Stacie led the charge of people who wanted to celebrate CJ’s courage—not surprising since no one was hungrier for what she called ‘action’ than Stacie. Seeing some action might even have been her main motive in coming to the academy in the first place. The girl was envious. 
 
   At first, King Hall buzzed with informed opinion at each meal, everyone claiming to know something no one else did, and CJ saying as little as possible. With each passing day, the buzz grew quieter, and the information less conflicted. Of course, Emily said nothing to anyone, her face inscrutable and forbidding, even to her friends, which is why Stacie pumped CJ for information, barely able to conceal her excitement. “I wish I’d been there,” she’d said on more than one occasion, until CJ finally responded: “No, Stacie, you don’t. Trust me.”
 
   Stacie rifled drawers for her, huffing about having to do everything, and stuffed some miscellaneous clothes into a carry-on bag. “Your laptop barely fits into the front pocket,” she groaned. “And I have no idea what books you want to bring.” 
 
   CJ’s hands swept out from under the sheet and crumpled it into a ball, her feet kicking to get free. “Let go, damn it,” she howled and finally pulled herself up to a seated position on the edge of the bed. 
 
   “At least you’re dressed, mostly. C’mon, CJ. Get up.”
 
   “Okay, fine,” she replied, and stood up next to her roommate. “I just want to be home, without having to see anyone in the Yard. Is that asking too much?” She twirled open the blinds and looked out over the roof of the galley.
 
   “It was really that bad?”
 
   “Worse.”
 
   “Because you killed that guy?”
 
   “Yeah, that sucked,” CJ admitted. “But I had to do it, or he might have gotten a line of fire on Em.”
 
   “You stood your ground, you know. There’s no shame in that.”
 
   “I know, Stacie. That’s not the problem. It’s just that…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Em, you know… she killed those guys. What I mean is, she tore them apart. Can you understand that? I didn’t want to talk about it in front of the company, but it was nasty. Their bodies were mangled and broken, the ones she didn’t shoot. And the look in her eyes, like some sort of predator. Do you remember what she said that day out on Sherman Field, that nobody’s as evil as she is? That’s what I saw on that bridge.”
 
   Stacie’s eyes gleamed to hear it, like sad news you can’t quite process, and part of her didn’t want to let go of the idea that the thrill of fighting by her friend’s side would have been worth whatever might have been terrifying about it. CJ let out an angry breath and glowered at her.
 
   “Is any of this getting through?”
 
   “What?” Stacie said. “I get it. She was tough, she did what was necessary.”
 
   “No, Stace… I mean, yeah, she absolutely did. It’s just, you know, someone doesn’t do stuff like that without it leaving a scar. But Em, she’s just the same as ever, as if none of it affects her at all.”
 
   “What does that even mean, CJ? Are you saying she’s not your friend anymore?”
 
   “No, I guess not. I mean, I love her, but I’m not sure she really has friends.”
 
   “How can you say that?”
 
   “I saw what I saw, Stacie. It wasn’t just the fighting. It’s her eyes, you know, a gleam in them that’s not quite human. I had her back, before she realized I was there, and… three guys come around this corner, guns and all, and she kills ’em one after another, disarms them and… Those guys came to a bad end, and it was like effortless for her. You’ve never seen… I mean… I…”
 
   “Oh, CJ. I’m so sorry for you. I know fighting’s not your thing.”
 
   “That… what she did, that’s nobody’s thing. Trust me.”
 
   The noise at the door—a knock, a cleared throat—CJ didn’t know how long they’d been standing there, or what they might have heard. The lettering on their caps was off-putting. She knew they’d have more questions, and she’d been tight-lipped the last time they spoke to her. What did they want this time? And could she still play dumb, for her friend’s sake?
 
   “Can we have a word, Miss Tanahill?” Agent Everett said. “The Company Commander said you’d be here.”
 
   “We’re gonna miss our flights,” Stacie said. “Can’t it wait until after the holidays?”
 
   “Can you excuse us, Miss,” Agent Horton said, inserting himself between her and CJ. “This doesn’t concern you.”
 
   “Are you asking permission to enter a midshipman’s room?” Stacie retorted, her chin jutting out. 
 
   CJ knew that look, the position of her feet, the set of her shoulders—her roommate was about to make a very bad decision. Always a fighter, CJ thought. Ordinarily, she’d have watched it unfold as if she were helpless to stop it, and then complain about it afterwards. For some reason, and in a way that seemed particularly unaccountable to her, she thought of Emily’s eyes and found something else in them besides the primal fear they inspired in that moment on the bridge. 
 
   “Hey, guys, you know, we could use a ride to the airport. How about we talk in the car?” 
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
   Camp Leatherneck
 
   “Does she know what Theo has planned?” Andie asked over the seatback, somewhere past the exit for the Chancellorsville Battlefield Memorial. Li Li and Stone bounced up and down in their booster seats, as they had for the past thirty minutes, once they realized Emily would be waiting for them at the other end of the ride. 
 
   “Not that I know of,” Yuki said, preoccupied with rearranging Li Li’s seatbelt.
 
   Ethan chuckled from behind the wheel. “The look on her face when she finds out… did we bring a camera? I think that’s one Connie’s gonna want to frame.”
 
   “How far to Fredericksburg?” Yuki asked.
 
   “Ten, fifteen minutes, and Quantico is only another thirty or so from there,” Ethan said.
 
   “You want to switch seats,” Andie asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe we can flag down the follow car and get Connie to take both our places.”
 
   “Passenger transfer,” Ethan spoke into the microphone concealed in his shirt cuff, and then pulled onto the shoulder.
 
   “I’m sorry to ask,” Yuki said to the much taller woman, the wind blowing their hair sideways. “But you seem to have a way with him.”
 
   “It’s not a problem, Mrs. K.,” Connie said. “I could use some quality time with the boy, and I think Anthony would like to be in Ethan’s car, too.”
 
   Some squawking ensued once it became clear Emily’s mother was no longer sitting next to them. The charms of their new companions, a teenage boy, grown newly tall like his father, he had been there when Emily came for them in Kamchatka, and Connie, now so closely associated in the children’s minds with Emily, soon brought a new calm. Perhaps it was her big hands, with long, limber fingers that amused them. Or her blond hair and blue eyes. Or maybe it was just how large she seemed in their eyes, a veritable giant… though, like everyone else, she seemed small standing anywhere in Ethan’s vicinity. Anthony squeezed in back between them, and a game of tickle and squeeze immediately ensued, while Connie sat in front with Ethan.
 
   Once the cars were back in motion, Ethan began to sing an Israeli song, really more of a dance number, which sounded suspiciously Greek to Connie. Since it had very few actual words—more grunts than words—the children had very little difficulty singing along.
 
   “What? They probably stole it from us. It’s only a short hop across the Mediterranean.”
 
   “Whatever. I don’t want to rain on your national pride.”
 
   “Yuki says she doesn’t know,” Ethan said, hiding a smirk as best he could.
 
   “She’s not gonna like it. I’m just telling you now.”
 
   “And she probably won’t see him until at least the second round. The SEALs get a bye, or something.”
 
   “Doesn’t know what?” Anthony inquired from the back seat as soon as he could direct enough of his attention to what the big people were saying. “That uncle Theo’s coming?” Connie nodded.
 
   “That’s his plan, then… to surprise her?” she asked.
 
   “Well, he was pretty pissed when he heard she’d wangled her way into the men’s division.”
 
   “Pissed?” Connie arched an eyebrow.
 
   “Okay, less than fully impressed by the wisdom of her choices.”
 
   “I guess he’s gonna have to take it up with her in the ring,” Connie snorted.
 
   “And you’re sure you can get into the feed?”
 
   “It’s all arranged. A friend from the Manila days is working tech on the FBI end. He’s got it all wired.”
 
   “You had friends in those days?”
 
   “It’s sort of like friendship when someone admits they owe you a favor. Of course, owing a favor to someone else is much more friendly than having one owed to you.”
 
   “You owe someone a favor? Is it someone I should know about?”
 
   “It’s just the one… you know.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Another half an hour and they passed through heightened base security—mirrors under the vehicles, large dogs sniffing everything—Ethan showed a credential and both vehicles passed through without further attention.
 
   “Is all this for the SEALs?” Connie asked.
 
   “I haven’t a clue. Michael will know. You can ask him when he gets here. He’s flying in with a few dignitaries later.”
 
   “It always amuses me, those guys… I mean, sure, they’re tough as nails, but the fleet pampers them like they’re chinchillas or something. I think some of them could use a beat down from Emily… you know, an attitude adjustment.”
 
   Ethan cringed at the reminder of an ‘adjustment’ he’d received a few years back, embarrassing at the time, though he wouldn’t trade the experience now. Still, it smarted to think about it with Connie so near.
 
   “It’s okay, big guy. We’ve all been there.”
 
   With limited parking around Barber Physical Activity Center, where the tournament would take up most of the available floor space, traffic had to snake around to the lots by the athletic stadium, where it looked like some events had already taken place. 
 
   “There they are,” Connie said. “In the back row, against the trees.”
 
   “Hard to miss that kid, you know, Melanie’s boyfriend,” Ethan said. “He’s like a tree.”
 
   “She’s not short either. First time I ever felt ‘not tall’ around another woman…”
 
   As soon as he caught a glimpse of Emily, Stone extricated himself from his booster seat and scrambled over the seat back and into Connie’s lap, and Li Li let out a howl.
 
   “Calm down, little man,” Ethan growled. “Wait until we’re parked, okay?”
 
   Crouching next to a tree, Emily knew what to expect, not having seen the kids since the beginning of August. And true to form, Stone bowled into her, followed one beat later by Li Li, their collective mass rolling the three of them into the grass. 
 
   “Give her some air, my not-so-little ones,” Andie said.
 
   “You guys are soooo big,” Emily crooned over them. “Pretty soon, you’ll be bigger than me.” Probing fingers found Li Li’s tickle bone and she shrieked even louder, and tried to squirm out of reach. “You’re not getting away from me that easily.” 
 
   Soon the fingers found Stone, though he seemed to have no ticklish spot. But he loved the attention, nonetheless. An instant later, Ethan hoisted him up by his ankles, and Emily kissed his cheeks, until she could get back on her feet and scoop him up into her arms. “You are much too big for me, little man,” she said as she squeezed him in a hug, then rubbed her face on his.
 
   Connie brought Li Li over, now hanging from her neck, and Ethan took Stone off Emily’s hands. Neither one was content with the new arrangement, but at least they were within easy reach of her hair, her shoulders, her face. At least it felt that way. 
 
   “The brawl is down there, on the athletic field,” Emily said. 
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Because of a last-minute addition to the number of competitors, the final event, the Men’s Advanced Kumite, had been moved to the grass field of the football stadium. This meant that at least part of the event might require the stadium lights, given how early sunset would be this deep into the winter. It also meant that as the evening wore on, the later rounds might take place in deeper cold. Remaining limber could prove to be a challenge, though fortunately an Indian Summer had lasted longer than anyone expected, and the temperature would likely not dip below forty.
 
   “This final part’s not gonna be like a regular tournament,” Emily said. “After last year, they decided to make it full-contact, and restrict it to armed forces personnel.”
 
   “I don’t like the sound of that,” Yuki said. Several men in fatigues crossed their path just then, and she cringed at the sight of them. “Those guys are huge,” she continued, once they were out of earshot.
 
   “Won’t there be some resentment?” Andie asked. “You know, because you’re a woman in the men’s competition.”
 
   “Oh, I think you can count on that,” Connie said
 
   “It’s nothing I can’t handle,” Emily said. “When do I ever not run into that?”
 
   “I get that you want to prove something to them,” Connie said.
 
   “Not just them. It’s also for me, you know?”
 
   “Okay, fine,” Connie continued, “but sometimes the better part of valor is to let the boys win one. Jarheads will be as impressed if you show you can take a hit as if you hit someone.”
 
   Emily nodded, unpersuaded.
 
   In the midst of a small caravan of black SUVs at the edge of the parking lot nearest the stadium, Michael’s head popped up over the roof of one of the vehicles. A tall man, at least a head above the brown-suited man standing next to him, he was hard to miss, and when he spotted his family, he gently extricated himself from the round of bows and handshakes and walked over.
 
   “I’m so glad you could make it,” Andie said, and reached up to kiss her husband on the cheek. “What’s with the entourage? Is that Tom O’Brien?”
 
   “Yes,” Michael replied, with a peculiar expression on his face. “Emily, the Secretary of the Navy would like to meet you.”
 
   “How’s he even know who Emily is?” Andie asked, and Michael shook his head slowly, as if trying to deflect the conversation away from that perfectly reasonable question.
 
   “That’s fine,” Emily said, ever optimistic, or at least resolute.
 
   “She’ll be back in a minute,” Michael offered as reassurance to Anthony and the little kids, who looked like they might protest. Then turning to his wife, he added, “Why don’t you and Yuki come over, too? Can you handle things here for a minute?” he asked Anthony, who nodded a merry affirmative.
 
   The expression on Michael’s face suggested some sort of alarm, and Emily could see the effect it had on Andie, who didn’t appear to be assuaged when he turned to Emily and said, “I’m sorry to spring this on you like this, but I didn’t have a chance to tell you about it sooner. Some new competitors have been added to the field.”
 
   “Judging from the look of the party you came with, I might guess it has something to do with the Pacific Rim Conference?” Emily said.
 
   “Yes, ostensibly. But there are always wheels within wheels in DC. The Chinese ambassador has just arranged to have a member of the PLA participate in the tournament. I’m guessing he’ll turn out to be the best their army has to offer. Act surprised when you hear.”
 
   “I’ve already faced the best they have,” she said for her mother’s benefit.
 
   “And you won, right?” Yuki asked.
 
   “Not exactly, Mom. We came to an understanding before it came to…”
 
   “You mean Tang?” Michael asked.
 
   “Yes, Li Li’s dad. He was a good man, in his own way… honorable.”
 
   “Don’t count on their man being as honorable. I mean, if you end up facing him in the ring, expect the worst.”
 
   This warning did nothing for Yuki’s demeanor, and with a shaky hand she tugged on her daughter’s shoulder.
 
   “It’s okay, Mom,” Emily said, and leaned over to kiss her forehead. “We need to keep cool in front of these men, okay?” Yuki shook her head and composed her face into something rigid and hard.
 
   By the time they caught up with the crowd of dignitaries, now numbering a dozen or so, the morning sun had warmed the scene, and several of the men had removed their jackets. The Asians in the crowd remained stoic and fully jacketed, impervious to the vicissitudes of temperature, except for the largest of them, undoubtedly security men, who had begun to perspire uncomfortably. 
 
   “It’s good to see you again, Mrs. Cardano,” said a man in a brown suit, jacket slung over one shoulder.
 
   “In office over a year, and still so formal, Tom,” Andie said. His smile concealed a blush, and she gestured to Emily and Yuki with a sweep of an arm. “Let me introduce our close friends, Dr. Kagami and her daughter…”
 
   “Michiko Tenno, sir, ” Emily interrupted, and stood at attention awaiting his acknowledgment.
 
   “It’s good to meet you, Miss Tenno,” he said. “I’ve heard a lot about you from the Commandant. They’re very impressed by your performance at the Academy.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “And the fact that you’re the only member of the Academy team to make it all the way through the qualifying rounds, and on the men’s side no less, well, it speaks volumes. You may end up setting a precedent, if you’re not careful.”
 
   “I hope not, sir,” she said.
 
   A tall, elegantly dressed man, with a bright yellow tie knotted more thickly than current fashion dictated, leaned forward and addressed himself to Yuki and Emily with great formality. “It is an honor to make your acquaintance, Miss Tenno, and your mother’s as well.” He finished with a deep bow.
 
   “Allow me to introduce the Chinese Ambassador, Zhang Jun,” O’Brien said. “He’s here as part of the Pacific Rim Naval Cooperation Conference, as a goodwill emissary, and because he expressed an interest in our martial arts training.”
 
   Emily bowed graciously, and Yuki nodded slightly, somehow managing to create the impression that she looked down on the proceedings from a great height, even though she was several inches shorter than everyone standing around her. 
 
   Zhang gestured to another man standing a few feet away, and said, “Miss Tenno, please allow me to introduce my, how do you say… protocol officer, Dong Zhuo.” While Dong went through the ritual gestures of greeting, a second man, taller, more thickly built, and dressed in military fatigues, stepped forward and took Emily’s hand in his and bowed to her, though not so deeply as to prevent him from maintaining eye contact. “And this is Jiao Long,” Zhang continued. “He is an expert in Chinese wushu, and will be competing today.”
 
   “It’s all just fighting, Mr. Ambassador, at least in my experience,” Emily replied. “What’s in your heart matters more than a style.”
 
   “You are a soldier, Miss Tenno?” Jiao Long asked. 
 
   “And a competitor, sir. Perhaps we’ll meet in the ring.” She said it to test him, and he seemed surprised, but something in his grip indicated otherwise. She held on a moment longer, trying to get a read on him, to feel his pulse, his warmth, his chi, but he remained elusive, dark inside, she thought, not lucid, and the smile he flashed at her said he could read her, too, maybe even better than she read him. 
 
   That this was not a friend, or even an ally, she saw clearly enough; and something else snatched at the edges of her mood, less clear, not quite focused enough to claim her attention, something restless, crouching, perhaps ready to leap at her… why couldn’t she see him more clearly? How sharp her intuitions had been three years ago, how incisively she felt what other people felt. For all its emphasis on discipline, the regimen of the Academy seemed to have dulled whatever acuity her heart used to have. All that remained undetermined for her in this slow decline is whether it was a development to be lamented or welcomed. Did it offer liberation from the great kami who haunted her dreams and meditations?
 
   “Mr. Secretary, it’s time,” a gray-suited functionary leaned in to say.
 
   “Well, best of luck in the tournament, Miss Tenno,” O’Brien said. “We’ll all be watching with great interest.”
 
   Zhang bowed to Emily and wished her well, before following the Secretary, trailed by his own security detail. Dong and Jiao left with him, while Michael lingered for a moment.
 
   “Troubled?” he asked, in response to her faraway look.
 
   “No, it’s nothing. I mean…”
 
   “Is that him?” Andie asked.
 
   “Don’t fight him,” Yuki said. “Please, sweetheart, I don’t trust him.”
 
   “I know what you mean, Mom.” 
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   The Sweet Science
 
   After two rounds, Emily had registered two wins, one against an Australian sailor, strong and quick—she took him down in three straight falls, once with a leg sweep and heel kick to the chest that left him struggling for air, and twice more with joint-lock throws and a pain compliance hold that led to an early tap-out. 
 
   The second match pitted her against the boxing champion from Camp Pendleton, outside of San Diego. Good hand-skills meant she had to be careful inside and at range, since his long arms created a formidable advantage. When he tagged her on the side of the head with a quick left hook, she went down and rolled out of reach. 
 
   “That’s my girl,” Connie said, standing on one side of the ring next to Theo. 
 
   “Oh, please,” he said. “She totally slipped that punch, and the fall…”
 
   “Do you think they bought it?” she asked, tipping her head to the crowd of Marines watching nearby.
 
   “Clever girl.”
 
   Trying to follow up on his apparent success in the first point, the boxer moved in behind a jab and Emily surprised him by ducking under and striking a sharp blow to the biceps just below the shoulder. He winced in pain and tried to wrap her up in his long arms, but she’d already hit him several more times, once on the opposite arm, twice more to the center of the chest, the soft spot just below the ribs, and one final blow under the chin. As he staggered back from the onslaught, she crossed one foot behind the other to stick a heel into the same spot on his chest. 
 
   Theo watched as she stood over her opponent and offered him a hand up. “Man, she knows how to sell it,” he observed. 
 
   One more takedown happened so fast, the boxer looked completely helpless—another lunging jab and instead of blocking, she seized his wrist, stepped up on his forward leg just behind the knee—he’d crouched slightly to get a better angle, not realizing how vulnerable it would make him—and kipped up to his shoulder, where she scissored her legs around his neck. The rotational inertia of her body so high above his center of gravity spun him around until he could no longer stand. Once he was down, a chorus of howls and jeers serenaded her as she choked him off, maintaining a compliance hold on the captive wrist, until he tapped out. He stumbled out of the ring, rubbing his neck and looking even more bewildered than the Marines watching on all sides.
 
   “He should be grateful he’s still got his knees,” Connie said. “That wasn’t even close.” 
 
   Theo scanned the crowd, wary of the reception, and walked over to a group of SEALs standing off to one side.
 
   “That’s your girl?” one of them asked.
 
   “Not my girl. More like a cousin or a niece.” Theo replied.
 
   “And you let her go through with this?” 
 
   “Some idiot put her into the men’s division,” another one said.
 
   “What on earth does she think she’s doing?”
 
   “Don’t look at me,” Theo said. “I tried to talk her out of it.”
 
   “That last move she put on Talavera, spinning him down by the neck, that was pretty awesome,” someone behind him said.
 
   “She coulda snapped his neck with a move like that. Reckless.”
 
   “I don’t get you, Castro,” Theo said. “Which is it? Is she not tough enough or too tough?”
 
   “She better not expect special treatment, you know, if she gets me in the draw.”
 
   “You think you can take her?” Landry asked, and Castro snorted out his disdain.
 
   “How would you handle her?” Morley asked.
 
   “Oh, come on. One solid punch would finish her. Hell, a slap or two and the high hard one would do it.”
 
   “And if she kicks your ass, you’ll let her into the clubhouse?” Theo asked.
 
   “Right, like that’s gonna happen.”
 
   “And Talavera?” Theo asked. “She just got lucky there, I suppose.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “Castro, you’re the one who’s always saying women shouldn’t have lower physical standards, but you meet one who passes the same standards you did and you get all pissy.”
 
   Theo stormed off with these words, frustrated at losing his cool. Over by the aluminum stands, he spied Connie smirking at him. A few feet away, Emily stood with the family, letting Yuki tend to the cheek where she must have thought Talavera had struck her daughter. To go stand with her now would be to sacrifice any credibility he might still have with the Marines and SEALs watching from the other side of the ring. The pressure of waiting threatened to squeeze all the pleasure of the surprise out of him, so he slouched over to the bench where he’d dumped his gear and watched the remainder of the second round matches.
 
   Before last year, the “Brawl” had been run like any number of other martial arts tournaments: open to the public, with the kumite judged according to a standard point system—points awarded for blows that would disable if delivered full force, three or five wins a match, and restrictions on acceptable targets. But after a high school girl surprised everyone by winning the men’s kumite, the tournament was closed to the public, and the rules modified. Now it resembled a tough-man competition more than a kumite, with no restrictions on the force of blows. The only limits imposed were intended to prevent serious injury or maiming. A tap out, often as the result of a submission hold, decided most matches, though a few ended in knockouts.
 
   If Theo hadn’t seen her manhandle the spec-ops mercenaries who’d attacked his sister’s home almost three years ago, he wouldn’t have been able to imagine how she could win a single match under these rules. Smaller, lighter and not any quicker than the men she was likely to meet in the ring, she might be able to outpoint someone with the soft touches of sparring rules, but not in a full-contact match. As it was, Theo only wondered if she could win without seriously hurting someone before it was all over.
 
   After three rounds, a dozen SEALs were added to the tournament, rounding out the remaining field to thirty-two competitors. “It’s now or never,” he thought, as Emily made a beeline for him across the stadium the moment the next match was announced over the loudspeaker.
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demanded.
 
   “It’s only fair.”
 
   “Fair, how? Do you think I won’t fight you, that I’ll give up the tournament?”
 
   “You won’t win their respect like this.”
 
   “Yeah, I already got an earful from Connie about letting the boys win.”
 
   “She’s not wrong, Emily, and I can’t stress that enough. Please, just try not to win the tournament. Proving you’re tough isn’t enough to win over the Marines. You need to show them you can stand up to a friend.”
 
   “And that’s where you come in?”
 
   “More or less.”
 
   “And you think I’ll take it easy on you?”
 
   “That’s not gonna impress any jarheads. And don’t think I won’t knock you on your ass if I get half a chance.”
 
   Not even ten minutes later, and much of that time taken up by the referee explaining the rules once again to the participants, Theo found himself lying flat on his back, staring up into her eyes as she reached a hand down. He’d hit her once, catching her on the jaw-line just below the ear, hard enough to send her spinning to the ground. At least it seemed like he’d hit her, but now he wasn’t so sure he’d felt the impact or any significant resistance from her face and the muscles in her neck. The padding in his grappling gloves would have dissipated some of the force, and he’d heard her cry out when she went down. That was the first point, and he remembered thinking as she picked herself up how pissed at him Andie would be. 
 
   The next point was little more than a blur in his memory—she’d punched, he’d blocked and created an opening for a hook-uppercut combination. It all felt right, like she’d go down again, until he felt that sting under his arm. He’d missed her both times, though he hardly knew how, and she’d hit him on the bottom rib, exposed by the overextended arm that missed. When he winced and tried to twist away, she hit him three more times, in the ribs, the biceps—which left him totally exposed—and a stunning backfist across the nose. And things went south from there. He tried to stagger back from the rain of blows that just kept coming, none of them so hard as to put him down, but so many that it felt almost intoxicating. No way to block, since each blow seemed to anticipate his block and his counter. One more step and he’d be out of range, and then something hit him, much harder, like a kick from a mule, right in the center of his chest. It practically lifted him off his feet and planted him on his back a few feet away; breathing became difficult. 
 
   Another point: the thought occurred to him just to tackle her, get her somehow into a submission hold. His superior mass and leverage ought to be formidable advantages, and it would make sense to the Marines. Did he hold back, after the last point? Something went awry, though he couldn’t pinpoint exactly where or when, or how she’d gotten hold of his right hand. A subtle bit of thumb pressure on the back—why couldn’t he jerk it free?—wrist pulled up and hand bent down, harrowing pain, he wanted to slap at her with his left, but he just couldn’t reach her, and when he tried to shift his hips to bring her within range she pushed forward and forced him to his knees. He looked up at her, hoping no tears would show, and she smiled back, and before he knew it she’d stepped over his helpless arm and rolled him over until his face was pressed into the grass, her feet locked over his neck and the captive arm twisted between her legs. If she’d wanted to prolong his humiliation, she could easily have prevented even the motion of tapping out.
 
   One last fall, though he had no notion of it being needed to demonstrate her mastery. Couldn’t he just concede now? No, he’d insisted on this, as the office of a friend, and he had to see it through. Might as well fight like her, sparring-style, shotokan. He assumed the position, one fist in front of the other, one foot forward, and she reciprocated, except her hands were wrong, open, one above like a greeting, one below as if expecting a gift. What else to do, but step in and jab, maybe look to slip in a combination behind it? He knew better than to try a kick; even if he hadn’t seen what she could do with her feet in the previous matches, he’d had plenty of other opportunities to find out over the last few years. 
 
   When an opening presented itself, he couldn’t resist—a jab to set the distance for the hook, his shoulders rolling through, positioning him for the uppercut. How strange the result felt to him, his arms caught in her sticky blocks. She hadn’t grabbed his arms, merely curled her hands around his wrists—to grab on would make her vulnerable, he could see that much—and every move he made to extricate himself left him vulnerable to sharp inside strikes, his neck and face, his ribs and solar plexus. Once entangled, no way out presented itself, and he didn’t play chess as well as she did. She smiled at him again underneath those dark, deep eyes, a friend and an opponent at once. Unnerving. Had he trespassed, without realizing it, into her personal domain? The blows came fast and they stung. He was afraid to step back and catch another mule kick in the chest, so he stepped forward and tried to push her away. That’s when she grabbed his wrist and twisted him down, and then over as she pivoted to throw him across the ring.
 
   Lying there, looking up into those dark eyes—“C’mon, big guy. I think you’re done,” she said—letting her hoist him up to his feet, he was certain she’d slipped that punch, and he could almost chuckle at how cleverly she’d manipulated the scene, the referee, the Marines who stood silently staring from the edge of the ring. His ribs made laughing risky so he tried to suppress it, that and something he saw in those eyes, the familiar darkness he’d seen before, warm, welcoming, but something more, a glint of a sharper spirit, he’d almost call it demonic… if he had the nerve. He didn’t feel as banged up as he expected, more bewildered than bruised, as if he’d lost something primal and fierce in the fight. Had she taken something from him? She pulled his arm over her shoulder and helped him out of the ring.
 
   “Sorry about the ribs,” she said. “I got a little carried away.”
 
   “It’s okay. I deserved it.”
 
   She sat him down next to Connie in the bleachers, since he asked not to have to face his sister just yet.
 
   “It looked like she took you to school,” she said, once Emily was out of earshot.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “At least you managed to get a lick in.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   In all her matches, she knew who the audience needed to be: the Marines seated around the ring. Everything she did, every punch, kick or submission hold had to be shaped for them. But another set of eyes concerned her all the while. Dark and brooding, difficult to read, but easy to sense, Jiao Long watched her every move, studied her technique… and she studied his.
 
   Subtle, efficient, occasionally cruel—or so Emily thought—no wasted movements, but without appearing at all rushed, Jiao progressed through the rounds of the tournament as enigmatically as she did. He preferred a soft style, deceptive, elusive, round blocks and fierce joint locks—at least that’s how he seemed to her in the first two rounds. Later, he took another tack, more direct, willing to trade punches, and giving better than he got. He won a fourth round match with three spinning kicks and a knockout. Anyone watching closely would have to conclude that he had no particular style. Emily recognized the illusion, since she was determined to create the same effect for herself. 
 
   In his last two matches, he began to pay more attention to the way she watched him. After each point, he’d scan the crowd looking for her, and tip his head once he’d found her. Jiao Long was no ordinary practitioner here on a goodwill mission, of that much she was certain. But how good was he? 
 
   “Why the worried look?” Connie asked, when Emily sat down next to her.
 
   “I dunno. Do I really look worried?”
 
   “You looked amazing out there, if you ask me.”
 
