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Prologue
 
   Susanoo, the god of sea and storm, gave his sister Amaterasu, the goddess of the sun, a gift to appease her anger. The sword, which he found in the tail of a dragon, eventually came to be called Kusanagi, the “grass-cutter.” Amaterasu bequeathed it, and dominion over the earth, to her son, Ninigi. It passed from father to son until it came into the possession of the first emperor, Jimmu Tenno. 
 
   The sacred sword is one of the official symbols of the Japanese imperial family, along with a jewel and a mirror. As with all symbols of authority, the sword, the jewel and the mirror have always been targets of intrigue. They have been lost or stolen and recovered on several occasions. Kusanagi has not been seen in public in several centuries.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1
 
   The Dojo on Okinawa—Twenty Five Years Ago
 
   His eyes closed, George Kane sat against one wall of the dojo, breathing in a slow, steady rhythm. An old, wooden structure, with a peaked roof, more like a shrine than a gym: a hard floor, half covered by a thin, straw mat. Landings could be painful. The air moving in and out made his lungs rise and fall. Eventually, he drifted away to another world—where, he didn’t know, but always the same place: a path through the forest, sunlight peeking through the leaves. Water babbled in the distance, but he never seemed able to find it. The sound soothed him. 
 
   He dreamt of being an Army Ranger once, but that didn’t work out as he had hoped. Small as Rangers go, he didn’t back down from the bullies. Someone must have thought he was going to get seriously hurt, though the only one who actually suffered an injury was that big oaf McIntyre. He pushed George’s head down and grabbed him around the neck one day, holding him bent over so his pals could humiliate him from behind. In a moment of inspiration—who knew where it came from... certainly not from any training he’d received—George locked McIntyre’s elbow so he couldn’t let go. With knees together, he pulled himself down and rolled backwards. Before McIntyre knew what was happening, his face crashed into the concrete floor. George kneed him in the groin to get the semiconscious, moaning lump off of him.
 
   When they saw what had become of his face, McIntyre’s friends backed away in horror. George stood across the body from them glowering. An official inquiry discovered nothing, because no one wanted to admit what really happened. McIntyre’s face spoke for itself, as well as his dislocated shoulder and broken elbow. Even if he or his friends had fessed up, and even if the Sergeant believed them, it wouldn’t have gotten them any sympathy. Rangers don’t pick fights and lose, and if they do, they don’t whine about it. And they certainly don’t lose to pipsqueak.
 
   George didn’t know how Meacham did it. Pulled some vast tangle of strings, he supposed. Whatever it was, he ended up in the Marines, stationed at the Air Station at Futenma, on Okinawa. He hadn’t asked for anyone’s help, and had no idea what Meacham’s interest was. But whatever it was, he had to admit this was a better assignment. Fewer bullies, better training, and he was finally out of Kansas.
 
   The memory of McIntyre’s face pulled him out of his reverie, out of the forest in his mind, as it always did. And one of the Marines in the dojo was yelping in pain. Half speed, mixed-style sparring—the blend of shotokan, judo and kung fu Sensei encouraged—had gotten out of hand. Somehow, whenever David Walker was involved, things always got out of hand.
 
   This time, even though he had already won—a pain compliance hold, his opponent tapped out—he twisted the arm a little too far and dislocated the shoulder. Everyone else there knew he’d done it on purpose. George knew it, too. Something had gone decidedly wrong inside Walker, a cruel streak so palpable you could practically see it gleaming in his eyes. Sensei seemed to be at great pains not to notice it.
 
   “George, your turn,” he growled.
 
   He took up a position opposite David. The other students, the ones not massaging a shoulder back into place, sat in a loose circle around the edge of the room. What did Sensei expect him to do, teach him a lesson, or endure his cousin’s sadism? Breathing held the answer. That’s what Sensei always said.
 
   When he breathed out his puzzlement, he breathed in something else. The air felt cool… and dark, but too close to be in the forest. A restless spirit moved about in the shadows, scaly, serpentine, claustrophobic. He wanted to get out, and so did the snake coiled everywhere in the cave. This must be how his cousin felt all the time. It was the basis of his cruelty, the key to how he thought.
 
   David stood in a fighting stance, fists forward, one foot ahead of the other. George held one hand out, as if he were greeting a friend, the other hand underneath, as if to receive a gift. 
 
   A hasty, urgent punch combination followed inevitably, predictably, and to no effect. David tried another, and another. But George’s hands seemed impenetrable, sticky. How could he know what was coming even before David did? He slapped each blow aside, controlling his hands without taking hold, each time holding a counterstrike at the ready. To grab on would limit his options, make him vulnerable—that’s how the sticky hands kept David off balance, the threat of each counter preventing him from committing himself completely to an attack.
 
   Finally George struck him, not full force, a palm-heel strike just under his right ear. The sound of the contact was audible across the room. Everyone could see how it infuriated him. After a quick, sullen breath, he attacked again and George struck him on the other side. 
 
   He felt his cousin’s temper tipping over into recklessness, and knew what must follow. A low kick and simultaneous punch to the face, both full force, frantic. George kicked the foot and slapped the punch across David’s chest, then backhanded him across the nose, and punched him several times in the center of the chest before he could recover. None of the blows was full force, but David lost his balance and fell to the floor. George knew he had won, even if hadn’t beaten him unconscious. 
 
   David had different ideas. As George stepped off the mat, he kicked him in the small of his back, sending him crashing into the wall. Before he could right himself, his cousin was punching him in the back in a frenzy. A slight pause to catch his breath provided an opening. A quick turn, grimacing through the pain, a sticky hands block and two quick blows to the ribs and cheek, finally a full force side kick to the chest sent David to the mat. George stood over him, rubbing his back and glowering.
 
   “Are we sparring or fighting, David? Let me know next time, before you decide to change the rules.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   On a bench at one end of the room, Robert Meacham sat watching and occasionally whispering to his neighbor, a distinguished looking Japanese man in a western-style business suit.
 
   “The genetic profiling is fine, but you must have enough blood and tissue samples by now.”
 
   “I don’t think you understand,” Dr. Kagami said. “Synthesizing a gene sequence and a viral delivery matrix is exceedingly difficult. You should expect at least ten years of failures before we have anything remotely resembling success, even if you double the funding. Selective breeding is much more reliable, and it won’t take much longer to build up a subject community.”
 
   Meacham listened impatiently to an explanation he clearly had no interest in.
 
   “Money means nothing. I need a working subject soon. You can’t accomplish that through a breeding program.”
 
   “We found these two. Just tracing their family tree will yield a few more.”
 
   “Maybe, but there’s an uncontrollable human factor that way.”
 
   “I also have my doubts about the subject you’ve chosen. He’s clearly unstable. Even if we succeed, the likelihood of a viralized sequence getting into the general population is substantial. The other cousin is clearly a better choice, safer and with greater potential in all categories.”
 
   “A little too much potential in the sympathy category. I need operatives, not social workers.”
 
   “I don’t think I can help you, then. A ten-year commitment to a project I don’t believe in, with no possibility of publication. None of my people will accept that. They’ve got careers to think about.”
 
   “So that’s it? You think you can just walk out on this?”
 
   “Yes. You can shop the project around, but the answer will be the same everywhere outside of a government lab. I’ll send the samples back with the preliminary profile data.”
 
   A large car idled out front. In the back seat, home on a break from university, a young woman waited for him.
 
   “What an odd looking dojo. Who are those people, Dad?”
 
   “Base personnel mainly.”
 
   “Is this more gene tracing? You know how Mom felt about that.”
 
   “I only do biochemistry now. You know that, Yuki-chan.”
 
   His daughter looked at him skeptically. 
 
   “Then what brought you here? You’re not thinking of taking up karate again, are you?”
 
   A tiny smile flitted across his otherwise stoic visage. “The Americans wanted us to profile a couple of Marines.”
 
   “Why you? Don’t they have their own labs?”
 
   “Who knows why they do anything? They offered an enormous sum of money.”
 
   “It doesn’t sound like a good idea. I hope you turned them down.”
 
   “Of course I did, Ohime-san. You sound just like your mother.”
 
   “I wish you wouldn’t call me that. Mom hated it, too.”
 
   “It’s how I always think of your mother. And you remind me of her.”
 
   Yuki emitted a low growl.
 
   The next day, Kagami ordered his head lab technician to return almost all of the samples and data to the US Consulate in Naha. He lied to Meacham about one thing. He was interested in the project, but not as a synthesis of gene sequences taken from David Walker’s DNA.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   The Roadhouse—Yesterday
 
    
 
   “You sure you want to go through with this?” Connie asked. “I mean, it’s not like you owe these guys anything.”
 
   “I’m not so sure. That night by the lake, they had that coming. But they don’t deserve to die for their mistake.”
 
   “I get that. But is it really your problem?”
 
   Emily said nothing. A glimpse into the darkness swirling at the bottom of her eyes was the only answer she had for her friend.
 
   “Fine. You get three minutes. Then Ethan and I are bringing the cavalry. Now get going. We’ll be right behind you.”
 
   Half an hour later, she tapped on a metal door with one knuckle of her left hand. The ride through the West Virginia countryside to get there had been breezy, buggy and exhilarating. Now she stood next to one of those steel frame structures with corrugated siding, probably a warehouse originally, then a machine shop or some sort of mechanic’s lair. The greasy dirt in the yard suggested as much. These days it contained a roadhouse, really an enormous bar, big enough to accommodate dozens of motorcycles out front in one long row, like tilted metal dominos. Her dirt bike held down the end of the line, upright and incongruous in that company.
 
   The office abutted the main building on the far end, little more than a metal shed added on as an afterthought. Some loud grunting presaged the grizzled and quite large, paunchy fellow who eventually opened the door. He squinted at her in the afternoon light.
 
   “Whaddya want?” he snarled. “The front door’s that way.”
 
   “I’m here to see you,” she said, pressing lightly on his chest. 
 
   Tiny as she was in comparison, it should have been easy to keep her out. But, for whatever reason, he stepped aside and followed her in.
 
   “Would you turn off the security cameras for me?”
 
   “Get outta here,” he said, and reached out to grab her. 
 
   She parried and twisted his wrist until she could enforce compliance with a light thumb pressure applied to the back of his hand. His forehead hit the concrete floor. A slight, further twist brought tears to his eyes.
 
   “I’d rather not have any record of what might happen in there. Shall we smash your equipment?” she asked, tipping her head toward the computer terminal on the desk. “Or just unplug it?” 
 
   One more twist and he nodded compliance. She released him and watched as he dusted himself off. As she expected, he lunged at her again, apparently thinking to pin her against the wall. Connie’s words echoed in her head: was it really worth this much trouble to help these guys? Another parry and twist, she controlled his wrist much more aggressively this time, and he found himself tumbling head over heels. After an awkward landing on the edge of the desk, he fell to the floor with a thud. As if through a dense fog, he looked up at her, until she struck him sharply across the nose with the heel of her palm. With blood oozing from his nose and mouth, he subsided into a heap and troubled her no more.
 
   At the desk, she brought up a program to disable the security cameras. Another one sent a short web video, which was the whole reason she had come here in the first place, to the TV screens in the main room, set to repeat. When she entered through the door behind the bar, the video was already playing. All heads were turned to watch it as she made her way through the middle of the room. 
 
   On the screen, they saw a young woman fight off about a dozen of their number in a dimly lit parking lot. The violence was intense, even gruesome. Some of them cringed at what they saw. Broken limbs and joints, the girl left a bloody wake behind her as she spun through the crowd. The gang finally capitulated, limping off carrying their maimed, though that was not entirely captured on the video. The final image showed the girl glowering, an unholy fire in her eyes. Whoever held the camera must have flinched at the sight and stopped recording. A caption appeared under her face: “Do you know this bitch?” 
 
   She stood directly in front of three men at a table off to one side, a smaller man with a bandaged throat and an arm in a cast, and two large, muscular men. These must be the leaders of the gang, she was pretty sure. 
 
   “I got your message,” she said in a loud voice, pointing a thumb at the large screen on the wall behind her. “I’m here. What do you want?” 
 
   The room came to a hush as people gradually recognized her. Hard looking men moved toward her from all directions. A female voice cried out from across the room.
 
   “It’s her, that bitch! There she is.”
 
   The crowd in the bar was rather larger than what she faced that night by the lake, perhaps forty or more people. But they seemed perplexed by what they saw on the big screen. Some must have been there, and hung back this time. Others stood staring at the images on the nearest screen. Among the rest, a delicate suspense hung in the air, an inability to act against her. It surely wouldn’t last long. 
 
   “Don’t just stand there,” shrieked one of the women who kept company with the gang. “Do something! Grab her!” 
 
   Two men stepped forward, one reached for her tentatively.
 
   “Last time you made me fight, it didn’t turn out so well for you,” she snarled at the three men still seated at the table. “And it could have been much uglier, if you’d made me fight to the end.” The bandaged man winced as she said this. The large man seated next to him raised his hand to the men gathering around her, as if to forestall any new violence. Not everyone was appeased by this gesture. 
 
   “What’s wrong with all of you?” the same woman cried. “You saw what she did.” 
 
   She charged at her brandishing a knife. Emily stepped to the side, controlled the wrist and the knife, twisting down and around, sending her sprawling head over heels onto a nearby table. Ordinarily, faced with such an attack, she would have broken the wrist, or the elbow, maybe dislocated the shoulder as well, and forced the hand holding the knife to slash through the hip or stab her attacker in the ass. She let the woman off easy, merely treating her to a hard, awkward landing.
 
   By the time she turned to confront the men crowding toward her, she could feel the heat in her face, as if her eyes were on fire. The men around her shrunk back, as if only now noticing the similarity to the final image of the video that had transfixed them just moments earlier. Experiencing that glare in person could hardly bear any finite relation to watching pixels on a screen. No one moved.
 
   The rumble of several large vehicles was audible in the quiet. A moment later, the double doors burst open and a team of heavily armed men in body armor rushed in, as if on cue, followed by Ethan and Connie. They stood silently at one end of the bar, gun barrels leveled against the crowd. Everyone in the room backed away, anxious to appear less than usually threatening. The girl addressed the main table again.
 
   “I’m not here to fight,” she said darkly. “I’m here to give you some friendly advice. Take that video down before it brings you real trouble.” No one said anything. After a moment, she continued. “There are people looking for me, nasty people, much nastier than you, who will trace that website back here. And when they come, they will rain destruction down upon you.” 
 
   Still silence. She turned to the large man who had forestalled any fighting with his hand. After a long, cool stare she asked his name.
 
   “Luther,” he replied in a little voice. 
 
   She leaned over to touch his hand and surreptitiously slipped him a card.
 
   “Here’s how you can get a message to me,” she said in a much softer tone just for him. His face relaxed noticeably as he looked into her eyes.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Emily,” she whispered. “Emily Kane. My friends call me Em.” 
 
   She turned and walked directly to her companions by the front door. The crowd parted, apparently eager to avoid touching her or impeding her progress. She smiled at Connie. A finger snap, a sharp gesture from Ethan and the armed men followed her outside. A moment later they were gone.
 
   The mood in the roadhouse could not easily find a suitable register after she left. No one quite knew what to say. Most eyes looked to Luther for some sort of guidance. Prior to this moment he had not been the leader of the gang. But Emily’s attentions practically anointed him, against his will and much to the consternation of his bandaged chief. Later, in private, he burned the card after committing the information to memory.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Just past Covington, Emily parted company with Ethan’s convoy of security vehicles. She turned off the interstate, headed north towards Warm Springs and pulled into a strip mall on the edge of town. The dojo occupied a storefront on the end, with south facing windows and vertical blinds to ward off the sun.
 
   “Why go see them?” asked Sensei Oda. “To finish the fight?”
 
   “No,” she replied. “To settle with them. They don’t understand the danger they’re in.”
 
   “How did it go?”
 
   “As well as could be expected.”
 
   “What’s your next move?”
 
   “I don’t have one,” she admitted.
 
   Sensei looked her in the eye for a long moment, then smiled.
 
   “Wendy tells me you’re going to visit the Naval Academy. What’s that about? You haven’t changed your mind have you?”
 
   “No. It wouldn’t be safe there. Don’t worry. I’m still enrolling at Charlottesville in the fall. This is just a favor for Coach Parker, you know, to help his team get ready for the tournament.”
 
   Sensei grunted.
 
   “What do you want to do today?” he asked.
 
   “How about you show me that new sword kata you’ve been bragging about?” 
 
   “The sword is your new preoccupation, isn’t it?”
 
   “How could I resist, a double sword technique.”
 
   “Aren’t you worried two katanas will be too heavy?”
 
   “What about a katana and a wakizashi? I think I can handle that.”
 
   “Let’s find out.”
 
   Holding the katana in one hand felt just about right. Even though it was about six inches shorter, the weight of the wakizashi in her off-hand left her feeling a little unbalanced. Practicing the kata would have to strengthen that side.
 
   Sensei gave her a special belt to practice drawing the sword and walked through the kata with her. It only took a couple of times through with bokkens before she knew the basic outline. A few more repetitions and Sensei handed her the swords. 
 
   Starting from a kneeling position, with a subtle shift of the hips she was on her feet slashing across her body with the big blade. A pivoting step back, an upward stroke, thrust, and a spinning side stroke as she drew the short blade with an upward slashing motion. The blades crossed as she slashed sideways to clear the space in front, followed by a front thrust with the katana and, shifting her grip, a back thrust with the wakizashi.
 
   It was hard work swinging the katana, a heavy steel blade almost a yard long. Balance and speed were key. But most important, Sensei always said, is not to stop the blade. Let it follow its course, always active, always moving. A sword has a spirit of its own, the spirit of the warrior who wields it, and of the ones who died by it. To stop the blade is to stop the mind of the warrior.
 
   “You don’t have a wakizashi to practice with, do you?” he asked.
 
   “No. But I have a short oak bokken. It’ll do for now.”
 
   “Have you had any more dreams?”
 
   “Yes, almost every night, always variations of the same one. I’m in the meadow facing a bright light and a shadow. As I stand there, they grow to fill the sky, and the light starts speaking to me. She says what you’re always saying, you know, that thing Takuan Soho says: ‘the true master uses the sword to give life. When he must kill, he kills. When he should give life, he gives life.’ It’s like she’s giving me a command or something. And when I ask her if I’ll ever be able to have friends, she goes silent. Then I’m weeping and where my tears hit the ground, people spring up and start chanting my name. It’s beautiful in a way, but it’s also kinda scary. I mean, the sun is speaking to me in my dreams, and I can’t understand what she wants from me.”
 
   “It’s always the same, just like that?”
 
   “Yeah, except last night, instead of the tears and the chanting people, I see a huge snake in the grass, and I’m holding a flaming sword. I can’t tell if I’m supposed to kill the snake, or what. But, the thing is, the snake isn’t at all menacing. It’s even beautiful. It’s like I don’t even want to hurt the snake. But what am I supposed to do, then?”
 
   “I think the sun is trying to tell you that you will have friends, as many as the tears you let fall.”
 
   “That sounds a little creepy. What are the tears for, all the other people I’ll have to kill? Because I don’t kill people, not unless they’re trying to kill me.”
 
   “Maybe she’s trying to show you how to use the sword to give life.”
 
   “If that’s the point, I don’t understand what she’s trying to tell me.”
 
   “It’s just a dream, Chi-chan. She’s just you, trying to give yourself permission to take up your sword.”
 
   “And the snake? What am I giving myself permission for there?”
 
   “I don’t know. You have to be patient. It may become clear in time.”
 
   “Fighting to defend myself is one thing, Sensei. I know how to do that, and I’ve learned to live with the consequences. But taking up a sword, that doesn’t sound like self-defense. I’m not cut out to be an assassin. My father died protecting me, and it wasn’t to leave an avenger behind him. That’s not who he was, and it’s not who I am.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Chi-chan. I don’t have an answer for you. But if you need to take up your sword to stay safe, we have to make sure you know how to use it.”
 
   “And my father’s sword, do you still think it’s a gift from the goddess of the sun?”
 
   “I’ve seen you in that meadow. You are the sun in your meditations. Kusanagi-no-tsurugi, the sword of heaven, is yours because you gave it to yourself. This much I’m sure of: when you figure out how to take it up, it will keep you safe.”
 
   “I hope so, Sensei. These people think they can breed an army of assassins from my DNA. I won’t make myself into one to stop them. I have to find my own way, even if it means risking everything.”
 
 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   Children Underfoot
 
   The dojo, which had been closed for a few weeks at Emily’s request, was open for afternoon and evening classes. Once again, the sound of martial grunts and yells echoed across the storefront with the large front window. Gis snapped and feet stamped. Students practiced with an intensity they had not known prior to Emily’s encounter with the North Koreans. Something must have rubbed off on them, at least some of them.
 
   Sensei spent several mornings a week at Michael Cardano’s estate, again at Emily’s request, working with the two children she’d rescued from the North Koreans. Even at six years old—if that really was his age—Stone’s energy made lessons a chore, especially since Li Li took her cue from him. Anthony’s thirteen year old focus was considerably more reliable, even if it didn’t much influence the little kids. There were days when the drive to Charlottesville could hardly have been rewarded by the time spent there.
 
   Emily’s presence, whenever she could be there, worked wonders on Stone’s attention, and by extension Li Li’s, too. In the cool, spring mornings, Emily’s sessions usually began on the lower lawn with breathing exercises and meditation. Eyes closed, her hands moved in the familiar pattern of the “iron wire” exercise, alternating dynamic tension and relaxation. Both palms pressed straight out before her, then pulled outwards, palms up, until fully extended to the side. Finally, she squeezed them gradually together, only to push forward to start the cycle again. Stone mimicked her every move by some sort of sympathy. Li Li peeked.
 
   Emily’s breathing reached out, pushed past Sensei and the children. She breathed through it all, down the lawn toward the cabins and the pond, up and back toward the main house and beyond. Her meditation carried her to a place deep inside herself, or so it seemed. Wherever it was, she recognized it as home. The cool, speckled shade of a wooded grove flickered across her cheek, soft dirt crinkled underfoot. The forest path opened onto a bright, warm meadow. Sunlight glanced off her head and shoulders, but it didn’t hurt her eyes, even when she gazed directly at the sun. Her father’s spirit lived here, always palpable to her, always comforting. 
 
   The sound of the stream drew her on, wet, shimmering, rushing water, a waterfall crashing in the distance. She followed it all the way back, eventually finding the ledge behind the falls. Misty air glistened on her face. At the far end, she stood at the mouth of the cave, staring into a liquid blackness. When she stepped inside, the shadows enveloped her as if she were slipping beneath the obsidian sky reflected in a mountain lake. Dark as it was, she had no difficulty seeing. With each step, the cave floor dropped further away, and she moved gradually faster until her feet no longer gripped anything. She was in free fall. The darkness carried her down, holding her, caressing her, keeping her safe. The spirit of the cave was familiar, she could hardly help feeling how much it loved her. It was unmistakably her mother’s.
 
   Sensei managed to follow along into her meditations once or twice. She opened herself to him, so he could see the grove and the meadow, the stream and the falls. He felt her father’s spirit, too—recognized an old friend. It took a supreme effort each time, practically exhausting him. The light was painfully, searingly hot. When he caught sight of her, she seemed bright as the sun. He followed her along the stream, behind the falls and even to the mouth of the cave. But he wasn’t welcome there. A blast of hot air pushed him back, and a red-orange glow at the bottom terrified him.
 
   Stone followed her in, too. It seemed easy for him, as if he felt at home there. It hadn’t occurred to her to invite him. When she noticed him in the meadow, she couldn’t help smiling. He saw her, bright as the sun, dark eyes beaming out from the center, leading him on to the stream and the waterfall. He saw the cave, too, but knew better than to enter.
 
   Everyone noticed. With Emily next to him, Stone could concentrate on even complicated moves. One foot forward and reverse punch, front foot feeling the grass, hips swivel and shoulders follow, propelling his fist. Li Li followed him step by step across the lawn, copying his every move. She hated it when he did something better than her. Backwards step, rising block, pull the block back to start the hips moving and bring the reverse punch out. Next time across, Sensei added a front kick or a ridge hand. After an hour, the kids would be exhausted. But it only worked if Emily was there, and until graduation she couldn’t be there most mornings.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “She’s tireless, isn’t she?” Connie observed to Ethan, sitting on the patio observing the class. 
 
   He grunted. It was almost cathartic watching her, even from that distance. Connie knew both of them had experienced the results of Emily’s training first hand, though in decidedly different circumstances. 
 
   It was easy to guess how it must have happened for him. Desperately curious, he would have condescended to spar with her one morning, anxious to show how superior his Israeli army training was to her vanity karate classes. In the end, the truly humbling thing wouldn’t have been losing to a girl, and someone so much smaller, but that the match wouldn’t even have been close. 
 
   For Connie, the humiliation carried a moral charge, a burden she carried ever since confronting Emily in a public restroom. She’d been sent to kill her, stab her with a poison needle. A quick, surreptitious lunge and it would all be over, neat and tidy. Her team would dispose of the body. Of course, things didn’t turn out as planned. Emily swatted her aside like a bug. A fierce roundhouse kick to the side of the head sent her spinning into the stalls. When she came to, she found herself wedged between a toilet and the wall, Emily on top of her, holding the syringe. Why didn’t the girl kill her? She richly deserved it. 
 
   Looking into Emily’s jet black eyes, Connie saw her own shame writ large. She lay there, after the girl left, contemplating the event. Of course, she owed her a debt, and she would devote herself to repaying it. But it was more than that. She caught a glimpse of redemption in her eyes. The path to it lay in service. By a mysterious alchemy, Emily had transformed a jaded operative, an enemy assassin, into her most loyal retainer. As she sat next to Ethan, Connie marveled at the change she had wrought on her.
 
   Perhaps strangest of all, as far as Connie could tell, no one on the estate knew anything about their first encounter. Why hadn’t she told them about it? Michael must suspect something. He knows all about her connection to Meacham. But he acts as if he knows nothing. Emily kept her secret, just as she must have kept Ethan’s
 
   “Come back on Sunday,” Ethan offered. “She’s holding a sparring class for the staff.”
 
   “That ought to be eye-opening for some of them.” 
 
   They snorted out a laugh together. In the event, Connie was right. Though the security staff knew her as one of their charges, one of the principal persons to be protected on the estate, few understood much more than that about her. Like Ethan, they wouldn’t know how to take her seriously until they faced her in the ring. Most were ex-military, people Michael rescued from obscurity or poverty, or even in a few cases, brushes with the law. Their loyalty to him was based on their sense of a debt. He paid them well, trained them, took care of them. 
 
   His rivals, Meacham and Burzynski, built large, shadowy networks by playing on the ambitions of covert agents across the intelligence community. Connie had been one of these. They operated without any legal authority, but with impunity, as far as their connections within law enforcement would allow. Their bosses thought of themselves as patriots. But they were really only hungry for power. Michael wasn’t worth taking any trouble over, until it appeared he had something they wanted. Then he began to take precautions. He built his own network to protect himself and his family, and especially Emily and her mother.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Class over, Stone and Li Li raced up the hill to the main house, trailed by Anthony and Sensei. Snack time! The cook had standing orders to have something ready for the little hellions when they burst into the kitchen: grapes or apple slices, a banana, maybe a few cookies. The key was to get them to drink a big glass of milk. They’d start to feel sleepy within thirty minutes.
 
   “It’s good to work with Sensei, isn’t it?” Michael probed his son later in his study.
 
   “It’s not quite the same without Emily,” Anthony replied. “I can’t wait for school to be over. Then she’ll be here all the time.”
 
   “You’re gonna have to let her have a little time to herself.”
 
   “I know, Dad. But I just miss her. Everything is better when she’s here.”
 
   “You know, Sensei taught her everything she knows. They started when she was Li Li’s age.”
 
   “That’s not how it feels when we’re all together. Sensei acts like she’s the teacher.” 
 
   Michael smiled. He knew what that felt like. He’d known her all her life, helped raise her, protected her, loved her like a daughter. Now she was practically his teacher. After Kamchatka, he felt like he and Andie owed her everything for rescuing Anthony. It was hard not to defer to her.
 
   “Well, I’m glad Sensei’s here. His lessons look a lot more substantial than the horseplay you and Ethan used to pretend was training.”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Your mom and I are very proud of the way you take charge of Li Li and Stone.” 
 
   Anthony shrugged.
 
   “Those little guys are kind of fun, Dad, especially out in the woods.” 
 
   The report of a crash and some scampering footsteps snaked its way into the office.
 
   “Maybe you better take ‘em outside now, before your mother catches them.”
 
  
   
  
 

  

    

Chapter 4


    Meditating with the Midshipmen


    Captain Crichton burst into the office of the Commandant of Midshipmen, flushed and a little out of breath. Captain Jenkins looked up from his desk, bemused.


    “Sir, she’s here.”


    “Who, exactly, are we talking about, Jim?”


    “You know, the Kane girl... I mean Tenno.”


    “I thought she turned us down. Why are we still interested?”


    “Just come with me. Parker worked pretty hard to persuade her to make the trip up here.”


    “And Jefferies is as enthusiastic as you?”


    “Not exactly. But he thinks she’s worth holding a space for.”


    Captain Jenkins shook his head slowly, wondering why his Director of Admissions was behaving like a schoolboy with a crush.


    “Sir, I’m pretty sure you don’t want to miss this. Even if you decide not to bend the rules for her.”


    He grunted and pushed back from the desk.


    “I really want to see how she does against Hankinson,” Crichton gushed. “He’s the best we have.”


    “I’m more interested in what she can do with Calder.”


    ~~~~~~~


    The Karate team occupied a large, matted square on one end of the field house, twenty or so midshipmen, men and women, all black belts. The sounds of stretching and warm-up exercises echoed dully through the rest of the empty, cavernous structure. The afternoon sun poured in through the windows above the track. No other lights were needed.


    Only one spectator, a civilian, sat in the bleachers, reading a book. On closer inspection, Jenkins saw a teenager: shoulder-length red hair with two blue streaks, casually dressed and sporting an air of insouciance, definitely not “Navy.” Maybe sitting by her will encourage the respect she ought to show for the institution. She barely lifted her head from the book. 


    Jenkins cleared his throat. The girl shushed him and gestured impatiently to the mat. Twenty people in stiff, white karate uniforms now sat in a circle around a girl with short black hair. She wore what looked to be a running suit. The midshipmen seemed perplexed, trying to meditate perhaps, while she sat motionless, eyes closed, apparently paying them no attention. After another minute or two she looked up and nodded to Coach Parker.


    “Miss Tenno has agreed to help us prepare for the tournament,” Parker began. He described their first meeting in a tournament at Norfolk. Not everyone in the circle was impressed. Finally, she addressed the team.


    Jenkins listened to the girl’s quiet voice, tiny in that space. She said something about the importance of breathing, and listening. It all sounded too mystical to hold his attention. It evidently wasn’t holding all of theirs either.


    “Strength and speed are important,” she said. That got his attention back. “But seizing the initiative, the sen, in a fight is much more important. Whoever controls that, wins. There is only one sen in any conflict, and it’s located in your opponent’s heart. But the only way to find it is to search your own. Until you can do that, you will not control the fight.”


    “She clearly understands what a fight is,” Jenkins thought. He mused on a scene from Shakespeare, his favorite, in which on the eve of battle King Henry says “All things are ready, if our minds be so.” But is it merely a personal insight for her, or does she know what esprit de corps is? He could guess what Jefferies’ reservations about her were.


    He turned to the girl sitting a few feet away. “A free spirit,” he thought. Marks on her nose and lower lip suggested old body piercings, now scabbed over. How many others did she have? If this is who Miss Tenno hangs out with, well that doesn’t exactly spell officer material. 


    A grunt and a yell turned his head back to the mat. The Kane girl had just sent someone tumbling head over heels. He didn’t see exactly how it happened. It was time to watch more carefully. 


    It looked like she was going to spar with the entire team, one at a time. He watched the next match. She slipped inside a punch, making her opponent completely vulnerable. Next time, she used her feet to prevent a kick, slapped a punch aside, and stepped inside again. Afterwards, she tried to tell him how she’d done it. But the explanation was so puzzling. 


    “I listen to your breathing,” she said. “I hear your chi. That’s how I’m able to anticipate your attack.” 


    What on earth did that mean? It sounded preposterous. But the fact is she had completely dominated him, and it looked effortless. Could there be some truth to what she was saying? 


    The next several matches unfolded similarly. In each case, a kick, a punch, a frantic combination—it didn’t seem to matter—she would evade or block, step inside and deliver a decisive blow. Jenkins couldn’t quite see how she managed it, since she didn’t appear to be faster or stronger than her opponents, certainly not the men. She looked so relaxed, so unrushed, at times she seemed to be moving in slow motion, as if her opponents posed no threat to her. None of them were even able to make her take a backwards step. “That certainly says something about her,” he thought. 


    “There’s no way Calder goes that easy,” he snorted at Crichton. “He’s tough, and he’s got too much ego to let a girl beat him.”


    “Yeah, it won’t matter. You didn’t see how she dominated Durant at Norfolk.”


    Jenkins mulled over this last bit of information. He knew Durant was not just skilled, but also tough and ruthless. Standing up to him would have taken some backbone. He cleared his throat and leaned forward. 


    “Your friend there, what’s her story?” he asked the girl sitting in the next row.


    Wendy looked back over her shoulder. 


    “You mean Emily? She’s pretty amazing, isn’t she?” She was clearly happy to gush over a friend.


    “She’s pretty good in the ring,” he continued. “But what’s she really like?” 


    He pressed a little harder, the tone of his voice condescending, even dismissive. “Let’s see what kind of loyalty she inspires in her friend,” he thought.


    “I mean, is she really tough, or is it just a show?”


    “I don’t know what you want to hear, mister. Use your eyes.” She paused, her voice a little shaky, looked at his uniform, and began again. “She’s as tough as she needs to be,” she said. And then, after a heavy breath: “She’s also a good friend. I owe my life to her.”


    He nodded, and tried to adopt a friendlier tone. 


    “Forgive me for asking, but what happened to your nose ring?”


    Wendy looked at him warily before replying.


    “The piercings were supposed to annoy my parents,” she admitted. “But, you know, hanging around with Emily, they just started to feel ridiculous.”


    Crichton nudged him and gestured to the mat. “Calder’s up,” he said, as a large, muscular man positioned himself opposite Emily. 


    Jenkins watched as she deflected, dodged and blocked, then delivered one decisive blow after another. Calder was unable to lay a glove on her. After losing five straight points, he stepped to the edge of the informal circle formed by the rest of the team seated around the mat.


    “This is bullshit,” he said, as he paced the perimeter, his frustration palpable.


    “Being stronger and faster is important,” she said, her eyes fixed on him. “But it isn’t the most important thing.”


    “Strength has nothing to do with this... this... game of tag. In a real fight, what you’re doing would be worthless.”


    “I thought we were preparing for a tournament, not a fight.” 


    Emily stared at him for a long moment. A wan smile played across her lips as she took off her head gear and pads, everything but her gloves. 


    “Fine. You want to make this a real fight? Okay. Show me what you got.”


    “Yeah, right. Like I’m really gonna hit you. You’re just a kid.”


    “Suit yourself, big guy. But I promise, you won’t hurt me. I’m tougher than I look. Take your best shot.”


    Calder paced the other side of the ring, clearly afraid to back down, but uncertain what would be permitted. Jenkins turned to Crichton.


    “What the hell is she up to?”


    Crichton shrugged. Finally, Calder looked like he was ready to fight. He stepped to the middle of the ring. Parker stood between him and Emily.


    “I think we need to put a stop to this,” Jenkins told Crichton. 


    “Don’t,” Wendy said. “Unless you’re worried about your boy. Emily knows what she’s doing. She’s faced a lot tougher guys than him.”


    Parker stepped back. Calder peered over his gloves at Emily. Jenkins took a deep breath. Emily looked like she wasn’t paying any attention to Calder, as if she was lost in thought.


    “Oh, crap,” thought Jenkins, and stepped out of his seat, ready to stop the fight. Just then, he got a clear view of Emily’s face. Utterly placid, as if she were folding laundry, or comforting a child, she was the picture of repose. Except for her eyes, which were on fire with an intensity he had not seen the like of before. She stared at Calder, but to Jenkins it felt like she was pushing him back into his seat. He reached back to find the bench. “He doesn’t stand a chance,” he thought.


    Calder led with a left jab, followed by an overhand right hook and a left uppercut. These were real punches. He clearly meant business. Anyone of them could have laid her out on the mat, if only they made contact. But none of them did. Emily leaned out of the way of each one, but didn’t strike back.


    “That was a good combination,” she said. “But it’s nowhere near fast enough. You’re not taking the initiative. That’s just aggression. What else you got?”


    A quick front kick initiated a new combination, but Emily kicked Calder’s foot before he could fully extend his leg, then hooked his foot with hers and pulled it out from under him. He tried to roll out of the fall as he lost balance. A quick step and Emily gently placed the heel of her foot against his nose. It was the first thing he saw as he came up out of the roll. The look of surprise on Calder’s face was unmistakable.


    “Her technique is outstanding,” Crichton blurted out. “And her composure, she’s just like her father.”


    Jenkins grunted, his eyes fixed on the ring.


    Calder tried to gather himself one more time. A leg feint followed by a lunging jab, if she leaned in to block the kick, the jab would catch her on the cheek. But she didn’t block the feint. She stepped just inside his fist and hit him hard in the chest with a reverse punch before he could bring the hook around. It all happened so fast, two quick moves by Calder, but Emily’s counter was so direct that he still couldn’t catch up to her. 


    He staggered back, struggling to catch his breath. And then, as if in slow motion, Emily crossed one foot behind the other to stick a side kick in the center of his chest. The force of the blow knocked him off his feet. He lay on his back at the other end of the ring looking up at the ceiling. It was a good thing he was still wearing a chest pad. Emily crouched next to him.


    “Are you okay?” was all Jenkins could make out from where he sat, though he had a clear view of Calder’s face. The midshipman who had been so arrogant moments earlier looked up as if he were seeing her for the first time only now. What would he find in her eyes? What wouldn’t Jenkins give to see it too? He stepped to the edge of the mat and her soft voice became audible for him. 


    “I know it feels unfair,” she said. “Like the rules of the game are stacked against you. If only you knew how much the rules take away from me, you’d be glad of the exchange.” 


    Jenkins didn’t understand what she was referring to. But Calder seemed much more amenable to whatever advice she offered. After a moment, she helped him up and let him bow to her. Without a word, he walked back to the perimeter and took a seat on the mat.


    Jenkins turned back to Crichton, his eyes wide.


    “Don’t tell me she’s not officer material,” he whispered, after he sat back down. “Did you see how she managed him? He’d follow her into battle now, I expect.”


    “So would I,” Crichton replied.


    “Her father’s a Marine, you say?” Jenkins reflected on this fact for a moment. “There’s no way we can let her go to West Point. We need to change her mind.” 


    Wendy laughed when she heard this.


    “I’m pretty sure she’s going to Charlottesville,” she blurted out.


    Jenkins stared at her wordlessly, as if he’d only just realized she was there, then turned away.


    “Her father’s dead,” Crichton whispered, as he handed over a file. Jenkins flipped through it.


    “Does she have any other family? It says here she lives on Michael Cardano’s estate. That name sounds familiar. Who’s he?”


    “A State Department fixer. You know the type, bounced around a few embassies in Asia, various non-descript assignments. He’s not Navy.” 


    “Oh, yeah. He’s married to Andrea Leone, isn’t he? You know, her father was a sub driver in the Pacific, three brothers, all Navy, one used to be a SEAL. We can reach out to her family, get them to work on her.” 


    He stood up abruptly and turned to go, with Crichton jumping up after him. 


    “Wait, don’t you want to see her against Hankinson?”


    “He won’t spar with her. He’ll know better. Besides, I’ve got some calls to make. I’ll let the Admiral know we need to keep that space open. Tell me again why she turned us down in the first place.”


    “She thought it wouldn’t be safe on the base.”


    Jenkins stopped and stared at him, dumbfounded.


    “Not safe,” he sputtered out. “What on earth...”


    “You remember, sir, that business involving Carver.”


    “Oh... yeah.” The details of an embarrassing investigation all came rushing back to him. “That was her file he leaked. I’ll need to discuss that with the Admiral, too.”


    Jenkins turned again to leave.


    “Wait, sir. Don’t you want to meet her?”


    “No. You stay and make my apologies, give her my regards.” 


    He glanced at Wendy, whose red hair momentarily caught his attention again, and smiled.


    “Thank you, Miss. You’ve been very helpful.” 


    She shrugged, puzzled, as Jenkins walked briskly to the exit at the far end of the building.


    ~~~~~~~


    After the last match, and after Coach Parker made some final remarks about the importance of controlling initiative, the men started moving towards the locker room and the women on the team crowded around Emily. 


    “You’re still in high school?” one asked.


    “You joining us in the fall?” asked another.


    “We could sure use someone like you here.”


    Emily smiled at all of them. It seemed to reassure them just to make small talk with her. 


    “I think I’m going to Charlottesville in the fall,” she said.


    “It’s not because of Calder, is it? He’s an ass, but the guys aren’t all like him.”


    “Nah. He’s not so bad, you know, once you kick his ass,” she said with a smile. 


    They all laughed. Eventually, the circle broke up and headed for the locker room. A few probably noticed Hankinson hovering in the background the whole time, obviously waiting his turn with her.


    “You didn’t want to spar before. How come?” she asked, once they were alone.


    “I’m the captain of the team. It wouldn’t have served any purpose.”


    “I’m not sure I understand.”


    “If I lost to you, it might have undermined the team’s morale, and if I won, it would have distracted them from the lesson you were trying to teach.”


    “I suppose,” she said, with a shrug. 


    “But if you’re still offering...”


    Once they had pads on, they circled each other for a few seconds, Hankinson looking over his gloves at her, trying to find an opening. He’d analyzed her technique carefully during the other matches. He was cautious, conservative. She would have to draw him out by initiating the action. 


    A quick front kick tapped him on the knee. Instead of trying to block it, as most opponents would have, he conceded the strike and moved to block the high roundhouse kick he guessed was coming next. When she flicked her foot up to his ear, one hand blocked and the other punched to where her head should have been. But she leaned over with the kick, ducking under and deflecting his fist up while striking lightly with a ridge hand to the groin. He reached down instinctively to block—too late—only to find a second roundhouse kick touch his temple. He backed away and smiled.


    “Smooth. You were two steps ahead.”


    “Why didn’t you block the first kick?” she asked.


    “It was too fast, and it wouldn’t score anyway.”


    “Yeah, but in a real fight, and with full force, it could have disabled you.”


    “That sounds like Calder talking.”


    “He’s not wrong about that, you know. He just overestimates his own abilities.”


    “Is that what you said to him after you smoked him?”


    “More or less.” She paused for a second. “Guys like that, they think the rules of sparring unfairly prevent them from using all their strength. What he needs to realize is that, in a real fight, I’d never let him use any of his strength.” 


    A shadow seemed to pass over her face, and her eyes grew steely, as her thoughts turned to darker matters. 


    “No one comes out of a real fight unscathed,” she went on. “Not the winner, and certainly not the loser. For all his bluster, he’s not ready for that... and there’s nothing more I can do to help him understand.”


    Hankinson tried to smile at her. Her understanding of conflict was profound, maybe even a little scary, he thought. She didn’t get that in a karate class. Just what sort of fights has she been in?


    “Again?” he asked, gesturing with his gloves.


    This time, she held her open hands out to him. One looked like a greeting, the other a request. They intruded on his space, pressured him to act. He pushed the upper hand aside with a quick block and jabbed from the other side. But he couldn’t quite extricate himself from her hands. Her soft block guided his fist to the side as she curled the other hand around his block. When he lifted his foot for a low kick, she kicked it to the side before he could bring it all the way out. There was no way to keep his balance, and he fell to one side. Two quick, light punches to the center of his chest—her hands slid along the inside of his arms—and one last slap to the side of his headgear punctuated his defeat as he went down. 


    He looked up at her and shook his head, smiling to cover his embarrassment. Her domination was more than he expected from watching the other matches.


    “I could see it coming the whole way,” he finally admitted. “And there was nothing I could do about it. You’re quite a chess player.”


    Hankinson didn’t bother trying to finesse her this time. A short, quick kick to the knee would create an opening for a jab, hook, uppercut combination. Emily stepped inside the kick, slapped the jab aside and leaned out of the way of the hook and uppercut. In what finally looked like an opening, he tried to sneak in an overhand right. It was a forceful punch, with a bit of frustration behind it. Before he could fully extend the arm, she poked a sharp knuckle into his bicep. A shrill yelp escaped him as she pivoted through an elbow to his chest, followed by a fully extended back kick to the same spot. He ended up across the mat, lying on his back.


    “Omagod,” she cried out, rushing to his side. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry. I guess I got a little carried away.”


    His chest throbbed, and breathing seemed to be a challenge, but he didn’t want to let her know it. Looking up into her eyes, he was shocked by what he saw. Surprise and sympathy were reassuringly there, but something else too, something ominous, painful, even perhaps a little menacing. Most of all, though, the depth of feeling visible to him was startling. Turning his head, he noticed most of the team lurking on one side of the room, watching surreptitiously, perhaps uncertain of their welcome. How much had they seen? Emily helped him up.


    “Damn, that smarts,” he moaned, rubbing his chest. “I had no idea you could develop that much power from so close.”


    “Sorry about that.”


    “You know, I get a feeling about you, the way you spar. This isn’t just a sport for you, is it?”


    Emily didn’t respond right away, so he pressed on.


    “You’ve experienced real fighting, real violence, haven’t you?”


    Still she said nothing, but the expression on her face spoke volumes.


    “I don’t want to intrude on your personal life, but I think Charlottesville is a mistake for you. I mean, not just because you fight like the god of battles. I know you let me off easy. But there’s a darkness that comes with that kind of discipline. You may not be able to manage it on your own. Belonging to something larger, like the corps, you know, the camaraderie can really help with that.”


    She was obviously moved by what he said, though he couldn’t quite tell whether it was annoyance or gratitude he saw in her eyes. Then she smiled and held out her hand.


    “My friends call me Em.”


    As he held her hand, he was surprised by how small it was. She was strong, to be sure, but he felt a delicate side as well. Was she aware of her vulnerability?


    “You can call me Perry,” he said, with a broad smile, full of teeth.


    Just then, her friend with the colorful hair interrupted the moment.


    “C’mon, Em. I’m getting hungry, and we don’t have all day.”


    She made her goodbyes to Coach Parker and Captain Crichton, before flashing him a broad, happy smile. Her friend pulled her toward the exit.


    “Did you tell her?” Parker asked.


    “Yeah. But I don’t think she’s the type to be easily swayed.”


    “I thought you almost held your own against her,” Crichton said.


    “Nah. She was being kind... coulda kicked my ass whenever she felt like it.”


    “We could really use someone like her,” Parker mused.


    “Maybe, but I suspect she needs us a lot more than we need her.”


    

  






Chapter 5
 
   What Happened in Kamchatka?
 
   Berea’s footsteps echoed in the stairwell outside Burzynski’s office. A message from a contact in the Russian navy had been creating a stir throughout the building all morning. Harkness was already sitting on the sofa. The door clicked shut and the yelling began. 
 
   “So Dolohov finally deigns to send us something?” Burzynski slapped the folder he’d just been handed down on his desk. “If he wants me to keep his good-for-nothing cousin out of jail, he’s gonna have to do better than this. Well, what’s his excuse?”
 
   “The Avacha Bay Strike Group was out on maneuvers most of last month,” Harkness replied. “He claims it was just bad timing.”
 
   “Bad timing, my eye. What about Duggan. What’s his excuse?”
 
   “Duggan’s dead,” a voice from the speaker phone crackled out. “Sheriff’s Deputies recovered his body on a roadside in West Virginia.”
 
   “So he never made it onto the plane, then.” Burzynski mused on this proposition for a moment. “Did the Parks double-cross us?”
 
   “I wouldn’t put it past the Colonel,” said Harkness. “She’s mean as a snake.” 
 
   “I saw the coroner’s report on Duggan,” the voice on the phone offered. “There were signs of a struggle. I don’t think Colonel Park would have wasted that much time. She’d just shoot him in the back.”
 
   “Cardano’s people must have put up a fight by the plane,” Berea suggested.
 
   “It’s what he gets for not finishing off Cardano when they grabbed the boy. But that still leaves the Parks in the wind with the clone and the girl.”
 
   “I don’t think we have to worry about them anymore,” Berea said. “That’s the gist of Dolohov’s intel. Colonel Park is dead. Beaten to death.”
 
   “What the hell happened over there?”
 
   “He says they’re all dead, even the General. There’s no sign of the clone, and the girl’s vanished, too. He thinks maybe a black-ops team hit them.”
 
   “Not one of ours. There’s no way,” Burzynski snorted. “We’d have gotten wind of an operation of that magnitude on Russian soil. And no way Cardano’s got the resources to run something like that on his own.”
 
   “And Meacham...” Berea suggested.
 
   “Not after Taipei,” Harkness said. “He doesn’t have the manpower.”
 
   “Was Dolohov at least able to salvage any data from the compound?” Burzynski asked.
 
   “No. Whoever did it torched the place. It’s a total loss.”
 
   “If it wasn’t Meacham or Cardano, what’s our theory?”
 
   “Sounds to me like they lost control of the clone,” the voice on the phone suggested.
 
   Burzynski mulled over this prospect for a moment. General Park had been working on developing a genetically enhanced clone for military purposes for the last two decades. Early setbacks cost his family its influence in the North Korean Security Services. This allowed Burzynski to cultivate their dependence on his assistance for the last few years. To have the whole project blow up in their faces was infuriating, especially just as it was about to bear fruit.
 
   “What about the girl?” he asked. “Dolohov says she’s missing, too. Are you suggesting she’s on the run with him?”
 
   “There’s no way to control him, or hide him, even in plain sight,” said Harkness. “He’s too violent. If he’s on the loose, it won’t be long before he turns up. I mean, where can he hide on Kamchatka? It’s two towns and a bunch of volcanoes.”
 
   “If the girl escaped with him, she’s probably dead by now,” Berea said. “Dolohov had another item. His sub tracked a Coast Guard cutter twelve miles off the Kamchatka coast.”
 
   “Had to be operating out of Attu,” said Harkness. “It’s the only station close enough.” 
 
   “What would they be doing way over there?” Burzynski asked himself, while his people conferred among themselves.
 
   The speaker phone crackled with an epiphany: “Ah! Now it’s beginning to make sense. I had a report that Connie Savaransky was spotted in Juneau last month. Our man thought she was arranging a flight to Attu.”
 
   “Savaransky? You mean Meacham’s hitter? Is that what we’re calling her now?” Harkness asked.
 
   “Yeah,” said Berea. “Whatever her name is. You know, Walker’s protegé. Where did Meacham ever dig up a pair of sociopaths like those two?”
 
   “I thought she was killed with the rest of Meacham’s team in Taipei.”
 
   “If she was on that cutter, Meacham must know about the clone,” Burzynski said. “Either we’ve got a mole on our end or.... I thought you warned the Parks about using any wireless communication. With Meacham’s access at NSA, everything’s got to be analog landlines, face-to-face or paper.”
 
   “Could Meacham have the clone? And the girl, too?”
 
   “I think we’d have heard something by now, if that were the case,” said Berea.
 
   “Somehow, the girl’s the key to this, if she’s still alive. Harkness, didn’t you have a lead on her? Something about West Virginia bikers?”
 
   “Yes, but it’s too old. The timestamp on the website predates the kidnapping.”
 
   “Check it out anyway,” Burzynski said. “See what they know. Sanitize the scene.
 
   “There’s one last tidbit from Dolohov’s message,” Berea said. “His inventory of the bodies at the Korean compound, one other person’s unaccounted for, a conscript from Chongjin.”
 
   “Find him. If he’s alive, he knows something.”
 
   Burzynski dismissed his aides and looked over Dolohov’s message more carefully. Satellite images seemed to corroborate his story. Unfortunately, heavy cloud cover concealed the area for part of the satellite’s pass. No way to track comings and goings. 
 
   “If Meacham has the clone, it’s an unmitigated disaster,” he moaned into the speaker phone. “We had him on the run after the Chinese ambushed his team in Taipei. But if he shows the clone to the Sub-Committee on Intelligence, well, that’d restore his position pretty quick.” 
 
   “Yeah, he could regain the influence he lost, and then some,” the voice on the other end said. 
 
   “Meacham’s a tough old bird. Finishing him off is proving to be much more difficult than we expected. 
 
   “And now with Duggan dead, and Davis and Kittner missing... What’s that make, seven so far? Our own ranks are starting to look a bit thin. If word gets out...” 
 
   “Don’t remind me. I’ve managed to conceal it from Harkness and Berea so far. We may need to make a bold move, turn the tables on Meacham before he’s too strong again.”
 
   Burzynski depended on leverage and ambition to keep his agents in line. But if they knew what was happening, he could lose them all. The whole business was unsettling, to say the least. Most puzzling of all was the role the girl seemed to play in everything. He originally assumed she was an innocent, even interviewed her himself. To think, how easy it would have been just to grab her then. Now she seemed more like a ghost. He didn’t want to admit he’d been outwitted by a teen age girl. That wouldn’t do much for the stability of his network either.
 
   “Cardano must know where she is,” he thought out loud. “We might try hitting his compound, maybe get lucky and grab her before he can spirit her away.”
 
   “I’m not sure how good an idea that is,” the voice said. “He’s pretty clever about these things. And if you attack him again and come up empty, it’ll cost you.”
 
   Burzynski winced at the thought. 
 
   “Let’s just hope Harkness finds something out from the bikers.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Connie tried to keep her distance from Michael’s estate. It seemed the best way to avoid being marked by Meacham’s people. And it might keep Emily safe for just a little longer. She found herself trying to purchase tiny increments of security for her friend by calculations like this one. It was a delaying tactic at best. She knew events would bring things to a head soon enough. 
 
   The lure of watching Emily lead a sparring class for the security staff proved irresistible. The fact that it was Ethan’s invitation may also have worked a little magic on her. Michael met her at the front door.
 
   “I’ve got something to show you. It’s about Emily.”
 
   “Nothing bad, I hope.”
 
   “You’ll have to be the judge of that. It’s a video smuggled out of Kamchatka. You can see what really happened there. Some of it is pretty grueling.”
 
   Connie tried not to let it show on her face, but she found it exceedingly difficult to swallow at that moment. So many questions presented themselves to her mind. Who filmed it? How did Michael get it? Who else has seen it? But only one found expression, and it wasn’t the question of a professional. More that of an older sister.
 
   “Are you sure she’d want me to see it?”
 
   “She asked me to show it to you, and Ethan, too. We can talk about who else should see it afterwards.”
 
   Ethan was already settled in on the sofa when Michael opened the door to his library. A minute later the grainy images from a dingy cell flickered on the television screen. The scene was horrendous, but Connie had seen worse things, even done worse things herself. Just not to someone she cared about.
 