   “I guess so,” Emily said. “Do you recognize that guy?”
 
   “Colonel Jiao? Yeah, he’s been on our radar for a few years. Came up through the Chinese Navy, training crews for those little patrol boats they use in the South China Sea. He specialized in hand-to-hand combat, boarding maneuvers, that sort of thing.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   “No firm intel, but my guess is he’s Guoanbu, probably the Sixth Bureau, counter-intelligence. Michael could probably tell you a lot more.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Be careful around him. He’s not here by chance.”
 
   “I figured as much.”
 
   After two more rounds only four competitors remained, and much to Connie’s consternation, Jiao Long was one of them. The likelihood that Emily could avoid facing him had become a vanishing quantity, so when her name was called out and he stood in the ring waiting for her, Connie begged her to reconsider. 
 
   “It won’t matter,” she replied. “At this level, I’ll have to face all three of ’em no matter what happens.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “I know. But you can’t really expect me to back down now, can you? After everything we’ve been through?”
 
   “I guess not,” Connie conceded. “But does life always have to dangle you like this?”
 
   Emily shrugged and stepped into the ring, slipping a mouthpiece in and pulling her gloves on. A Marine she recognized stood on one side next to someone she assumed was a SEAL, the other two she’d have to face, she thought, and a chance for a reunion with Durant. What were they thinking? And the men milling about near them? She detected nothing supportive in their faces. Whether a competitive spirit had merely clouded over all other sentiments, or they just didn’t have any sympathetic connection to her, she couldn’t tell. Perhaps Theo and Connie had been right all along.
 
   Scattered barking and mock howls arose from the crowd when she told the judges she didn’t want to wear headgear. She’d heard it from the Marines all afternoon—“They do call themselves Devil Dogs, after all,” she told herself—and initially it seemed resentful. Had the tone changed in the course of the day, out of curiosity, or even grudging respect? She didn’t want to count on it, and began to fear that her entire effort this day would turn out to be wasted.
 
   The referee went through the rules one last time, speaking particularly for Jiao’s benefit.
 
   “Yes,” he said in English. “I understand your instructions.”
 
   Emily nodded to the referee, and then to Jiao, a fist pressed against an open palm. All the while, she breathed in and out, slowly, calmly, seeking the peaceful place in her heart, but finding something else perhaps less peaceful. He stared back at her, in no hurry, seemingly calm, perhaps waiting for her to make the first move. Her breath filled her up and then pressed out against his, against the referee, the judges, the other SEALs and Marines. She followed it out through the crowd, breathing through them, searching every heart she touched—Connie and Theo, Ethan and Michael, her mother’s heart beating too fast, her breath choppy, and Andie’s, too, sitting next to her. Li Li barely paying attention, sitting on Anthony’s lap, and Anthony, trying not to look, but unable to turn away… and, next to him, her heart found Stone, his breath barely moving, his heart beating even more slowly than hers. He never spoke, but she heard his voice echoing inside her mind, and it brought back all the emotions she felt when she faced his “brother” in Kamchatka. He said one word, the only word he ever spoke in her dreams: “Ama.”
 
   She heard no other voices, no song crafted from her name—Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami—no sign of the attention of Amaterasu-omikami. Had the Goddess of the Sun finally lost interest in her?
 
   “I’m ready,” she muttered, to no one but herself. “I can do this.”
 
   His hands moved like lightning when he finally attacked, much faster than anything she’d seen that day. If she didn’t already know what he would do, she never could have kept up. But she did know, she felt it in her heart and mapped it out in her mind, tracing his movements with her hands, guiding each strike off target, using the softest blocks, more like tiny nudges to push his hands awry. And she felt his consternation growing, felt his expectation that she’d be overwhelmed by the onslaught turn against him in shame and self-doubt, and his desire to glance over to the “protocol officer,” Dong, for some sort of judgment, as well as the effort it took him to resist it. 
 
   If he’d expected to manhandle her… well, that idea died the moment she used a harder down-block to deflect a strike across her body, and then snapped her wrist back and stung him on the nose with it—one of those exotic strikes the Chinese martial arts employ in their seemingly limitless resourcefulness. Sensei Oda used to call it the chicken-wrist. Jiao staggered back, caught entirely by surprise, a trickle of blood on his lip, and she heard scattered barking from the Marines. No point was awarded, since her strike wouldn’t have disabled him, even if the judges had recognized what it was. But he recognized it, and tipped his head to her.
 
   She let a deep breath slip out through her teeth and nostrils, and contemplated his eyes and the passions she found there, or rather, the lack of them. Not even the ordinary passions one finds in a tournament, the desire to win, the anxiety, vaunting triumph, grief, none of these were on display. “He’s not here to compete,” a thin, small voice whispered to her, but she brushed it aside. 
 
   His next attack felt like a sort of homage to her, even though she hadn’t done anything like it that day: a front kick to her knee followed by a high roundhouse kick aimed at her face, or at least where her face would be when she leaned down to block the first kick. But Emily didn’t block, spinning her knee away instead, rotating it up into a high wheel kick that caught him on the ear, just over the guard he’d had to lower ever so slightly to avoid losing balance when his kicks didn’t connect. The blow drove him to the ground, where he lay for just a second, shaking the cobwebs out. That one earned a point, and even a chorus of howls from the newly appreciative Marines. It may have been the first thing she’d done all day that seemed in any way right to them. Perhaps it even felt like payback for the way he’d dispatched some of their comrades, which would account for its taunting quality this time; finally, they seemed to be taunting someone other than her.
 
   Jiao wouldn’t attack first this time, no doubt thinking she preferred to respond—and he might not be wrong about that, she thought. A quick strike, before he’d managed to settle in to a defensive stance, one foot still moving forward, not yet planted, she kicked it out from under him and pivoted into a back kick to the chest as he lost his balance. He fell backwards and rolled away, in case she meant to follow up. The judges awarded a point, fooled by how flamboyant it appeared, even though she knew it wasn’t really forceful enough to deserve one. At least now he wouldn’t assume she couldn’t attack first.
 
   The thought flashed through her—“It’ll sting a bit, but maybe they’ve got a point”—as she stepped inside his next attack, too close for any dangerous blows to her legs, and positioning her to lock him up after a few blocks. For just an instant the two of them glared at each other across tangled arms, almost completely immobilized, until he managed to free a hand and strike her jaw with an open palm. The slap rang out for all to hear. A second short strike to the ribs spun her around and he wrapped her up in a choke-hold. With arms flailing, trying to reach his face, she thought this would satisfy Connie and Theo, and wouldn’t be nearly as galling as losing to a Marine. 
 
   If she could tap out now, that would end the match and satisfy everyone. She’d have allowed the Marines to save face in not having a girl win the tournament, and she would have proved her mettle to them. The only difficulty was how to tap out while standing. The pressure on her throat increased, and she did the only thing she could, centering her feet underneath her as he pushed forward to defend against a back kick, she squatted down, thrust her hips behind her, and hoisted him onto her back. When she pulled her shoulders down as hard as she could, in effect doing a somersault without letting him release her, she landed on top of him, running short of oxygen, but careful to land so as not to break his wrist, which would have destroyed the illusion she still aimed to create. 
 
   Now that they were both on the ground, amid the confused growls and howls of the crowd, she slapped the ground next to them twice… then several more times, when he didn’t respond. In fact, he tightened his grip on her. In the commotion that swirled to life dimly in the distance, she only had a few more seconds before blacking out. “He’s not playing anymore,” she thought. The referee’s voice faded away, drowned out by the sound of the blood thumping in the vessels of her neck. Jiao kicked him away when he tried to separate them. But the movement of his hips shifted her position slightly and allowed her access to his groin, which she chopped at with all her might, striking the edge of a cup once, twice, three times. He flinched—it must have hurt—and she slid the other hand down his side, probing for the soft spot below the bottom rib, jamming her fingers into his flesh, bending them under the rib, pushing muscle fibers aside. It seemed to hurt just enough to create a tiny opening, because she was able to shift to one side and jam an elbow into his ribs, and force four fingers under his exposed wrist and twist it out and down.
 
   In an instant, she’d rolled off him and on to her feet, breathing hard and expecting to find him writhing in pain on the ground. But he’d found his feet too, the referee lying a couple of yards away, not moving. Then she saw it, the glint of steel in his right hand; it must have been concealed in his boot. The stadium lights caught it in a flash she doubted anyone else could see, the way he held it curled along his forearm. He slashed at her with a jab, the finger-guard of the knife narrowly missing her chin, though the blade found her jaw, a searing cut, and nicked her shoulder, too. Blood oozed out, warm on her face and neck, and when she glanced down at her arm, the entire sleeve was shredded. No blood visible there, yet.
 
   “This is a suicide mission now,” she said, looking for an effect. But he didn’t hesitate to attack her again, since the peculiar suspense the crowd seemed to be held in by the sudden change in the terms of the violence on display would only last a second or two. After that, the Marines would surely storm the ring and put an end to it, regardless of how they felt about her. Another sudden move, this time stabbing from above: she blocked it from below, needing to use both hands to lock him in an arm-bar—not the optimum technique, since his advantage in size and strength meant she couldn’t hold him off this way for long, but she had no option. With the tip of the knife just inches from her left eye, she glowered into his, sighting along the serrated side of the blade, and found the darkness she expected to see there, and something else, too. A peculiar sympathy seemed to peek out from the depths, gleaming behind the fierce desire to take her life.
 
   “It’s better this way, Tenno-san,” he said, tilting his head slightly, as if needing to reset in order to find the words in Japanese. “If I kill you here, with your family watching, no one can defile your body.”
 
   He placed the other hand behind the knife, preparing to push through her resistance, as she mulled over the meaning of his remark. She knew one last thrust would finish her. But the crowd began to realize what they were witnessing. A voice cried out, “He’s gonna kill her,” while several others shouted, “Get in there, Devil Dogs!” One last voice sang out over the rest, husky but higher pitched—was it Connie’s?—“Hang in there, Marine!” 
 
   Jiao glanced behind her at the men rushing toward him, and in the instant it took him to refocus, she released the arm-bar, ducked under the blade, and pulled his arm down and through, as she pivoted behind him. The blade tore at his ribs in passing, and when she kicked through the knee, he fell to the ground, allowing her the leverage to break his elbow and slide the knife his now limp hand still held through the side of his neck. She felt the blade catch on bone and jammed it home with the other hand, then let him slide to the ground. 
 
   Blood spurted from both sides of his neck, and the crowd, frozen by the misty red fountain, stood agape in a wide circle, shrinking back in astonishment at what she had wrought, how quickly she had turned the tables. Jiao’s eyes fluttered at her, as if something in him needed to escape, and she saw his lips move, though nothing audible came from them. When she crouched down and brought her face close to his, she thought he said, “Forgive me, Sensei. I have tried to follow the honorable path.” She couldn’t make out anything else he may have wanted to say, with blood pooling and bubbling in his throat as his breath began to fail him… and soon whatever had wanted to escape could no longer be seen in his blank eyes.
 
   “Get her,” she heard someone yell in Mandarin. “Don’t let her speak to him.”
 
   A commotion sprang to life at the edge of the ring, as Zhang’s security team, led by Dong Zhuo, tried to push through the crowd. Several men and women wearing NCIS insignia on their jackets restrained them, FBI as well—had they been watching the entire time?
 
   Emily looked down at Jiao’s face, pale and gaunt, the spray of blood now stilled, even as more puddled in the dirt around his head, soaking slowly into the ground. Sticky and beginning to congeal, she felt it on her hands and face too, her blood and his, and the sickening realization that she’d killed again, that another voice had been absorbed into the silence in her heart, along with all those men on the bridge, and the gangsters in that courtyard in Kathmandu, the North Koreans in Kamchatka, and in the deepest recess, her uncle David. They were wrong, unjust, cruel, bent on killing her and anyone she loved. No matter how many people told her she’d had no choice, that sentiment, couched in the terms of mere morality, did nothing to alleviate the crushing stillness of her thoughts, as if she’d become a living mausoleum for all those spirits. 
 
   “Once again, I am Kali, taker of souls, goddess of death,” she muttered. Glancing about with only partially focused eyes, she saw the faces of the men she hoped to lead someday blend, blur and begin to spin as she pushed herself up off her knees. The scene grew dark and then darker, and the voices closed in, louder, more earnest, and finally gentle.
 
   The confused crowd of Marines had become suddenly glutinous, letting no one pass, not NCIS, not FBI, not even Theo, who they could recognize as a fellow soldier, but not a Marine. As they peered at her, wishing to do something but not knowing what, they all knew one thing, reacting with a shared instinct: protect. When Connie’s voice brayed at them to let Yuki through, they yielded to maternal authority, and when Connie cradled Emily in her arms, they formed a passage for the three of them to the end of the bleachers where they all somehow knew her family had been sitting.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked no one in particular, her head resting in the crook of Connie’s elbow. “I’m okay. I can stand.” She pushed herself up on slightly wobbly legs to look at the faces again.
 
   “Marines never leave a man on the battlefield,” someone said, and the rest of the crowd grunted its assent to the proposition.
 
   “Semper fi,” she replied, and the crowed barked its approval.
 
    “Oh my god, Chi-chan, your face,” Yuki cried.
 
   “Is it bad?”
 
   “You’ll have a scar.”
 
   “And a shiner,” Connie added, as she blotted the blood with some cotton wadding she found in a first aid kit. “Looks like he got you on the arm, too. Let me have a look.” In the end, a few bandages sufficed to stop the bleeding. “Try not to flex that shoulder too much or it may start oozing. You’ll want to put something sturdier on it after you wash up.” Emily watched as Connie collected anything with blood on it and put it in her shoulder bag.
 
   “My blood must be all over him.”
 
   Connie nodded, and Michael, listening from a few feet away, spoke quickly into his phone, not waiting for a response before snapping it shut. “It’s in the grass, too,” he said to Connie. “You know what to do?”
 
   She nodded and made her way around the edge of the field. NCIS agents tried to push through the Marines, until Michael managed to make eye contact with Tom O’Brien, who turned to one of his assistants. Seconds later, the NCIS agents withdrew, leaving the family in peace for the moment.
 
   “Thanks, guys,” Emily said to the assembled Marines. Theo heard her and waded into the crowd that no longer seemed to resist him.
 
   “Mission accomplished, guys,” he said. “The family’s grateful, and she won’t forget.”
 
   Within a few minutes, an ambulance glided across the field to where a thick crowd of men in suits argued over the body of Jiao Long. A couple of chirps from the siren cleared a path and, practically invisible in their obtrusiveness, two paramedics bundled up the body and whisked him away without disturbing any of the ongoing arguments.
 
   “You’ll have to talk to NCIS soon,” Michael said. 
 
   “I know.”
 
   “He said something to you, didn’t he?”
 
   “Just an apology.”
 
   “He didn’t tell you anything about his mission?”
 
   “Maybe you don’t want to hear this,” she said, “and now may not be the time, but I’m pretty sure the knife cut through his spinal cord. I felt it hit bone.” She glanced over her shoulder and whispered, “He wasn’t really able to talk. More gurgling than words. The apology was all I could make out.”
 
   “Obviously, we’re not continuing the tournament,” O’Brien barked at his assistant as he approached. “Have the judges make an announcement, and then clear the field.” Then turning to Emily he said, “I’m speechless, Miss Tenno. Of course, there will be an inquiry, and you’ll need to make yourself available to NCIS, as well as to the Ambassador’s team.”
 
   “The Ambassador’s team, sir?” Emily asked, one eyebrow raised in a high arch. “Permission to speak freely?”
 
   “What do you want to say?”
 
   “Doesn’t it occur to you that something is very wrong at that Embassy? Jiao Long was their man. He can only have attacked me under orders, probably from the protocol officer, Dong Zhuo, that much ought to be obvious. Shouldn’t you investigate them?” She felt her face grow warm as she spoke, and the expression in Michael’s eyes told her she may already have said too much. Much as she would have liked to shout her suspicions to the skies, for all to hear, something told her this wasn’t the moment, she didn’t know who all the players were, and Michael’s face said as much, too.
 
   “Thank you for your input, Miss Tenno. Let us handle those sorts of decisions. NCIS will contact you tomorrow. Don’t leave the base.”
 
   Back in the parking lot, Emily finally had a moment for her friends, Melanie and Wayne. In the past, comforting Melanie had been one of the main tasks after an incident, but this time, Emily felt like she could use some comfort herself.
 
   “Oh, Em, is this the way it is all the time in the Navy?” Mel asked, her long arms wrapped around her friend, holding her against her chest. “Because this is too much.”
 
   “I know you don’t want to hear this,” Wayne said, until Emily’s eyes stopped him short. “Oh, hell, you need to hear it. You are as amazing as ever. I can’t believe you stood up to that guy, to all those guys. I mean, there you are fighting off a guy with a knife in your face, and the rest of ’em are just standing around…”
 
   “Wayne, enough,” Melanie said, with a sharp glance. Then, looking back at Emily, “I wish you could just come home with us. Wouldn’t that be better than staying here?”
 
   “Look at you, Mel,” she said. “Now you’re the one comforting me.” She wrapped her arms around Melanie as tightly as she could manage without straining Connie’s bandages too much. 
 
   “Mel’s right,” Wayne added. “Come back with us, leave all this behind. It’s not worth it.”
 
   “Thanks, Wayne, but I’m sort of obligated to finish, you know, legally speaking. And there’s someone else who may need me, someone I can’t let down.”
 
   “Your family and friends need you, too,” Melanie said. “Is this person more important than us, than Li Li and Stone, than your mom?”
 
   “It’s more of a sacred duty, guys,” Emily said, knowing full well she wouldn’t be able to make her friends understand her meaning, and maybe not fully comprehending what she was saying as she said it. “The god who speaks in my heart, when she calls, I have to respond.”
 
   “I didn’t know you were religious, Em,” Wayne said.
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   Melanie noticed the family group forming around them, and bent her neck to kiss the top of her friend’s head, then said, “We’ve got to go, Sweetie, and maybe it’s for the best, since we should probably let your moms and the kids have some time with you.”
 
   Emily didn’t want to let her go, since she and Wayne would take with them the only calm voices she’d likely hear for the rest of the evening. Of course, she knew the kids needed to have some time with her, after what they’d seen, or not seen but only heard. If only her mother could be as composed as Stone. She hoped Andie’s misplaced anger at Theo might deflect at least a little of the excessive solicitude she dreaded. 
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
   PROTRAMID
 
   “Whatever happens, don’t let him get on that plane,” Connie barked over a secure connection. 
 
   “And don’t let him call her, I know,” Theo said. The cabin noise from the transport plane roared in the background. “It’s gonna be tough on him. You’re talking like two weeks without any contact.”
 
   “No need to worry about that. She won’t take his call. She knows better.”
 
   In fact, Emily hardly ever took phone calls, least of all on a cell phone, a habit she picked up in high school out of a concern for being tracked. It drove her friends crazy how hard it was to keep in touch with her—no phone, no email, no social media, no blog. Snail mail to Bancroft Hall would find her eventually, and she’d respond in her sweet time.
 
   It hadn’t been quite twenty four hours, but Perry had undoubtedly already seen video of the tournament, and everyone standing in Andie’s kitchen knew what he was bound to do next. He’d try to rig up a call through a SEAL sat-phone, but she’d know it wouldn’t be near secure enough to have the kind of conversation he desired.
 
   “What’d that guy say to her?” Andie asked, after they lost the connection. Ethan shuffled his feet to press his gigantic frame up against the refrigerator door, as if he were afraid to hear the news and hoping to conceal himself from it in the opening for the icemaker. Yuki put her hand on his chest to reassure him.
 
   “She said he apologized to her,” Connie said.
 
   “For trying to kill her?” Andie asked.
 
   “For not succeeding.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean? It makes no sense.”
 
   “No, it makes perfect sense, whether we like it or not,” Yuki said, darkly. “It’s just like three years ago, only the Chinese aren’t searching any more, because now they know who she is. And where.”
 
   “So they’re stalking her now, like she’s prey,” Andie said.
 
   “Whatever their plan is, Jiao Long didn’t like it,” Connie said. “I think that means it’s not a sanctioned operation. Exposing them, whoever they are, might be enough.”
 
   “And we’re supposed to think he’s honorable?” Andie howled, the corners of her eyes glistening. “He tried to kill her,” she wailed.
 
   “That doesn’t seem to mean much to her,” Connie said. “You know how she gets at these moments.”
 
   The kitchen went silent as the same question gripped each of them. Exactly how did she get? Positive things occurred to each one to describe her: resolute, decisive, intrepid, courageous. Eventually, less wholesome ideas presented themselves: fearless, fatalistic, foolhardy, and finally, morbid. She seemed to court death, they’d all seen it at one point or another, and the mere fact that she hadn’t been killed yet didn’t mean she was invulnerable. 
 
   “It certainly feels like she’s being hunted again,” Andie said. “And there’s really nothing we can do about it?”
 
   “Oh, there’s definitely stuff we can do about it,” Connie growled.
 
   “But we’re not gonna do anything like that just yet, right?” Michael intoned from the doorway. 
 
   “What can we do?” Yuki asked. “She’s there and we’re down here.”
 
   “She can’t leave Quantico without going AWOL, and she’s as safe as we can make her on base.”
 
   “You have people watching?” Andie asked.
 
   Michael nodded. “O’Brien would be furious if he knew, but yes, I have people keeping an eye on things.”
 
    “Fine,” Connie muttered, scowling eyes fixed on Michael.
 
   “She’ll be here in two weeks,” Michael said, “and we’ll have her for three days. Let’s everybody just take a deep breath and make sure we can enjoy her company while we have it.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Echoes of the incident that closed down the Leatherneck Brawl died down sooner than Emily expected. Within a day, official inquiries ceased, and NCIS made themselves scarce by the next evening without asking her more than a few cursory questions, and the Chinese Ambassador’s investigation never materialized. Grumbling among the base personnel at Quantico may have persisted a little longer, though she saw no sign of it. Or perhaps no one had the nerve to bring it up around her. 
 
   If she needed any confirmation that Michael was right to counsel caution in speaking to SECNAV about what happened in the ring that night, this seemed like it, since it was difficult to see why a full-scale investigation had not already paralyzed the base. Of course, since Jiao Long was dead, and the odds of discovering evidence of a broader conspiracy in the Chinese Embassy were negligible, and the only other obvious place to look for conspirators was the Navy, perhaps she should be relieved not to be the target of an inquiry herself.
 
   Emily had completed her Marine week the previous summer, with the rest of her class, though in practice the Professional Training for Midshipmen (which the Navy, in its abiding love for acronyms, dubbed PROTRAMID) had felt to her more like a tour than training. They seemed to watch as much as participate. Of course, squad tactics were enacted in the woods around Quantico, and a good deal of weapons training occurred—CJ shone in this area—and rides in amphibious assault vehicles gave the mids a feel for tactical maneuverability in various conditions. Stress-enhanced environments, like the gas and smoke chamber, as well as night-vision training and underwater disorientation exercises, spiced up the experience. 
 
   This time around, as practically the only midshipman on the base at this time of year, Emily’s experience shifted to air training. In much smaller groups, with fewer elements to be exposed to, she logged many more hours in the V-22 Ospreys and the heavy lift CH-53’s. Urban Terrain exercises took up almost every evening, as soon as night fell. Her satisfaction in the experience was diminished by not being able to share it with her roommates, since Stacie would have loved the night-fighting, and CJ might find a new calling in an Osprey. Of course, after that night on the bridge, perhaps even the night-fighting would appeal to CJ.
 
   “The Marines don’t have much use for ninjas,” an instructor who introduced himself as Gunnery Sgt. Perez barked out to a group of trainees. “Our firepower, mobility and communications assets make hand-to-hand combat almost obsolete. That’s what the tech guys have already told you, I’m sure. And there’s some truth to it. Unless your position is overrun, the only person you are ever likely to punch is another Marine. And I, for one, hope that turns out to be the case for each one of you.”
 
   He paused to let that idea sink in, while Emily used the moment to glance around the room, sizing up the twenty or so other trainees, mostly women, in the class. Officer candidates working through OCS, she supposed, as well as a handful of ‘civilians’—they weren’t hard to spot, since they didn’t seem to know how to stand at attention or at ease. Probably would-be FBI agents hitching a ride. Two other instructors leaned against a side wall whispering to each other, one of whom she recognized. Another meeting was inevitable, she supposed, and the only question was whether he’d recognize her with shorter hair and a new name.
 
   “But I am here to prepare you for that moment when the unexpected happens,” Gunnery Sgt. Perez continued, “the worst case, when everything goes to hell and you have to man up and claw your way out of a deadly situation. Sgt. McIntyre, Staff Sgt. Durant and I will show each of you how to use the skills you already have, and we will test your mettle, but it is up to each one of you to find the wherewithal within yourselves to prevail.”
 
   The length of the speech began to exceed its usefulness, or so it seemed to Emily—That’s a lot of words for a Marine, she thought. Durant had noticed her, glancing her way a couple of times already. He had to have been disappointed the other evening, when the tournament ended so abruptly, before he’d had a chance to defend his title. The USNA insignia on her sweats made her stand out from the rest of the group, and he could hardly fail to remember her from the quarterfinal match, since he’d been standing at ringside.
 
   Some demonstrations followed: escape techniques, what to do when confronted by two or more opponents, how to use a gun without firing it, and a few fundamental, but effective knife techniques. 
 
   “You don’t seem very interested in our presentation, Midshipman,” Durant said, having taken up a position behind her. “Is it too basic for you?”
 
   “No, Staff Sergeant,” Emily said. “The key in these things is simplicity. Five simple techniques are better than twenty sophisticated ones for most people.”
 
   “But not for you?”
 
   “I’ll leave you to be the judge of that, sir.”
 
   “Have we met, Miss…” Durant fumbled for a name.
 
   “Tenno, Staff Sergeant.”
 
   “Yes, Miss Tenno, that’s right. You’re the one who ended the tournament. Whose chuck-wagon idea was it to have you fight with the men?”
 
   “Mine, sir.”
 
   “And SecNav went along with it?”
 
   “I don’t imagine he oversees the brawl that closely, Staff Sergeant.”
 
   “Well, I guess the women’s division probably wouldn’t have been much of a challenge. But what you did was reckless, and it ended badly.”
 
   “You lost your chance, then?” Emily asked to needle him for his preposterous statement—as if responsibility for the bad end it came to could by any sane judgment be laid at her feet. 
 
   He grunted, and scowled at her. She knew him, and his type, always ready to use their authority to impose on the personal space of their trainees—in fact, this is an important training technique—but uncomfortable whenever a conversation imposed on theirs. He could hardly pretend not to be disappointed, however much he might have liked to.
 
   The demonstrations had now begun to focus on the women in the group, and for her this was the most distasteful element of hand-to-hand training. Of course, like anyone else, the women needed to discover their limitations in a fight, and these were often quite different from those of the men. Unfortunately, the scene in which these limitations would be revealed often verged on sexual harassment. In practice, this would be difficult to avoid, and perhaps unwise to exclude completely, since in combat one could hardly expect an enemy to respect such fine distinctions. Still, it rankled.
 
   Sgt. McIntyre held one of the women in a bear hug from behind, and the class watched as she struggled to escape, trying to strike him in the groin, to stomp on his feet, even attempting at one point to strike him in the face with the back of her head. The size difference was simply too great for any of these techniques to succeed. 
 
   “You think you can do any better?” Durant asked, tilting his head to the scene unfolding on the central mat.
 
   “You know I can, Staff Sergeant. But I wouldn’t want to disrupt whatever lesson you think he’s teaching.”
 
   “McIntyre, Miss Tenno would like to have a chance,” Durant called over to his colleague.
 
   When McIntyre released his victim and waved her over, Emily turned to Durant and smiled. “We’ve met before, you know. Perhaps you don’t remember.” His quizzical expression told her he didn’t.
 
   McIntyre’s bear hug pinned Emily’s arms to her side, effectively immobilizing her. “Let’s see you get out of this one, tough guy,” he said. As much larger than her as he was, no obvious escape presented itself, at least none that wouldn’t risk injuring him.
 
   “The thing about this hold is that you have also immobilized yourself. Would my hypothetical attacker just want to hold me? Or would he try to carry me off?”
 
   “Fine,” he grunted, and took an uncertain step to the side as he tried to simulate carrying her off, the extra weight of Emily’s body throwing his balance off slightly. To compensate, he leaned forward slightly, just far enough for Emily to press one heel to the mat. With the other foot, she pressed on the back of his exposed knee, forcing his calf and shin to the mat. Once she’d commenced the pressure, he could no longer straighten up.
 
   “Hey, what the…”
 
   In his surprise at the unexpected turn the demonstration had taken, unable to free his leg, and alarmed at how much pain she could inflict from what had seemed like a hopeless position, he turned to his colleagues for assistance. In the meantime, Emily took advantage of a slight relaxation of his grip and slipped her fingers under his upper hand to grab across his thumb and palm. When she twisted the wrist outwards, releasing his knee and pivoting underneath his captive arm in a single movement, McIntyre found himself cartwheeling across the mat. Emily was on top of him in an instant, applying light thumb pressure to the back of the hand she had twisted awkwardly and painfully behind his back, his face pressed into the mat.
 
   “Now, here we have a much more effective hold,” she announced to the group. “He’s controllable through pain-compliance, not brute force, and my other hand and my feet are free to defend against other assailants. If need be, I can disable him more permanently.” Scattered laughter echoed around the gym.
 
   “Let me up, goddammit,” he said.
 
   “Absolutely, sir. Would you like another try?”
 
   McIntyre seized her about the neck, locking one arm at the elbow with the other hand. “In a chokehold, you’ll only have a few seconds before you black out,” he announced.
 
   Emily tapped his forearm to get his attention and said, “This is a more dangerous hold. I can’t guarantee your safety. Do you still want to go through with this one?”
 
   “Give it your best shot, slugger,” he sneered through gritted teeth. “I’m wearing a cup.”
 
   After a few seconds of flailing her arms, during which he tightened his grip, even though this required shifting his weight slightly forward, she found her cue to lean further forward, taking him with her as she pushed her hips back and locked his arms in position. With her lower center of gravity, hoisting him on her back wasn’t difficult, despite his greater weight, since he could no longer release his grip. A slight bend of the knees to balance his weight even further forward, and then she bucked him up and over, somersaulting on top of him as he hit the mat with the combined force of both their bodies. She released his arms just before impact to protect him from a wrist injury. By the time he’d recovered from the shock, still wide-eyed and slightly dazed, he found the heel of her foot inches from his nose.
 
   “Holy crap,” Durant blurted out, and then shouted, “Class is over, everyone. Come back for the afternoon session at sixteen hundred.” With one arm, he guided McIntyre to the edge of the mat, and once the room had cleared, he turned to her, wide-eyed at the paradox before him. “It’s you, Sensei. Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “If you recall, Staff Sergeant, I did try.”
 
   “But how… I mean, wasn’t your name Kane, or something, last time?”
 
   “That’s just an informal name, you know, for family and friends. It’s my father’s name. My official, for real, name is Michiko Tenno. Always has been.”
 
   “And that guy in the quarterfinals, the one who…”
 
   “Tried to kill me?”
 
   “Yeah. What was that all about?”
 
   “That was you?” McIntyre cried out, all resentment tamped down by the recognition of his tormentor’s identity. “I couldn’t believe it when I saw it. I don’t think anyone could. One minute, he’s got his knife all up in your face, and then in a flash you turn the tables on him, and…”
 
   “I know,” she said. “We don’t really have to relive it, do we?”
 
   “I bet NCIS has been all over you,” Durant said, changing the subject.
 
   “Not really. At least, not as bad as I thought they’d be.”
 
   “I wonder why not,” Perez said. “I mean a Chinese national, killed in our tournament, after he…”
 
   “And what about that business with the sprinklers?” McIntyre asked. “Did you guys hear about that? Practically flooded the field.”
 
   “That’s not even the strangest part,” Durant said. “Didn’t you see it? There’s this huge dead spot in the middle now, like someone spilled a few hundred gallons of bleach or something on the field.” Emily smiled quietly to hear how Connie’s precautions were received.
 
   “Where did you learn to fight like that?” Perez asked. “I mean, it was so strange watching you take down bigger, stronger guys. What’s the secret?”
 
   McIntyre echoed his sentiment. “Yeah, because it’s not like you were any faster than them. And what you did to Talavera, that was like circus-style.”
 
   “I got a little carried away with that one,” she admitted. “But he was so much taller than me, it was hard to resist just climbing up him.”
 
   “But how…” McIntyre tried to ask, until he ran out of words.
 
   “It’s no different from what you experienced just now,” she said. “Every strength is also a weakness, to the extent that it blinds you to other possibilities.”
 
   “And every weakness is also a strength?” Durant asked.
 
   “If you let it show you what else is possible. Your brute-force hold, for example,” she said to McIntyre. “It tricked you into thinking only of immobilizing me, and you saw how that turned out.”
 
   “But that Chinese guy, he almost killed you,” McIntyre protested. “He was stronger and faster. What was his weakness?”
 
   “He didn’t have any.”
 
   “I don’t get it. If he had no weakness, what advantage did you have?”
 
   “The Marines. They helped me… you guys helped me find my chance.”
 
   “You’re a diplomat,” Durant said. “I’ll give you that. But why are you down here again. You must have done your PROTRAMID last summer. Are you gonna request a Leatherneck billet?” When she nodded, he said, “I can’t say I’m not pleased, not after the other night. But you’ve gotta know there’s no way they’ll let you see any front line action. The best they’ll give you is flying choppers, and that seems like a waste of your skills.”
 
   “And you can see me pushing paper on a cruiser?”
 
   “Well, no, I suppose…”
 
   “I’m not looking for action, but action has a way of finding me. I can’t think of a better way to meet it than with a pack of Devil Dogs.” Emily paused for a moment, and then continued: “If it turns out that I find myself attached to an MEU as, say, a public affairs officer, and my unit needed another non-com, I might find myself making a recommendation to my CO, and you know how persuasive I can be. I might be looking for someone who understands me, and is willing to give up a cushy, stateside post, on the off-chance of seeing a little action.” 
 
   Durant smiled as she unfurled this long, clumsy speech, and nodded his head. 
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” O’Brien snarled. 
 
   “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” Michael replied, leaning back in the faded leather sofa of a non-descript office in a non-descript building on K Street, one of several the agency maintained for so-called neutral-ground meetings with officials from other agencies. Books filled the shelves on two walls, though no one would ever read them again, their purpose being purely acoustical now. The elaborate patterning of the Turkish rug gave it slightly more aesthetic functionality. Since a desk would do little to shape the voices in the room, none had been provided, just another sofa facing the one Michael sat in, and two easy chairs.
 
   “Don’t give me that bull. You’re up to your neck in this, and if I find any sign of your people anywhere at Quantico, I’ll take it to the Intelligence Sub-Committee in an instant.” 
 
   “Sit down, have a cigar,” Michael said, “and tell me why you’re so concerned about a dead foreign operative. It’s not like you killed him.”
 
   “If you think you can smooth your way out of this…” he said as he lowered himself into the chair and, scowling as long as he could, finally reached for a cigar. “Cubans,” He observed. “You guys think you can do whatever you like, don’t you?”
 
   “Now, why don’t you tell me what the Navy’s interest in this case is,” Michael intoned slowly, feigning distraction as he held out the lighter. “I mean, other than that one of your best and brightest was almost killed the other night. Did I miss the memo, or has the Secretary of the Navy been billeted to the Chinese embassy?”
 
   “You start talking like that in public and I will come at you with everything I’ve got,” O’Brien snarled. Then pedaling back a bit, “…and you know very well, with the Pacific Rim conference and the treaty negotiations, I’m practically plenipotentiary.”
 
   “Maybe, but you don’t work at State. And has it even occurred to you what would have happened if you’d let a hostile power kill one of our own?”
 
   “Lots of good men have given their lives for the Corps. The Navy is bigger than any one person.”
 
   “But you aren’t, and getting her killed at a PR event would not have seemed a worthy sacrifice to anyone. They’d have been calling for your head on the Hill if Jiao had succeeded. She saved your bacon the other night.”
 
   “Just what is she to you, anyway? Are you trying to plant another asset in the fleet?”
 
   “She’s family, Tom.”
 
   “The hell she is,” O’Brien snapped.
 
   “Fine, call it a ‘blended’ family, then. Her father was a close friend, and from her side, I’m sure we’re the closest thing she has to family, besides her mother.”
 
   “Oh... I see. But that doesn’t…”
 
   “She wasn’t wrong about the Chinese, what she said the other night, even if she spoke out of turn. And you have no idea what Zhang is scheming behind your back. Whatever promises you think he’s made, I guarantee you he won’t honor them.”
 
   “You know, everything that lands on my desk is always tugged on by a dozen hands. And your girl’s been at the center of most of ’em lately.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   O’Brien ran a hand through his thinning hair and tilted his head in Michael’s direction—was he sizing him up for a genuine disclosure, or just laying the groundwork for some subterfuge?
 
   “The Women’s Caucus wants to see a woman in a front line billet, you know, commanding a combat unit. They’ve already gotten wind of her. The Marine Commandant wants to find just one woman who can meet the command physical standards, and you can bet he’s keeping an eye on her, especially after the tournament.”
 
   “I can tell you right now that she doesn’t want attention like that.”
 
   “It may not be up to her. She’s an exemplary midshipman, top of the class. And yet…” O’Brien hesitated before reaching into his bag and producing an official-looking file, stamped NCIS. He held it out. “…she’s caught up in the hairiest incidents of any midshipman I’ve ever heard of.”
 
   Michael thumbed through the file, trying not to look shocked by what he saw, until one item caught his eye. “What the… We never heard anything about this.”
 
   “You mean the Patuxent River Bridge incident?”
 
   “Well, yeah, that one, but also a brawl in Chinhae, and two more incidents in Annapolis. It looks like you have five incidents in seven months. Were there others in the previous two years?”
 
   O’Brien shook his head. “If you guys are all one happy family, how come she hasn’t told you what’s been going on?”
 
   “I can have the Asian desk look this over,” Michael said, holding the file rolled up like a relay baton in a beefy hand, at which point O’Brien snatched it away.
 
   “Oh no you don’t.”
 
   “…and I’m pretty confident they’ll confirm that all the incidents are coordinated out of Beijing.”
 
   “That’d be pretty convenient for you, laying it all off on the Chinese.”
 
   “Only as convenient as it is true, Tom. Don’t ignore what’s right in front of your face.”
 
   “Why would the Chinese be interested in one midshipman? Besides, the Chinhae brawl was probably just about tension over the islands.”
 
   “What islands?”
 
   “C’mon, Michael. Don’t play dumb with me. There’s always tension over one or another disputed island over there. Either it’s the proposed base on Jeju, or saber-rattling over the Senkakus. She just happened into some spontaneous explosion of resentment over one of those.”
 
   “In my experience, nothing ever happens spontaneously with the Chinese.”
 
   “You still haven’t answered my question. Even if you’re right, what conceivable interest could Beijing have in her?”
 
   “None that I can think of,” Michael said, annoyed at himself for having come so close to revealing a secret more important to him than anything classified by the CIA. Unable to change the subject without drawing even more of SECNAV’s attention to her case, he listened and grunted as O’Brien cycled through more of his own cover story for whatever the Chinese might be up to. By the end of it, Michael was no closer than before to understanding what kind of dealings his old friend had gotten himself tangled up in with Zhang Jun. This was one conversation he didn’t look forward to discussing with Andie.
 
   “That doesn’t help me, Mike,” O’Brien said. “And what if I told you that folder isn’t everything NCIS has, what would you say?”
 
   “Are you having her followed?”
 
   “Yes, ever since…”
 
   “Since State told you of an interest in her, right?”
 
   “You’ve known all along.”
 
   “Of course. Who do you think you’re dealing with?”
 
   “But your story of a Chinese conspiracy doesn’t hold water.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Because of this guy,” O’Brien said, with a photo in his hand.
 
   “Who is he?”
 
   “Don’t know, but it’s not just NCIS keeping an eye on her. And if he’s not one of yours, then you can see why I might be concerned about her. A few too many people seem to have taken an interest.”
 
   Of course, Michael had a pretty good idea who the man in the photo was, though he could hardly admit it just then. Meeting an agent of the Japanese Imperial Household in dark alleys, how would that look to the Secretary of the Navy? Fortunately, the resolution from the video frame meant no one else could identify him. Not even the techs at NSA could retrieve anything recognizable from it. Who in their right mind would guess he was a ronin?
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
   A Secure Phone
 
   “Unless you’ve got an official leave, I better not see you here,” Emily said into the phone Michael had given her the day before, more secure than a sat-phone, not because of the sophistication of the software that scrambled its signal, but because of its near-idiotic simplicity, relying as it did on a dynamic VOIP to route calls to a node in Afghanistan that would only exist for a few hours. By the time anyone knew there was a signal to be captured, the node would no longer exist. Of course, she’d smash the handset on her end to bits in a few minutes, more out of habit than because it would necessarily enhance the security of the call, but for now it was her only connection to Perry.
 
   “That’s bullshit,” he said. “Just who do you think you can count on there? Theo and I are on the other side of the world.”
 
   “What would you do if you were here?”
 
   “I dunno. But I’d be ready if you needed me. Like on that bridge.”
 
   “Would you die with me?”
 
   “You know I would.”
 
   “And that’s exactly why I don’t want you here.”
 
   “What, you’re keeping me safe now?”
 
   “I killed another one,” she said, changing the subject… almost. The tone in her voice enforced a silence on the other end. “I’ve killed too many. When death comes for me, I don’t want to share it. It will be mine alone.”
 
   “So, you’re giving up?”
 
   “No. You don’t need to worry about that. I’ve got people to live for,” she said, meaning Princess Toshi, first and foremost, and Stone and Li Li, and wondering if Perry would understand, if he knew how far down this list he was. “I’ll be careful.”
 
   “And by careful you mean…”
 
   “Merciless.”
 
   The tone in her voice froze him, maybe more than she’d intended. She spent the next few minutes cooing into her end of the line, provoking, teasing and assuaging him all at once, and at least part of her pleasure came from the thought of how the rest of his team would poke fun at him if they could listen in. When she finally let him off the hook, it was because of a noise coming from behind her. 
 
   Slowly and with great deliberation, she dismantled the phone, snapped the SIM card in two, and shifted her position on the sofa in Michael’s study. In a swift and sudden move, she reached over the back and thrust her arm into the space between it and the wall, probing, searching, until she found ticklish flesh. Squealing and squirming, Li Li was too big just to hoist up with one hand, now eight years old, and tall and lanky, but still every bit a little kid.
 
   “Come out here, you. Where’s your partner in crime?”
 
   “It’s just me, Emmy,” Li Li finally said, once her face was safely buried under one of Emily’s arms.
 
   “How much did you hear, little one?”
 
   “Did that man hurt you? When you were sparring?
 
   “You saw that?” she asked, keenly aware of the fear trembling in Li Li’s voice, and the flutter in her heart. Even though she’d practically adopted Andie and Yuki as her new mothers, Emily knew that she provided the only real feeling of security Li Li would likely ever know. Even her uncle Jiang, huge as he was, could hardly fill the hole left by the death of her parents… and he hadn’t been the one to rescue her from a prison on the Kamchatka Krai. 
 
   “Anthony saw,” she said, with a whimper, pressing her face deeper into Emily’s armpit. “He told us.”
 
   “That man’s name was Jiao Long.”
 
   “Swift dragon,” Li Li mumbled.
 
   “He was very swift, but he didn’t hurt me. In his own way, I think he was trying to protect me. Don’t worry.” 
 
   “Is he really gone now? Gone forever?”
 
   How to explain what happened, to make her feel safe, and not to lie—these were bedeviling questions. Of course, she had to shield a child from the horror of what really happened, but whatever she said, it had to be consistent with whatever Li Li might learn later.
 
   “He’s gone… for good,” she said, with an air of finality, and then looked for a way to change the subject before Li Li asked about the knife. “Now tell me what’s really bothering you. Sensei told me you don’t like sparring anymore. Is that true?”
 
   “Boys are cheaters.”
 
   “How do they cheat?”
 
   “They hit harder than they’re supposed to,” Li Li said. “And Sensei doesn’t stop them, even though it’s against the rules.”
 
   “You know how to stop them all by yourself. You don’t need Sensei’s help.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Just hit them as hard as they hit you,” Emily said, even though it was a piece of advice she probably couldn’t have taken at that age. “Then they’ll be more careful.”
 
   “But I’d be breaking the rules, too.”
 
   The logic of Li Li’s dilemma was inescapable; Emily felt it keenly. In the end, there was no way out of it other than to bend the rules and take the matter into her own hands, or to hope someone else would solve the problem for her. Emily had no doubt which path she hoped Li Li would eventually learn to take.
 
   “Where’s Stone? Is he hiding somewhere, too?”
 
   “He’s playing with Anthony and Ethan in the woods.”
 
   “Let’s go find them.”
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
   A Dead Body at the Doorstep
 
   Michael remembered the conversation as vividly now as on that day in his kitchen three weeks earlier, and it still worried him, even though the catastrophe he’d feared hadn’t come to pass in the meantime.
 
   “You didn’t do it, right?” he demanded, as directly as he could manage, standing in the kitchen, trying to look Connie in the eye, but finding it difficult to sustain. Andie stood next to her on the other side of the center island, a tea kettle on the stove getting ready to squeal. Ethan held himself at a discreet distance, trying to look only tangentially related to this inquiry.
 
   “If it had been me, do you think he’d still be alive?” Connie muttered.
 
   “Tough talk is easy,” Michael said. “But we have to be ready in case the inquiry dumps news crews on our front porch.”
 
   “This happened right outside the embassy?” Andie asked.
 
   “It looks like the shooter was on a rooftop over half a mile away,” he said. “One shot and gone, no clues on the scene.”
 
   “Sounds like one helluva shot,” Ethan said.
 
   “That’s nothing,” Connie said. “I know guys who could kill at three times that distance.” When Michael frowned, she added, “I’m just saying… lots of people could have done that.”
 
   “And what’s this got to do with Emily, anyway?” Andie asked.
 
   “Nothing, at least not directly,” Michael said. “But if we think O’Brien’s involved with the Chinese, with Zhang, especially after what happened at Quantico, there’s gonna be questions.”
 
   “Well, all I know is I didn’t do it,” Connie said. “Has it even occurred to you to ask Theo? He’s good enough for that shot. Where was he yesterday?”
 
   “On a flight to Qatar, I hope,” Andie said.
 
   “Whoever did it is less important than what it means for Emily. Any action against the Chinese and NCIS will have to look at her as a suspect.”
 
   “Why Emily?”
 
   “Three incidents we know of where Chinese operatives appear to have targeted her,” Connie said. “They can’t ignore that. It gives her a pretty clear motive.”
 
   “If DSS chimes in, it looks even worse for her,” Michael added. “O’Brien already thinks she’s dangerous. At least that’s what the NCIS report about the incident on the bridge suggests.”
 
   “Did he show you the report?” Andie asked. “What does it say?”
 
   Michael hesitated a moment before responding, rubbing the back of his neck. “Twelve dead, and they think as many as ten killed by her, five with no gunshot wounds.”
 
   “Holy crap,” Ethan said. 
 
   Connie shook her head and muttered in a low voice, “That’s my girl.”
 
   Thinking about it in hindsight, Connie’s last remark told Michael everything he needed to know. She wouldn’t have hesitated to kill Zhang if she thought it might keep Emily safe, but she was much too canny not to realize what the consequences of such an act would be. Even though he couldn’t quite fathom how it had happened, Emily had bound Connie, a hardened assassin, to her interests more closely than any sister.
 
   But the latest news was even more worrisome than a failed attempt on the life of the Chinese ambassador. Even if Zhang Jun had been killed, Emily was no sniper, and connecting her to a larger conspiracy would not be easy, he thought, knowing how cautious she was by habit. A second diplomat, however, stabbed to death on the doorstep of the Academy pointed directly at her—her motives, her skills, her neighborhood.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Are you seeing this?” McDonough asked, eyes glued to one of the many TVs suspended from the curved ceiling of King Hall, half-eaten banana in one hand, and a glass of orange juice in the other. The feed crawling across the bottom of the screen said something about disputed islands in the East China Sea. 
 
   “Yeah,” Zaki said. “A couple of patrol boats faced off with a pair of Chinese frigates. I had no idea the JDF commanders had that kind of nerve.”
 
   “Or that free a hand.”
 
   “It’s like the wild west out there… or maybe the wild east,” Zaki said.
 
   “Em, did you meet any of these guys on your surface cruise?” McDonough asked.
 
   “On which side?”
 
   “Yeah, right, Em,” Zaki said. “That’s a good one.”
 
   “They’re young, those guys” she said, “maybe only their second year out of OCS in Etajima. And there aren’t many command slots in the frigate class, so they’ve gotta make a name for themselves when they get a chance.”
 
   “What about the Chinese?” McDonough asked. “What are they like?”
 
   Emily shrugged and CJ piped up. “Don’t you guys do any homework? The Chinese Navy is as much bureaucracy as it is fleet. I bet those frigate captains don’t act without orders in triplicate.”
 
   “Are you saying they ran over those fishing boats on orders?”
 
   “I wouldn’t underestimate the incompetence factor,” Emily said. “It can get pretty foggy out there, and there’s a nasty current around the Senkakus.”
 
   “If it’s so hairy, what are the fishermen doing there?”
 
   “It’s on the edge of the drop-off, and that means big catches. Plus, there are a few spots where they can shelter on the leeward side. But the Chinese frigates are too big and draw too much to maneuver.”
 
   “Are you saying they suckered the Chinese?” Zaki asked.
 
   “Nah. The JDF runs patrol boats out there all the time. But I bet when they got wind of the Chinese, those commanders were counting on a few frigates out of Sasebo to back them up.”
 
   “Are they on the verge of a shooting war?” McDonough asked. “Over what… a couple of barren rocks in the middle of nowhere?”
 
   “The frigates did sink two fishing boats,” Stacie said. “That’s more than just bluster.”
 
   “Yeah, but the Chinese pulled everyone out of the water,” CJ said. “After the shouting died down, I’m sure they shuttled ’em over to the JDF patrol boats.”
 
   As Emily’s friends chewed on the meaning of events on the other side of the world, another story flashed across the TVs—A Chinese Embassy official found dead three blocks from Gate One of the Naval Academy. When a face appeared on the screen, Emily recognized him immediately—Dong Zhuo, the ambassador’s protocol officer—and she knew it would only be a matter of time, a few hours, maybe even just a few minutes, before NCIS came for her, just as they had a few weeks earlier when someone took a shot at Zhang Jun.
 
   To make matters worse, she’d run into Dong Zhuo just the day before, Saturday, in one of the restaurants popular with the boating set down by the city dock. The evening found her at the raw bar in McGinty’s with CJ and Stacie, carefree, enjoying the attentions of well-to-do older men, who were flicked away once they no longer amused. When her friends went to the Ladies’ Room, he sat next to her.
 
   “You’ve picked the wrong side,” he said, staring daggers at her.
 
   With Braswell’s words echoing in the back of her mind, she said “I’m beginning to lose track of how many sides there are.” Then, just to needle him, she added, “Why don’t you fill me in?”
 
   “Don’t play the innocent,” he snarled.
 
   “Fine, but according to Jiao Long, you guys don’t really want me on your team.” When he didn’t respond, she continued in a darker vein. “You only want what Colonel Park wanted, and that doesn’t interest me.”
 
   He slid off the barstool, grunted something in a dialect of Chinese she hadn’t been studying, and left the bar before the girls returned.
 
   Had anyone seen them together? She didn’t remember any security cameras in the restaurant, certainly not at the raw bar. But did she know for certain CJ or Stacie hadn’t seen him? Thinking back on it now, she could only hope they hadn’t.
 
   She spotted agents Horton and Everett standing by the center entrance to the galley, some fifty yards away, talking to a member of the wait-staff. He pointed in the direction of her table, but the bustle of waiters and food carts kept them from seeing her right away. The mids at a nearby table were in the middle of an argument about a local sports team, which was utterly inconsequential to Emily, but for the fact that it captured the attention of Zaki and McDonough. 
 
   Taking advantage of the screen their bodies created, she turned to CJ and said, “You guys remember what I said last night?”
 
   “About moving out?” CJ asked in a whisper.
 
   “No way,” Stacie said. “We’re not leaving you alone.”
 
   “I don’t have time to argue,” Emily said. “Things are about to get too hot around me, and you need to keep your distance. The girls in the Twelfth have room for you. When I get back, you need to be gone.” Of course, she didn’t know when, or if, she’d be coming back. Then, with a preemptory glower at Stacie, she pushed back from the table and walked over to meet the NCIS agents.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The conference room on the third floor of Halligan Hall was more intimidating than the Deputy Commandant’s office, but it was a relief not to have to stonewall in front of Captain Crichton. Emily breathed easier just looking at the wood paneling, the US Flag with a golden eagle decorating the end of the pole, as if it were a Roman standard. They kept her waiting for what seemed like hours, though in reality it probably didn’t exceed thirty or forty minutes. Just an interrogation technique, she kept telling herself. Still, the beveled edge of the oval table, the padded chairs, even a curtain on the window, told her this was not an interrogation room. What sort of questions would they ask? She heard voices in the hall, and then the door swung open and Agent Everett entered, followed closely by Agent Horton
 
   “Miss Tenno,” Horton began, “I take it you heard about Dong Zhuo.”
 
   “Yes, sir. I saw on the news that he’s been killed.”
 
   “You recognized him, then. Have you met him?”
 
   “Yes, sir, in Quantico about a month ago. The Chinese Ambassador introduced him to me. I think he was a guest of SECNAV.”
 
   “Is that the last time you saw him?”
 
   Emily hesitated for a moment before answering. When she saw the news at breakfast, her first thought was that Kano had killed him. When he left the restaurant, she didn’t think he posed any sort of threat to her, but maybe Kano had seen something more sinister. Or perhaps he’d merely over-reacted. In any event, she didn’t want any information she shared to point NCIS in his direction, if she could help it.
 
   “Well?” Agent Everett pressed.
 
   “No, it isn’t. He accosted me in McGinty’s yesterday evening.”
 
   “Are the two of you on familiar terms?” she asked.
 
   “No, ma’am.”
 
   “What did you talk about?” Horton asked.
 
   “I’m not quite sure I know, sir. He seemed to think I’d taken a side, the wrong side.”
 
   “Is that when you decided to kill him?” Everett asked suddenly.
 
   The charge washed over Emily like cold water, and she wondered if she should react or not. Her habits had taught her to control such responses, but perhaps that wouldn’t serve her so well now.
 
   “Are you accusing me?”
 
   “Don’t assume an alibi provided by your roommates will make a difference,” Everett continued. Emily bristled at the insinuation that she would induce her friends to lie for her.
 
   “We have a photo of you and your accomplice,” Horton said, pushing a printout at her, a grainy image of a scene she recognized only too well, probably a still from a security camera on one of the government buildings on Calvert Street. Kano’s features could not be discerned from what looked like a low-res screen capture… though who knows what miracles some tech geek might be able to perform on the image? But the silhouette of a midshipman in uniform was clear enough, and the time stamp would allow Braswell and Padgett to identify her. Were they waiting outside to make a theatrical entrance and frighten her into a confession? 
 
   “I did not kill Dong Zhuo, and I doubt very much this man did either,” Emily said, even though she knew he was perfectly capable of it if he thought she was in danger.
 
   “So you recognize him, then?” Everett said
 
   “Yes, sir,” Emily said, wondering how much else she could say, how much NCIS would understand, or even should know about him. She knew so little herself, an obscure conspiracy, the safety of Princess Toshi and an urgent plea from the Crown Princess. But she needed to say some true thing about him. “His name is Kano Shinichi. He’s been following me around town for a few months now, I think, to keep me safe.”
 
   “Safe from whom?”
 
   “I’ve never been entirely clear about that.”
 
   “What would make him want to take on such a task in the first place?” Everett asked.
 
   “He told me he’d been sent by the Imperial family.”
 
   “…of Japan?” Horton asked. 
 
   “I met him a few years ago, in Tokyo. He is a samurai retainer of the Crown Princess.”
 
   “Are you aware that he was dismissed from the Imperial Household in disgrace more than two years ago?” Everett asked.
 
   “No, ma’am,” she said, now contriving her first falsehood for NCIS, though it was probably safe since only the Crown Princess could give her the lie.
 
   “We have reason to believe he was behind several violent assaults on members of the Chinese embassy staff, and may be responsible the deaths of at least two men last fall.”
 
   “You believe he killed Dong Zhuo?”
 
   “What we believe is that you are up to your eyeballs in a conspiracy with this man to disrupt the Pacific Rim conference,” Everett said.
 
   “And the attempt on my life at the tournament in Quantico, how does that fit with your theory?”
 
   “We believe Jiao Long was acting on orders from Dong Zhuo to terminate a threat. We can link Kano to an extremist party in Japan that has been seeking to create an incident in the East China Sea in order to bring down the current government and provide an excuse to reassert Japanese military power in Asia.”
 
   “Are you accusing me of conspiring with a foreign power? That would be treason.”
 
   Everett glowered at her without answering. Horton pushed a formal document across the table. “There’s a fine line between treason and working with us to thwart a conspiracy,” he said.
 
   “I don’t follow you, sir.”
 
   “If you’re convicted of treason, it’s at least a prison term, maybe worse,” Everett hissed at her. 
 
   “But if you help us track Kano’s network,” Horton added, “you can just work off your commitment to the Navy and go free.”
 
   Emily listened as Agent Everett traced out the consequences of failing to cooperate, for herself, her family and friends. The fact that she hadn’t committed any crimes or participated in any conspiracies—at least not any that could be tied to the death of Dong Zhuo, at least as far as she knew—weakened the force of Everett’s tale of horrors. But the question of her loyalty found its mark, since even she found herself questioning that almost every day. And even though she knew a full inquiry would find no wrongdoing on her part, her friends’ careers could well be ruined by it. 
 
   Still, the strangeness of the proceedings struck her more forcefully than any other aspect of the conversation. Could Kano really be a party to a conspiracy? Was she, without realizing it? All she knew about conspiracies was the one Kano and the Crown Princess warned her about, the one targeting herself and Princess Toshi. And she trusted them absolutely, at least as far as Toshi was concerned. But Horton and Everett seemed to have the meaning of events entirely reversed, thinking she was a conspirator rather than a target—the deadly irony of that error taught her what sort of use she could make of them.
 
   “I’m not signing this, whatever it is,” she said.
 
   “It’s the best deal you’re gonna get,” Everett snarled at her. “At least that way you can avoid prison, maybe even be allowed to earn an honorable discharge. If you don’t sign, you make yourself into the primary target of our investigation.”
 
   “I appreciate the advice, ma’am. Are we done here?” When she stood, Agent Horton stepped between her and the door, standing over her, looking down, but careful not to touch her.
 
   “I don’t think you realize the gravity of your situation,” he said in his most intimidating, official tone of voice. When Emily looked up into his face—neither afraid, nor angry, nor even resentful—she let him see the full depth of her resolve, and he fell silent, transfixed by whatever it was he saw there, at the bottom of her eyes. After a moment, he stepped aside wordlessly and allowed her to pass. 
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Everett stared at her partner for a moment, the big hulk just standing there, frozen like a department store manikin. 
 
   “What the hell’s the matter with you? You just let her waltz on out of here, like everything’s okay. Weren’t we gonna sweat her a little longer?”
 