   The first part showed Emily in her underwear fighting off a gang of men, a rape gang, Connie knew. She cringed to watch it. To her great relief, Emily quickly dispatched her assailants, though with a ferocity even she could find appalling. In a second scene, now dressed and in a ring, she fought against multiple opponents.
 
   “Thank God, she’s found some clothes,” said Ethan.
 
   “Probably stripped them off one of the guys in the cell,” Connie said.
 
   In the ring, Emily dominated the teams of opponents sent against her. All that was terrifying in the cell was transmuted by her display of power and confidence. It was almost comforting, until the clone entered the ring. He was huge, so much larger than her. The camera angle obscured his blank, lifeless eyes. He loomed over her gigantically, the sheer immensity of his strength unmistakable. 
 
   “What the hell is that?” Ethan asked, practically gagging on his own words.
 
   “He is the source of all our troubles,” Michael said.
 
   “That must be the Koreans’ clone,” Connie said. “They really managed to make one? Look at him.”
 
   “How does he not kill her?” Ethan shouted.
 
   “Just watch,” Michael said.
 
   Connie wasn’t looking for reassurance. She’d already found it. On the ship, Emily concealed his existence from her. That required more self-possession than she credited her with. Being able to dissemble in a pinch, even with friends, she knew that was a crucial survival skill.
 
   The first time the clone managed to hit her, a backhand to the side of the head, he sent her sprawling. Ethan squirmed on his end of the sofa. He tossed her across the ring, and she bounced off the wall. She eluded him for a few moments. They both could see she was merely delaying the inevitable. He struck her again, then leapt across the ring, trying to get to her before she could squirm away. Ethan couldn’t keep his seat. He paced across the room, visibly upset. 
 
   “Just watch,” Michael said, again.
 
   Then something unexpected happened and everything changed. Somehow, Emily got the upper hand. She had locked her legs around his neck and trapped the wrist of his free hand, twisting it to control him. He was helpless. She squeezed and twisted, slowly, inexorably. He would be dead in a matter of moments.
 
   “That’s my girl,” Connie whispered.
 
   What happened next shocked even her. Suddenly, inexplicably, Emily released him, disentangled herself and leaned in, close to his ear. She seemed to be speaking to him. Then all hell broke loose. Armed men rushed in, and he unleashed on them the savagery that just a few moments earlier had been directed at her. Michael turned off the video.
 
   “What the hell just happened?” Ethan demanded, his face flushed, his breathing uneven. 
 
   Connie sat quietly at the end of the sofa, mulling over what she had just seen.
 
   “Michael, do you know how she turned him?” 
 
   She shifted around on the couch to face him, but found Emily standing behind her. 
 
   “Let’s just say we had a meeting of the minds.”
 
   “What happened to him?” Ethan asked.
 
   “He’s dead.”
 
   “You didn’t have to kill him, did you? Not after you released him?”
 
   “No. He died shielding me from gunfire.” Then, turning to Connie, she said: “I’m sorry I lied to you.”
 
   “It’s okay. You have to keep your own counsel, just like you’re doing now. Tell us what you want us to know.”
 
   Emily perched on the arm of the sofa next to her. When she leaned over to kiss her on the forehead, Connie felt a little frisson of pleasure, and savored the peculiarity of the gesture: kissing a stone cold assassin as if she were her mother.
 
   “There is some stuff I’m not gonna tell you. But here’s what I will say. His name was Ba We. He was the only clone who survived to maturity. Lots of others died as children, probably from genetic irregularities. After I destroyed the Koreans’ compound, I disposed of Ba We’s body. I don’t want anyone ever to find him, or reconstruct what the Koreans were able to do.”
 
   The four of them sat quietly for a moment as Emily’s words sank in. Connie reflected on the chances Emily had been willing to take for Michael’s family, what she achieved, and what it must have cost her. She sensed in it a form of loyalty unfamiliar to her.
 
   “Michael, that video...” she started. “Emily risked everything for you. It’s incredible.”
 
   “Andie and I owe her everything. But it’s no less than I already owed her father.”
 
   “Owing everything to each other, that’s what it is to be a family,” Emily said with a smile.
 
   When she leaned over to kiss her again on the forehead, Connie felt like she’d been baptized.
 
   “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a sparring class to get ready for.”
 
   
   
  
 



 Chapter 6
 
   Playing with the Security Guards
 
   Everyone else sat in a large circle on the grass or on lawn chairs. Li Li and Stone watched from the patio with Andie and Yuki. The last match of the day, the only one Emily would participate in, against the guy who had won all his previous matches. He stared across his gloves at her, perplexed at the dilemma he found himself in. She was practically the boss’s daughter, and here he was in the ring with her. Could he really hit her without catching hell for it? And if he didn’t try, or at least make it look like he was trying, he’d probably catch hell for that, too. 
 
   They all knew she was in seriously good shape. They saw her workout routine: tons of push-ups, sit-ups, pull-ups, and she ran forever, like a gazelle. Nobody doubted how tough she was. But was she really a fighter? Or was this just some way of indulging her vanity?
 
   “Don’t be afraid to hit me. I can take it,” she said sweetly. “Or would you like me to put on more pads?”
 
   “C’mon. This is bullshit,” he said dropping his hands in disgust. “You can’t really expect me to hit you for real.” 
 
   She took the opportunity to smack him on the nose with a quick jab, not full force, just enough to smart.
 
   “Jerry, if you lower your guard again, I’ll hit you a lot harder. Now show me what you got.” 
 
   He was annoyed now. His nose stung, though it probably wasn’t broken. The girl was so much smaller, the whole thing seemed preposterous. He swung a long right hook toward her head. A subtle lean away from his fist and she slapped him a couple of times on the headgear derisively. She was clearly trying to provoke him. 
 
   “I know you can do better than that. What exactly do they teach you in the Marines?”
 
   He put on his game face, raised his guard and circled to his right before unleashing a sharp combination: left jab, overhand right followed by a sneaky left hook. These were serious punches. Anyone of them could have laid her out on the grass. But he hoped she would only get a glancing blow from the left hook, his money punch. To his surprise, none made contact. Once again, she leaned out of the way of the jab, ducked under the right and slapped the hook harmlessly across his chest. Before he could untangle himself, she nailed him with a reverse punch to the soft spot just below the center of his ribs, just below the ribs. Staggering backwards, he struggled to catch his breath, and watched helplessly—it felt almost like he was outside his own body—as a crossover side kick struck the same spot. The force of the blow practically lifted him off his feet. Laid out on his back a few feet away, he tried to pull himself together. Her outstretched hand came into focus and he looked up into her eyes. 
 
   “You okay, Jerry? I hope I didn’t hit you too hard.” A little dazed, his breathing eased up as he listened to her voice. “You done? Or you wanna try again?” At those words, he picked himself up and stood across the ring from her. “Good. Can we play for reals now?” 
 
   He laughed.
 
   “Fair enough. I deserved that.” 
 
   Marine hand to hand training is quite conservative, much like the Israeli Krav Maga. Emphasis on sharp inside punches, a few low front kicks. No long range kicks. Jerry stepped in with a right hand feint, then kicked to her knee as he jabbed to her face. He was sparring for reals now. The kick was good, fast. It would have made contact if she hadn’t kicked his shin first, before he could lift it very far. She slapped his jab aside and smacked the side of his headgear with a light backfist as she spun behind him, striking him several times lightly on the back of his head. His shin smarted, but she’d gone easy on him everywhere else. It was like getting spanked in public.
 
   They stood opposite each other again. So far, she’d let him initiate things. He would have preferred responding to an attack. That suited his way of thinking. She seemed to understand this about him, and clearly wanted to show him something. A sharp glance into his eyes and he flinched. A quick, low kick struck him lightly just below the knee. His block got there too late: a roundhouse kick had already tapped him on the side of the head. The delicacy with which the ball of her foot touched his headgear was a gentle mockery.
 
   “Ouch,” said Connie reflexively. 
 
   Jerry was confused. Had she really beaten him? She’d “won” all the points. But it was just sparring, and he didn’t believe all these soft touches would mean much in a real fight. He wanted to try again, maybe not worry so much about hitting her. She nodded. He made himself small behind his gloves and circled around to his right. She turned to follow him, but didn’t appear to be giving him her full attention. It seemed like she was more focused on her breathing, as if she were doing yoga. He looked for a way to initiate a combination of kicks and punches. She dropped her shoulder, almost as if to oblige him. It must be a trick. But he couldn’t resist it. He leaned in with a left jab, which would be followed by a sharp kick to her knee and then a right uppercut to catch her chin as she bent to block the kick. He would finish her with the left hook again. 
 
   It was a beautiful combination, would be decisive if she allowed him to initiate it. She stepped just inside the jab/front kick pair and nailed him with another reverse punch to the center of his chest. Before he quite knew what was happening, she spun through a series of strikes to his face, throat, arms and chest, all contained completely within the narrow space between his shoulders. More than a dozen strikes landed in the space of a few short seconds. Even with limited force, it was completely bewildering. Each strike set up the next, and blocked any counters from him. “This must be what drowning is like,” he thought dimly. “Nowhere to turn to catch my breath.” He was helpless and completely at her mercy. In the end, he found himself on his back again, contemplating the blue of the sky. 
 
   Everyone around the ring was speechless, even Ethan and Connie. Once the spell wore off, Jerry sat up and looked around, agape.
 
   “What the hell just happened?” he demanded. Then, a moment later: “Can you teach me how to do that?” 
 
   Everyone else around the ring had the same thought. They all clamored for lessons.
 
   “All right, guys. I can show you the techniques, and you can practice them night and day. But to really get good at them requires something more, and you may not like it.” 
 
   She paused knowingly, letting the suspense build. Every eye was fixed on her. Finally she spoke. 
 
   “It requires meditation.” 
 
   Scattered laughter greeted her pronouncement.
 
   “You gotta be kidding,” said Jerry. “You mean some sort of mystical crap?”
 
   “Yup. That’s exactly what I mean,” she said with a broad smile. She heard scattered groans. “I’ll make you all a deal. I’ll give you hands on training, show you every technique you can manage to learn. If by the end of the summer, none of you can beat me in sparring, you all have to try meditating with me. Do we have a deal?” 
 
   A mix of optimism and consternation spread through the staff. They all must have thought they could beat her, at least eventually. But they also worried about the consequences of accepting the bargain in case they couldn’t. 
 
   “Oh yeah, and it’ll have to wait until school’s out, ‘cause, you know, I’m just a high school kid.” 
 
   She smiled and they all laughed. She clearly knew how to charm them. 
 
   “I wish I could be here for this,” Connie observed drily to Ethan.
 
   “You can be, you know,” he said. “You’re always welcome.” 
 
   She smiled at him without saying anything.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   In Amanda’s Bedroom
 
   “So, what did you want to show me?” asked Melanie Birdwell, lying on the floor with her feet propped up on the bed. 
 
   “It’s pretty nasty, a video I got from one of the A/V nerds. You might not want to watch it.” 
 
   Amanda Terwilliger could scarcely conceal her eagerness to show it to her best friend. She’d known Melanie since preschool. They’d lived across the street from each other all that time. Thwock. Melanie bounced a beach ball off the ceiling.
 
   “Well, if you really don’t want me to see it...” It was only a matter of time before her friend would have to give in. “Why don’t we go down to the mall in Covington?”
 
   “Fine. Here it is.” 
 
   She rolled herself off the bed and flipped open her laptop. A moment later a video started up with the familiar question: “Do you know this bitch?” Once she saw the title, Melanie’s expression showed she knew what to expect. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t painful to watch it. 
 
   At first you couldn’t really see the girl’s face as she fought off several men in a dark parking lot. As dangerous as they appeared, the violence she unleashed on them was even more shocking. She dodged knives and clubs, smashed knees and elbows, even made them use their weapons on themselves and each other. The whole thing lasted little more than thirty seconds, but when it was over, several men lay on the ground, bodies broken, maimed, one man clawing the pavement, struggling to breathe. The final image was arresting: it showed Emily’s face and the full intensity of her glare, as if her eyes were on fire. It was almost painful to look at.
 
   “It’s like I’ve been trying to tell you, Mel. She’s some sort of freak, and dangerous, too. I mean, just look at her.” 
 
   Amanda’s eyes pleaded with Melanie to kick out this interloper, to seal her off from their friendship. Her resentment was palpable. The room practically resounded with it. Of course, it was easy to see envy tagging along, too. Emily was a strange girl, and a bit scary, and that made her sort of fascinating.
 
   Melanie’s own feelings about Emily and the video were much simpler. A tear trembled in her eye, trying to break out onto her cheek. She said nothing for a long moment. When Amanda opened her mouth to say something else, she held up her hand and searched for the power of speech.
 
   “I was there, Amanda,” she finally managed to say, in a voice incongruously small for someone so tall.
 
   “What?! You... Wh... How?” 
 
   It was Amanda’s turn to be dumbstruck. Melanie gathered herself for what was sure to be a grueling explanation.
 
   “We went down to the lake one night a coupla weeks ago, the six of us. You know, pizza and stuff. We went swimming, too. It was really fun, until these bikers from across the state line showed up, a whole bunch of ‘em. And they were looking for trouble.” 
 
   She stopped to catch her breath. Amanda’s eyes were wide as saucers. 
 
   “Emily protected us. She protected me. If she hadn’t been there....” There was no way to finish that sentence. “I was terrified. I threw up when I got home. And I feel so sad for her. Can you imagine having to do stuff like that? You have no idea what it cost her. But she did it for us.”
 
   The two of them sat in silence. Amanda cast her eyes all around the room, anywhere but in her friend’s face. Melanie reached out to touch her cheek, but she pulled away.
 
   “You’re my oldest friend, my best friend. Nothing can change that. We’ve shared too much together. But you should give Emily a chance. She’s a good person. I promise.” 
 
   “I... I... I can’t see... I’m...,” she stammered out, unable even to form a sentence. She looked down at the floor. “I’m sorry, Mel. Can we talk about something else?” 
 
   The rest of the day went more or less like that. Lots of cheerful chatter interspersed with tense, overwrought moments. Melanie extolled Wayne’s virtues as a dancer, and Amanda scoffed.
 
   “He really is a good dancer.”
 
   “Not with those feet. They’re like water skis.”
 
   “Well, I just like holding on to him. It’s such a relief to find someone the right height.”
 
   “I hope that’s not his only qualification. You remember how fat he was in junior high?”
 
   “Yeah, but that was after his father died. I think you should cut him a little slack there.”
 
   “You really like him?” Melanie nodded vigorously, giggling with a little blush on her cheeks. “...and it’s not just ‘cause he’s tall?”
 
   “You like Steve, right? What’s so great about him?”
 
   “Oh, come on. There’s like no comparison.”
 
   “Well, I know he likes you, a lot. I mean that toast at the prom was so sweet.”
 
   “And he’s going to Charlottesville on a baseball scholarship. And he can always fall back on his dad’s business if that doesn’t work out.”
 
   “That’s great. I think we’re all going to Charlottesville. You, me, Steve, Wayne, Emily...” 
 
   Amanda cut her off with a look.
 
   “She’s going, too?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess. She turned down the Naval Academy, and a couple of Ivies. I think she wants to be near her mom.” 
 
   Amanda took a moment to digest this information. 
 
   “C’mon. Let’s get outta here, do something,” she said.
 
   “I’m kinda hungry. Wanna go to the diner in Goshen?” 
 
   Amanda phoned Steve to ask him to meet them there. It was one of those retro ‘50’s places, with old car paraphernalia on the walls. Amanda had a shake and Melanie had the clam boat. By the time Steve got there, they were picking over the last of a plate of fries. He ordered a BLT and another shake.
 
   “How come Wayne’s not here?” he asked. “I figured this would be just his kind of place.”
 
   “Yeah, perfect for a pig,” Amanda snorted without looking at Melanie. 
 
   “I dunno. I kinda wish I knew him better,” Steve said. “Like, why didn’t he ever try out for one of the teams?” 
 
   Melanie grinned at this suggestion.
 
   “I don’t think sports are his thing,” she said. “But he’s really good at karate.” 
 
   Amanda looked like she wanted to poke some more fun at him, but the smile on Melanie’s face made her bite her tongue.
 
   “Yeah, I guess that’s how all those guys got to be friends,” Steve conjectured. “Emily’s the real puzzle in that bunch, you know, really mysterious. It’s like she appeared out of nowhere. For years she just this cipher, hardly knows anyone. Then suddenly she’s the talk of the school. What’s she like anyway?” 
 
   This new topic clearly left Amanda in some discomfort, which her friend could hardly help noticing. 
 
   “I hear you got a scholarship to Charlottesville,” Melanie said, changing the subject.
 
   “Yeah. Baseball. Coach said I’ll probably be in the starting rotation my first year. What about you, Mel?”
 
   “It looks like we’re all going there,”
 
   “Even Emily,” Amanda grumped. 
 
   Steve looked confused.
 
   “Is there something going on between you and her that I don’t know about? I mean, I know there was that sext of hers that got sent around. Is that what’s bugging you?” 
 
   Melanie looked long and hard across the table, as if to say “Are you gonna straighten this out, or shall I?” Amanda swallowed, and sighed.
 
   “There’s nothing. Mel likes her, so I guess I have to like her, too.” 
 
   Melanie looked hardly satisfied with this statement, but let it drop anyway. 
 
   “It’s getting late and I still have some homework. Can we head back now?”
 
   On the ride back, Amanda said nothing and her friend just stared at the dashboard. The weight of her disapproval about the sext business was crushing. It was a nasty bit of duplicity. Amanda manufactured the whole thing to embarrass Emily, and Melanie went along with it at first. She knew Melanie still loved her despite it all. But somehow that made everything a hundred times worse. Amanda felt the burden of her error. She just couldn’t see a way to extricate herself, or Melanie, from the shame of it. And whenever she turned her mind to it, all she could see was Emily’s face, which had become the living symbol of her frustration.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   In the Golden Triangle—Twenty Three Years Ago
 
   “I can’t believe you bought that thing,” George snorted. “Sensei told you it was junk.”
 
   “It’ll come in handy, you’ll see.”
 
   “If the blade doesn’t snap off in your hands.”
 
   David sulked and fingered his new prize. He pulled the strap over his head, so the sword rested diagonally across his back, and snugged it up with a sharp tug. 
 
   The motor on their inflatable growled in the background, loud in George’s ears, but probably inaudible twenty meters into the jungle. The air over the river was heavy and sound didn’t carry far. 
 
   The plan was simple enough. Follow the Mekong river north of Chiang Saen, backpack over to the Mong Tai army encampment in the mountains across the border in Burma, hit them fast and hard in the night, and get out before dawn. 
 
   The getting out was the tricky part. If Meacham’s intel was faulty, if Khun Sa’s main force was still in the camp, if the vault wasn’t where the source said... so many things could go wrong. George wasn’t particularly worried about the battle looming with whatever units remained behind. Six heavily armed men against twenty or thirty irregulars, that was manageable, especially with the element of surprise in their favor. 
 
   But without air support, or any other support, for that matter, they couldn’t risk a hot pursuit. The trek back to the river would take several hours on foot, and their boat was slow. The ride to the nearest airport, in Mixay Savang, would take almost two hours. They needed to leave as quietly as they came.
 
   “Are you gonna keep an eye on him?” Danko whispered in George’s ear. “If he gets out of control...”
 
   “There’s so much that can go wrong with this mission,” Javier said. “Like how do we know Khun Sa even took the bait?”
 
   “Or that Moh Heng will keep him occupied long enough?”
 
   George shook his head. 
 
   “This is Meacham’s big score. At least fifty million. You don’t think he’s worked this out every possible way?”
 
   “As long as we get our cut, I suppose...”
 
   “Just make sure your cousin doesn’t screw this up,” Javier growled.
 
   The hike over the Daen Lao mountains brought them to a rocky outcropping overlooking the camp just before sunset. From that vantage, it looked as if only a small contingent remained. So far, at least, Meacham’s intel was accurate. They would wait a few hours before descending.
 
   No moon that night, even the sky was in their favor. Javier and Daniels took control of the front gate, Danko and Cantorini took out the men in the guard towers as quietly as possible. They were seasoned soldiers, good at what they did. All four had been killed in action several years earlier. At least, that’s what any records said about them. 
 
   Once the compound was secure, David and George went from building to building, the messy business of suppressing whatever resistance might emerge from groggy, freshly wakened men. George killed a few, mainly the ones who managed to find their weapons. Mostly he preferred to bind them with zip ties. In their disorientation most were compliant. Who knows what Khun Sa’s people would do with them on his return? That wasn’t his immediate concern.
 
   David killed wherever he could, relishing each opportunity. In the first barracks building, which was little more than a wooden floor and frame supporting a tent roof, he drew his sword from over his shoulder and slashed at the sleeping figures on the floor. One man, roused by the groans and gurgles of dying men, lunged at him. He pivoted, swung the blade through the man’s neck, and watched as he toppled backwards, his head lolling to one side like a drooping flower. Another man charged at him as he admired his handiwork. A quick thrust forward, through the chest, and David found himself face to face with the dying man, watching as the life fled from his eyes.
 
   “That’s enough,” George hissed at him. “We’ve got work to do.”
 
   “Aww, and things were just getting interesting,” David replied sardonically.
 
   Still no general alarm had been sounded. They went to the next building, and a similar scene unfolded. There’s too many men here, George thought. At least fifty so far, maybe more. David’s thirst for death was unquenchable. 
 
   They saved the main building for last. With its pagoda-style roof, it looked more like a temple or a palace then a camp building. Stone walls and columns were surrounded by a full wooden veranda. Toys were visible near the front entrance. Danko had already shot the two guards from his position in the trees. They looked like they were sleeping on duty. No sign of any other soldiers.
 
   George found the vault room. A heavy steel door built into the stonework. Opening it might prove more difficult than Meacham thought. He signaled to Danko and Cantorini to bring the explosives. David looked through the rest of the rooms on the first floor.
 
   “I’m not sure what we brought will have enough pop to get through that door,” Cantorini said. “This isn’t your typical piggy bank.”
 
   “Maybe we can use something from their weapons cache. How about that artillery piece in the yard?”
 
   “Yeah, if they have any shells for it. It looks pretty old.”
 
   “Danko, get Javier to check the stores.”
 
   “Shit. What’s he up to now?” Cantorini asked at the sound of muffled screaming.
 
   Danko and George followed the noise up the front staircase. A hideous scene unfolded before them. In the main corridor one woman lay dead, evidently stabbed in the back. She was holding an infant, also dead, probably by the same stroke. Nearby, another woman lay dead against a wall, a gaping slash across her chest, blood pooling around her. A third woman cringed in a doorway, too frightened to scream. David stood over her, dripping sword in his hand. The cries of children in a backroom seemed to have frozen him. He raised the sword to strike.
 
   “David,” George barked. “That’s enough!”
 
   Danko stepped toward him and David moved, wild-eyed, as if to strike him with the sword. George stepped in, blocking the blade with the barrel of his rifle. He slammed his cousin’s hand into the stone wall. The blade shattered, just as Sensei said it would, and fell to the floor in pieces. George turned to see his cousin swinging a knife at his face. He blocked and punched him in the center of the chest just as Danko struck him with a rifle butt on the back of the head. David fell to the floor, unconscious. Their eyes met in a moment of mutual understanding.
 
   “It’s too bad we can’t just finish him,” Danko said. “Our lives would be so much simpler.”
 
   “Yeah, well, he’s Meacham’s little project. He cares more about him than about the money.”
 
   “I guess so. He’d probably have us all shot.”
 
   Danko went down to help with the safe while George reconned the rest of the upstairs rooms. The sound of small children whimpering led him to a hinged panel hidden behind a curtain. A study, perhaps, or a safe room? He paused at the door. Would there be any guards inside? Probably not. And if there were, he guessed they wouldn’t risk a fire fight around the children. And whose children were these, anyway? If they were Khun Sa’s, or his Lieutenants’, and the women were their wives, then this operation just got a whole lot more dangerous. Taking his money was one thing, but harming his family... he’d want to settle that score.
 
   He pushed the door open and stuck his head inside. In the light that followed him in, he could see several little faces cowering in a corner. Three more young women tried to shield them, weeping and clearly terrified. George put one finger to his lips and held out the other hand in a gesture he hoped would calm them down. It didn’t have the desired effect.
 
   In the corridor, the last woman was now crouching next to the dead, stroking the hair of the infant and sobbing heavily. George went back out to her, raised her up and tried to communicate with her. Somehow he made her understand that she would be safe. Together, they carried the bodies over to a nearby couch. She pulled a sheet over them. He led the woman back to the room with the children and gestured to her.
 
   “Keep them inside. You’ll be safe here.” 
 
   She nodded. Perhaps she understood. She seemed to find something reassuring in his eyes. The panel clicked shut and he went back downstairs.
 
   Javier and Cantorini had managed to find shells for the little field piece. It was much too heavy to lift up the steps. They used a jeep to position it on a little rise and aim it through a window. Three shots and the vault door fell off its hinges.
 
   “Holy crap!” Javier said, once the smoke and dust cleared. “That’s way more then fifty million.”
 
   “I think our shares just went up,” Danko mused.
 
   “Must be why they left so many men behind,” George said.
 
   “What the hell are we gonna do with the gold? It’s too heavy to carry on foot. Cantorini, what are these things worth?”
 
   “I don’t know. Let’s see. Feels like a kilo or so, with a Chinese government stamp. I’d guess around fifty thousand, maybe more. We’re not gonna be able to carry more than a hundred of these.”
 
   “Shit, there must be ten times that in here. What about the jeep? We could take ‘em all in that”
 
   “We can’t drive it over the mountain,” George said. “And the only road takes us further into Burma.”
 
   “What about the horses out back? There must be a dozen of ‘em. Maybe we can rig up packs.”
 
   Getting the horses over the mountain was slow, but much easier than George expected. They were placid and accustomed to carrying heavy loads. David remained unconscious the whole way, strapped to the back of a horse like a rolled up carpet. 
 
   Down in the plain, they decided to ride the extra horses even though Daniels hadn’t been able to find any saddles. 
 
   “I can’t ride this thing bareback,” Cantorini moaned.
 
   “Shut up and get your fat ass up there,” Daniels snorted. 
 
   “Fine. Give me a leg up, asshole.” 
 
   “Stop wanking. It’ll be a hoot,” Danko said. “And we’ll make much better time.” 
 
   As it turned out, the ride was diverting, even for Cantorini, though he’d never admit it. They galloped, cantered and trotted across grassy foothills, rifles slung across their backs like bandits. Daniels and Danko rode out front with particular gusto, while George brought up the rear, his cousin still strapped down unconscious behind him. 
 
   “Hey, guys, not so close,” Cantorini cried out. “You’re gonna spook my horse.”
 
   “Ah, give it a rest,” Danko said. “That horse is too tired to cause any trouble.”
 
   As if on cue, the horse stopped suddenly and Cantorini squawked as he felt himself slide forward and off. He hit the ground with a thud and an oath. To add insult to injury, the horse snorted in his face. Two more falls and they finally made the river, two hours earlier than expected. Daniels and Danko were merry, Cantorini was in a foul mood, when they dismounted. 
 
   “I swear this horse has it in for me,” he grumbled. “He bucked me off that last time.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re a regular bronco buster,” Daniels snorted.
 
   Cantorini slapped the horse on the back and shooed it off once they’d unloaded everything.
 
   “Yeah, you better run, stupid nag. I ought to put a couple of rounds in your ass right now.”
 
   George yanked the rifle barrel down.
 
   “Stop screwing around and help us load the damn boat.”
 
   By the time they pushed off the riverbank, it was broad daylight. The boat rode low and slow. It was a good thing they’d scavenged extra pack cloth to cover the bulk of what they were carrying. The gleam of the gold made them all suddenly alert to the need for concealment. Meacham’s pilot didn’t need to know the details. On the plane, Cantorini started counting.
 
   “Drug lords tend not to be forgiving. Khun Sa’s definitely gonna come after us,” Danko said. “This must be the bulk of his fortune. I hope Meacham’s got a plan for that.”
 
   “I doubt it,” George said. “He had no idea it was gonna be this big. But I’m more worried about the women. He’s not gonna let that lie, not if they were family.”
 
   Danko just shook his head and stared daggers at David, who sulked at the other end of the cargo hold.
 
   “Your cousin is gonna be the death of us all,” he muttered in George’s ear. “What he did back there was just plain wrong. Some dogs need to be put down.”
 
   George nodded. He knew Danko was right. It was clear, even by the rather obscure moral sensibilities of black-ops justice. 
 
   “Even leaving half the gold behind, we’re looking at over four hundred bars here,” Cantorini announced, having just completed his inventory. “The cash is about three hundred million Australian, and there’s almost as much in yen and dollars.”
 
   “I say we each keep fifteen million in cash, and maybe a few bars,” Javier proposed. “Meacham still gets way more than he expected and doesn’t need to know that our cut got a teeny bit bigger.”
 
   They all nodded.
 
   “Fine,” George said. “But we might as well just tell him. He’ll probably find out anyway. And that way there’s no misunderstanding between us.”
 
   “Whatever,” Cantorini said. “Just as long as you’re the one to tell him.”
 
   “Hey, why don’t we let David tell him?”
 
   They all laughed.
 
   In the event, George turned out to be right. The prospect of something more than four hundred million in untraceable cash, and almost twenty million more in gold, left Meacham in a very generous mood. He knew the size of the haul meant they wouldn’t be able to make anymore raids into the Golden Triangle. What mattered to him was that he could continue to fund his shadow operations for at least another decade, even without any sleight of hand with the NSA budget.
 
   Over the next year, George put his share in two safe deposit boxes in a West Virginia bank. The rest of the team probably did something similar. Except, of course, for David. He spent his money like water, mainly on high living, but also on his new hobby: antique swords. He scoured Okinawa and the main islands, looking in every junk shop, following up every rumor about some black market dealer. It became an obsession. 
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   An Unexpected Visit
 
   “She’s here, nearby,” the younger man said. That he knew this so clearly surprised him. Perhaps it was even a little unsettling. 
 
    “Where? Can you see her?”
 
   “No. Not yet. But I imagine she’ll seek us out before we leave. She’s strong, much stronger than you thought.”
 
   “Stronger than you?” the older man asked.
 
   What an irritating question. Walker rubbed his chin and tamped down his annoyance. Meacham had hunted her for the better part of a year. How could he understand so little about her? And about him, after all these years?
 
   The limo rumbled up the winding gravel drive. Security let it pass, just as Cardano had agreed. No one inquired about the men sitting in back behind tinted glass.
 
   “The only question is how much of her strength she’s aware of.”
 
   “What about the plan?” Meacham asked. “Can we still kill him?”
 
   “I think it’s too late for that. She’s the master now. He’s taught her too well. Killing Oda won’t accomplish anything. It certainly won’t make her easier to handle. Probably just piss her off.”
 
   At the front of the house, several of Cardano’s security people took charge of the limo driver and the bodyguards. Walker knew the old man didn’t care. They were just along for show. He was the real protection, the only one Meacham ever completely relied on. A large man with an Israeli accent escorted the two of them inside.
 
   “They’re watching us, you know. But they won’t come out, the women of the house. I don’t think they trust you.”
 
   “Michael doesn’t want me to see Dr. Kagami,” Meacham replied. “As if I didn’t already know he has her here. We’ll play along.”
 
   As they passed through the entry hall, Walker thought he sensed something else, someone else. It was faint, distant, but still distinctive. Had Cardano found another one? “Why not?” he thought. After all, Meacham found him and his cousin all those years ago. Why couldn’t there be more like them? If he had, it might even put an end to the old man’s idiotic preoccupation with genetic experiments.
 
   They found Cardano sitting at one end of a long couch in his study. In the absence of a desk to dominate the center, the room had a convivial atmosphere. A couple of smaller sofas, a few occasional tables and several caned chairs supplied the rest of the furnishings.
 
   “Well, Robert, you’re here. Now what was important enough to bring you out of your lair?”
 
   Andie slipped in behind them, trailing Ethan and two more men from the security staff. She sat in a chair across the room, obviously simmering with anger.
 
   “It’s good to see you again, Mrs. Cardano, after all these years,” Meacham said stiffly. “Allow me to introduce my... ‘son’ David.” 
 
   Walker nodded. Andie gave no indication of hearing a word he’d said. 
 
   “Is that what we’re calling him now?” Michael asked. 
 
   “He’s my right hand man, Michael. I trust him implicitly. After you left, I had to....” 
 
   Meacham’s voice trailed off. Even he had lost interest in whatever story he was intending to tell. Michael obliged by interrupting.
 
   “Can we dispense with the formalities and get to the part where you tell me what you want?”
 
   “Fine,” Meacham began again. “I’ll be blunt. After Taipei... well, my resources are much diminished. I can’t keep Burzynski in check anymore. I think you know how dangerous he can be.”
 
   Michael’s eyes contracted at these words. Walker heard a low growl coming from the general vicinity of where Andie was sitting. 
 
   “I have an idea how he might be taken down a peg or two, but I’ll need your help to put my plan into effect.” 
 
   Walker listened distractedly as the old man spun out his web, which he knew to be a mixture of truths and half-truths. He didn’t expect Cardano to be fooled by it. But to avoid giving anything away, he focused on the movement of air in and out of his lungs. His breath echoed within his chest like wind in a cool, dark cave. It reached beyond him, filled the room, pressed against the windows and the door. He felt the bustle of activity in the other rooms of the house, the distant buzz of the staff. 
 
   The darkness of his mind gave way to a faint light he’d not encountered there before. It grew brighter, warmer, until eventually it was barely to be endured. Out of instinct, he squeezed his eyes shut, even though the light was already inside him. His eyes, so to speak, eventually bore the intensity. In the depths of the fire, he could just make out two dark spots. They seemed to be staring at him.
 
   He opened his eyes with a start to see her across the room, standing behind Andie. The sun in the window lit her up brightly from behind. He squinted. Meacham noticed her, too.
 
   “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure, Michael,” Meacham said with a gracious gesture toward Emily. “Won’t you introduce us?”
 
   She opened her mouth as if to speak, but a subtle shake of the head from Michael stopped her. Walker noticed, even though he couldn’t take his eyes off her, now that he could look at her more or less comfortably. 
 
   “Robert, this is Miss Tenno. She’s been staying with us these last few months.”
 
   Meacham smiled at that subtle bit of obfuscation. 
 
   “Oh, Michael. I think this young lady has been staying with you a lot longer than that. In fact, I think she’s been living with you her entire life.”
 
   “Fine,” Emily said, inserting herself into the conversation. “Have it your way. I’m Emily Kane. Who might you be?”
 
   “Robert Meacham. I’m so pleased finally to make your acquaintance. And this is...”
 
   Walker sensed a change in her demeanor as soon as the old man spoke his name. What had been composed before was now hot. Anger to be sure, but something more. Sadness, too. The depth of sentiment was stunning, as was his apparent ability to feel it along with her. A heart so open, this was a new experience. He stepped between them as a precaution, in case she couldn’t keep herself from acting on the fire within.
 
   “I’m David Walker,” he said. “Your father and I go way back.” 
 
   In an apparently innocent gesture, he reached out to touch her hand. She made no move to rebuff him, though her eyes looked as impassive as two bits of coal. A strange contrast, a face so composed, even inscrutable, but such turmoil within. Her control was formidable. A touch might allow him to take her measure, maybe even understand her. But her skin felt like fire. He pulled away as if he’d been burned. Words echoed in his head. Her words? Or just an artifact of his imagination? They seemed so urgent, though in a language he didn’t understand, maybe Japanese. 
 
   He stumbled backwards and lost his footing. As he fell to the floor, he glanced up at her. It must have been a trick of the sunlight playing around her head, but for an instant she seemed to be brandishing... what... it’s ridiculous, but it looked like a flaming sword. A shake of the head, a blink, and everything seemed normal again.
 
   “You okay down there?” Meacham asked with a smile. “I guess he doesn’t get to see many pretty girls,” he said, turning to Emily.
 
   “If you and my father are such good friends, maybe you can tell me where he is,” she said, ignoring the old man. 
 
   The question was somehow false, a misdirection, he felt it, but with all the turbulence he couldn’t quite see what was false about it. 
 
   “No, I’m sorry, I don’t know,” he said. “How long has he been gone?”
 
   She ignored him and turned toward Cardano, as if to signal that it was time for his guests to leave. 
 
   “I don’t have an army of assassins, Robert. The security here is just to protect my family. I can’t really help you.”
 
   “I think you’ve already seen how dangerous inaction can be, Michael. What exactly did it take to get your boy back from the Koreans?”
 
   Michael remained impassive, but Walker sensed a red rage coming from Andie and Emily at the mention of the kidnapping. The maternal fire smelled like burnt flesh, as if Andie would rend her enemies with her teeth. But the other sentiments, the ones in Emily’s heart, they were subtler, more complex. Fierce, violent, certainly, but also exultation, as well as an unexpected sympathy. She had not merely endured the catastrophe. She had triumphed. And forgiven? A paradoxical combination, it made no sense to him.
 
   “I have my little secrets, just as you have yours.”
 
   In the end, Michael agreed to give Meacham’s scheme further consideration, even though both men knew he would not change his mind. 
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “He’s got nerve, I’ll give him that,” Meacham said, as they rolled down the driveway. 
 
   They could just see Michael’s son, playing with a couple of smaller children by a pond at the bottom of the hill. The puzzle of George’s daughter preoccupied Walker. To be so open, to let him see so much of her heart, it seemed foolhardy. An opponent could exploit it. As confounding as that may have been, the brightness of the light, the fire he felt in her skin, the apparition of the sword, all these were troubling in their own way.
 
   “So, David, can you handle her?”
 
   “Do you mean, can I kill her? Yes. But that would be a mistake.”
 
   “Let me worry about the mistakes. If it comes down to it, we need her dead before we can let anyone else take her alive.”
 
   “What a waste that would be.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you react to anyone like this before. You tripped over your own feet, like a lovesick schoolboy. What exactly did you see in her?”
 
   The old man seemed to forget who she is. George’s daughter. “Does he expect me to forget it, too?” Walker thought. “He may be a distant cousin, but I still feel the connection. She’s family. He wants to know what I saw in her?” Walker turned to face him.
 
   “Fire.”
 
   “What the hell’s that supposed to mean.” 
 
   “You asked what I saw. People are strong or weak because of what’s in their hearts. That’s what’s in her heart.”
 
   “But in terms of her skills, her training...”
 
   “She’s good. You saw the tournament videos. I’m better. But a real fight isn’t about skills. It’s about heart. And her heart is made of fire.”
 
   “But you can handle her, right?”
 
   “It would be a shame to waste that kind of intensity.”
 
   “Well, we’re gonna have to do something about Cardano,” Meacham finally said, unable to hide his exasperation. “We may have to storm his compound.”
 
   “His security won’t be much of an obstacle, judging from what we saw today. But last time you tried that, he managed to slip through your fingers. What makes you think he won’t get away again?”
 
   “He’s very crafty, always has been. Unless you can think of another way to get the girl and her mother, we may not have a choice.”
 
   “What did she mean about George being missing? Do you know anything about that?”
 
   “We know they scattered last fall, before the initial attack’” Meacham said. “We weren’t able to track any of them. If I had to guess, I’d say he’s either on an errand for Michael, or Burzynski’s killed him. This business with the Koreans must have gotten pretty hairy. Anything could have happened over there.”
 
   Walker hardly found this story satisfying, but he had no better notion of how Cardano got his son back. Sure, there were rumors of a genetics program, and some sort of deal between Burzynski, the Chinese and the Koreans. But that was all conjecture, and it came wrapped in the old man’s fantasy about genetic experiments. It all sounded too neatly packaged.
 
   “There was no sign of Connie,” he said to change the subject.
 
   “She’s your protegé. If she’s been turned, who’s she working for now? What does Burzynski have to offer her? Or Cardano for that matter?”
 
   “I thought she was killed in the ambush in Taipei. Do we have any solid evidence she’s still alive?”
 
   Of course, Walker didn’t believe for a second that she was dead. And he knew the darkness in her heart too well: she couldn’t have been turned by Burzynski or Cardano. She’d turn up sooner or later, and when she did, he knew she’d answer his call. If she didn’t, the old man would have him terminate her.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Now, exactly who is that guy?” Emily asked, once they were alone. “I mean, the resemblance was striking. How weird was that?”
 
   Andie and Michael shrugged.
 
   “What do you mean?” Andie asked.
 
   “You mean Walker?” Michael asked. “It was pretty strange the way he fell. I’ve never seen him act that way.”
 
   “Well, that was a little odd. But that’s not what I mean. You guys really didn’t see it?”
 
   Just then, Yuki came running in to the room.
 
   “I can’t believe he brought him here. Are you okay, Chi-chan?”
 
   “I’m fine, Mom. Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   “Your father told me about him. That is one evil man, by George’s account.”
 
   “Did you see the resemblance, Mom?”
 
   “I couldn’t see his face all that clearly on the security feed. What did he look like?”
 
   Emily frowned at her. When she turned to the others, they shrugged again.
 
   “I can’t believe no one else saw it. He looks just like my father.” 
 
   She was trembling, even a little teary.
 
   “Oh, no, sweetheart,” Andie said. “Your father was so kind and wonderful. Walker looks nothing like him.”
 
   “I suppose he’s about the same size,” said Michael. “They’re cousins, of course. But the face, the eyes, his nose, he’s not at all like George.”
 
   A look of panic flashed across her face, her eyes darkened. 
 
   “So, he’s my uncle, or something?”
 
   “Technically, a cousin, but sort of like an uncle,” said Andie.
 
   “He’s nothing to you, Chi-chan. Your father hated him, never wanted anything to do with him.”
 
   “Who is he to Meacham, then?”
 
   “He’s an assassin,” Michael explained. “One of the most dangerous men who ever lived, I think. He’s Meacham’s main enforcer. Cold, ruthless, efficient. He probably enjoys killing. But here’s the part you may not like to hear: Connie was his assistant, his partner for years.”
 
   The room went silent for a moment.
 
   “I don’t like the sound of that,” Andie said finally. “I’m not sure I want to have her in my house anymore.”
 
   “I couldn’t have gotten the kids back without her help,” Emily reminded her. “It wasn’t just the Coast Guard cutter. She prepared me for the whole ordeal.” 
 
   “Someday, you’ll have to tell us how you first met her,” Michael observed.
 
   “You know, after the attack on the estate last year, it was a pretty hairy time. I met a lot of ‘interesting’ people. Let’s just leave it at that, for now. But maybe you can tell us why Meacham and Walker were really here today.”
 
   From the look on Michael’s face, Emily could see this was going to be a difficult subject to hear.
 
   “He’s still looking for a way to get your mother, of course. And he knows she’s here. I’m sure he really is feeling some pressure from Burzynski. But all the old imperatives are still in play. Once he learns of the Koreans’ success with the clone, he won’t be able to let go of that idea. And if he doesn’t know about it already, he will soon. But I don’t think that’s why he brought Walker along.”
 
   They all stared at him, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
 
   “He’s looking for me, isn’t he?”
 
   “Yes. I think so.”
 
   “But why now? Who does he think I am? He can’t know about the accident with the virus.”
 
   “He knows who your parents are. I think that’s what matters to him right now.”
 
   “You know, I could feel his presence, Walker’s, when they got here. His mind, or his heart, whatever it was, it felt like he was looking for me.”
 
   “Like telepathy, you mean?” asked Andie.
 
   “Nothing as spacey as that. Let’s see, how can I explain it? You know how we meditate in the dojo at the beginning of class? It’s kinda like that.” 
 
   When she looked up, she saw the incomprehension written across all their faces. This was going to be more difficult than she thought.
 
   “Okay, so when I meditate with Sensei, if I really let go of everything, I find myself in this place inside, somewhere. I don’t really know where it is. But it’s always the same place. It’s like I’m walking through a shady grove, and then a sunny meadow. There’s a stream and a waterfall. When I’m in the meadow I feel my dad. His spirit is always there, waiting for me. It’s the peaceful place inside. In a fight, I try to find that place. It helps me focus.”
 
   “That’s beautiful,” said Andie.
 
   “There’s a cave behind the waterfall. When I enter it, the darkness envelops me, carries me down to the bottom of the world. I feel the way it loves me. Mom, it’s you. When I’m there, I feel you. When I fought Ba We in Kamchatka, that’s where I found the strength. You gave it to me, Mom. I couldn’t have done it without you. The two of you are always with me, deep inside.”
 
   “Oh, my beautiful girl,” Yuki gushed and put her arms around her.
 
   “How does Walker fit in?” asked Michael.
 
   “Well, when I got back, Sensei and I were meditating together, and I let him follow me in, you know, inside my meditation. I’m not sure if this makes any sense, but he was able to walk through the meadow, following after me. He saw the stream and the waterfall. But when he saw me, he said it was like looking at the sun, like it hurt just to look at me. When it was over, he was exhausted by the effort, which is a bit odd, since meditation is usually restful.”
 
   “Is that what Walker was doing?” Michael asked. “Was he inside your... I don’t know what to call it, your meditative dreamscape?”
 
   “Yeah. I think so.”
 
   “But you weren’t meditating when he was here, were you?”
 
   “No. But I’m sort of always partly in that meadow. It’s so comforting there.”
 
   “I don’t blame you,” Yuki said. “I wish I could see it with you.”
 
   “It’s not dangerous, is it, letting him in like that?” asked Andie.
 
   “I don’t know. But I can’t imagine trying to close it off. Openness to others is like the whole meaning of meditation. It’s really who I am.”
 
   “Could you see him?” asked Michael.
 
   “I’m not sure. I certainly felt him there. He’s a dark presence, sort of scaly. But I wasn’t really looking for him. I think the brightness must have been uncomfortable for him though. Maybe that’s why he stumbled.”
 
   When she stopped speaking, the room fell silent for a moment as the rest of them tried to digest what they’d just heard.
 
   “You know, there’s someone else I come across in the meadow. When Sensei’s here to train the kids, and we meditate together, I see Stone. He’s so happy to be there with me. I hear him giggling and playing. The light doesn’t seem to bother him. And sometimes it even feels like he’s speaking to me. He calls me Ama.”
 
   Yuki stared, wide-eyed, at her daughter. The look of astonishment gradually gave way to a mother’s affectionate gaze.
 
   “Ama.”
 
   She paused to let the name sink in, as if it struck some deep chord.
 
   “You are my perfect daughter. Maybe more than I ever understood. Have you told Sensei about this.”
 
   “Yeah, probably. But he doesn’t know who Stone is, don’t worry.”
 
   “I need to speak to him next time he’s here, maybe sooner.”
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   The Valedictorians
 
   Monday morning, toward the end of World History, Emily was summoned to the Principal’s office. Her steps echoed through the empty halls. She’d been in this position before. “What now?” she thought. More videos? Another one of Amanda’s schemes? Or just more intrusive solicitude from the Assistant Principal, Mrs. Abernathy. If there had been a real crisis involving her family, Ethan would have texted her directly. 
 
   Sitting on the bench outside the office, she found Teddy Wilchuk and Steve Bristow. This was certainly an odd pairing, if they were here on the same errand she was. Just Teddy and she’d think it was about the video he showed her at the prom. But what could Steve have to do with that?
 
   Once they were inside, Mrs. Fredericks gave them all the good news.
 
   “Usually, the valedictorian is chosen based on cumulative GPA. But this year, we have a three-way tie.”
 
   “So, what do we do now, wrestle for it?” Steve asked merrily. 
 
   Emily laughed, Teddy cringed.
 
   “I don’t want it that bad,” he said. “You guys should have it.”
 
   “Don’t be silly, Teddy,” Emily said. “Steve’s just joking. We’re all gonna share it.”
 
   “Of course, you’ll all be co-valedictorians,” Mrs. Fredericks said. “Assuming you maintain your grades over the next few weeks. But I hardly expect any surprises in that area. The only question is how you want to handle the valedictory address at graduation.”
 
   “I really don’t want to do that,” said Teddy, now deadly serious.
 
   Emily looked Steve up and down for a moment. He would definitely be comfortable giving the speech all by himself. That’s obviously the scenario Amanda would prefer. And she certainly had no great desire to speak in front of her class. 
 
   “Why don’t we write the speech together, the three of us,” she suggested. “We can decide the rest later.”
 
   Mrs. Frederick thought this was a great idea. Teddy assented warily, perhaps suspecting some scheme to get him to speak in public. Steve was all in favor, even enthusiastic. “He’s not at all like Amanda,” Emily thought. “But she is definitely not going to like the idea of Steve sharing this with me.”
 
   Out in the hall, the mood was convivial, all the tensions created by their mysterious summons now dispelled. As far as anyone else might know, they belonged to a secret society. The notion tickled Teddy most of all, who would not otherwise find himself in their company. Euphoria led him to think any topic of conversation was now permitted. He may have been mistaken.
 
   “Hey, Emily, that video I showed you at the prom—it’s no longer available online. Someone must have taken it down.”
 
   She was relieved to hear it. Maybe Luther had persuaded the gang to take her advice.
 
   “Don’t worry, though,” he continued. “One of the guys in A/V managed to save the source file, and we may be able to set up a new website for all of your videos.”
 
   “Whoa,” said Steve. “Is this the video Amanda showed me the other day of a girl fighting a bunch of bikers? She said it was you, but I didn’t believe it. It’s not really you, is it?”
 
   Emily looked at them both darkly. Teddy already had his smart-phone out and was playing the video to confirm it for Steve.
 
   “Teddy, put that away. Do you think this is just a game? That video is dangerous. People were seriously injured that night, and worse things might happen if you post it again.”
 
   Teddy paused it and Emily grabbed his wrist. When she twisted it towards her, he squealed a little. She looked at the frozen image on the phone and noticed Luther looming in the background.
 
   “So it is you, then?” Steve asked.
 
   “Teddy, please don’t post that video online again. I went to see the bikers to get them to take it down.”
 
   “Holy crap,” Steve said. “You actually went to see those guys?”
 
   “Yes. To protect them. But I can’t protect you and your friends if you put it online again. Please, just leave it alone.”
 
   “What do you mean, protect them?”
 
   “I’d rather not go into that. Those guys made a mistake that night by the lake, and it cost them, dearly. But they don’t deserve to die for it. And your friends don’t want the same sort of trouble. Please, Teddy, just don’t.”
 
   The urgency of her plea shocked both boys. Teddy was shaken, and his wrist hurt. He pulled out of her grasp and scurried down the hall. Steve just stared at her, his face full of half-formed questions. She wasn’t sure what to say to him.
 
   “Look, Steve, I’m sorry about that. Yes, that was me in the video.”
 
   She waited to see what he would say. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out.
 
   “I hope Teddy’s friends have sense enough to take my advice.”
 
   “Emily, what is going on with you?” he finally asked. “I’m sorry. Maybe it’s not any of my business. I hardly know you. But the whole thing sounds really strange. I mean, you seem like a nice person, but you’re so quiet no one knows anything about you. And then this video circulates of you going all ninja on a gang of bruisers. And now, it’s like you want it to be some secret fraught with mysterious dangers.”
 
   “I guess it does all seem a bit too strange. But could you just do me a favor and not make a big deal about that video?”
 
   “But why? It’s amazing what you did.”
 
   “No. It’s hideous. The whole thing was horrible. And the others who were there, I’m sure they don’t want to be reminded of it.”
 
   Emily regretted that last remark as soon as it left her mouth.
 
   “Who else was there?” 
 
   “Fine. You want to know who was there? Can’t you guess? The guys who usually hang around with me.”
 
   “Melanie, too?”
 
   “Yeah, her, too. You know how sensitive she is. Do you want to make her relive all of that?”
 
   “No, I guess not. I see your point. She wasn’t hurt... or anything, in the fight, was she?”
 
   “No,” she replied in a very small voice. “I ran those guys off before any of my friends could be hurt.”
 
   “Mum’s the word. I promise. I’ll talk to Teddy, too.”
 
   They looked at each other in silence for a moment. Clearing the air was certainly a tiring business.
 
   “Why don’t we each sketch out a speech,” she said, finally. “And we can compare notes next week. How does that sound?”
 
   “Okay with me. Can I ask one more thing, before the bell rings? What’s going on between you and Amanda? She won’t tell me, but whatever it is, it seems pretty serious.”
 
   Emily thought for a moment about how to respond. What would be diplomatic in this situation? Steve seemed like a reasonable person, even if Amanda didn’t. She didn’t want to get in between them. 
 
   “I don’t exactly know. Maybe I just rub her the wrong way. I’m sure on some level she’s a good person... but she’s done some nasty stuff to me. And I don’t know what I did to deserve any of it.”
 
   “Does this have to do with the sext that went around a while back?”
 
   “Yeah, there’s that. But can we just let it drop? If you go poking around, it’ll probably make things worse.”
 
   “I’m gonna have to find out sooner or later.”
 
   “Then ask her about it, or ask Melanie. She knows all about it, too. But don’t blame me if it blows up in your face.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “You’re kidding. Valedictorian.” Wendy said, once they were all sitting together at lunch. “What kind of grades have you been getting all these years?”
 
   “Oh, shut up. What kind of grades do you think she’s been getting?” Wayne roared. 
 
   Wendy punched him in the shoulder, and then joined in the laughter. She leaned over and hugged Emily, along with Melanie.
 
   “It’s co-valedictorian, guys,” Emily said through a little blush.
 
   “Who’s the other valedictorian?” Danny asked.
 
   “Teddy Wilchuk, you know, the kid who does all the A/V stuff, and Steve, Amanda’s boyfriend.”
 
   “Way to go, Steve,” said Wayne.
 
   “Teddy I could probably have guessed,” said Wendy. “But who would’ve expected Steve to be such a good student.”
 
   “People can surprise you,” said Melanie with a smile.
 
   “Well, if he’s so smart, what’s he see in Amanda?”
 
   “C’mon, Wendy,” said Emily. “She’s Melanie’s friend, so I’m sure she’s got her good side. I just wish she’d show it to me.”
 
   “What are the perks of this new position?” Billy asked.
 
   “We have to come up with a farewell address to give at graduation. I think that’s about it.”
 
   “Do you know what you’re gonna say?”
 
   “Right, Billy,” Wendy snorted. “She just found out about it like an hour ago. You think she’s already written it?”
 
   “I suppose the occasion kinda shapes what we can say. You know, thanks to teachers and friends, encouragement to everyone to seek some new adventure. We’re getting together next week to put something together.”
 
   The sounds of a commotion made their way across the room. Wendy noticed it first and nudged Emily to turn her head. 
 
   “Amanda looks pretty upset,” Wendy said. “What do you think the problem is?”
 
   “She probably just found out who the other valedictorians are,” said Billy.
 
   “The way she’s yelling at Steve, I think it’s more serious than that,” said Wayne.
 
   Emily glanced over at Melanie, who looked increasingly uncomfortable. 
 
   “I can’t believe it,” they heard Amanda yelling. “Does she have to ruin everything?”
 
   Steve spoke in softer tones, inaudible from that distance. Amanda was not so easily appeased. With a squeeze of her hand, Emily caught Melanie’s attention, offered her a little bit of comfort, and tilted her head toward the other end of the room.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Amanda was relieved to find Melanie standing next to her. Steve looked up at the two of them and smiled unconvincingly. She put a hand on her friend’s shoulder.
 