   Horton turned to look at his partner, his face pale, looking bewildered, like a rabbit who’s just felt the shadow of a hawk pass over him. “There wasn’t any point,” he said, finally, in a voice she didn’t expect to hear coming from such a large man.
 
   “Whaddya mean, no point?”
 
   “She wasn’t gonna sign, no matter how hard we pressed her.”
 
   “We’ll never know now, will we?” Everett said. The bigger they are, the harder they fall, she thought.
 
   “Why don’t we ask the DSS guys what they think?”
 
   “Fine,” she said, and leaned her head out the door, and called down the hall to Braswell and Padgett.
 
   “Nice work,” Padgett sneered at Horton. “You really put the screws to her.”
 
   “Don’t sweat it, big guy,” Braswell said. “She kinda has that effect on people.”
 
   “What’s your read on her?” Everett asked.
 
   “About what?” Braswell asked. “You mean, will she cave? I doubt it. The girl’s made of some pretty stern stuff.”
 
   “Because she didn’t wilt under fire on that bridge, is that what you mean?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s that, but not just that. She’s tough, but it’s also how she managed the whole situation. Padgett and I were down, and she took charge without hesitation. That’s more than just courage. You don’t get that kind of focus from live-fire exercises.”
 
   “The girl knows more than she’s letting on,” Padgett said. Everett looked him over as closely as she could without seeming rude. She saw a gleam in his eye, like he had a secret and he wanted to let it out.
 
   “You guys are real suckers, like this doofus here,” she said with a snort, tilting her head at her partner. “A pretty girl bats her eyes at you, and you’re all lovesick. Next thing, you’ll be telling me she’s got super powers.”
 
   “You weren’t on that bridge,” Braswell said.
 
   “I get it, she’s got serious hand-to-hand skills. So what?”
 
   “Besides, that doesn’t explain the Chinese extradition request,” Padgett finally blurted out. “Why would they do that if there wasn’t more to her story?” 
 
   Braswell glared at his partner, who didn’t seem to realize yet that he’d goofed. Everett smirked at her partner, who was only now beginning to shake the cobwebs out of his addled brain.
 
   “What extradition request?” he roared. “And why are we just hearing about this now?”
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
   The Night in which All Cows Are Black
 
   “I’m not doing it,” Stacie huffed, and plumped down on the edge of the bed in the posture of passive defiance, arms folded, eyes narrowed and lower lip jutting out.
 
   “You heard what she said. We need to move.”
 
   “And we’re just supposed to pack up and leave her behind, and not sit with her at meals, or walk to class with her? What happened to unit cohesion? 
 
   “I know,” CJ said, trying to appease her roommate. “We’ll look like we’ve abandoned her. But it’s what she wants, and I don’t feel like arguing with her about it. Do you?”
 
   Stacie stared at the tiles under her shoes. “We’re supposed to bunk outside the company? I don’t like any of it.”
 
   “You know as well as I do, whatever’s bugging her, it’ll probably blow over in a week, and then she’ll feel all bad about making us pack and move. At least we’ll have the satisfaction of watching her move all our gear back.”
 
   “Trouble in paradise, I see,” Kathy Gunderson said from the doorway. “Or maybe you two have finally wised up about that bitch.”
 
   “Shut your mouth before I shut it for you,” Stacie cried, and jumped off the bed, fists already clenched.
 
   “I hear NCIS took her away in leg irons. It’s about time, if you ask me.”
 
   CJ had to step in to keep Stacie from charging into the hall to get at Gunderson. “Don’t let her get to you, Stace.” 
 
   Trowbridge stuck his head in the door—“Need help lugging anything?”
 
   “You’re doing the right thing, ladies,” Gunderson said. “Put some distance between yourself and that traitor.”
 
   At these words, CJ turned and slapped her across the face. She wanted to shout some defiance at her, but Gunderson hadn’t been as stunned as CJ hoped, and before she knew it had swung back at her. 
 
   “Hey,” Trowbridge cried out. “Take it easy, girls.”
 
   But before he could step in to break it up, CJ had reacted more swiftly than even she was used to. A quick, rising block, and driven by instinct or training, or maybe the time spent all those mornings with Emily on Sherman Field, she trapped Gunderson’s hand, twisted it down and then up again, forcing her face into the floor. A little thumb pressure on the back of Gunderson’s hand elicited a muffled shriek and she stopped struggling. “Don’t press your luck, Kathy,” CJ hissed into her ear.
 
   Once Stacie got over her own surprise at her friend’s decisive action, she rushed over. “CJ, let her go. We don’t need this kind of trouble.”
 
   “Back off,” CJ snarled, and glowered at Trowbridge, who had tried to intervene on the other side. Then she released Gunderson’s hand, stood up and walked back into the room.
 
   “You haven’t heard the last of this! I’m putting both of you on report. I’ve got a witness.”
 
   “I didn’t see anything,” Trowbridge said, and flashed a sneaky smile at Stacie.
 
   “Are you on their side now, Scott?” Gunderson wailed.
 
   “No, Kath. But if you insist on seeing sides here, don’t choose the wrong one.”
 
   “What’s got into you, CJ?” Stacie asked, once the door closed and the noise of the hallway faded into obscurity.
 
   “I don’t know. It’s like I was completely in the moment, you know, just doing what seemed natural… like my hands were thinking for me. I wonder if that’s how Em feels all the time.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The room hadn’t felt this quiet for a very long time. Even as her roommates slept, the noise of their dreams could keep her awake. A few thousand other mids slept within a few hundred yards, but their sleep meant nothing to her. Now the silence in her own heart, which had oppressed her so profoundly over the last few months, and especially since the moment she took Jiao Long’s life… by a remarkable sympathy that silence found a pain as deep as itself to echo and resound with.
 
   Emily sat against the wall, the floor tiles cool against her bare, folded legs, cool air drifting down from the window just above her head. As her breath moved in and out, through her nostrils, into her lungs and back out again, her thoughts followed it out, through the window and across the rooftops of Bancroft Hall, then out along the Severn River, and across the Chesapeake Bay where it could skate along the waves and reflect the dark stars of a moonless night. 
 
   Now her breath came back to her, and her thoughts followed it in to her lungs and heart, and deeper, until she found herself again in the familiar forest and the meadow that had sustained her through the darkest times. The same waterfall at the end of the stream reached out for her, and her feet found the soil, cool and alluvial, placing heel in front of toe as she walked the path. At the end, mist enveloped the pool where the falls came crashing down—how often had she allowed herself to luxuriate in that pool, to find her father’s spirit, commune with his memory? How long had it been since she’d felt truly at home there?
 
   Behind the falls, she found the cave, welcoming in its darkness, where she never felt any fear, even as she fell deeper and deeper, through the sedimentary history of the Earth until, at the very center, the beating heart of existence where all life-force concentrated itself, she found the wide expanse of the heavens. Breathtaking beauty, more than beautiful, a sublime immensity greeted her, a blackness terrible to behold, and inspiring at the same time. To breathe was to look, to imbibe it all, and Emily took it all inside of herself.
 
   But all she saw was not for her, or for anyone. So many voices sang to her, at first cacophonous, senseless, squabbling, paying no attention to what she couldn’t help but see. It saw her, too, beckoned to her, offered to take her into itself, dissolved into its eternity, allowing her to be everywhere at once and, finally, nowhere at all. Here was the allure of death, to be no more, and in nothingness perhaps to be reunited with her father.
 
   In the clamor and clatter of voices, she thought at moments to hear an underlying harmony and rhythm, a promise of musicality that she could not quite bring into focus. Now one voice, now another disturbed the stillness, one malevolent, one distracted by cruel intent, creeping over the walls, hoping to catch her unawares, to trick her into selfish finitude. As she turned more of her attention to it, the quilt of stars receded into an ever greater distance, until she could barely see it, little more than a fuzzy nebula at the limit of her visual acuity, and found herself falling once more through the familiar darkness.
 
   When she finally hit bottom, with a thud rather softer than she might have expected, she snorted awake and kicked off the sheets that clung to her in a cold sweat. Had she been dreaming, or meditating? She hardly knew. The sun would not rise for another hour, and in the dim, pre-dawn light, Emily felt a new urgency to respond to what the coming days and weeks would bring. 
 
   She dug running clothes out of a drawer, pulled on socks and training shoes, and headed out the door.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
   A Croquet Match
 
   Rumors spread quickly around the Yard—vague and unfounded at first, but accruing detail in inverse ratio to the availability of facts—and people began to keep their distance from Emily, discreetly at first, and then more decisively as days passed into weeks. Within the Fightin’ 28, the process of divesting took longer. The plebes melted away first, though without really understanding why they should, then the youngsters, and finally the upperclassmen. Seating in the galley at mealtimes posed all sorts of problems, since she had to sit somewhere, but she didn’t want to encourage her friends to think she was safe. So she sat with the plebes and hardly spoke to anyone, and mainly kept her nose in one book or another… though she listened.
 
   “Gregorovitch,” Funderburk hissed from behind a pillar near the entrance to King Hall.
 
   “Yes, sir,” the plebe replied, standing as rigidly vertical as he could make himself.
 
   “Has she spoken to you?”
 
   “Tenno, sir?”
 
   “Who else would I be asking you about?”
 
   “No, sir, I mean, yes, sir.”
 
   “What’d she tell you?”
 
   “Nothing, sir.”
 
   “What the…,” Funderburk said, one hand across his forehead. “So she doesn’t talk to you at meals?”
 
   “Oh, that, sir. No, she doesn’t really talk to any of us. She just sits and eats. Says pass the salt. She’s very polite, sir.”
 
   “But I saw you talking to her just now.”
 
   “Yes, sir. We asked her about this business in the East China Sea, you know, the stuff that was on the news this morning, when a Chinese frigate had a missile lock on one of the JDF destroyers, ’cause, you know, she’s Asian, or something.”
 
   “And what’d she say?”
 
   “Nothing, really, sir. I mean, she explained a little bit of the history of those islands, that sort of thing. But it’s not like she was confiding in us.”
 
   “Really? What’s her interest in it, I wonder.”
 
   “She just said how the fishing boats like to work those waters, ’cause of the drop off, you know. And like how the Chinese and Japanese fisherman help each other out, and stuff, like they don’t care who owns ’em. But when the governments get involved, suddenly everything’s all tense.”
 
   “That’s enough, Gregorovitch.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Funderburk flicked his head to the side to indicate to Gregorovitch that his company was no longer needed, and the plebe skittered away just as McDonough and Talib approached.
 
   “Not here,” Funderburk said, as the stream of people leaving the galley intensified. He indicated a spot in the direction of Gate One, where they might have a little more privacy.
 
   “What’d he say, sir?” Zaki asked.
 
   “Nothing. She’s as stoic as ever, like nothing’s changed.”
 
   “Maybe nothing has,” McDonough offered.
 
   “Then why’d she kick her roommates out? Is she pissed at them for something? NCIS hasn’t moved on her, and there’s been no word from the Deputy Commandant. The whole thing’s a mystery.”
 
   “Maybe it’s because of all the bilge coming out of the Seventeenth about her.”
 
   Funderburk reflected on this suggestion for a moment, hand on chin. “You think she’s blaming Tanahill or Carnot for that? And what about you two? I notice she doesn’t talk to you either.”
 
   “No, sir,” Zaki said. “It’s nothing like that. CJ says she asked them to leave so they wouldn’t get caught up in whatever NCIS is hatching.”
 
   “Is that why you two are keeping your distance?”
 
   “She hasn’t said anything directly to us about NCIS,” McDonough said. “But it’s like that stoic curtain just closed us out. It’s subtle, you know, always polite. But in all the little ways, she makes it clear that she wants to be alone.”
 
   “And she’s stopped the early morning hand-to-hand lessons,” Zaki said, wistfully.
 
   “What lessons?” Funderburk and McDonough asked simultaneously.
 
   “Oh, yeah. That was supposed to be a secret.”
 
   “No secrets in company, Talib,” Funderburk said.
 
   Zaki cleared his throat and took a small backwards step. “It was just a favor for Tanahill, sir. You know, pointers on technique. Carnot and I got wind of it, and she included us. We met most mornings at oh-five-hundred on Sherman Field.” McDonough glowered at his friend.
 
   “Training in the dark,” Funderburk said, half to himself. “If I’d known, I’d have had the entire company out there with her.”
 
   “Sir, she said if anyone else found out, she’d make us run across the bridge to Jonas Green every morning.”
 
   “You shoulda told me,” McDonough muled.
 
   “Sorry about that.”
 
   “You can really see the impact it’s had on Tanahill,” Funderburk said. “She practically exudes confidence these days.” He rubbed his head for a moment, grumbling under his breath. “Are you guys playing today?”
 
   “No, sir,” McDonough said. “It’s gonna be all youngsters against the Johnnies.”
 
   “Ah, yes. That explains the request about not wearing the uniform.”
 
   “Yes, sir. I think they’ll be wearing straw hats and boaters.”
 
   “Is Tenno going?”
 
   “I assume the entire company will be there, sir.”
 
   “Well, you two make sure she goes, too. While we’re there, let’s make a point of keeping an eye on her.”
 
   “Sir?” Zaki asked, an anxious expression on his face.
 
   “So we can report that she didn’t meet with any suspicious types over there.”
 
   “Suspicious types?”
 
   “I don’t know, Talib. But I’d like to be able to support her somehow, and this may be the best way to do it. This whole thing is just like NCIS. They intrude on us, but it’s always mysterious, leaving us doubting ourselves, and then they do nothing for weeks, like they’re testing us.”
 
   McDonough grunted, and Zaki said, “You mean, it’s a loyalty test, sir?”
 
   “I have no idea,” Funderburk said, “but it’s all very frustrating. They want our loyalty to be to flag and fleet first, then the brigade and our company. But loyalty grows naturally in the other direction, you know, outwards. I can’t tell if they’re watching her or the rest of us.”
 
   “So, what do we do?” McDonough asked.
 
   “We do what she’d want,” Zaki said. “We respect her wishes and keep our distance. But we keep watch, too.”
 
   Funderburk nodded in agreement.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   A large crowd populated the broad, sloping lawns on the front campus of St. John’s College, some settled in under the massive elm trees that cast a spreading canopy of shade on a warm day, others milling about the two courts laid out on the sunnier side. Casual drinking had begun a few hours earlier, though an effort to limit alcohol consumption had been instituted after a few unpleasant incidents the previous couple of years. The mood seemed convivial to Emily, just bleary enough to tamp down any too intense rivalries.
 
   The 28th led after two rounds, but the Johnnies, dressed in costume armor from various periods—mainly Cavaliers and Roundheads, but a couple of Trojans with crested helmets, a few men in togas, and the obligatory ballerina filled out the squad, as well as a mascot wearing a papier maché suit of armor and carrying an enormous broadsword—were rallying furiously.
 
   “You okay, Em?” Zaki said, doing his best impression of a casual greeting. She nodded, and touched his hand in greeting.
 
   “Don’t worry about me, big guy. I’ll be fine.” She smiled, hoping to dispel the excessively earnest expression in his eyes. When that failed, she tipped her head to the side, to get him to leave her in peace.
 
   “If you need us, McDonough and I will be over by the concession stand.”
 
   “Thanks, Zaki,” she replied, as if she needed to be told where the two of them would be at any particular moment, towering as they did over the crowd. What on earth did he think she could need them for, anyway? Still, the expression on his face drew a reassuring picture of the company’s sentiments toward her, even in what must have seemed a perplexing passage in their time together. However confused she might feel about the state of her own loyalties, theirs were steadfast, and she hoped not to be forced to disappoint them.
 
   A cheer rose from the crowd as the Johnnies won a match and tightened the score, and she took the occasion to walk the edge of the lawn. She’d worn a pair of CJ’s jeans and a light jacket, hoping to blend in with the town crowd, though she doubted the effectiveness of her disguise. Along the east hedge, a few close-cropped cadets who’d made the trip down from West Point lounged in lawn chairs, drinking beer and hooting at the action. 
 
   “Whoa, Navy,” one of them called out to her as she passed in front. “Why don’t you come join us?”
 
   Emily looked down at the USNA on the t-shirt she wore under her jacket and smiled.
 
   “Where have you been all my life?” another said, pointing to his ARMY t-shirt.
 
   “Did you boys come all this way just to watch our little croquet match?” she asked. Out of the corner of her eye, she spied CJ and Dave Bajo coming her way.
 
   “After we lost the Army-Navy game, this was the next thing on the calendar,” the cadet with the t-shirt said. “C’mon, Hank, give the lady a seat.”
 
   “Give her your seat,” Hank roared, a bit inebriated.
 
   “It’s okay. I can’t stay.”
 
   “No, stay. Take my chair.”
 
   “Here, take mine, Navy” drunken Hank said, pushing himself out of a folding chair on unsteady legs. CJ and Dave came on the scene just as he lurched onto Emily, clutching at her to regain his balance.
 
   “Hey,” Dave shouted. “Hands off, asshole.” Before the other cadets could react, CJ stepped in, grabbed a wrist and spun Hank around.
 
   “We don’t tolerate fake drunks playing grab-ass, jerk,” she snarled. 
 
   With a knowing smile, Emily watched her former roommate settle things—I guess those morning sessions have had an impact—until Dave tried to come to CJ’s “rescue.” The other cadets were cowed by the sight of a pretty girl manhandling their buddy, but once another man was involved, different passions came to the fore. In a flash, three less inebriated cadets had surrounded Dave, and Emily prepared to step in, however much she’d have preferred not to be seen brawling at a public event.
 
   “Straighten up, cadets,” another voice barked authoritatively, a familiar voice, one she wasn’t expecting, and wasn’t quite sure she was happy to hear.
 
   Still in fatigues, looking official enough to intimidate a few cadets on the verge of embarrassing themselves, even across the divide between services, and it didn’t hurt that he was obviously combat-fit—“Don’t dishonor the corps, you chuckleheads,” he snarled, and they stepped back, attempting some semblance of standing at attention, though Hank stumbled and ended up sitting in a few of the lower branches of the hedge. The other cadets helped their friend extricate himself, and Perry turned to Emily.
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?” Emily demanded, half angry, half overjoyed.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said, once he’d managed to put some distance between them and the red-faced cadets. “It’s official. I got in to Hampton Roads this morning and hitched a ride on a chopper. Didn’t even have time to change.” 
 
   A breathless moment followed as he scanned her face for a reaction, CJ and Dave watched, too. 
 
   “Give us a little space, guys,” she said to CJ, and snaked her arm through Perry’s. “Let’s walk,” she cooed into his ear, and pulled him over to the shady side of front campus. With an eye on Zaki and McDonough, Emily plotted a wider loop around the back of a large elm. Here, the lawn had been sectioned off with tape and rented out to spectators who preferred a more genteel experience. Women in long, white dresses and ornate fans lounged on padded chairs sipping mint juleps with men in seersucker suits. Files of young people, like so many ants at a picnic, clogged the walkways carrying snacks and drinks to and fro. The bustle would provide as much privacy as a locked room.
 
   “So you’re not mad?”
 
   “How could I be mad at you?”
 
   “That doesn’t sound good,” Perry said, with a wry smile. “Can I assume you’re totally isolated?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Your friends dropped you like a hot potato after NCIS put a little pressure on, right?”
 
   “A few, but I drove the rest away.”
 
   “You’ve gone to ground then?”
 
   A hand touched her elbow, and she swung around to see Ruochen Ma, the student with the hunted expression on her face. Glassy-eyed, she spoke in Mandarin.
 
   “You are in danger, Miss Tenno.”
 
   “Miss Ma, what is it?”
 
   “I have no time,” she said in a trembling hush. “I must go.” With those words, she scurried off. Emily reached for her, too late. She melted into the crowd and was gone. 
 
   “What did she want?” Perry asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Emily replied, scanning the lawn for her, or for something to account for her strange words. A roar from the crowd greeted the news that a pair of last second wins had just allowed the Johnnies to draw even in the match. Sudden-death overtime. Across the lawn, the midshipmen watched the two courts with dismay, while Emily looked with other intentions at the crowd. But she saw nothing obviously alarming. Zaki held his post by the concession stand, now joined by Stacie. CJ and Dave stood in the sun on the far side, and looked on with differing emotions. Emily recognized a few of the students she’d danced with at the Boathouse party, and standing at the top of the lawn she spied the other Chinese girl, Diao Chan, searching the lawns with an intensity similar to her own. And for once, Ruochen Ma was not glued to her side.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “What does she want with Jiang?” Connie asked.
 
   “It’s something to do with a Chinese student,” Michael said. “A girl from Shenzhen who’s got her worried. She wants him to check up on her family.”
 
   “Can’t you do that for her?”
 
   “I already have. They have a small business supplying glass to the construction industry, which is pretty lucrative, given how fast that place is growing. Can we discuss this in the study?” Michael suggested, with an eye on Li Li and Stone, who sat at the kitchen table with cookies and milk, and ears cocked perhaps too sharply on this conversation.
 
   “Why is Emily even interested in them?” Andie asked, once the door clicked shut.
 
   “I’m not sure, but apparently my intel isn’t enough for her.”
 
   “What more does she want?” Connie asked. “And do you even know how to contact Jiang?”
 
   “I don’t think she knows what she’s hoping to hear. All she said was the girl may be in trouble.”
 
   “Is she at the Academy?” Andie asked.
 
   “No, the college next door.”
 
   “And Jiang?”
 
   “That part was easy. I left word with a bric-a-brac shop in Alexandria, and he called a few hours later.”
 
   “Is the girl in trouble,” Connie asked, “or is she the trouble?” She mulled this thought over for a moment. “It sounds to me like Emily may be in trouble.”
 
   “Perry’s there with her,” Michael said. 
 
   “What about Theo?” Andie asked. 
 
   “He’s still in Kabul.”
 
   “I bet Perry can only stay a few days,” Connie said. “I need to get over there.”
 
   “She won’t like it,” Ethan said. 
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m not gonna shoot anyone… not unless I have to.”
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty One
 
   A Shadow on the Wall
 
   “You’re not chained to the Yard,” Perry said, as he pulled himself into a seated position on the sofa. “You still have some liberty and we have the place to ourselves.”
 
   Emily could sympathize—he’d called in every favor to get a week’s leave from the other side of the world, and would end up spending more than half of it in transit, on a hastily cobbled together array of cargo planes, commercial flights, a cruiser and a couple of Sea King utility helicopters—and lying next to him in his friend’s living room had plenty of allure. But she hadn’t driven her friends away in order to luxuriate in the fire his touch ignited in her body. The silence in her heart required her to silence everything else, to commune with it, and through it to comprehend her place in a universe larger than anything that could be experienced in Perry’s embrace.
 
   “I’ll see you in the morning, before you ship out,” she said, and leaned over to kiss him. It wouldn’t have been difficult to deflect his hands, reaching around to caress the small of her back, to tingle a cheek and make tremble the tiny hairs on the nape of her neck and the top of both legs. The kiss lingered, maybe a bit longer than she’d intended, and when she pulled away, her lips caught ever so briefly to his.
 
   Walking back home from the little house at the bottom of Revell Street, Emily tried to picture the day when she wouldn’t have to leave him, but as hard as she tried, she just couldn’t bring it into focus. All the trees on Shipwright Street had completely budded out, and most were already in full leaf. The cobblestones had mainly been paved over in this part of the historic district, and only peeked through here and there. The bricks of the sidewalks had been preserved more carefully, though tree roots had caused them to buckle and heave every few steps. In the distance, glimpsed barely out of the corner of her eye, a shadow flickered in the leopard shade. She assumed it was nothing, or perhaps Kano, and didn’t let it darken her mood. 
 
   Skipping over the low spots, and cresting the peaks, she cut across on Conduit Street and turned up Main, passing a diner, a sushi bar and a new, upscale crêperie. Across the way, sitting in the window of the only decent pizza/ice cream parlor in town, she noticed Ruochen Ma, sitting with three other students, including Diao Chan, enjoying as un-Chinese a meal as Emily could imagine. She started to cross over, when the girls saw her, and the expression of terror on Ruochen’s face froze her for an instant. Whatever had frightened the girl, she tried not to draw attention to it, and waved a casual greeting to the group. Diao Chan smiled back and turned to show off her new, shoulder-length hairdo, while her friend trembled and shook her head in a tiny gesture, as if to say, “Please do not stop.” Emily nodded and walked on by.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “You came,” Trowbridge said. “I had my doubts.”
 
   They had the basement study lounge in Bancroft Hall to themselves, unsurprisingly, for a Sunday evening at the end of a long weekend, and the plebes generally preferred to study in packs in the lounges on the upper floors.
 
   “I said I’d be here,” Emily replied with a frown.
 
   “It’s just that it was over a week ago, and the way things have been going, I thought you might have had a change of heart. You’re not afraid to be seen with me?”
 
   “Why should I be?”
 
   “I don’t know. But the way all your friends from the Twenty Eighth seem to be avoiding you…”
 
   “They’re not avoiding me. I’m avoiding them.”
 
   “And Tanahill and Carnot?”
 
   “I forced them to move out.”
 
   “Then why meet with me?”
 
   “Because no one’s likely to try to get at me by hurting you. I’m sorry if that sounds cold, but it’s a calculation I’m forced to make.”
 
   “You mean because no one would think you care about me?”
 
   Emily nodded, and tried not to make eye contact with him, at first. But in the end, she felt more uncomfortable avoiding it.
 
   “Can we talk about happier topics,” she said, “like your vector calculus problem?”
 
   “I don’t know why they want us to learn stuff like this. I just want to fly choppers, not design ’em.”
 
   “I know. It seems strange. But it’s not about becoming an engineer. They just want you to get into the habit of thinking about air the way an engineer does. Or a physicist.”
 
   “Sure, I suppose,” he said, sounding unconvinced. “Anyway, the problem is figuring out the turbulence and vortex at different pitch angles and turning radii. It’s a little like cavitation in water.”
 
   Trowbridge spread his books and notes across the table, and they pored over them together. Emily pointed to one drawing he’d done, apparently as a doodle, showing the air currents under a banking helicopter as if they’d been produced by cartoon angels blowing on them.
 
   “That’s not bad,” she said. “It reminds me of something one of the Johnnies was telling me the other day.”
 
   “You talk to those guys? I thought they were just a bunch of hippies and beat poets.”
 
   “Nah, they’re okay. Besides, I take human contact where I find it these days. Those guys study at least as much math and science as we do, and not just the math geeks. All of ’em have to read Einstein and Quantum Mechanics, even the hippies.”
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “Weird, huh? It’s a fully-required curriculum over there. Everyone has to study everything.” She paused a moment to let that revelation sink in. “Anyway, this one guy was sitting near me in the deli on West Street, and he saw what I was working on, and he said it was like this vector analysis of a plucked string he’d just finished, you know, like on a guitar. It got me to thinking that your problem is also some form of wave equation.”
 
   “I suppose, if you treat the air like a string… but how does that help me? Wave equations are like impossible to solve.”
 
   “That’s just what this guy was explaining to me. You don’t have to solve it. Just recognizing it as a wave equation means you can start looking for wave-like aspects in your problem.”
 
   “Such as…” he muttered, still skeptical.
 
   “Harmonics, dummy. Don’t you play the guitar?” A light seemed to flicker behind his eyes.
 
   “Oh… yeah, nodes. If it’s harmonic, there should be nodes where the turbulence cancels out, like pockets of smooth air. That’s amazing,” he gushed suddenly, and began to scribble notes frantically. “This is genius, Tenno. I can’t believe you figured that out.”
 
   “One thing the hippies across the street understand better than we do is that questions can be useful even if you can’t answer them.”
 
   “Right,” he said, still preoccupied with his notes. “Whatever.”
 
   Just then, Bauer walked past the door to the lounge along with Gunderson, and after a double-take, poked his head in.
 
   “What on earth are you doing with her, Trowbridge?” 
 
   “He’s been spending a lot of time with her, I hear,” Gunderson said.
 
   “She’s just helping me with some homework.”
 
   “If her own company won’t study with her, I don’t think you should either,” Bauer said.
 
   “He’s made his choice, Casey,” Gunderson said. “If he gets caught in the sweep, when NCIS decides to take her away, it’s his problem, not yours.”
 
   “It’s not like that,” Trowbridge protested.
 
   “Weren’t you the one telling me I need to pick my enemies more carefully?” Bauer asked. “It looks like you need to pick your friends more carefully.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that,” Trowbridge said to Emily once the two of them were alone again. She remained silent for an uncomfortable moment. 
 
   “They’re right about one thing,” Emily said, standing up to leave. “You do need to choose better friends.”
 
   “They’re really not so bad,” he said, though without the air of conviction such a statement would need to be persuasive.
 
   “I don’t care what they are. Have you forgotten that evening in Cumberland Court?”
 
   “No, and I’m sorry I wasn’t more help then.”
 
   “I didn’t need any help,” Emily said.
 
   “You sure didn’t. You still have those idiots off-balance, half-terrified that you’re gonna file charges against ’em at any moment. Why haven’t you, if you don’t mind me asking?”
 
   “I’ve got better things to do than waste my time with this,” she said, and stepped toward the door.
 
   “Wait,” he hushed in an urgent whisper. “There’s something else.”
 
   She turned to look at him, uncertain what to expect. When he didn’t speak right away she grew impatient. “Well…?”
 
   He motioned her back to the table. “It’s a message. Someone gave it to me for you, and I don’t know what to do with it.”
 
   “A message? What is it?”
 
   “I don’t know, exactly,” he said, fishing in his pocket for something. He pulled out a crumpled slip of paper and held it between two fingers, as if he wanted to minimize his contact with it. “Someone left this in my bag yesterday in Nimitz Hall. I didn’t know what to do with it.”
 
   Emily noticed her name scrawled on one side. On the other, she could make out a few Chinese characters. “And you want to give it to me?” 
 
   “I don’t know what to do with it. I thought of handing it over to NCIS, you know ’cause it looks pretty suspicious.”
 