   “It’s not my fault, Mel. Tell him.”
 
   One look at Melanie’s face told her she wouldn’t go along anymore.
 
   “We should just tell the truth. It’ll be so much easier that way.”
 
   Amanda’s eyes were hard and dry as she looked at Melanie. 
 
   “What truth?” Steve asked. “Tell me.”
 
   “If you just talk to her, you’ll see, it’ll be better. Please, can’t you do this for me, Amanda?”
 
   “That’s asking too much, Mel. I’m not gonna grovel to her.”
 
   “Will somebody tell me what the hell’s going on?” Steve asked.
 
   Melanie gave Amanda an imploring look. When she didn’t respond, she turned to Steve and just started speaking.
 
   “There was no sext, Steve. We made it up, the two of us. Amanda took the pictures in the locker room one day after PE. I tried to trick Emily into an embarrassed look for the camera, while she was getting dressed. It was just a nasty scheme to humiliate her, because she was an outsider and we wanted to keep her out.”
 
   “And she’s not mad at you over it?” asked Steve.
 
   “She’s not like that. She loves her friends, and Wayne likes me, so she forgave me, you know, probably because he asked her to.”
 
   “But why would she forgive me?”
 
   “She’d do it for me.”
 
   Amanda wavered as she thought about Melanie’s plea. She could guess how much it would mean to her. But the thought of humbling herself in front of Emily was distinctly unpalatable.
 
   “What if I don’t want to be her friend? Things were so much simpler before she showed up.”
 
   “Amanda, she grew up here just like the rest of us,” Steve said. “She didn’t just show up.”
 
   “I don’t care. She was nobody for all those years. And suddenly, this year she’s like everywhere I turn. I can’t stand it. She just better stay away from me.”
 
   She looked for some glimmer of support in Melanie’s face, but saw only perplexity. Steve was dumbfounded. A frustrated groan and she stomped off. 
 
   Just outside the double doors she came across Emily, who appeared to be waiting for her.
 
   “What? Are you stalking me now?” 
 
   “What have I ever done to you, Amanda?”
 
   “Maybe you’re just crowding me. Did you ever think of that?”
 
   The question seemed to sink in. At least, Emily said nothing for a long moment, as if she were weighing the justice of Amanda’s complaint. 
 
   “Well, I’m sorry you feel that way. That hasn’t been my intention... at least not often. I suppose there were a few times when I didn’t mind annoying you. But I really tried to stay out of your way at the prom. And when all those stupid toasts kept happening, I put a stop to it.”
 
   Amanda listened impatiently to Emily’s little confession. Maybe Melanie was right. It was almost like she was apologizing, even though she had been wronged, as if she didn’t care about any of it. “It’s like I don’t matter at all,” she thought. But this was even more infuriating than all the rest, since it implied she was above everything Amanda cared about.
 
   “Thanks for that, I mean at the prom.” The words left a sour taste in her mouth. She walked off without saying anything else.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   A Private Island—Twenty Two Years Ago
 
   “George, you heard?” Danko asked. “They’re dead, all three of ‘em.”
 
   “Whaddya mean... it’s not just Cantorini?”
 
   “That was a coupla months ago. Javier was just found outside a bar in Manila two days ago.”
 
   “Yeah, but Daniels died in a car crash in Sydney a year ago, and wasn’t Cantorini shot in a casino in Panang? What makes you think they’re connected?”
 
   “It looks like Javier was stabbed.”
 
   “Oh.” George was silent for a moment. He knew there was no way Javier loses a random knife fight. It started to sound like a hit.
 
   “It’s like someone’s picking us off one by one.”
 
   “What does Meacham say?”
 
   “He doesn’t care about us,” Danko replied. “He’s too busy building the dream fortress on his island.”
 
   “We could go down there, you know, confront him. He needs to know about this.”
 
   “He’s not even there. He’s got a new guy overseeing the project for him, someone from State named Cardano. They’re digging tunnels and underground bunkers, like a couple of gophers.”
 
   “You think Khun Sa’s behind it?”
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   George knew what that meant. He’d felt something the last few days, like static electricity frizzing the hairs on the back of his neck. It wasn’t anything he could act on. If Danko was right, he couldn’t afford to ignore it anymore. The safe thing would be to stay at Subic Bay, but Khun Sa wasn’t likely to give up looking for him any time soon. And George always preferred facing problems directly. That’s probably why he agreed to meet Danko at this sleepy bar on the outskirts of Manila in the first place.
 
   “If you don’t want to involve Meacham, then maybe we should go directly to Khun Sa.”
 
   “You got to be kidding, George,” Danko said.
 
   “It’s that or let him hunt us until he kills us.”
 
   “We don’t have the resources for a fight like that. I mean, he’s got a goddamn army behind him.”
 
   “I’m not saying we storm his compound again. Just that we make contact.”
 
    “Do we even have the intel to be able to get a message to him?” Danko asked. “And if we do, what would we say?”
 
   “I don’t mean that kind of contact,” George said, after a moment. “If we take out a few of his couriers, you know the ones in Thailand or Malaysia, he’ll come to us.”
 
   “That’s not a bad idea. In fact, it sounds like just the sort of job for your cousin. Tell him he can use his sword.”
 
   George frowned at the thought.
 
   “No. That’s how we got here. Walker will just make things worse. We have to do this ourselves.
 
   “You’re right, I guess.”
 
   George could see Danko’s mood was considerably lightened by this suggestion. It was feasible, and giving Khun Sa’s organization a bloody nose could actually have the desired effect. But he knew it was unlikely. If this wasn’t about the money, if it was really about family, he might not be so easily dissuaded. Still, it was something for Danko to cling to. 
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   When the call finally came, a few weeks later, George knew it was a set up. The tone of Danko’s voice was all wrong.
 
   “George, I think they’re on to us. We need to talk.”
 
   “Where are you?
 
   “The Makati Grill. I’ll meet you out front.”
 
   George stuffed the cash they’d taken off the couriers into a small backpack. His half amounted to almost three quarters of a million Australian. It probably wasn’t what they were really after, but it might be taken as some sort of show of good faith. 
 
   The taxi let him out a block away. No sign of Danko on the street. Why would there be? No point looking for him inside the bar. He turned down the alley, squeezed past the dumpster and the grease trap outside the kitchen door.  The aroma of garlic and lemongrass clung to his jacket as he walked past. He felt the air move behind his ear as the club swung down. A quick turn, he controlled the wrist and swung the club into the groin of a large man in the shadows. Two other men, both smaller, faster than the first, lunged, one high, one low. But George was still too quick for them. Another pivot step allowed him to control the high stick, while bringing the first club up under the chin of the man swinging for his ribs. Four smooth, rhythmic strokes left all three assailants groaning on the greasy pavement. 
 
   “You’re friend will die,” one of the smaller men was able to say as he looked up at George. 
 
   “Take me to him.”
 
   George paused to bring the club down on the head of the largest man, who was trying to stand. He slumped back down into a loose pile of empty banana cartons. 
 
   “Our orders were to bring you in a sack.”
 
   “Change of plans,” George muttered, as he helped him up. “Let’s go.” 
 
   In a last, desperate effort, with a knife that had been concealed in his boot, the man thrust a small blade towards his face. Without flinching, George trapped the wrist, twisted down and then up as he stepped through. The blade might have cut a deep gash in the man’s side if George hadn’t bent his wrist down at a sharp angle. He yelped in pain. One more twist smashed his face against the dumpster. 
 
   Looking for all the world like two aimless drunks, the two of them walked arm in arm out to the street where George hailed a taxi. Twenty minutes later, they pulled up in front of a wood frame house in a quiet neighborhood on the outskirts of town. George helped his companion to the front door and knocked loudly. Within seconds he was surrounded by armed men who hustled the two of them inside.
 
   “I see you’ve accepted our invitation,” said a slender young man in the main room seated on a threadbare couch, with cotton batting sticking out here and there. “Where are the other two?”
 
   “We left them at the restaurant,” George replied.
 
   “Dead?”
 
   “No.
 
   “That’s not your way, is it?”
 
   George slipped the backpack off his shoulder and tossed it onto the other end of the couch.
 
   “There’s what remains of your courier’s money.”
 
   “That means nothing. You owe my father much more than that.”
 
   “We don’t have the money or the gold. But you already knew that.”
 
   “I don’t care about money. That’s not why I summoned you here.” 
 
   At a tiny gesture, two men opened a closet door and yanked Danko out on to the floor between them. Bound, face swollen and bloodied, he looked up at George and smiled woozily. 
 
   “Here is your friend.” 
 
   Another gesture and a door behind him opened to reveal a pretty, diminutive woman with long black hair. She stepped forward, walked around the couch, and looked George in the eye from a few inches away. Tears glistened in her eyes, her lips trembled, before she pulled an uncomfortable smile together and dipped her head in respect. She turned to the man on the couch and shook her head. He couldn’t follow the next words they exchanged.
 
   “You protected my sister that night, didn’t you? And the rest of the children.”
 
   George nodded. 
 
   “But you didn’t protect everyone,” he continued, his voice rising in agitation. “Not my wife, and my son.” 
 
   “No,” George replied. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Who was it? Who killed them?”
 
   George looked down at Danko, lying helplessly at his feet. Had he actually refused to tell them? Old habits die hard, he thought.
 
   “David Walker,” he said, without hesitation.
 
    “Where can I find this Walker?”
 
   “Don’t seek him” George said quietly. “You won’t like what you find.”
 
   The slender man leaped from the couch, his face contorted in rage. All the guns in the room were suddenly leveled at George.
 
   “Tammy,” cried the woman, her voice almost pleading. 
 
   He sat back down, still muttering.
 
   “Walker is too dangerous even for you,” George said. “That’s the best advice I can give you. Killing is his way. It’s all he knows.”
 
   “It’s only because my sister wants to repay you that I don’t kill the two of you now. Take your friend and get out. If you cross my path again, my sister won’t be able to save you.”
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   At Teddy’s House
 
   Mrs. Wilchuk heard the tumult coming from her son’s room. The door bell rang, and he came running down the stairs before she could get to the entry hall. He flashed her an imploring look. Perhaps it would be wiser just to wait in the kitchen, until he got over the shock of their arrival. 
 
   There was no sound for a few minutes. “Is he keeping them waiting out there on the porch?” she wondered. “What’s he so nervous about?”
 
   The front door creaked open, and the screen door slapped shut. “I’ll give him a ten count,” she thought. “If he doesn’t bring them in to meet me, I’ll have to do it myself.” She thrust herself through the kitchen doorway at eight. 
 
   Teddy froze at the sight of his mother, as if he’d been caught in the middle of some mischief. Behind him stood an enormous boy, more a man in his dimensions than most of the adult males of her acquaintance. A tall Asian girl with short black hair smiled over her son’s shoulder. Is this who he’s been gushing over the past few weeks? Now she could see why. It was hard to believe he’d actually gotten up the nerve to ask her to dance at the prom. Just trying to picture the scene brought a sneaky smile to her face. After an uncomfortable silence, the man-boy spoke.
 
   “Hi, Mrs. Wilchuk. I’m Steve, and this is...”
 
   “And you must be Emily. I’ve heard so much about you,” she couldn’t resist saying with a sidelong glance at her son, who looked completely mortified.
 
   “Uh, yeah, Mom, these are my friends. We’ve got some work to do.” He turned to lead them upstairs to the privacy of his room.
 
   “Teddy, maybe your friends would like a piece of cherry pie and some milk.”
 
   “Mom,” he groaned, adding a long, sullen syllable to the word.
 
   “I’d love some pie,” said Steve.
 
   “Me, too,” Emily chimed in.
 
   “Why don’t the three of you just work at the kitchen table?” She knew she’d outmaneuvered her son. The pie was the trump card. She’d make small talk for a few minutes before retiring to the dining room to work on some bit of handiwork or other. Of course, she’d have to retrieve this and that from the kitchen periodically. Teddy rolled his eyes at her.
 
   “This pie is delicious, Mrs. Wilchuk,” said Steve as he shoveled forkfuls into his mouth. “There’s nothing like homemade pie.”
 
   “Just a sliver for me,” said Emily, as she eyed the slab disappearing in front of Steve.
 
   “You grew up on that estate on the edge of the forest, didn’t you?”
 
   Emily nodded, sucking on a cherry.
 
   “It’s such a shame about the fire. Where are you living now?”
 
   “I’ve got an apartment in town, over Mrs. Rincon’s garage.”
 
   “By yourself?” she asked, in genuine surprise. “What about your family, where are they?”
 
   Teddy cleared his throat impatiently.
 
   “My mom lives in Charlottesville, you know, with the Cardano family.”
 
   “Didn’t she cook for them, at the estate? I think I met her a few times shopping in town. She has such pretty, long, black hair.”
 
   “Yup, that’s her. I like to think of her as the homework enforcer.”
 
   Well, you’ve made her very proud, I’m sure.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “What about your father?” she pressed on, determined to learn as much as she could about this girl who had so charmed her son.
 
   “Mom, you’re being...”
 
   “It’s okay, Teddy. My father passed away last year.”
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she said with a little gasp. “Please forgive me. Was it in the fire?”
 
   “In a manner of speaking,” Emily replied cryptically. “He died trying to keep me safe.”
 
   Steve looked up from his pie at these words.
 
   “Oh, Emily,” he said. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry to hear that.”
 
   Teddy looked aghast and just stood there speechless. She might have to do a lot more work for her son. Doesn’t he even know her story? Or has he just been mooning over her from afar? 
 
   Emily smiled sweetly at her, at them all. How strange she is, even inscrutable. Mrs. Wilchuk could see she’d been outmaneuvered. The conversation was no longer sustainable, so she withdrew to the next room after a few polite phrases.
 
   What a disappointment to hear her son say he didn’t want to speak at graduation. Emily clearly wanted Steve to give whatever address they all agreed on. For his part, Steve was mainly interested in devising humorous ways of thanking their favorite teachers. 
 
   “And let’s not forget Mr. Casella. Remember the time he showed us how to toss pizza dough?”
 
   “Yeah,” Teddy replied. “He was like ‘Nobody passes this class without learning how to make pizza.’” 
 
   “It’s like an essential life skill.”
 
   They all laughed.
 
   Emily insisted on including some recognition of the Principal, Mrs. Fredericks, and Mrs. Abernathy, the AP.
 
   “Talk about homework enforcers,” Steve said.
 
   “You have no idea how much trouble they’ve gone to on our behalf, all of us.”
 
   “Yeah. I guess.”
 
   “And we should also say something about the future. You know, something about how we’ve been prepared for a new adventure.”
 
   “You got something in mind?” Steve asked.
 
   “I’ve been working on this, but it’s still pretty rough.” She held out a piece of loose leaf paper and read from it. “Learning means admitting there’s something we don’t know, something that has to be discovered. In school, we can look to our teachers for guidance. But even with their help, learning is still an adventure each of us must undertake on our own. Graduation ushers in all new adventures, and even if we find new guides, we still must rely on ourselves and our own initiative. The most important gift our teachers have given us is the knowledge that we have the resources within ourselves to succeed, even when we think we don’t know. That’s what it is to learn.”
 
   The boys stared at her.
 
   “That’s too profound for me,” Steve said.
 
   “Isn’t it kind of bleak?” Teddy asked. “I mean, it sounds like the school’s abandoning us.”
 
   “Isn’t it more like when they teach you to swim by pushing you in the deep end?” Steve asked.
 
   “I guess so,” said Emily. “But I was kind of thinking mainly along the lines of encouraging self-reliance.”
 
   “You mean like in the Emerson essay we read in English?”
 
   “Wait. I’ve got that book upstairs. Maybe we can get a quote from it. I’ll go get it.”
 
   “Teddy, I was hoping we could stick to our own words,” she called after him. But it was too late.
 
   “You were right,” Steve said, after a moment. “Amanda didn’t take it well when I asked about you. But you probably saw what happened.”
 
   “Yeah. I’m sorry about that.”
 
   “Hey. It’s not like it was your fault. You warned me. I still can’t believe you forgave Mel for that business about the sext. She says you’d forgive Amanda, too. Is that true?”
 
   “Forgave Mel? Is that what I did?”
 
   “That’s what she says.”
 
   After a brief silence, Emily groaned and spoke: “It’s just, you know, I figured there was more to Mel than that. Amanda doesn’t need me to forgive her. It’s not like we’re gonna see each other after graduation.”
 
   “I dunno. We’re all going to Charlottesville next year, or so I’ve heard. Besides, do you really want to leave here with hard feelings like that still lying around?”
 
   “Well, I’m pretty sure Amanda doesn’t want anything from me.”
 
   “I guess not,” Steve conceded. “But you’re open to talking to her?”
 
   “What are you, some kind of matchmaker? You might be better off not poking around in Amanda’s feelings about me.”
 
   Teddy came back downstairs with a book. They bantered over whether to include a quotation or not, but no particular passage quite seemed to fit. After they left, Mrs. Wilchuk intercepted her son before he could escape into his room.
 
   “That’s her?”
 
   Teddy rolled his eyes and squirmed.
 
   “Mom, do we have to?”
 
   “She’s very pretty, I’ll give her that. And she seems nice.”
 
   “Nice is hardly the word for her.”
 
   “What? She’s not nice?”
 
   “No, it’s not that. It’s just that she’s really cool, even kinda dangerous.”
 
   When his mother pressed him to explain, he showed her the videos on his computer of Emily winning a karate tournament. She tried to look unimpressed.
 
   “That’s all well and good, I suppose. But why do you care? It’s not like you ever wanted to do karate yourself. And we tried so hard to get you to join that school over by Goshen.”
 
   “I am interested in karate, Mom. Just not in that way.”
 
   He slammed his bedroom door when he got upstairs.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Dinner at Melanie’s
 
   Just as they stepped onto Melanie’s front porch, something buzzed in the pocket of Emily’s jacket. Since he was holding it for her, Danny fished whatever it was out.
 
   “What’s this?” he asked. “Did you finally get a phone, Em?”
 
   The text on the device in his hand read “Msg from the WV address: We should have listened. Sorry. Help.” 
 
   “It’s not a phone,” she said, holding out her hand. “It’s a handset for the security cameras at my place. Jesse set it up for me.” She showed him how to cycle the screen through views of her front door, rear window and the driveway. 
 
   “Whoa, that’s high-tech. But what’s that text about?”
 
   “Must be from Ethan.” 
 
   She read the message and frowned. A few thumb strokes, another frown and she slipped the device back into her jacket. When she looked up again, she tried to avoid his eyes.
 
   “Well, you gonna tell me about it?”
 
   “Okay,” she said after a moment. “I guess I should include you in more of this stuff. Ethan forwarded a message from an email address I gave the bikers. You remember the big, quiet guy who never got off his bike? He wants to meet me.”
 
   “Yeah, like you’re ever gonna meet him anywhere,” Danny snorted.
 
   “I just asked Ethan to arrange a meeting at the Covington Mall tomorrow after school.”
 
   “What!? You’re kidding, right?”
 
   “Nope. I’m going.”
 
   “What on earth for?”
 
   “He’s asking for help. Do you really expect me to ignore that?”
 
   “I hardly know what to expect most of the time with you. Why not just call the police, or something? Isn’t that what people usually do? But go meet him..., no that’s not what I expected.”
 
   “What are the police gonna do? Besides, I already went to their roadhouse to settle things. Don’t get upset. Ethan had the cavalry there in case things got ugly.”
 
   This was the first he’d heard of it, and the news washed over him like ice water. It’s like she’s not afraid of anything. He noticed her staring at him, her dark eyes sizing him up in that way she has. It felt like he’d been weighed and measured.
 
   “Sorry. I guess my communication skills need a little work,” she laughed. “Come with me tomorrow. Then maybe you can begin to see these things the way I do. Otherwise, how are you ever gonna understand me?”
 
   Danny nodded his head, without really knowing what he was getting himself into. Would he be keeping her safe, or the other way around? He didn’t care to answer the question.
 
   Melanie’s father opened the door and ushered them toward a side door into the yard.
 
   “You have it with you?” he asked.
 
   Emily held out a long, narrow sack. When she reached in and took the handle, the sack fell away. 
 
   “You brought your sword?” Danny asked. “What for?”
 
   “Excellent,” said Mr. Birdwell. “It looks old. How long have you had it?”
 
   “My mom says it’s been in the family a few generations. But Sensei thinks it’s at least three or four centuries old.”
 
   “It’s a bit worn, but the blade looks to be in pretty good shape,” he said, as she drew it out. “The scabbard could use a little work.”
 
   Emily smiled at this, as if she knew something no one else did.
 
   “So I’ve been told. But I like it just the way it is.”
 
   “Well, I’ve got a surprise for you,” he said, motioning to an outbuilding in the corner of the yard. It was fitted up as a workshop.
 
   “Wow,” Danny said. “You’ve got quite a setup in here.”
 
   The room was stocked with all sorts of fabric, canvas, nylon webbing, strapping material, plastic and metal clasps. A large sewing machine dominated the workbench.
 
   “It’s part of my business. We sell camping equipment in the store down in Covington. But I also make custom gear for special customers. When Melanie told me what happened at the lake, how you protected her. Well, I just wanted to make you something in gratitude. It’s really nothing, but I think you’ll like it.”
 
   He reached up to a high shelf and brought down an odd looking tangle of straps. It looked like a backpack without the pack.
 
   “What, exactly is it?” she asked.
 
   His eyes beamed as he explained.
 
   “It’s to hold your sword. I mean it’s not like you can wear it in the sash of a kimono around here.”
 
   She laughed.
 
   “Show me.”
 
   “There’ll be a couple of adjustments. But, if you’ve noticed Mel hugging you a lot lately, she’s really been taking measurements for me. So it ought to fit pretty well.”
 
   The straps went over one shoulder and around her waist. He snugged them up a little bit. The whole rig was surprisingly light, probably not more than a few ounces.
 
   “You can wear the sword in either direction, with the handle up or down. But down is probably better, since it might be hard to draw a blade that long over your shoulder.”
 
   He locked the sword and scabbard into a couple of clasps and showed her how the mechanism worked.
 
   “Squeeze here and it releases. It also allows the whole rig to tilt back. Then you can draw the blade. When you replace it, the clasp automatically locks.”
 
   Emily stepped out into the yard and tried it out, drawing the blade and replacing it a few times.
 
   “It’s amazing! I love it. Thank you so much. You didn’t have to do this.”
 
   “Oh it was nothing, the least we could do. Thank you for keeping our girl safe.”
 
   Danny saw her expression sink at those words. Even he felt the weight of them, as if he’d been transported back to that night by the lake. Keeping them all safe might well prove to be an infinite task.
 
   “There’s one more thing. If you wear the blade handle down, there’s room for another blade handle up, a shorter one. I have a cousin in Maryland who makes swords. I know, it sounds odd, but it’s what he loves. And he knows all about this sort of thing.”
 
   He reached behind the door and pulled out what looked like a little katana, no more than thirty inches long altogether, with a blade a bit less than two feet long. Surprisingly, it was not metal, but some sort of gray plastic.
 
   “A wakizashi,” Emily said gleefully. “It’s so light. What’s it made of?”
 
   “Kenny made it as an experiment. It’s kevlar and resin molded on a hardwood core. There’s no metal in it at all. He says it’ll hold an edge. The resin is super hard, like steel, but with better flex. The thing is, it might not stand up to a clash against a heavier blade. It’s also probably better for stabbing than slashing because it’s so light. But it’s sharp enough to cut through bone. When I told him about you, he wanted you to have it.”
 
   He fitted it into the back of the harness. Another little squeeze released it and Emily swung it up over her head and then around. The swish was audible. But the blade moved so fast it was practically invisible. 
 
   “Robbie, are you still playing with your toys back here?” Mrs. Birdwell called out. 
 
   She peered around the corner of the house to see where he was. 
 
   “Don’t mention the incident at the lake,” he whispered. “We haven’t told Eleanor about it yet. I’m not sure how she’ll take it.”
 
   “Oh, there you two are. I didn’t realize you’d arrived,” she said. “C’mon, honey. You’re making the boys do all the grilling.”
 
   “It’s never a good idea to leave Wayne in charge of that much seared flesh,” Danny said.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Mr. Birdwell said with a laugh. “He’s got help.”
 
   “Thank you so much,” Emily whispered in his ear. “You’re too kind. And thank your cousin for me, please.”
 
   He blushed as they made their way around to the back. When Danny and Emily turned the corner, he noticed Steve horsing around with Wayne next to the grill. That can only mean one thing: Amanda must be here, too. And there she stood, on the far end of the patio, huddled with Melanie and her mother, giggling over something or other. Amanda glanced over nervously, and then buried herself back into whatever Melanie was saying.
 
   “Well,” Emily grumbled. “This explains what Steve was on about yesterday.”
 
   She dutifully joined the girls, and Danny went over to the grill.
 
   “This is gonna be interesting,” he muttered, casting a wary eye across the patio. Wayne grunted apprehensively.
 
   “Sorry about this, guys,” Steve said. “It seemed like a good idea an hour ago. Now I’m not so sure.”
 
   “C’mon, Steve,” Wayne replied. “You gotta have the courage of your convictions.”
 
   As if by natural sympathy, the boys found themselves gradually approaching the girls, almost without willing to move.
 
   “I hear you made a conquest at the Naval Academy,” Amanda said, in needling tones. “A Midshipman? At least, that’s how Wendy describes it.”
 
   Emily flashed a quizzical look at Melanie, who smiled back sheepishly.  Danny was all ears, and turned to Wayne expectantly. He shrugged.
 
   “I hear congratulations are in order for you two,” Mrs. Birdwell said to Emily and Steve.
 
   “Yeah, valedictorians,” Melanie said, with a big smile. “Isn’t that fantastic?”
 
   Now it was Amanda’s moment to be discomfited by the conversation.
 
   “Yeah, great,” she said.
 
   Melanie draped a long arm over her shoulder and pulled her in. The other arm snaked its way over Emily’s shoulder.
 
   “C’mon guys. For me, okay?”
 
   Emily leaned around Melanie and said, “Truce?” Amanda nodded, though the expression on her face hardly suggested conviviality.
 
   “I smell burnt flesh,” Mr. Birdwell sang out. “The meat is ready.”
 
   The conversation around the patio turned to summer plans.
 
   Amanda had already lined up a job as a lifeguard at one of the county swimming pools. Steve’s uncle needed him to help out on a fishing boat for July. August was already set aside for baseball camp at the university. 
 
   “I’m working with my dad,” Danny said. “We’re starting up the roofing business again.”
 
   He’d clung to the notion of helping his father for years, in the hope that repairing the business would fix his parents’ marriage. But somewhere deep in the back of his mind, the part reserved for the most secret fantasies, he also entertained dreams of a cross-country adventure with Emily. Nothing concrete, just shining images of riding down the highway on the back of a motorcycle, or camping on romantic mountainsides. What he couldn’t fathom was how to propose the “plan” to her. Besides, he’d already made a promise to his dad.
 
   “That sounds like a great idea,” Emily said. “I’m sure your mom is really pleased.”
 
   “You have plans, Em?” asked Melanie.
 
   “Not really, nothing as solid as everyone else. I’d like to go to Japan with my mom, you know, visit relatives.”
 
   Danny’s fantasy of an adventure with Emily underwent a sudden transformation on hearing this, exchanging bullet trains for the open road, zen gardens for campsites. Sadly, this version of the dream seemed even more remote than the previous one. Where on earth would he get the money for the airfare, much less all the rest?
 
   “Wow, Em. That sounds wonderful,” Melanie said. “Can I come, too?”
 
   Her father snorted out beer and barbecue.
 
   “Aren’t you helping out in the store this summer?” her mother asked, as a gentle reminder. “Don’t you need to earn some money for the fall?”
 
   “Oh, I know, Mom. Don’t worry. But a girl can dream, can’t she? Wouldn’t it be wonderful, and so exotic? Just think of it.”
 
   Two men in dark suits rounded the corner of the house just in time to see Melanie’s father coughing out cole slaw on the lawn like a cat with a hairball.
 
   “Pardon us, folks. We knocked out front, but maybe no one heard. We’re looking for Emily Kane.”
 
   The conversation went silent as everyone turned to look at them. Melanie’s parents gaped at each other, as soon as her father cleared his throat. Danny looked at Wayne for a moment, casting about for the right thing to do and the nerve to do it.
 
   “Who are you?” he demanded, finally, his voice just a little shaky.
 
   “Federal agents,” one of them replied gruffly, flipping open an ID too quickly for careful examination. 
 
   “Are you Miss Kane?” the other asked Emily, over Danny’s shoulder.
 
   “Just what do you want with her?” Danny persisted, refusing to give way.
 
   “Step aside, please, son.”
 
   “This is my house,” Melanie’s father said. “Unless you have a warrant of some sort, I think you’d better leave.”
 
   Danny saw Emily stand up, deposit plate and napkin on her seat and walk over to him. She surveyed the scene calmly. A series of options seemed to flash across her eyes: resist, fight it out, run, comply. He felt deeply connected to her at that moment. She would comply, he thought, to save them from an awkward scene, or worse. She put a hand on Mr. Birdwell’s shoulder.
 
   “It’s okay. I’ll go with them.”
 
   Her hand seemed to have a soothing effect on his mood. He backed away and stood by his family. Emily handed her jacket to Danny.
 
   “The keys are in the pocket. Take my truck home for me.”
 
   She put her hands on either side of his face and kissed him. Then she whispered in his ear.
 
   “Keep everyone in the back. Don’t let anyone follow. Okay?”
 
   The electricity of the kiss coursed through his limbs, and his brain went numb. He nodded dumbly. By the time he regained full possession of his faculties, she was around the corner and out of sight. 
 
   Then it struck him, the handset in the pocket. He could send a text to Ethan, let him know what was happening. Maybe that’s what she was trying to tell him. He fished it out of her pocket and fumbled with the screen for a few seconds. No luck. It required a thumbprint scan before it would open, and it didn’t recognize his. Damn, this thing is high-tech. What did she want him to do, nothing? Then her words came back to him: “Don’t let anyone follow.” He knew what that meant.
 
   “Wayne,” he cried out. “Stay here.” 
 
   He grabbed his shirttail and pulled him back from rounding the corner of the house.
 
   “She doesn’t want us to get involved. Let’s respect her wishes.”
 
   “So we’re just supposed to let some strangers take her away?”
 
   “I’m with Wayne,” Steve said. “This doesn’t feel right. I don’t trust those guys.”
 
   “Danny’s right,” Melanie said. “She’d want us to stay out of it.”
 
   “But we don’t even know where they’re gonna take her.”
 
   Melanie’s father ushered the boys over to the patio. Her mother pulled Melanie and Amanda aside.
 
   “Isn’t this just the sort of thing Amanda’s talking about?”
 
   “No, Mom. Amanda’s wrong about Emily. She doesn’t know her the way I do.”
 
   “I’m just saying....”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The three of them traced a wide circle across the front lawn toward a large, black SUV with tinted windows. As they passed behind a large rhododendron in full flower, Emily slowed her gait.
 
   “So, where we going, guys?” she asked glibly.
 
   One of the men looked behind.
 
   “No one’s following.”
 
   While his partner grabbed her arm just above the elbow, he slipped his right arm around her neck to apply a choke hold. He was strong, and much heavier than Emily. The blood vessels in her neck were compressed. She would be unconscious in a few seconds. His partner released her arm and leaned over to scoop up her legs. They meant to load her body into the back of the SUV.
 
   She didn’t appear to be resisting, not even to pull at his elbow. He wondered what the big fuss was about. She’s just a skinny girl. He noticed a slight shift of her hips, nothing significant. One foot moved behind the other, her heel touched the ground. Before he knew what happened, she’d already kicked his partner in the throat. He fell to the ground, struggling to breathe. The only thing to do was squeeze even harder. If he settled with her, it might still be possible to help him. The effort forced him to lean over her. She bent her knees, pulling him further in the same direction. A sudden backwards thrust of the hips and his feet left the ground. He was helpless, on top of her back, with no control of his balance as long as he kept his arms around her throat. She locked his arm in place, so he couldn’t release her if he wanted to. One last spring from her knees and he felt himself flipping over her shoulder. He landed hard on the back of his neck, with her on top of him. The impact bent his wrist into the ground with a sharp twinge and he was unable to hold her any longer.
 
   An instant later, she stood looming over the two of them, glowering darkly. His partner clawed at the ground, gasping for air. He looked up at her and cringed. Then Walker was there, standing by the rhododendron, smirking at him.
 
   “David,” she said, when she noticed him. “Why am I not surprised?”
 
   “Walk with me,” he said to her. “Get him into the car,” he snarled to the man on the ground.
 
   “I hit him pretty hard. You should take him to the emergency room. He probably needs medical attention.” 
 
   “You know what to do.”
 
   He watched them walk down the middle of the lane as he struggled to load his partner into the passenger seat. He wouldn’t be going to any hospital. His own wrist was numb, which confused his efforts. Maybe he’d broken it. Better not let Walker know, or he wouldn’t be going to the hospital either. “She’s on a first name basis with him,” he thought. An involuntary shudder rippled across his shoulders. “Nobody talks to him like that.” She seemed as creepy and ominous as his boss, maybe more so.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “You’re following me now?”
 
   “I’m just checking up on my new favorite niece.”
 
   “And the goons? Was that a test?”
 
   “I’m glad to see you can handle yourself. A real fight is nothing like tournament sparring.”
 
   “If your curiosity is satisfied, can I go back to my friends now?”
 
   “I have a couple of questions. Like, how did Cardano get his boy back from Burzynski and the Koreans?”
 
   A fire glowed inside her. He’d struck a nerve.
 
   “You really don’t know? I mean, you’re not just asking to annoy me?”
 
   “I really don’t know.”
 
   She weighed his question with considerable care. He felt a cool calculation struggle against the fire as it worked itself out in her heart. Gauging the degree of concealment she was capable of was as interesting to him as whatever information she might give up. 
 
   “Michael didn’t get him back. I did.”
 
   Those words caught him by surprise, even though on some level he must have expected to hear something like them. Of course, she must have been involved in some way, but it hadn’t occurred to him that she might have acted alone. He knew she was strong. Just not that strong. But how had she done it? Did she go to Chongjin, or wherever the Parks would have taken him, or did she intercept them somewhere in Virginia?
 
   “What was Connie’s role?”
 
   Her face was utterly impassive, her composure formidable. She betrayed nothing.
 
   “You know who I mean, the assassin sent to kill you. How did Cardano turn her?”
 
   “Your boss sends people to kill your own family, your ‘new favorite niece,’ and that’s all you’ve got to say about it?”
 
   “Nice deflection. But you still haven’t answered my question.”
 
   “Michael doesn’t employ assassins. He’s got a small security team to protect his family. That’s all.”
 
   Impressive. He knew she was angry. The turmoil in her heart was palpable. No one else would detect it in her face. He smiled at the thought.
 
   “You certainly are George’s daughter.”
 
   By this time, they had made the full circuit of Melanie’s neighborhood and were approaching her house from the other side.
 
   “Unless you have more questions, I think we’re done here,” she said.
 
   He turned to look at her and was shocked by what he saw. The intensity, even ferocity, of her eyes—she didn’t get that from George.
 
   “I hope you’ll leave me and my friends alone now, or is that too much to ask of my loving uncle?”
 
   The moral charge of her request was plain, as well as the sarcasm, though it meant almost nothing to him. There was something else, too. She was probing him, exploring his heart. He knew she was open to him. But before this moment, he had no idea his heart could be open to anyone else, much less her. What did she see? It was a troubling question, since he didn’t know how to limit her access.
 
   “How exactly did you know where to find me?” she asked, as he climbed into the backseat.
 
   He smiled at her and rolled up the window. The SUV pulled away from the curb.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Danny rubbed his eyes when he saw her rounding the corner of the house. The others hadn’t noticed yet. Melanie was holding Wayne, still trying to keep him from going out to the front. Her parents were huddled in a deep, heated conversation in the kitchen. Raised voices were audible on the patio.
 
   “Oh, my God, that scared the crap out of me,” Danny said. “Who were those guys, really?”
 
   “You’re back,” Wayne said, catching a glimpse over Melanie’s shoulder.
 
   “I knew it was nothing,” cried Melanie. “Mom, Dad, she’s back.”
 
   “What did those guys want?” Steve asked. Amanda rolled her eyes at him.
 
   “They wanted to know about the Koreans.”
 
   “You mean the guys from the parking lot at school?” asked Wayne.
 
   “What did you tell ‘em?”
 
   “I told ‘em what they needed to know, about Anthony, the kidnapping, nothing more to tell.” Then, in a quieter voice, just for Melanie and Wayne: “You guys don’t know anything about it, right? In case anyone asks.”
 
   Danny knew how cautious she could be. There’s no way she told them anything she didn’t want them to know. She wasn’t telling him everything either, that was clear enough. He found her guardedness mysterious and enthralling, even if a barely heard voice in the back of his mind wanted him to admit it spelled trouble for his romantic dreams. He felt safe around her, but didn’t think he had anything to contribute to her safety.
 
   Melanie’s parents came outside.
 
   “Oh. Emily. You’re back. Is everything okay?” asked Mrs. Birdwell.
 
   “What was that all about?” asked Melanie’s father.
 
   “Oh, it was nothing,” Emily said. “Something about the Koreans who made some trouble here a few weeks ago. You remember, that incident in the high school parking lot, you know, when Wayne got stabbed?”
 
   “That’s was seriously cool, you know,” Steve said. “In case I haven’t told you already, Wayne, I’m seriously impressed. Everyone at school is.”
 
   Melanie got a huge grin on her face at these words.
 
   “Yeah, that was really brave,” Amanda said.
 
   Danny nudged Wayne, and the two of them caught Melanie’s attention. She nodded. Emily spun out this version of her conversation for a few more minutes.
 
   “I’m getting tired, guys,” said Danny. “And we have school tomorrow.”
 
   They said their goodbyes, and Emily thanked Melanie’s father one more time. 
 
   “Thanks for stepping in,” she said, once they were in the truck.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   A Trip to the Mall
 
   “There she is, on the dirt bike. And you’re not gonna like this,” said Ethan.
 
   “What is she thinking?” Connie growled in exasperation.
 
   “I’ll leave you to discuss it with her.”
 
   Emily pulled the bike up behind the SUV and stowed her gear. Danny stood off to the side nervously.
 
   “What’d you bring him for?” Connie whispered in her ear. “We don’t know how safe this is gonna be.”
 
   “He’s coming with me,” she replied firmly. “He’ll never understand me if I exclude him from everything.”
 
   “This isn’t a good moment for relationship management.”
 
   “Luther is asking for help. He’s not gonna try anything.”
 
   “Maybe. But how do you know he wasn’t followed here, or maybe even cut some sort of deal?”
 
   Emily didn’t answer, which spoke volumes.
 
   “Fine,” Connie said. “But he’s wearing a vest.”
 
   Ethan was already fitting one on Danny to wear under his sweatshirt.
 
   “This thing is heavy.”
 
   Ethan motioned to him not to make a fuss, and gestured with his head to the conversation going on a few feet away.
 
   “We managed to get a satellite image of the roadhouse,” Connie said. “It’s still smoking, so this is probably within twelve hours of the attack.”
 
   “It’s completely leveled,” Emily said. “What do you think did that?”
 
   “Two or three rocket propelled grenades would have been enough. Anything much heavier and you’d probably see impact craters.”
 
   “Any idea who did it?”
 
   “Could be Burzynski. Maybe even Meacham, though this isn’t exactly his style. But it wouldn’t take a large organization. A couple of guys with enough malice and a few RPGs could do it.”
 
   “You can see a lot of bike wreckage in this area. Was anyone killed?”
 
   “There’s no sign of bodies in this image. They could be buried in the rubble. But if they were removed before this image was taken, that points to a sizable organization, some one with manpower and a need for secrecy.”
 
   Connie pulled her over to the other side of the SUV.
 
   “You met with Walker again.”
 
   “You’re following me, too?” Emily squawked.
 
   “No. I’ve been tracking Walker. And I can’t do it much longer without him getting wise to me.”
 
   Emily seemed mollified by this clarification.
 
    “But you can bet I’ll be following you now, since it’s clear he’s taken an unhealthy interest in you.”
 
   “Why doesn’t that feel all that comforting?”
 
   “Here’s one reason why it probably shouldn’t.”
 
   Connie pulled out another photo. It showed an old man, gray pallor, dead eyes. Emily was caught completely by surprise. 
 
   “It’s Kuznetsov, that good old man. Without his help we wouldn’t have made it out of Kamchatka. What happened to him?”
 
   “He was found floating off the Coast Guard pier on Attu yesterday. There are signs he’d been tortured. That sounds like a message, or a warning.”
 
   Connie watched Emily’s face closely, looking for any sign of emotion. But there was none. “She’s tough,” Connie thought. No tears, no sobbing, not even a breath out of order. 
 
   “Rhee Sung,” was all she said.
 
   “If whoever did this finds him, you can imagine what he’s in for. We could do him a favor and, you know, put a bullet in him before they get to him. That would protect his family, and save him from a nastier end.”
 
   “We are definitely not doing that,” said Emily, in an absolute tone of voice.
 
   “Then you’re leaving him in an impossible position. Can’t you see how irresponsible that is?”
 
   “I should go see him, maybe bring him back here for now. Ethan can arrange the flights with Michael. If we leave Thursday afternoon, I can be back for school Monday.”
 
   “You don’t have to go, you know. I can handle this.”
 
   “How’s he gonna trust you?”
 
   Her analysis seemed more or less reasonable, even if it introduced what Connie considered an unnecessary risk. And by now she was so used to the central incongruity—Emily’s insistence on getting back in time for school—that she hardly noticed it. But what followed caught her completely by surprise.
 
   “And if Danny doesn’t have a passport, Michael may have to pull some strings to get him one in time.”
 
   “You’re kidding,” Connie blurted out. “There’s no good reason to bring him along on something like this.”
 
   The look in Emily’s eyes told her this argument would go nowhere, so she let it drop. They walked back around to where Ethan and Danny were waiting.
 
   “We have confirmation Luther’s arrived. He’s driving an old pickup,” Ethan reported. “Looks like he’s alone. No other bikers, at any rate.”
 
   “Do we have any other company?” Connie asked.
 
   “No sign of anyone nastier than us, so far.”
 
   “Okay. We’ll have three two man teams, including Ethan and I. Don’t make eye contact, if you see us. Take your bike to that entrance, where Jerry can keep an eye on it.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Does this seem like overkill to you?” asked Danny, as they walked out of a department store and onto the upper walkway of the mall.
 
   “You remember what I said about Ethan bringing the cavalry? It can get a little, well, smothering.”
 
   “What do they expect to happen here?”
 
   “Hey. You’re the one who thought I shouldn’t even meet this guy. Now you’re getting squeamish about our precautions.”
 
   “I guess you got me there.” 
 
   “Oh, by the way, do you have a passport?” she asked as they turned into the food court.
 
   He was sitting by himself in the far corner, perched on furniture designed with a more diminutive clientele in mind. Emily insisted on stopping at the ice cream stand. When they got to his table, she handed a cone to Luther.
 
   “I figure you for a butter pecan guy,” she said.
 
   He smiled and took the cone. Emily’s was coffee fudge. Danny preferred orange sorbet, thought butter flavored ice cream was too sweet, and a little creepy. And Luther struck him as more creepy than threatening, even though he was roughly twice Danny’s size. A large, red scrape across his cheek and temple was the only visible sign there’d been any trouble.
 
   “So, they came for you.” 
 
   Luther nodded. She showed him Connie’s satellite photo. He shuddered noticeably as he looked at it.
 
   “Was anyone killed?”
 
   “Yeah. At least twenty. Some in the initial blast, some later. And the bikes... They must’ve come back for the bodies later, ‘cause they’re all gone.”
 
   “Do you know who they were?”
 
   “Said they were FBI, flashed IDs. They wanted to know about you. Where you are. How’d we find you? That kinda thing.”
 
   “What’d you tell ‘em?”
 
   “What could we tell ‘em? Don’t know nothing, and don’t like to cooperate with law enforcement, even when we do.” 
 
   Emily laughed. This was an ironic intersection of their habits. She didn’t have much use for police either. 
 
   “Then they torched the place, with us in it.”
 
   “What’d they look like, suits or tactical gear?”
 
   “Both. Four guys in suits, they asked the questions. A dozen or more in military gear.”
 
   “Well, I’m pretty sure they weren’t FBI. How many of you are left?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Ten, maybe a few more. Some may have left town or gone into hiding. But all the bikes are toast. We lost everything in the fire. Without the bikes, there’s no gang left.”
 
   “What about your boss?
 
   “You mean Daryl? He was crushed in the explosion. I don’t think he coulda made it out of there.”
 
   “Does that make you the boss?”
 
   “Maybe, if there’s anything to be the boss of.”
 
   “If I help you rebuild the bikes and the roadhouse, can you put what’s left of the gang back together?”
 
   “Yeah, probably. But why would you do that?”
 
   “I can always use more friends. But there would be conditions, like no drug-dealing or prostitution.”
 
   He looked at her for a moment, then at Danny, and shook his head. 
 
   “You trying to turn us into a church choir? ‘Cause I don’t think that’ll fly.”
 
   “I don’t care about your ‘recreational activities,’ stomping guys in bars, or getting stomped. But I can’t be involved with a criminal organization. Are we clear on that?”
 
   “You have got to be the strangest little person I have ever met. You must have some powerful friends already.”
 
   “And even more powerful enemies, too. But you found that out the hard way.”
 
   Luther nodded grimly. Then he turned to Danny.
 
   “You’ve got a tiger by the tail with this one, boy. I hope you realize that.”
 
   Danny smiled, perplexed. What could he say, after all, especially since he knew how right Luther was?
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Emily saw him before Danny had any notion there was a problem. Halfway back to the department store, he was probably just relieved Luther hadn’t caused any trouble, and he could take off that heavy vest soon.
 
   “I’m gonna have a word with the man in the black suit. You need to walk on past. Don’t stop, don’t make eye contact. Go straight to the bike. Wait for me there. Okay?”
 
   All that was casual, even friendly, in the tone of voice she used with Luther was gone. The suddenness of the transformation caught him by surprise. All of his muscles seemed to go tense. He began to walk almost robotically, as if he’d just learned to put one foot in front of the other a few days ago.
 
   “I suppose you can’t tell me who he is.”
 
   “Not now.”
 
   Danny nodded placidly, though her instructions should have been alarming. Maybe he was beginning get used to her ways.
 
   “Is that your young man? Aren’t you going to introduce me?” Walker asked in a menacingly innocent tone of voice.
 
   Emily said nothing. As soon as Danny was out of sight, she turned to face him.
 
   “I thought we had an understanding. I live my life and you stay away.”
 
   “You know I can’t do that, not with the dangerous types who seem to be attracted to you.”
 
   “Why do I have the feeling you’re the most dangerous ‘type’ of all?”
 
   Walker smiled.
 
   “You’re pretty dangerous yourself, young lady. Meacham showed me a video feed scraped out of a server in West Virginia. It’s you versus a motorcycle gang, pretty nasty stuff.”
 
   “Is that why you’re here? Because of the bikers?”
 
   “No. That’s why you’re here. I’m just looking for an old acquaintance.”
 
   “You mean Connie? I already told you, she doesn’t work for Michael.”
 
   “You know, if you stand right here and look at the reflection in that shop window over there... Humor me. Stand here and look there. What do you see?”
 
   When Emily looked, she saw Connie’s face reflected in profile, at least fifty feet away. “Man, he’s sharp,” she thought.
 
   “If she’s not working for Cardano, what’s she doing here with his security people?”
 
   “She’s here as a favor to me, not Michael. She’s my friend.”
 
   “Your friend,” he snorted in contempt. “She doesn’t have friends. That’s a luxury she can’t permit herself. And neither can you.”
 
   For the first time since Kamchatka, she felt the familiar fear grip her with full intensity. Could she really not have any friends? The thought was always there, in the background, gnawing away at whatever fleeting joys she might experience. 
 
   “You sound like one of Sensei’s sword mystics—‘the true master knows no friends.’” She said the last bit in a resentful tone. His unexpected intimacy irritated her.
 
   “It’s the truth for you and me. I’d say ‘for people like you and me,’ but we both know there are no other people like us. You may not realize it yet, but I’m the only person you can really trust.”
 
   “My father is the only person I’m like. You may think you’re just like him,” Emily cried out. “But you’re not. You’re nothing like him.”
 
   Her eyes began to tear up. The sudden outburst caught the attention of one or two other shoppers who hurried on by. Walker put his hand on her shoulder to get her to calm down. She could see him wince as he tried to hold it there. She grabbed his hand and reached out with the other hand to touch his cheek. He tried to pull away, but she wouldn’t let him.
 
   “What’s the matter, Uncle David? Am I too hot to touch? I know who you are. I’ve seen you curled up in that cave like some lizard, afraid of the light.”
 
   A sudden move, a sharp twist, and his hand was on her throat, pressing her against the wall. It happened so fast, and looked so innocuous, none of the passersby seemed to notice anything out of the ordinary. His thumb pushed down on the soft spot at the base of her neck, her arms went numb and fell helpless at her sides.
 
   “What happened to your father? Where is George? You know, don’t you?”
 
   She went cold all over, as if the sun inside her went behind a cloud. A shiver she couldn’t hold back, he surely felt that. In the window opposite, she caught a glimpse of Connie and Ethan rushing toward her. She held out a hand to warn them off, and hoped Walker didn’t notice. A deep breath helped her gather herself for what had to follow.
 
   “He’s dead, you son of a bitch.”
 
   With the shock of the news, he released his grip. He really didn’t know. Emily was sure of it. She grabbed the hand on her neck across the palm and twisted down and away. He didn’t resist as she spun him face first into the wall.
 
   “He died protecting me from the people your boss sent to attack our home,” she hissed over his shoulder. “Don’t flatter yourself that you and I have anything in common. You’re nothing to me.”
 
   “Died how?” 
 
   “He died protecting me. That’s all you need to know. And now that you know, what are you gonna do about it?”
 
   “I can’t do anything without you,” he said after a moment. “You and I are alone in the world, now that George is dead. Together, we can destroy all the people who have haunted our family. Otherwise, they’ll never leave us alone.”
 
   “Yeah, right. Our family. My family is my mom, and Michael and Andie and Anthony. It doesn’t include you.”
 
   “I’m more family to you than anyone. Ask your mother. Or, better yet, ask Sensei Oda. He knows what I mean.” 
 
   She released her grip and he turned around. Something in his eyes spoke directly to her heart. 
 
   “We’ll talk again soon,” he said as he slipped away. Over his shoulder, and almost as an afterthought, he said: “Tell Connie I’ll be looking for her.”
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   A Special Visit
 
   When she stepped out of the SUV, the late afternoon sun lit up her dress from behind. It was one of the floral prints she favored, a reminder of the time she and George spent in Hawaii when they were first married. Sensei had never met her, or even seen her before this moment. But he knew of her because he was there, too, in Hawaii, living near the base at Kanehoe Bay and running a little dojo that catered to servicemen. She never came to his dojo then, or at any other time.
 
   Sunlight poured through the front window, making it hard to see out into the parking lot. With the glare, it looked to him like she was in a formal kimono, and flanked by Michael’s security people, it might as well have been an imperial procession. A tiny gesture from her flicked them away from the door. He dropped what he was doing and rushed out of his office to greet her. 
 
   “Kagami-sama, you honor me. Welcome.”
 
   She nodded, looking a little unaccustomed to such a formal address.
 
   “Stand up, Oda-san. I must speak with you.”
 
   When he refused to get up, she knelt down across from him. He pressed his forehead to the floor.
 
   “My condolences for your loss. When Chi-chan told me what happened, that George died keeping her safe, it felt as if the world had ended.”
 
   “Thank Heaven she is still safe. His sacrifice has not been in vain. We worked to keep her safe for all these years, and that always meant keeping her hidden.”
 
   “I don’t think she can hide anymore. And if David Walker is here for her, the danger is grave.”
 
   “She told me about her meditations, about how you can join her there. I’m not sure I fully understand it.”
 
   “It takes all my strength to do it, but it is possible. When I see her there, she is so beautiful, like she’s made of light.”
 
   “Someone else meets her there.”
 
   “Yes, she told me, the little boy. Somehow, it’s easy for him.”
 
   “He speaks to her there,” Yuki said.
 
   “But… how? He never speaks.”
 
   “She told me he calls her ‘Ama.’ You know what that means, don’t you?”
 
   “He thinks she is the daughter of heaven.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   It was a fair question. The idea that Emily might be descended from the goddess of the sun, Amaterasu-omikami, Sensei knew it sounded preposterous. For one thing, it would mean she is related to the imperial family. But the immensity of the forces he felt in her meditation, her chi, pointed to something preposterous. He cast about for a way to express it.
 
   “She showed me the sword. It’s a beautiful weapon, excellent craftsmanship. She let me hold it, and for a brief moment I experienced how it must feel in her hands: awful power, truly frightening, as if it could cut the world in half. I had to put it down.”
 
   “So it’s true. My grandfather always said it, but no one would believe an old drunk. He insisted it was Kusanagi-no-tsurugi, the sword of heaven. I gave it to George when we were first married, so he would keep it safe. And he passed it on to her. But now I’m worried Walker might take it from her.”
 
   “I don’t think the sword makes any difference.”
 
   “I don’t understand, Oda-san. What do you mean?”
 
   “It’s her, don’t you see? It’s who she is. I only felt the power of the sword that day because she had just been holding it. She let me experience it.” 
 
   Yuki smiled at this, as if she had known all along what he was going to say. 
 
   “Then you understand who she is, too, Oda-san?”
 
    “She is the daughter of heaven,” he said, knowing full well how it sounded to utter those words. But what else could he say, given everything he’d seen? His only consolation was that the child had seen it, too. It was reassuring in some small way to share the delusion of an innocent.
 
   “No, Oda-san. She is not the daughter of heaven. She’s just my little girl, just a teenager trying to finish high school and lead a normal life with her friends and family.”
 
   “I understand. We must help her find that path, experience the joys of that life.”
 
   “She never ceases to amaze me. I disapproved of her training with you. But George was right. It was necessary. The events in Kamchatka made that clear.”
 
   Sensei nodded. He wanted to tell her more about her daughter, but didn’t know where to start.
 
   “I don’t think you need to worry about the sword. It’s nothing special, until she touches it. I suspect any sword she touches becomes Kusanagi, if she needs it to be. That must be what her dreams are trying to tell her.”
 
   “She told you about her dreams?” Yuki asked, now appearing genuinely surprised for the first time. “What does she dream about?”
 
   “She thinks the goddess of the sun speaks to her, that she’s giving her some kind of command, though she doesn’t understand it. I’m not sure I know what it means either.”
 
   He could see these words made her uneasy, though he hardly knew why. How much would she confide in him? He told her the rest of the dream just as Emily had related it to him. She seemed especially moved by what the seven figures sing to her at the end: “Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami.”
 
   “I think you know how important it is that we continue to keep her safe,” Yuki said.
 
   “I’m not sure it is within our power to keep her safe anymore. Whatever heaven has in store for her, she is preparing herself to face it in her own way.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   On the ride home, Yuki pondered what Sensei told her about her daughter’s dreams. 
 
   “No wonder she worries about paranoid delusions,” she thought. “Amaterasu speaks to her in her dreams, maybe even gives her a command, and she hears magical creatures addressing her as a kami.”
 
   When she first described the accident that may have infected her with the virus, it was a sort of confession, but she didn’t believe it could have passed through the placenta to infect the child she was carrying. Now events were beginning to erode her confidence in that notion. It would explain a lot about her daughter’s surprising abilities to think she had suffered a genetic modification in utero. It just didn’t seem to explain everything about her.
 
   She remembered an argument between her own parents, just before her mother’s death. Her father had always been devoted to her mother. But something about his demeanor, his attitude upset her. He sat next to her, at her bedside, her fingers resting across his palm, not closing his hand around them, as if he were contemplating some rare flower, or a priceless jewel. She was giving him instructions.
 
   “Don’t worry, Ohime-sama,” he said. “I will see to it.”
 
   “I wish you wouldn’t call me that.”
 
   “It’s only the honor you deserve, Haruko. You know I feel...”
 
   “I don’t want that sort of honor,” she cut him off. “It’s inappropriate.”
 
   “But, but...” he stammered out. Words failed him.
 
   “You’ve been a good husband and a good father. But when you talk like that, it makes me feel you didn’t mean to marry me, that you were marrying my family tree.”
 
   “That’s not true, Haru. I never...”
 
   “You were entranced by my father’s delusions, his crazy stories. None of them were true. We are not descended from the Minamoto clan. That sword is an old piece of junk. Tell me again, that’s not why you married me.”
 
   “I’ve always loved you, Haru. Only you. And our child, she’s so like you. When she smiles, I see you in her.”
 
   “Please, don’t call her Ohime either. It just sounds like you’re treating us as if we were lab specimens, genetic oddities. Honor me by loving her for who she is.”
 
   He nodded grimly, looking deeply chagrined.
 
   “And promise me you won’t pursue those experiments anymore. That research is wrong, and it dishonors you.”
 
   Yuki remembered running from the doorway at those words. The expression on her father’s face was too painful look at. She didn’t understand everything her mother said that day, but those words never left her memory. Her mother died a few days later. She left for school a few weeks after that. Her father did not go back on his word until many years later. She remembered those days, too.
 
   The lab supplied by the Mori Corporation was state of the art. A huge conglomerate, with subsidiaries in various industries, Dr. Kagami worked in a division specializing in military projects. She refused to accept a position with them, to be on their payroll. But she was effectively in charge of the lab, approving every purchase, supervising every experiment... and disapproving of the new turn her father’s research was taking.
 
   “How did we end up here, Father, again?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Genetic enhancements, psychotropic drugs... can’t you see how wrong this is?”
 
   “We’re just fulfilling a contract. If we can get the drug to work, it’ll reduce the likelihood of war.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at this.
 
   “What do you think Mom would say about this?”
 
   “We’re not doing gene tracing. That’s what she disapproved of. What we’re doing could unlock so many secrets, improve so many lives.”
 
   “And destroy how many along the way? She would have disapproved of this.”
 
   He didn’t respond. Whenever she spoke of her mother, his face would droop under the weight of the memory.
 
   “And what about the visitors you’ve been bringing to the lab, the Chinese, and even worse, the Americans? Does Mori know what you’re up to?”
 
   “Don’t worry about them,” he replied darkly. “They’re just potential customers.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure the Americans wouldn’t like it if they knew you were so cozy with the Chinese.”
 
   “You need to understand, Ohime-san, what we’re doing now will make gene tracing irrelevant. This is how we will take entire control of the genetic code, piece by piece. Can’t you see how important that is? Your mother would approve. It’s for her, to serve her memory, that’s why I’m doing it.”
 
   “I hate it when you call me that. And so did she.”
 
   He said nothing, a look of deep chagrin etched across his face.
 
   “I don’t know what exactly my grandfather told you. But I remember what Mom thought about it. He was an old fool. Please, tell me you’re not still trying to make his delusions come true.”
 
   Looking back on those days so long ago, Yuki couldn’t help but think that the truth about her daughter was somehow caught up in her father’s work, or her grandfather’s ravings, or perhaps some combination of the two.
 
   As she turned her mind to Emily, the phrase rang in her ears: Ohime-sama. Perhaps this title had finally found the person it fit. “Please, keep her safe, Queen of Heaven,” she muttered under her breath.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   A Day in Seoul
 
   It took a lot of persuading, and in the end Danny’s mother was still opposed to his going. His father thought he could use an adventure before the work of the summer began, though she was convinced he didn’t really understand the sort of adventures Emily regularly traded in. At least Emily would be with him, and she was probably more dangerous than anyone they might meet, as far as Laura could tell. And Connie and Ethan would be there, too.
 
   Thursday afternoon found the four of them on a flight to Osaka, where they would make a connection for Seoul. Michael thought the less trafficked airport would be safer. Emily wanted to make a side trip to Kyoto to show Danny the sights. That would have to wait for another day. 
 
   It seemed like Connie spent the entire fifteen hours briefing Emily in hushed tones on what to expect from various intelligence agencies. Danny drifted in and out of sleep, and didn’t understand much. It was mainly names of people he didn’t know. One name kept recurring in the conversation: Walker. Emily was particularly interested in him, even though, or maybe because Connie seemed reluctant to say much on the subject.
 
   “How did you end up working for him, anyway?” he heard Emily ask.
 
   “My first assignment out of the Naval Academy. He was working out of the embassy in Manila. We were supposed to be doing wind and tide surveys in the South China Sea. But it was really about tracking subversive journalists. I was just cover so he could have access to small planes and launches from Subic Bay, sort of like an aquatic chauffeur.”
 
   “I gather it didn’t stay as innocent as that for long.”
 
   Connie glowered at her, as if to tell her not to have this conversation in front of just anybody.
 
   “He is a very devious person. I fell for his lies. And his cruelty knows no limits. You need to be careful. Don’t trust him.”
 
   When Danny snorted awake again, it was 6:30 in the morning local time, and they were landing at Gimpo airport in Seoul. An officer of the South Korean National Intelligence Service, or NIS, met them at the gate. Kim Jae-Kyu owed Connie a favor for some unnamed past service. Danny didn’t know where to begin trying to imagine what it might have been. 
 
   “No new developments since your call,” Kim said. “Berea’s here with a team of contractors. He’s got a man watching the apartment.”
 
   “He’s made no move on Rhee?” Connie asked
 
   “No. Nothing yet.”
 
   “What other assets does he have in Seoul?”
 
   “It’s hard to say. There are several new faces in the embassy staff. What’s Berea want with a low level defector? And what’s your interest? What the hell is so important about this guy?”
 
   “He’s not important at all,” Emily butted in. “He’s a friend, and I want to make sure he’s safe.”
 
   Connie frowned at her.
 
   “And who is your young friend here?”
 
   “Jay, this is....” Connie paused, obviously at a loss. She looked at Emily for guidance.
 
   “I’m not interested in hiding anymore. My name is Michiko Tenno. I’m David Walker’s niece, I suppose you could say.”
 
   Kim froze at the mention of that last name, as if she were shaking an evil talisman at him. His face took on the delicate gray cast of cigarette ash, the feathered heap of burnt tobacco and paper just before a tiny puff of air scatters it. Even Connie looked surprised to hear it. She stared at Emily, with eyes wide, then cleared her throat to get her friend’s attention.
 
   “Rhee is a civilian. But he’s in danger because certain people think he knows something about my friend here. You now know more about her than he does. We don’t want anyone torturing him just to find out that he knows nothing.”
 
   The ash gone and his face having recovered its stony exterior, Kim nodded. Connie shooed the boys off to collect the baggage and pulled Emily into one of the airport shops. Danny lingered a few feet away. He couldn’t hear everything, but Connie’s gestures highlighted the urgency of what he did hear.
 
   “What the hell do you mean, Walker’s niece?” Connie sputtered out. “There’s no way that’s true, right?”
 
   Emily stood silent, looking directly into her eyes. Connie was aghast.
 
   “And you’re just telling me now?”
 
   “I’m sorry about that. I’m still sort of digesting it myself. He’s my father’s cousin.”
 
   “Second thing: we don’t have to tell everyone everything.”
 
   “Isn’t he your friend?”
 
   “He’s not a friend. He owes me. That’s as far as it goes.”
 
   “What’d you do, save his life or something?”
 
   “Yeah, you could say that. I hid him from your uncle, if you must know.” They looked at each other in silence for a moment, digesting the significance of this detail. “We need Kim’s help. You blabbing about being his niece isn’t the best way to get it. What if he tries to get back at Walker through you?” 
 
   “I can’t worry about that now. Rhee Sung is in danger because people think he knows a secret. I don’t want to keep any more secrets at his expense.”
 
   “But he knows about the clone. Isn’t that one secret you want to keep? Don’t think for a second that the South Koreans are above trying to rebuild the Parks’ program.”
 
   This was a stickier problem. Emily pondered it for a moment. 
 
   “Keeping that secret only serves Burzynski’s purposes, not mine. Maybe it’s time to come out with it.”
 
   Connie smiled and shook her head. Danny couldn’t believe what he was hearing. There was no reason to confide in Kim. She wouldn’t do that, would she? He didn’t seem particularly trustworthy. A dream of betrayal flashed across Danny’s imagination. Before Emily could react, Connie pulled a large, floppy sunhat over her head and handed her a pair of fashion sunglasses with huge frames. 
 
   “What this for?”
 
   “Korea may be a democracy, but it’s only been a few decades since it was run by the military and the intelligence services,” Connie explained. “The apparatus of state surveillance is everywhere, and it’s very high-tech these days. In case you hadn’t already noticed, cameras picked us up the moment we got off the plane.”
 
   Emily had noticed. Her father taught her to look for cameras long ago. It was a game they played on trips when she was a child. He seemed to have a sixth sense for them. For her it was more a matter of looking at the environment the way the cameras did. When a room or a corridor or a walkway looked a certain way, there was usually someone watching. She felt them as soon as they had gotten off the plane. 
 
   A few quick tugs at the brim, a bend here, a fold there, and she had a fair facsimile of a cowboy hat. Connie glowered at her.
 
   “Aw, c’mon, Mom,” she teased.
 
   “The point of the hat is not to stick out. Can we try to blend in, at least for a little while?”
 
   Emily harrumphed and pulled the hat down over her head like a bucket. 
 
   “Now I remember why I never had kids,” Connie muttered.
 
   Emily adjusted the glasses while Connie settled with the cashier.
 
   Later, riding in the front seat of Kim’s car, at a nod from Emily, Connie filled Kim in on more of the secrets. 
 
   “We’ve been tracking the Parks for several months now,” he observed. “The full scope of their genetic experiments is unclear.”
 
   “It was a cloning operation,” Connie said. “They only managed to produce one viable adult.”
 
   “Was?” Kim asked.
 
   “Their operation no longer exists.”
 
   “What’s your source for that? We’ve had no intel on them for the last several weeks.”
 
   “I’m the source,” Emily said from the back seat. “The Parks are dead. I burned their compound in Kamchatka to the ground.”
 
   Kim pulled the car over so he could look back at her. She was deadly serious, no one could miss that about her, even under the goofy sunhat.
 
   “What happened to the adult clone?”
 
   “It seems he turned on the Parks,” Connie said. “And he ended up being killed in the confusion.”
 
   “And his body? My people will need to examine it.”
 
   Connie looked at Emily, uncertain what to say.
 
   “I buried him at sea, about an hour outside of Avacha Bay,” Emily told him. 
 
   Kim looked at her as he weighed this information.
 
   “What were you doing there, Tenno-san, if you don’t mind my asking?” he asked in a tone Danny took to be condescension.
 
   “Colonel Park kidnapped the son of the family I live with. I went to get him back.”
 
   Kim stared at her in apparent disbelief.
 
   “They took the boy to force me to go with them,” Emily added, after a moment.
 
   “What did they want with you?” 
 
   “They believed me to be a clone, too. They wanted to compare us,” she said in a low growl. The expression on her face was difficult for Danny to endure. “They wanted to see if he could beat me to death.”
 
   No one retained any longer the power of speech. At least it felt to Danny as if there wasn’t enough air in the car to support the vibrations requisite to make sounds. Emily had already told him about her adventure in Kamchatka weeks earlier, even the bit about people thinking she was some sort of genetic experiment. But he’d never heard it expressed so baldly, so publically, as though it was just a simple, straightforward fact, like any other. His teeth clenched and his tongue pressed against the roof of his mouth. He felt the urge to jam his fist into Kim’s face, if only to prevent him from asking any more questions. The prospect of Emily baring her soul to this stranger was almost unbearable. He rolled down the window and looked away.
 
   “Since you’re here, and he’s dead, can I conclude that he failed? Are you what they thought?” Kim finally asked.
 
   “Of course not,” Danny barked. “We’ve known each other our entire lives. She’s no clone.” 
 
   It was a slight exaggeration. He had known who she was since kindergarten, but he only got to know her personally, as a friend, as a crush, as a boyfriend (if that was even true yet) in the last year. The intensity of his feelings for her only made it seem as though he’d always known her. The expression on Kim’s face taught him to regret his outburst almost immediately. Giving this man information was like handing him a weapon he might use against Emily later, he thought.
 
   Kim nodded, still puzzled and clearly doubtful. He pulled the car back onto the road.
 
   “Rhee Sung lives in Songjung-dong with his cousin, Lee Kyung-hae,” Kim said. “Her husband died a few years ago in a car accident. There is no other family, except for a little girl, her daughter, Lee Ji-yeong.”
 
   “I’d like to see him now, if that’s possible,” Emily said.
 
   “His sister has a stall in the Noryangjin Fish Market. He’s probably there now. It’s on our way, more or less.”
 
   A densely populated metropolis, Seoul is situated on the Han River, on the west side of the Korean peninsula, not far from the border with the North. Large, multistory apartment complexes sprout haphazardly among the hills of the city, incongruous next to older single family dwellings shouldered up against one another. They drove along the south bank of the river, toward the wealthy neighborhoods of Gangnam-Gu, opposite the monumental Olympic era architecture of the north bank. It was a more densely packed and urbanized environment than Danny had ever seen.
 
   The fish market turned out to be an airplane hangar-sized structure squeezed up against the river, penned in by railroad tracks. Kim pulled the car into a large parking lot on the north side of the complex.
 
   “Just Danny and me, okay? I don’t want to freak him out.”
 
   Connie nodded reluctantly. 
 
   “Fine. I didn’t want to wear my good shoes in there anyway. We’ll watch the perimeter. Go talk to your friend.”
 
   Ethan got out and unkinked his legs. Kim pulled Connie into a private conference on the other side of the car. Danny followed Emily in to the market.
 
   The market was huge, several hundred separate little vendor stalls, each crowding up against the one next to it. Finding just one was going to be a chore. The directions Kim provided would probably get them to Rhee quickly enough. Emily preferred to wander a little bit first, get a feel for the place. 
 
   The stench of fish was overpowering at first. Danny pulled his collar around and over his nose. It didn’t help, and he was afraid it would make them stand out. No one else seemed to be troubled by the smell. The floor was mainly unfinished concrete, smooth in places, broken in others, with trenches cut for drains here and there, covered by iron grates or metal plates. Where the floor wasn’t covered in fish guts, it was being hosed down by a shopkeeper.
 
   Sea creatures of every description were on display everywhere. Some were recognizable, sometimes of bizarre proportions—foot long shrimp, octopi no bigger than your fist, oysters the size of a kitchen sink—some were totally mysterious. Danny’s mind reeled as he tried to take it all in. Did people really eat some of these things? He wondered what Emily thought of it all. “She’s probably plotting escape routes, or something,” he imagined.
 
   Eventually Emily pointed out Rhee Sung to him. He was working a booth selling shellfish of every description. He looked completely at home, with his cousin working alongside him. She stood quietly and watched from a few yards away. 
 
   “What are we waiting for?” Danny asked.
 
   She smiled back wanly. When Rhee Sung finally noticed her, he cringed, then forced a smile.
 
   Though it was clearly very polite, Danny didn’t understand anything the woman in the booth was asking them, and it looked like Emily didn’t either. 
 
   “Do you speak English, or perhaps Japanese?”
 
   “Yes, a little,” Rhee Sung’s cousin replied. 
 
   “I’m here for him.”
 
   Lee Kyung-hae turned to her cousin. Seeing his face frozen in fear seemed to unsettle her. When she turned back, her face was ashen.
 
   “You are... you are the girl...” 
 
   Emily stepped forward and reached out her hand. When she touched him, he looked into her face and finally came to himself. He bowed and turned to his cousin. In a huddle, they spoke quickly and quietly. Most of it was unintelligible, except for a phrase that sounded like Tenno-san. The woman repeated it, trying out the sound in her mouth.
 
   “Tenno-san,” she said to Emily, bowing deeply. “Thank you for bringing my cousin home.”
 
   Rhee Sung was busy filling a plastic bag, with his back to them. Before Emily could respond to her, he turned and gestured to them to follow him. Emily turned to the cousin quizzically.
 
   “He will show you upstairs, please. You are hungry. After you eat, we can talk.”
 
   Emily smiled. It was impossible to refuse this small gesture of hospitality without being rude. They followed the little man through the warren of stalls. The second floor was filled with little grill stands, each one ready to prepare a meal out of your purchase from downstairs. Rhee Sung led them to a seating area overlooking the main floor near one of the smaller stands. He spoke quickly to the cook behind one of the counters and handed him the bag. He bowed to Emily, smiled through the sorrow and fear etched into his face, and scurried back downstairs.
 
   “He doesn’t look happy to see us,” Danny observed.
 
   “I’m not surprised. He knows we aren’t bringing good news.”
 
   A moment later, the man at the counter brought several plates of food: rice, steamed scallops and crabs, some sort of stew made from the crab broth and something that looked like chopped octopus tentacles. It turned out to be much better tasting than Danny expected, or even could have imagined. Emily watched as he proceeded to inhale most of it.
 
   “You know, I wouldn’t have taken you for a tentacle man.”
 
   “Me neither, until now. Man, this stuff is fantastic,” he replied through a mouthful of octopus.
 
   “I’m not looking forward to telling them.”
 
   “What exactly is the bad news, Em?”
 
   “Dangerous, unscrupulous people, like the ones who kidnapped Anthony, might have an unhealthy interest in him.”
 
   “But what can you do about that?”
 
   “I don’t know. But I have to do something. I mean, look at them. I can’t just leave them to the wolves.”
 
   Danny felt the urgency in her voice. But he just couldn’t see how a couple of teenagers were going to be able to help people living on the other side of the world. Maybe she knew what to do, but he was completely at a loss. If only there was some bold stroke he could perform, something to show her he wasn’t as hapless as he often felt around her.
 
   As they made their way back to the stall, he could see the crowds had thinned out. The floor was wet in most places, freshly hosed down now the crush of business had subsided. In the relative calm, he was able to see his surroundings more clearly. The stalls were carefully set off from their neighbors on each side. Lots of fish displayed on trays of ice. Living creatures were kept in tubs and buckets, with air hoses bubbling here and there, keeping things alive. Something tried to pull itself out of a nearby bucket by a tentacle. A stall lady pushed it back in as the water turned inky dark.
 
   The environment felt somehow different, he couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was. Emily had stopped, obviously on high alert. Maybe he just felt her change of mood. That was a reassuring thought—he was beginning to be attuned to her. It slowly dawned on him: instead of reveling in his newfound attunement, maybe he ought to see what had caught her attention.
 
   She was watching three men, no doubt locals, in business suits, heads trimmed close on the sides with a tuft on top. And the suits were a little too stylish for business. They were talking to Rhee Sung and his cousin, one of them leaning across the counter aggressively. It didn’t feel quite right.
 
   “Who the hell are those guys?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she replied. “But I don’t like the look of it.”
 
   Three quick strides brought her almost to the front of the stall. One of the men stepped out to intercept her, keeping her a few feet away. The other two knocked over the main display table, sending fish, trays and ice across the concrete floor. Some orange fish roe splashed onto Emily’s shoes.
 
   “Hey!” Danny yelled and shoved the first man away from her. Before she could stop him, he punched the second man in the chest, driving him to the floor. The other two moved toward Danny with knives drawn. A quick rush of adrenalin made him feel like he could take on the world. 
 
   Until, that is, he caught a glimpse of Emily’s face. Her expression seemed to say it all: “What have you gotten us into now?” Rhee Sung was frozen in fear, and his cousin stood next to him shrieking. Emily smiled and let Danny stand in front, shielding her from the two men. 
 
   Before any of them quite knew what had happened, they were surrounded by several men in much less stylish black suits with guns drawn. Kim was there, barking some command in Korean at the three men. He gestured with his head to the side and sneered at them. They put the knives away and hurried off, trying to look as defiant as they could manage in the face of superior numbers. 
 
   Connie and Ethan were there a moment later. Kim’s men helped Rhee Sung put the stall back together, while Connie had a quick, quiet word with Kim as he conferred with Lee Kyung-hae.
 
   “Who were those guys?” Emily asked.
 
   “Collectors for a local loan shark,” Kim replied. “The Lees are behind on a payment.”
 
   “How much do they owe altogether?” Connie asked.
 
   “About fifteen million won.”
 
   “Holy crap,” Danny blurted out.
 
   “What’s that in dollars?” Emily asked.
 
   “About twelve thousand.”
 
   “Do we have enough to cover that?” she asked, turning to Ethan. He nodded.
 
   “We’re gonna have to do something,” Kim said. “The loan shark isn’t gonna take something like this lightly. It could go badly for them”
 
   Emily went over to Rhee Sung and his cousin, who seemed a bit calmer by this point.
 
   “I’m sorry to intrude on your lives like this, but I have troubling news.” 
 
   She handed them the photo of Kusnetsov.
 
   “Who is he?” she asked nervously, trying not to look too closely at the face in the photo.
 
   “He helped us escape from Kamchatka.”
 
   Rhee Sung’s hands trembled as he held the photo. He looked imploringly at Emily. 
 
   “He is in danger. So are you.”
 
   Danny listened to her explanation of what happened to the old man in the photo and was as shocked as anyone, though not nearly as frightened as some.
 
   “I can keep you safe, but not in Seoul.” 
 
   Lee Kyung-hae was speechless. Emily gestured to her to translate for her cousin, as if she’d forgotten why they were here.
 
   “People think he knows something, dangerous people. They think he knows about me. They will hurt him, and you, to find out.”
 
   “What does he know?”
 
   “He doesn’t know anything. But that won’t keep you safe. Come home with me. I can protect you in the United States. I can’t protect you here.”
 
   “We can’t just leave. This is our home. Our business is here. Everything we love.”
 
   “I apologize for making trouble for you just now, with the collectors. Please allow me to make it right with the loan shark.”
 
   Lee Kyung-hae shook her head vigorously.
 
   “No. Please no. There’s nothing you can do with such men.” 
 
   “Trust me,” Emily said, in a calm, confident voice. “I promise I won’t make things worse.”
 
   Rhee Sung and his cousin nodded warily, clearly uncertain what her intervention might do to their already precarious circumstances. 
 
   “May we visit you this evening?” Emily asked.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   A Meeting at the Chosun Seoul
 
   It only took Kim a few phone calls to find the address of the loan shark, a large compound on a toney block in Gangnam-gu, a high white stone wall with a wrought iron gate.  
 
   “Jo Tae Chang, he’s the head of the Han Dragons,” Connie said, once they were settled in their hotel suite. “The one you ran into at the fish market is his nephew, and a bit of a hothead. Goes by the name Tommy Kang. He’s gonna want some satisfaction, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Not exactly,” Emily replied.
 
   “Guns are strictly controlled here,” Kim said. “As a result, the gangs have developed a taste for knives and clubs. They’re probably gonna want to cut him up a bit,” he said with a nod toward Danny. “After that, they could also throw him in a hole and shovel dirt on him. If he manages to crawl out, they might accept an apology.”
 
   “Okay, then.”
 
   “So maybe we can rethink this notion of going to see them?” Connie asked.
 
   Emily said nothing, which usually meant she wouldn’t budge. Connie rolled her eyes, like the exasperated mother of a teenager.
 
   “Why do you want to go through with this?”
 
   “If Jo can’t find us, he might take it out on the Lees. And anyway, they owe these guys more money than they can manage to repay. It’s the least I can do to help them out.”
 
   Connie mulled over the reasonableness of Emily’s grasp of the matter.
 
   “Kim and I can take care of this without you.”
 
   Kim looked less than enthusiastic about this suggestion.
 
   “No. It’s not your problem. It’s mine.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you can’t let a friend help you with it.”
 
   Emily again said nothing. 
 
   “Fine. But you don’t have to bring Danny along. He can wait here with Ethan, while Kim and I have your back.”
 
   “No,” Emily said with a shake of the head. “He needs to come with me. I don’t think you understand how important this is to me.”
 
   “I guess not,” Connie said.
 
   “The Dragons are dangerous people,” Kim said. “They take losing face very seriously.”
 
   “So do I. That’s why I have to go.”
 
   “They won’t hesitate to kill him if they think their honor is at stake.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll see to it that doesn’t happen.”
 
   Kim shook his head in disbelief. Connie smiled at him and shrugged her shoulders. After a moment, Kim offered some advice.
 
   “A few of the Seoul gangs, like the Dragons, operate under the influence of Japanese yakuza. Maybe there’s some way you can take advantage of that.”
 
   Emily nodded.
 
   “Okay, guys, give us a minute,” Connie said, as she shooed the others into the next room. “Now how about you tell me what’s really going on here,” she said once they were alone. “What is so damn important that you’ll dangle your friend like this?”
 
   Emily rummaged through the luggage, looking for something, but also trying to avoid eye contact. Finally she extracted some sort of harness, like the shoulder straps for a backpack, but without the pack.
 
   “Help me get this thing on.”
 
   “What exactly is it for?”
 
   “To hold this,” Emily replied, brandishing what looked like a sword.
 
   “Well, aren’t you full of surprises. How’d you manage to get that through airport security?”
 
   “It wasn’t so hard, really. I’m gonna need to borrow your jacket.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “To conceal this rig, of course. You didn’t think I was planning to meet Jo and Kang unarmed, did you?”
 
   The thought of Emily, armed with a wicked little blade, set loose among the gangsters brought a sneaky smile to Connie’s face.
 
   “Okay. I see now that your plan is not entirely without merit. But what’s the point of bringing Danny along? Why risk it?”
 
   “It’s something Sensei told me once, something a Buddhist monk said a few centuries ago about sword masters. The true master has no friends.” She paused for a moment, clearly upset by the thought. “Don’t you see? That’s me. Walker thinks it’s you, too. And him.”
 
   “Don’t listen to him, honey. He’s just trying to manipulate you.”
 
   “No. He’s right. It is true. There’s no room in my life for friends. Not unless I make room for them. I’ve got to make room for Danny. He needs to understand what my life really is, if only to see if he really wants any part of it. If I don’t try, how I am I not like Walker?”
 
   As reckless as it sounded to her protective, almost maternal side, Connie couldn’t fail to recognize the depth of Emily’s feelings on the subject. Perhaps they reminded her of sentiments she had felt once herself. She was going to have to let her have her own way.
 
   “And you won’t let us help?”
 
   “No, you guys having my back sounds like a good idea. Just let Danny and me go in by ourselves first. If things get hairy, then definitely bring the heat.”
 
   Connie breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   “In the meantime,” she continued, “I want to see Berea. Set it up with Kim, won’t you? And I’ll need a few minutes alone with Danny.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “I’m going to pay a visit to Berea, but before I do that, there’s something I think you ought to see.”
 
   “You’re gonna go see him,” Danny squawked. “Aren’t we trying to avoid guys like that?” He caught himself, perhaps thinking of the episode with Luther, and sought a different tone. “Are you sure that’s wise?” he asked. “How will it help Rhee Sung?”
 
   “Burzynski’s people are watching Rhee Sung in order to find me. Well, maybe it’s time they found me.”
 
   “But they’re not gonna leave it at that. Berea’s gonna want to take you into custody, or something, isn’t he?”
 
   “He can try. I’m hoping it won’t come to that. Besides, I have something he wants.”
 
   “What’s that?” he asked, cringing in anticipation of the answer.
 
   Emily pushed a flashdrive into a port on the side of her security handset and handed it to him.
 
   “I’m going public with this when we get back home. And I’m giving it to Berea today. But you should see it first.”
 
   She went into the bathroom to splash water on her face while he watched a video of the events in Kamchatka. She’d told him what happened there in general terms a few weeks ago. But as for the concrete reality of it, in all its visceral gruesomeness, she was certain he had no clear notion of that. What would he think of her after he’d seen it? When she came out a few minutes later, the ashen cast of his face seemed to confirm what she feared. Or did it?
 
   “Oh, Em…” he began to say, until words failed him. “I’m so…”
 
   “That big guy, the one who protected me at the end…”
 
   “Protected you! You mean the guy who almost killed you?”
 
   “No. That’s not really who he was. You have to understand, once he recognized me, he gave his life to keep me safe.”
 
   “What do you mean, he recognized you?”
 
   “That’s hard to explain,” she said, thinking the whole time that Danny would not gladly hear what she thought Ba We’s recognition might mean. “But he is what all the fuss is about. People like Berea are willing to kill to find out anything they can about him.”
 
   “And you think he’ll be satisfied with this video? Won’t it just convince him to keep looking, and to keep plaguing you?”
 
   “Maybe, but keeping it hidden isn’t doing much to discourage him.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Berea’s people have a suite at the Chosun Seoul,” Kim said. “It’s not far.”
 
   “I think I should pay him a visit. Alone.” Emily looked at Danny as she said this.
 
   “Just like that, you’re going to see him?” Ethan asked. 
 
   “Just like that.”
 
   “No backup?”
 
   “You guys can come along for the ride. But I’m going in alone.”
 
   “Unless you’re planning on killing him, I can’t imagine what this visit will accomplish,” Connie said. “What could you possibly tell him that will change anything?”
 
   “I’m going to give him the Kamchatka video.”
 
   Connie and Ethan looked at each other in amazement. 
 
   “What video is this?” Kim asked.
 
   Emily handed another flashdrive to Ethan.
 
   “Show it to him later. And let him keep it.”
 
   A short ride across town in the black sedans the NIS favors brought a tall granite building with a triple-parabolic footprint into view. The valet hovered by the entrance until Kim flashed him an ID. 
 
   “What’s your plan?” he asked.
 
   “I’m gonna knock on his door.”
 
   “His contractors may just try to grab you right there.”
 
   “I’m not worried.”
 
   “Are you just going to let her do this?” he asked Connie.
 
   “Let’s watch from security,” she said to assuage his anxieties. “They must have cameras on every floor. Heck, they may even have one in his suite.”
 
   “How many guys do you think he has up there?” Ethan asked.
 
   “Two, maybe three. The others are watching her friends’ house.”
 
   As they walked through the automatic doors, Kim sent men to watch the garage exits and the stairwells. Just past the marble fountain that dominated the inner lobby, a short, rotund man intercepted them. In clearly deferential tones, he spoke a quiet word in Kim’s ear before muttering into a microphone concealed in his jacket cuff. A moment later, the hotel security chief arrived and, after paying some very formal respects, ushered the entire party into an office behind the concierge desk. In a large room in the back, two uniformed men seated at computer terminals watched a bank of closed circuit monitors cycle through images of corridors throughout the hotel. 
 
   “Keep this monitor on this view,” said the security chief. “That’s Berea’s door. Lock out the elevators from this floor after the girl arrives.”
 
   A moment later, Emily walked into view on the monitor and they all watched as she knocked on the door.
 
   “She’s got a lot of nerve,” Kim observed.
 
   “You don’t know the half of it,” Ethan said with a snort.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
    “You expecting anything?” Berea asked. “Check it out.”
 
   “It’s just a girl, looks like a local,” Tice said, squinting through the peephole. “Parfitt, you call for a hooker?”
 
   “Shut up, and see what she wants.”
 
   Tice yanked the door open. A large man with big hands, he towered over her. 
 
   “What can I do for you, Princess?” he said with a sneer.
 
   “I want to see Berea.”
 
   “Never heard of him.” 
 
   When she didn’t move, he swung the door closed and snarled “Get lost.”
 
   She pushed through and stepped inside. 
 
   “Uh, uh, Honey.” 
 
   He put out a hand and tried to turn her back through the door. Before he quite understood what was happening, she had already grabbed his wrist and twisted it down, and then up. The stress on his elbow and shoulder extorted a loud groan from him as he felt himself tumbling forward. He hit the wall in the corridor opposite the door upside down and slid to the floor. Lying in a confused heap, he spent a moment wondering why he hadn’t suffered any major injury. The girl got lucky, catching him by surprise. If he’d been on his guard, there’s no way….
 
   “You! What the…”
 
   Berea knows her. At least that much is clear from the quiver in his voice. Who is she?
 
   “I’m glad to see you remember,” she said in an insouciant tone. “So much has happened since that day in Deerfield.”
 
   By the time Tice had untangled himself, he could see the girl holding Parfitt’s arm at an awkward angle as he lay on the floor, face pressed into the carpet. She was poised to strike him just below the base of his skull. This isn’t going to end well for him, he thought. Of course, Berea was next to useless. 
 
   “Tell your boys to give it a rest, so I don’t have to hurt them in a serious way.”
 
   “Fine. Take five, guys.” 
 
   With huge owl eyes, she glowered as he helped Parfitt up, grumbling through his mortification. 
 
   “I understand you’re looking for me,” she said. “Well, here I am. What do you want?”
 
   Her voice sounded strangely incongruous in that room, which was practically a black ops base, all sorts of weapons and electronic surveillance gear scattered about. And her, barely more than a girl, she spoke to a trained operative as she might to a mall clerk. Still, it really wasn’t clear how to answer her question. They were looking for her, to be sure, but they hadn’t expected to find her here. And now that they had, he had no idea what to do with her. Seize her? Talk to her, maybe negotiate a surrender? Hers? Could they smuggle her out of the country, even if they managed to subdue her?
 
   Deep down, he knew she hadn’t merely gotten lucky before. It was an embarrassing reflection, and he’d rather not focus on it. She swatted him aside like a bug, and Parfitt, too. What would it really take to capture her?
 
   “What happened in Kamchatka?” Berea finally managed to ask.
 
   “Is that why you’re here, to find out what happened? And is that why you’re stalking the Lees?”
 
   “If you won’t tell us, he will.”
 
   “Him? He doesn’t know anything.”
 
   “If he doesn’t know anything, how did he make it out of there alive?”
 
   “I needed someone to help me lift the clone’s body into the truck. That’s the only reason I kept him alive.”
 
   “So, the clone’s dead, then? How’d that happen?”
 
   “You really don’t know? I mean, you’re not just playing dumb to piss me off?”
 
   Berea shook his head, his eyes staring with urgent expectation.
 
   “This is a matter of national security, Miss Kane. We need to know what happened.”
 
   “You guys are unbelievable. You conspire with that woman to destroy my family, you help her steal a child to force me to go with her, and then, when it doesn’t turn out the way you planned, you come looking for me again. I ought to end you now, all of you.”
 
   Her voice was trembling as she said this last bit, practically vibrating with anger. But the look in her eyes was truly off-putting. Something dark flashed there, Tice caught a glimpse of it and it shook even him. Berea didn’t risk another word.
 
   Whatever it was swirling at the bottom of her heart, it seemed to have subsided after a moment. She fished a flash drive out of her jacket and tossed it to Berea.
 
   “Here’s a video of the main events of my stay there. The Chinese evidently didn’t feel like sharing it with you. Maybe it will answer your questions.”
 
   Berea attached the drive to a laptop and opened the video.
 
   “If he’s dead, as you say, what happened to his body?” he asked, after a moment.
 
   “I buried him at sea, about an hour outside of Avacha Bay. Didn’t the old man tell you all about it before you tortured him to death?”
 
   “What old man?”
 
   “Don’t play the innocent. It doesn’t suit you. The old boatman, Kuznetsov, the harbormaster who helped me get away, he’s the only one who might have been able to figure out exactly where we buried Ba We. But now that you’ve killed him…”
 
   She turned to leave.
 
   “You realize we can’t just let you go. Why not just come with us voluntarily?”
 
   “And if I don’t?” she asked provocatively, over her shoulder. “Surely you don’t think you can force me, after watching that video.”
 
   Tice had been watching it, and he knew exactly what she meant. Part of him still wanted to give it a try, emboldened by long training and an enormous advantage in size and strength. Another part of him, speaking mutely, argued against the project. The scenes depicted in the video were daunting. When she threw him into the wall, somehow he knew she’d been careful to protect him from injury. That kind of control, if turned not to solicitude but to vengeance… well, he wasn’t sure he wanted to test her. Berea gestured impatiently at the two of them to get after her.
 
   “We can have you on a plane for the States in an hour. You can’t hide indefinitely.”
 
   “What makes you think I’m hiding? Maybe you don’t realize exactly who I am.”
 
   “Fine,” he said, in an exasperated voice, seeing Tice and Parfitt hesitating. “Tell us who you really are.”
 
   She turned and fixed him with a dark stare.
 
   “I’m Emily Kane. That means I’m David Walker’s niece.” 
 
   She let that name hang in the air for a moment. It cast a pall over the room.
 
   “And you didn’t think I came here alone, did you? My friend Connie has locked down the entire hotel with the help of the NIS. You couldn’t sneak a suitcase full of towels out of here.”
 
   That second name had as powerful effect as the first. Berea was struck dumb. He fell back into the sofa, reaching behind to find it. Emily turned and walked out of the room.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   Shinjo in Gangnam-gu
 
   “What do you mean they had guns?” Jo Tae Chang demanded of the young man standing in front of him.
 
   “They had guns, Uncle. They stuck ‘em right in our faces. What else were we supposed to do?”
 
   The old mob boss shook his head. It wasn’t the first time this nephew had disappointed him. Shinjo listened quietly from his perch on the back of a sofa, as he looked out an enormous plate glass window. Two large sedans pulled up to the gate of Jo’s compound, the standard black “Equus” all the gangsters favored. 
 
   “What do you think, Shinjo-sama?” Jo asked, in as respectful tone as he could muster, given his frustration. “Do we have new competition?”
 
   “I think we’re about to find out,” he replied, tipping his head toward the window. 
 
   He betrayed no emotion, despite how disconcerting the scene unfolding outside threatened to be. This was what the oyabun back in Osaka valued most about him. Just another street kid when the local gangsters spotted him, eleven when his mother died, leaving him with no father and no name, he learned to survive the cold, the hunger, even the loneliness. 
 
   One day, a fancy car pulled up to the curb and a tough guy offered him cash for a few hours work. He didn’t refuse, even though his mother would have disapproved. These were the very people who had ruined her. But he couldn’t see another way off the streets. “Just try to look tough,” the local boss’s head bodyguard said. They needed extra muscle for a meeting with a rival. 
 
   “I don’t have anything, not even a knife,” he said
 
   They threw a leather jacket over his shoulders and told him to act like he had a gun in his pocket. An hour later, everyone was dead, except him and his new boss. The rival was dead, as were the bodyguards on both sides who hadn’t run off. As for him, he’d been stabbed several times in the chest and arms, but stood his ground. He was stronger than the toughs expected. And the local boss was safe. When the oyabun heard about it, he gave him a new name, Shinjo, saying “I could build an empire with a few kids like him.” He was a made man from that moment on. No one would remember a street kid named Koji. The only mark of his transformation: the experience burned a fear of knives into his heart.
 
   Jo and Kang peered over his shoulder at the scene unfolding outside the gate. Two large men in dark suits stood next to the second car, bulges where guns hung under their jackets.
 
   “Who the hell are these guys?” Jo asked.
 
   Two more men and a tall woman, all foreigners stepped out of the second car. After a brief conversation through the open rear door, a young Asian woman emerged. She was little more than a teenager, but the others all seemed to defer to her. 
 
   “That’s them,” Kang said. “That’s the girl from Noryangjin. The hakujin next to her, he’s the one who started the trouble.”
 
   They watched as the two of them approached the gate. The guards warned them off, gesturing threateningly. The girl’s face remained utterly placid, unmoved by the angry words they were barking at her. 
 
   “We might as well hear what she has to say,” Shinjo said.
 
   Jo sent a man down with instructions to admit them. Kang stepped into the next room, returning a moment later with his associates from the fish market. Another moment passed before the girl and boy entered Jo’s study. Neither one looked particularly impressive, certainly not threatening. Kang’s men grabbed the boy by the arms and held him against the wall. He was large and thickly built, probably an American. 
 
   “I’ll teach you to stick your nose where it doesn’t belong,” Kang snarled. 
 
   He brandished a large knife in front of him. The girl stepped between him and the boy. 
 
   “Tommy,” Jo barked out.
 
   “Uncle, we have to cut him. Then we can parade him through Noryangjin.”
 
   Shinjo understood Jo’s nephew perfectly. He wanted to retrieve the embarrassment he had suffered earlier. This was the instinctive way gangsters think. If they look weak, collections become more difficult. The obvious solution is to show what they are willing to do to anyone who stands up to them. And yet something about this girl didn’t seem right—Jo obviously sensed it and so did he.
 
   “I want a word with them,” Jo said. “Then we’ll decide what to do.”
 
   Kang snarled at the girl and waved his blade in front of her face. She paid him no attention, showed no fear, as if he posed no more threat to her than a common insect. 
 
   “What can we do for you, hime-chan?” Jo asked, with a sneer in his voice. Calling her “little princess” was meant as an insult, Shinjo knew well enough. But he also felt the resentment toward himself in this use of a Japanese term. Both of them were taken aback when she replied in very formal Japanese.
 
   “Please accept my apologies, Jo-san. I’m afraid my associate may have caused you some embarrassment earlier today. This was not his intention. He only meant to prevent an insult to my person.”
 
   “Who sent you?” Jo demanded, brushing aside her apology. “Lim? Or Jin?”
 
   “What does it matter, Uncle? Let’s just put them in a hole. That sends the right message to whoever it was.”
 
   Kang was growing more impatient by the second. Jo silenced him with an angry glance.
 
   “No one sent me. I am here out of respect for you, Jo-san.”
 
   “A private apology does me no good, hime-chan,” he replied in crude Japanese, his limited knowledge of the language beginning to show.
 
   “How can I make it up to you?”
 
   “My nephew thinks I should let him cut you and your friend and throw you in a pit,” he said, translating for her and hoping for an effect. 
 
   Her face betrayed nothing, still perfectly placid, though her eyes radiated a new intensity. The effect was peculiar, as though she were both angry and sad at the same time. Shinjo’s mother had such a look on her face before she died, as if she were angry at the world for all the torments she had endured, angry at the anonymous father of her little boy, and saddened by the prospect of leaving him at the mercy of such a world. When he looked at this girl, the sorrow impressed him more than the anger, operating on him like a balm, soothing his spirits and something else… what?… maybe reconciling him to his loss.
 
   “Those people at the fish market, the Lee family, how much do they owe.”
 
   “Thirty million.”
 
   She smiled, then slipped the bag off her shoulder and pulled out a small stack of banknotes.
 
   “This should more than cover their debt.”
 
   “Your money means nothing to me. Who are your friends outside?”
 
   “They’re with the NIS,” she replied, pulling out another stack of notes at least as large as the last. “Please accept this as a token of my respect.”
 
   “I don’t care who they are,” Kang shouted. “And I don’t care about her money, Let’s just kill them and leave the bodies outside Noryangjin.”
 
   Jo looked like he hadn’t heard a word his nephew said. The idea that she was working with the National Intelligence Service had frozen him. Shinjo knew the history. Under the dictators, precursors of the NIS periodically swept through the gangs, arresting leaders at will, executing people without trial. 
 
   Kang was too young to remember, and too impatient to wait for an answer. He lunged at the boy, still held against the wall, meaning to slash his face with the knife. It was a rash move, and hardly out of character for such a young hothead. But what happened next caught Shinjo by surprise.
 
   Before Kang could possibly understand what was happening, the girl seized his wrist and pulled his arm down. With what seemed like no effort at all, she twisted him down and around, until he let out a shrill cry and spun head over heels, landing on his shoulder with a thud, arm twisted back awkwardly, legs dangling in the air. 
 
   One of the men holding the boy stepped forward and placed a hand on her shoulder, meaning to pull her down from behind. Without releasing Kang’s wrist, she grabbed the hand, twisted it up, out and over, forcing him into a clumsy flip. He landed hard against a large potted jade plant in the corner, the back of his neck jammed against the wall. She turned to the last man and froze him with an angry glance. The boy pulled himself free from his grasp and rubbed his shoulder.
 
   With an odd sort of detachment, Shinjo watched the scene unfold as if it hardly concerned him. She crouched next to Kang, took the knife from his hand and placed it quietly on Jo’s desk. In a little voice, she spoke in his ear.
 
   “You have a fierce spirit. I respect that. Try to let yourself be guided by something calmer in you.”
 
   He wondered whether Kang understood enough Japanese to appreciate her kindness. She released his wrist and let him roll over onto his back, groaning and rubbing his shoulder. All the fight had gone out of him.
 
   As Shinjo mulled over what just happened, it occurred to him that she hadn’t done anything he hadn’t seen before. Just a few simple joint locks and throws, nothing that couldn’t be learned in a year or less of aikido. But the clarity and decisiveness of her technique was impressive. No hesitation, no panic, as if Kang and his men posed no real threat to her. She seemed not to know fear. 
 
   He knew the value of appearing fearless. He’d survived lots of fights against men who gave into fear. More often than not, they died because of it. Himself, he was not really without fear. He just knew how to resist it, how to wait until his enemy gave into his fears and made himself vulnerable. But in his own heart, he was terrified of being stabbed again. He concealed a visceral revulsion at the sight of a blade from everyone—he couldn’t afford to let anyone know. The mere thought of metal tearing his flesh was almost unbearable. 
 
   The girl stood to face Jo again. He seemed only dimly aware of what had just happened. When he finally brought his eyes to focus on her, he had more questions.
 
   “What does the NIS want with me?”
 
   “Nothing, Jo-san. They aren’t here for you.”
 
   “Then why are they here? Why are you here?”
 
   “They’re only here to protect me. They have no interest in you.”
 
   “Please, tell me your name?” Shinjo asked, seeing that Jo was making no progress.
 
   “Tenno Michiko.”
 
   Her reply was preposterous, of course. What did she mean giving herself a name like that, a royal name? And yet, something about her seemed to command his respect. He began to feel the impropriety of allowing Jo to sneer at her with the term hime-chan. 
 
   “Would you tell me your name?” she asked.
 
   He looked into her eyes for a long moment. Resisting her was hard to imagine, though he worried about the consequences of revealing too much of himself.
 
   “Shinjo. Ryonosuke Shinjo,” he replied, giving a name not genuinely his own. He had no father and no family name. This name, too, he had on loan from the oyabun, the use of which bound him ever more closely to the gang.
 
   “Shinjo-san. I would ask something of you, a personal favor. Would you watch over the Lee family for me, keep them safe?”
 
   “Why do you care? What is so important about them?”
 
   “Nothing. I scarcely know them. But there are those who would seek to cause me distress by harming them.”
 
   “Why not ask the NIS to protect them?”
 
   “It is easy to see that you are more trustworthy.” 
 
   He nodded to her. She reached once more into her bag and pulled out a stack of notes as large as the other two put together. 
 
   “Please accept this as a token of my esteem, Shinjo-san. I am in your debt.”
 
   She reached out to touch his hand and looked into his eyes again. As far as he could tell, the air in his chest had congealed, pressing out against his ribs, a completely new sensation. Would it burst out altogether, or just smother the beating of his heart? He felt the weight of her gaze: a caress as well as a probe. The words he now heard, were they hers? She seemed to speak from somewhere inside of him… or perhaps he just imagined it. “I know your fear, Shinjo-san,” he thought she said. “It is safe with me.” She withdrew her hand and he could breathe again.
 
   “I am honored to have met you, Shinjo-san.”
 
   This was not right at all. He knew it the moment she lowered her head, however slightly. It felt completely out of balance for her to abase herself for him. The moral repugnance of the gesture nearly choked him. He bowed deeply to her.
 
   “No, Ohime-sama. It is you who honors me. Thank you. We will keep them safe.”
 
   Jo and Kang stared at him, puzzled at the extremity of his deference to this strange girl. He retired to his perch on the edge of the sofa and watched as she rejoined her entourage outside the front gate. Once they were gone, he mused on his present circumstances. 
 
   Jo’s people would never appreciate whatever it was he sensed in her. Neither did her NIS protectors, that much was clear even from this distance. He looked around the room and shuddered at the coldness of it, all done up in black marble, steel and plate glass. It felt like a fish bowl, or maybe an office park. At that moment, he longed to be back in Osaka, in the familiar neighborhood of his childhood, with its old-fashioned wood and brick buildings, with people he knew, his people. Unfortunately, he had no people there. 
 
   The mood passed. The yakuza were his only family now. The oyabun had wanted him to take over operations in Kyoto, a great honor, but he declined. When he was sent to oversee the oyabun’s business interests in Seoul, it must have seemed like a demotion to his rivals. But to him it was a relief. The idea of running a bunch of pimps and pornographers in Kyoto—the very people who destroyed his mother’s life—offended him. In his eyes, the Korean loansharks and legbreakers were honorable by comparison, even dignified. 
 
   Shinjo was well pleased to be of service to this peculiar girl, Tenno Michiko. He turned the name over in his mind, musing on the oddness of it. How did she come to have it? And what puzzle of events brought her to him today? It was all too strange, and yet he felt with certainty that she was a shining monument on the path of his destiny.
 
 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   In a Plastic Playhouse
 
   “What do you mean, she’s taken care of it?” Rhee Sung asked his cousin.
 
   “You tell me,” she replied. “She’s your friend.”
 
   He shook his head and looked out the kitchen window while she rinsed rice in the sink. He could see little Ji-Yeong leading Emily around the backyard by two fingers. Her ultimate destination was clear from where he stood: the playhouse under the maple tree. The late afternoon sun gave the scene a light orange glow. Two six year olds might sit in the little house comfortably. How Emily was going to fit, perhaps only Ji-Yeong could imagine. 
 
   He’d seen her magic before, in Kamchatka, when she came for the children and, if only accidentally, for him. He’d trembled at the sight of her wrath, afraid for his life, and watched children cling to her as if she were a half-imaginary playmate. He found her unfathomable.
 
   “Protector, maybe, but friend…?” The notion of applying such a word to her made no sense to him.
 
   “She says our debt has been paid. Is it possible?”
 
   Rhee Sung shrugged his shoulders. It seemed like a dream, if only it could be true. He couldn’t quite muster the emotional energy to believe it.
 
   “So we’re free of the Dragons? And the other danger she warned us about, you know, the people who killed the old man, did she mention that?” he asked her.
 
   “That’s the oddest part. Those NIS agents following her around like trained dogs, she doesn’t trust them. No, she asked the Dragons, of all people, to protect us. She says their boss, a yakuza named Shinjo, made her a promise. Is she for real?”
 
   “I don’t know what to say. She rescued me from that camp, brought me here. If she trusts this Shinjo, then so do I.”
 
   Kyung-Hae stood by his side and looked out the window. The girl was wedged into the playhouse from which her daughter’s shrieks could be heard even through the glass.
 
   “Is it safe to leave Ji-Yeong with her?”
 
   Rhee Sung couldn’t help smiling at a mother’s perfectly natural concern.
 
   “Whatever else may be mysterious about her, this much I’m sure of, children are safe with her.”
 
   She was mollified by his confidence. 
 
   “And what about these two?” she asked, tilting her head toward the living room where Ethan and Danny sat uncomfortably. “What are we supposed to do with them?”
 
   “They’re her retainers. Let’s feed them, thank them, and send them on their way.”
 
   “I think I’ll be glad when she’s gone.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Anybody home in there?” Connie sang out, as she tapped on the roof of the playhouse. The light from the setting sun gradually faded into a dull glow. Only the topmost leaves of the maple tree were still lit up.
 
   “Hoot, hoot. Just us barn owls,” Emily replied merrily, with Ji-yeong shrieking in the background. “You’re here, finally,” she said, slowly extricating herself from the little plastic prison. 
 
   Ji-Yeong shrieked even louder when Connie scooped her up and held her high. Then she squirmed and squealed, and reached out for Emily. It took another moment before she was in a position to take her.
 
   “She knows what she wants, that’s clear enough,” Connie said, as she handed the girl over.
 
   “What did your friend Kim want to talk about? He was being so secretive.”
 
   “It’s about Berea and his team, a nasty incident after we left. They’re all dead. The hotel security man called him, before calling the police. Things are going to get hot, and there may be some sticky questions.”
 
   “Is this gonna be a problem for us?” Emily asked.
 
   “You were in the room.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t kill them.”
 
   “That’s what I told Kim, and I think he believes it. But now he wants to put together a bigger security team. He says it’s only for our protection.”
 
   “How were they killed?”
 
   “It looks like Berea’s neck was snapped. At least one of his contractors was sliced up, maybe with a sword.” She said this last bit very meaningfully.
 
   “You didn’t tell him about…”
 
   “Of course not. Your little pig-sticker is nobody’s business,” she said in a much quieter tone. “Look, I know you didn’t do that—it’s not your style. But you can see how this could complicate things for us. We’ll have to tread lightly now, and maybe move our departure up a bit.”
 
   “How are we gonna do that? You have something in mind?”
 
   “I called Michael. He’s arranging a military flight for you and Danny from Osan Air Force Base tonight. Ethan and I will meet you in time for the connection in Osaka tomorrow. Can you handle things there until we arrive?”
 
   Emily nodded.
 
   “Is it really that serious?”
 
   “I don’t know, but we’re taking no chances. Remember what I said about not entirely trusting Kim? He’s got his own agenda, and you saw how interested he was in what happened to the Parks’ cloning project. After he saw the Kamchatka video…”
 
   “So we’re just running away?”
 
   “You and Danny are. One last thing, if you didn’t kill Berea, we have to ask ourselves who did.”
 
   They stared at each other for a long moment as a single name seemed almost to float in the space between them.
 
   “No,” Emily said. “He wouldn’t.”
 
   “Oh, yes he would. This is just like him.”
 
   “But why? What’s he hope to achieve?”
 
   “I don’t know. Has he told you anything about his plans?”
 
   “Well, yes, sort of. He says he wants to free our family, by which he means him and me, from the people who’ve been ‘haunting’ us. But I don’t think he could have meant anything this violent. He just wants to get them to back off.”
 
   “Crap. It’s worse than I thought. If he did this, he’s trying to force our hand, and he’s sure to anticipate our next move. He may be waiting for you in Osaka. Are you ready for that.”
 
   “I’m not afraid of him.”
 
   “You should be. Whatever you do, don’t go anywhere with him. In fact, do not leave the airport at all. We’ll get there about six hours after you. Just wait there in plain sight, and then we’ll board the next flight together. Please, just do what I say this once.”
 
   Emily nodded.
 