   “Why didn’t you? Aren’t you afraid of getting into trouble?” 
 
   “Because that’s what I think whoever put it there wants me to do. I think I’d rather trust you, than not,” he said, his face contorted by doubt and fear. “Can you read it?”
 
   “I think so, if it’s in Mandarin.”
 
   “What’s it say?”
 
   “Are you sure you want to know?” When he nodded, she said, “ ‘Your time is ripe’; that’s what it says.”
 
   “Do you know what it means?”
 
   “No,” she said after a moment. “I think you better turn it over to NCIS. Whatever it means, you need to steer clear.” The expression on his face, more like a sick child than someone about to enter into a command position in the armed forces, stopped her from leaving him just then. “Why would you trust me with this? I mean, with everything that’s happening around me…”
 
   “Hankinson,” he blurted out after an uncomfortable moment in which he appeared to weigh options. “He was good to me in my plebe year. He likes you, and I trust his judgment.”
 
   “Whatever,” she growled. “Just keep your distance from now on.” When he didn’t react, or at least didn’t look like her words were sinking in she said, “Whoever wrote that chose you. Why would they do that?”
 
   “You’re okay, Tenno, you know that?” he said, seemingly out of the blue. “You’ve been kind to me, these last few months, helping me train, teaching me about breathing, sparring… and helping with vector calc.” He added, “I wouldn’t have done nearly as well at Quantico without your encouragement.”
 
   Emily grunted, but still said nothing.
 
   “Why did you help me anyway?” he asked. “You know, with everything else that was going on.”
 
   “Stacie said you were different… and maybe she was right.”
 
   “That business in Quantico was really hard on her. I mean, she did well in the women’s division, and I was eliminated before the second day, but we decided to stay to watch the finals, and share a ride home.”
 
   “I didn’t realize you guys were there,” Emily said. “I didn’t see you.”
 
   “It was hard to get anywhere near you, especially afterwards, what with the Marines surrounding you and all. I think you really impressed those guys.”
 
   “Yeah, that was sweet of them.”
 
   “But Stacie, when she saw what happened… I think it really freaked her out,” Trowbridge said. “I mean, you know how keen she is to be a warrior, to be the best, the most aggressive… when she saw that knife she tried to rush into the ring. But there was no way to get through the crowd. And when you killed that guy, she was like completely stunned. I was standing next to her, and her face, it had gone all white, like someone had drained all the blood out. I don’t think she said a word the whole ride home.”
 
   Emily had noticed something different about Stacie after Quantico. She seemed more reserved, even diffident. She’d been wide-eyed and envious when she heard about the shootout on the bridge, but that was just based on rumor and fancy.
 
   “I didn’t realize she’d seen that,” she said. “I wish I’d known. I’m sure it was hard on her.”
 
   “It couldn’t have been as hard as it was on you.”
 
   “I’ve seen worse,” she muttered. “I’ve done worse.”
 
   “You’ve gotta cut yourself some slack on that one, Tenno. You only did what you had to do. I’m sure Stacie understands that.”
 
   Of course, Emily had no use for Trowbridge’s reassurance, since it didn’t speak to the way all those dead souls haunted her heart. But she recognized the kindness he intended.
 
   “My friends call me Em… that is, if you want to risk it.”
 
   “You mean, put myself in the crosshairs of NCIS? What’s that all about anyway? Quantico?”
 
   “Yeah, that and some other stuff.”
 
   “Like the shootout on the Patuxent Bridge? Rumors have been flying about that, and the story gets wilder every time I hear it. You and CJ apparently killed a dozen guys, according to the latest version.”
 
   “I heard that too,” Emily said, with a wry smile.
 
   “You can call me Scotty,” he said.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Two
 
   Spiderwebs
 
   Well after midnight, Michael sat in back of a sedan with Ethan, and his driver and Jerry in the front seats. Across the alley, a roll-up door in the center of a dark loading dock still bore the faded stencil, “Shanghai Treasures.” Ordinarily, the Director of Clandestine Services would never agree to meet anyone under these circumstances without bringing a heavily armed detail along, especially not to meet a foreign operative in a location he couldn’t scout out in advance. But he trusted Jiang Xi—after all, Jiang’s niece had been living with his family for almost three years now. Besides, he owed it to Emily to take some chances on her behalf, especially since she’d marched directly into a much darker hole for his family. He wasn’t sure if that consideration emboldened him, or just shamed him.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said to Ethan, after taking a deep breath, and the two of them extricated their sizable frames from the rear doors. Both men stood well over six feet, but the one stretched the seams of an extra-large suit with the broad shoulders and massive limbs of a soldier. “This is as good a moment as any.”
 
   Ethan rapped on the metal door, and a moment later, a slight, young-ish Chinese man opened it, nodding when he saw them and waving them in.
 
   “Jiang Xi?” Michael said, in a tentative voice that echoed in the open space of the storeroom. Crates reached up to the ceiling on one side, but the main floor was uncluttered, and on the right an open staircase led up to an office, the meager light from whose windows provided the only illumination. The young man pointed to the stairs, and Michael took a few steps up. As the stairs creaked, he wondered if they would sustain Ethan’s bulk, only to remember that they must have supported Jiang, too, and he was not any lighter.
 
   “Come, come,” a tiny, old man with white hair and a stoop called from the upper landing. “Welcome.”
 
   Inside the office, they found Jiang himself seated on a worn out sofa that creaked under his bulk, the steam from a teakettle sending clouds up from a narrow table along one wall. Michael sat opposite and Ethan stood by the door, hands crossed in front of him. Michael glanced at the old man, who’d slipped in before Ethan could block the way. 
 
   “You can trust him,” Jiang said. “This is Sung Li. His family owns this shop, and he has always been a good friend of my family. Anything you would say to me, you can say in front of him. How is my niece?”
 
   He held one of several pictures Michael handed him between two fingers with a stony expression. In it, Li Li smiled from a karate pose, with Sensei Oda visible in the background. “She is happy and safe, and she thinks of us as family. I hope that meets your approval.” 
 
   Jiang grunted, and rubbed his face, then handed the photo to Mr. Sung, who looked it over and frowned. “You are not teaching her Chinese wu shu, I see.”
 
   “I don’t know about these things,” Michael admitted, a little embarrassed. “She is studying with Emily’s teacher.”
 
   “Tang Tian approved of her,” Jiang said to Sung Li. “He called her sifu, as do I. She is the one who brought Li Li back to us.” On hearing this last remark, Sung Li bowed his head and turned to prepare the tea. 
 
   “Do you have anything for me to tell her?” Michael asked, once the tea had been served.
 
   “The Ma family has not been arrested, but they appear to be under some form of confinement in their home. The business is shuttered and armed men watch over them from a discreet distance.”
 
   “That sounds a bit out of the ordinary. The Ministry of the Interior is not known for discretion.”
 
   “Indeed,” Jiang said. “I can find no record of any order from the MOI or the Shenzhen provincial police concerning them, and certainly nothing from within the Guoanbu.”
 
   “An unsanctioned operation, then?”
 
   “It is possible, but only from within the PLA. Despite a directive from Beijing, a few units within the army have managed to keep their command files closed to the Sixth Bureau.”
 
   “Do you have someone in mind?” Ethan asked.
 
   Jiang paused for a moment, weighing his words more carefully. “The other name you gave me, Diao Chan, is strangely unaccountable,” he said.
 
   “Unaccountable?”
 
   “Of course,” Sung Li interjected with a snort. “I thought it was a joke when I heard it. Diao Chan is a famous name, a legendary beauty from centuries ago, and a treacherous woman. Giving your child this name would be like calling her Mata Hari.”
 
   “So it’s a cover name, then?” Michael asked.
 
   “Maybe,” Jiang said. “But maybe worse than that. When I first started looking into the fate of the Ma family, I ran across another familiar name, a PLA officer who was involved in the negotiations with Dr. Kagami over twenty years ago, Diao Bao. Because of his failure in that case, he lost face and retired. But long experience has taught me that people like General Diao never really retire. They continue on the fringe of the army as… what you would call consultants, and rumors of his activities have cropped up now and again over the years. From what I can discern, he tried to build a genetics lab of his own, and may even have been working with elements of the North Korean army.”
 
   “A genetics lab,” Michael muttered, as he ran a hand up his forehead. 
 
   “The Sixth Bureau concluded that he was developing a bio-weapon, some sort of viral agent, hoping to present it to the PLA in order to win back his standing.”
 
   “And the MOI allows this?” Ethan asked.
 
   “As I was saying, retired PLA generals are exceedingly difficult to control.”
 
   “Is it your impression that his lab has been successful?” Michael asked.
 
   Jiang said nothing, but his chin fell on his chest. 
 
   “How does Diao Chan fit into this?” Ethan asked. “Or the Ma family?”
 
   “I have found no connection to the Ma family,” Jiang said, after a moment. “As for Diao Chan…”
 
   “Is she related to General Diao?” Michael asked.
 
   “He is an old man, with no surviving children. His wife died several years ago, and there is no record of his adopting anyone. But, like many PLA generals, he has amassed a sizable fortune. Although he is quite reclusive, I located one photo of him with a young woman. I have not been able to identify her, but a confidential informant reported that he introduced her at a private function as a daughter.”
 
   Michael examined the picture, which showed an older man in uniform, escorted by a young woman in an evening gown. He passed the picture to Ethan, who said, “She’s a soldier. You can see it in her hands, and the set of her shoulders. Have you tried searching PLA databases?”
 
   “Yes, but as I said, not all files are accessible to me. If this woman is in Annapolis, then Tenno-san is in extreme peril.”
 
   On the ride back to Charlottesville, Michael and Ethan sat in silence, still stunned by what they’d heard.
 
   “Is Diao Chan a clone?” Ethan asked.
 
   “Jiang didn’t think so.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “Kagami’s original experiments weren’t about clones. That was the Parks’ preoccupation. He wanted a viral matrix, something to produce genetic mutations in adults… or, at least, adolescents.”
 
   “We have to warn Emily,” Ethan said.
 
   “It won’t be easy. NCIS is watching her very closely. The Director of Clandestine Services can’t just stroll into the Academy without setting off alarm bells. And she won’t accept any phone calls.”
 
   “Connie is still on active duty, which means she has access. Send her.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Trowbridge undoubtedly intended his offer of friendship to be reassuring, and Emily knew a part of her wanted to take it that way. She still remembered the smell of the abyss when Sensei Oda quoted an ancient sword mystic to her: “The true master knows no friendship.” Coming to the Academy had given her the confidence to open up to friends—at least she thought of it as opening up—without worrying about their safety. They’d sought military careers and that meant accepting certain risks. But how could they know the magnitude of the danger her very presence in the Yard must entail?
 
   The weary ascent up three flights of stairs, coming at the end of a long day, and the sound of the door clicking shut did nothing to seal off the abyss of her anxieties on this score. Trowbridge was just one more soul she might have to shield… and she didn’t even like him very much. Certainly not as much as Stacie and CJ, or Zaki and McDonough. In such matters, she’d found over the past few years, attachments are more thrust upon one than actively sought.
 
   She sloughed off the pack on her shoulder and sat on the edge of the bunk, not quite ready for bed, and longing to lie down for just a moment. But something caught her attention, a slight movement in the corner, under the desk, skittering off behind the bed Stacie used to occupy. With a groan, she heaved herself up and crouched by the desk… and saw nothing. Should she get up and turn on a light? It probably wouldn’t illuminate this nook and, besides, whatever had moved—an insect or spider—was no longer there. She crouched a little lower, slid a leg out to get on one knee and tried to peer under the bed. The darkness made it difficult to see much, dim shapes here and there, dust clumps no inspection had yet discovered. And no bright eyes gleamed out at her from these shadows. 
 
   A yawn stretched her cheek along the smooth plane of the tile floor, and she noticed how much this darkness felt like the familiar shade of the cave she had explored so often in her meditations, cool and humid from the waterfall that concealed it. To reach it, she walked through forest and meadow, and felt the spirit of her father in the warmth and light of those places. That’s where the spirits first arose, born from the tears she shed and sponsored by Amaterasu-omikami, whom she called “Granny.” They sang to her of her name, teasingly, or perhaps in friendship, inviting her to join their community of spirits and demons.
 
   “Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami.
 
   “Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami…”
 
   As much as they’d oppressed her initially, she’d longed to hear their voices these past few years, since they’d gone silent. Were they the only friends Granny would allow her, in recompense for the one’s she’d been denied? 
 
   And there, somewhere in the distance, she heard them again, not in the meadow, but behind the falls, in the cave. She rushed forward eagerly, to hear them, to see them, to join them and perhaps finally to fathom Granny’s purpose for her. She would endure whatever might come, fight and kill if she had to, or be killed… gladly, if Amaterasu demanded it, and especially for the sake of Princess Toshi, whose very touch electrified her. But not to know what was expected of her, which was tantamount to not knowing who, or what, she was, made everything infinitely more difficult.
 
   The chant grew louder the further she plunged into the darkness of the cave, until she saw them, luminous in the dark. As they surrounded her, no voice shrilled at her from the heavens, reminding her that she could have no friends. The shining faces beamed, kindling a new joy in her heart, like she’d never experienced before.
 
   But other eyes watched from the shadows along one curving wall, and the very air grew tense with menace. As she turned her attention to locating them, the sound of the song drifted away, and in the growing silence, muffled cries took its place. A web, sticky and entangling, had engulfed the spirits, and an enormous spider was mummifying them, one after another. When one struggled to get free, a long, bloody spine, serrations crusted with millennia of gore, unfolded itself from the belly of the monster and stung mercilessly, skewering the spirit over and over again, until it no longer moved. Another suffered the same fate, and Emily screamed with all her might until the spider turned its head and glowered angrily. 
 
   Was she next? The spider approached, legs clattering on the cave floor, and Emily stood motionless, not out of fear, for where could she go if she abandoned the friendly spirits? A strand of the web dangled nearby and she seized it to use somehow in her defense. But how to strike at the beast? A cool breeze wisped through cave and coiled around her face and neck, and then flowed like water down her arms, and the filament, which had felt sticky and limp in her fingers, became gradually more rigid and finally crystalline. A glance told her the truth, and her hand held it out, bright and brazen, the sword of Amaterasu, Kusanagi-no-tsurugi, flickering in the darkness, reflecting no other fire but its own. With another scream, hollower and more resonant this time, as if it came from deep in her chest, she charged into the thicket of legs and teeth, slashing and screaming, hacking off limbs one after another, until finally she plunged the sword into the spider’s face. A creamy, gray ooze bubbled out under the hilt, and the screaming ceased.
 
   Emily drew out the sword and gazed at it for a long moment, weeping quietly, and whispered, “I am death.” Then, all was clear and airy, and she found herself standing in the meadow under the starry sky. Her tears scattered in the cool breeze of the meadow, and where they fell, luminous youths sprang from the grass and sang the familiar refrain as they danced around her.
 
   “Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami.
 
   “Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami…”
 
   With eyes wide, laughing and weeping at once, she gazed on the moonless sky, blacker than any she’d yet seen, speckled with a billion points of light, and heard herself say, “Grandfather, I know that you love me, and I am grateful. For whatever may come, I am ready.” As she watched, the sky brightened, as if smiling just for her, and one star outshone the others in the east, and in another moment the sun gleamed brightly in a tiny sliver above the horizon.
 
   She awoke with a start, having kicked all the covers off the bed. “Crap, it’s late,” she said, and rolled onto her feet. But when she raised the blinds, no sunlight beamed in, and she let out a sigh of relief. “Not even oh-five-hundred yet.” She peeled off the clothes from the day before, slipped into a running suit, and headed out for her morning run.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Three
 
   A Death in the Yard
 
   Today she turned around at the World War Two Memorial, across the river and past Jonas Green. No bodies of heroes were interred here, but she fancied a few noble souls might still cling to the stone and mortar symbol of the nation’s gratitude. Those who erected the monument had already passed on, and the succeeding generations barely paid any mind to this stout reminder of martial services rendered. 
 
   She tarried a moment, looked down the hill at the Rt. 450 bridge—a few old men had already installed themselves on the landward side, dangling chicken necks in the water to tempt the crabs to the surface—and let her gaze wander off to the left, where new foliage did not completely obscure the squadron of YP boats moored next to Santee Road. And, yes, there, on the far side of the yard, she spied the green dome of the cathedral, the sight of which had been the object of so much yearning by the Youngsters a mere nine months earlier. In another few months, a new crop of wannabe Youngsters would crane their necks to see it, too.
 
   The run down the hill and across the flat expanse of the bridge posed no challenges, though the slight rise before turning onto Bowyer Road made her legs burn briefly. She waved to the guards at the gate and glided the rest of the way home, her shoes barely touching the ground, or so it seemed. 
 
   But all was not as quiet as she expected. Flashing lights, and official cars, and an ambulance clogged up the roads and paths around Bancroft Hall, and a crowd of midshipmen milled about, straining to see something, a few in uniform, but most in sweats, just returning from their morning PT. Standing on the periphery of the crowd, unable to see anything and not wishing to engage with anyone directly, she tried to glean what information she could from any conversations she could overhear: “Did you see him?” “Is it bad?” “Blood everywhere!” “Can you see who it is?” He’s a goner.” “No way anyone survives that.”
 
   A few moments later, the rear doors of the ambulance slammed shut and it eased away as the security guards tried to clear a path through the onlookers. The curiosity of the crowd, which had seemed restrained before, perhaps oppressed by the presence of the victim, whoever it was, now seemed to breathe a collective sigh of relief at his departure. It was even safe now to utter his name out loud: “Casey Bauer.”
 
   Emily took a backwards step, uncertain of her balance, reaching behind for something to steady herself. Bauer was no friend, but his death was also no accident, she immediately concluded, given recent events. Whoever was stalking her had hit upon a sure-fire way to focus even more attention on her.
 
   “You bitch,” a shrill voice exclaimed. “You did this.” She turned to see Kathy Gunderson pointing an accusatory finger at her. “You had it in for him,” she said, and charged directly at Emily, her face barely inches away, spitting venom. “You killed him. She did it,” she yelled for the benefit of the crowd. Agents Everett and Horton watched from a few feet away. 
 
   When Emily didn’t respond, stunned by the scene she’d stumbled upon, as much as anyone else there, Gunderson swung at her face. Although every instinct told her to block, or at least lean out of the way, she didn’t move, and a heavy hand struck her cheek. It stung, of course, and the ringing in her ear made it difficult to think clearly. But one thought held steady: “Don’t strike back. Don’t even block. Let the girl work it out, no matter how much it hurts.”
 
   Of course, Emily’s seeming impassivity only enraged Gunderson the more. It must have seemed to her that nothing she could do would touch this infuriating girl. She shrieked out “You bitch” again and began to strike her chest and shoulders over and over again. Emily just took it, until she swung a fist at her face, and then she slapped it away. But before anything else could happen, Trowbridge stepped between them and pulled Gunderson away, whispering some wiser counsel into her ears than Emily had to offer.
 
   The crowd, which had formed a circle around the two girls, stared at Emily with aimless curiosity, soaking in the scene uncomprehendingly for a few more moments. Would they accuse her, too? No, they probably were too stunned themselves to formulate a judgment as coherent as that. But they might well form one later, each individually, once they’d had time to submit themselves to the rumor mill. It would be taken as a fact, somehow confirmed, though no one would know exactly how or by whom, that she had always hated Bauer and had it in for him. 
 
   Slowly, the crowd dissipated, and Everett and Horton saw their chance. With a tiny gesture, Everett crooked her finger at Emily, and she responded, walking over to them. Did they pause to marvel at how easy it was to seal her cooperation?
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Back in Halligan Hall, another hour or more spent sitting quietly in the same non-interrogation room, with the same faux-wood veneer table and the same American flag posing as a Roman standard, she waited patiently for NCIS to get down to the business of accusing her of something. Raised voices in the hallway filtered through whatever soundproofing these walls were intended to provide.
 
   “I don’t care how damning it looks,” said a deep male voice that sounded like Deputy Commandant Crichton. “You’re gonna need better evidence than that.”
 
   “With all due respect, we don’t need your approval to move ahead, sir,” a woman’s voice said, probably Everett’s. “Let us do our job.”
 
   Another few minutes passed, mainly in silence, and then the door swung open crisply—was this an interrogation technique? Demonstrate controlled violence by opening the door quickly, but don’t let it bang against the wall—and Agent Horton entered, holding a folder and a yellow legal pad in a meaty hand. He took a seat opposite her and uttered some official information, like the time and date, into a small tape recorder. 
 
   “Midshipman Second Class Michiko Tenno, can you account for your whereabouts this morning between oh-five-hundred and oh-five-thirty hours?”
 
   His tone was all business, but Emily couldn’t help suspecting that he was compensating for the slightest edge of fear. She’d gotten to him the other day, cowed him, and now he needed to erect a defensive façade to face her. Would he even make eye contact? It would be difficult to interrogate someone effectively without being able to glare directly into her eyes.
 
   “PT, sir.”
 
   “Where did you do your PT, Midshipman?”
 
   “I ran along Decatur and out through the Bowyer Road gate, across the river to Jonas Green, and up to the monument, then back again. That’s been my regimen every morning for the past few weeks.”
 
   “Are you on good terms with Midshipman First Class Casey Bauer?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “What is the basis of your animosity for Mr. Bauer?”
 
   “You’d do better to ask about his animosity towards me.”
 
   “So you have no animosity towards him?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “And his animosity towards you, what was the cause?”
 
   “I’m not really in a position to know. You might ask Midshipman Gunderson, or perhaps Midshipmen Caspar and Martens.”
 
   “Why did you attack Mr. Bauer?”
 
   “I did not attack him, sir.”
 
   “Not ever?”
 
   Emily paused for a moment. What exactly was he referring to? She couldn’t help thinking of Zaki’s insistence on one particular rule in the code of honor: a midshipman tells the truth, and makes the truth known. She hadn’t exactly lived up to the second half of that one, at least not in respect to the incident in Cumberland Court.
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “What would you say if I told you I had a sworn statement describing an incident earlier this year in which you attacked and seriously injured Mr. Bauer?”
 
   “Do you have it in that folder, sir?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can I see it?”
 
   “Not at this time. Now answer the question.”
 
   “I’d stick to my statement. I have never attacked Mr. Bauer.”
 
   “You have never injured him, then?”
 
   “That’s a very different question, sir.”
 
   “Answer it, Midshipman.”
 
   “On one occasion, in a hand-to-hand class, I may have injured his pride, sir.”
 
   “Were you and Mr. Bauer engaging in a hand-to-hand class in Cumberland Court last fall?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “So you admit attacking him in that alley?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   Horton was growing increasingly frustrated with her answers, since the statement he had before him accused her unequivocally, and the witness was another woman. Of course, the situation didn’t fit the usual profile for such incidents, which mainly tended to take the form of sexual assault accusations. As for the other oddity in this case, he had ample evidence of her hand-to-hand skills, so perhaps it wasn’t completely implausible that she could have prevailed over a larger man. The fact that she hadn’t filed a complaint against Bauer strongly suggested that she had attacked him.
 
   “Are you denying that you had an altercation with Mr. Bauer that night?”
 
   “No, sir. But I did not attack him. He and two others attacked me. I merely defended myself.”
 
   “Who were the others?”
 
   “Caspar and Martens.”
 
   “Is your statement that you were assaulted by Midshipmen Bauer, Caspar and Martens, and that you fought them off, causing them serious bodily injury?”
 
   “I don’t know how serious their injuries were, but yes, that’s the gist of it.”
 
   “Are you aware that you are in violation of the Honor Code by failing to report this incident?”
 
   “Given the history of the Academy in handling such accusations, when women make them, I’m sure you can understand why I preferred not to file a report. Since I was not injured, I saw no need to report a non-event. Also, since the incident was witnessed by Midshipman Gunderson, can I assume that you are citing her for a similar Honor Code violation for not reporting the incident, as well as Caspar and Martens, both of whom also obviously failed to report it?”
 
   Horton stammered for a moment, apparently at a loss for words. Emily watched him and smiled, then continued, “On the other hand, if you mean to say that Gunderson has now reported the incident, and therefore is not in violation of the Honor Code—I assume the sworn statement you have is hers—then I have also just now reported the incident to you.”
 
   Emily was especially pleased with herself for having found a way to leave Trowbridge’s name out of her statement. Whatever his reasons for not coming forward already, she felt no need to let NCIS come between him and his conscience. There would be plenty of time for it to make itself felt, of this at least she was confident.
 
   Just then, the door swung open again, this time banging against the wall before Everett pushed it closed. Another interrogation technique? She sat on the edge of the table on Emily’s side, looming over her. Perhaps it would have been more effective to have Horton glower down at her from that position, since he was so much taller, but Emily suspected Everett didn’t trust him with that task.
 
   “So your story is that you fought off three men in a dark alley, injuring them, and you came off without a mark on you? Do you really expect us to buy that?”
 
   Emily shrugged.
 
   “Answer for the record,” Everett barked at her, gesturing to the tape recorder.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Do you really expect us to believe you’re that skilled?”
 
   “I think you already know I am,” Emily said, now uncertain of the direction the conversation seemed to be taking.
 
   Everett opened the folder in front of Horton and extracted a photograph showing her driving the knife into Jiao Long’s neck at Quantico. She laid it on the table in front of Emily and said, “Yes, I believe we do know just how dangerous you are.” Emily blanched to hear these words, and Everett nodded to Horton, who opened a wall cabinet to reveal a video screen. He handed a remote control to Everett, who pressed a button to start a video.
 
   The feed from the security camera along the wall facing Garden Road showed a dark, grainy scene, and the time stamp read oh-five-seventeen hours. For the first few seconds, nothing moved, and then a dark figure sprang to the top of the wall, apparently finding hand-holds in the pointing of the brickwork. Just as the figure disappeared over the other side of the wall, a subtle turn of the hips made the female form of the interloper evident.
 
   A few seconds later, according to the time stamp, another camera picked up the same figure running along Buchanan Road, and a turn of her head revealed shoulder length, black hair. The scene then shifted to a third camera, covering the northwest corner of Bancroft Hall, and showed the woman confronting Midshipman Bauer, dressed in sweats, probably heading out to one of the athletic fields along Santee Road. 
 
   Emily leaned across the table for a closer view of the screen. Initially, Bauer appears to recognize the woman, takes a short step towards her, and then recoils helplessly as she produces a long blade of some sort from behind her back. Holding it dagger-style in her right hand, she slashes him in an upward stroke, diagonally across his belly and chest, reverses the blade to slash back across his throat, and then in a final, fluid motion, brings the blade down through his collarbone and into his chest cavity.
 
   The last images showed her climbing over the wall on Garden Road and disappearing from view a few seconds later. The timestamp on the final image showed oh-five-nineteen hours, meaning the entire incident, from beginning to end took less than two minutes. Bauer himself was dispatched in less than five seconds. Everett reset the video to the initial image in which the figure of the woman is clearly silhouetted running along the top of the wall.
 
   “I think we’ve pretty well established that you have the skills to commit this crime,” she said. “The video captures you just as clearly—someone who looks just like you, your hair, your clothes, your skills, and your motive. And you have no alibi.”
 
   “The guards at that Bowyer Road gate will have a record of me leaving and returning on the other end of campus,” Emily said, though as the words were leaving her mouth, she realized what would come next.
 
   “You could easily have turned left instead of right outside the gate and returned along King George Street. There’s plenty of time, from your exit at Bowyer at oh-four-fifty-five to your return at oh-five-forty-seven hours, to have killed Bauer.”
 
   “No. I didn’t kill him,” Emily said, her face now flushed. The case against her, circumstantial as it was, had fallen so neatly into place. Even she was alarmed.
 
   “Look, honey,” Everett said, now suddenly turned friendly, and adopting the less threatening posture of someone about to offer sage counsel. “Why don’t you make this easier on yourself?” She reached across the table and slid Horton’s legal pad in front of Emily. With a click and a little flourish, she produced a pen and laid it on the pad. “Write out your side of it. Tell us all about how Bauer attacked you, and how you couldn’t take his harassment anymore. The judge will understand. Just don’t drag things out, ’cause there’s no sympathy that way.”
 
   Emily took a deep breath and tried to gather her thoughts. The evidence wasn’t perfect. No blood spatter on her, and there’d have to be some blood, the way Bauer was slashed and stabbed. Her clothes were similar to what the woman on the wall wore, but they weren’t identical. Emily’s running suit had stripes on the legs and arms, and that woman’s didn’t. And the murder weapon, whatever it was—some long knife or a short sword, perhaps even a wakizashi—there’d been no mention of it. These quibbles wouldn’t be enough to persuade NCIS of her innocence, but they reminded her of it, and that’s all she really needed to avoid doing something really foolish, like signing any sort of statement. 
 
   Besides, she did have an alibi witness, three in fact. The weight of the accusation had driven them from her mind. But those old men on the bridge, the crabbers, they might remember her. They might not remember the time they saw her, but she didn’t need them to. The gate log would settle that, and if she’d run past them on the bridge a few minutes after oh-five-hundred, there’s no way she could have made it all the way back down King George Street in time to kill Bauer.
 
   The expression on Everett’s face when she told her about the crabbers almost paid for all the indignities of the morning. Almost, but not quite. After all, as much of a fool and a bully as Bauer was, he didn’t deserve to die for it. And even if Gunderson wasn’t exactly a sympathetic soul, she probably didn’t deserve this much emotional turmoil. Most of all, her own friends were undoubtedly being put through the proverbial ringer, and she wished they could be spared that.
 
   “Fine,” Everett snarled. “We’ll look into it. In the meantime, you are confined to the Yard until further notice.” She stormed out of the room with those words, leaving Horton to deal with Emily.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “I don’t see how we have any choice”—these words set Stacie off. Funderburk was discussing the latest events with a couple of the Firsties at one end of the tables reserved for the Twenty Eighth in King Hall at dinner. The meal hadn’t even been served when she lit into him.
 