   “Osan is about an hour from here. The flight leaves in three, and I’ve arranged a car for you. Kim’s inside now talking to the Lees. He doesn’t know anything about this plan. We need to find a way to ditch him before you guys can get away.”
 
   “Fine, let’s go see him.”
 
   Emily tried to put Ji-Yeong down, but she was having none of it. Her arms clung tightly to Emily’s neck.
 
   “Okay, little one, have it your way,” she said with a broad, happy smile. “Let’s go find Mommy.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   A narrow hallway led from the back door to the front of the house, with an archway on one side for the living room. Connie lingered for a moment in the yard, fidgeting with the zipper on her jacket. With a few spinning strides along the hallway, Emily twirled her little charge up and down—when she turned to go through the archway, Ji-Yeong wriggled out of her grasp. Emily bent over to let her down safely. No lights were on, making the room oddly quiet and dusky. A tension in the air felt not quite right. By the time her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she could see that everything there was absolutely wrong. Ethan, Danny, Rhee Sung and his cousin were kneeling in various parts of the room, hands bent behind their heads. Kim and three of his men held a gun to each head. 
 
   Ji-Yeong ran to her uncle, who wrapped her up in his arms. Her mother began sobbing.
 
   “I hope you’ll come quietly, Tenno-san, so nobody has to get hurt,” Kim said.
 
   “Come quietly? Are you arresting me?”
 
   “Let’s just say the NIS has a few questions for you.”
 
   “Don’t trust him, Emily,” Ethan shouted. “They’re going to kill us no matter what you do.” 
 
   One of Kim’s men struck him hard behind the ear to silence him, and he slumped to the floor. Just then, Connie turned the corner.
 
   “What the hell… Jay, what’s going…?”
 
   Before she could finish her question, and with no visible sign of emotion, Kim shot her twice in the chest. The force of the impact knocked her back into the hallway, where she collapsed in a heap against the wall. Emily turned to go check on her friend.
 
   “Stop right there! No one else has to get hurt if you just cooperate.”
 
   Emily felt a different sort of energy rise inside of her, something entirely new. Was it revenge? Or bloodlust? She couldn’t tell, but whatever it was, it felt volcanic in its enormity. Chanting voices from her dreams echoed in her ears: “Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami.” What were they trying to tell her? Go along with him? Resist? She couldn’t quite tell.
 
   “The sooner you cooperate, the sooner we can get help for Connie.”
 
   A resolution began to crystallize itself in her chest. One breath brought it to complete clarity. Another second mapped out everything to follow. Without saying a word, she turned to Rhee Sung. He looked up into her eyes, clearly terrified of Kim and his men, though perhaps not nearly as afraid as he was of her. At first, he seemed unable to comprehend the meaning of what he saw in her face. A fire burned in her eyes, dark and smoky, ready to blaze up and consume every living thing in the room. Kim cleared his throat. In a sudden realization, Rhee Sung curled Ji-Yeong into his chest and covered her eyes. Emily turned to Kim and nodded. She moved her hands behind her back. Kim growled an instruction to one of his men, who took a step towards her holding a pair of handcuffs. 
 
   It was only a subtle movement, probably no one in the room saw it, except maybe Rhee Sung, who had a direct view. Her hand slipped under her jacket behind her back, a little click, and before anyone could react, she drew out the little sword concealed in the rig Melanie’s father made for her. The blade moved so fast, it was practically invisible in the low light of the room. Holding it dagger-style, one smooth, curving motion brought the blade slicing up along the inside of the man’s leg, scraping bone until it reached his groin. He screamed, half in surprise, pain receptors not yet fully registering what was happening to him. She forced the blade up and across his belly. 
 
   The other two men lunged forward as soon as they realized something unplanned for was happening. A red mist hung in the air, barely visible. Her first victim fell to the floor, clawing the carpet. The blade continued on its course, a looping curve through the air, as she twisted her body and slashed through the throat of the man lunging from one side. For just an instant, she stood still, her fist holding the blade horizontally out in front, as if waiting for the dead man to fall over. A quick step and turn brought the blade backhanded the way it came, this time stabbing down into the soft area at the base of the third man’s neck, slanting through the rib cage. He looked blankly at her, dimly conscious of a compression in his chest as his life force ebbed away, until she pulled the blade out through a dying spurt of black blood and swung it back around, bringing it diagonally down in an overhead stroke toward Kim. 
 
   In the tiny fraction of a second it took to pivot and face him, he was able to raise the barrel of his gun directly into Emily’s face. She paused to contemplate the situation in a moment so tense it practically shimmered in the darkening air. Her eyes met his and she smiled, sword still held high, blade pointed toward the ceiling. They seemed frozen, connected by each other’s glance and by the simplicity of their mutual understanding. Finally, Kim turned his gun toward Danny’s head, breaking the stalemate. Emily brought the blade crashing down through his collarbone, tearing an enormous gash in his chest. He fell dully to the floor groaning.
 
   Alone in the center of the room, surrounded by dead men, the smell of blood hanging heavily in the air, she turned to look at her friends and saw on each one the same look of abject terror. Their faces like death masks, trapped in the expression of doom, as if they had just seen the Gorgon. What exactly did she see in their frozen faces? Was it only fear? Or were they also repulsed by what they had just witnessed? Had they seen something irretrievably ugly in her soul? A thought flashed across her consciousness: “Why not just kill them all and be free of their judgment? You have no friends. It would be so easy, the work of an instant.” 
 
   That such a thought could find a place in her mind shocked her. A quick, shallow breath and she dropped the sword, then rushed into the hall, expecting to weep bitter tears over her dead friend. But when she got there, she found her friend wasn’t dead at all. In fact, she wasn’t even wounded.
 
   “Ow, goddammit! That hurt,” Connie said as she rubbed her ribs.
 
   “A vest, you were wearing a vest,” Emily cried out. “But how did you know…”
 
   “It was Kim, he made me put it on earlier. I had no idea why, that sonofabitch.” She tried to pull herself up, and then sat back down again. “Crap. I hope I didn’t break a rib. Jay, you demented bastard,” she called out. “What the hell are you up to?” There was no response from the other room. “What happened in there after he shot me?” she asked with growing apprehensiveness.
 
   Emily said nothing, and the others were only just realizing that they retained the power to move. Rhee Sung ran out of the room clutching Ji-Yeong to his chest, still shielding her eyes. Kyung-Hae followed after him, weeping almost hysterically. Finally Emily told her.
 
   “They’re dead. Kim and his men. I killed them all.”
 
   Connie looked up at her
 
   “All of them?”
 
   Emily nodded.
 
   “I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”
 
   “Kim’s still breathing,” Danny called out.
 
   With one arm under her waist, the other behind her neck, and one loud groan, she managed to pull Connie up and help her into the next room. Ethan leaned against one wall grumbling, rubbing the back of his neck and head. Emily crouched down beside Kim to look in his eyes. He was fading fast, blood oozing from his neck and chest, bubbling from his mouth.
 
   “Why didn’t you just shoot me?” she asked.
 
   “Why didn’t you care?” he managed to gasp out.
 
   “Jay, what did you do it for?” Connie demanded, sounding for all the world like a betrayed lover. He gathered himself to respond.
 
   “The moment you told me who you were,” he said to Emily, “I knew I was a dead man. At least now my family might be safe.” He turned to Connie and smiled sadly. “Please, forgive me.” Then he was gone. 
 
   Emily looked at Connie. Each knew the other was again thinking only one word: Walker. Could he have been behind it all? Emily wanted to meditate on the significance of their surmise. But Connie called her back to more urgent business.
 
   “We’ve got to clean this up. And you’ve got blood all over you, sweetheart. Wash up in the kitchen, but try not to touch anything. Ethan, pull one of the cars around to the side door. The keys must be in one of their pockets. We’ll load them into the trunk. What are we gonna do about all this blood?” she asked with a sigh. “You and Danny, take the other car and get out of here. Think you can find the Air Force base on a map?”
 
   Emily nodded once more and picked up her sword to wipe the blood from the blade. Danny followed her into the kitchen and helped her wash flecks of blood from her face and hands.
 
   “Crap, it’s all over Connie’s jacket. Probably in my hair, too.”
 
   “I can’t believe you brought that thing,” he said, trying unsuccessfully to change the subject.
 
   When she looked at him this time, it wasn’t a moral judgment she saw in his face. It was relief.
 
   “What tipped you off about that guy,” he asked.
 
   “Nothing. I had no idea. I only had the sword with me from earlier, you know, in case the gangsters made trouble. You didn’t think I’d take you there completely unarmed, did you.”
 
   “No, I guess not,” he replied. “I’m just glad you had it with you now.”
 
   “I’m not,” she said.
 
   “No, Em. Ethan was right. Those guys weren’t gonna let us live. You had no choice.”
 
   She said nothing, her face full of pain.
 
   “What, did you really want him to kill you? That’s what he meant, isn’t it?”
 
   “That’s not it at all. I meant I’m not glad I had to kill those guys. I hate it. I didn’t want to die, and I certainly didn’t want any of you to get hurt. But killing them like that, it’s disgusting. I don’t want to carry that around with me. It’s not just the memory of their faces. The whole scene, every move and every contingency, it all flashed through my mind beforehand. I saw myself doing it all in advance. It’s part of me now, inside me. It’s who I am. I don’t want to be that person.” 
 
   For just an instant, she considered telling him about the little voice that urged her to kill them all. But then she thought better of it. Perhaps that was a secret she would never share with anyone.
 
   The flight to Osaka was bumpy, uncomfortable and uneventful. The airmen on the C-130 didn’t know what to make of their passengers. Obviously, someone with a lot of clout at Defense, and probably State, too, had pulled some serious strings to get a couple of kids on a military plane, and to get them a last minute landing slot at Kansai Airport.
 
   Ethan and Connie eventually caught up with them, sitting by themselves in the quiet end of a nearly empty terminal, looking a little the worse for wear. On the flight home, Connie tried to console Emily. She just wanted to close her eyes, and lay her head in Connie’s lap. But what would her eyes show her if they closed? And Kim, what had he intended? He could have killed her easily. Why didn’t he? He understood her in that moment. She really didn’t care if he killed her right then. 
 
   Connie spun out a story of how Walker would have forced Kim’s betrayal by threatening to kill his family. In the end, Kim must have concluded he would be killed no matter what he did. But if he died trying to comply, maybe Walker would leave his family alone. It must have been an anxious calculation on his part.
 
   And what had Walker actually wanted? There was no sign of him at the airport, or anywhere else along their trip. What if he never meant to grab her at all? Could the whole point have been to force her to kill Kim, to make her experience the same bloodlust he felt in his cavernous soul? Had he succeeded? Emily shivered at the thought.
 
 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   A Birthday Party
 
   “I’m not cut out for this, Sensei.”
 
   Sitting in the dojo was a relief, no one else there with them. The earlier part of the day in school had been a desultory affair. Danny seemed distant, perhaps only now feeling the full weight of the events he witnessed over the weekend. Billy and Wayne tried to snap him out of his funk at lunch, but it was beyond the efficacy of adolescent hi-jinks. Emily sat quietly at the other end of the table with her nose buried in a book.
 
   “It was hard on you, Chi-chan?” Sensei asked.
 
   “One minute they were there with us, and the next they were gone. I heard their breathing, felt their fears and even their hopes. And then I stripped their lives away.”
 
   “You did what you had to do.”
 
   “I don’t know how much more of this I can stand. It’s like I feel the weight of their deaths, you know, as if it were a corporeal thing sitting on my chest. In Kamchatka, so many people died, but I didn’t kill them. I just watched their passing. But these men won’t pass away from me. I still see the look of surprise as they realize they’re no longer alive. I don’t want to carry them around with me anymore.”
 
   “I’m sorry Chi-chan. It’s a terrible burden. But you had no choice. You couldn’t let them harm your friends.”
 
   “No, but I could have just let them kill me. It would have been easy enough to force them to take my life.”
 
   “That’s too morbid a thought for you to keep inside. Let it go, too.”
 
   She didn’t tell him about the truly morbid moment of that day, when she stared down Kim’s gun, practically daring him to shoot her, longing for the bullet to crash through her face and end her misery. But he refused to do it. When he turned the gun toward Danny, it was as if he gave her permission to take his life. She could oblige where he had refused. 
 
   Connie had insisted their situations were not the same, but Emily wasn’t so sure. Kim was trapped, looking for a way out, trying to protect his family. Sacrificing himself was the only path open to him. To protect her friends, no self-sacrifice would suffice. She had to fight her way through. As persuasive as Connie’s reflection was, she still found herself dreaming of a different resolution, of oblivion.
 
   “You seem to be avoiding something, Chi-chan.”
 
   “Yeah, Anthony’s party. I’m just not in a festive mood. Is that okay?”
 
   “A birthday might be good for your mood, and his—a celebration of life. Besides, you didn’t go halfway around the world to rescue him just to skip his birthday party.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The only thing better than running through the woods with his uncle Theo would be if Emily could be there to run with them. Panting as he ran, ducking under low branches, scrambling up and down the uneven terrain, his uncle’s big hands snatching at his shirt. Just two more long strides and he could slide under that log and escape. Suddenly up in the air, he was caught, no escape. Now held high, bouncing back down the ravine to the reservoir, then airborne, arcing over and splashing down into the water. It was perhaps the last time he would be able to enjoy the staple pleasure of early childhood, being chased. At fourteen, he would have to put away such boyish things.
 
   All the preparations were complete: rope swing over the water installed in a tall tree, paintball ordnance secreted around the yard, prizes hidden under the water—the party planner was a SEAL after all. Now all that remained was for actual party guests to arrive.
 
   “She must really be something, from the way you talk. The last time I saw her, she was just a little kid, not even as big as you.”
 
   “She’s a lot bigger now, uncle Theo.”
 
   “I should hope so.”
 
   Anthony couldn’t help gushing over Emily, how strong, fast, clever she is.
 
   “I wish I could meet this wonder woman.”
 
   “She’s supposed to be here by now,” he said, with growing impatience. “You’d love her. She’s just like you. She keeps everyone safe, even when it’s dangerous. She’s not afraid of anything.”
 
   Theo sensed the change in his nephew’s voice, more serious, intense, but tinged with fear. His SEAL training made him sensitive to tiny inflections in the mood of others. Could she really be just like him?
 
   “Has she been keeping you safe, Anthony?”
 
   “She keeps all of us safe. When those people took me and Li Li to Kamchatka, Emily came for us. She fought the Colonel, and brought us all home.”
 
   Once the boy started talking about it, Theo couldn’t let the matter drop. He teased the whole story out, with all its attendant horrors. And once he’d heard everything Anthony had to tell, he went in search of Andie to hear the rest. He found her in the kitchen of the main house with Jerry and Alex, getting the cake ready.
 
   “Hey, Sis, what’s all this about Anthony being taken to Kamchatka?”
 
   She was speechless. The others looked surprised.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Jerry asked.
 
   “They don’t know either? How could you not tell us? We could have helped. Did you even tell Dad?”
 
   Andie started shaking, clearly struggling to hold back tears.
 
   “I had to find out from Anthony. What exactly is going on with you? Your son is kidnapped and you don’t call us, and you send the babysitter to get him? Was that Michael’s idea?”
 
   “What were you doing, interrogating my son on his birthday?” 
 
   “It just spilled out of him,” he said, now feeling just a little ashamed.
 
   “Did it have something to do with Michael?” Alex asked. 
 
   “No, it wasn’t about Michael.”
 
   “What’s Emily got to do with it? Anthony told me a fairy tale about how she rescued him.”
 
   “It has everything to do with her, Theo. But I don’t think she’d want me to talk about it.”
 
   “What the hell is going on here? Your son is kidnapped and you don’t confide in your own family. But you send the chauffeur’s daughter after him. Where’s Michael? Maybe he can explain it to me.”
 
   “Okay, look. The car was ambushed on the way to school. They grabbed Anthony and shot Michael. They killed our driver.” Andie paused to catch her breath. Theo could see her agitation. “And then we… it’s like we went into siege mode. The house was like an armed camp. Ethan and Jesse worked out a plan with Emily and Li Li’s uncle. They went to get him, to make a trade, but it was just a trick. They killed Jesse. You met him, you know how sweet he was.”
 
   Theo remembered Jesse well. Israeli special forces, they understood each other without words. He knew what it meant to lose a team member in the field. He felt this loss, too.
 
   “They shot up Ethan and Jiang, too,” she continued. “And they took Emily. That was what they were after all along. Oh, Theo, it was horrible! We didn’t hear anything for days. I’d practically given up all hope. And then one morning, Connie called from a Coast Guard Cutter in the Bering Sea. She got him back, Emily, she did it.”
 
   The brothers were struck dumb by Andie’s tale. Theo regretted making her relive the events. She sobbed quietly.
 
   “Emily did it?” he asked, chewing over her words. “How does that even make sense? She’s just a kid.”
 
   The whole story reminded him of George Kane, Emily’s uncle or father, or whatever he was to her. He’d been the chauffeur for all those years, but more than that. Theo spoke to him only once, several years ago, but he felt it then, that subtle, unmistakable hint of controlled violence he got from people in his line of work. Not a SEAL, probably too small to be a Ranger. Whatever he was, he’d obviously received extensive training. If his sister had said George rescued Anthony, now that would have made sense. But Emily? 
 
   He felt that same sense of loss when he learned of George’s death last year. Like the loss of a comrade, even a brother of sorts. When he came out of this little reverie, he saw her, framed by the doorway to the kitchen, taller than he expected. How long had she been standing there?
 
   “I didn’t say anything,” Andie said.
 
   Emily put her arms around her for a second, then kissed her forehead.
 
   “It’s okay. Maybe it’s about time we come clean… about everything.”
 
   “Everything?” Andie asked.
 
   “Yeah. It came to me in Seoul, hiding only serves their interests, not ours. I want to go public. Let’s start with your brothers.”
 
   “You’re sure about this?”
 
   “Yeah,” she replied, after taking a deep breath. “Get Michael to show them the video. I’m gonna find Anthony. His friends are coming up the drive, and we’ve got some entertaining to do.”
 
   “There’s a video?” Theo asked.
 
   Emily touched his shoulder and nodded. If felt almost like the reassuring gesture of a big sister. Something else flashed through him, too, rippling down his spinal column and back up again, a frisson of... what exactly? Not quite pain, but sorrow, to be sure, not pleasure, but something close to it. He couldn’t quite read the expression in her eyes, and that was unusual in itself. He was trained to read people, and he was good at it. But she seemed practically impenetrable. He remembered that’s exactly how George struck him: inscrutable. Only she seemed darker and maybe even a little scary. Could she really have done what they were saying?
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Who, or what, was that huge guy?” Theo demanded as soon as the video ended. “And where the hell was she, in prison?”
 
   “That’s a long story,” Michael replied. “Are you sure she wants us to do this?”
 
   Andie looked at him and nodded.
 
   “Fine. I’ll give you the general sense of what happened. But there are a few details you’ll have to get directly from her.”
 
   Theo grunted his approval.
 
   “Okay. Some of this is gonna sound pretty unbelievable, but here goes. A North Korean Strike team grabbed Anthony to force her surrender to them.”
 
   “What on earth could they have wanted with her?” Jerry asked.
 
   “How’d they even know who she is?” Theo chimed in.
 
   Michael held up his hand.
 
   “In good time,” he said. “They were a fringe group that had broken with the KDSS and were hiding out in Kamchatka. They operated under the tacit protection of someone in the Russian Navy and, it appears, a rogue element at CIA. The Koreans, led by one General Park and his daughter, ran a bio-tech program that was developing genetic enhancements for battlefield deployment.”
 
   “Genetic enhancements?” Alex asked.
 
   “They were trying to clone zombie super-soldiers,” Theo guessed. “You know, human killing machines. You hear rumors about stuff like that, but it’s just a crazy dream… until enough intelligence idiots believe in it and it gets funded. Is that what that huge guy was? Did they actually manage to make one?”
 
   Michael nodded.
 
   “They wanted her to fight him, as a sort of test. That’s why they brought her there.”
 
   So many questions swirled inside Theo’s head. Why her? How’d they find her? And most painful of all, how did his sister let her go? He clutched his head, as if he were in physical pain. She was good, that much was clear from the video. How’d she get to be that good?
 
   “This is all too much,” he groaned.
 
   “It looks like he failed the test,” Jerry said. “She was able to beat him, after all.”
 
   “No, she wasn’t,” Theo said. “She got lucky. He was winning that fight. It was just a matter of time.”
 
   Jerry flashed him an angry, sad look. Theo knew his big brother didn’t want to face it, but he’d been in too many fights not to know what losing looks like. The air hung heavy in the silence, as the rest of them considered what he’d said.
 
   “Theo’s right,” Emily said. They all turned around to see her standing just inside the doorway. “I didn’t win. It was just luck. I should have died in that ring. And afterwards, if it weren’t for the clone, I surely would have.”
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   “He’s dead. He sacrificed himself to shield me from gunfire. If not for him, none of us would be here today.”
 
   “What happened to the Parks and their cloning program?” Theo asked. “Are they still in Kamchatka?”
 
   “They’re all dead. I burned their camp to the ground. There’s nothing left,” she said with a definitive air.
 
   “You didn’t kill them, I hope.”
 
   “No. The clone killed most of them. But you saw in the video, I slashed that one guy pretty bad, and when I threw that knife, it hit the General square in the chest.”
 
   “And Colonel Park?”
 
   “Yes,” she sighed. “Did Anthony tell you about that?”
 
   “Yup. He didn’t see it, did he?”
 
   “No. He was very brave and hid the other children elsewhere in the compound while I dealt with her.”
 
   “And that’s exactly why you can’t go public with this,” Andie interjected. “He doesn’t know what really happened. He’s woven some abstract tale of gallantry out of the bits and pieces he saw. That’s what he tells himself about how you rescued him. Please don’t make him confront the brutal reality of what you endured. I don’t think he could bear it. I don’t even know how I can.”
 
   “She’s right,” Theo said. “It would crush him. You’re some sort of magical being in his eyes. That’s what’s allowing him to get over the horror of those events. Don’t take that from him, at least not yet.”
 
   He could see she was moved by what they were saying. Probably no other sort of consideration could move her, he supposed, not the girl who risked everything for someone else’s kid in the way the video showed.
 
   “I got the strangest phone call the other day, from Admiral Wallace,” Alex said. “At the time, it made no sense to me, what he was saying. But now…”
 
   “What’d he want?” Theo asked.
 
   “Emily, apparently you’re going to the Academy, or you’re not. He doesn’t seem to know. What he does know is that everyone who counts at the Academy seems to think you need to be there in the fall.”
 
   Emily shook her head.
 
   “The whole Kamchatka thing, I think it started with someone at the Academy leaking my information. I don’t see how I can go there. It’s clearly not safe.”
 
   “You’re worried about your safety on a naval base?” Alex asked. “From what we just saw on that video, I can’t imagine what you have to worry about. I mean, you went into the lion’s den to rescue innocents. I know you’re not afraid.”
 
   “I’m not worried about my safety. It’s everyone else’s. Look what happened to Anthony, and Michael, just because they know me. How’s the Academy gonna be safe from that?”
 
   Yuki stuck her head in the door.
 
   “The kids are getting restless. I think it’s time to get this party started. Get a move on, sailors!”
 
   Michael, Jerry and Alex filed out of the room, dutifully. Once the voice of command had spoken, they all knew how to follow. But Theo hung back, and gestured to Emily to have a word.
 
   “First, thank you for saving Anthony. Our family owes you a tremendous debt.”
 
   “I’ve come to think of it as my family, too,” she said.
 
   “I’m sure we’re all glad to have you, cousin. I know I am. But that’s not what I want to talk about.” He tried to look her directly in the eyes, which was no easy task, given the way emotions had been running in that room. The intensity of her stare, the darkness in her eyes, even he would admit it was daunting.
 
   “I think I’ve been where you are,” he continued. “The pain, the sorrow, the exultation, the mix of emotions after a fight, it’s intense, and pretty hard to manage by yourself. It can get pretty dark and twisted inside your head after something like that.”
 
   She had to look away, maybe for the first time in her life, because of someone else’s words.
 
   “I know,” she whispered.
 
   “Being part of something larger is the only thing I know that can really help you manage stuff like that. Family and friends are important, but they’re not enough. You need something much larger.”
 
   “You’re not the first person to tell me that.”
 
   “Just think about it.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Everyone, put your goggles on,” Theo barked out. “Nobody gets a gun until the goggles are on.”
 
   Eight fourteen year old boys in shorts and t-shirts stood in an impatient line at the edge of the back patio. The end of the line was held down by Alex, Jerry and Emily. 
 
   “Okay, listen up everyone. Here are the paintball rules: three hits on your t-shirt and you’re officially ‘dead’, each gun has a magazine with six shots, extra magazines are scattered throughout the woods. No shooting anyone once you’re already ‘dead.’ No fighting over magazines. Only hits on the t-shirt count, so try not to hit anyone in the head… or any other sensitive areas, for that matter.”
 
   “How are we gonna divide up the teams?” Jerry asked.
 
   “Boys against girls,” Theo suggested, with a big smile.
 
   “Yeah, right,” Emily snorted. “Okay. I’ll take you guys on.”
 
   “I’m on Emily’s team,” Anthony cried out.
 
   “How about kids against old men,” Andie proposed.
 
   A more or less equal division of forces was eventually accomplished, and guns were issued. 
 
   “The goal is to defeat the opposing team before they can seize the flag hidden down by the lake, which is more or less that way,” Theo said. “Ready, set…”
 
   “And nobody gets back into the house until they’ve rinsed all the paint off in the lake,” Andie called out before running back inside.
 
   “Go!”
 
   Sixteen pairs of sneakers sprinted for the tree line, followed by eight slower moving feet. A mere two steps before he could get to the shelter of the trees, Emily put a pair of pink splotches on Theo’s shirt and ran off giggling.
 
   “Damn, that was sneaky quick. I’ll get you for that, girl,” he yelled over his shoulder.
 
   Everyone was covered with pink paint by the time the flag was retrieved from the branches of a tree by the lake. Minutes later the kids were all in the water, swimming, snorkeling, searching for the treasures Theo had hidden on the bottom of the shallows. Turns on the rope swing punctuated everyone’s pleasure. The rope hung from the upper branches of a tall tree, long enough to make for a nearly horizontal arc over the water. 
 
   By this time, Emily had fetched the little kids, Li Li and Stone, from the house so they could share in the fun. Even though she was too small to ride the swing, Li Li was insistent, and so was Stone. The only thing to do was to let them ride on someone else’s lap. 
 
   Theo scooped up Li Li and ran off to the swing, with her shrieking over his shoulder the whole way. Stone let out an inchoate wail and dashed to her rescue, until Emily scooped him up from behind. In the end, this was the only resolution he would accept, and Li Li seemed mollified by the situation once she felt how solid her ride was—maybe even slightly reminiscent of her own uncle. 
 
   Once they were in the water, Li Li splashed on and off Theo as if he were a human swim dock. That spot taken, Stone scrambled onto Emily’s shoulders, perhaps a little uncertain of the water. One big heave and he flew through the air toward Theo, a look of terror on his face. When he recovered himself from the dunking, he saw Li Li in Emily’s arms and realized he was in the arms of a stranger. Much kicking and clawing ensued until a switch could be arranged. 
 
   “He is one determined little man,” Theo said. “Who’s he belong to?”
 
   “Me, I guess,” Emily said, with a mischievous little smile. 
 
   This girl is just full of surprises, he thought. Did he dare ask any more questions? Li Li squirmed out of his arms and into the water, which was fast becoming her element.
 
   “Who’s the father, if you don’t mind my asking.” 
 
   “I don’t really know.” She let that statement hang in the air between them for just a moment. Theo winced to hear it. “One of the guards in Kamchatka, I think. I found him there in the wreckage. Everyone else was dead. I couldn’t leave him behind. Besides, Li Li loves him.”
 
   “And Li Li, how’d you end up with her? I’m almost afraid to hear.”
 
   “Her father is, or was, a high level officer in the Chinese Guoanbu.” Theo whistled on hearing that tidbit. “He was executed for refusing to take me into custody, and after her mother died, she was handed over to the North Koreans. Her uncle Jiang asked me to get her back. She was part of the reason I went to Kamchatka.”
 
   “I was gonna say, you’re another Pied Piper, ‘cause you’re like a magnet for kids.”
 
   “I suppose. But what I really am is a magnet for trouble.”
 
   “Let me have this big girl,” Anthony said, paddling by. Li Li could content herself with Anthony, since Emily wasn’t paying her any mind. She climbed onto his back and they paddled off. Stone squawked at first, but having the attention of both big people was intoxicating, and the water didn’t seem quite as threatening as it did at first.
 
   “That you are,” Theo conceded, once they were alone. “But why you? What do all these nasty folks want with you?”
 
   An answer was not immediately forthcoming. Dark emotions smoldered visibly in her eyes. She was sizing him up, he could feel it, and it was just a little unnerving. Would he even measure up? He wasn’t so sure, until she nodded. And he definitely wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer. 
 
   “It’s about my grandfather... and my mom. He was the biochemist who... he’s the one who developed the idea of genetically enhanced soldiers.” She paused to take a breath. “They think I'm one of them. They think my mom and my grandfather cooked me up in a lab or something.”
 
   The next question was obvious, but he trembled to bring it out into the open between them. Before today he would never have entertained such a possibility, even in jest. But after what he’d already heard and seen….
 
   “Are they right?”
 
   Her eyes flashed to hear such a question. Had he offended her? Would she even answer?
 
   “I wish I knew. You still think I belong at the Academy?”
 
   The noise of restless boys on the shore broke the tension. It took a moment’s growling to organize them. Rinsed and toweled off, everyone headed back to the house for cake and ice cream. And presents.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   Spy Versus Spy
 
   “It looks like the report’s accurate,” Harkness said. “They’re all dead.”
 
   “The whole team?”
 
   “Yeah. Tice and Parfitt were in the hotel with him. Tariq and Danilov turned up in a dumpster across town.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Tice and Parfitt were killed with a blade, something big, and Tariq was practically decapitated.”
 
   Burzynski sat quietly, giving this last piece of information his full attention.
 
   “So it was Walker, then,” he said.
 
   “Maybe. But that’s not even the worst part. The girl was there.”
 
   “What the hell do you mean she was there?”
 
   “There’s video of her clearing customs at Gimpo.”
 
   “Coincidence?”
 
   “She was traveling with Connie Savaransky,” Harkness said with all the finality of a death sentence.
 
   “Is that all?”
 
   “She was met by Kim. You know, Meacham’s contact in the NIS.”
 
   “Okay, that sounds bad. But Wickham thinks Savaransky’s broken with Meacham.”
 
   “I wish I could believe it, sir. But there’s no way Walker let’s her jump ship and live. If she was there, the girl is Meacham’s.”
 
   “Then why hasn’t he presented her to the Sub-Committee?” Burzynski asked. “What’s he waiting for?”
 
   “More testing?”
 
   “Whatever it is, we can’t let this opportunity slip away. We need her dead before he can capitalize on her. You understand?”
 
   “Yes, but…”
 
   “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?” Burzynski said with a sneer. “You were just so keen on arguing that Meacham’s got her.”
 
   “It’s two things, sir. First, we still don’t know what happened to the Parks’ clone. Isn’t he more important than the girl?”
 
   “And second?”
 
   “We don’t know how to find her.”
 
   “That’s crap. What about all those sightings you had of her in Charlottesville?”
 
   “None for the last few weeks. And the last one was from when we thought she was staying with Cardano. But that theory is hardly compatible with the notion that she’s with Meacham.” 
 
   “Fine. Then we start from scratch, with the high school. We know she’ll turn up at there soon enough.”
 
   “Yeah. But we can’t hit her at a school,” Harkness replied. “We’d be destroyed by the public backlash.”
 
   “Not if we pick our moment. We just have to lay it on Meacham’s doorstep, let him take the heat. We just need a public occasion, very public.”
 
   “That’s gonna take some damn good intel to pull off.”
 
   “Yes, and I’m sure you know where to get it. There’s gotta be a disgruntled student who can help us.”
 
   Harkness nodded and growled his agreement.
 
   “Leave the question of the clone to me. Wickham may have a lead there.”
 
   The door clicked shut after Harkness left. A file on his desk claimed Burzynski’s attention, something about gangsters causing a ruckus in a fish market. A contact in the Metropolitan Police thought there might be a connection to the disappearance of several NIS agents. 
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Four steps down to the landing at the end of the hall, then turn right for another four steps down and a short walk along a bank of vending machines to the two sets of double doors leading into the cafeteria. When Emily turned the corner on the first landing she saw Wendy waiting for her. Coming from the other end of the school, she was a few minutes late. Everyone else had already gone through—the area in front of the doors was deserted. For an instant, she mulled turning around, skipping lunch. “Not a solution,” she thought. “Gonna have to face this sooner or later.”
 
   “What’s going on with you two, Em?” Wendy asked. 
 
   “Nothing,” she grunted in response, with an expression on her face that said “Do we have to?”
 
   “Danny’s walking around in a haze, and you, you’re acting like some sort of ice princess, or something.”
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you about Danny. I’ve got a lot on my mind.”
 
   “Something happen in Seoul you wanna tell me about?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Wendy looked her in the eye in that deadpan way only she could do.
 
   This is the downside of having friends. They think because they care, you owe them an explanation. Mostly that sounds pretty great, when it isn’t annoying. But if you have to conduct your life on a need-to-know basis, there are just some things you don’t want to share, because of the danger, or maybe because they’re too painful.
 
   Emily rolled this simple truth over in her mind as she looked distractedly at the streaks in Wendy’s hair. How should she go about explaining what happened in Seoul to her? Maybe an expurgated account would be enough for her, even if it wouldn’t satisfy Emily as much as silence. Friendship was beginning to feel like those paradoxical “finger-cuffs” that grip tighter the more you pull. Opening up to Wendy could be cathartic, especially if it involved tears… if only what she had to share wouldn’t turn out to be too repugnant for her.
 
   “What were you guys even doing over there anyway? You just left all of a sudden, and then you’re back, all cloaked in mystery.”
 
   “You really want to know?” Emily asked, in as forbidding tone as she could manage.
 
   “Is it safe to tell me?”
 
   “Who knows… why not? You’ll have to be the judge of how safe it is.”
 
   “I’m all ears.”
 
   Emily sketched out the main events: a friend in danger, Korean intelligence agents, a confrontation with gangsters in the fish market, rogue CIA contractors and a conversation with a yakuza.
 
   “Seriously, you took him to meet a yakuza? Is that what’s got him so spooked?”
 
   “Not exactly, though things did get a little hairy at that meeting.”
 
   “Such as…?”
 
   “Oh, you know, just the usual.”
 
   Emily knew she was avoiding the most important thing. She also knew saying it out loud to a friend would make it painfully real again.
 
   “If it wasn’t the Yakuza, what’s bugging him, then?”
 
   She swallowed, and let out a breath, then began the hardest part of the story.
 
   “Connie’s Korean friend, the NIS agent, he turned on us.”
 
   “Turned on you?”
 
   “Yeah, him and his men, they put a gun to Danny’s head, and to Ethan’s and the others. They lined them up, you know, down on their knees, and threatened to shoot them all if I didn’t surrender. I stumbled into the middle of it, the trap… and the little girl was there.”
 
   “Oh,” Wendy said, as a visceral sort of excitement gleamed in her eyes. “But you got him out of there, right, and the others, too?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, searching the floor, their shoes, anywhere but Wendy’s face, for direction. 
 
   “Oh, Em,” Wendy said, nervously. “What else happened? How did you get them out?”
 
   Her eyes were hard and dark, fixed on objects and people more than a world away. 
 
   “I killed them, all of them.”
 
   “Holy crap.” All that might have been exciting in Wendy’s curiosity drained away along with the blood in her face. It took a moment to recover. “Em, I’m so sorry. Are you gonna be in trouble for this?”
 
   “I don’t know, maybe. Somehow, I think that’s the least of my problems.”
 
   “Shall I take it this is another one of our little secrets?”
 
   The question caught her by surprise, as expected as it ought to have been. Just what sort of secret did she need, or want it to be?
 
   “I’ll leave that up to you, Wendy,” she said. Then, after a moment’s reflection, she offered a caveat. “You might want to be careful what you say around Melanie. She’d be pretty unhappy to hear I used the little sword her dad gave me.”
 
   “You used a sword to kill those guys? What kind of scene was that?”
 
   “Bloody.”
 
   “Oh. Sorry.”
 
   “I guess you might not want to talk about it around Danny. Or Billy, or Wayne, you know, so it doesn’t get back to Danny that everyone knows.”
 
   “So that just leaves Amanda,” she said with a laugh. 
 
   Emily laughed, too. That was the point of having friends, she supposed. Some moods can’t be managed without them.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Trouble in paradise?” Amanda asked Melanie, as they entered the cafeteria a few minutes later. “Maybe I should sit with your new friends today.”
 
   “They could be yours, too, if you wanted.”
 
   “I know you’d like that. But I wouldn’t. Sorry, Mel.”
 
   Wendy looked up to see the two girls standing behind Wayne.
 
   “Hi, Mel. You joining us today, Amanda?”
 
   Wayne was wedged into his seat, but craned his neck to catch a glimpse of Melanie and she put a hand on his shoulder. Emily grunted, then turned back to her book, betraying no interest in whatever might transpire at the table.
 
   “Hey, Danny,” Amanda said. “That’s a pretty dark cloud you’re sitting under. Something troubling you?”
 
   He growled and turned away.
 
   “Could it be Navy problems?” she asked just to needle him. “Maybe one too many Midshipmen in your life.”
 
   Melanie frowned at her, but didn’t have anything to say about it.
 
   “Great idea, Amanda,” Steve said, stepping out unexpectedly from behind her. “Let’s sit with these guys. That’s okay with everyone, isn’t it?” he asked the whole table, but looking mainly at Wayne.
 
   “You bet,” he replied with a big grin. 
 
   Melanie put her arm around Amanda’s shoulder and smiled like it was Christmas morning. 
 
   “Looks like you’re finally sitting with our friends!”
 
   “Great,” Amanda grumped, looking across the room at her other friends.
 
   “Oh, c’mon,” Steve said. “It’s almost graduation. You really want to sit with Marty and Jeff and those guys now? They’re just sophomores and juniors. It’s our class at this table, the people we’re going to college with.”
 
   In the end, however reluctantly, Amanda sat down with them. The conversation was tense and uncomfortable for the first few minutes. But opportunities for fun and mischief arose soon enough. And one even pulled Emily’s nose out of her book.
 
   “Yeah, the same thing happened to me,” Billy said. “Some guy in a suit was asking if I knew the girl who stabbed that guy in the parking lot.”
 
   “Stabbed that guy?” Wayne snorted back with contempt. “You mean the guy who stabbed me?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s who he meant.”
 
   “What’d he look like, this guy in the suit?” Emily asked.
 
   “Yeah, two guys in suits approached me in the grocery store,” Amanda reported. “Wanted to know if I knew any… Asian girls, you know.”
 
   “What did you say?” Steve asked her, a look of genuine concern on his face.
 
   “I was with my mom, you know, and I didn’t say anything. She knows who you are, Emily, and she’s been grilling me about why I didn’t say something to them. Am I supposed to lie for you?”
 
   “Yes,” practically everybody at the table roared back.
 
   “Do you even know who those guys were?” Wendy asked, as though the question were so obvious as to be a refutation all by itself.
 
   “They said they were FBI,” she replied. “They had badges.”
 
   “You tell ‘em whatever you like,” Emily finally said. “All of you, if people with badges ask about me, don’t be afraid to answer their questions.”
 
   “No, Em, are you sure?” Wendy asked. “Isn’t that dangerous.”
 
   “Dangerous,” Amanda snorted. “Please. What do you think she is, some sort of secret agent?”
 
   “It’s more dangerous for you guys to try to protect me from whoever these people are. Tell them whatever you think they want to know.”
 
   “What do you mean, whoever they are?” Amanda asked. “They’re FBI. We have to tell them the truth, or we’ll be in trouble. And what, exactly, do they want with you?”
 
   “If they were really FBI, and they were looking for her, don’t you think they’d just go directly to the office and have her taken out of class?” Wendy asked pointedly. “Why do you think they’re skulking about, asking kids about her?”
 
   “No, it’s okay,” Emily said. “Tell them whatever you know, Amanda, and the rest of you guys, too. Just don’t pretend you know some secret you’re keeping from them. Whoever these guys are, I can assure you, they’re dangerous. Don’t give them a reason to hurt you.”
 
   “Where are you even from? This is America, honey. That sort of thing doesn’t happen here.”
 
   “Oh, shut up, Amanda,” Melanie finally snapped at her, tears quivering angrily in her eyes. “Emily protected me that night. You saw it in that stupid video. I trust her and I’m going to protect her if I can. I owe it to her.”
 
   “No, Mel. Please don’t try to protect me. None of you,” she said, looking around the table with a strange new intensity. “It’s too dangerous, and it’ll just make things worse for everyone. I love you all, but please just keep your distance.” 
 
   With that she snapped her book shut and stuffed the remains of her lunch into her pack and hurried out of the lunchroom. A silence hung over the table as everyone looked nervously at each other. Amanda tried to conceal a sneaky little smile.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   It took the better part of an hour to pack up her clothes and books, the conversation at lunch ringing in her ears the whole time. All of Emily’s bags would fit in the bed of her little pickup easily. But with the dirtbike strapped in back too, some of the bags had to go in the passenger seat. She wanted to be on the road before dark. 
 
   All that remained to take down to the truck was her sword. It lay there on the kitchen table, inconspicuous and incongruous at the same time. Maybe no one would give it a second look, not some scuffed up family heirloom. That’s how it seemed to her. But she knew something else concealed itself inside the scabbard, inside the very steel of the blade—the spirit of the warrior. But whose spirit was it? She hardly knew. And yet, there it lay on the cheap formica surface of the table, next to the salt and pepper shakers, as if it were just another utensil, a pot or a colander, or a wooden spoon.
 
   She picked it up, felt it’s weight, and the noise of her friends at lunch finally died down, drowned out by something else. 
 
   “Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami,” the familiar voices chanted. What did they expect of her? And what kind of demon do they think she is?
 
   And then the other voice, so much louder, shrilled at her: “The true master uses the sword to take life when she must, and to give life when she should.”
 
   Emily felt faint as the next words formed themselves in her own mouth: “The true master knows no friendship.” A moment later, she found herself on the floor weeping.
 
   “Please, Granny,” she cried out to the voice in her head. “Can’t I have any friends?” She was afraid to hear the answer. None came.
 
   She had taken life when she had to. But the consequences of that act might be pursuing her even now, in the form of these so-called FBI agents haunting her friends around town. Did the Koreans know she killed their agents? Did they think she killed Berea and his men? No, Wendy was probably right. If these people were really with the FBI, if they had a legitimate reason for seeking her, and they didn’t know any other way to find her, they’d have just gone directly to the Principal already and taken her from school.
 
   Two thoughts immediately presented themselves to her mind. They aren’t FBI, or at least they aren’t willing to suffer public scrutiny of whatever they’re up to. Who exactly are they? She’d have to figure that out with Michael and Connie’s help. But it was comforting to think that if they were nefarious, she owed them no special respect or consideration. If they sought her, she could resist as the situation demanded. She craved the moral clarity of this conclusion.
 
   Even more comforting was the realization that they must not know where she lives. At least not yet. Jesse’s cameras hadn’t detected any unusual activity around her apartment. Her handset had not alerted her to anything. It wouldn’t last. If her friends did as she said, they’d have to tell them about her living arrangements. And even if they refused, Amanda certainly would. No, it’s better to leave now, before things get to be dangerous for everyone.
 
   “Going somewhere?” Danny’s mom called from the stoop by the back door.
 
   “Oh. Hi, Mrs. Rincon. Yeah. I think I’ve got to move on.”
 
   “What, you mean you’re leaving before graduation?”
 
   “I’ll be there, don’t worry. It’s just that…” She wasn’t sure how, or even what, to explain.
 
   “Something happened over in Korea, didn’t it? Danny’s been so glum since he got back.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess you could say that.”
 
   It would have been nice to avoid having this conversation, she thought. Mrs. Rincon didn’t need to know the gory details, did she? And what would she think of her, once she had heard them?
 
   “Care to talk about it over a cup of tea?” she asked, tipping her head toward the kitchen.
 
   Sitting in her landlady’s kitchen had always been soothing in the past. Maybe it would still be so.
 
   “I don’t want to stay too long,” she said, pulling a chair from the table. The black and white checkerboard linoleum showed exactly where the cabinets under the counter were square, and where they weren’t. The kettle was slow to boil. “I’d like to be gone before Danny gets back from the dojo. I don’t want to make him uncomfortable.”
 
   “Make him uncomfortable, or you?”
 
   “Both, I guess.”
 
   “So why are you leaving?” Mrs. Rincon asked, while she poured steaming water into a pair of mugs. “You’re paid up through the end of the summer. Remember?”
 
   “I’m just worried… I don’t want to bring any of my troubles here to your doorstep.”
 
   “Is it about Korea?”
 
   Emily hesitated before answering. It was entirely about what happened in Korea, but only because the same people were involved in what happened there as in all the previous calamities she had endured.
 
   “We had a good time in Seoul… for the most part. But I wanted Danny to see what my life is really like, you know, what it would mean to have someone like me for a girlfriend. I’m not sure he liked what he saw.”
 
   “Why? What did he see?” she asked, a trace of anxious care audible in her voice.
 
   “There was an incident. I went there to protect a friend, sort of. I mean, he’s not really a friend, just someone I met in Kamchatka. But his family was in danger because of me. I don’t know how much of this you really want to hear.”
 
   “I don’t know either. Was it something bad?”
 
   “Yes,” Emily replied. She let that lonely, woeful affirmation sit on the table between them for a few seconds. “The people who were helping us, agents from the Korean intelligence services, well, they kinda turned on us.”
 
   Mrs. Rincon’s face was completely pale and her eyes wide.
 
   “There were guns, they threatened all of us.”
 
   “Was anyone hurt?” she finally asked, in a very shaky voice.
 
   “No… well, yes. The Koreans were, but not Danny or Ethan. Not even Connie—I mean, they shot her in the chest, but she had a vest on.”
 
   “How did you… what happened… what…?” she stammered out, her hands clutching the edge of the table.
 
   “I killed them,” Emily said, spitting the words out like hot coals. “They threatened my friends, threatened to kill us all, and I fought them. Now they’re dead.”
 
   “Oh my God.”
 
   “Now you can see why Danny might be reconsidering his choice of a girlfriend.”
 
   “Oh my God.”
 
   Emily didn’t know what else to say. Maybe she’d already said too much. Mrs. Rincon looked like she would not fully comprehend what she’d just heard for a while. The chair scraped across the floor as Emily stood up to leave.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to put him in so much danger.”
 
   Mrs. Rincon stared at her, speechless. Emily braced herself for a mother’s righteous wrath. She knew how well she deserved it.
 
   “Oh, no, sweetheart. Don’t apologize. You did what you had to do, to protect a friend, and then you had to protect my son. He’s safe.” She stopped to take a breath. “Thank you for taking care of him.”
 
   Emily hesitated a moment, unsure whether she should run out the door or stand frozen on the spot until Mrs. Rincon had a chance to reconsider her sentiments. She had endangered her son, maybe needlessly. At least, that’s what Connie kept telling her. And just because he wasn’t shot or stabbed, that doesn’t mean he’s all right. She didn’t deserve thanks. 
 
   “Where will you go?”
 
   “I have a place in Covington,” she said. It was a lie, but she wanted to give her something safe to tell the so-called FBI when they came calling.
 
   “I guess I owe you some money, you know, a few months rent and a security deposit.”
 
   “No. Keep it. I don’t need it,” Emily said, knowing full well Mrs. Rincon could not afford to pay her.
 
   “I don’t think I can do that.”
 
   “Then keep it as a graduation present for Danny, from both of us.”
 
   In the end, after some cajoling, she acquiesced, with a nod and shaky smile. 
 
   “Whatever happened in Korea, I think you were good for him, even if it couldn’t really last. He’ll miss you, and so will I.”
 
   “People may come around, asking about me. Official looking people. Tell them what you know. Don’t hide anything to protect me.”
 
   “Who are these people? What do they want? Is it about Korea”
 
   “No, it’s not, at least not directly. It’s the same old people as before, or people just like them. They may say they’re with the FBI. It doesn’t matter. Whatever they say, don’t make a fuss. Just answer their questions. Don’t put yourself in danger for me.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know very much that I could tell them. You were a good tenant and a good neighbor.”
 
   Emily smiled at her landlady, then drew her into a long hug. Neither one wanted to let go, perhaps out of the same fear of letting the emotions they ought to feel peek out.
 
   “I’d better go now. Thank you.”
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   Through a Glass Darkly—Twenty One Years Ago
 
   “My father is dead,” she told him, in a shaky voice. “I need your help.”
 
   “Why me, of all people?”
 
   “I have no one else to turn to.”
 
   Shu Xi traveled a long way to find George Kane. Her long, black hair trailed behind her in the breeze as she clung to the railing. The ferry churned across the channel, bringing its cargo of cars, bicycles, market carts and people over to the mainland. 
 
   “What about your brother? Why not go to Tammy?”
 
   “I can’t tell him. He is the problem.”
 
   “But how can you trust me? I thought I was the enemy. My team attacked your family compound, stole your father’s money.”
 
   “You have nothing to gain from helping me. That’s how I know I can trust you. Besides, I saw it in your eyes that night, when you protected me from Walker.”
 
   George shook his head. He was puzzled, not by the way she knew she could trust him—she could—but by how she knew he would agree to help. Was he so easy to read? How had she learned to see right through people? Perhaps she learned it that night, when she first looked into his eyes and saw that he wouldn’t kill her or the children.
 
   “Tammy talks of making a real alliance with Moh Heng to make the Mong Tai a legitimate military force in Burma, and not just a drug gang.”
 
   “That sounds dangerous but, you know, good.”
 
   “It is good. It’s what our father used to be, as a young man, before the drug trade distracted him. I want my brother to do this. But he is obsessed by the idea of getting revenge on Walker. He can’t focus on anything else until he settles that.”
 
   “You realize, don’t you, that Walker is my cousin?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I can’t help Tammy kill him.”
 
   “No. That’s not what I want. But can you keep him from killing my brother? I’m just so afraid for him.”
 
   “What makes you think he needs my help? Doesn’t he have an army on his side?”
 
   “Yes, but you saw them that night. They are mainly peasants and farm boys, not trained assassins. They are no match for you or your cousin.” She turned silent and looked down. “I’m sorry.”
 
   George knew what she meant, and it wasn’t to insult him with the comparison to Walker. She evidently understood that about him, too, his visceral disgust with his cousin.
 
   “I’m sorry, too.”
 
   “You tried to warn him about Walker, that he’s hungry for death, but Tammy wouldn’t listen. I saw it, too, that night, the look in his eyes. Tammy is not prepared to face a man like that, and he may have found him. Can you help me?”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Some bears have a sixth sense for when they are being followed. Occasionally, in order to turn the tables, they double back in what seems like a long slow loop, until they are effectively tracking the tracker. George figured this is what Walker was probably doing to Tammy. No way he wouldn’t recognize a hunt. Unlike the bear, he would relish the discovery, toy with his pursuer, perplex him and torment him, until he could have the final pleasure of killing him. This was Walker’s way. 
 
   Shu Xi overheard Tammy say Walker had gone to ground on an island at the eastern edge of the Celebes Sea. It didn’t matter if he was right, whether Walker had ever really been hiding there. George knew Walker would be there precisely because that’s where Tammy was looking for him. And Meacham was building his secret headquarters there. Virtually a fortress, the unfinished construction site was a warren of tunnels and underground chambers—the perfect place to confound an enemy. 
 
   A tropical storm washed over the island the day before and the workers had to be evacuated. Walker prized isolation, and he loved dank, dark holes above all. He would be there, waiting for his prey with whatever sword he had just acquired. 
 
   Getting there in time to be of any use was not going to be easy. Meacham’s contacts at the base were his only hope. He didn’t care if he was found out afterwards. Some debts must be paid on demand, and some wrongs made right, at least to the extent possible. He just needed someone to agree to take him there without checking out his story beforehand.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “I can’t believe you’re going down there,” Danko exclaimed. “What’s this girl to you?”
 
   “You gonna help me or not?” George asked. “It’s not like I’m asking you to come along.”
 
   “Oh, I’m coming, if only to see Meacham’s shangri-la one more time. I think he’s spent most of Khun Sa’s fortune down there.”
 
   “Okay, fine, but how are we getting there?”
 
   “That part’s easy. There’s an ensign, fresh out of the Academy, Meacham’s been using her to chauffeur Walker all over the South China Sea. I don’t think she knows what he’s all about, but she’s got the clearance to fly us down there, and I think I can sweet talk her.”
 
   Six hours later, carrying two heavy duffle bags, George and Danko boarded a seaplane piloted by Ensign Savaransky. The flight to Meacham’s island would take at least five hours and require an external fuel tank, and Danko was in a talkative mood.
 
   “Was he always this crazy?” he asked, careful not to use Walker’s name in an open cabin. The engine noise would mostly cover their conversation, but he knew caution was still necessary.
 
   “When we were little kids, he lived down the street. We were inseparable. He was a sweet kid.”
 
   “Did something happen, you know, to change him?”
 
   “His mother died giving birth to his little sister,” George said in a solemn tone. “He was seven at the time. They moved away after that, and his father remarried a few years later.”
 
   “Is that what did it?”
 
   “Nah. I mean, that was a sad time, and he was really upset. I didn’t see him nearly as much over the next few years. But when I did, he seemed happy enough.” 
 
   George reflected on his memories for a quiet moment, and Danko didn’t want to disturb him.
 
   “He doted on his little sister, Lauren, almost like it was a way to hang on to his mother,” he said, eventually. “There was a strong resemblance, I suppose. She had the same curly red hair and green eyes.”
 
   A wave of nausea washed over Danko at these words, as if he couldn’t help sympathizing with Walker. An elegiac note in George’s voice did not escape his notice. “The sister must be dead, too,” he thought.
 
   “Years later, in high school, whenever I saw him, he was so strange. I remember one hunting trip, when his dad was trying to teach him to shoot, and the importance of a clean kill. He shot a deer, and it didn’t die right away. We caught up with him a few minutes later, kneeling next to it, watching it twitching on the ground. His father yelled at him to finish it, but he just looked at it, like he was trying to find something in its eyes. My parents decided to keep us apart after that.”
 
   “That’s kinda creepy, I guess,” Danko said. “But it’s a long way from the full blown psycho he is today.”
 
   “There it is, straight ahead,” Ensign Savaransky shouted back into the cabin. “At eleven o’clock. We’ll be there in fifteen minutes. There’s a pier on the leeward side.”
 
   About three miles across at it’s widest point, two hills on either side of a central valley, with a natural harbor on the southern end, the island was covered in dense jungle with no clearings or construction visible from their present altitude. Storm clouds loomed darkly some three hundred miles or so to the east. The rest of the sky formed an azure bell over the scene, tinged with gold from the late afternoon sun.
 
   “Once Meacham gets dug in on this rock, it’s not gonna be easy to dislodge him,” Danko mused.
 
   “Can we do a fly-by around the windward side?” George asked. “Try to keep your distance.”
 
   The plane pitched left as Savaransky brought the nose of the plane around. The turn completed, the plane banked right and dropped to about a hundred feet above the water. George and Danko scanned the shoreline looking for any sign of Tammy’s men. Once they cleared the southeastern point and turned due west, several large motor launches came into view, empty, riding at anchor a few hundred feet offshore, enough to carry thirty or more men.
 
   “Take us to the pier,” George said.
 
   “So what did happen to him?” Danko asked, once George sat back down. “Do you know? Was there some sort of trauma?”
 
   “Who knows? I mean, I didn’t see him much in those days. But something did happen. The summer after he graduated from high school, while he was working as a counselor at a summer camp outside Fall River, his family was killed, murdered in their sleep.”
 
   “Holy shit,” Danko said, mouth agape. “He did it, right?”
 
   “The sheriffs looked at him pretty carefully, but he had a solid alibi, from the camp, which was over a hundred miles away. They concluded he couldn’t have had anything to do with it.”
 
   “But you know better?”
 
   “I didn’t know what to think at the time. Looking back at it now, it’s hard not to suspect him. And there was something about the crime I don’t think anyone fully appreciated at the time. The bodies were cut up pretty bad, especially his stepbrothers, you know mutilated, like they were the target of some nasty emotions. But not his little sister, her neck was broken, real neat and clean, as if someone didn’t want her to suffer, or even to be disfigured in death.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “I can’t stay here overnight, in case the storm turns this way. There’s no shelter,” Savaransky shouted over the engine noise. “I’m heading up to Davao to weather it there. I’ll be back for you at dawn.”
 
   “It looks like there’s plenty of water, and we have enough rations,” George replied through the cockpit side-window. “I don’t think we’ll need you that early. Just be back before noon.”
 
   He stepped off the pontoon, shouldering his duffle bag, and motioned to Danko to follow him down the pier to the beach. The engine revved behind them and roared off into silence. By the time they made the tree line, the plane was out of sight. 
 
   It didn’t take long to find the first remnants of Tammy’s men, a body slashed diagonally across the chest, fallen through a low-lying fern. Another, headless, slumped nearby under a palm, no other marks on the body. A severed hand lay a few yards away, it’s owner probably dead or dying nearby in the underbrush. The air was hot and humid, heavy with the death and life of the forest.
 
   “His sword technique seems to have improved,” Danko observed. “At least, these guys are less messy.”
 
   George growled and headed further into the jungle. Huddled against a large rock, trembling, they stumbled on a small contingent of Tammy’s men, fear etched into their faces. Hand gestures and Danko’s very rudimentary Mandarin somehow persuaded them not to shoot, though they hardly wanted to initiate any hostilities. George kept his gun slung over his shoulder and out of sight.
 
   “Go to your boats,” Danko tried to tell them. “You’ll be safe there. We’ll bring your sifu to you.” 
 
   George hoped they understood. Of course, Tammy’s men had no particular reason to believe them or take their advice for orders. One or two might have recognized them from their previous meeting in Manila. Whatever the reason, their fear of Walker, or something reassuring about George, they gathered their courage and headed for the other end of the island, skirting the shoreline.
 
   “We need to find high ground before the sun gets too low,” George muttered. “I think the main entrance to Meacham’s labyrinth must be nearby. Let’s see that ‘plan’ of yours.”
 
   Danko had been to the island once, two years ago, and the blueprints he saw then might have changed. But his sketch from memory would have to do: a main entrance, and two side entrances. Of course, knowing Meacham, George assumed there would be at least one other escape route, probably dug deeper into one of the hillsides. The surface structures hadn’t even been roughed in yet, or perhaps they’d been abandoned in favor of a completely hidden complex.
 
   From the top of the smaller hill, George spied a waterfall on the larger one. 
 
   “Will you look at that,” he snorted. “This place is a damned paradise.”
 
   “Let’s check it out,” Danko replied. “There’s probably an entrance at the base of the cliff.”
 
   No more bodies littered the path they cleared through the undergrowth. “Tammy’s men must not have made it this far,” George thought. The forest thinned out as they crossed the valley between the hills, finally only scattered trunks made room for a breeze, supporting a heavy canopy at least fifty feet above their heads. Speckled shade flitted across their faces and the forest floor crinkled under their boots.
 
   “It’s a shame we can’t go barefoot here,” Danko mused.
 
   George smiled, his thoughts just then completely unshaped by the tone of the task that lay before them. Fifty feet ahead the forest gave way to what looked like a meadow. When he pulled the last branches to the side, the afternoon sun poured over him. Some kind of beach grass covered the ground in yellow and green. Moths or butterflies danced in the lazy sun. They made their way around the edge, as if not wanting to disturb the insects and the grass.
 
   The sound of flowing water caught George’s ear a few seconds before he saw it. Only a few feet wide, burbling along a gash it had worn away over the years, he stared down blankly at the stream. Had he finally found the water he’d been hearing in his meditations all these years? The thought was tantalizing.
 
   “Fresh,” he said, as he crouched down to splash his face.
 
   They followed it back across the meadow to the falls a few hundred feet away. Standing at the bottom, the top couldn’t be seen, shrouded in its own mist. No more than a hundred feet high, it might as well as been as high as the sky. The water crashed into a rocky lagoon, shallow enough to wade across at most points.
 
   “This is as good a spot to rest as any,” Danko proposed, pointing to a sheltered spot inside a thicket. “We can hunt him down once the moon is up.” 
 
   George sat in silence for the next several hours while his companion closed his eyes. Something about the scene spoke to him in the depths of his soul. The forest, the meadow, the stream and the waterfall, all beckoned to him. “This is your home,” they seemed to say. “Live and die in our shade. Bury yourself here and become one with us.” The reverie intoxicated him and seduced him. At that moment, he could see no reason ever to leave. 
 
   The three-quarter moon culminated a couple hours after midnight, but the storm never materialized, having turned south during the night. Danko got up to eat and explore the area around the lagoon.
 
   “Back here, George, check this out.” He stood at one edge of the falls, pointing to a ledge jutting out from under heavy vines. “I think there’s an opening.” 
 
   They stepped behind the curtain of water, wisps of humid air curling all around the light from their flashlights. Just enough moonlight peeked through to make the water glow. A few feet further along the ledge, George saw it first, a dark hole gaping in silence, more than a little menacing.
 
   “You think this is one of the escape routes?”
 
   “I don’t remember anything like this on the blueprints, but if it isn’t one, it ought to be.”
 
   “We might as well recon it. Even if it leads nowhere, it might still come in handy.”
 
   Within a few steps, it was already too dark to see without lights. Cool air pressed against their faces, reassuring them of an opening at the other end. The floor fell away under their feet as they went further, descending twenty or thirty feet in a hundred meters, before it flattened out into what was clearly an artificial corridor. An escape tunnel—they’d stumbled upon it. If Walker was stalking Tammy elsewhere in the tunnels, he might not expect anyone to approach from this direction.
 
   Enough dim light flickered out of scattered fixtures to allow them to do without flashlights. Rough hewn stone walls and poured concrete floors crisscrossed inside the belly of the island. In one semicircular stretch, some sort of moss clung to the humid stone on the convex side, rivulets trickling down to seep into a gap at the edge of the concrete floor.
 
   “The source of the water in the falls must be right behind this wall,” Danko said. “This is the main tunnel in the complex. All the others branch off this one, with chambers every thirty feet on the outer ring. It’ll take a while to clear all of ‘em.”
 
   A shriek echoing down a side corridor promised to shorten their task. George ran forward as quickly as silence would allow, with Danko trailing behind. 
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “All this time and effort to find me,” Walker said with a contemptuous sneer, sword dripping over his latest victim. “Was it worth it?”
 
   Tammy’s elite unit lay scattered about the corridor, dead before they could fire a single shot. Walker would take his time with his last victim, to taste the full measure of the man’s terror. 
 
   “Go ahead, kill me,” Tammy shouted defiantly. “Do you think I care? You already took my wife and son from me.”
 
   Walker paused, disappointed by his victim’s despair. It wouldn’t save him, even if it meant less pleasure. The combination of sorrow and resentment he detected promised no satisfaction, even if it felt painfully familiar. 
 
   He hesitated, disgusted, planted his foot and prepared to swing his sword, looking for the optimal angle for a single, precise stroke, his new preoccupation. Tammy’s eyes burned, staring up at him without cringing.
 
   When the blow connected, the disorientation was intense. A foot to the back of his knee twisted Walker around, forcing him to kneel. He found himself looking up into his cousin’s face. Where did he come from? George wrenched the sword from his hand and tossed it aside. Walker spun away on his hands and knees, looking for a way to stand and fight. A sharp kick to the chest just as he regained his footing drove him back into the stone of the wall. He felt something hard and cold strike the back of his head and fell to the ground woozy, and then unconscious.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “You! What are you doing here?” Tammy shouted.
 
   “Your sister sent us,” Danko replied. “She’s worried about you.” 
 
   George hoisted Walker over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and carried him around the corner before Tammy could react.
 
   “My sister? Why you guys?”
 
   “You’ll have to ask her,” Danko said.
 
   “Wait! Where’s he taking Walker?”
 
   “You have to give that one up. He’s not going to let you kill his cousin. Just be thankful you’re alive.” Danko crouched down to assess his wounds. “C’mon. Let’s get a bandage on that. Then we can get you back to your men.”
 
   “They’re all dead. Walker, he’s like Death itself. He came upon us in the night. We fled in here to escape him, but we got lost in the dark. It’s like he was everywhere, killing anything he came across.”
 
   “Yeah, that sounds about right,” Danko said. “But not all your men were killed. We found a few hiding in the jungle. They’re waiting by the boats.” 
 
   “My sister really sent you?”
 
   Danko nodded as he leaned over to help Tammy to his feet. The two of them hobbled down the long curving main tunnel together. 
 
   “I came here to kill Walker. I’ve been hunting him for almost two years. I can see that’s over. What now?”
 
   Holding up the much smaller man, helping him walk, Danko mulled over Tammy’s perplexity. His own loathing of Walker helped him almost sympathize.
 
   “Your sister thinks you’re a good man. And George must think so, too. Why not just start with that.” A few steps later, he stopped with a new idea. “You know this island fortress—Meacham’s building it with your father’s money. It’s gonna take him at least a week to get his crew back down here. If you can get your people dug in before then… think the Mong Tai Revolutionary Army can use a secret base?”
 
   Tammy smiled broadly at a deliciously subversive suggestion.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
    Danko found George a few hours later in the depths of the first cave, Walker stretched out cold against the wall next to him.
 
   “Did he get off okay?”
 
   “In a manner of speaking,” Danko replied. “What about him?”
 
   “He’s still sleeping it off. I must have hit him harder than I thought.”
 
   “You sure he’s not dead?”
 
   George glowered at him. 
 
   “Okay. I get it,” Danko added quickly, recognizing a tender subject. “We better wake him up, then, if we’re gonna make it to the plane in time.”
 
   “What on earth are you guys doing here?” Walker demanded, rubbing the back of his head. “And what the hell did you hit me with?”
 
   “Whatever it was, it looks like he didn’t hit you hard enough,” Danko said.
 
   Walker grumbled and cursed.
 
   “Where the hell are we?”
 
   “You don’t recognize the place?”
 
   Walker cast his eyes around the cave, but the dim light revealed nothing familiar. The sound of water crashing in the distance should have been a clue. Danko shrugged.
 
   “Seriously, what are you doing here?”
 
   “We came for you,” George replied.
 
   “The hell you did,” he said, only just beginning to piece together where they were. “You came to get in my way. This was none of your damn business.”
 
   “I think you’ve had enough killing,” George snarled.
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   “Look, David. You killed his wife and son that day in the Golden Triangle. It’s time to leave him be. I think you owe him at least that.”
 
   Danko could hardly suppress a contemptuous snort at these words. The absurdity of the sentiment was almost too much for him. If any serious moral reckoning was to be taken, the only possible conclusion would have to involve killing Walker on the spot. But just as George couldn’t countenance killing his cousin, he couldn’t bring himself to require it.
 
   “If you really think that, why didn’t you just let him kill me, or let Danko do it?” Walker demanded.
 
   George scowled at him and said: “I’m not gonna come for you again.”
 
   “Guys, our ride is waiting,” Danko reminded them.
 
   “Wait, where’s my sword,” Walker said with growing agitation, scanning the cave as well as he could in the dim light. “You didn’t break it, did you?”
 
   George reached behind him and produced a long katana in an inlaid scabbard.
 
   “Here. I have to admit, this one looks a lot better than the last few. I think even Sensei might approve of it”
 
   “You have no idea how much I paid for it. I’m pretty sure it’s seventeenth century.”
 
   “You know, they say real swords contain the spirit of the warrior, or maybe of the people it killed,” George said. “Aren’t you worried that all those spirits might come back to haunt you?”
 
   “Maybe it’s their company I’m looking for.”
 
   Danko shook his head, walking behind the two of them, as they made their way back to the waterfall and out to the meadow. How strange this pair seemed. So small, relatively speaking, neither one measuring even six feet or a hundred eighty pounds, and yet as dangerous as any two people ever to walk this earth. He knew how much they hated each other, George especially. Still, intense passions like that have their own sort of intimacy, and it was palpable to him just how close they really were. They seemed to trust each other with their very lives. Of course, Danko trusted George in that way, and maybe he knew Walker wouldn’t turn on him. But would he risk anything to protect him? Probably not. The obscure code of Black Ops justice, which values loyalty, courage and resourcefulness above all else, but supplied few other distinctions, often left one in a quandary when it came to judging the character of one’s comrades.
 
   Danko knew exactly why he hated Walker, why given the opportunity he might have killed him in the labyrinth. What he didn’t understand is why George never would. This was a soul not worth saving, and if he couldn’t see that… well, that was a dangerous blind spot for someone in this line of work.
 
   When they cleared the tree line, Ensign Savaransky yelled to them from the end of the pier.
 
   “Tick, tock, guys. Step lively if you want to make it home before dark.”
 
   “Hold your horses, Ensign,” Danko shouted back. “We’re coming.”
 
   On the flight back, Danko sat up front with Savaransky in order to give the cousins space to talk. As far as he could tell, not a word passed between them. Of course, not much more passed between him and Savaransky. 
 
   “What a hard, cold fish,” he thought. “And those fierce eyes, that predatory look. No wonder Meacham likes her. She could probably kill someone with just a glance. She’s definitely been spending too much time with Walker.”
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   Rebuilding the Roadhouse
 
   The last weekend before the end of school, and no more homework to be done, Emily had time for a morning errand in West Virginia. She wanted to go alone, but Ethan and Connie were insistent, and they’d probably just follow her there anyway. 
 
   By now, the route had drifted into familiarity: route 64 west through Waynesboro, south to Lexington and west through Clifton Forge and Covington. A couple of miles south of White Sulphur Springs, on a poorly paved road off the interstate, they found a dirt and gravel yard backing up to a ravine opposite wooded hills. No sign of the explosions that destroyed the old structures was anywhere visible. Ethan pulled the SUV into the lot, grumbled about potholes, and parked in front of the smaller of two recently installed pre-fab buildings. The smells and sounds of an active machine shop were evident even before Ethan stepped outside. 
 
   “Wait here. Let me check it out,” he growled, looking exceedingly pleased with himself.
 
   The driver’s side door hadn’t clicked shut before half a dozen menacing and rather scruffy looking men emerged from the shed, the largest of them almost as big as Ethan, wearing a singed leather apron and sporting a large scar down one side of his face, curving from temple to jaw. 
 
   “Oh, crap,” Ethan muttered, according to Connie’s lip reading skills. She cracked open her window to hear. Emily couldn’t suppress a giggle from the back seat.
 
   “Were you expecting trouble?” Connie asked.
 
   They watched for a moment as Ethan exchanged scowls with the gang.
 
   “What do you want here?” one voice demanded loudly.
 
   “Just making sure it’s safe.”
 
   “Safe for what?” another voice sneered. “It may not be safe for you. Why don’t you just move on down the road?”
 
   Ethan growled something inaudible in response and let his jacket blow open in the breeze to give them all a glimpse of the gun hanging under his arm.
 
   “I think he’s had enough fun,” Emily said as she pushed open her door and popped her head out. “Hi, guys,” she announced with a big smile.
 
   “Princess! It’s you,” the big man in the apron roared. 
 
   Before Ethan could stop him, he rushed over to scoop her up into a hug.
 
   “It’s good to see you, too, Luther. What happened to your face?” she asked, pressing her hand to his cheek.
 
   “Ain’t nothing. That scrape I got in the blast got infected. The Doc thinks there’s a sliver of metal in there.”
 
   “You better take care of that, big guy.”
 
   “We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow. They all wanted to have the bikes finished to show you.”
 
   “Do you have time to give me the grand tour today?”
 
   By this time, eleven men and three women had gathered round the SUV to see what the commotion was about. Almost all of them were clearly very happy to see Emily, even if they were suspicious of Ethan and Connie. Introductions took up the next few minutes. Reggie and Carl had grease on their hands, so they just nodded. Boris pulled off his welding gear and reached out a huge hand. Max, Bronk and T-Bone smiled and waved from the back. Chester and Big Jake squeezed through the crowd for the pleasure of touching her hand.
 
   “What do you guys think this is, Snow White and the Eleven Dwarves?” one of the women shouted. “Give the girl some air.”
 
   “And this is Roxie,” Luther said. “My old lady.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you under happier circumstances, Miss Emily. And this is my cousin, Jackie.”
 
   “She’s with me,” Chester said, blushing under his whiskers.
 
   “And that’s Nate and Oscar in the back there.”
 
   “I’m glad to see all of you again,” Emily said. “Who’s that, over there?” she asked Roxie in a quiet voice, gesturing to a woman hanging back from the rest, leaning against the smaller shed.
 
   “That’s Shelley. She’s the one who…”
 
   “I know who she is,” Emily interrupted. “She came at me with a knife the first time I was here.”
 
   “When you threw her over that table, well…”
 
   “Is she with anyone?”
 
   “Her guy was killed in the blast—Lance. That wasn’t none of your doing, though I think you broke his arm and banged up his face a bit that night at the lake. She’ll come around soon enough. Luther, why don’t you bring her over?”
 
   “No, just leave her be,” Emily said. “She’s got a right to her feelings. And when she came at me, she probably just thought she was protecting her own. I can respect that. I mean, that’s all I was doing that night by the lake.”
 
   Once everyone seemed content to have gotten noticed by Emily, they went back to whatever they were up to before she arrived. Roxie led the way over to the larger building, really just a big, rectangular shed made of corrugated steel. Large sections were transported over the last week pre-assembled. The main entrance consisted of double steel doors under a little portico.
 
   “The electrician came by yesterday to finish the wiring, and the plumbing is completely functional, thank God,” she said with a laugh.
 
   Roxie yanked opened the door for Emily and Connie, and followed them in. Ethan caught the door before the wind could slap it shut. The first thing Emily noticed was the long bar, a single roughhewn plank, already stocked with bottles on the shelves and three taps. 
 
   “Looks like you still have some work to do on the interior walls,” Ethan observed.
 
   “Yeah, Nate’s the spackle expert,” Luther piped up. “He thinks we can have the sheetrock done by Monday evening now that the windows are in.”
 
   “I think you still need a few more tables,” Emily said. “There’s barely enough seating in here for you guys.”
 
   “Well, who the hell else do you think’s coming out here?” 
 
   “I don’t know, Luther. Has it occurred to you to run this place as a legit restaurant, and maybe a bike shop?”
 
   “But don’t that require lots of papers and permits and inspections?” Luther asked. “And we don’t even know who owns the land. We really don’t want to draw too much attention, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Luther, you don’t think I dumped over a hundred thousand dollars into building you a bar and a workshop without sorting out those details, do you?” 
 
   Roxie laughed out loud and Luther winced.
 
   “I see what you mean, hon,” Roxie said. “This girl’s a force to be reckoned with.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Luther asked in a loud whisper, clearly flustered. “A hundred thousand? No way we can pay you back.”
 
   “Turns out the old roadhouse was a derelict property,” Connie interrupted. “Owner passed away about a dozen years ago with no relatives. The state was supposed to condemn it, but the paperwork got lost somewhere along the way.”
 
   “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It means Emily got a friend to pull a few strings and now has title to the property.”
 
   “Technically, I own half of it,” Emily said. “The other half is owned by one Luther Bussey. The ABC inspector will be by Tuesday morning for final approval of your liquor license.”
 
   Roxie laughed out loud once more.
 
   “She’s gonna make an honest man of you. Lord knows I tried.”
 
   “What if I don’t want to run no damn restaurant?” he howled.
 
   “So that’s why you added a kitchen to the plans,” Roxie said, in a sudden realization.
 
   “Don’t worry, Luther,” Emily said in as soothing tone as she could manage, while trying hard not to laugh along with Roxie. “You don’t have to run a restaurant if you don’t want to.”
 
   “But how am I supposed to pay you back that hundred thousand?”
 
   “You’re not. As far as I’m concerned, we’re even. You do whatever you want with the place. Just don’t scare off the inspector when he gets here, you know, keep your options open.”
 
   Ethan slapped him on the back and whispered, “Looks like the women are taking over. Better just grin and bear it. It’ll be better for you that way in the end.”
 
   Roxie pulled Emily over behind the bar.
 
   “What’s with the trapdoor and the tiny basement? Why’d you add those to the plans?”
 
   “Oh yeah, that’s mainly what I wanted to see,” Emily said, lifting up the panel in the floor. A dark, dusty staircase, steep enough to be little more than a ladder cut into the wall. “Are the lights working down there?”
 
   “Only if it’s been sunny, you know, what with the solar cells on the roof. Ain’t really ever enough light to do much down there but find the back door.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s pretty much what I had in mind. It’s not for storage. Just a way out if there’s trouble like last time. Let’s go check it out.”
 
   Roxie followed her down, showed her the light switch and the lower door. 
 
   “In this darkness, you’d hardly notice it, if you didn’t already know where it is,” Roxie said.
 
   “Perfect. Is the tunnel finished?” Emily asked as she opened the door. 
 
   The creaking of the hinges echoed down the long dark corridor. One dim fixture fifty feet away provided the only light. The wall on one side was damp, especially along one of the joints where concrete sections were joined. The tunnel turned twice to the left, where it must have followed the ravine behind the roadhouse. At the far end, after maybe a hundred and fifty feet, another steel door opened behind a curtain of weeds hanging from above. 
 
   The two women pushed through and stepped out onto the bank of a small creek. Emily balanced on a couple of rocks to cross the creek bed without getting her feet wet. From where she stood it was clear that the hillside had been extensively reworked to accommodate the tunnel, though from above it was probably invisible. And in time, as the underbrush grew back, even from this angle it might be undetectable.
 
   “Do you know where the creek bed ends up if you follow it this way?”
 
   “It winds through woods for about a quarter mile or so before it runs under an old timber trail.”
 
   “And the trail leads up into the hills?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s a fifteen minute ride to the state road on the other side.”
 
   “Good,” Emily said. “That’s your escape route. If you expect trouble, have the guys move the bikes to the other end of the creek.”
 
   “Look, honey, why are you taking so much trouble about us? You don’t owe us nothing.”
 
   “Maybe I just like having more friends. I don’t know. But I might need a favor some day.”
 
   “What kinda favor you talking about?” Roxie asked suspiciously. 
 
   “Maybe nothing, but maybe something dangerous. I really don’t know, and I hope I never need to ask.”
 
   “If it’s just getting in a fight, or stomping some guys, that’s no problem. Those boys are as tough as anyone with their fists.” Roxie thought about that last statement for a second. “Well, maybe not as tough as you,” she added with a laugh, though Emily frowned at the reminder. “But these boys aren’t about guns and such. You can’t expect ‘em to get in no shootout for you.”
 
   “I think the main favor I’m asking is for them to stay out of drugs or prostitution. I can’t be associated with a criminal organization, even indirectly. But I take your point about the guns, too.”
 
   “Oh, That’s not really a problem no more. Daryl was the one who pushed them into dealing. Now that he’s dead, the one’s who are left don’t really have enough mean in them for that sort of thing. And they ain’t never been pimps.”
 
   All this time, they’d been walking along the creek bed until they came out on the far end of the lot, behind the smaller shed. 
 
   “Where the hell did you guys get off to?” Connie yelled from across the yard. “We’ve been worried sick about you.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom,” Emily replied sarcastically. “Roxie was just showing me the back door.”
 
   Connie laughed. 
 
   “Did it pass inspection?”
 
   “Yeah, I think it’ll do in a pinch. We better go through the paperwork with Luther before we go.”
 
   By this time, the rest of the guys were clamoring to show off the bikes they’d managed to get running.
 
   “You can’t go without seeing the bikes,” Roxie whispered in her ear. “It’d break their hearts.”
 
   All told, seven bikes were finished except for the paint. Two more were mechanically functional, but lacked seats or chrome. The last four were just frames and drive trains. Each one was started, motor revved, a few of the guys spun them out to show off for her. Oscar’s bike was custom sized for him, since he was a bit shorter than the others.
 
   “You want to take it for a spin?” he asked Emily. 
 
   She hopped on with a huge grin.
 
   “I’ve always wanted to try one of these things.” 
 
   She sped out of the yard before Connie or Ethan could even react, screeching the tire on the first bit of pavement they hit. The motor whined into the distance for a few long minutes, until it couldn’t be heard anymore.
 
   “Whoa,” Nate said to Oscar. “I think she likes it. Maybe we should make her one just like it.”
 
   “Yeah, she lit outta here like… I don’t know what.”
 
   “Surprise her with it,” Roxie suggested, with Luther grinning behind her.
 
   A few minutes later, the roar of the engine as she downshifted into a turn announced her return. She rolled back into the center of the crowd.
 
   “Wow! I love it. So much power compared to my little dirt bike. Can you take it off road with that clearance?”
 
   “Not really,” Chester said. “These are street bikes.”
 
   Emily pondered the significance of this fact.
 
   “What about the logging trail about a half mile down on the right? Can you take one of these over the hills on something like that?”
 
   “Maybe, as long as it’s not too rutted. But these tires won’t have much traction on loose dirt or gravel.”
 
   Emily and Connie led Luther and Roxie back to the main building, while the others admonished Ethan on keeping their new benefactor safe. Luther signed some papers he only dimly understood at Emily’s behest. Roxie beamed over his shoulder the whole time. She discussed security arrangements, including the tunnel, and suggested that dirt bikes might be an important precaution to take. Luther shook his head disapprovingly.
 
   “Ain’t no way I’m riding one of those skinny little things. I’d feel like a circus clown on one of them tiny tricycles.”
 
   “Have it your own way,” Emily said. “It’d just be for emergencies. But if you’re totally opposed, then figure out your own escape route.”
 
   Roxie punched him in the shoulder and said, “Don’t be so stubborn. If our lives depend on it, I’m telling you right now, we’re getting on something that can make it over those hills.”
 
   A few minutes later, having said their goodbyes, Roxie leaned into the rear window of the SUV to have one last word with Emily.
 
   “Don’t worry, honey. Jackie and I will get that restaurant up and running as soon as we can. It may take a couple of months, but Luther’ll come around.”
 
 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   The Break Up
 
   “Hey, Rincon, who let you in?” Jimmy Waring yelled across the patio in mock surprise at seeing Danny. 
 
   When a teenage boy’s parents go out of town in the last week of the school year, it can mean only one thing: party. Jimmy invited mainly seniors, as well as his teammates, and any girls he could entice over. It was going to be loud, and there was a pool.
 
   “Yeah, it’s not like you’re on the team anymore,” Jeff Schenk said, slapping him on the back.
 
   “Good one, Jeff. Football season’s over, so there’s no more team,” Danny replied, pretending to get the joke. “Ha ha.”
 
   “No, seriously,” Jeff said. “Coach already called the first meeting of the team for next season. Marty and I are co-captains.”
 
   “Congratulations, then,” he said, looking bemused. 
 
   Jeff was not the sharpest tool, but large enough to anchor the offensive line. Danny didn’t really care who was doing what on the football team anymore, though he couldn’t completely suppress his surprise at this selection. Marty Gibson was a different matter—a bit larger, and quite a bit smarter. He could be a leader. Both of them were at the center of some nasty business a couple of months back, a scheme they’d devised to embarrass him at the dojo. That Jeff seemed to have forgotten it already left Danny shaking his head, especially since Emily ended their mischief by humiliating the two of them in sparring.
 
   Sophomores and juniors, soon to be the juniors and seniors on the team, crowded around, as if seeking some sort of affirmation from an old veteran they were in the habit of deferring to. If he was going to party with these guys, he’d have to accept what passes for conviviality with them.
 
   Earlier that afternoon, the main event of the weekend played itself out, a beach barbecue down at Lake Moomaw for the entire school. The student council had run fundraisers almost every weekend since Easter for the purpose. In the end, a bit more than three thousand dollars was spent on food, drink and live music to celebrate the approach of summer vacation. 
 
   “Ronny Pugh is probably taking your spot as starting tailback,” Jimmy said. “And Darnell Cox is number two.”
 
   “And Barry Hamer’s gonna be quarterback,” Jeff added.
 
   Danny grunted a vague acknowledgement of information he didn’t really care about, though it was obviously electrifying to the rest of them. He had other things on his mind.
 
   “You guys’ll be tough next year,” he offered absentmindedly.
 
   He tried to wander off, but the crush of the team was too great. They still wanted to entertain him, maybe measure themselves against a departing senior.
 
   “Hey, Rincon,” Darnell called out. “Did you and Emily, or Michi… whatever, did you guys break up?”
 
   “Yeah, I hear she kicked you to the curb,” Jimmy said, in good-natured commiseration.
 
   Danny glowered at Darnell. Teenage boys banter about that sort of thing all the time, but this time the question felt intrusive, even rude. And the worst part—he wasn’t wrong about him and Emily. On the walk over, Danny had been thinking about how it might be over between them, and wondering how to tell her. After Seoul he just didn’t know how to get comfortable around her. “She killed those guys, and it was kinda cool, and way scary,” he thought. “But that ferocity, she just turned it on and they were dead, in like the blink of an eye. And then she stared down the barrel of that guy’s gun like she didn’t care.” 
 
   The girl of his dreams vanished in that moment. She’d become something else, beautiful as before, but also somehow too much for him. He watched her at the lake that afternoon, hanging with Melanie and Wendy, but he kept his distance. The three of them in bathing suits caught the eye of more than a few boys. As smooth as Emily looked, he knew her body would feel so much harder to the touch, not at all soft, the way boys tend to imagine girls.
 
   “Is that true?” Ronny asked. “Did they break up?”
 
   “I always said she looks fresh,” Darnell said.
 
   “That girl must be a sweet ride,” Barry said, the subject of the conversation having just caught his ear. “What’s she like, you know, in the sack?”
 
   “Shut up, Barry,” Danny snapped back.
 
   “What are you so angry about? I’m just asking.”
 
   “I know what it is,” Ronny said. “He never got any.”
 
   “Is that why she dumped you?” Barry needled. “For being too gentlemanly?”
 
   This conjecture drew the sort of catcalls and taunts one might expect from a crowd of teenage boys. 
 
   “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Danny growled, trying to reclaim some dignity without giving in to their insinuations by offering a denial.
 
   “I hear she’s pretty tough, what with all that ninja stuff she does at that dojo,” Darnell said with a laugh. 
 
   Jeff cringed at the reminder of just how tough she could be. He’d experienced it first hand and didn’t care to think about it. He tried to shrink back into the crowd, afraid of… he knew not what. Danny turned to walk away.
 
   “Ninja sex,” Barry snorted. “I’d like to get me some of that.”
 
   That was the last straw. Danny turned back and roared something incoherent at his former teammates, then shoved Barry to the ground. “Shut your damn mouth,” he snarled.
 
   Before he knew it, Barry was back on his feet ready to fight. He was a bit larger than Danny, thicker around the chest and shoulders, but not trained to fight. He swung his right arm around toward Danny’s head. The punch seemed to take forever to come around. Blocking it was easy… but then what? A reverse punch to the center of his chest? That’s what his Shotokan training urged him to do. He also knew an ill-considered punch could inflame the crowd and start a brawl. He pushed Barry back into Ronny and Darnell, his eyes blazing at them.
 
   “What’s your problem?” Ronny yelled. “You broke up with her. It’s not like the rest of us can’t have a shot.” 
 
   In an instant, Barry was back in his face, hissing innuendos about Emily, belittling his masculinity, trying to provoke him. 
 
   “Get away from me,” Danny yelled as he pushed him back into his friends. 
 
   Barry stumbled into Ronny and Darnell, who tripped and fell to the ground. Danny blocked another haymaker from Barry, and this time couldn’t hold back that reverse punch. Barry crumpled to the ground, gasping for breath. 
 
   This was the trigger for the rest of the boys on the team who were milling about. Half a dozen young men attacked him, mostly without knowing what the fight was even about. Danny blocked and parried the first few punches, looking for a way out. He was about to use his feet to settle things, to kick a knee or something higher, when he saw the girls at the other end of the backyard. Wendy and Melanie had noticed the fracas developing on the patio. Emily turned to look and her eyes caught his. 
 
   The question flashed across his mind: “What am I doing? This isn’t how I wanted this evening to go.” He pulled himself into a defensive position. No more punches, no kicks. He’d block them, maybe get a little bruised up. But he wasn’t going to hurt anyone. Perhaps they’d lose interest soon, so he wouldn’t have to be ashamed of fighting in front of her.
 
   “Break it up,” Steve yelled, as he and Wayne pushed through the crowd and pulled people off Danny. As the former quarterback, he still exercised considerable authority over the younger players. They didn’t know Wayne, but the fact that he was so much larger than any of them commanded some respect.
 
   Steve helped Danny up and Wayne dusted him off. 
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “I didn’t need your help,” Danny brayed petulantly. “I could take those clowns any time I felt like it.” He stomped off into the house to sulk, but mostly to get out of Emily’s sight. He wasn’t sure what irritated him more, the fact that she saw or that he cared. In the back of his mind, the thought burrowed its way through his already shaky self-esteem that somehow she had regulated his behavior. He held back because that’s what she would have wanted, and worse yet, he knew she’d have been right.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Soon enough, the tempest of emotions outside dissipated and the team’s attention turned elsewhere, having little interest in deciphering the puzzle of Danny’s feelings. Bragging about exploits yet to be performed on the football field was much more engaging. The music played on, a few girls managed get themselves thrown into the pool, kids who were not old enough to drink became intoxicated, and at least one boy threw up in the bushes.
 
   “What are you waiting for?” Melanie asked.
 
   “Yeah, Em. Are you gonna let him stew all night?” Wendy asked.
 
   Emily knew her friends were right. She needed to say something to Danny. But did it have to be tonight?
 
   “C’mon guys. We just need to give him some space. Okay?”
 
   “We need to give him space,” Wendy said, pointing at Melanie and herself. “But you gotta talk to that boy.”
 
   Emily growled and stomped off to find Danny. To get through the patio doors entailed pushing past the football team, including Ronny, Barry and Darnell. She thought about walking around to the front door to avoid them, and felt a wave of revulsion at the idea.
 
   “Coming through, guys,” she said. “Make way.”
 
   “Hey, sweet cheeks,” Barry said with a leer, aping for his buddies. “Where you goin’?”
 
   His arm snaked around her hips and reeled her in, and she didn’t resist right away.
 
   “Hey, Bar,” she said with a smile, when their faces were only a few inches apart. “Aren’t you a little out of your league?”
 
   She let him feel her hips grind against his for a brief second and then pushed him gently away. When he reached for her waist again, she swung her opposite hand down to grab across the back of his hand from below and twisted sharply in and up. The hold was so deceptively simple, so basic, he hardly noticed it at first, and could scarcely defend against it. As soon as her fingers had control of his palm, with her thumb pressing against the back of his hand, he couldn’t resist spinning down to his knees, arm bent awkwardly behind his shoulders, squealing the whole way. A tiny thumb pressure and he yelped in pain. 
 
   “Whoa, Barry,” she said. “Are you crying like a little girl?”
 
   Darnell and Ronny watched, frozen. She sneered at them. What could they do about it, after all? Hit a girl? But the slightest move to intervene and she was ready to jam the heel of her foot into either of their faces, and she wouldn’t even have to release Barry. With a sharp glance, she communicated this thought to them.
 
   “Hey, Jeff,” she called out, spying him cringing on the other side of the patio. “Aren’t you the new co-captain? Why don’t you teach your new quarterback some manners… that is, if you want him to be able to throw a ball next season.”
 
   “Lemme go,” Barry whimpered.
 
   She leaned down to snarl in his ear. “If this is what I can do to you with one hand, just imagine what Danny could do anytime he felt like it.” 
 
   When she released his hand he slunk away, turning to say something once he was out of her reach. One look at the fire in her eyes dissuaded him.
 
   Danny was not to be found in the kitchen or the dining room or living room. Could he have gone upstairs? Standing at the staircase, she heard voices coming from the front porch. 
 
   Sitting on the steps just outside the door, she found Sherry Caldwell, one of Amanda’s friends from the cheerleading team, trying to offer Danny some unspecified consolation. Emily watched from behind the screen door, curious if she would feel anything—jealousy, anger, resentment. Strangely, or perhaps reassuringly, she felt only a vague sympathy. “Sorry, Honey,” she thought. “But you can do better.” One deep breath to focus her resolve, and she stepped out on the porch. Sherry looked up to see Emily looming over her from behind. Danny didn’t turn his head.
 
   “Excuse me,” Sherry said indignantly.
 
   “It’s okay, Sherry,” Emily said. “Can you give us a minute?”
 
   The girl looked like she wanted to object, and turned to Danny for moral support. But he said nothing, made no sign that he even knew she was there. After a moment, Sherry stood up and walked back into the house, clearly upset. 
 
   Emily took the slam of the screen door as a signal to sit down. Neither one spoke for a few moments. Talking with Danny was never this difficult before, and she knew what that had to mean.
 
   “I’m sorry about Seoul,” she said finally. “Connie kept saying it was a mistake to bring you. I don’t know what I was thinking.”
 
   “What? Don’t you think I can handle it?” he replied angrily, staring at his shoes.
 
   “I wouldn’t have brought you at all if I thought that,” she said coolly. “You know that’s not what I mean.”
 
   He grunted, apparently satisfied. When he turned to look at her, she saw the mixture of sorrow and frustration in his eyes.
 
   “You were really brave in the fish market,” she said, exaggerating for his benefit. “And at the gangster’s house.” She knew he didn’t like the idea of his girlfriend rescuing him. But what else could she have done, once she’d put him such perilous situations.
 
   “I didn’t do anything… just let those goons pin me against the wall while you dealt with their bosses.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. But you could have fought back, and probably taken those guys, and you didn’t. That made it a lot easier for me to come to an understanding with the yakuza.”
 
   Danny nodded.
 
   “And where’d all that money you gave them come from?”
 
   “It wasn’t that much money.” 
 
   “It looked like a lot to me.”
 
   Emily knew what he meant—it would be a lot of money to his family. The discrepancy between her world and the possibilities he had ever imagined for himself was stark, even apart from the dangers for which he was not prepared. 
 
   “It’s a long story. You sure you want to hear it?” she asked, hoping he would decline. When it became clear that he wouldn’t, she cast about for a place to start. “My dad, it’s kinda something he left for me.”
 
   “Like an inheritance, you mean?”
 
   “Not exactly, but sort of. Before I was born, he was one of those guys on the shady end of the military, you know, covert stuff, sometimes really nasty business. He was stationed in Southeast Asia, and was involved in suppressing drug lords in the Golden Triangle. They did raids and confiscated money, lots of money.”
 
   “Your dad stole drug money?”
 
   “No. Well, not exactly. The agency he worked for gave him a percentage of whatever they recovered.”
 
   “How much did he leave you?”
 
   “A lot,” Emily said in a quiet voice. “Several million, stashed in safety deposit boxes around West Virginia. Oh yeah, and three gold bars.”
 
   “Holy crap, Em,” he blurted out, and then fell silent. She watched as he tried to digest her information. “It’s just… I don’t know who I’m supposed to be when I’m with you. It’s like you’re… you know….”
 
    “It’s okay. I’m not sure who I am either. I just thought if you saw what I have to deal with it might bring us closer. You might understand me better. That’s why I wanted you with me in Seoul.” She paused to take a breath. “But whatever we had, whatever we found in each other, you know, it wasn’t based on experiences that intense.”
 
   “It’s over, isn’t it?” he asked, finally turning to look at her. “We’re over, aren’t we?”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   The wan smile that spread across his face told Emily everything she needed to know. She leaned over to kiss him one last time, and rubbed his cheek.
 
   “You’re gonna have a bruise there.”
 
   “That’s not the only place,” he said with a laugh.
 
   “It was good of you to let those guys off easy.”
 
   “I figured you’d say that.”
 
   “C’mon. Let’s go find our friends, and pick out a cheerleader for you.” 
 
   She chucked him on the cheek as they walked around to the backyard. He blushed.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   Caps and Gowns
 
   “What time is it?” Emily asked for the third time, standing on the edge of the school parking lot.
 
   “Ten sixteen,” Wendy replied. “Why’d you need to finagle so many tickets anyway?”
 
   “They’re cutting it pretty close.”
 
   “Who? Your family’s already up in the bleachers.”
 
   “Just a few acquaintances, nosey.”
 
   “These wouldn’t be Navy acquaintances, would they?” Wendy needled.
 
   “Maybe… a few of ‘em,” Emily conceded.
 
   The graduation ceremony would begin in a few minutes on the football field behind the school. Since the bleachers on either side of the fifty yard line were large enough to accommodate many more guests than were likely to attend, tickets were hardly necessary, but administrative habits die hard. Four rows of benches had been set up on the track the previous day for the hundred or so graduating seniors, as well as a broad riser with two steps on either end forming a platform for the Principal’s podium and several chairs. Nothing necessitates a riser, but the symbolism of having the procession of students step up to receive a diploma is hardly to be resisted. 
 
   “Is that them?” Wendy asked as a gray sedan pulled into the lot, but Emily was already on the move, one hand on her cap, gown flowing behind her in the breeze. Wendy couldn’t hear what Emily said to the five men in dress white uniforms who stepped from the car. But she could see Ensign Perry Hankinson, a revelation that brought a smile to her face.
 
   “It’s all becoming clear to me,” Wendy said in a tone dripping with innuendo, once Emily returned. “This is who you were waiting for.”
 
   Glowering ironically, Emily made some introductions. Wendy recognized almost all of them from her last visit to the Academy: Captains Jenkins and Crichton, Coach Parker and Perry, of course.
 
   “And I don’t believe you’ve met Captain Jefferies,” Emily said. “He’s the deputy Commandant of the Academy.” 
 
   Wendy extended her hand as graciously as one could to a man in formal military attire if you happen to have orange, pink and blue streaks in your hair. But before she could say “Pleased to meet you,” another sound caught her attention—the low rumble of motorcycles. 
 
   Eyes wide, feet frozen to the pavement, Wendy watched in horror as a handful of bikers in full leathers circled the lot, finally pulling up a few yards away. She recognized a few of them, especially the women, from that awful night at the lake. 
 
   “Emily,” she croaked out. “It’s them.” 
 
   But Emily wasn’t standing next to her anymore. She was running over to the largest of them. Wendy grabbed Perry’s sleeve and shook it. 
 
   “Help her,” she croaked, fearing the worst. “Go!”
 
   When she turned to look, something entirely unexpected met her eye. Emily had thrown her arms around the largest one, calling out his name: “Luther.” 
 
   “Princess,” he bellowed, scooping her up in his arms.
 
   The other bikers crowded around, looming enormously over her, all crooning her name. They were happy to see her. Emily brought the largest one over, no doubt the leader, along with one of the women.
 
   “This is my friend, Wendy,” she said. “And this is Luther, and Roxie.”
 
   By this point, having temporarily lost all power of speech, Wendy was reduced to nodding in a friendly sort of way.
 
   “And is this your new fancy man?” Luther asked, thumping Perry on the shoulder.
 
   “Oh, hush up, Luther,” Roxie said. “You’re embarrassing her.” 
 
   He harrumphed, now himself embarrassed, and waffled for a moment, still clutching Perry’s hand.
 
   “Well… whoever you are, you take good care of our princess here.”
 
   Wendy leaned over to whisper in Emily’s ear: “What on earth is going on?”
 
   But Emily shushed her with a smile, intent on observing the interaction between Luther and the senior officers after another round of introductions. 
 
   “I’ll fill you in later.” 
 
   The other bikers betrayed some little impatience, and Roxie gestured at them to wait.
 
   “I think we need to go in, Em,” Wendy said, nervously. “It’s getting late.”
 
   “The boys have a present for you,” Roxie said. “I hope there’ll be time after.”
 
   “A present,” Emily gushed. “You guys didn’t have to do that.”
 
   “Aw, it weren’t nothing’, Miss Emily,” one of them said, blushing. “Just something we cooked up on our own.”
 
   “Oh, no… I don’t think I have enough tickets,” Emily said, suddenly flustered. “I was only expecting Luther and Roxie.”
 
   “Don’t you worry about tickets,” Roxie said. “These fellas ain’t gonna stand on ceremony. Soon as they heard about your graduation, there was no stopping ‘em.”
 
   “Yeah, we don’t need no stinkin’ tickets,” another biker piped up, apparently quoting from his favorite movie. “No one’s keeping us out on a technicality.”
 
   “Wait,” Wendy whispered. “You knew they were coming?”
 
   “Of course I did, silly,” Emily replied. “Who do you think invited them?”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Like a patch of snow in a flowering bed, incongruous against the spring colors worn by the women sitting nearby, a handful of naval officers sat in a clump near the middle of the bleachers. Theo waved the contingent Emily just greeted in the parking lot over to the seats he was holding for them. They fit in perfectly with Andie’s family. Even Connie had seen fit to dig out dress whites from the depths of her closet, though Ethan insisted the two of them sit a short, tactical distance away. 
 
   Theo couldn’t help noticing the chromatic counterweight formed by Luther and the rest of the bikers, a puddle of black leather at the far side of the crowd, each one freshly combed and brushed, straining to seem as little threatening as possible, no doubt for Emily’s sake. “And how, exactly, did she manage to win them over,” he couldn’t help wondering.
 
   One row down, sitting on either side of Li Li and Stone, his sister Andie and Yuki, struggled to keep the little ones occupied while gushing over Emily’s dress. They’d spent an afternoon earlier in the week dragging her to every boutique they could find in Georgetown.
 
   “I still think the red Vera Wang looked better on her,” he heard Andie say.
 
   “You know me, I like floral prints,” Yuki said. 
 
   “Anything looks good when you have legs like that, I suppose.”
 
   “She is quite the clothes horse,” Yuki snorted.
 
   The Principal tapped on the microphone to get everyone’s attention. Students shifted nervously in their seats as Mrs. Fredericks offered some congratulatory remarks. With each name called, a student marched across to shake her hand and receive a diploma.
 
   “How is it she has a name in the Ts if both her parents have names in the Ks?” Theo leaned forward impatiently to ask Andie and Yuki.
 
   “It’s a long story,” Yuki whispered while Andie shushed him.
 
   Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the Principal called out Michiko Tenno, and a roar erupted from the crowd. Oddly enough, the loudest cheer came not from the family, or the Navy contingent, or even from the bikers, but from the student benches. Emily marched across to the podium, received her diploma and waved to the crowd before taking up a position at the back of the riser. The next student, a very pretty girl named Amanda Terwilliger, also provoked a cheer, though much less percussive, and Theo noticed something forced in the smile she wore. “There’s a green monster hiding behind those eyes,” he thought. “And maybe something even worse.”
 
   His attention wandered as the Principal worked her way through the rest of the alphabet. Two more students took up positions next to Emily, Steve Wilcox and Teddy Wilchuk. These were the co-valedictorians who would speak at the end. Theo found himself watching a little game of peekaboo in the row in front of him. Andie and Yuki had no more attention left for the little ones, now that Emily’s moment had almost arrived.
 
   Stone had an almost magical effect on Li Li’s mood. When he hid himself under his seat, she was on the verge of tears. And when he popped back out, she was all smiles again. An obscure, unsettling feeling tried to claim Theo’s attention, but somehow the game captivated him. 
 
   One last time, Stone slipped under the seat, then peeked out at Li Li. He pressed his finger to his lips and she nodded. A couple of precarious moves later and he dropped down below the bleachers. Li Li turned to Theo and made the same gesture, a finger pressed to the lips. “Boys will be boys,” he thought, imagining the joy and mischief Stone could find down there. 
 
   He leaned over and glanced backward just in time to see the boy scramble up the hill towards the woods behind the bleachers. He was about to get up to go corral him when Stone turned to look directly at him, a dark, foreboding expression on his face. It took a second to register—an instant later, the full force of the feelings in the back of his mind snapped into focus: something was very wrong here. And the boy knew what he knew. 
 
   As if yanked around magnetically, Theo turned his head to find Connie staring back at him. A subtle hand signal told him to circle back to the right and into the woods. Ethan handed her a pistol from under his coat and she rushed off to the left. 
 
   “Time to go, Snowflake,” Theo whispered to the Midshipman sitting next to him. “Let’s go protect your girl.” He cut through the look of incomprehension on Hankinson’s face with a gruff command: “Follow me, sailor!” and charged out of the bleachers, the young man following close behind. Ethan met them on the track and handed Theo a pistol on the run, his second backup gun.
 
   “Luther,” Ethan called out as they ran past. “Keep your eyes open.”
 
   The athletic field had been carved out of the wooded hills, which formed a natural amphitheater curling around the back of the bleachers. A low saddleback-shaped hill directly behind bristled with younger trees, offering late afternoon shade. Further back, a dip in the terrain formed a broad dale, which in turn gave way to a steeper incline populated by older, deciduous trees forming a spacious canopy over the dale.
 
   “Keep close,” Theo growled. “We’re not exactly wearing camo.”
 
   After an exchange of hand signals, Ethan split off toward the far end of the field where the slope flattened out by the parking lot.
 
   “What are we looking for?” Perry asked as soon as they broke the tree line.
 
   “Don’t know yet. I just have a feeling. Keep your eyes open for a little kid, not more than five or six. He may be back here, too.”
 
   “A kid? Back here? Whose is he?”
 
   “Hers,” Theo whispered.
 
   “Hers?” Perry asked.
 
   “Don’t worry about that now. Stay alert.”
 
   A shot rang out on the right, from higher ground. The sound of the muzzle told Theo it was a rifle.
 
   “Shit, what was that?” Perry asked with a start.
 
   “Sniper. Eighty yards. Up there, in that clump of trees.” 
 
   Theo turned to make sure his young assistant was on the same page. But he’d turned completely around to look down at the field. Theo yanked him behind a large rock for cover, and then he saw it, too, through a gap in the foliage—a commotion on the field, behind the podium, a pile of bodies scrambling for cover. He couldn’t see if anyone was hit. The principal had fallen backwards off the riser and lay on the grass. The students huddled in a clump, and there was no sign of Emily.
 
   “We’re not doing her any good just standing here,” Theo whispered. “I’ll circle to the right by that pine to flush him out. Get to cover behind that log and watch for the boy. Don’t take unnecessary chances.”
 
   A quick zigzag sprint diagonally across the hillside brought him within twenty paces of where he originally thought the shot came from. With his back pressed against a tree, he caught a glimpse of Emily, sprinting barefoot across the field. “She’s got a lot of nerve,” he thought. Of course, he knew exactly what she was doing—if she was the target, she’d protect her friends by moving away. The surprise was that she ran directly toward where she must have thought the shot came from.
 
   Long legs fully extended as she ran, dress hiked up around her thighs, arms pumping, Theo couldn’t help admiring her legs, her arms, her entire physique. So slender, yet still strong. He could see the results of her training regimen in the way she moved. A second later she disappeared into the trees.
 
   Theo slipped as quietly as he could into the clump of trees where he figured the sniper had been, swinging his gun around, hoping Emily’s run had caused a distraction. Too late. He’d already moved on, but where? Rustling further up the steeper slope revealed a shadowy figure partially obscured by branches. Theo circled around for a clear shot. Movement on his right—was it a second sniper? A flash of white told him it was Connie. She must have seen the same thing he had. If their quarry made it over the ridge, they might lose him.
 
   Without warning, a rock struck the shadowy figure in the back. It came from somewhere off to the left. But who threw it? There’d been no sound, and Perry’s dress whites would have given him away before he could get that close. When the sniper turned, Theo sized up the tactical gear he was wearing in an instant. “Body armor: a shot to the chest won’t put him down.”
 
   Theo aimed low to disable him. The impact collapsed his knee underneath him, spinning the man around. They made eye contact in the same moment Connie put two rounds through the side of his head. Theo watched an all-too-familiar scene as the man’s spirit vacated his eyes and his body fell lifeless to the ground. Connie ran forward to confirm what Theo already knew. Just then, he caught a glimpse of the little boy running along the ridge to the right, circling behind Connie, probably looking for Emily.
 
   Theo was already moving to intercept Stone when he heard a commotion in the distance. “Emily,” he thought. “She’s stumbled on the second man.” As he cleared the rise on the far side of the saddleback, he saw her facing the barrel of a gun held by a man in similar tactical gear. Unfortunately, he had no clear shot with Emily standing in the way. His best option was to remain concealed and look for an opportunity. 
 
   “Don’t move, young lady,” Theo heard him say. “Now, nice and slow, step over here to me.”
 
   If the plan had been to kill her, something in the changed circumstances must have distracted him from this purpose. Theo wondered if she would know what to do. How could she know he was there, ready to take a shot? And Connie would be here soon, too. She just needed to buy a few seconds, and maybe slide over to one side. As he made these calculations, he couldn’t help being struck by the strangeness of what he was looking at: a young girl, barefoot in a fancy dress, facing a large, heavily armed man. “Scenes like this rarely end well,” he thought.
 
   A sound of rustling on the left—could it be Connie? A rock flew from the bushes, wide of the mark. It must be Stone. Emily and the second man could see him, but she didn’t turn her head to look.
 
   “Alright, boy. Come on out, so I don’t have to shoot you,” he barked. 
 
   In the tiny instant he’d taken his eyes off her, Theo watched Emily seize the hand holding the gun, not quite able to see how she did it from his position. But somehow she managed to twist his wrist outwards. He knew a good joint lock wouldn’t require much strength on her part to flip him over—which was important, since there’s no way she could overpower him. The pain she could inflict with a thumb pressing the back of a contorted hand would induce him to supply most of the energy to follow the twisting motion—the path of least resistance, so to speak—until he had completely left his feet. But what truly surprised Theo is that in the process, she managed to eject the clip and clear the chamber. 
 
   “Whoa, that was efficient,” he muttered from his hiding place, not noticing that he now had a clear shot. The only other thought in his mind: “The women are gonna be pissed if she tears that dress.”
 
   “Stone, stay back,” Emily commanded.
 