   “No choice, sir? With all due respect, what happened to loyalty and unit cohesion? When we needed her talents to win Iron Company last year, we heard all about that. Now that she’s in trouble, when she might actually need us, all I hear is ‘we have no choice’ but to keep our distance.”
 
   “I’m not sure I like your tone, Carnot. It doesn’t sound like ‘all due respect’ to me.” Stacie sat back down at these words, and stared at a spot on the table in front of her. “But if you hadn’t noticed,” he continued, “I’m not proposing anything that Tenno hasn’t already put into effect on her side.”
 
   ‘On her side, sir?” Stacie said, wondering how provoked she should feel by the way Funderburk seemed ready to cut her friend loose. What about CJ? Why didn’t she say anything? Stacie glared at her, as if she expected the expression on her face to say all she meant to convey.
 
   “What, Stace?” CJ said. “Funderburk’s right. She told us to keep our distance. What else can we do?”
 
   She felt her face growing warmer, redder, until she couldn’t hold it in any longer. “What the hell kind of friend are you?” she demanded, now standing away from the table, her chair clattering on the floor behind her. “She did that to keep us safe. You know that. Maybe Funderburk and the rest of them don’t have to admit it. But you should.”
 
   “Keep you safe from what?” Funderburk asked. “From an NCIS inquiry? Because if that’s what she had in mind, then to do otherwise, to get in the way of the inquiry would be a violation of the Honor Code.”
 
   “Is that what you think?” she shrieked. “After what happened at Quantico, and… and,” she sputtered, “and on that bridge, do you really think it’s just about not running afoul of NCIS?”
 
   “What is it about, then?” Funderburk asked. “If you know something, spill it.”
 
   “All I know is she’s in real danger. That guy stuck a knife in her face. He was gonna kill her right there, in front of a hundred Marines. And nobody did a damn thing about it. We’re doing the same thing now. She pushed us all away to keep us safe. But we’re just going along with it to cover our asses, and we’re not doing anything to help her.”
 
   “Stace,” CJ called to her in an urgent whisper.
 
   “Has it occurred to you, Miss Carnot,” Funderburk said, now adopting a formal tone, “that Tenno’s troubles may be of her own making? She’s good with pugil sticks—she certainly proved that at Sea Trials—and apparently with a knife, too. Yeah, we probably wouldn’t have won last year without her. But that doesn’t mean we should pull her coals out of every fire, especially if she’s the one holding the matches.”
 
   Before Stacie could unleash another fusillade at her superior, CJ rushed around the table, carrying Zaki and McDonough in her train, and pulled her friend away. 
 
   “You’ve said enough, Stace,” she said. “Maybe we all need to take a breath… outside.” She glanced at Funderburk, who nodded his approval as she said this, and Zaki and McDonough hustled Stacie out the doors that led to Gate One. 
 
   “Let me go,” she said, kicking and flailing her arms at McDonough, who by that point held her in a bear hug from behind. When he dropped her, she stumbled a few steps away and turned to glower at the three of them. “I don’t need your help.”
 
   “No, Stace,” CJ said. “We’re her friends… and yours. We need to talk about this. If we’re gonna help her, we’re doing it together. But flying off the handle in the galley won’t accomplish anything.”
 
   “I’m still hungry,” McDonough said.
 
   “Me, too,” Zaki said. “We just left dinner on the table in there.”
 
   The three of them had her moving toward downtown before she managed to get her opinion heard. At the corner of Randall and Prince George Streets, she dug in her heels and brought the whole group to a stop. Looking at their blank expressions, and remembering the last time she and CJ and Em were together, enjoying themselves with no sense of foreboding to spoil their fun, she said, “McGinty’s. Let’s go to the Raw Bar.”
 
   At that hour, they had their pick of tables, and the open floor made it easy to see the pattern of tiles on the floor. Tiny, white octagons, interrupted by even smaller black squares, it looked enough like what you might find in a Roman villa to suggest baths more than a bathroom. McDonough ordered for everyone: little necks, oysters, and an assortment of fried creatures. 
 
   “Can we add a couple of salads,” CJ said before the waiter departed.
 
   “Well,” Stacie, said expectantly. “What’s your idea for helping her? Don’t tell me there’s nothing we can do.”
 
   “You need to take a step back,” McDonough said. “Yelling at everyone in the company won’t help her.”
 
   “Fine. Enough telling me what won’t help. Now tell me what will. What exactly are you guys prepared to do?”
 
   Of course, no suggestions were forthcoming, and Stacie saw in their faces what she suspected all along, that they only thought of deflecting her resolve, calming her and ultimately letting all their feelings about Em recede into oblivion. The suspicion wasn’t really fair, even she had to admit to herself; still, something about Em touched her more than the others. 
 
   Stacie came to the Academy looking for adventure, for action, and her roommates were hardly impressive specimens, a coltish blonde from Philadelphia and a reclusive Asian girl from rural Virginia, both utterly unprepossessing. Sure, Em showed flashes of toughness, and she occasionally came to karate team workouts, but she remained aloof no matter how much coaxing Coach Parker did. Even though she did more morning PT than anyone, she didn’t lift, and she had no ‘guns’ to speak of. 
 
   A fan massaged the lazy air above their heads, and Stacie gazed at Zaki’s broad shoulders. He and McDonough had launched Em to the top of Herndon at the end of their Plebe year—that caught Stacie’s attention. In their Youngster year, an impromptu sparring session with the women on the team before the Quantico tournament opened Stacie’s eyes. Em sparred with everyone, one after another and never even broke a sweat. When Stacie’s turn came around, she couldn’t even touch her, no matter how hard she tried, as if Em could read her mind, or her body, or something. The magnitude of her skills was on display that day, but at Sea Trials, Stacie saw the full intensity of her spirit as she dominated in the pugil sticks, even taking on several opponents at a time, intimidating everyone with the fire in her eyes. This was who Stacie wanted to be, what she’d come to the Academy to become, and yet she saw clear as day that Em had arrived fully formed as a warrior. 
 
   The waiter brought over two salads and the first of the fried platters McDonough had ordered. An ice cube slipped down in her glass and the others filled the now vacant space. Zaki said something about not making matters worse for Em by creating a disturbance, and she pictured once more the incident on the bridge, and her heart raced. CJ’s reluctance to discuss it at the time only stoked her envy, and even resentment. She should have been there, having Em’s back, facing danger and risking it all with another warrior spirit. At the time, there was no way she could hear what CJ had tried to tell her, that their friend was not exactly what they’d thought, that the terrible fire in her eyes could hardly be reconciled with the warmth of her friendship. But when she attended the next tournament at Quantico, and saw her friend in mortal peril, she began to appreciate the isolation of the warrior. When Em turned the tables on her assailant and stripped his life away in a shower of blood, leaving a hundred Marines stunned and speechless, she recognized for the first time just how horrendous the life she’d fantasized about really was.
 
   Looking across the table at her friends, she began to be willing to understand them again. CJ was no warrior. She joined up for a career in administration, and yet she’d protected their friend on the bridge. Sure, Zaki and McDonough lifted with her, but they weren’t warriors either and they’d never appreciate her spirit, much less Em’s. Even if CJ was right about Em—and she’d begun to lean in that direction—it only hardened her resolve to be of use to her.
 
   “What do you think, Stace?” CJ asked, nudging her foot under the table. She hadn’t been following the conversation and stared blankly across the table. The light outside seemed to shift—streetlights flickered on, and the sky darkened suddenly. Perhaps the sun had just dipped below the horizon.
 
   “Earth to Stacie,” McDonough said.
 
   She opened her mouth to snark back at him, and maybe demonstrate that she’d recovered her good humor, when she spied Kathy Gunderson watching them through the front window of the restaurant. “I’m gonna hit the head,” she said, and pushed back from the table.”
 
   “You want company?” CJ asked.
 
   “Nah, I’ll just be a minute.”
 
   McDonough buried his face in a plate of fried clams, and Zaki leaned over one of the salads. With a glance over her shoulder to check that CJ wasn’t following, Stacie turned right instead of left at the end of the bar and headed straight out the front door.
 
   “What are you looking at?” Gunderson growled in the falling darkness. 
 
   Stacie wanted to hurl some contempt at an enemy—that’s why she’d slipped out of McGinty’s. But as noxious a person as she’d been, Stacie couldn’t help seeing that Gunderson had lost something, too.
 
   “You’re all the same,” Gunderson said. “You and Tenno and Tanahill, you think you’re so superior. But now you’re finally getting what you deserve. All of you.”
 
   “We had nothing to do with what happened to Casey. You know it as well as I do, and you still made that stupid scene for the benefit of NCIS.” 
 
   Gunderson stared at her, lower lip trembling, and opened her mouth… but nothing came out. She turned and ran away turning up Cornhill Street, and Stacie ran after her, though she didn’t quite know why. She’d left McGinty’s to confront a nemesis, maybe spit abuse into her face, but now she felt something more like concern for her well-being. 
 
   On Cornhill, she saw Gunderson in the dim distance stop and look back, then duck into an alley. When she heard what sounded like a muffled shriek, she sprinted after her, and turned into the alley, where she saw several large men struggling to put a dark hood over Gunderson’s head. A woman’s voice hissed out some sort of command in a language she did not understand.
 
   “Hey,” she yelled. “Get off her!” 
 
   The words had barely passed her lips before she felt a heavy, dull pain radiate along the side of her head and ring through her ear… and then the scene tilted into a desperate angle and spun out of her control, until it went completely dark. 
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Four
 
   AWOL
 
   “How on earth do you get that?” Zaki asked, still rubbing his eyes, and unused to being summoned from his bunk in the middle of the night. Maybe something about the manner of the two NCIS agents interrogating him just rubbed him wrong. “Is everything automatically Tenno’s doing now?”
 
   “Look, Midshipman Talib, you were seen with Carnot last night just before Gunderson disappeared,” Agent Everett said. “Where was Tenno at the time? We already know she had it in for Gunderson. Now’s your chance to show that you aren’t involved.”
 
   “I already told you, Tenno wasn’t with us. She hasn’t shared a liberty with any of us in weeks. What makes you think Stacie had anything to do with it?”
 
   “We’ll ask the questions. When did you last see Carnot?”
 
   “She went to the head around twenty-hundred hours, I guess, and we got curious maybe ten or fifteen minutes later, and CJ, I mean Miss Tanahill, went to look for her. I still don’t see why you think Stacie’s got something to do with it. We didn’t see Gunderson all evening.”
 
   Agent Horton started a video on the tablet in his hand and showed it to Zaki. On it he saw grainy images of two midshipmen, and there was no mistaking Stacie, and the other one could easily have been Gunderson. Judging from the second girl's hand gestures, it looked to be a heated discussion, and then suddenly she ran out of the screen on the left, and Stacie took off after her. The feed from a different camera showed the girl running along the Market Space in front of several other restaurant windows, and then turn up a side street, followed closely by Stacie, before the camera lost its angle on both of them. The final timestamp read nineteen-fifty-eight hours. Zaki's shoulders slumped.
 
   “But that doesn’t mean anything,” he said a moment later. “There's nothing in that video to suggest Tenno was even there.”
 
   “If you know anything about Midshipman Tenno’s whereabouts last night and don’t tell us now, you may be treated as an accessory to whatever crimes have already been committed or may be about to be committed,” Agent Everett said.
 
   “I don’t know anything, and I’m confident there’s nothing to know.”
 
   On the way back to his bunk, with the sky too light already to suggest that he would get any further shut-eye, Zaki wondered how McDonough and CJ had responded. McDonough knew nothing about Em, just as he didn’t. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t get flustered and say something he didn’t mean. Even McDonough would admit words weren’t his element. CJ, on the other hand, could be counted on to hold the line. Whatever had spooked her about Em in recent weeks, and however much other people thought she was a lightweight, he knew different, and he also knew she was the only mid in the Brigade—other than Em herself—who’d actually experienced battlefield conditions. 
 
   Ninety minutes later, all he heard in the chatter making the rounds of King Hall was how NCIS had arrested Em, how she’d killed again, and how her friends were all under suspicion, too. He knew none of this was true, or at least that some of it was absolutely false, and he hoped that the rest was, too. When Em walked in and took her seat among the plebes, he breathed a heavy sigh of relief.
 
   When he saw Trowbridge walk over to her table and whisper something to her, he had to do something. Maybe he wasn’t as bad as Bauer’s other friends, but Zaki didn’t want to see her mocked openly in the galley by a member of the Seventeenth, and whatever he had to say to her, it could wait for a less showy moment.
 
   By the time he managed to put his hand on Trowbridge’s shoulder, somehow the scene had changed into something Zaki hadn’t anticipated. When he yanked him around, the expression he saw wasn’t one of contempt or surprise. Trowbridge appeared to be offering her some sort of sympathy. They stared at each other for a brief moment, until Em stood up and pushed them apart.
 
   “Nothing’s changed,” she said. “This isn’t your fight, either of you, so stay out of it.”
 
   Of course, her tone of voice was unanswerable, as always, but this time the edge on it seemed much sharper. The expression in her eyes as she pushed them away, well, it was truly daunting. Zaki couldn’t remember ever experiencing anything like it before, and judging from Trowbridge’s face, neither had he.
 
   “We’ve got to do something,” Trowbridge said.
 
   “You heard her,” Zaki said, no longer even questioning why he seemed prepared to trust him. “She wants us to steer clear.”
 
   “I don’t mean about NCIS. We can’t do anything there. But these rumors, they’re just inflaming the situation. Maybe we can do something about that.”
 
   “Like what? Rumor is like the wind, if you try to resist it, either you fall on your face or you’re blown over. All you can do is wait for it to blow on by.”
 
   “Is that a Bedouin saying?” Trowbridge asked, and Zaki couldn’t suppress a smile, since he was right. “Because in a sandstorm, the wind leaves scars everywhere, and maybe we can do something to minimize that,” he said, glancing across the galley to the tables occupied by the Seventeenth.
 
   “I’m all ears,” Zaki said.
 
   “I think I know one or two people who might be working the bellows, and maybe we can have a friendly word with them.”
 
   “Who are you thinking of?”
 
   “Meet me by the east entrance when my company exits and I’ll show you. See if you can persuade McDonough to come, too, you know, for effect.”
 
   Sure enough, twenty minutes later, Zaki and McDonough found Trowbridge standing just inside the glass doors of the east entrance to King Hall. The three of them stood and looked out for a moment as a stream of mids squeezed by them to exit onto the east patio. Off to one side of the brickwork, under the shadow of the portico, in a sort of eddy produced by the current, a small but growing pool of plebes and youngsters stood listening to someone whose face was obscured by the crowd. Trowbridge stepped outside and pushed through the bodies, who gave way as soon as they recognized him. Zaki and McDonough followed closely behind.
 
   “Make a hole,” he barked, and their passage became much easier. At the center of the mischief they found Caspar and Martens, glaring back at them defiantly.
 
   “What the hell are you looking at?” Caspar brayed, and Martens leaned closer, perhaps hoping to intimidate Trowbridge, who seemed physically slighter than either of them.
 
   “What bilge are you two spewing out here?” he demanded, undaunted.
 
   “Nothing that isn’t true,” Martens said, as Caspar placed a hand on Trowbridge’s chest.
 
   “You don’t even belong here,” he said, pushing Trowbridge away. “Maybe it’s time for you to find another company. Maybe the Twenty Eighth will take you. They seem to like traitors.”
 
   At these words, Zaki and McDonough stepped forward, and pressed Caspar and Martens back, against the wall. 
 
   “If you’ve got something to say about the Twenty Eighth, say it now,” Zaki said, looming over Caspar. McDonough grunted some wordless, but menacing support.
 
   “Yes,” Trowbridge said. “Tell us all what you think is wrong with the Twenty Eighth.”
 
   Martens stammered haplessly in front of the much larger men, and Caspar stared defiantly at Trowbridge.
 
   “I don’t know what side you think you’re on, but it sure doesn’t look like our side,” he said.
 
   “If you’ve got something to say, say it.”
 
   “It’s all her fault, Tenno. She’s behind all the violence. Everybody knows it. Now one of our own is dead and another’s missing.”
 
   “NCIS doesn’t seem to think so,” Trowbridge retorted. “There she was at breakfast, eating with the rest of us. If there was any evidence against her, they’d have arrested her already.”
 
   “Just because NCIS can’t find the evidence doesn’t mean she didn’t do it,” Caspar said.
 
   Zaki grabbed Caspar by the front of his shirt and yanked him away from the wall. 
 
   “If you know something you’re not telling,” Zaki bellowed, “let’s go over to NCIS right now and fill ’em in.” McDonough did the same to Martens.
 
   “Let me go, you big ape,” Caspar squealed.
 
   “A Midshipman makes the truth known,” Zaki said. “That’s the Honor Code.”
 
   “He’s got a point, Caspar,” Trowbridge said. “Anything you can whisper in dark corners, you can say to NCIS. You shouldn’t have any objections to living up to the code.” When neither of them had anything to say, Trowbridge continued. “I thought so. Just the usual lies spread in private, but nothing you’d dare own up to.”
 
   Just then, Lt. Commander Gangalal, the company commander of the Seventeenth happened by and cast his eye upon the central participants in the little morality play outside the galley. Zaki and McDonough released their grip, and Caspar and Martens straightened themselves up with everyone else. “You there, Mr. Trowbridge, what’s going on here?”
 
   “Just reviewing the Honor Code for the benefit of the plebes, sir,” Trowbridge replied. 
 
   Gangalal said nothing for a moment, and looked sternly at Zaki and McDonough, who one might deem interlopers in the little family drama of his company. Then he cast a damned disinheriting countenance on Caspar and Martens.
 
   “Carry on, Mr. Trowbridge,” he said, and walked on.
 
   Trowbridge turned to face the crowd of plebes and youngsters that had only grown larger in the intervening minutes since they’d arrived, and said, “Next time your ears are tempted by some delicious news about someone in your own or another company, consider the source and draw your own conclusions. Your judgment is your most important weapon in battle. Don’t surrender it so easily to idiots like this.” He sneered at Caspar as he said these last words, and walked away. Zaki patted McDonough on the shoulder and the two of them followed after him.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Finding Emily anywhere was never easy, unless you already knew where ‘her’ children were, at least during leave time. But in the Yard, Connie knew it would be more difficult, especially since she’d undoubtedly gone to ground after recent events. She thought going to the Deputy Commandant and flashing an Intelligence ID would probably achieve the desired result. But she also fully expected to have to encounter NCIS at some point in the course of the visit.
 
   Captain Crichton made some time for her in his office on Buchanan Road, and she wondered what information he might try to extract in recompense for his help. Not that her request required much from him, just a class schedule and a few minutes of her free time. If the girl ever used a cell phone or took emails, his help wouldn’t be needed at all.
 
   “What, exactly, does Naval Intelligence want from our Miss Tenno?” he asked. That he said ‘our’ seemed like a good sign. At least he hadn’t disowned her yet.
 
   Connie stared across his desk blankly, determined to reveal nothing through her facial expression. Her training in this tactic had been extensive, and she knew if he thought his question presumed too much, he’d back down before she’d have to respond.
 
   “From your silence, can I assume that this is a national security matter?”
 
   Damn, he’s good, she thought. But how exactly had he broken through? Perhaps he just recognized the familiar tones of a fellow admirer of ‘their’ girl.
 
   “No, sir,” she said. “It’s a family matter.”
 
   “Are you a member of the family?”
 
   “No, sir. Just a friend.”
 
   “Thank goodness,” he said, and ran a hand through his hair. “I mean, it’s just that so much of the mysterious has beset her these last few months. I’m relieved to hear that you’re not here to add yet another layer of mystery.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” she said, but still in the stone-cold expression that had become habitual for her. Too late, she realized he would draw the wrong conclusion, or any conclusion from her manner, and feel the need to press her further.
 
   “It’s not bad news, I hope.”
 
   “No, sir. Just news.”
 
   “I only ask because I suspect she could really use some good news right about now.”
 
   The more they talked, or the more he talked and she grunted out monosyllabic replies, the more she wished she could trust him. His concern for Emily seemed genuine, as far as she could determine.
 
   She found Emily outside her last class that afternoon, just inside the east entrance to Chauvenet Hall, and seeing her brought the same emotions to the fore that it had every time in the past: the girl was hard, impenetrable—she couldn’t help respecting that—but also warm, even welcoming. Understanding her was like trying to see through a chunk of obsidian; the surface seemed translucent, but if any light penetrated, it didn’t illuminate anything. The startling thing about her, at least for Connie, is that her inscrutability came naturally to her, not through training.
 
   “We need to talk,” she said, and pulled her to the side to let a crowd of midshipmen file by. “There’s a private nook in one of the Mahan Hall stairwells.”
 
   “You mean the ‘make-out’ closet?” Emily said with a laugh. “The top of the bleachers in Halsey is a better choice. No one will hear us up there.”
 
   Once the hallway had emptied, she threw her arms around Connie and held on a bit longer than she expected.
 
   “Are you okay, kiddo?”
 
   “I’ve had to build myself a fortress of solitude over the last few weeks,” she said. “It’s good to feel the warmth of a kindred spirit.”
 
   The irony of this remark did not escape Connie’s notice. No one had ever called her warm before. What a strange life Emily must lead, if a stone-cold assassin is all she has to turn to for warmth, she thought.
 
   “Don’t you have anyone you can trust here?”
 
   “I have friends… at least, I used to. But they don’t know how dangerous it is to be my friend.”
 
   “And I do, you mean?”
 
   “Yeah,” Emily said, turning her face up to let Connie see into her eyes. What she saw there was more than she expected, deeper and brighter than even the first time they met, when she’d been sent to kill a high school girl on a college visit, in a bathroom on the campus of the University at Charlottesville. Like the first meeting, she saw pools of blackness she could almost dive headlong in to, and a serenity like no place else on earth. At the bottom, a dark fire smoldered, and a storm threatened to burst through it all; and the tension that held it all in balance seemed so delicate as to defy comprehension. She saw something else this time, and it frightened her, something behind the blackness of the fire and the storm, deeper and darker than the serenity, a night so black as to make the rest somehow visible, the horizon against which everything inside stood forth to be seen.
 
   That blacker night she saw in Emily’s eyes could only mean one thing: nothing remained to hold her in the light. She’d found her way out. Connie shuddered to think what this might mean for anyone who opposed her, or who tried to keep her in the world through love or pain. Or what might remain for those who loved her.
 
   Emily had been right about the fieldhouse—nobody troubled them there, or even noticed them, and Connie laid out Jiang’s intel for her, first the bad news, then the worse. The extradition request, which had drifted to the back of Emily’s consciousness, since it now looked like the least of her troubles, and perhaps the scheme all along had been to so overwhelm her with troubles that she’d hardly resist extradition—whatever the goal had been, the Chinese seemed to have lost interest in it with the death of Dong Zhuo and the attempt on Ambassador Zhang’s life.
 
   “That sounds like good news, right?” Connie said.
 
   “Not if it provides a motive for me to have killed Dong Zhuo. That it succeeded in ending their efforts suggests that whoever killed him knew he was behind it.”
 
   “But the Ma family are what they seem,” Connie said, more hopefully, “innocents caught in the crossfire.”
 
   Emily’s eye’s flashed when she heard this, or so Connie thought. She told her the rest of it, about General Diao, the connection to her grandfather’s work, and showed her the photo of a mysterious, young woman in an evening gown on his arm at some formal event. Before she could fill out Michael’s speculations concerning her, Emily stood up abruptly.
 
   “What time is it?” she asked. “I have to find CJ.” When Connie said seventeen-thirty hours, she rushed down the bleachers. “Come, hurry.” Outside, practically running, she gave Connie a message for Jiang. “You have to make sure Michael speaks to him tonight. This can’t wait. Go,” she cried, and took off at a sprint for Bancroft Hall.
 
   By the time Connie caught up with her, a few minutes later, at the south entrance to King Hall, all she heard was Emily say to another girl, a tall blonde, “Do you have a cellphone on you? You need to call Dave right away. Ask him to check on Ruochen Ma. It’s urgent.”
 
   When Emily glowered at her, Connie said, “It’s done. He’s got your message. Whether he can get through to him tonight is another story.” Now she had questions for Emily—first of all, who is the Ma girl to her? But mostly, how else can she be of assistance?—and she might have had time to ask them, if she hadn’t felt another hand on her shoulder. 
 
   “We have a few questions, Commander Savaransky,” Agent Horton said. “Will you come with us, please?”
 
   Connie turned and looked this interloper up and down. Almost Ethan’s height, though nowhere near his bulk, he must have hoped his baritone voice would obviate the need for more formal threats. But it was easy to see that the much smaller woman standing next to him carried the water in this partnership. She looked past him to the beady eyes of Agent Everett. 
 
   “Honey, unless your questions are about where I parked my car, pretty much anything else you want to ask me is above your pay-grade.”
 
   “So your interest in Midshipman Tenno is a matter of national security, then?” Everett said with a smirk.
 
   “It can be if you need it to be.”
 
   “I’m afraid you’re gonna have to do better than that, Commander.”
 
   “Fine,” Connie growled, and handed Agent Horton a card Michael had given her for just such an eventuality. “Call that number, and see if you’re cleared to talk to me, or detain me in any way.” 
 
   Connie didn’t know who in the Pentagon would answer that call, or what it cost Michael to arrange it, but within a few seconds of making the connection Horton’s face turned white, and when he handed the phone to his partner, she could make out at least the tone of voice of a severe dressing down. Connie retrieved the card from Horton’s hand and, since Emily had slipped away in the interim, she brushed past him into the galley.
 
   It only took a minute or so to locate the tall blonde Emily had spoken to, and another minute to get her to open up. She knew how to strike a pose that looked innocent to onlookers, but intimidating to whomever she’d cornered, and with the girl pressed up against a column, and enough ambient noise from the dinner service to make it difficult for anyone to listen in, she pressed her questions.
 
   “I don’t know much about her,” the girl said, eyes wide and breathing  “She’s a student across the street, you know, at St. John’s.”
 
   “What did you find out from this Dave?”
 
   “He said no one’s seen her over there since lunch on Saturday. She missed all her classes today.”
 
   “The other girl, Diao Chan, did he find out about her?”
 
   “I’m not sure who that is. But if it’s Ruochen Ma’s friend, she’s gone missing, too.”
 
   With that information, Connie abruptly left King Hall and exited the Yard through Gate One.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Five
 
   Breath on a Mirror
 
   “I appreciate what you did this morning,” Emily said. “But it’s really none of your business.”
 
   “The hell it isn’t,” Trowbridge roared back. “A couple of assholes in my company spreading malicious rumors around the Brigade, it’s bad for everybody.”
 
   “Fair enough,” she conceded. “I think you lifted Zaki’s spirits, so thanks for that. But, please, keep out of it. You have no idea how dangerous this really is.”
 
   “I think I have a pretty good idea,” he said. “Whatever it is, it got Bauer sliced up inside the Yard. What’s more, this evening, I found another note in my things over in Nimitz. Whoever’s behind this seems to want to involve me in it, no matter what you think.”
 
   Emily looked at the note in his hand, almost afraid to touch it. Her name in English letters filled one side—“Turn it over,” she said—and two characters were drawn on the reverse.
 
   “What’s it say?” Trowbridge asked.
 
   “Come alone.”
 
   “Come where?” he asked.
 
   “No clue. But I’m gonna have to find out.”
 
   “Do you want me to give this one to NCIS, too?” Emily pondered this question for a long moment. 
 
   “Yes,” she said. “But not until the morning. Okay?”
 
   “You’re going over the wall tonight, aren’t you?” he asked. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   “If I’m not back tomorrow morning, it means I’m dead, or worse, and Stacie, too… and probably Kathy Gunderson. Give the note to NCIS in the morning and tell ’em I went to St. John’s. They should be able to figure it out from there.”
 
   Easing Trowbridge out of her room got easier once she’d given him a mission. She had problems to solve, like how to sneak out and do a better job of going over the wall than the woman in the security video, and avoid being picked up by the cameras altogether. Not to mention that heightened perimeter security might make going over the wall undetected impossible. 
 
   Of course, she could easily walk directly out of Gate Three onto Maryland Avenue, overpower the guards, and walk the two blocks to St. John’s. The problem with that plan is that she’d be on the run from that moment on, and helping Stacie and Kathy would be that much harder. Not impossible, but the risks would be so much greater, not just for her friends and herself, but also for whoever might track her. 
 
   More practical questions presented themselves, like what she should wear. Something dark, of course, and her taste inclined to one of her running suits. She hesitated, thinking that it might confirm Everett’s suspicions if she dressed like the woman in the video again. But what else did she have to wear? A uniform wouldn’t do, and her Marine fatigues weren’t dark enough. The Newari outfits she’d brought back from Kathmandu were both too fancy, and perhaps a little too constricting. She didn’t have any jeans, just khakis. 
 
   She settled on a black t-shirt and her black leather Moto jacket, and a pair of black training shoes. Down a flight of stairs, and two hallways later, she knocked on CJ’s door.
 
   “I need your black jeans. Please don’t ask why.” Thank goodness she was alone in the room. 
 
   “Who was your friend?” she asked, rooting around in a drawer.
 
   “What friend?”
 
   “The one who interrogated me against a column in the galley. You know, the scary-ass blonde, early forties, five foot ten or so, huge hands.”
 
   “Oh, crap,” Emily said. “What did you tell her?”
 
   “Pretty much whatever she wanted to know. She’s very persuasive.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that, CJ. Really sorry. Did you tell her about Dave and the girls at St. John’s?”
 
   “What do you think?” she asked, and handed her the jeans.
 
   “Thanks. I gotta go.”
 
   “Are you going to get Stacie?” The turn of CJ’s eyes as she asked this question made it difficult not to answer. Emily nodded.
 