   The man sprang back to his feet with a huge knife in his hand. A quick lunge and Theo realized he no longer had a shot. Emily’s arms moved in a pair of complementary curves—a move he seemed to recognize, even though he’d only ever heard it described before—as if in slow motion, her hands swirling in a wide circle around the blade. Again, he couldn’t see exactly how she gained control of the man’s wrist, but there was something almost hypnotic about the way her hands moved, as if she’d cast a spell on her attacker… and maybe on Theo, too. 
 
   Whatever it was, her technique ended with her assailant cartwheeling into a nearby tree, as she held his wrist, the force of the flip wrenching his arm and shoulder into a hideously awkward angle. Dazed by the impact, he lay on the ground helpless, groaning as she wrenched the knife from his hand and stuck it into the tree.
 
   “C’mon, Stone. Let’s go back,” she called, as calmly as if nothing unusual had just happened. She scooped him up in stride and carried him over the saddleback and back out to the field.
 
   Theo stood frozen in his hiding place, lost in thought. On his first SEAL team, when he was still green, some old guy pushing retirement used to regale them with stories about moves like the one he’d just seen, and about some tough little guy who could work wonders with his hands. Now maybe he’d have some stories to tell the new guys. 
 
   Connie arrived on the scene a few seconds later, approaching from the ridgeline. Theo watched distractedly as she stood over the second sniper, then bent over to collect his gun, replaced the clip and chambered a round. Before Theo realized what she was doing, Connie put two holes into his forehead.
 
   “What the hell’d you do that for?” he yelled, bursting out of the underbrush. She turned quickly, gun trained on Theo’s chest. He pulled up and tried to assume the posture of an ally. She lowered the gun.
 
   “Just protecting my girl,” she said, coolly.
 
   “We might have gotten some useful intel from him, you know, like who sent him.”
 
   “I already know who sent him. The only question is why, and why now.”
 
   “Do tell.”
 
   Connie eyed him suspiciously. 
 
   “The other guy was Harkness,” she finally said. “Burzynski’s lieutenant at CIA. This is Bermudez, one of Harkness’s recruits from SEAL Team Six.
 
   “No way,” Theo exclaimed. He didn’t know everyone from Team Six, but on closer inspection, he noticed something familiar in what was left of this guy’s face. “And just how do you come to know so much about these guys?”
 
   “It’s what I do—what I have to do to keep her safe.”
 
   “I still don’t see how killing them after the fact keeps her safe?”
 
   “Alive, they can be interrogated by the police. It’s unlikely they’d give up anything, but if they did, it would only bring a lot of unnecessary attention to Emily and the family. You don’t want that do you?”
 
   He knew she was right. There was no reason to keep them alive. They’d staked their lives on a mission that couldn’t possibly be right. Now they’d paid the price. But he’d never met someone as cold as she seemed to be. Even on his SEAL team, they’d have hesitated at least a moment before killing those guys. In her case there was no hesitation, just a quick, cold calculation, and then they were dead. The first time they met, which was only a few days earlier, Theo felt that same aura of controlled violence everyone in his line of work exuded. But its intensity in Connie alarmed him. How did this stone-cold assassin end up attached to his sister’s household? And how trustworthy was she, really? 
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
   Visiting the Wounded
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure you belong here,” Teddy’s mom said, stopping her in the hallway a few steps from the door to her son’s hospital room. “You brought this trouble down on us, didn’t you?”
 
   A nurse bustled by carrying a tray as Emily shifted from one foot to the other, uncertain how to respond. What could she say, after all? Especially since Mrs. Wilchuk was only giving voice to all the recriminations she already felt. She had endangered her friends. And even Teddy, who wasn’t really a friend, just someone who orbited her circle at a distance—he put himself at risk just by standing near her. But he’d done so much more. Saved her life, even. Not many people could say that.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Wilchuk. Teddy was so brave. He protected me. I’m so sorry he got hurt in the process.” She wanted to ask if he was awake or in pain just to change the subject. But the sound of laughter coming from his room made those questions superfluous. 
 
   “Who were those men? Why were they shooting at you?”
 
   Emily had no convincing response she could give to this perfectly reasonable question. She knew exactly who they were, and Connie had a theory about why they tried to kill her. But if she hadn’t told the Sheriff, nothing good would come of sharing that information with Teddy’s mom.
 
   “I don’t know. My family is very upset about the whole thing, too.”
 
   “All I know is your family comes down here from Charlottesville, and the next thing, people are shooting at our kids. And what were those bikers doing here? They came with you, too, didn’t they? They are definitely not our kind of people.”
 
   “That’s a long story,” she said. Here was another part of her life that could not so easily be explained to anyone. “But those guys aren’t so bad. They didn’t cause any trouble, and anyway I doubt you’ll see them again. They were just visiting, I think.”
 
   Mrs. Wilchuk scowled through watery eyes at her, but in the end couldn’t hold back an agonized little smile. Emily put a hand on her shoulder and let her look up into her face. Maybe she would find some comfort there, or at least discover sympathy in Emily’s own pain and confusion. Mrs. Wilchuk reached around to hug her, laying her head on Emily’s shoulder. They stood in silence, perfectly still, no tears. After a moment, she pushed off and stepped aside to let Emily pass.
 
   “Don’t worry. I won’t be long… and I’m leaving town soon.”
 
   The room went quiet as soon as she entered. Emily didn’t know most of the kids there, who were probably his friends from the A/V club—though they seemed to know exactly who she was. Two familiar faces towered over the rest, Steve and Melanie. Thankfully, Amanda wasn’t with them.
 
   “Hey, Emily,” Teddy chirped from the bed, trussed up in bandages over, under, and around his shoulder. “I’m so glad you could come.”
 
   “How could I not come to see my knight in shining armor?” Teddy blushed crimson at these words. “You saved me.”
 
   All of his friends were speechless, several mouths gaped open, as if some semi-divine being had graced them with her presence.
 
   “It was nothing, Emily.”
 
   “It was definitely not nothing,” Steve roared. “You took a bullet for a friend. You’re a hero.”
 
   “I bet your picture’ll be in the newspaper,” Melanie added.
 
   “That wasn’t my intention,” he said shyly, though clearly very pleased to be celebrated by someone like Steve. “I saw that red laser dot and all I did was push you out of the way.”
 
   “Well, all I know is if you hadn’t reacted so quickly, I’d probably be dead now.”
 
   Emily was surprised how easy it was to say those words, to speculate on the possibility of her death. It had been the chief theme of her reflections these past few weeks in the aftermath of the events in Kamchatka and Seoul. Death presented itself each time as a release, promising the serenity she experienced only in her dreams and meditations. But the duty to keep her family and her friends safe made death seem a luxury she couldn’t allow herself. A restless self-assertion always brought her back to the pain of this world.
 
   When Teddy saved her with a shriek and a shove—and again now, blushing at her, wide-eyed and innocent, from his hospital bed—the question didn’t seem nearly so vexed. Life beckoned to her, offering a world of joys. Now no longer something to be endured only, the future opened to her like a shaft of sunlight cutting through a spring storm. She suspected the feeling wouldn’t last, not with events conspiring against it.
 
   “I’m just glad you’re okay,” Teddy said.
 
   “Did the Sheriff find out who those guys were?” Steve asked
 
   “I don’t think so,” Emily said, with a glance at Melanie, who knew better than to say a word. “What’d the doctor say about your shoulder?” she asked to change the subject before Steve could bring up the bikers.
 
   “Looks like the bullet passed right through,” Teddy said. “It nicked a bone or two, but they got the fragments out.”
 
   “I bet it hurts.”
 
   “I can’t feel a thing with all the painkillers,” he laughed. “I’ll be in a sling for a few weeks to keep the weight off.”
 
   “Does he think you’ll have full range of motion again?”
 
   “I suppose. He said something about physical therapy. My mom says that’s when it’ll start hurting.”
 
   Now sitting on the side of the bed, she held his hand and looked into his eyes.
 
   “Teddy, you were very brave. You risked your life to protect me.” With one hand on the side of his face, she leaned in to kiss him on the lips. His friends, none of whom look like they’d kissed a girl yet, whooped and howled in nervous excitement. Teddy looked like he was about to faint. “I’ve got to go now,” she said as she stood up. Then she leaned over one more time to kiss him on the forehead. “Goodbye.”
 
   Melanie and Steve followed her out. At the elevator, Melanie couldn’t hold a question in any longer.
 
   “Were they trying to shoot you?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I can’t think of any other targets,” Emily replied, once the doors closed.
 
   “What were all those Navy guys doing at graduation?” Steve asked. “Were they here for you?”
 
   “Yeah. Some of them are family, and the rest came down from Annapolis.”
 
   “They came all that way to see your graduation? You must have some important friends.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. I’m going to the Academy in the fall. I guess they just wanted to come down to make sure I signed the papers,” she said with a laugh.
 
   “You’re… what?” Melanie exclaimed.
 
   “Yeah, I changed my mind about Charlottesville. The Academy seems to make more sense to me just now.”
 
   “But I thought we’d all go to school together,” Melanie said with a whimper.
 
   “Don’t worry, Mel. I’ll still be around. You can come visit me, and there’ll be summers.”
 
   “Wow, the Academy,” Steve said. “That’s pretty cool. They must really think you’re something, what with all your karate skills.”
 
   “I think they were more interested in my grades in World History and Calculus. But one of the hand-to-hand combat instructors is someone I met at a karate tournament.”
 
   “And who were all the bikers?” Steve finally asked. “Were they there for you, too?”
 
   Emily could see Melanie cringe at the suggestion. Perhaps it was better to break the news to her this way.
 
   “Yeah,” she said. “They came up from West Virginia.”
 
   “Those weren’t the guys in the video, were they?” Steve asked. 
 
   Melanie’s face went white as a sheet. Emily smiled at him.
 
   “Oh… sorry,” he said.
 
   “It’s okay,” Emily said. “We’re pals now. It’s a long story, with a few grisly moments in it. But when I went to see ‘em…”
 
   “You what?” Melanie gasped out. “You went to see them after that night at the lake?”
 
   “I kinda had to. But we patched things up, at least the ones who survived. The nastiest ones—which was most of them—they’re dead. The rest sorta think of me as family now.”
 
   “They’re dead?” Steve asked, now as pale as Melanie.
 
   “Don’t worry. That had nothing to do with me.” 
 
   She watched as they digested this information, mouths agape. Melanie appeared to be mouthing the word “family.” The elevator doors parted and Emily peeked out to the right, toward the main entrance.
 
   “C’mon guys. You can meet ‘em if you like. They’re out in the parking lot waiting for me.”
 
   “They’re here?” Melanie whispered.
 
   “What are they doing here?” Steve asked.
 
   “Oh, you know, with all the commotion at graduation they weren’t able to give me a present they brought over. I think they’ve got it with them now. Let’s go see.”
 
   “A present… from a motorcycle gang. Now this I have got to see,” Steve said, and bounded out of the elevator.
 
   Melanie hung back, clearly unnerved by the news.
 
   “It’s okay, Mel,” Emily said. “You can wait here.”
 
   They could see the bikers through the sliding glass doors, As they got nearer, Emily caught a glimpse of Melanie in a reflection, creeping up behind them timidly. When the doors slid open, Luther saw her and signaled to the rest of the gang, who all rushed over.
 
   “Princess,” he exclaimed. “Looks like we found the place.”
 
   “I hope it wasn’t too long a ride,” she said.
 
   “Nah,” Roxie said. “Barely enough to catch a few flies in your teeth. Besides, the bikes need to be stretched out every once in awhile.”
 
   “And who’s this, then?” Luther roared, clamping a meaty hand on Steve’s shoulder. “Another one of your fancy men?”
 
   “Oh stop it, Luther,” Roxie said. “Don’t you know when to hush up. You’re embarrassing her… again.”
 
   “I’m just saying, she sure knows how to pick ‘em.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Emily said. “This one’s just a friend. Steve, this is Luther and Roxie.”
 
   “So the other one in the fancy uniform was special,” Roxie said in a teasing voice.
 
   Emily tried to conceal a little blush as the rest of the gang gathered around to be introduced. She saw Melanie out of the corner of her eye, peering through the glass at them, and pulled Roxie aside.
 
   “My friend Melanie, in there,” she said, tipping her head toward the hospital entrance. “She’s kinda shy. If she comes out here, don’t let anyone frighten her. Okay?”
 
   Luther gestured to Roxie, and pulled the others over to the curb. Nate and Oscar went around the corner to the main parking lot. Nate returned a moment later with a small black helmet.
 
   “You know we all wanted to get you a graduation present,” Luther intoned gravely. “But we don’t have much free cash most of the time. And well Nate thought we could get you a little something as a token of, you know…”
 
   “Of our gratitude and affection, Luther,” Roxie interrupted. “Spit it out.”
 
   “Yes, our gratitude and affection.” 
 
   All the guys cheered at these words and Nate handed her the helmet. 
 
   “Try it on,” he urged. “Let’s see if it fits.”
 
   “You guys didn’t have to do this,” Emily said, pulling the helmet on.
 
   “Oscar thought you might want pink, or something all girly,” Nate said. “But we told him you’d prefer black ‘cause it’s not so flashy and you don’t like to draw no attention.”
 
   “It’s perfect,” she said, throwing her arms around Nate’s neck.
 
   He stood there, arms out wide, not certain what to do. Finally he got up the nerve to hug her back. Just then, an engine rumbled nearby and Oscar pulled up on a sleek, black road bike, just like the one he’d built for himself, the frame sized a little smaller than the others. He revved the engine in a low, throaty growl. It wasn’t as noisy as the others.
 
   “Yeah,” Roxie said. “They figured you’d like something a little more subdued, so they built you this.”
 
   Steve’s jaw dropped at these words. Emily looked over at him and smiled.
 
   “Oh my God,” she said to Oscar. “This is too much. You guys didn’t have to do all this for me.”
 
   “Don’t be silly,” Luther roared behind her. “After all you did for us, this is practically nothing.”
 
   “A labor of love, hita,” Oscar said, as he ushered her to the bike. “Try her out. See what you think.”
 
   “You know how to ride one of these?” Steve asked.
 
   “Pfffft,” she replied and stepped over the seat. 
 
   With a screech and a roar she tore out of the parking lot, and a few moments later eased the bike onto the interstate where she could really let the gears out. Zero to sixty felt practically instantaneous—if she didn’t hold on tight, it would be easy to fall right off the back in a quick start. Over sixty the engine purred and the whole machine smoothed out. It seemed to become a single unit, as if going fast was its natural state. 
 
   A swerve here and there as she weaved through traffic, a trucker tugged on his air horn for her benefit—she waved and sped off. If zero to sixty was quick, sixty to ninety felt like lightning. “Better back it down to seventy,” she thought. “Don’t need to be pulled over.” In the top gear, the engine was barely audible at highway speeds. After a few minutes, it occurred to her that it might be a good idea to turn back. “If I’m not careful, I’ll be across the state line before I know it.”
 
   When she pulled up to the curb, a crowd of smiling, expectant faces greeted her… and a single very nervous one. Melanie stood next to Roxie, one arm over the smaller woman’s shoulder as if to steady herself. Emily waved to her as she hopped off the bike and took off the helmet.
 
   “I can’t believe it, Oscar,” she said. “It’s amazing. This was your idea, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Well, me and Nate. But everybody pitched in to build it.”
 
   “Thank you so much,” she said as she kissed him on the top of his bald head. “And the rest of you, too. Thank you all.”
 
   She made the rounds, hugging them all, kissing a cheek where she could. When she came to Roxie, she hugged her and whispered in her ear.
 
   “Thank you. You are all too kind to me.” Then turning to Melanie: “You have got to come for a ride with me!”
 
   Melanie shook her head frantically, no.
 
   “You’re a timid one, aren’t you?” Roxie observed. “I mean, for someone as big and strong as you.”
 
   “Can we do it some other time?” she pleaded. “I don’t think I have the stomach for it right now.”
 
   Emily smiled at her, and turned to Oscar.
 
   “Are there seven gears on this thing? I wasn’t sure if I’d lost count, but it seemed like there was an extra one.”
 
   “You noticed,” he said, beaming. “That was my idea, a custom gearbox, a DD7. Roxie said you’d want something smooth, not so noisy. So Nate tweaked the engine and we put a good muffler on it along with the special gears. It should have good power all through the acceleration curve.”
 
   “Good power,” she said with a snort. “This thing’s like a rocket. I still can’t believe you did all this just for me.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Once the bikers had gone, Emily sat on a bench with Melanie, who just wanted a moment to catch her breath after all the excitement. Once he’d had his fill of gaping at the bike, Steve turned to Emily.
 
   “Before you go, there’s someone who’d like to say something to you.”
 
   “That certainly sounds cryptic,” Emily replied.
 
    “Just give her a moment, Em,” Melanie implored.
 
   Emily rolled her eyes.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Steve gestured to a car sitting across the parking lot, and a moment later Amanda got out and walked over.
 
   “You sure this is what you want,” she asked.
 
   Melanie nodded her head.
 
   “Give us a minute, okay?” Amanda said to Steve and Melanie, once she’d sat down a few feet away on the bench—not so close as to suggest friendly feelings, but not so far as to make conversation difficult. 
 
   Emily had no idea what to expect. Was she going to blame her for the shooting? Coming from Amanda, there’d be no justice in such an accusation—none she could recognize. How differently she felt when Mrs. Wilchuk implied as much only a little while earlier. The idea that she could be justly accused by Amanda was not easy to swallow.
 
   “It was my fault,” Amanda said in a little voice, barely audible at that distance.
 
   “What?” Emily replied, barely comprehending what she heard.
 
   “I told them about graduation, you know, that you’d be on the stage at the end for the valedictory speech.”
 
   “Who’d you tell?” she demanded, much more urgently now.
 
   “Those guys from the FBI who were asking about you. I’m sorry, Emily,” she said, her voice shaking.
 
   “The FBI wanted to know about graduation?”
 
   “Wendy was right. There was something wrong about them. But I was so mad at you, I didn’t believe it. And it almost got Teddy killed. And Steve… and you.”
 
   “You told them?”
 
   “I’m so sorry. It was them, wasn’t it, shooting from the woods?”
 
   “I don’t know… probably. Them or someone working with them.”
 
   “I thought it was so cool to tell those people about you. But when the shot rang out, my heart sank. And when I saw you run into the woods, like you weren’t afraid of anything… I just knew those guys were all wrong. I mean, there they were, hiding in the woods shooting at you, and you ran right at them. I’m sorry.”
 
   Emily didn’t know what to say. Amanda had been her adversary all year, from as soon as Danny showed an interest in her. And yet, the rivalry Amanda so clearly felt, as well as the petty nastinesses she’d perpetrated, it all paled compared to the real adversaries Emily was on the lookout for. Such a pusillanimous distraction—if only Emily could tell her how insignificant she seemed, how trivial her apology was. As satisfying as that might be, she could see that it would be unproductive. The right thing was to help this girl find a way out of the turmoil in her heart… if only for Melanie’s sake.
 
   “Amanda,” she began. “It’s not your fault. You couldn’t have known who those men were.”
 
   “But I almost got someone killed.”
 
   “No. They almost killed someone. Not you.”
 
   Amanda sat quietly for a moment, clearly frustrated. This conversation didn’t seem to be going the way she’d hoped. What was she expecting, a hug?
 
   “Look Amanda, you don’t need to apologize to me, and you don’t need me to forgive you. Melanie will still be your best friend, no matter what we say to each other. But if you want to do something good for someone, go up and pay a visit to Teddy. He was a hero yesterday. Go, make much of him. He deserves your attention more than I do.” 
 
 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   A Friend in Need
 
   “I think the Bath County Sheriff is satisfied, at least as far as we’re concerned,” Michael said. “There will be some FBI interest once they run the prints on those guys. But it won’t lead back to us.”
 
   “You said they found a third body?” Emily asked.
 
   “Yeah. Connie says it’s one of Meacham’s men.”
 
   “And we don’t think they’re working together?”
 
   “No way,” Michael said. “More likely the body was a plant to implicate Meacham. That’s Connie’s theory, and I think she’s right.”
 
   “How do you know her, anyway?” Theo asked. “I mean, is she really trustworthy?”
 
   Michael looked to Emily for some guidance. He didn’t know Connie well at all, but he knew a great deal about her, much of it not very encouraging. 
 
   “She doesn’t work for me,” Michael said.
 
   “Then what the hell is she doing here?” 
 
   “She’s here as a favor to me. I trust her,” Emily said in a firm, quiet voice.
 
   “Well, you didn’t see what I saw in the woods. She killed those guys, and it was cold. I’ve never seen anything quite like it. I shot the one guy, the one she called Harkness, I shot him in the leg so as not to kill him. And, you know, the impact of the bullet spins him around toward me, and in the time it takes him to fall over, she puts two rounds in his ear, from like thirty yards away.”
 
   Emily said nothing, just sat quietly on the end of the couch in Michael’s study.
 
   “And the one you fought off,” Theo continued. “After you threw him into that tree…”
 
   “You saw that?” Michael interrupted.
 
   “Yeah, I was there, just over the rise. But I didn’t have a shot. You were pretty amazing, by the way,” he said to Emily. “The thing is, you didn’t kill him. You threw him aside and collected Stone, and then you went back down to the field. Anyway, Connie shows up a few seconds later, and before I can do anything, she picks up his gun and finishes him off. Just like that, double tap to the head, no hesitation, nothing. That’s not normal.”
 
   “Like I said, she doesn’t work for me,” Michael said.
 
   “But she’s in your house, with your family, and she’s like the coldest assassin I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “She’s not the coldest I’ve seen,” Emily said.
 
   Theo scratched his head, a look of complete puzzlement on his face.
 
   “I can’t believe the risk you’re taking. How do we know she didn’t engineer the whole thing? And when it went bad she killed those guys to keep ‘em quiet. Look it’s just a theory,” he said, when he saw Emily glowering at him. “But I think you need to be careful around her.”
 
   “I trust her,” Emily said again. “There’s no way I could have rescued Anthony without her help.”
 
   “Fine,” Theo conceded. “But how are you so sure she wasn’t involved in the kidnapping, too? Just how did you meet her in the first place?”
 
   When Michael asked the same question a couple of weeks before, Emily refused to answer. Was there any reason to explain it to them now? Would Theo understand what Michael couldn’t? He’d seen things, done things, was perhaps not so different from Connie. Emily sat in stony silence. After an uncomfortable moment, Michael offered what little history he already knew.
 
    “Meacham recruited her out of Annapolis. Eventually she became one of his most trusted operatives.”
 
   “That explains why you might think she had nothing to do with the kidnapping,” Theo conceded.
 
   “Things changed for her last winter,” Michael continued. “One of Meacham’s teams was ambushed in Taipei, and several agents were killed. Connie made it out alive, but afterwards she seems to have broken with him.”
 
   “I’d bet anything she’s still working for Meacham,” Theo said. “Don’t let her fool you.”
 
   “I know she’s not,” Emily said.
 
   “And just how do you know that?”
 
   “Because Meacham’s main assassin has been hunting her.”
 
   “How the hell do you know anything about his assassin, or what he’s been up to?”
 
   “He’s my uncle,” Emily replied, looking directly into his eyes. Theo couldn’t help flinching. “I looked into her eyes and saw who she is. I know her. She’s a friend.”
 
   The tone of her voice made it hard to find a way to respond. A deep silence fell over the room as Theo pondered what he’d just heard. Heavy footsteps outside the door announced Ethan’s entrance. Yuki and Connie followed him in.
 
   “Right now, the TV news people are crawling all over Warm Springs,” Ethan said. “I think won’t find their way up here. Emily already gave up her apartment, and there’s no record of this location for anyone to find down there.”
 
   “What about Sensei Oda?” Michael asked. “Has he been contacted?”
 
   “I told him to close the dojo for the next couple of weeks,” Emily said. “We can count on his silence.”
 
   “You told him to close his dojo?” Theo asked. “Just who is Sensei Oda?”
 
   “He’s a friend of my father from Okinawa. He trained with him there.”
 
   “He used to work for Meacham,” Michael said. “He trained all his people in the eighties.”
 
   “And how do we know he’s not still working for Meacham?” Theo asked, anxious again.
 
   “He’s only here for me,” Emily said.
 
   “You mean like her?” Theo said, tipping his head toward Connie.
 
   Emily nodded.
 
   “Oda-san followed us here from Japan at George’s request for the sole purpose of training Chi-chan,” Yuki said. “He has dedicated his life to her. I hardly think he’ll betray her now.”
 
   Theo rolled his eyes.
 
   “And why would he do that?”
 
   “Because he thinks she is descended from Amaterasu, the goddess of the sun.” Yuki replied.
 
   “The goddess of what?” Theo said, now completely flabbergasted. “And you believe him? What does that even mean?”
 
   “It means he thinks I am a Minamoto,” Emily said. “An illegitimate branch of the imperial family, descended from one of the Emperor’s mistresses several centuries ago.”
 
   “Many of the great medieval daimyos came from one or another of these branches,” Yuki added.
 
   “Holy crap,” Theo exclaimed. 
 
   Michael whistled.
 
   “Why haven’t we heard about this before,” Andie asked, incredulous.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Yuki said. “It’s my fault. Habits of secrecy are hard to break.”
 
   “Do you really believe all this?” Theo asked Emily.
 
   “Well, it’s what my name implies—Tenno. But I don’t know what to think about any of it,” she said. “I know Sensei believes it… and I know he’d never betray me.”
 
   “And now that all of you know, I hope you’ll keep the secret, such as it is,” Yuki said.
 
   “We don’t have time for this,” Connie interrupted, shaking her head, clearly as puzzled as the rest of them. “What are we gonna do about Burzynski? We can’t just wait for him to try again.”
 
   “Actually, I’m less worried about him than I am about Meacham,” Michael said. “This was a desperation move on Burzynski’s part, which makes me wonder what Meacham may have up his sleeve.”
 
   “You mean he may have been trying to anticipate a move by Meacham?” Ethan asked.
 
   “Exactly. If he thought Meacham was about to get Emily, that would explain why he tried to kill her. Each one must be afraid the other will use her as political capital in front of the intelligence committees. Neither one can let the other have her.”
 
   “If we raid Burzynski’s estate…” Connie began to propose.
 
   “What are we talking about here?” Theo asked. “We can’t raid someone’s house.”
 
   “Theo’s right,” Michael said. “We don’t have the firepower for something like that.”
 
   “Not to mention it would be illegal,” Theo growled.
 
   “Fine,” Connie said sharply. “We’ll just visit him… forcefully, explain our position, and get him to back off. You know, give him a bloody nose.”
 
   “By bloody nose, do you mean fire a few RPGs into his bedroom window?” Theo snorted.
 
   “Are you suggesting we do nothing?” Connie asked.
 
   “Do we know where his place is?” Emily asked.
 
   Michael clicked through a few screens on his laptop, and then sent a satellite image to the screen on the wall. 
 
   “His estate is right here, a few miles southwest of Front Royal, off route 340,” Michael said. “As you can see, it’s a large property, heavily guarded. You’d have to cross this field just to get to the front door, and it’s about a quarter mile. There’s no way to go there uninvited without a small army.”
 
   “Are these numbers GPS coordinates?” Emily asked.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   A good deal of argument about the best course of action ensued. Michael insisted that his own estate was not a defensible position, if either Meacham or Burzynski decided to attack. 
 
   “They have too many resources.”
 
   “That’s why we need to strike them first,” Connie insisted.
 
   “I don’t see how we could prevail that way,” Michael said. “And we don’t have the legal cover they each have, with all their connections in law enforcement. We need to think about evacuating.”
 
   “Has anyone seen Stone?” Andie asked, nervously from the door to the study. “I can’t find him.”
 
   “He can’t have gotten very far,” Theo said.
 
   “Ethan, call the front gate and warn them to be on the lookout for him,” Michael ordered.
 
   “I’ll send the others to search the woods,” Ethan said.
 
   “How about the rest of us walk the grounds,” Yuki suggested. “We’re sure to find him. He’s probably just playing hide and seek.”
 
   “Good idea,” Andie said. “I’ll get Li Li. She always seems to know how to find him.”
 
   “Where’s Emily?” Michael asked.
 
   “She’s gone,” Connie said.
 
   “The guys at the front gate said she lit out of here about fifteen minutes ago on that little motorcycle of hers,” Ethan reported.
 
   “Did she say where she was going?”
 
   “They said she didn’t even slow down.”
 
   “First things first,” Andie said. “Let’s find Stone.”
 
   “I know where he’s gone,” Theo said. “He’s trying to follow her.”
 
   Sure enough, twenty minutes later they found him on the main road. Apparently, he’d picked his way through the woods, avoiding the guards at the gate, climbed over a neighbor’s fence a quarter mile away, and run down an unused logging trail until he found pavement.
 
   He squawked a bit when Ethan scooped him up to put him in the estate van, but as soon as he was handed over to Andie he went quiet. The fact that Li Li was in the van must have been some sort of consolation to him as well.
 
   “It’s okay, young man,” she whispered in his ear. “She’ll be okay. Don’t you worry.”
 
   In the confusion, no one noticed Connie’s departure.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Emily’s plan had the virtue of simplicity: march right up to Burzynski’s front door, confront him with what she knew and get him to leave her family and friends alone. The precise details of what she expected to say in this conversation were perhaps less clear in her mind. There would probably be a security team, but she was unconcerned about them.
 
   She followed route 64 west toward Staunton, turned north on route 81 and roared up through Harrisonburg to Strasbourg, where she cut east on route 66. The thrill of riding Oscar’s little land rocket at mind-blurring speeds gave her confidence a little boost whenever doubts threatened to creep in. 
 
   Route 340, also known as the Stonewall Jackson Highway, led her south through the center of Front Royal, then tracked the Shenandoah river as it looped back and forth through hills and farmland. A few miles past Bentonville, she found the main gate of Burzynski’s estate, just as Michael had said, a broad front lawn surrounded by thick hedges, a fortified front gate with guards. A slow cruise past the gate allowed her to glimpse the main house, a neo-classical brick structure, with white stone trim on the edges and a central hall rising three stories above the lawns. Two smaller wings extended out on either side. She stowed the bike in the woods, out of sight of the guards, and walked up to the gate. Had they seen her? It hardly mattered.
 
   “Move along, Honey,” one of the uniformed guards sneered at her. “We don’t do walk-ins here.”
 
   “Dave,” the other guard hissed. “How do you think she got here? It’s miles from anywhere. She didn’t walk.”
 
   Both guards drew their side arms. 
 
   “Hands up, Honey,” Dave barked at her. She ignored him and took a step forward.
 
   “Hold it right there,” he shouted at her with greater urgency.
 
   The other guard reached out to grab her by the shoulder, probably thinking to force her to the ground and assuming their guns gave them an authority she wouldn’t challenge. Dave stepped behind her, ready to strike if she resisted. When the first guard’s hand made contact with her shoulder, she turned her head to look him directly in the eyes. Whatever he saw in her face made him flinch.
 
   “Dave, this is her, the girl they’ve been looking for,” he cried out. 
 
   But his warning came too late. She had already seized his hand, grabbing across the back, her fingers curling around his palm. When she twisted sharply out and up, he fell to his knees with his back turned toward her, left arm twisted awkwardly behind his head. 
 
   Before Dave could strike her, she leaned over and jammed the heel of her foot into his face in a fierce side-kick, without releasing the other guard’s hand. He stumbled backwards, tripping over his own feet and falling to the ground, dazed. In a single, fluid movement, she brought her knee around to the back of the other guard’s neck. He fell forward and his face struck the gravel drive hard. He lay there, motionless. When Dave tried to shake off the fog that had infiltrated his brain, she dropped to one knee next to him and struck him sharply across the bridge of his nose with a palm-heel strike. 
 
   “Nap time, sleepy head.”
 
   She checked the other man for a pulse, then removed their weapons and tossed them over the hedge. It was still a quarter mile to the main house and she didn’t feel like walking. The keys to the Crown Vic parked next to the guardhouse hung from a hook next to the phone and the video screen. No sign of an alarm showed on the screen. Everything seemed calm. She drove down to the main house.
 
   No one greeted her as she stepped out of the car. In fact, she didn’t see any security anywhere along the front of the house, though she did notice several cameras. Six steps led up to a large portico with classical columns. She didn’t expect any longer to have the element of surprise on her side—might as well ring the doorbell. 
 
   “We’ve been expecting you, Miss Kane,” said the large man in a dark gray business suit who answered the door.
 
   “I doubt that,” she snorted back at him. “I’m here to see Burzynski.”
 
   “What makes you think he’s here?”
 
   “I’m not sure I care,” she said. “It’s enough that he knows I can come back anytime.”
 
   The large man cupped his hand to the side of his head, where she noticed a small earpiece. 
 
   “The Director will see you now. You’ll have to leave the hardware here.” 
 
   He motioned to the sword handle peeking out from the bottom of her jacket. She noticed two more men in dark suits take up positions a few feet behind her on either side. They must have come from a door by the bottom of the steps, concealed by the shrubbery.
 
   “You mean this little thing?” she asked, innocently. “I’d rather keep it with me, if it’s all the same to you. Besides, with all the guns you guys must be packing, you can’t really be worried about a little girl with a sword.”
 
   He smiled, obviously not fooled by her attempt to charm them. 
 
   “Do we have to take it off you?”
 
   With a nod, he signaled to the other two men. They stepped forward, hands on guns. She let her hand drop casually next to the sword handle. 
 
   “You know, the problem with a sword: it’s not that easy to use it without killing somebody. You seem like good guys. I’d rather not take your lives today. And I’m not here to take your boss’s life either. Just let me pass, and live another day.”
 
   “Fine, Princess.” he said with a bemused smile. “After you.”
 
   She squeezed past him, knowing well enough it wouldn’t be as simple as that. 
 
   “That’s quite a rig you got there, young lady,” he said, casually placing his hand on her hip. 
 
   In what must have been intended as a subtle move, he grabbed the hand by the sword, and swung a baton toward the back of her head. What he didn’t count on was how quickly she’d be able to slip a side-kick under his chin. Of course, to reach that high, she had to lean over, which brought her head out of the path of the baton. Once the kick connected, he desperately wanted to release her hand in order to clutch at his throat. She grabbed his wrist before he could pull away, twisted it down and stepped through, spinning him around and down until his head contacted the edge of the open door. As he slid to the floor, she kicked him in the back, effectively slamming the door shut before the two men on the porch could make it through. The logjam at the front door created by his limp body and the deadbolt she slid home bought her a free moment to look for Burzynski. No one dead yet.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The study was nestled behind a concealed door next to a large fireplace in the front living room. The pattern of wear on the floor gave it away. She heard the sounds of frantic footsteps as she stepped through and pulled the door closed behind her. The room she found herself in had the air of an English gentleman’s library: fireplace, oriental rug, leather sofa and armchair, book shelves on every wall—“Does he really read this much?” she wondered. The gentle glow from an overcast sky lit up gauzy curtains drawn across a pair of French doors, providing the only light in the room. Burzynski sat behind a large desk, apparently expecting her, a gun placed casually on an open book as if it were marking his place. At the far end of the room, two more men stood by another door with the practiced air of cold indifference favored by mercenaries.
 
   “It’s good to see you again, Miss Kane. Please, have a seat.”
 
   She perched on the edge of the sofa across from the desk so as to have unimpeded access to the sword handle.
 
   “You won’t need that,” she said, pointing to the gun on his desk. “I’m not here to kill you. If I were, one of us would already be dead.”
 
   “Then why bring the sword?”
 
   “I had to make sure I could get past your guards. Don’t worry, they’re not dead. As if you cared about them,” she snorted.
 
   “Okay. If you’re not here to kill me, what does bring you here, if you don’t mind my asking?”
 
   “Look. I don’t care about your little feud with Meacham. I just wish you’d leave me out of it.”
 
   “Don’t play the innocent. It doesn’t become you. We know you’re working for him. We have video of you entering Seoul with Connie Savaransky, we know you met with Berea there, and he turned up dead a few hours later.”
 
   Emily smiled and shook her head wearily.
 
   “Don’t forget Kamchatka.”
 
   “Yes,” he said. “What did happen there?”
 
   “I guess the Chinese didn’t share their intel with you.”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   “You know, I already gave a video of the main events to Berea,” she said in a mocking tone. “He was very moved by what he saw.”
 
   “Was that before or after you killed him and his team?”
 
   “Since you must already know who really did that, I have to wonder why you’d bother insulting me with such an accusation.”
 
   “Exactly what your role was in those events has yet to be determined in a court of law. But I can assure you, it will be.”
 
   “That’s rich. You kidnap a child in order to force me to go with Colonel Park, and you have the nerve to act like you’re not just a simple criminal.”
 
   “I suppose it hasn’t occurred to you that Colonel Park was an important intelligence asset. I’m only doing my duty as a patriot, and that includes securing you and your mother as dangerous anti-American elements.”
 
   “And what patriotic purpose did it serve to send a sniper team to shoot up my high school graduation? And you can save the denials—Harkness and Bermudez are already in custody.”
 
   Burzynski had no answer.
 
   “Fine,” she said. “Have it your way. But you’re mistaken about Meacham. I don’t work with him or for him.”
 
   He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. 
 
   “If I went public with your activities,” she continued, “I doubt very much anyone would mistake you for a patriot.”
 
   “Then why haven’t you already gone public?”
 
   “You can bet it isn’t to protect you,” she snorted.
 
   “Well, I have a feeling that public scrutiny wouldn’t serve you very well either, Miss Kane, especially since your own crimes might come to light.”
 
   The late afternoon sun broke through the clouds to stream through the French doors behind Emily. Burzynski raised his hand to shield his eyes from the glare just as the report of automatic gunfire reached both their ears. He grabbed his gun and leveled it at her. The mercenaries moved to take up positions on either side of the sofa.
 
   “What have you done, you foolish girl?”
 
   A loud explosion shook the building and the sounds of yelling and footsteps running through the house could be heard. One of the men Emily recognized from the front porch leaned in through the door at the far end of the room.
 
   “We’re under attack, sir. It’s a full breach.”
 
   “Where’s my daughter? Are they in the bunker?”
 
   “No sir,” he replied.
 
   “Find them,” Burzynski barked.
 
   He waved the gun and cursed at her.
 
   “You won’t get away with this.”
 
   “It’s nothing to do with me,” she said with a mischievous smile. “But it is good to see you get a taste of what I’ve had to endure this past year.”
 
   He shook his gun at her, as if he wished he could risk shooting her, but clearly thinking better of it.
 
   The far door swung open again, and a woman who looked to be in her early thirties, old to Emily’s eyes, pushed a little girl of no more than ten through and followed her in.
 
   “Dad, what’s happening?” she asked.
 
   “Valerie. Thank goodness, you’re safe,” he cried out. “You and Tati need to get to the bunker right away.”
 
   The little girl ran over to the desk and threw her arms around Burzynski’s legs.
 
   “Grandpa, I’m scared.”
 
   “You have to go with your mommy. Quickly,” he said. “You need to get to safety.” 
 
   She began to cry as he pushed her over to her mother.
 
   “Tati, come to Mommy. Hurry” Valerie implored, casting a nervous, sidelong glance at Emily.
 
   Two more security men came through the door by the fireplace, and the ones by Emily moved to the other door, guns drawn. The sound of gunfire drew them into the corridor beyond the door.
 
   “It’s time to go, Sir,” the man by the fireplace said.
 
   “The house is no longer defensible?”
 
   “No, Sir.”
 
   Before Burzynski could respond, a long, blood-soaked blade broke through the man’s chest. In the time it took for the second man to react to what he was seeing, his partner slid forward off the blade and fell with a thud across the doorway. As he turned to face his attacker, the blade slashed through his chest and he fell backwards into the room. Valerie screamed and pulled Tati to her, trying to cover her eyes. Dressed entirely in black, like some sort of ninja, David Walker stepped over the dead bodies into the room, eyes wild, dripping sword in hand. Emily stepped back toward the French doors and wondered if he would even recognize her. The sounds of a raging gun battle echoed through the open door.
 
   “You,” Burzynski yelled, and fired wildly at him. 
 
   Walker took cover behind the corner of the fireplace. Burzynski scowled at Emily as another hidden panel in the wall behind him swung open. He gestured to Valerie and Tati to come to him, but the little girl was frozen in place. Her mother reached back to pull her along. This slight delay allowed Walker to surge forward and threaten their path. In that brief moment, before he could bring the sword around, the panel swung shut and Burzynski was gone. No amount of prying could get the panel open, and hurling himself against it accomplished even less.
 
   Enraged, Walker raised his sword to slash through the mother and daughter. Before he could bring the sword down, Emily thrust her sword to block his with the side of the blade.
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
 
   “I won’t let you hurt them.”
 
   “Don’t you know who they are? These are the people who destroyed your family.”
 
   “No, Uncle David. They’re innocents, and I will protect them.”
 
   “Don’t be naive. Did Burzynski care about Michael’s son, or about you, for that matter? We have to kill them all.”
 
   “That’s not why I’m here,” Emily said. “I’m not an avenger.”
 
   “They won’t ever leave us alone. Don’t you understand that? And don’t pretend you’re above killing. I saw the video you gave Berea. That was bloody work you did in Kamchatka. And what about Kim and his men?”
 
   “I’m not your partner. What you’re doing has nothing to do with me.”
 
   “Don’t be so sure, Emily. Destroying the compound in Kamchatka was a good first step. But you didn’t do anything about the scientists who worked for Colonel Park. The Chinese were bound to track them down and rebuild the program. Or didn’t you think about that? Who do you think hunted them all down? I can’t keep cleaning up after you.”
 
   Emily was speechless. Of course, in his perverse way, he was right. She hadn’t accounted for everything in Kamchatka. But the idea of killing every scientist who might have had any connection to Colonel Park was disgusting. Even worse was the notion that she might actually need him.
 
   “Get behind me,” she said to Valerie.
 
   “Don’t get in my way,” he snarled at her. “I love you like a daughter, but I won’t hesitate to strike you down.”
 
   He swung his sword at her head and she leaned out of the way. She parried or evaded his next few strikes, but he was faster, and she knew it. She also lacked the will to attack him. He spun through a slashing stroke that missed, but slapped her face as he came around. In the brief moment it took her to recover, a back thrust caught her in the abdomen and plunged all the way through. She felt it burst out the back just above her hip. The passage of the blade burned and stung a bit, but didn’t hurt nearly as much as she thought such a wound might. Perhaps she was in shock.
 
   Her sword clattered on the floor as she reached around his hip from behind to control the handle of his sword. She was totally vulnerable, but if she let him pull his sword from her body, he’d be able to spin and slash at her again. Her head finally went numb from the pain and the shock of the wound, and sweat poured out over her. Unless she could snap out of it, she had no chance of surviving, or protecting anyone else.
 
   Strangely, Walker didn’t follow through and finish her off. Instead, he let go of his sword and bent over to take hers. As if in some sort of trance, he wrapped his fingers around the sword handed down through Emily’s family for longer than anyone could remember, held it up over his head and gazed at it. He seemed to have forgotten all about her.
 
   “It’s mine,” he cried out. “After all these years, it’s finally mine.” 
 
   In the fading light of the afternoon, the room grew dim and she looked for her chance. Walker glanced down at her, with a blissful smile plastered across his face, just as she managed to pull the little wakizashi Melanie’s father gave her out from under the collar of her jacket. One looping overhead stroke brought the blade slashing down across his chest, too dark for him to see what she’d hit him with. The gash was bloody, though not deep enough to disable him. With better leverage at the bottom of the stroke, she had enough hand strength to dig the blade more deeply into his thigh. He fell to one knee with a squeal.
 
   “You bitch! What have you done?”
 
   His face contorted in pain and rage, he swung the sword in his hand down onto her head. Light as the wakizashi was, blocking his stroke was easy, but the Kevlar and resin blade just wasn’t substantial enough to hold off the heavier blade of the katana. Emily felt it give way just above the handle, barely allowing her to deflect Walker’s stroke into the back of a chair. He struggled to yank it free, which gave her an opening to kick him in the ribs, slamming him into the edge of Burzynski’s desk. He sank to the floor, clutching his leg and cursing her.
 
   “Let’s go,” Emily said to Valerie. “Out this way. It’s our only chance.” When they didn’t move, frozen by fear, she yelled: “Run.”
 
   As they slid behind the couch, trying to stay as far from Walker as possible, Emily carefully drew his sword out of her side, blood oozing through her shirt. She shoved them through the doors out onto the back patio. A quick peek around the corner of the house showed her that the car she’d commandeered was on fire. They’d have to run for it.
 
   “Hurry. This way,” she barked, leading them as close to the front drive as she dared. “There’s help in the woods. We just have to make it to the tree line.”
 
   “Who are you?” Valerie cried out to her.
 
   “Someone who’s trying to keep you alive,” she gasped out as she urged them forward.
 
   “And you’re not with that man… your uncle?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then why are you helping us?”
 
   “We don’t have time for this,” she moaned. “We have to make it to the trees. Hurry.”
 
   When the guns when silent, Emily knew they were out of time. The resistance from Burzynski’s people was the only thing preventing Walker’s men from chasing them down. Two men in tactical gear approached at a run from the right, one wing of the house now on fire.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “I don’t like the sound of all that gunfire,” Luther said. “It’s a war over there. Didn’t you tell her we don’t do gunplay?”
 
   “I surely did,” Roxie replied. 
 
   “This is more than we bargained for. These guys ain’t prepared for this. We don’t even have a single gun among us.”
 
   “Luther, you hold it right there,” Roxie growled low so the others couldn’t hear. “That girl needs us and we are not gonna let her down. We’ll wait right here until she shows. You understand me?”
 
   “There she is,” Nate called out. “Over there, running across the lawn. And she’s not alone.”
 
   The whole gang gathered around Nate to peer through the trees at the events unfolding in Burzynski’s estate. Three figures ran toward them across the lawn, still more than a hundred yards from the front gate, pursued by several armed men.
 
   “She’s not gonna make it,” Oscar said. “It looks like she’s hurt. There’s blood all over her shirt.”
 
   “Who’s that with her,” Luther asked.
 
   “It looks like a little kid,” Nate said. “We can’t wait for her. Let’s go get her.”
 
   “It’s too dangerous,” Luther said. “Those guys chasing her got guns.”
 
   While they argued, a third man headed Emily off, blocking her path to the front gate. The gang watched, horrified as he leveled his rifle at her.
 
   “We’ve got to do something,” Roxie cried out.
 
   A shot rang out from somewhere in the distance, they couldn’t quite tell where, and the man in Emily’s path dropped to his knees and then pitched face forward, his head bursting into a puff of red mist. At least that’s how it looked from where the bikers stood.
 
   “Holy Hell,” Nate exclaimed. “What was that?”
 
   They heard a second shot and another man collapsed in a pool of blood on the lawn. The third man turned to run back to the main house, but didn’t make it more than a few steps before a bullet brought him down. Emily fell to one knee, looking to gather her strength for the last dash.
 
   “That’s it,” Oscar said. “I’m going to get her.”
 
   He ran to his bike, trailed by Nate and Chester. 
 
   “Get the rest of the bikes up,” Roxie shouted. “We need to be ready to roll as soon as they get back.”
 
   Oscar covered the distance in a few interminable seconds, skidding to a halt a few feet from Emily. As soon as he stopped, she heaved herself up, waving her arms over his head as if to ward off an evil spirit. With one arm on his shoulder, she waved in earnest, but not to any of the bikers. Then she climbed on the back and wrapped herself around him. 
 
   Nate and Chester gathered up the other two, wasting no time to listen to any protests. In less than a minute, the boys returned with their charges. Emily slid off the back of Oscar’s bike and nearly collapsed on the ground. Luther caught her and carried her to his bike.
 
   “She’s too weak to ride,” he barked over his shoulder to Roxie. “You ride her bike. Take the little girl. Shelley, you ride with this one on Roxie’s bike.”
 
   “Wait,” Roxie shouted. “We need to bind her up first. I need some t-shirts, quick. Hand ‘em over, guys.”
 
   While Roxie tended to Emily, and Luther put a couple of belts together to strap her onto his back, Valerie fussed a bit at the prospect of her daughter riding on the back of a motorcycle with a stranger. Emily managed to croak out a little encouragement.
 
   “It’s not safe here. They’ll take good care of her, trust me.” 
 
   Emily’s plan had been to cut across to Skyline Drive and lose any pursuit in the winding hills of the Shenandoah Valley. But there didn’t seem to be any pursuit, since the sniper, whoever it was, kept Walker’s men from approaching the front gate. Luther preferred to race down the 340 to Elkton, cut across to Ruckersville on the 33 and follow the 231 down to Charlottesville. He meant to get Emily to safety as quickly as possible.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
   Licking Their Wounds
 
   When the convoy of bikers arrived at Michael’s estate, after encountering some brief resistance at the entrance drive, they found Dr. Janice Tarleton waiting by the front door, with Yuki and Andie standing fretfully behind her. Emily had called ahead to ask for her help, and Dr. Tarleton was glad for the chance to repay a debt, and to do whatever she could for the girl who kept her safe a few months earlier, when her world seemed to be coming apart at the seams.
 
   Emily looked like a ragdoll in Ethan’s arms, head lolling barely conscious over the crook of his elbow as he bounded up the front steps. The bikers watched anxiously, not making eye contact with Yuki or Andie.
 
   “We got her home as fast as we could,” Luther said, with his head bowed.
 
   “Is she gonna be all right, Doc?” Roxie asked.
 
   Yuki looked over to Andie, who nodded back.
 
   “Thank you for returning my daughter,” she said, bowing as low as Luther. “Please, come inside. Is anyone else hurt?”
 
   “She had these two with her,” Roxie offered, gesturing to Valerie and her daughter. 
 
   “Please, come in, all of you,” Andie said, graciously. “You must be frazzled to a nub.”
 
   Upstairs, in Emily’s room, after the bikers had gone, the women went over the options with Dr. Tarleton.
 
   “She’s lost a lot of blood,” she said to Yuki. “I can stitch her up here, or we can take her to the hospital. It’s up to you.”
 
   Yuki looked down at her daughter, ghostly pale and unconscious, blood all over the bed, and wept, incapable of speech.
 
   “I’m not sure we have time for the hospital,” said Michael, who had just entered, with an urgency audible in his voice. “The estate isn’t defensible if Meacham comes for us. You need to stitch her up now.”
 
   “What about damage to internal organs?” Andie asked. “Are you worried about that?”
 
   “We’ll have to open her up a little bit to check,” Dr. Tarleton said as she tried to reassure them. “But the location of the wound is fortunate. It’s missed her lungs and diaphragm, and there’s no sign of leakage from her intestines. We should be able to handle it. I’ve got six units of blood in the cooler.”
 
   “You’re sure we can do this here?”
 
   “I’m gonna need your help, and Yuki, too.” Then turning to Michael, she continued. “Even if we take care of her here, we won’t be able to move her for a few days.”
 
   Michael grumbled and covered his face with both hands, while he considered the options.
 
   “We can protect her better here than at a hospital. It’s a risk either way, but maybe hunkering down here is slightly more manageable. I’ll talk it over with Ethan. In the meantime, do what you can for her… the sooner she’s stabilized, the better.”
 
   Andie nodded and swallowed. The entire procedure took a little more than an hour. Afterwards, Dr. Tarleton sat with Emily, keeping an eye on every detail of her recovery. Yuki came in and out every few minutes, too anxious to settle down. 
 
   “Who is she?” Valerie asked in one of those moments when Andie and Yuki could no longer sit quietly in the room. In the few hours they’d been there, the crush of other worries left everyone too preoccupied to pay any attention to these unexpected guests. Tati had been left to entertain herself with Li Li and Stone, and Valerie just hovered on the edge of every conversation.
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean,” Dr. Tarleton replied.
 
   “These men invaded my father’s house, like soldiers or something, and they shot up all the security people. And she was there, too. I assumed she was with them. But when they tried to kill my daughter and me, she stepped in front and fought them off.”
 
   “Yeah,” Dr. Tarleton said. “That sounds like her.”
 
   “I mean, she sacrificed herself for us, and I have no idea who she is. I even have this feeling that she’s one of my father’s enemies. But if she hadn’t been there, I’m sure we’d be dead.”
 
   “All I know is that trouble seems to follow her. But if you get caught up in it too, the safest place to be is right behind her.”
 
   “Mommy, look at this,” Tati said with a giggle as she ran into the room holding a sword, enormous in her hands, and still caked with Emily’s blood. “It’s so fancy.”
 
   Li Li and Stone tumbled in right after her, faces flush with curiosity about the new toy.
 
   “Omagod,” Valerie cried out. “Put that down. It’s too dangerous. Where did you get it?”
 
   “Those men left it by the fireplace downstairs, Mommy,” Tati whimpered. “You know, the ones who brought us here on the motorcycles.”
 
   “Where did this come from?” Yuki asked, as soon as she entered the room. “It’s certainly not Emily’s sword.” She picked it up, looked at the blade, examined the hama and hada, and rubbed her fingers over a chrysanthemum design etched into it near the handle, where some blood had crusted over. “Oh, no,” she gasped, and turned to look at her daughter, lying unconscious on the bed.
 
   The sound of her mother weeping at the side of the bed must have roused her a few minutes later. She reached out a feeble hand and touched Yuki’s arm.
 
   “Mom.”
 
   “You’re awake,” Yuki whispered to her. “How do you feel?”
 
   “Pretty crappy,” she croaked. “How are the others?”
 
   “See for yourself,” Dr. Tarleton said, and pointed to the little girl standing by the window on the other side of the bed. Tati ducked her head behind the curtains. Valerie rushed over to see.
 
   “Thank God,” she said. “You made it.”
 
   Emily flashed her a pale, feeble smile.
 
   “I’m glad you made it, too.”
 
   “You saved us. I don’t know how to thank you.”
 
   “There will be time for that later,” Dr. Tarleton said, trying to usher everyone out of the room. “She needs her rest.”
 
   Emily noticed the sword in her mother’s hand and said “It’s okay, Mom. Don’t worry.”
 
   “This isn’t your sword, sweetheart.”
 
   “I know,” she sighed. “I took it from David after he stuck it in me.”
 
   “And he has grandmother’s sword?”
 
   Emily nodded.
 
   “Michael’s worried he’s coming here next,” Andie said, over Yuki’s shoulder. “Maybe before you’re fully recovered.”
 
   “He’s gonna need a few days to recover, too,” Emily said. “I managed to slash him across the thigh, and maybe a bit on the chest. He’ll be limping for a while.”
 
   “Who are these two?” Andie asked in a whisper, tipping her head toward the door they just left through.
 
   “Burzynski’s daughter and granddaughter. David was gonna kill them. I couldn’t stand by and do nothing.”
 
   “What were you even doing there?” Yuki asked.
 
   “I just went to talk, Mom.”
 
   “Thank goodness you made it out alive.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure there’s nothing left. David brought an army with him. The house was burning when we left. I think something’s changed for him. He was ready to kill me. But when he picked up my sword, he lost track of me and I was able to cut him with the wakizashi.”
 
   Yuki faltered at hearing these words, and needed to sit on the bed to keep from falling over.
 