   “One way or another, I’ll be with her soon,” she said, then went back up to her room. Sorting out the rest of her plan took up another hour, which also conveniently gave the moon enough time to drop below the horizon. It took several, large plastic storage bags to sort out her gear. 
 
   She didn’t care for waterproof packs, since in a swim they eventually get sodden and weigh you down. A mesh pack with light shoulder straps suited her better—Perry had sent her one last summer, part of an elaborate inside-joke between them. “You’ll need this for the SEAL trainer,” he wrote on the card, even though they both new regulations wouldn’t allow her to apply. He also knew she would never even consider it anyway, since she thought of the SEALs as assassins. She’d never said as much to him, but he knew how she felt.
 
   Shortly after twenty-three-thirty hours, dressed in her darkest running suit, she slipped out a stairwell window on the Arcade Road side of Bancroft Hall, and ran as stealthily as she could manage through a parking lot, and along Holloway Road, stopping here and there to avoid the security cameras. She needed her departure to go unnoticed for at least an hour. 
 
   At the far corner of Sims Road, crouching next to the hedge that bordered the last athletic field, she stripped off the running suit and stuffed it into the last plastic bag along with her running shoes and socks, which she fitted into her pack. She lowered herself into the water from the end of one of the little piers that cleared the College Creek shallows and swam for all she was worth. 
 
   The shortest route would be to follow College Creek directly to the St. John’s Boathouse, probably not much more than a half mile. But it would pass under several bridges, and the chance of detection seemed too great to her. Instead, she headed northeast, out into the Severn River, and headed for Woolchurch Cove. It wasn’t the closest point on the opposite shore, but a nearby swamp had discouraged development in the vicinity. The swim-distance was the same, though the river currents posed a greater challenge, and then she’d have to run a roundabout route, picking her way through backstreets and sleepy neighborhoods to avoid coming in sight of the Academy walls.
 
   “Tell me I can’t pass the damn SEAL screener,” she muttered as she swam. The pack caused some drag, but nothing she couldn’t manage. 
 
   On the other side, she changed into dry underwear, and put the running suit back on, and ran off along Homewood Road, and then Baltimore-Annapolis Boulevard. Past the Severn Inn, she turned left on Rt. 450, and crossed the bridge. No crabbers at this hour—no one to see her now. 
 
   A bit less than an hour later, she crept through the shrubbery along the east side of Chase-Stone Hall, and tapped on Dave’s window, hoping (for CJ’s sake) he was alone. As luck would have it, he didn’t turn on the light before sliding the window up.
 
   “It’s me,” she whispered. “Michiko Tenno. I need your help.”
 
   “Holy crap,” he said, then took a deep breath and reached a hand out to help her up. “When CJ called, I had no idea…”
 
   “Keep it down,” she hushed at him.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he chuckled. “People climb in and out of these ground floor windows all night. No one’s gonna notice you.”
 
   “Well, keep the light off anyway, okay? Just for my peace of mind.”
 
   Dave smiled, then turned away, suddenly embarrassed, as she stripped off the running suit and changed into CJ’s jeans, and her t-shirt and Moto jacket. She stuffed the rest into the pack and kicked it under Dave’s desk.
 
   “I need to find Ruochen and Diao Chan. Do you know where their rooms are?”
 
   “Is this about Stacie?” he asked in a shaky voice.
 
   Emily didn’t want to tell him anything, for fear of tempting him into harm’s way, and she remembered how quickly he inserted himself into the fight after the Boathouse party. On the other hand, keeping him completely in the dark might slow her search down. 
 
   “Yes, and another midshipman and maybe Ruochen, too. Where do they live?”
 
   “They’re both in Pinckney, on the third floor.”
 
   “How can I find it?”
 
   “It’s the next dorm over. I’ll show you. We can climb in by the fire escape.”
 
   She felt like laughing when she caught a glimpse of Pinckney, as they followed a brick walkway through a boxwood garden. The idea of climbing up the outside of the building to gain access seemed sure to alert Security to her presence. But one glance up at the side of the building revealed students lounging on the fire escapes, deep in philosophical discussions, or just chatting aimlessly about one thing or another. Someone plucked at a banjo on an upper floor, and a few others were climbing up or down between floors, not bothering to use the interior stairs. Dave was right, no one would ever notice them. 
 
   “Wait here,” she said, continuing her caution, but he ignored her and climbed up anyway. 
 
   She squeezed past two guys on the second floor landing, one of whom she recognized. “Hi, Chelly,” she said, and kept on moving. Not to have said anything would probably have drawn more attention to herself, she figured.
 
   On the third floor, she climbed in through the window next to the fire escape and found herself in the bathroom of what was obviously a girls’ floor. It was an easy guess that the second and fourth floors were for boys. Dave followed her a moment later and the two of them stepped through to the main hallway.
 
   The idea of living with so little security shocked Emily, but she also saw the attraction of being able to give oneself over to a bohemian, intellectual existence, at least for the few short years of college. Even if it made them vulnerable to the intrusion of someone as violent and dangerous as she feared Diao Chan to be, the likelihood of such a person invading their space was tiny. Yet here Emily was, dealing precisely with that eventuality, and chasing the faint chance of rescuing her friend.
 
   A directory at the end of the hall, next to an ancient campus phone, showed who lived in each room. “Diao Chan is in 309,” Dave called over to her. Emily looked at the door, tried the knob—it turned freely, not locked—and pulled her hand away. 
 
   “Ruochen’s room?”
 
   Dave checked the list: “303. It’s down here.”
 
   Emily pushed his hand away from the knob. “Let me take it from here.” She pushed the door open and scanned the room. Nobody home. No clues on Ruochen’s very neat desk. No clothes on the floor, nothing out of place. Hanging from the mirror over the chest of drawers in the closet, Emily noticed a gold chain with a medal, a St. Christopher medal… Stacie’s St. Christopher medal. 
 
   This is where Diao Chan wanted her to come, but she hadn’t come alone. Dave watched from the doorway. Would that really make a difference? She noticed some smudges on the mirror, and leaned over to breathe on them, her face inches from the glass. When she turned on the vanity light, the numbers appeared—38.995, 76.528—GPS coordinates, she thought. 
 
   “Do you have a phone?” she asked. “Quick, give it to me.” She punched the numbers into an app, and saw where they pointed: a parking structure on the north end of the Annapolis Mall, sure to be deserted at this time of night. “Great.” She cleared the program on Dave’s phone and wiped the mirror. 
 
   “What do we do now?” he asked.
 
   “You can’t help me anymore,” Emily said, as she pushed past him and ran down the stairs. “Go back to your room… and thanks.” 
 
   No fire escapes on the front of Pinckney meant quiet, and a moment to think. Getting to the Mall meant a three or four mile run down West Street, which might take her twenty minutes flat out, or thirty if she paced herself. She could get her motorcycle out of mothballs at her sponsor’s house, but that would end up taking about the same amount of time, and would not make for a stealthy arrival.
 
   Standing under the great east portico of McDowell Hall, which dominated the brick walkways radiating out across the sloping lawns of this end of campus, the scene of the croquet match just a few days ago… those pleasures nibbled at the edge of her consciousness. She’d avoided her friends even then, flirted with a few cadets down from West Point, and the highlight of the weekend, Perry surprised her with a visit for the first time since last fall. She’d had to disappoint him then, and probably would again, maybe many times over. 
 
   The walkway on her right beckoned, with its pattern of horizontal bricks interrupted every few feet by a broad concrete stripe. The spacing of the stripes, too long to match an ordinary stride, suggested it had once been used for drill practice. This must have been a military academy in a previous incarnation, she thought. I wonder how many of the current, free-thinking Johnnies know that. 
 
   No more time to spare, she took off on a dead run along the drill walk. Halfway down the slope, she noticed movement behind a boxwood hedge on her right. A dark figure, she spotted it out of the corner of her eye, but when she looked in that direction, it was gone. She knew what that meant: Kano had found her trail. She didn’t have time to stop and confer with him; and even if she had, what was there to say? Should she discourage him from following, or tell him her entire plan, such as it was?
 
   “Follow if you can, old man,” she muttered, and ran on.
 
   The path led her on to College Avenue, which she followed past the Governor’s Mansion and Church Circle. At the corner of West Street, ostensibly using the ATM at a shuttered bank—at oh-two-thirty… sure—another figure in casually dark clothing watched her pass. It might have been Connie, who she knew wanted to help, but would only be able to do so by following. Or perhaps it was one of Diao Chan’s confederates—she didn’t get a good look—and they knew where she was headed. All she could do was keep on running.
 
   She ducked behind a fancy hotel complex at the corner of West Washington Street and cut across to Poplar Avenue. It might shave a quarter mile off her route, and since it passed through a residential neighborhood, following her undetected would be next to impossible. Adjusting her route as she ran, instead of cutting back to West Street at the end of Poplar, she angled off on Admiral Drive, which led her around the back of the Anne Arundel County Medical Center. She hopped a fence and skirted along the last trickle of Weems Creek, sticking to the tree cover and ample underbrush.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Six
 
   The End of the Trail
 
   Whatever chance Kano had to catch up, or whoever else may have been trying to follow her, it probably evaporated well before Admiral Drive. But even if they’d managed to keep sight of her as far as that, Emily couldn’t imagine how anyone could track her through the lowlands around Weems Creek, whose bed had almost completely dried up this far upstream, though it may have run as recently as three weeks ago, after a rainy spell. 
 
   For speed’s sake, she ran along the south bank, even if it left her exposed, since she was darker than anything around her. Once or twice, she crossed over to the more heavily shaded side for cover, and it made running impossible.
 
   Once she’d rounded the Medical Center, and it’s excessively well-lit parking lot, she crossed its main access road and cut over to a nearby bike path. Now completely exposed, her only interest was in speed, and the regular surface of the path allowed her to take the last few hundred yards at a dead run, sprinting the entire way on her toes.
 
   Peering over a concrete abutment, looking for an easy entrance, it occurred to Emily that the security cameras on the parking structure posed a problem: how to enter without alerting the security guards, who were almost certainly not prepared to face Diao Chan’s people. But if Diao Chan chose this location, then she would already have solved this problem, which probably also meant she would be able to use the cameras to track Emily’s arrival.
 
   Stealth was no longer possible, or even useful, Emily concluded, and walked directly into the structure through an entrance ramp on the north end. Mainly empty, except for a few stray cars that had been left overnight, or perhaps belonged to the janitorial staff, her footsteps echoed off the concrete walls and ceiling.
 
   How odd, she thought, that she knew almost nothing about Diao Chan, about the way her mind works or what her heart wished for. They’d met several times in the course of the school year, spoken on a few occasions, and yet she’d developed no sense of who this girl really was. She’d encountered someone like that once before, someone completely closed off to other people, even to her: Ba We. The clone was impervious, unreadable, until he saw his impending death at Emily’s hands, and then he opened up to her completely, with fateful consequences for the two of them… or the three of them. Emily had no expectation that Diao Chan would, or even could, open up to her.
 
   Faced with a choice—upper parking levels or lower sub-levels—she hesitated. Then muttered to herself, “She’s a burrower,” and descended the next ramp she found. Two levels down, she heard voices in the distance and maybe caught a glimpse of a brighter light than elsewhere in the structure, probably one level below where she now stood.
 
   “Why not kill them now?” a male voice asked, in Mandarin.
 
   “We need the guizi alive, and more or less in one piece,” a familiar voice replied.
 
   “We can handle her,” another male voice said. “Kill them now.”
 
   “I think not,” the familiar voice said. “Could you handle me so easily?”
 
   “Surely she is no match for you, Madame Diao.”
 
   “I have come, and I am alone,” Emily called down from the top of the last ramp, in as bold a voice as she could manage, hoping for an effect. “Where are my friends?”
 
   The size of the group was daunting, seven men she could see, all in gray suits, standing in a circle on a much smaller, largely empty level, probably used to store mall vehicles. The tinted windows of a nearby van prevented her from seeing inside, but she feared it might contain even more men. Of the ones she could see, some were as large as Jiang Xi, and off to one side, Diao Chan herself, dressed in black, sneered at her. A large work-light cast a hideous glare over the entire scene, which would otherwise have been lit only quite dimly by a fixture near the top of the ramp.
 
   “You are no coward, Tenno-san. I have to give you that.” Diao Chan nodded and her team moved to surround Emily, escorting her down the ramp. “Bring them,” she said, and two men pulled a pair of hooded and bound figures from the van and pushed them to the floor. 
 
   Diao Chan pulled the hood off one, revealing Kathy Gunderson relatively unharmed, but still dazed from her ordeal. “This is the one we wanted,” Diao Chan said with a sneer, and then removed the second hood. “And this one tried to stop us, so we brought her, too.”
 
   Stacie’s face was bruised and bloodied, her jaw and cheek swollen on one side, and one eye partially closed.
 
   “Stace, it’s me,” Emily said to rouse her from the stupor of someone who’s been beaten. She blinked her good eye once or twice, and then a dim recognition shone there.
 
   “Em, it’s you,” she croaked out. “You came for us.”
 
   “Enough chit-chat,” Diao Chan snarled. “We have more friends of yours, too.” She beckoned, and two more people emerged from the van: Ruochen Ma and Tim Caspar. “You have been very helpful, Mr. Caspar. We couldn’t have gotten her here without you.”
 
   Gunderson shook off whatever cobwebs remained in her head and looked at Caspar. “Tim, what did you do?”
 
   “I did what it took to settle the score with this DUB, which Casey didn’t have the guts to do.”
 
   “DUB?” Diao Chan asked.
 
   “Dumb Ugly Bitch,” Emily said.
 
   “That’s hardly polite, Mr. Caspar. Still, in view of your services, I think we can overlook it.”
 
   “Tim, no,” Gunderson wailed. “Don’t you know who these people are?”
 
   “Don’t you remember what she did to us in that alley?” he asked. “There was no other way to get back at her, not with her friends protecting her all the time. When she killed Casey, I knew what I had to do. We can’t have her kind in the Navy. What if she ended up commanding us?”
 
   “So you slipped those messages into Trowbridge’s bag?” Emily asked. “I knew there had to be an inside man. Were you hoping to incriminate him, too?”
 
   “Why not? The way he fawned over you, he deserves whatever happens to him.”
 
   “All true,” Diao Chan said, now beginning to gloat. “Except for the part about killing Mr. Bauer. I did that, with Mr. Caspar’s help.”
 
   Gunderson stared at her, mouth agape, and Caspar cried out, “I didn’t have anything to do with that.”
 
   “Oh, yes, you were a veritable fountain of information, about who hates Tenno-san, here, who her friends are, and even when Mr. Bauer usually went out each morning to exercise. But that was trivial. The important thing is we could not have isolated her so effectively without your information. And you,” she said, turning to taunt Emily, “now can you see what sort of people you’ve connected yourself to?”
 
   “Tim, you fool,” Gunderson cried out. Meanwhile, Ruochen inched her way back to the van, no doubt hoping not to draw any attention to herself.
 
   “Not so fast, little one,” Diao Chan said, and motioned to one of her men to pull her back. “We haven’t forgotten this little friend of yours,” she said to Emily.
 
   “She’s nothing to me. I thought she was your friend.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me. We know you contacted the traitor, Jiang Xi. Perhaps you thought to protect her family. But all things will be revealed soon enough, Tenno-san, and all our enemies will be destroyed.” She held out her hand, and one of her men handed her a semi-automatic pistol, then seized Ruochen and forced her to her knees.
 
   “If she is not your friend, you won’t care if I blow her brains out,” she said, placing the barrel against the back of Ruochen’s head. Emily shrugged.
 
   “This isn’t what I signed on for,” Caspar cried out, and in that instant Diao Chan swung the gun around and shot him in the chest. The impact drove him back into a concrete pillar, and the terrific noise of the blast seemed still to echo in everyone’s ears as Caspar slid down to the floor. 
 
   Once the noise had settled, she nudged Ruochen’s neck with the gun, and the girl shrieked, feeling the barrel a second time, and whimpered quietly. “Shall we reconsider this little one’s fate, Tenno-san?”
 
   “Fine,” Emily said. “Let them go, all of them, and I won’t resist.”
 
   “Bind her,” Diao Chan shrieked, practically delirious with pleasure at her triumph. One of her men, the largest, pulled cuffs from a jacket pocket and let them swing lazily from his fingers. She placed her hands behind her back.
 
   “No, Tenno,” Gunderson cried out unexpectedly. “Can’t you see, she’ll kill us no matter what you do?”
 
   Diao Chan grinned and made a flippant gesture with the gun: “I still can, you know. Remember our deal.”
 
   Emily lowered her head and allowed the large man to step behind her.
 
   When the lights went out, the sudden darkness caught everyone by surprise, and it took a few seconds for eyes to adjust. Until they did, a figure lunging at them from the shadows caused considerable mayhem. The familiar sound of blade on flesh, Emily couldn’t help recognizing it: Kano had arrived. She saw his outline on the right, and one man fell with a groan, another gurgled out his last breath from the floor, and she could see just well enough to follow the glinting blade slice through the back of another’s neck—maybe not dead yet, but he’ll walk no more.
 
   The gun roared three times, and in the muzzle flash Emily saw Kano struck at least twice, and once in the chest. He staggered backwards, stunned, and dropped the wakizashi he’d used to such deadly effect, and finally collapsed against the van, dead. 
 
   Once the light was restored and the carnage fully visible—three men dead, one more, the largest man, bleeding profusely from wounds somewhere on his chest and left leg—Diao Chan bent over to examine Kano.
 
   “One of yours, I think, Tenno-san. He’s still breathing, faintly… probably not for much longer. Shall I finish him?”
 
   “It looks to me like the arithmetic of our situation has changed,” Emily said. “Three dead, another wounded, only three left to help you, and tending to the big guy will slow you down. Let my friends go now… cut them loose and let them walk up the ramp, and I won’t cause any trouble.”
 
   Diao Chan picked up the wakizashi, hefted it in one hand, as if she might actually accept Emily’s offer. Standing over Stacie, she sneered, raised the gun and fired twice into the wounded man’s chest, then watched as his respiration ceased. The three remaining men stepped back, stunned, until she barked out an order Emily didn’t understand, and they straightened up—probably more frightened of Diao Chan than anything else.
 
   “I think I’ve solved your arithmetic problem, and what makes you think I need your cooperation, when I can just beat it out of you?”
 
   “Because you need me alive.”
 
   “You think you’re strong enough to face me? How do the tough guys in the movies say it... ‘you want a shot at the title?’ Fine.”
 
   She handed the gun and short sword to one of her men, who began to protest to “Madame.” She waved him off and made a slang remark Emily couldn’t quite follow which seemed to reassure all three men. It must have been a joke, perhaps in Cantonese, about how she would easily defeat the riben guizi, the Japanese devil.
 
   Emily took a deep breath and faced her enemy. “People have mistaken me for a demon before.”
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Seven
 
   I am Death
 
   Events and images swirled through Kathy Gunderson’s mind so rapidly—could she ever have dreamt of what she saw unfolding in front of her at this moment? Her enemy, and her enemy’s friends risked everything to protect her, had probably been doing it all year, though she hardly wished to face such a harrowing thought.
 
   She remembered arguing with Carnot the other night and running afoul of men in an alley, then waking up in that van and seeing how they’d beaten Stacie. She must have followed and tried to save her in that alley… but why would she do that for her? How long had she been under that hood, hours… days? Then this foul, evil woman, beautiful in a way that made her even more terrifying, who would kill without hesitation, she brought them to this concrete hole in the ground, and Kathy knew it might as well be her grave. 
 
   She watched as the two of them stood quietly, facing each other, the one seething with focused, malevolent energy, the other calm, seemingly unaware of the peril surrounding her, merely breathing. One in a fighting stance, the other holding herself somehow differently, a hand extended as if in greeting, the other ready to receive a gift.
 
   When the violence began, Kathy’s eyes could barely follow Diao Chan’s hands, they moved so quickly. At first, Tenno seemed able to keep up, to block and counter. Kathy was no judge of these things, but as invincible as Tenno had seemed that night in Cumberland Court, when she handled Casey, Caspar and Martens effortlessly, she seemed vulnerable now, even overmatched. Kathy knew all their lives now depended on her.
 
   The blow, when it came, fist striking face, was not nearly as loud as Kathy thought it would be. Tenno spun away from Diao Chan, lost her footing and fell to the floor. Diao Chan’s men cackled their approval.
 
   “Tenno-san, do you still think you can resist?” Diao Chan said.
 
   Kathy cringed as Tenno picked herself up, and stood opposite. Another sequence of strikes and blocks, kicks and grabs, Tenno managed to gain what looked like the upper hand until Diao Chan turned the tables in a sudden pivot and kick to Tenno’s chest, which sent her tumbling backwards. The expression on her face no longer seemed impervious in the way that had so infuriated Kathy and her friends. Now shaken, her eyes radiated doubt instead of that dark fire. Kathy gasped to see it. 
 
   When Tenno picked herself up once more, Diao Chan attacked again, this time before she could set herself, a spinning kick that caught Tenno on the side of the face, another quiet contact that drove her to the floor again near one of the men. His foot dangled over her head, ready to come crashing down, and Kathy thought this was the end. Even when Tenno swept his other foot, upending him as she spun away and sprang up again, Kathy thought she could feel the desperation in Tenno’s heart.
 
   Stacie must feel it, too, she thought, glancing over to see her struggling to free her hands, newly revived from her stupor. If only she could be of some help, strong and tough as she’d always seemed in the past. But if Tenno couldn’t stand up to Diao Chan, what could Stacie hope to accomplish? Kathy shifted her position to conceal her efforts.
 
   Speaking to her men, Diao Chan said something in what Kathy assumed was Chinese, an order perhaps, or a joke at her victim’s expense. Then she turned to Tenno and laughed.
 
   “Now you see how much better my father’s experiment is than your grandfather’s could ever be.”
 
   “I am no genetic experiment,” Emily muttered. “Haven’t you learned yet… there is only training.”
 
   “Pathetic,” Diao Chan said. “Tang Tian used to say the same thing. But your Japanese mysticism will not save you, or them, just as it could not save him. We know all about the Crown Princess’s little schemes, and the fable she uses to seduce her agents, the samurai who believe you are a Genji, or that it could make any difference even if you were.” She turned to sneer at the body of the man lying by the van. “I imagine he’s just another one of those fools, and you see what became of him.”
 
   Bizarre as that exchange seemed to Kathy, she was at least heartened to see a spark of defiance in Tenno’s eyes. If only she could rally. 
 
   Diao Chan’s next onslaught seemed even fiercer than before, as if now she meant to kill and not merely subdue. But Tenno’s response was different this time. Instead of blocking and striking, dueling her opponent, she merely leaned away from the attack, elusive as water or air. Then in a sudden return, just when Diao Chan’s frustration peeked out from her otherwise stony mien, Tenno slapped an errant punch away, tying her opponent’s arms up in the inertia of the miss, and leaned her full weight forward into a short, low punch to Diao Chan’s ribs, followed by a quick, loud slap to her face. 
 
   As Diao Chan staggered back, stunned by the sudden reversal, Tenno smiled at her and tilted her head, almost like some sort of feral animal contemplating its prey. Enraged, Diao Chan roared something incoherent, and charged ahead, looking to strike at her enemy with hands or feet, even claws if she’d had any. But Tenno side-stepped the onslaught, pivoting as Diao Chan went by, and brought a high kick around to the back of her head, sending her face first into the concrete floor.
 
   “Being able to take a punch is as important as being able to deliver one,” Tenno said. “Perhaps your father never taught you that lesson.”
 
   With a broad scrape across her cheek and forehead, Diao Chan picked herself up and faced Tenno once again, taking a breath and spreading her arms horizontally to settle herself, then drawing them back together into a fighting stance. Tenno tilted her head once again as she eyed her opponent darkly, then shifted her weight onto her back foot and rotated her arms in widely overlapping circles. Kathy found the movement of her hands mesmerizing, as if the curves they traced prevented her from focusing.
 
   The movement of Diao Chan’s feet was so quick, Kathy couldn’t understand how she hadn’t managed to strike Tenno’s face. But once again, elusive as the air, Tenno evaded each strike without blocking. Fierce combinations, kicks and hand-strikes all somehow went awry, though Kathy could hardly see how. But she could sense Diao Chan’s frustration growing, as well as the deteriorating mood of her men as they watched from the side. Would they dare intervene?
 
   In what seemed a desperate effort, Diao Chan swung wildly for the face, and this time Tenno blocked, or at least swatted the fist aside, then stepped forward to deliver a series of strikes to Diao Chan’s chest and head. None of them were overpowering, all were controlled, balanced by the movement of Tenno’s hips and shoulders. Kathy couldn’t see all the blows, but she could see the toll they took on Diao Chan, who’d been hit so many times she began to seem intoxicated. When she stumbled back to get out of range, Tenno crossed one foot behind the other and kicked her hard in the center of her chest, sending Diao Chan crashing into the concrete wall.
 
   Kathy could hardly take her eyes off their enemy, leaning against the wall, searching her face to see if any fight remained in her, and it took a moment for those dark, hateful eyes to find a focus again. When they did, she shrieked something in Chinese, and Kathy turned to see one of the men pointing the gun at Tenno, his other hand still holding the sword Tenno’s friend had dropped.
 
   With the sound of the blast, magnified by the echo chamber of the parking garage, Kathy hardly noticed Stacie fling herself in front of Tenno, letting the bullet hit her square in the chest, then slump to the floor, inert as a sack of potatoes. She’d managed to free herself, thank goodness... but at what cost? The magnitude of her sacrifice would probably hit home later. For now, through the swirl of emotions, Kathy felt something like relief—her protector still lived. 
 
   In the confusion of smoke and noise, her eyes dazzled by the muzzle flash, she could barely follow what happened next. Somehow, Tenno had pivoted around Stacie’s body before the man could fire again, and in the spin, she seized his wrist and smashed through the back of his elbow with her free hand. The gun clattered on the floor as he howled in agony, and before she knew it, Tenno had wrenched the sword away, gripping it now like a dagger with the tip pointing at the floor. She swung it up along his thigh, slicing through his belt and tearing a huge gash in his belly and chest. The same motion seemed to carry her around, hacking through the side of a second man’s neck, a spray of blood blossoming behind her as she let the movement carry her past him, to slash across the throat of the last man, who’d been as transfixed as Kathy by the sudden burst of violence Tenno had just unleashed. 
 
   Did she conceal that spirit inside herself all the time? It wasn’t difficult to see why someone capable of such things might go to great lengths, even adopt an attitude of extreme reserve, to keep it in check. Kathy’s reassessment of her entire relationship with Tenno, of the meaning of her own behavior, percolated behind her eyes as she watched her fighting for their lives.
 
   But in the meantime, Diao Chan had managed to get hold of the gun and raised her arm toward Kathy. She tried to yell some defiant threat—“Stop or I’ll shoot her!”—but Tenno leapt at her anyway, and when she panicked and tried to bring the gun around to shoot Tenno herself, she was too slow. The blade sliced down through Diao Chan’s forearm with the slick sound of wind whistling through a bamboo grove. What did it take to slice through bone? Kathy hardly knew. The gun, still in the grip of the hand, came to rest on the floor, the fingers flexing in one last spasm that no longer responded to the rest of the arm.
 
   They stared at each other for what seemed like forever to Kathy, though it probably lasted less than a second, the one girl’s eyes finally tamed by the loss of a limb, strangely not registering the pain it must entail, her face bruised and bloody, the other’s eyes almost too severe to behold.
 
   “Who are you?” Diao Chan hissed at her now triumphant enemy. 
 
   Tenno replied in a tone so dark as practically not to come from her body: “I am death.” 
 
   In a stroke as fast as thought, she pivoted away from Diao Chan and then back around towards her, letting the blade pass through her neck as if it were slicing water. Perhaps Diao Chan didn’t quite know what had happened, her expression showing only perplexity… until her head tipped slightly to one side, and then slid off her shoulder, making a dull thump as it hit the concrete floor and rolled away.
 
   The next moment, as she cut Kathy loose, her eyes softened with sympathy and she turned to cradle Stacie’s head in her arms, her shoulders shaking. Could this angel of death be weeping? Kathy tried to stand—her legs feeble from bondage—and put her hand on the back of Tenno’s neck.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “Stacie was so brave. I feel like it’s my fault. She wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for me.”
 
   Tenno turned to look at her, and in her eyes Kathy saw something she could hardly have expected, a serenity in the depths of those black eyes, as if she’d resigned herself to all the suffering the world had to offer, absorbed it and was ready to pass over to another one. The imperviousness that had so irritated her these past few years—Kathy now saw its true meaning.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” Tenno said. “You didn’t kill anyone.” 
 
   Kathy was grateful for the acknowledgment, even if the tone of voice it came in seemed harder than steel. But what else could she hope for, given the circumstances, and the weight of her own conscience? The moment called for mourning more than reassurance.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Eight
 
   One Last Sacrifice
 
   Emily looked down again into Stacie’s face, bruised and swollen from her final ordeal, and yet somehow placid in death. She’d died a hero, and maybe it showed in the set of her jaw, and the shine on her lifeless eyes. But the sacrifice was too great, and Emily knew all too well that she wasn’t worth it. That she had survived to serve Princess Toshi mattered to her, but it could have made no part of the calculus that led Stacie to this moment. She brushed the dead girl’s hair aside, and closed her eyes, and wondered if the swelling would go down before her parents would have to see her.
 
   “Your friend, he’s still alive,” Gunderson called out in a shaky voice.
 
   Emily turned her attention to Kano. Blood had pooled around his body and seeped under one tire of the van. His breathing was labored and heavy, but his eyes still flashed with life. 
 
   “Kano-san, you shouldn’t have come,” she said to him in Japanese, a private sentiment she didn’t feel like sharing with Gunderson.
 
   “I did my duty,” he replied.
 
   “But it cost too much. I am not worthy of your sacrifice. Your training, the perfection of your skills, they have come to nothing, and all to defend someone as worthless as me.”
 
   “You are mistaken. My skills have no meaning, unless they can be used in the service of something greater than myself. I am honored to have been able to give my life in your service. Your spirit, your chi, is beautiful, Ohime-sama. I see now what the Crown Princess knew all along, that I can entrust the safety of Princess Toshi to your capable hands.”
 
   “No, Kano. You don’t have to die. We can get help.” She turned to Gunderson and said, “Quick, look for a cell phone, maybe in one of their pockets, or in the van.”
 
   “It is no use,” Kano said, now speaking to both of them in English. “I don’t have much time, and there is one last service I must do for you. Place the sword in my hand, and when they ask, you must say I killed them all.”
 
   Gunderson stared blankly at him, and Emily shook her head.
 
   “But why, Kano-san. These people were not worthy of dying by your sword.”
 
   “The conspirators will use it as a weapon against you if they discover that you killed her. If they think I did it, they will merely be discouraged.” 
 
   Emily nodded reluctantly and glanced at Gunderson, who nodded back at her.
 
   “I’ll say whatever you need me to say. You saved my life, both of you, and I owe you…”
 
   Kano smiled to hear this, until his face stiffened and took on the form of a mask, behind which no light shone any longer in his eyes. Emily bowed her head to the floor in front of him and held it there, until she heard the sound of whimpering and got up to investigate. Crouching behind the van, where she must have crept when Diao Chan’s men were focused on the fight with Emily, she found Ruochen Ma, face ashen and eyes red with tears. When she touched her shoulder, the girl shivered in fear.
 
   “It’s okay,” Emily said. “You’re safe now. Diao Chan is dead.”
 
   Tottering a little, and unable to believe the truth until she saw for herself the hated head lolling a few feet from its body, Ruochen shuddered to look at it, and then cried out, “But my family… they are still in danger. You don’t know these people.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ve done what I can for them. A friend is trying to arrange a safe passage.”
 
   “Who are you?” Gunderson asked, eyes wide and mouth agape, and perhaps not remembering what happened to the last person to ask that question.
 
   “You know who I am, a classmate, a midshipman…”
 
   “You know what I mean. How do you have the resources to do all these things, to help her family, who I assume is halfway around the world, to command the service of this man, whoever he is, to fight off these men with his assistance… I hardly know what to think. I owe you my life, I know that much, and you’ll have my gratitude ’til the end of my days, I suppose.”
 
   “I am nothing,” Emily murmured, unhappy to be reminded of the outsize impact her troubles seemed to have on those around her.
 
   “That’s not what he thought,” she said, gesturing to Kano’s lifeless body. “He spoke to you like you’re some sort of royalty.”
 
   Emily grew impatient with this subject and searched in the pockets of the dead for a phone. “It’s getting late,” she said. “We need to notify the authorities.”
 
   “Do you mean NCIS?” Kathy asked. Emily considered her suggestion while she continued to search. Everett and Horton would have to be notified eventually, because Naval personnel were involved, and especially because Caspar had been killed. But she didn’t like the idea of dealing with them just yet, given their blunt misreading of the events that led to this scene.
 
   “There’s a phone in the van,” Ruochen said, and dug it out of the glove compartment. Emily looked at the time, just after oh-three-hundred, and groaned.
 
   “I guess it can’t be helped,” she muttered, and punched in a number. When a groggy voice picked up, she said, “Ed, I need you.”
 
   “Who is this?” he mumbled.
 
   “It’s me, Tenno Michiko.”
 
   “Do you have any idea what time it is?”
 
   “I’m sorry about that, Ed, but I wouldn’t have called if it wasn’t important.” She told him how to find them. “It’s a bloody scene here, ten dead, another Chinese hit-squad. Contact NCIS for me, but it’ll be worth your while to make sure your people get here first.”
 
   “Because you want me to put a sympathetic twist on the scene?”
 
   “No. Because you deserve a heads-up, and besides, you owe me.”
 
   In the time it took Braswell to round up his partner and get to the mall, Emily tried to help Kathy and Ruochen find their sea-legs. 
 
   “If anyone asks you, Kano killed them all, except for the people Diao Chan shot.”
 
   Ruochen nodded. “I didn’t see most of it, because I was hiding behind the van,” she said.
 
   “I’m sorry to ask, but it’s important. Other lives may depend on it.”
 
   “You can count on me,” Kathy said. “I owe it to Stacie, and I owe it to you. I was such an ass to both of you, all year long. I hope you can forgive me.”
 
   “You don’t need my forgiveness,” Emily said. “Maybe you just need me to trust you.”
 
   “Thanks, Tenno.”
 
   “My friends call me Em.”
 
   “M for Michiko?”
 
   “Yeah. Or for Emily.” When the expression on Kathy’s face showed puzzlement, she added, “That’s what my family call me.”
 
   “Thanks, Em,” Kathy said, and Ruochen nodded behind her.
 
   They heard the squeal of tires turning on concrete a few minutes later, and Emily walked up the ramp to wave Braswell and Padgett over.
 
   “Holy crap,” Braswell said when he saw the carnage. “This looks just like the bridge… except for that guy,” he added, when he caught sight of Caspar. 
 
   “Who’s he?” Padgett asked.
 
   “And this guy, with the wakizashi, is that who I think it is?” Braswell asked. 
 
   Emily nodded, and walked through Kano’s version of events for them.
 
   “So these are General Diao’s people?” Braswell asked.
 
   “Yup, and I think you’ll find that they were behind the attempt on Ambassador Zhang’s life, and they probably killed Dong Zhuo, too.”
 
   Another DSS car pulled up, followed a few minutes later by an FBI forensics team. More work lights, yellow tape and chalk outlines, and the bustle of hundreds of photographs pushed Emily, Kathy and Ruochen to the side. Padgett interpreted the scene to a supervisor a few feet away—“…and the headless chick over there seems to have been the leader”—while Braswell spoke to Everett and Horton, who had arrived in the meantime.
 
   “I think the girls have been through a lot. If it’s okay with you, I’ll take ’em back into town, and you can take their statements in the morning.” Everett frowned at the idea of letting Emily out of her sight, since she had obviously violated an order to remain on the Yard. But Horton seemed more interested in taking control of the crime scene, and Braswell’s offer must have seemed like a way to achieve this.
 
   “You were right,” Emily said, as Braswell’s car turned onto Rt. 50. “There were two separate groups.”
 
   “They seemed to be at war with each other,” Padgett said. “I’m surprised CIA didn’t already know about this.”
 
   “Are you worried that there may be more than two?” Braswell asked Emily.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty Nine
 
   Two Funerals
 
   The first sign of a change emerged at lunch on Wednesday, when Kathy Gunderson walked over and sat between Emily and CJ. The plebes noticed it before the others, probably because they’d gotten used to having Emily sit with them over the past few weeks, and even though she’d moved back with the other 2/Cs, they still paid more attention to her comings and goings.
 
   “What the…” McDonough began to say, before Zaki jammed an elbow into his ribs.
 
   Funderburk leaned over and whispered to CJ, “Is there something I should know?” She turned and shook her head, unable to conceal a little grin. “Tenno?” he said, moving on to someone who might be more informative. The whole time, Gunderson herself sat quietly, like a cat during a thunderstorm.
 
   “Is there something in particular you’d like to know, sir ?” Tenno replied.
 
   “I’d like to switch companies,” Gunderson blurted out, and then fell silent, embarrassed by the vehemence of her statement.
 
   “We’ve got room, sir,” CJ said, helpfully. “She can bunk with us, and we can make it official for next year.”
 
   “I’ve already submitted a chit to Commander Gangalal, sir,” Gunderson said.
 
   “A love chit or a hate chit?” Funderburk asked.
 
   “Not really either, sir… though more like a hate chit, I guess. It’s just that after all that’s happened…”
 
   “And this is okay with you, Tenno? I seem to recall a good bit of tension between you and… well, Gunderson’s friends.”
 
   Emily turned to Gunderson and smiled: “All a misunderstanding, sir. The three of us will be good together.”
 
   “Thanks, Em,” Gunderson whispered, as CJ rubbed the back of her neck.
 
   “I hope this means we can continue our morning hand-to-hand sessions,” CJ said. “And Kathy can join us, right?”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” Emily said, “…at least for the next couple of weeks.”
 
   “Me, too, right?” Zaki added, full of hope.
 
   “What about me?” McDonough asked.
 
   “Is this the early morning PT you were running, Tenno?” Funderburk asked, in a very gruff, official voice. When Emily nodded, he continued: “I think it will make approval of Gunderson’s request much smoother if you open those sessions to all the 2/Cs.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Emily said, and prepared to make an announcement. Zaki cringed to hear what she would say.
 
   “Please not Jonas Green,” he whispered in some sort of preposterous prayer.
 
   Emily smiled at him and said in a much louder voice than anyone was used to hearing: “Morning hand-to-hand training for all 2/Cs in the Fightin’ 28th tomorrow morning at oh-five-hundred on the far end of Sherman Field.”
 
   Funderburk clinked his glass and repeated the announcement. “Sherman Field?” he asked in a whisper afterwards. “Isn’t that kind of far?”
 
   “It’s that or Jonas Green,” she replied.
 
   “Sorry about bringing all this attention, Em,” Gunderson whispered.
 
   “Make it up to me by coming out with us, okay?”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Have you talked to them yet?” CJ asked, sitting on a duffle she hadn’t unpacked yet.
 
   “Yeah,” Emily said. “This morning, when they first got here, I helped carry Stacie’s stuff to the car.”
 
   “They want to see us after the ceremony. I’m a little nervous about it. What should we say to them?”
 
   “I don’t know. What do people usually want to hear in situations like this? Maybe just a reminder that their daughter’s friends loved her and that we’ll miss her.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “C’mon, CJ. You know them. We visited them last year. They’re sweet people, and Sadie is with them.”
 
   “How old is she now? Thirteen?”
 
   “She’s tall for thirteen,” Emily said. “I would have guessed fifteen.”
 
   Kathy stumbled in, carrying the last of her gear: a load of books stacked precipitously on her forearms, and a large duffle pulling one arm down. 
 
   “Which bunk is mine?” she asked. 
 
   “Since it looks like we’re starting over,” CJ said, “Why don’t we do rock-paper-scissors for dibs?”
 
   “Do you have a preference?” Emily asked. “Because I don’t think either of us does.”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Then we’re at an impasse,” CJ chirped. “How about we number the bunks and draw from a hat?”
 
   Kathy opened her mouth, and then closed it again, looking for the right word. “I heard something on the way up here… It’s just… Em, there’s a rumor’s going around that you’re responsible for Caspar’s death.”
 
   “Of course there is,” CJ grumped. “What else is new?”
 
   “Well, but…” Kathy stammered.
 
   “Spit it out,” Emily said.
 
   “His parents got wind of it, and they’re making noises about demanding an inquiry. I think I should set ’em straight.”
 
   “Do you know who’s behind the rumor?” CJ asked.
 
   “Martens, probably,” Emily said.
 
   “We ought to kick his ass,” CJ roared, suddenly full of beans.
 
   “I think we can leave that to Zaki and Trowbridge.”
 
   “What about Caspar’s parents? They deserve to know the truth,” Kathy said.
 
   “No,” Emily said. “They don’t need to know this truth.”
 
   “What truth?” CJ asked.
 
   Kathy was about to respond, until Emily shook her head.
 
   “But they think it’s your fault… that you got him killed.”
 
   “Let ’em. What’s one more dead body in my closet?” Emily said, hanging her head. “Someone’s gotta bear the responsibility in their minds. It might as well be me.”
 
   “C’mon, guys,” CJ said. “Let’s go find Stacie’s parents. We don’t need to wait for the ceremony.”
 
   Out in the hall, Emily pulled Kathy aside and whispered in her ear. “I don’t care about Martens.” This was a lie, of course. The idea of letting a couple of weasels off the hook for their misdeeds really rankled her. It didn’t make it easier to swallow that she also had to let people think badly of her. But she figured this was a sacrifice she needed to make, and she tried to convey this to Kathy. “All that matters to me is honoring Kano’s last wishes; he died for us. And if we make a fuss about what Caspar did, NCIS might look more closely at that crime scene, and question our story. You know the truth. That’s enough for me.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “What’s the news?” Andie asked, amid the clatter of Michael depositing his bag and rifling through papers on the kitchen table after a long day.
 
   “O’Brien’s agreed to have NCIS close the case. Apparently, a couple of operatives didn’t buy her story and wanted to keep it open.”
 
   “But they’re buying it now?” Yuki asked, trying to look like she was only tangentially interested. She and Andie focused their attention mainly on a large bowl of pea pods.
 
   “What can they do? SECNAV has spoken, and there’s no evidence against her, other than being AWOL that night. Those cryptic notes corroborate her story, plus it looks bad for them that she found them and they didn’t. And the other mids are lining up behind her, even the one who accused her earlier.”
 
   “Will there be any charges for being AWOL?”
 
   “I’d imagine just some sort of reprimand,” Connie said. “The Commandant has to do something once it’s brought to his attention.”
 
   Ethan nodded, holding a large basket of corn, from which Connie removed one ear at a time, peeling back the husk and stripping out the silk. As she finished each one, she exchanged it for another from the basket. He might have placed the basket on the counter, but for some reason preferred to bear a burden, perhaps hoping it would absolve him of the duty of formulating an opinion about the meaning of recent events.
 
   “Any idea why Tom is being so obliging?” Andie asked. “I thought you said he was doing some sort of deal with the Chinese. Didn’t Emily just throw a huge monkey wrench into whatever plan they were hatching?”
 
   “The situation’s probably more complicated than we thought, at least on the Chinese side,” Michael said.
 
   “Complicated how?” Connie asked.
 
   “Kravitch at DSS told me how Ambassador Zhang reacted to the news that Diao Chan was dead. He said it looked like he’d just heard his rich uncle had died. Of course, he composed his face immediately after, so you’d never guess it now.”
 
   “It sounds like General Diao’s operation isn’t just a few renegades,” Connie said. “If someone as well-connected as Zhang is afraid of them, Diao must have some substantial support within the PLA.”
 
   “The only question is how high it goes,” Michael said.
 
   “That doesn’t sound good,” Connie said. “I mean, if the Director of Clandestine Services doesn’t know the answer to that, either it’s not very high, or they have someone on the Central Committee.”
 
   “One thing I think we can conclude is that they don’t have anyone on the Standing Committee,” he said.
 
   “Why is that?” Andie asked.
 
   “Because if they’re connection goes that high, then they’re already running the country. At that level, they don’t need an intrigue. They are the state.”
 
   “This is starting to make my head spin.” Andie said. “Do we even know what they wanted with her?”
 
   “Or if they still want it?” Yuki added. 
 
   “It sounds like Zhang’s people wanted her for the same old reason,” Connie said. “That’s what Jiao Long’s apology suggests. But General Diao’s people may have something else in mind, I mean, if your interpretation of Jiang’s information is correct.”
 
   “If Diao Chan was a Predator, or some other sort of genetically modified soldier…” Michael began, then hesitated before finishing the thought. He held his arms out to the side and let out a breath and turned to look at Yuki. “I mean, if the General managed to fully recreate your father’s research, then there’d be no need of Emily for that purpose.”
 
   “What do they want from her, then?” Ethan asked, finally ready to speak.
 
   “It may have nothing to do with genetic research,” Michael said. “They may want to use her because of her connection to the Crown Princess.”
 
   “Whose hands are these?” Yuki asked, and reached down to tickle some ribs and elicit some convulsive giggling. She would have scooped Li Li up in her arms if she weren’t already too big, so Connie obliged and held her high above the table. When Stone uttered an inchoate squawk of protest, Ethan traded the basket of corn for a heavier burden, and hoisted the boy even higher than Li Li.
 
   “Is Emmy here yet, Mom?” Li Li asked.
 
   “Not yet, sweetheart,” Andie said. “She won’t be here until after your bedtime. Can you wait until morning?” Li Li shook her head vigorously and reached out for Andie.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Is she always like this?” Kathy asked, as they walked back from the chapel to Bancroft Hall.
 
   “Like what?” CJ asked.
 
   “You know, stoic… well, more like tolerant. I mean, Caspar did such evil things to her, and his parents are convinced that she somehow wronged him.”
 
   “What, exactly did Caspar do to her?”
 
   Kathy hesitated before responding. She knew Em wouldn’t like it if she told CJ what Diao Chan revealed about Caspar’s treachery. But the nasty business in the fall… maybe she could tell CJ about that in the name of disclosing her own shame.
 
   “There was an incident last fall. We were out on liberty, Casey and Trowbridge, Caspar, Martens and me, and it was late, and we bumped into her. And those guys wanted to give her a hard time, you know, put her on report for stuff… and it got out of hand, mainly because Caspar needled Casey to do something more to her. So they ordered her into that alley off Cumberland Court…”
 
   “They what?” CJ said. “And you went along with it?”
 
   “No… I mean, yeah… I told them to cut it out. But… no, I didn’t do much to stop them.” She hung her head for a second, unable to meet CJ’s eyes.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “What do you think happened?”
 
   “She kicked their asses, right?”
 
   “Yeah, but she never said anything about it… like, not even to you.”
 
   “That’s just like her. She doesn’t like secrets and she doesn’t tell tales,” CJ said. “Wait, is this how those guys got injured? I thought they said it was a car accident.”
 
   “They had to say something, ’cause they sure weren’t gonna admit that she’d given them all a beat-down.”
 
   “Is this what she doesn’t want you to tell his parents?”
 
   “No,” Kathy said. “It’s something much worse.”
 
   “Worse than attempted rape?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “There’s only two things I can think of worse than that,” CJ muttered. “Murder… and treason.”
 
   “She’d rather let his parents think the worst about her than let them know the truth about their son. There’s no way he deserves that kind of treatment. I mean, he gets a military funeral right alongside Stacie. That can’t be right.”
 
   “When she makes up her mind, there’s no arguing with her. Just get used to it.”
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
   One Conspiracy Too Many
 
   “I wish you could come,” Emily said. “But Michael’s probably right. Spy masters aren’t usually allowed to get that close to royalty.”
 
   “Does that include their wives?” Andie asked, though she probably knew the answer already.
 
   “We’ll probably only be there for an hour or so,” Yuki said. “But we’re flying down to Kosai in the morning, and Chi-chan has to be back in Yokosuka on Monday. So this evening will be our last chance to socialize.”
 
   “Then I hope Michael hasn’t committed us to some official party at the embassy,” Andie moaned.
 
   “Mom, I may have to do another errand after we meet the Crown Princess,” Emily said. “You may have to tag along with these two after all. Sorry.”
 
   “Is this something you’re doing for her?”
 
   “Yeah, sort of. But it’s mainly for Kano.”
 
   The short ride from the US Embassy to the Akasaka Estate carried them through the heavily developed Minato district of Tokyo. Tall buildings blocked out most of the sky, sidewalks crowded with people on much less exalted missions than their own. Heavy traffic in the early afternoon meant a trip of less than two miles lasted more than thirty minutes, though to be fair, some part of the time was spent negotiating the gate, whose guards had not expected to admit a US Naval officer in dress whites, and her mother. Frustrated tourists who were limited to what could be seen a half-mile further on, at the public entrance, looked on as they were admitted.
 
   Glimpses of the spacious park peeked at them, anomalous in the center of the city, with lakes and stands of gingko and birch trees partly visible through the trees that line the short drive leading up to the Togu Palace. Functionaries in grey suits, some with ear-pieces and bulges under one arm, met the car. The Chief Chamberlain and Lady-in-Waiting looked down upon them from the portico of the main entrance. 
 
   Yuki made a formal bow at the top of the steps, while Emily barely nodded and maintained sterner eye contact from her superior height than the Chamberlain could comfortably sustain. He bowed to them both, though Emily suspected he did so primarily to escape her glare.
 
   Finally, they were admitted into a formal living room, with wood paneling and upholstered furniture, though it seemed much more like a family home than the institutional setting of Emily’s last meeting with the Crown Princess. None of the ornate woodcarvings or artworks one might expect to see in a royal residence. A dog bed nestled in one corner, behind the sofa. After a few minutes, the Crown Princess finally entered, with Ozawa at her side, as forbidding in a black suit as he had been in a formal kimono.
 
   “Your Highness,” Yuki said, and bowed deeply, as did Emily.
 
   “Thank you for coming, Kagami-san” the Crown Princess said. “I am pleased to see you again, and your daughter.” She paused for a moment to look directly at Emily, a pained expression on her face. “Ozawa has told me of your struggles with General Diao’s forces.”
 
   “Yes, your highness. I am sorry to have to report Kano’s death,” Emily said.
 
   Ozawa bowed again on hearing Emily speak. “He died well?”
 
   “Yes, Ozawa-san,” Emily said. “He came to my aid at just the right moment, and fought nobly before he fell.”
 
   “I am pleased to hear it,” the Princess said.
 
   “I understand that he accepted public disgrace in order to protect me. I look forward to being able to restore his good name.”
 
   Ozawa shook his head and the Princess replied: “I am sorry to say that it will not be possible, Tenno-san. Kano-san’s name cannot be recognized in public without compromising my husband’s position.”
 
   “Is there nothing we can do, some consolation we can offer his family?” Emily asked.
 
   “He understood the cost of taking on this task,” Ozawa said. “Kano would not wish to embarrass the Crown Princess.”
 
   “One of General Diao’s aims is to topple the current government, and embarrassing the Prince is a way to accomplish this,” the Crown Princess said.
 
   “I didn’t realize the government depended so directly on the Imperial family,” Yuki said.
 
   “Ordinarily it does not,” Ozawa said. “But the succession crisis has made the Prime Minister’s position precarious.”
 
   “Ah, the new law allowing Princess Toshi to accede to the throne,” Yuki said. 
 
   “Yes. If it does not pass, this will be taken as a failure of confidence in the government.”
 
   “I don’t know why this would interest General Diao,” Emily said. She paused to consider what it might mean that Diao Chan knew of her grandfather’s work, but seemed less interested in her DNA than in the idea that the Crown Princess thought she was a Genji. “I think you may have a mole in the Imperial Household,” she said.
 
   “Kano thought so, too, as does Ozawa,” the Crown Princess said, and Ozawa grunted his agreement. “What is your reason for thinking so?”
 
   “After our last meeting, my friends and I were attacked by Chinese special forces. At the time, I thought someone in the US State Department had informed them of our route. But General Diao’s interest in the succession crisis suggests a different source.”
 
   With a nod, Ozawa fixed his eyes on Emily, a tremulous expression on his face. “Please forgive me, Tenno-san,” he began. “There are many in the Imperial Household who disapprove of you, and of the access the Crown Princess grants you.”
 
   “You mean because I am hafu?”
 
   “Yes, and it makes it difficult to recognize the mole, whoever it may be. There are many in Japan who feel that the Crown Princess is an unsuitable consort, that she is too untraditional, that she meddles in diplomatic matters. The succession crisis has only enflamed passions, and given dangerous ultra-nationalists cover and public acceptability.”
 
   “I beg your understanding, Tenno-san, if I can no longer grant you an audience,” the Crown Princess said. “I regret the injustice to you, and Toshi will feel it deeply if she can never see you again.” She bowed deeply to Emily with these words, and when the others saw it, they fell to their knees before her, Ozawa first, and then Emily and her mother.
 
   “I am grateful for the time you have granted to me and my mother, your Highness,” Emily said. “I am pleased to be at your service.” As she said these words, Emily remembered the confusion of loyalties she felt during this past year, and wondered if she had finally understood how to sort out her loyalties, how to set her heart in order.
 
   “There is one service you can perform on my behalf,” the Crown Princess said, taking a moment to write on a card, which she tucked into the wrapping on a little box. “Please take this token of my esteem to Kano’s widow and convey to her my gratitude and condolences.”
 
   On the drive back to the embassy, Yuki couldn’t resist opening the Princess’s present.
 
   “What is it?” Emily whispered in the back seat.
 
   “A hatpin, I think… with the Togu crest on it.”
 
   “Is that supposed to be symbolic or something?”
 
   “In a way, Chi-chan,” Yuki said with a laugh. “The Princess can’t give gifts of any value. This gift matters because it’s a mark of her recognition.”
 
   “Yeah, but Mom, Kano’s widow won’t ever get to show it off in public… isn’t that what she meant?”
 
   “Maybe, but a few decades from now, when all this is history, her grandchildren will probably be able to sell it for a fortune.”
 
   “Or maybe display it as a sign of their grandfather’s dignity?”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Getting to the Tabata neighborhood from the embassy takes some thirty minutes, and Emily preferred not to use an Embassy car. She hoped not to draw any more attention to herself than her dress-white uniform made inevitable, and maybe the idea of having a moment out of the hands of any institution other than Tokyo Metro appealed to her. 
 
   The card on the box bore the kanji for a name: Kano Rumi. Emily thought the given name meant “flowing beauty,” which struck her as ironic, since the family name seemed to mean something like male strength. Of course, it was an accident of sorts that these two names had come together. Perhaps as a young woman, Rumi had reminded Kano of something else Emily thought might be implied in his family name—a river god.
 
   Ridership on the Nanboku line in the early afternoon was light, and Emily sat by herself on one end of a nearly empty car. An elderly woman sitting across the central aisle stared at her and scowled. Was it the uniform, or the fact that she seemed so tall? With her cover under one arm, she helped the woman carry her parcels off at Komagome Station.
 
   A ten-minute walk through residential streets, past markets and dentist offices, and she found the address, a modest, three-story townhouse across from a Buddhist temple with a red-tiled gate. The woman who came to the door stared at her in disbelief, one hand covering her mouth.
 
   “You must be…”—she struggled to speak, eyes moist and voice quaking. Her shiny, black hair, so long and elegant, hung over a shoulder, one white hair defying her youthfulness, presaging more to come.
 
   “Tenno Michiko, ma’am. I have come…”
 
   “How strange your name is, Tenno-san. Now that I see you, I think…” Mrs. Kano stopped to look at her. “Please come in. My husband spoke of you often. When he left, on what he called a sacred mission…  Were you with him… when he died?”
 
   “Yes,” Emily said, stunned by the misleading sound of that woeful affirmation. She followed the widow into the kitchen and watched her pour warm water for tea. “He fought to keep me safe. That’s what the Crown Princess sent him to do. I’m so sorry I couldn’t keep him safe in return.”
 
   “Why did she send him? Surely you must know.”
 
   “Hasn’t Ozawa spoken to you?”
 
   “No one from the Togu Palace can speak to us, because of his disgrace. Would you have some tea?”
 
   The fact was unsurprising in itself, since Ozawa had made it clear enough earlier, though to have the widow say it in her own hearing made it seem uncanny. She took a seat at the kitchen table with Mrs. Kano, a sedate act between two people with nothing between them besides a dead soul.
 
   “The Crown Princess fears for her daughter’s life, and she thinks the same people are targeting me as well. I don’t know what the connection is, but I will do what I can for her.”
 
   “You sound just like Kano,” she said, with a rueful smile. “He was always balancing debts and duties.”
 
   “Her Imperial Highness asked me to give this to you, with her condolences.”
 
   Mrs. Kano stared at the card, with its hand-written characters. “She wrote this. I recognize her hand.” She opened the box and touched the pin. “Her Highness is too kind. Will you see her again?”
 
   “I think she can not afford to recognize me in public either,” Emily said. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Mrs. Kano said. “My husband said you created quite a commotion in the Imperial Household.”
 
   The sound of the front door caught Emily’s attention, and she turned to see a burly young man standing outside the arched entrance to the kitchen, strong and silent, wearing the uniform of the JDF. She couldn’t help noticing the insignia of the First Airborne Brigade with a Ranger badge.
 
   “This is who her Highness sends… some hakujin? Are we still beneath her dignity, then?”
 
   “Takeishi,” her mother cried out. “Your rudeness embarrasses us. Do not shame your father’s memory.”
 
   “He’s dead, Mom. He feels no shame. Though perhaps he ought to for running off to America on some fool’s errand, and dragging our family name into the gutter.”
 
   “She has sent a token of her esteem in the only way she can. Your father would not wish her to do more.”
 
   “What is it? A comb? Or a fan? Perhaps a shoelace? Don’t you understand, Mom? He lost his pension when they drummed him out of her household. How do you expect to keep this place? You don’t have the money.”
 
   Emily stood and looked at Kano’s son, and turned to Mrs. Kano. “I’m sorry to have had a part in your troubles. Perhaps I have overstayed my welcome.”
 
   “No, Tenno-san,” Mrs. Kano said, glowering at her son. “Please don’t leave yet.”
 
   “You,” he snorted. “And just what part did you play in all of this?”
 
   “Your father died protecting me.” She would have said something about his courage and honor, but she could see his son was in no mood to hear it.
 
   “What is so important about you that my father should lose his life for?”
 
   “Nothing,” Emily said.
 
   “Please, forgive my son. He’s lost faith in the old ways, and in his father’s code of honor.”
 
   “What kind of code can it be if the household he died serving can’t even bring themselves to honor him in public? He was an old fool, and you can go back to her Highness and tell her I said so.” With that he took Emily’s elbow and brusquely guided her toward the door.
 
   “The Crown Princess can no more recognize me in public than she can your father,” she said, and peeled his hand off her arm. She could feel his resistance in the strength of his fingers. He wanted to hold on, to strong-arm her out of his mother’s house, and perhaps he was surprised to find how strong she could be. “I’m sure you know why.”
 
   “Oh,” Takeishi said. 
 
   When she put her hand to his cheek, she saw his pupils suddenly dilate, allowing her to peer directly into him, to see the combination of pain and shame, anger and regret that tormented him. When he looked away, unable to bear the pressure of her gaze, she whispered in his ear.
 
   “Your father was no fool. I would gladly have died for him.” 
 
   He looked at his mother with his eyes wide and rushed from the room. Emily made her goodbyes to Mrs. Kano, and returned to the embassy.
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