   “And the bikers… who are they? How do you even know them?”
 
   “That’s a long story. They were there because I asked them, you know, in case getting out turned out to be difficult. Also I think Connie must have followed me. And it was a good thing, too, because she covered our escape. She kept David’s people pinned down at the front gate. We wouldn’t have made it out without her. Is she back yet?”
 
   Yuki shook her head.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “No! That can’t be true,” Valerie insisted in an urgent whisper. Pride and shame conspired to make her refuse to believe what she was hearing about her father.
 
   “It absolutely is true,” Andie replied. “We found his lieutenants on the scene. That’s why she went to his house.”
 
   “I can’t believe my father would do something like that.”
 
   “Believe what you like,” Yuki said, only hearing the last bit of what they were arguing about as she stepped onto the landing outside Emily’s room. “But why didn’t he protect you? Why did Emily have to put herself in danger for you?”
 
   “He tried to protect us. Everything was happening so fast, and that man was there with the sword. There was no time. It was horrible. And Tati had to see it all.”
 
   “My daughter had to see it, too,” Yuki said, eyes brightening with each syllable. “It wasn’t too horrible for her to do the right thing, even if you’re father couldn’t.”
 
   These last words gave each of them some pause. Valerie rocked back on her heels, and reached for the banister to keep from tumbling down the stairs. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to seem ungrateful. There’s so much I don’t understand. I know Tati and I would be dead if your daughter hadn’t stepped in. That man’s eyes were so… crazed. Like he was some sort of wild animal. But if my father did what you say, why did she save us?”
 
   “It’s who she is,” Dr. Tarleton said, coming out of Emily’s room. “She did something similar for me. Men pretending to be federal agents tried to get her medical records from my nurse, and when she resisted they killed her and burned down my office. I was so frightened, I couldn’t think straight, and I didn’t know what to do. I drove around in a haze, until I found Emily, and then I felt safe. Can’t you feel it when you’re around her? She’s so calm, even when it’s dangerous.”
 
   The other women were speechless after her outburst, and she even seemed a little surprised by the vehemence of her words. After a breath, she was able to speak in calmer tones.
 
   “Maybe we shouldn’t have this conversation right outside her door. She really needs her rest,” she said and led them down the stairs.
 
   Raised voices coming from the kitchen drew their attention in that direction.
 
   “She took a foolish chance going there,” a deep voice resounded through the open doorway. “And what did it accomplish? Nothing, and it almost got her killed.”
 
   “You think I could have stopped her?” a woman’s voice replied. “Then you don’t know her very well.”
 
   “Connie,” Yuki cried out. “Thank God you’re back. She’s been asking for you.”
 
   “Theo, here, seems to think I, or any of us for that matter, could have prevented your daughter from going up there,” Connie replied.
 
   “She’s just like her father that way,” Yuki said, with a laugh. “He always preferred to face things head on.”
 
   “We learned one useful thing up there,” Connie said rather pointedly in Theo’s direction. “Meacham’s declared all-out war on Burzynski. I don’t know if any of his people got out of there alive. The house was on fire the last I saw. That certainly changes our plans, I think.”
 
   Valerie gasped at these words. Had her father managed to escape? Yuki’s suggestion that he’d abandoned them still rang in her ears, but not as loudly as the thought that he might already be dead. Lingering in the doorway behind the others, she saw that Connie had noticed her, felt her cold, cruel eyes probing her.
 
   “And her,” Connie continued, pointing at Valerie. “Emily brought her out of the house. Who are you, anyway? And what were you doing there?”
 
   All eyes turned to her, waiting to see how she would respond. She dug deep inside to muster every bit of grit and family pride she could manage.
 
   “My name is Valerie Semyonova. Emily saved Tatiana and me. My father is Peter Burzynski.” She was shaking, the words trembling in her throat, hollow in her own ears. “I feel like I’m in an enemy camp, and I don’t know where else to go.”
 
   Connie stared at her in amazement, eyes burning, brow furrowed, as if two competing instincts struggled for ascendancy in her. Finally, she spoke in a soft voice as the others hung on her every word.
 
   “I would not have hesitated to kill your father, if I saw an opportunity. And he’d have done the same for me. But if Emily protected you… if that was her judgment of you, then I will respect it. You and your daughter are safe here.”
 
   “Which may not be very safe,” Michael said, sticking his head through the doorway and breaking the mood. “Connie, I’m glad you’re here. We’ve got work to do to get ready. Ethan’s in the study looking at plans.”
 
   “Mommy, I’m bored,” Tati announced from behind Michael.
 
   “Oh, honey, I forgot all about you,” Valerie said.
 
   “Weren’t you playing with Li Li and Stone?” Andie asked. “Where are they?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “They wandered off a while ago.”
 
   “Oh, no,” Yuki said. “Not again.”
 
   “Better tell the guys at the gate to keep an eye out for Stone,” Andie said.
 
   “We really don’t need this now,” Michael growled as he pulled out a phone. 
 
   “Don’t bother,” Theo said. “I know where he is.”
 
   Andie and Yuki went upstairs to confirm his theory.
 
   “Yup,” Andie announced when they returned a moment later. “They’re up there in the bed, sound asleep, one on either side of her.”
 
   “Tell me I don’t know her,” Theo snorted. Connie laughed.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The forest felt different this time, warmer, more humid. No breeze moved the air. The foliage had crept all the way across her path, huge leathery leaves, palm fronds, enormous ferns, tropical in it’s excess. Everything about the scene oppressed her. 
 
   Her bare feet hardly found solid ground under the dead leaves. A light beckoned in the distance, the same distance as every other time, but lurid now, orange. Her nostrils burned. “The meadow’s on fire” she thought. Acrid smoke obscured whatever sky was ordinarily visible through the top of the forest.
 
   Emily tried to run… but where to, and why? Was she running from the fire, trying to escape the forest before she was burned alive? Or was she running toward the flames, seeking to join herself to them, to immolate herself and achieve transcendence? She hardly knew.
 
   Something bit her in the side, fangs piercing front and back, as she burst from the trees. An immense serpent reared back, as if to strike again, blood smoking in its mouth. Something else came to her, much smaller, a snake slithering up her leg and coiling around her waist. It clung to her and pulled its head back to gaze into her eyes, tongue flicking in and out. When she reached out her hand, it leaned away and then lunged back at her. She waited for the sting, but it didn’t come. Instead, the snake slipped along her arm, scales slinking across her shoulders and down the other arm. By the time it reached her hand it had become rigid and steely… a sword. 
 
   A quick two-handed stroke, diagonally down sliced open the serpent’s belly, parting layers of fat and muscle. Black blood spurted from the gash and scorched the soil. She leapt back to avoid touching it. The huge head loomed over her, enraged, with a hiss and a scream, rearing to strike at her, until it saw the upraised sword. The polished blade gleamed in the firelight and flickered as she brandished it this way and that.
 
   She stumbled back into the meadow, trying to put as much distance between her and the serpent as possible. But deeper into the meadow meant deeper into the fire. Soon she was completely surrounded. Maybe the stream would protect her from the flames. Before she knew how it happened, more serpents appeared, circling around her, cutting off any escape, driving the flames toward her. The sizzling of the meadow grass filled her ears. 
 
   She swung the sword to cut a fire break all around her, and the grass fell in widening circles around her until she noticed the wind following her sword. When she swung it to one side or the other, the wind whipped in that direction. A sharp stroke sent the flames toward one of the serpents. The aroma of singed flesh wafted over to her and an agonized scream sang on the wind. She slashed and screamed, bringing the blade full circle about her head twice, and the flames leapt up, engulfing all the serpents and any other living thing that might chance to be in the meadow. 
 
   When the smoke finally cleared and she could see again, the sun beamed down on the meadow in full bloom. Dragonflies flitted over the stream a few feet away. She staggered over and fell to her knees. The water felt clean and clear on her face, and tilting her head up to the sky, she cried out.
 
   “Guide me, Granny. I am strong enough.”
 
   The familiar voices chanted her name though no one was to be seen.
 
   “Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami.
 
   Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami….”
 
   When she looked up again, the unmistakable voice of the sun shrilled at her.
 
   “The true master takes life when she must, and gives life when it is good.”
 
   Emily wept at these words, for she knew what must follow.
 
   “The true master knows no friendship.”
 
   “Thank you, Granny,” she cried out. “I’m ready.”
 
   Tiny cotton-ball clouds scudded across the face of the sky, riding the breeze that caressed her face. One of them cooed at her.
 
   “Emily, it’s time.”
 
   She smiled sweetly and the voice grew more urgent.
 
   “Emily,” it entreated. “Get up. We have to hurry.”
 
   “They’re coming,” a darker voice intoned. She knew whose it was: Connie. When she opened her eyes and saw them all—Andie and Michael, Ethan and Connie, and her mother—she lurched up in bed and winced from the fire in her side where the serpent bit her.
 
   “Where are Stone and Li Li?” she asked through the pain. 
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
   One Day in Tokyo—Nineteen Years Ago
 
   “This is typical,” Michael muttered, as he stalked the grounds of the Meiji Jingu, the elaborate shrine honoring Emperor Meiji and Empress Shoken in central Tokyo. He’d been waiting for a half hour or so in the naien, or inner precinct of the park. It was as if George was trying to teach him about Japanese culture by insisting on meeting in places like this, and then coming late.
 
   “Finally,” he barked, as soon as he spotted him. He hoped to preserve the appearance of impatience around George, as if he were really annoyed. “What’d you expect me to do here while I waited?”
 
   “I dunno,” George replied. “Maybe admire the architecture.”
 
   Michael snorted, trying to conceal his amusement. George had saved his life more than once, and he’d endure whatever cultural lessons he felt like giving. And the irony was not lost on him, a little man serving as the bodyguard of the much larger man. Though perhaps bodyguard didn’t quite express the full dimensions of their relationship, which was much more like a partnership.
 
   “See the symmetry of the central building. They call that azekura style. It’s very ancient, very traditional, probably all done with hand tools and no nails.”
 
   Michael nodded and grunted, trying to look impressed.
 
   “But you see how the outer buildings are asymmetrical, like a variation on the triangular pagoda-style cross-section. This is nagare style. You see it all over the countryside and in pretty much all ceremonial buildings.”
 
   “Thanks for the lesson, George. But what about that other business of ours—did the daughter have anything for us?”
 
   George turned quiet. 
 
   “You’re not going to tell me, are you?” Michael asked, after an uncomfortable silence.
 
   “What’s there to tell? We both know the whole project is preposterous.”
 
   “So she did give you something. Come on, out with it.” When George said nothing, Michael became impatient. “Look. She won’t talk to me. For whatever reason, you’re the only one she trusts. That gives us a huge advantage over the Chinese and the Russians.”
 
   “Are you still wondering why she trusts me?” 
 
    “Well, whatever Dr. Kagami is up to, there’s gonna be trouble, and not just for him,” Michael said. “The whole thing’s some crazy pipe dream, and I’m not convinced he even believes in half of it. But he’s got a lot of dangerous people interested.”
 
   “The Chinese reps seem particularly unsavory. They’re ready to make a move if the folks at Mori don’t give them what they want.”
 
   “What do they expect to get? Kagami says he doesn’t have anything yet.”
 
   “Maybe they just want to disrupt his lab so we can’t get whatever he’s working on,” George said.
 
   “Kagami’s a cagey old bird. He’d never let on, even if he had a breakthrough. He hasn’t, has he?”
 
   George glowered at him.
 
   “Sorry,” Michael muttered. “You see, don’t you, this is why Meacham’s pissed at us. We’re right in the middle of the action, and we’ve got nothing to give him.”
 
   “I don’t care about Meacham,” George replied. “He’s as crazy as Kagami, maybe worse because if he got his hands on a weapon like that, he’d use it.”
 
   “I’m pretty confident he’s not happy with me, you know, over that business with Tang. And I know he’s pissed at you and Danko over losing him his island. Did Danko really go down there to train the Mong Tai?”
 
   George snorted out a laugh and a chuckle.
 
   “For all I know, he’s still there living the rebel life,” he said.
 
   “It’s all well and good to joke about it now. But Meacham will exact some sort of reckoning if we let Kagami’s work fall into unfriendly hands. All hell’s gonna break loose soon, you know it and I know it, and then the daughter’ll be in a pretty tight spot. If they can’t get what they want from Kagami, the Russians or the Chinese are likely to grab her instead.”
 
   “I’m not gonna let that happen,” George growled. “And you’re gonna help me.”
 
   Michael nodded, uncertain if he had the power to resist this… command.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “He is respectful, as hakujin go,” Dr. Kagami said. “The tall one, his friend, is an oaf.”
 
   “Thanks, Dad,” Yuki said. “But I don’t need your help finding someone.”
 
   “Your mother would not have imagined she could choose someone without consulting her father.”
 
   “Well, I’m pretty sure she would have consulted her mother. But why are you suddenly so interested in my social life?”
 
   “No reason,” he muttered. “I only meant to say that someone like Kane-san would be acceptable, if you were going to choose one of them.
 
   “Aren’t you worried about the break-in last night? I mean, isn’t that more important than playing matchmaker?”
 
   “Don’t worry, Yuki-chan,” he said, trying to placate her. “There’s nothing to find in the files. I removed the most sensitive elements last week. Now it’s all up here,” he said, tapping his temple.
 
   “Why don’t I find this reassuring?”
 
   “I know how to protect what’s mine,” he said. “The culmination of my life’s work, it’s right here.”
 
   Yukie took one look at the vial in his hand and shrieked at him.
 
    “No, Dad, no.”
 
   “Don’t worry, princess. It’s safe. This is the only sample. But now I know how to reproduce it whenever we need to.” 
 
    “Stop calling me that.” When he tried to correct himself, she cut him off. “I don’t want to hear it. You know Mom hated it, and you’re still doing it. And now, you built your virus even though you knew how much she’d have hated it, how much I hate it.”
 
   “Let me explain. There’s something you don’t know.”
 
   “What, Dad? That my great-grandfather was a Minamoto? You know what Mom thought about his delusions.”
 
   “Yes, you’re right. He was a bitter, broken man, as was his father before him. But he wasn’t wrong about his own ancestry. Your mother’s family is descended from the Ogimachi Genji, the last of the Minamoto clans. They were great samurai under the Tokugawa shoguns for almost three hundred years, and then their fortunes collapsed in the Meiji restoration and they were scattered. Your great-grandfather was the last one to remember it.”
 
   Yuki could hardly believe her ears. Was her father really saying her mother had been wrong all these years? 
 
   “Is that why you married Mom?”
 
   “No, my dear one,” he replied grimly. “I loved your mother very much. Hers was a beautiful, noble spirit. That’s why I married her, and why I love you, too.”
 
   “Okay, Dad, but why are you so interested in ancient history? What’s it got to do with us?”
 
   “It’s got everything to do with you and me, and your mom. It’s what inspires all my work. That lineage… your mother’s family, your family, all that’s special about it, it’s what I’m trying to capture in my research.”
 
   Dad, no, please, don’t… Don’t cheapen us in this way.”
 
   “You misunderstand me, Yuki-chan. The weapons research, the idea of a genetically enhanced soldier, none of that means anything compared to the human possibilities hidden in your family. The blood of the Emperors may have found it’s purest expression in the Minamotos. After all, they were the source of the great shoguns, and one of them, a soldier born in a small town called Tenno in Miyagi prefecture, performed such wonderful feats in battle that his men gave him a nickname, after his birthplace. It may have been a way of suggesting that he was a true son of heaven.”
 
   “Even if that’s true, Dad, whatever special magic you think is in my blood, why shouldn’t I believe it’s long since been diluted beyond all efficacy? There haven’t been any great warriors in the family in how long?”
 
   “You know it doesn’t work like that. Genetic sequences can lie dormant or masked by other phenotypes for many generations, waiting to be revealed later. That’s what I’ve finally managed to do.”
 
   “What have you done? These aren’t sequences from actual people, are they? I’m sure you mean well, but can’t you see how dangerous synthesizing gene sequences is?” Yuki asked, growing more heated the more she thought about it. “How do you know what the consequences of mixing it into the general population might be?”
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said, holding up the vial containing the viralized gene sequence. “These sequences are designed on a test subject I was able to observe very closely.”
 
   “Who, Dad? It’s no one from our family, is it? I mean, it’s not from Mom… or me, right? But how could it have any relevance to that crazy dream about the Ogimachi Genji, unless you found other descendants.”
 
   “I know, they sound like fantasies to you. But the old myths about people being descended from the gods makes sense as a fanciful way of describing families in which certain qualities have been brought to special intensity. It’s not about this or that family. It’s about the potential hidden in everyone, which only chances to flower in occasional individuals. It’s all here, everything I loved about your mother,” he said, eyes gleaming as he brandished the vial. “It contains the secret to limitless power, not just aggression, but real spiritual power. But it’s under control, right here.”
 
   “No, Dad, you’re wrong. You can’t control anything about this. It could ruin everything about us, not just a few test subjects, but the whole human race. Let me destroy it right now,” she said, picking up a beaker of muriatic acid and reaching for the vial in her father’s hand. When he refused to let it go and they struggled briefly, Yuki dropped the acid and, in the confusion, broke the vial against a countertop.
 
    “Now look what you’ve done,” he began to yell at her, until he saw the blood on her hand. “Let me see that. Come, rinse off your hand, quickly.”
 
   “Oh, Dad, what have you done?”
 
   “We can soak it in a dilute acid bath. Hurry.”
 
   “Oh no,” she gasped. “This is terrible.”
 
   “It’s not so bad,” he said. “There’s no reason the virus won’t remain dormant. Without a triggering event, an immunological…”
 
   “Dad, I’m pregnant.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “There’s no time, Yuki,” George said. “Your father’s dead, and you are in great danger.”
 
   The moon provided the only light, giving the scene in her bedroom a ghostly cast. The sun wouldn’t be up for another couple of hours.
 
   “What are you doing here? How did you…?” she began to ask, until she noticed the curtains fluttering in the window.
 
   “We have to hurry,” he said over his shoulder, as he stuffed the contents of her closet into a large duffle bag. “Trust me. I’ll explain on the way.”
 
   “He’s dead?”
 
   “Mori’s security people found him in his office. Apparently, he took his own life. Don’t turn on that light.”
 
   Yuki was silent for a long moment, before she let out one cool sob. A shudder ran across her shoulders and she closed her eyes. She knew exactly what had driven him to do it—shame over having endangered the unborn child who would be the granddaughter of Haruko Tenno, the woman he loved.
 
   “What am I going to do now?” she asked.
 
   “You’re gonna come with me.”
 
   His black, dark eyes seemed to work some magic in her. She gazed into them quietly for a few seconds, before she nodded.
 
   “Where should we go, George?”
 
   “Hokkaido, for a few weeks. Then, when things quiet down, we’ll work our way down to Kyushu, and then Okinawa.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s best?”
 
   “Michael needs a few months to persuade the intelligence agencies, and we need to let all the dust settle before we can risk heading to Hawaii.”
 
   With both hands on his face, she kissed him, and then contemplated his face.
 
   “I have other news for you,” she said with a bittersweet smile.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 30
 
   Too Late to Run
 
   “The bunker’s not finished,” Michael said, as the family gathered around the large table in the kitchen. “If we go down there, we’ll be trapped.”
 
   “How much time do we have?” Ethan asked.
 
   “Thirty minutes, maybe less,” Connie replied, holding a long case over her shoulder.
 
   “No point running, then,” Emily mused, her mind only half in the conversation, still wearing a nightgown. “How many is he bringing?”
 
   “Since this is his main chance, I expect he’ll send every asset he has,” Michael said.
 
   “He brought nine four-man teams to Burzynski’s place,” Connie said. “He lost a few there, but we should expect something on that scale.”
 
   “The stakes are different here. He only wanted to destroy Burzynski, but he wants to capture Emily and Yuki alive.”
 
   “And what about the rest of us?” Andie asked, in terror of the answer she expected.
 
   “Michael, I think it’s even more different than you realize,” Yuki said.
 
   “Different how?”
 
   “Walker’s willing to kill Emily, obviously,” Connie said. “But I think that means Meacham’s already dead. This is Walker’s endgame. He’ll kill everyone he thinks poses a threat to his family.”
 
   “But isn’t Emily his family?” Andie asked. “And what sort of threat does he think we pose? Or the children?”
 
   “Does that include you,” Theo asked pointedly, staring at Connie.
 
   Emily shot him a dark, angry look, then pressed her hand against his chest.
 
   “I’m sorry you got caught in the middle of this fight,” she said. “He’s coming for me, to kill me if he can’t persuade me to go along with him. I’m going to wait for him right here. If the rest of you can get clear, you should get out now.”
 
   “I’ll be right behind you,” Connie said.
 
   “Me, too,” Ethan growled.
 
   “Fine. What assets do we have here?” Theo asked.
 
   “I sent the security staff away,” Michael said. “It’s not their fight,” he added when he saw Theo’s reaction to this news.
 
   “Jerry and a few of the other are staying anyway,” Ethan said, with a glance at Emily. “Apparently, they think you’re worth risking everything for.”
 
   “They just don’t want to lose those free sparring lessons you promised them,” Connie said with a snort.
 
   “All we have is light arms,” Ethan said. “So obviously we can’t risk a pitched battle.”
 
   “Yes,” Michael added. “We’re gonna need some sort of sleight of hand.
 
   “I’ll organize Jerry and his guys,” Theo said. “We’ll lead as many as we can to the reservoir. It’s uneven ground with good cover, and we know it better than they do.”
 
   “You have your positions scouted out?” Ethan asked Connie.
 
   “Yup,” she replied. “If you lead them through the hills just south of the drive, I’ll thin ‘em out for you.” Theo nodded. “And on the way back, I’ll look for you down by the cabins, if there’s any of ‘em left and I still have a defensible position.”
 
   “I’ll go get ready,” Emily said, turning to go back upstairs.
 
   “You’re in no shape to fight,” Yuki cried out.
 
   “She’s right,” Theo said. “You’ll get yourself killed. Look at yourself. You can barely stand up straight.”
 
   “David’s coming for me. If it weren’t for me, none of this would be happening. I have to face him.”
 
   “No, Emily,” Michael said. “If it weren’t for you, this day would have come a lot sooner. You are what stayed Walker’s hand.”
 
   “Maybe so, but he won’t leave until he finds me.”
 
   “And when he kills you, he’ll still come for the rest of us,” Andie cried out. “Don’t do it. I never should have let you go to Kamchatka, and I can’t let you do this.”
 
   With one hand on her shoulder, Emily looked into Andie’s eyes and smiled. 
 
   “Don’t worry about me. It will be all right.” 
 
   Andie looked as if she believed it, if only for an instant, then threw her arms around Emily’s neck and hung on, sobbing like a child.
 
   “Mom, you’re gonna have to help me get dressed,” she said over Andie’s shoulder. “And leg wounds only everybody. Let’s not kill too many of these guys.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about,” Theo said. “They’re going to be shooting to kill us.”
 
   He looked to Connie for support, but she just shrugged.
 
   “They’re only following orders,” Emily replied. “I’m sure they don’t know what’s really going on.”
 
   “But they damn well know attacking a private home can’t be legit,” Theo said. “They don’t deserve any more consideration than they’d show us.”
 
   “Okay,” she sighed. “It’s just that I have enough dead men weighing on me as it is.” The room went quiet for a moment. “And I don’t want anyone shooting David before he has a chance to face me,” she said with a glance at Connie.
 
   “No, honey,” Yuki pleaded. “You don’t owe him anything. Please, everyone, shoot him if you get the chance.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom,” Emily said as she drew her mom into a hug. “I’ll be okay. Now let’s get ready.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Sporadic gunfire echoed here and there around the property, but rather less than she expected to hear, certainly much less than she heard at Burzynski’s.
 
   “Just slip the sword through the straps at the bottom until you hear the clasp click shut,” Emily said. “Handle down.”
 
   “Wait,” Yuki said. “Your shirt’s caught on the webbing. Let me get that.” Emily heard a little gasp from under her arm. “Chi-chan, what happened to the scar? There’s nothing left of it.”
 
   “It still hurts like hell, Mom.”
 
   “You’re not supposed to heal this fast. It hasn’t even been a week.”
 
   “The wakizashi goes in the upper clasp, just behind my shoulder.”
 
   “I thought you broke your wakizashi.”
 
   “Sensei gave me this one. It’s not quite as nice as the one Mel’s dad gave me, but at least it’s all metal.”
 
   “It’s not too late, sweetheart. Please, just stay with me and the children.”
 
   “I have to do this, Mom. You and Andie need to keep the children together. Don’t let Anthony or Stone follow me. You know what they’re like, those brave little boys. Ethan and Connie will keep you safe.”
 
   Tears rolled down her mother’s face as she watched her daughter pull a jacket over one shoulder. The second sleeve remained elusive.
 
   “Let me help you with that,” she said, wiping a last tear from her nose.
 
   “Don’t worry, Mom. I got this. It’s who…”
 
   “I know, Chi-chan. It’s who you are. Go get ‘em, my beautiful girl.”
 
   Thump-thump-thump, the noise shook the house, getting louder, until it seemed to hover directly above the house… and then it moved on, getting quieter in the distance.
 
   “And they brought a chopper,” Emily muttered.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Even the ‘quiet’ ones are damn loud,” Connie thought as what looked like a modified Blackhawk UH-60 roared low over her position. “Probably carrying nine men plus the pilot.” She ducked behind a chimney to avoid the spotlight, and mulled over shooting the pilot while they were still in the air. “Emily won’t like it.”
 
   Theo and the security contingent crouched next to a large boxwood, visible from the roof, but invisible from ground level. They’d wait to make their move until the appropriate audience was in position to see it, and she’d be watching, too. She’d already calculated how many times she could fire before rappelling along a downspout on the far side of the house and moving to her next position.
 
   A four-man team moving along the tree line on the south side of the main lawn caught her eye. She placed the crosshairs on the lead man and sorted through the likelihoods. By the time she’d made the second man’s head explode the rest of the team would be in full retreat. A bullet to the spine of the remaining two as they ran would incapacitate them until they could be dispatched later. She thought again about Emily, and shot all four men in the legs—not completely neutralized, but harmless enough for now.
 
   Theo was on the move, trailed by Jerry and the others, picking their way through the underbrush. Movement in a shallow gully at their seven gave away the pursuit. They weren’t trying to be subtle, since no one was hunting them… or so they thought. That track would lead them over a rise where they’d be exposed to her for just an instant, but out of sight of each other. Rhythmically, one after another, she squeezed off five shots before the moon hid behind a cloud. 
 
   “No head shots,” she muttered only half out loud, though she couldn’t say how severe the wounds were. “I hope she realizes what a pain this is. At least now it’s Theo’s problem to decide what to do with them, that stickler for legality.”
 
   It was already starting to feel like she’d overstayed her welcome on the roof, and she turned to the escape route… too late. The blades of the chopper cleared the trees on her right and the light caught her running just below the peak of the roof, rifle slung over one shoulder, amid the dull thud of bullets hitting the shingles. A leap down to the lower roof of the west wing gave her enough cover to return fire with a handgun, six rounds directly into the cabin—no time to worry about not killing anyone. Whatever she hit, it was enough to force the pilot to veer off suddenly. 
 
   “He’s still alive, I guess.”
 
   Her position took more fire, now from the ground, bullets ricocheting off a chimney and a gutter.
 
   “They’re too close to get an angle,” she thought, as she pulled on a pair of gloves for the ropes. 
 
   They’d have to back away and that would give her an opening to get to the ropes. A quick breath to get the timing just right, and then she launched herself over the edge. The protruding corner of the chimney would give her a tiny bit of cover on the way down. Not enough for real protection, if they saw her. But they were likely to be looking for her on the roof. 
 
   As good as this plan seemed when she was still on the roof, rappelling without a full rig, relying on hand and foot strength alone—that’s always a tricky business. If you don’t manage to trap the rope in your feet, hand strength is not going to be enough to slow your descent. And if your legs get tangled in the rope, you could get hung up, dangling helpless in mid air, or worse, break a leg and be helpless on the ground.
 
   Connie missed the rope altogether and plunged headlong down the side of the house, thrashing about trying to grab at anything. When she finally caught the rope in her left hand, it yanked her around, spinning her horizontally into an azalea large enough to break the fall.
 
   “So much for the best laid plans,” she grumbled, picking twigs and flowers from her hair. 
 
   A small branch had broken off in her forearm, skewering a muscle and stinging like mad when she tried to extract it. She felt the warm blood trickle down her arm.
 
   “Damn, that’s too big to ignore.”
 
   She rolled behind the azalea to buy herself some time to bind it in a rag. A rustle and snap in the underbrush, and she saw the red laser dot move up her body. 
 
   “Oh, hell,” she thought and braced for the impact. But no impact came. Two men stepped towards her, guns trained on her chest.
 
   “Handled, sir,” one said into a radio. “You were right. It’s her.”
 
   “You know what to do,” the voice crackled, and both men prepared to fire. 
 
   “What the…” one man yelped as a kick to the back of one knee spun him around. The other man suddenly clutched at his throat and fell backwards. With the moon still hiding behind a cloud, Emily was practically invisible, dressed entirely in black, and moving just a little faster than Connie’s eyes could follow.
 
   When the first man recovered enough to raise his gun, she kicked through the back of his elbow with a hideous crack, leaving it dangling grotesquely at his side. 
 
   “You bitch,” he howled in pain and horror at what she’d done. 
 
   He retained enough self-possession to draw a small gun from his belt with his other hand and try awkwardly to aim it at her. Connie caught the glint of shiny metal as Emily whipped a short sword over her shoulder and plunged it into the man’s thigh. In the same motion, she swatted his little gun away. She leaned over to pull the sword from the man’s leg and hissed in his ear.
 
   “You don’t have to die tonight. Tend to your friend and live a little longer.
 
   The entire transaction was so fast, she moved so quickly, never hesitating, as though she’d anticipated every contingency, every response her opponents could make, even before she first moved a foot. Had more than a second elapsed? Even Connie, a hardened assassin, had never seen anything quite like it, except in a video. Two heavily armed men, mercenaries by the look of them, probably former special-ops, disposed of in an instant, the sickening sound of snapping joints still echoing in her imagination. When the man nodded blankly at Emily, eyes wide as saucers, as though he were prey looking into the eyes of a predator, Connie could almost sympathize. 
 
   Emily leaned over to kiss her on the forehead, winced through gritted teeth, and then she was gone.
 
   “I’d like to see what David can do against that,” she mused, as a wary smile snuck across her face. “Just hold it together a little while longer, girl.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Skirting the back of the garage, crashing through some light branches, no longer interested in stealth, Emily ran as fast as she could down the same route Stone had taken a week ago. Ethan, Michael, Valerie, Andie, Yuki and the kids went this way a few seconds earlier, and one of David’s six-man teams was hot on their trail. Still dark under the shrouded moon, running under arms and in heavy body armor, they’d never hear her. 
 
   Two by two by two, strung out along the route, eight strides between each pair, Emily overtook the trailing pair with the wakizashi held out at her side. A single stroke across the back of the thigh brought one down, and a vertical stroke through the shoulder disabled the other. Without waiting to settle with them, she flew past to the next pair. 
 
   A quick slash brought another down, but the second man must have heard, and turned to face her. He tried to raise his gun before she closed the distance—she drove a foot through his knee, crumpling it as she slid on her back between his legs, dragging the blade across the tendons on the inside of his leg. 
 
   His scream alerted the last two, who turned to look back, guns ready as they scanned the underbrush. Before she could close the distance, one man lurched forward and fell on his face. When the other man turned, Ethan smashed the butt end of a gun into his face.
 
   “Thanks, big guy,” Emily said. “I got this. Keep moving.”
 
   It didn’t take long to dispose of whatever weapons they had, and to ascertain that no one was dead. 
 
   “Who are you?” one of them asked as she bound up his leg.
 
   “That’s just great,” she growled. “You attack my home and you don’t even know who I am. What the hell is wrong with you?”
 
   “We’re just…” he began, before the glare from her eyes stopped him. 
 
   “Don’t even bother. You want to know who I am? I’m David Walker’s niece.” She let that news wash over him. Once the shock wore off, she gave him the rest of the bad news. “You think you’re here on Meacham’s orders, but I can assure you Meacham’s already dead. My uncle killed him.”
 
   “No way,” he said, his voice trembling. “Meacham would never… I can’t believe…”
 
   “Well, believe this,” she said, as she tightened the tourniquet on his thigh with a sharp tug. “You came here to kill my children, and I’ve spared you. Would Walker or Meacham do that?” 
 
   She glowered at him as she said this, and he shuddered.
 
   “I didn’t think so,” she said. “Your buddies aren’t dead. Take care of them and try to be worthy of my trust.”
 
   Without waiting for a reply, she was off again at a dead run, one hand clamped on her hip, circling around to the far side of the house and down to the cabins. The light from the chopper swept the trees in front of her, and she headed straight for it, meaning to draw Walker’s attention to the unfinished bunker. Off to her right, at the top of the hill, she saw two teams entering the main house.
 
   “It’s too soon,” she thought. “They need more time.”
 
   Down by the cabins, she noticed several men lying in wait in a copse where she knew Theo and Jerry would emerge any minute. It wasn’t time yet to come out into the open, not until David showed himself. A path through the woods might bring her unseen to within a few yards of the men waiting in ambush, though she’d have to move more quickly than silence would allow.
 
   “Hey, fellas,” she called out a moment later, as casually as she could manage. “You looking for something in the bushes there?”
 
   “Doaks, it’s her,” one man whispered. “What should we do?”
 
   “Holy crap, don’t just stand there. Get her.”
 
   Leaves rustled, a branch snapped, and she was gone, her path obscured by the underbrush in the dark. No longer in a hurry, she could afford to be silent again.
 
   “Get after her, dammit.” someone shouted, just as Theo cleared the tree line behind the cabins. 
 
   The momentary confusion created by Emily’s sudden appearance gave enough time for him to find a secure position. A short burst from an automatic weapon shattered the quiet and sent Walker’s men diving for cover. In another second, it would be too hot for Emily to accomplish anything here, but at least Theo was prepared for them. She ran further into the woods to avoid getting caught in the firefight, the sounds of which might draw more of Walker’s men down the hill and away from her mother and the children. If Connie was still alive, she might be able to thin them out before they reached Theo’s position. 
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 31
 
   The Wrong Sword
 
   “We don’t have ‘em yet,” a voice crackled through his earpiece. “Doaks thinks he has her pinned down by the cabins.”
 
   “It looks like he’s the one pinned down,” Walker replied. “That fire’s too hot. She’s not there.”
 
   “What’s your preference?” the voice asked.
 
   “Send in the chopper. A little light on the situation should clear that right up. And find the damn sniper.”
 
   Walker surveyed the scene from the back patio of the main house. An empty house, no sign of Cardano’s security people, and his family was gone. Someone had almost half his forces tied up, but he was sure it was a diversion. More worrisome was the fact that most of the other half was no longer responding on the radio.
 
   “I am officially impressed, girl,” he muttered.
 
   A deep breath cleared his mind and brought the problem into focus. He knew she was near, could practically feel her, though an unsettling thought gnawed at his confidence. If he could feel her, he knew she could feel him. Creeping into the darkness inside him, like a sunrise, uncontrollable, blinding, the same light he encountered at their first meeting pressed at the edges of his thoughts. It threatened him, an expression of her power, not his. But it also seemed to promise liberation.
 
   He touched the hilt of his sword… her sword… the sword he’d sought for so many years, and felt better about that light. When he first took it from her, when he first wrapped his fingers around it, he knew. He felt its energy ripple through his nerves and muscles, as if he could conquer the world as long as he held it. That feeling faded over the next few days, but the memory of it still sustained him.
 
   She was watching from just beyond the tree line on the right, he could sense that much. He stepped off the patio and walked down the lawn to draw her out. Connie might shoot him—she’d want to—but Emily will have said not to, for reasons he couldn’t fathom. The only question was whether Connie would go along.
 
   “I know you’re here,” he shouted. “You might as well come out.”
 
   The sound of gunfire drifted into the distance, the chopper veered off for another pass and the moon slipped out from behind the clouds. In the eerie quiet, he didn’t notice her right away, not until the blast shook the ground around him. He cried out to his men not to shoot at her, but his voice was lost in the oppressive silence. Then the roar of the explosion came, and the air pulsed in the shockwave before going thin and quiet.
 
   “So you’re here to kill children,” she snarled across the few feet between them.
 
   “I’m here to protect our family.”
 
   “You blew the bunker, where you expected my family to be.”
 
   “But they weren’t there, were they?”
 
   “And just how is Michael a threat to our family?” she asked. “He’s not Meacham or Burzynski. He kept us safe all these years.”
 
   “You’re mistaken there,” Walker replied. “Of course he kept you safe. He had you in his household. But he was there at the beginning, and here he is at the end. If you think he isn’t going to further his own career through all of this, you’re a fool.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Walker drew the sword and held it out between them. Running his finger along the wavy pattern in the blade, he gazed at it like a lost lamb. When he slashed the air in front of him in a sharp X pattern, his face was all expectation and the sword whistled in its own breeze. Emily drew the wakizashi over her shoulder and held it in one hand above her head.
 
   “You’ve got a new short sword,” he said. “I wonder if it will fare any better than the previous one.”
 
   Emily said nothing. Walker surged forward, slashing down at her face with the big blade of the katana. She could move the smaller blade quickly enough to deflect his stroke, but it wasn’t heavy enough, and she wasn’t strong enough to hold him off. Her wrist began to buckle and the blade tilted down toward her shoulder. She barely managed to drive her knee into his thigh, the one she’d cut a week earlier, forcing him to twist away in pain and let his blade slide off hers wide of the mark. She clutched her side and hoped he didn’t notice.
 
   “That was resourceful, my dear,” he said as he took an unsteady step. “I didn’t think you had it in you.”
 
   He lunged at her a second time, faster than she expected him to be. She parried the thrust, but couldn’t avoid his leg sweep. As she fell backwards, he brought the blade around in a full circle, narrowly missing her throat. A scissor kick from her position flat on her back caught him on the side of his face before he could swing the blade around again. He stumbled to the side as she rolled out of reach.
 
   It took a moment for each of them to right themselves, his thigh clearly troubling him, her hand holding her side. A little shriek escaped her as she struggled to her feet. With sword raised, he turned to face her, watching patiently as she lifted up the wakizashi in a feeble defense. 
 
   As Emily awaited what was likely to be his final attack, she closed her eyes to breathe and imagine the serenity death might bring. What Kim refused her in Seoul, Walker would not begrudge. The sword—her sword—would crash through her any second now, the sleek steel edge, burning as it scoured her soul, adding her to the community of spirits it already contained. She longed for dissolution. 
 
   Only a single, tiny voice cried out to her, as if from an immense distance, reminding her of the little ones depending on her. “Do I even have the strength?” she asked herself. “Please, let me go.” Another voice shrilled at her, bright as the sun inside, its refrain so familiar: “The true master takes life when she must and gives life when it is good.”
 
   “What do you want from me, Granny?” she cried out to the sky.
 
   No answer came. The guns had gone silent, and the chopper must have veered off again as part of a wider sweep of the woods. In the strange quiet, she felt the curious gaze of so many, friends and enemies alike, surrounding the two of them. Whoever they were, the scene unfolding on the lawn seemed to have frozen them. Had Connie and Theo engineered some sort of stalemate with what remained of Walker’s forces, guns leveled but unable to fire? Whatever delicate balance had been reached, surely it would not last long, certainly no longer than the time it would take the chopper to return.
 
   “You’re oozing a bit,” Walker said, in mock solicitude, his voice cutting through her oddly halcyon mood.
 
   Emily heaved herself forward, sword held only to block his stroke so she could sneak a low kick past his defenses. He kicked her foot to the side and tried to force the sword down onto her shoulder. But she’d managed to hook his foot in the crook of her ankle as he tried to step back. When she pulled him forward, he lost his balance and fell to the side, allowing her to slide her blade along his. She was able to hold the bigger blade off until the last instant, when she ducked under it and slashed at his chest. The blade sliced through his vest and tore at his flesh. Blood spurted from the wound, probably not deep enough to incapacitate him, but his yelp showed how much it stung.
 
   “You’re going to regret that, my dear,” he snarled, clutching at the gash in his side.
 
   A quick step forward put her on the defensive, the katana slashing diagonally down across her chest. She managed to twist out of the way, but not without the tip of the blade raking down the length of her arm, narrowly missing her wrist. She had to drop the wakizashi to protect her hand, shrieking in pain and frustration. Blood soaked through her sleeve as she stood facing him, defenseless. He paused to size up the situation.
 
   “You certainly are George’s daughter. I’m going to miss you.”
 
   “I’m just looking out for my family,” she said. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing.”
 
   “You misunderstand me,” he said. “I tried to protect you, but you fought me. And now, I don’t need you anymore. I’ve got the sword, my destiny…. It’s haunted my dreams for as long as I can remember, and it’s mine now. And I know about the boy. He’s my family now.”
 
   At these words, Emily reached for the handle of the katana strapped to the rig on her back, the sword David stuck in her side at Burzynski’s house. Blood made it slick—she wiped the hand on her pants—a click and the clasp released the sword. Heavier, longer, she wouldn’t be able to move it as quickly as the wakizashi. But maybe it would be quick enough. 
 
   She caught his stroke at the base of the blade, holding on with both hands, glowering into his eyes. What did he see there, at the bottom of her eyes? Whatever it was, he shivered for an instant and pushed her back without trying to strike again, shaking his head. 
 
   “I paid a lot of money for that one, found it in a shop on Okinawa. But we both know it’s no match for this divine sword,” he said. “You never should have let it go.”
 
   A long slow breath filled her chest, and she breathed it out, listening to the voices chanting in her head.
 
   “Michiko, Michi-san, Michi-sama, Michi-kami…”
 
   “Thank you, Granny,” she cried out. “I’m ready.”
 
   With sword held high, she readied herself for his attack, the expression on her face scarcely fit to be seen. Walker’s mouth twisted into a sneer.
 
   “Omagod,” she heard Connie’s voice shriek out. “Theo, just shoot him.”
 
   “No,” Emily shouted across the silence, without taking her eyes off Walker. “This is between us. Stay out of it.”
 
   For whatever reason, no shots were fired, no one interfered in their struggle. Walker attacked with renewed ferocity. A diagonal stroke across her chest—she deflected it with the flat of her blade—another stroke angling toward her side, a thrust at her belly, a downward stroke onto the top of her head. She blocked and parried, barely keeping pace with the speed of his attacks. 
 
   The physical toll his assault took on her was obvious: the sword was heavy and she was bleeding profusely from her arm and her side. Each stroke she couldn’t parry meant she had to absorb the force of the impact even as she blocked it. How long could she keep this up? But something was happening to Walker, too. With each stroke she blocked, his frustration grew, as if he expected his blade to crash right through hers. And each time it didn’t he seemed to lose a little more of his self-possession.
 
   She hadn’t crumpled under his onslaught yet. That by itself was enough to give him pause. And what must those watching think? He raised his sword for another attack, and she held hers high. The roar of the chopper as it cleared the trees at the bottom of the hill was deafening, though neither of them noticed. As it leveled off, the spotlight spilled across the scene, setting the two of them in high relief.
 
   It may have been a trick of the light, or perhaps something more substantial. Whatever it was, when the spotlight caught Emily’s blade, it flashed in his eyes as if it had been set on fire. 
 
   “No,” Walker howled, though perhaps only she could hear it. “It’s not fair. Not now… not again.”
 
   He charged at her recklessly, desperately, as if he’d forgotten all his training, swinging his blade wildly at her head. A single controlled vertical stroke parried his attack and brought her blade crashing down through his collarbone, tearing an enormous gash across his chest. He could only watch, stunned and helpless, mortally wounded, as she pivoted into a spin that would bring the sword around for a horizontal stroke to finish him. It was a practiced move, part of a combination that had almost become second nature to her. But this time she halted the blade before it reached his neck and stood facing him, letting him see her eyes one last time.
 
   The sword slipped from his hands onto the grass as he fell to his knees, not yet fully cognizant of what had happened. He hovered there for a moment, wavering in a sort of unstable equilibrium, until eventually his own mass pulled him to one side and then down. 
 
   The chopper veered off as soon as he fell, taking its light away with it. In the sudden darkness, Emily couldn’t guess how the others would react to this unexpected turn of events. But in that moment, she thought only of Walker. Kneeling beside him, the moonlight bathing his face in bluish light, she traced the gaping chasm her blade had torn open in his chest, then met his eyes with a sad smile.
 
   “I don’t understand,” he croaked out, as his life ebbed with the tide of blood flowing from his chest. “It was in my hand, and then you had it…. How…?”
 
   “That sword could never be yours. I know you spent years searching for it, but it’s been seeking me for my entire life. I don’t think anyone else can possess it.”
 
   He smiled blankly at Emily’s words, cryptic as they must have sounded to anyone else. With the end of his life rushing toward him, perhaps they made a sort of sense to him. He’d been defeated, and denied the very thing he took to be his destiny. The notion that her destiny somehow encompassed his seemed to bring him some comfort.
 
   “Why didn’t you finish it… me… that last stroke? I wouldn’t have hesitated in your place.”
 
   “I lied to you that day in the mall. I’m sorry, Uncle David. You do remind me of my father… and I miss him so.”
 
   Looking down into his lifeless eyes, she couldn’t be sure he’d heard her confession before he slipped away. She brushed the hair from his face and leaned down to kiss his forehead. 
 
   “Is there anyone else you want me to kill?” she cried out as she raised her head, tears streaming down her face. “Or can I come home now?” she asked in a softer voice.
 
   And then Connie was there, folding her into a hug, kissing her face, wiping away the tears and the blood.
 
   “I can’t believe you did it, you amazing, wonderful creature.”
 
   “I don’t feel so wonderful,” she groaned. “I’m kinda running out of relatives. And just look at me… blood seeping out all over.”
 
   “Don’t worry, sweetheart. We’ll get you patched up.”
 
   When Emily finally raised her head to look around, a miscellaneous crowd greeted her, apparently at a loss for what to do next—Theo and Jerry and the rest of the security team, as well as a dozen or so strangers in dark tactical camo. Everyone held their guns at the ready, but no one seemed to know what to aim at anymore.
 
   “Is this situation secure?” she asked.
 
   “Don’t sweat it,” Connie replied. “Theo and I will deal with these guys. Go find your mom and the kids. You know they’ll be worried sick.”
 
   “C’mon guys,” she heard Theo say. “Lower the guns. Your mission is over.”
 
   Off to one side, Emily noticed one of the men she didn’t kill on the path behind the main house, his leg still bound up in the bandage she tied on him. Other men, Walker’s men, crowded around his body, as if he were the dead Hektor at Troy, so terrifying in life, and still daunting even in death. They were curious to try if they could meet his gaze now, but nothing remained to see in those lifeless eyes.
 
   “Who is that girl?” Emily heard a strange voice ask. 
 
   “Did she really just do that?” another voice piped up.
 
   “I can’t believe he’s dead, that son of a bitch.”
 
   “Good riddance.”
 
   Emily looked over to Connie, who nodded and pushed through the crowd around the body.
 
   “Show a little respect, guys,” Connie snarled. “That’s her uncle. Most of you are only still alive on her orders. Otherwise I’d have been going for head shots instead of leg wounds.”
 
   “She kept me alive,” the man with the bandaged leg said, casting his eyes around the crowd, “so I’m damn well gonna respect whatever she respects.”
 
   Emily turned and walked slowly back up the hill to the main house, dialing the number on Connie’s cell phone to signal Ethan to bring the family home. 
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 32
 
   Kusanagi Goes Home
 
   “You should have shot him,” Connie said. “That’s all I’m saying.”
 
   Theo was still speechless, unable to explain himself, even a week later. Why didn’t he shoot? He could pretend it was because she didn’t want him to. But that wasn’t really an explanation, and he knew it.
 
   “That’s not what I’d call protecting our girl,” Connie continued. “Did she really need to go through all that?”
 
   “I didn’t see you shooting him,” he retorted feebly.
 
   “You know very well I was occupied keeping people from shooting you.”
 
   “Now children,” Emily mock-scolded them. “If you two can’t stop squabbling…”
 
   “You need to hold still,” Dr. Tarleton said. “Do you want another scar? You’re already gonna have a long one on your shoulder.”
 
   “No, thanks, Doc,” Emily said. “I’ve already got enough of those.”
 
   “Then sit still and let me remove these stitches.”
 
   Stone watched the whole operation standing on the bed, peering over Emily’s shoulder. Everything about her body fascinated him, but especially the scars. He wanted to touch the needle when the stitches went in, and now that they were coming out he couldn’t take his eyes off the tweezers. Li Li didn’t want to see any part of the procedure and spent the whole time with her face buried in Emily’s lap.
 
   “Is it always such a circus here?” Dr. Tarleton muttered, preoccupied. “There, that’s the last one.”
 
   She dabbed at the scar with some cream, then stretched a bit of gauze over a couple of gooey spots. When she handed a few pieces of tape to Li Li, her eyes lit up, and Stone clamored for some, too. 
 
   “Make it nice and tight,” she said, demonstrating for them.
 
   Emily dutifully held out her arm.
 
   “You didn’t have to face him alone, you know,” Theo offered. “You could have let us help.”
 
   “I wasn’t alone,” Emily said. “You guys did help me.”
 
   “That’s not what I mean.”
 
   Theo wasn’t prepared to think of himself as a helper in that way, to be merely in the service of a teenage girl, leaving the most difficult task to her.
 
   “I know,” she said. “But people like that, they don’t die randomly. He was my uncle, my responsibility. I inherited it from my father, and now it’s finished.”
 
   “Oh, sweetheart,” Yuki said. “Try not to think that way. We need to find a happier vein for ourselves after this long dark spell.”
 
   “I know, Mom. That’s what I was thinking, too. And Michael has a suggestion for us. It’s got to do with those swords,” she said, gesturing to the pair of katanas leaning against the wall of her closet.
 
   “I didn’t say anything before, but those swords are pretty special,” Theo said. “I’ve read up on samurai swords a bit, and those aren’t just ordinary pieces of metal. The craftsmanship…”
 
   “The black one is a family heirloom,” Yuki said. “I don’t know about the other one.”
 
   “Michael showed them to someone at the Smithsonian,” Emily said, as she drew her sword out. “They dated them to the second half of the sixteenth century, the Momoyama period. 
 
   “They must be worth a fortune,” Theo said.
 
   “Markings on the blade of the red one,” Emily continued, “suggest it originally belonged to a samurai in Hideyoshi’s service. But the black one—the one you got from your father—apparently that one’s more interesting.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Yuki asked.
 
   “There at the base of the blade,” she said, holding the katana up to show her. “You see? It’s a chrysanthemum blossom, you know, the imperial kamon.”
 
   “Kamon?” Connie said.
 
   “It’s like a coat of arms,” Emily said. “This sword could have belonged to a member of the Emperor’s family. But the puzzle is that the steel in the blade appears to pre-date Go-Yozei’s reign… maybe by ten centuries or more. And the shape of the kamon is odd, too. A character at the bottom might refer to Ojin’s reign, more than a thousand years earlier.”
 
   “So it’s a really old sword,” Theo said. “It’s probably even more valuable?”
 
   “More like it’s impossible. Katana-style swords weren’t made until sometime around the fourteenth century.”
 
   “What on earth does that mean?” Theo asked, now deeply confused.
 
   “My grandfather used to say the sword takes the shape of the times,” Yuki remarked cryptically.
 
   “It means my mom and I are going to Japan. We’re going to return them to their true owner.
 
   “And who might that be?” Theo asked.
 
   “Michael is trying to arrange an audience with an official of the Imperial Household,” Emily said.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “So why didn’t you shoot him?” Connie asked, once they had the kitchen to themselves.
 
   “I wanted to, let me assure you,” Theo said. “But I was afraid to cross her. You know what I mean, don’t you? She gets that look in her eyes and, well, it’s pretty daunting.”
 
   “I’ve definitely been there before,” she said, a note of commiseration in her voice.
 
   “It’s like she glowers at you and any will you might have had to resist her just melts away.”
 
   “Now you know what I’ve been dealing with for the past year,” she chortled in reply.
 
   “Is she really going to Japan?” he asked.
 
   “Do you really have to ask?”
 
   “I mean, can Michael really get her… what, an audience?”
 
   “Who knows?” Connie replied with a shrug. “With his new position, he’s probably got a lot more influence.”
 
   “CIA Director of Operations, that’s quite a leap, don’t you think?” Theo asked.
 
   “I think they call it the National Clandestine Service now. I never know what to make of those sorts of guys. Michael’s probably an improvement over Burzynski.”
 
   “Good or bad, it all looks the same to the SEALs. The agency cooks up some dubious intel, and then pulls a few strings, and the next you know we’re dropped in to some hell-hole to pull a rabbit from a hat.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve been there a few times,” Connie said.
 
   “It didn’t look like Emily was pleased to hear the news.” 
 
   “After what she’s been through, can you blame her for being wary?”
 
   Just then, a hand reached up from below the counter to take one of the plastic milk cups that had been left there. Theo craned his neck around the corner to see Li Li crouching on the floor. With a cookie in one hand, he coaxed her to come to him, lifting her up onto his lap as soon as she was in reach.
 
   “You know, wherever she is, Stone can’t be far away,” Connie said. 
 
   Sure enough, peeking around the doorway, Stone let out a little squawk as soon as he’d been spotted. Connie held out another cookie to lure him in.
 
   “Come on, little one,” she crooned at him. “Here’s your cup, too.” 
 
   Deeply suspicious, he crept in to the kitchen, eyeing the treats on offer. He snatched at the cookie and Connie tousled his hair. A noise from the next room set Li Li squirming to climb down from Theo’s lap, and the two of them were off, screaming into the dining room. An instant later, Tati sped through the room, saying nothing to the big people, clearly on the hunt for the two pixies.
 
   “What’s gonna become of those two?” Theo asked. “I mean Burzynski’s kid.”
 
   “No one’s seen Burzynski since the attack on his estate. Andie doesn’t seem to mind having ‘em here, and Michael thinks it’s safer for her here.”
 
   “Is that what he thinks,” Theo grumbled. “He didn’t seem particularly pleased this morning when Emily took Valerie back to Front Royal to look for him.”
 
   “I know what you mean. That’s the closest thing I’ve seen to an argument between those two.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “No sign of him,” Emily said to her mother that evening. “The house is gone, burned to the ground.”
 
   “What’s she going to do?” Yuki asked.
 
   “I’m taking her back to her place in Arlington tomorrow. They’ve been here long enough. I don’t care what Michael thinks.”
 
   “Are you sure it’s safe?”
 
   “Probably. I mean, who’s left to cause trouble? Besides, if he’s still alive, he won’t try to contact her here.” Emily paused to consider the situation. “I may end up spending the night with her, you know, if she’s too nervous… or Tati, for that matter.”
 
   “Don’t stay too long. We’ve got preparations to make.”
 
   “Talk to Michael while I’m gone. See if you and Andie can smooth things over while I’m gone. We’ll need his help to get all the documents for Li Li and Stone.”
 
   “They’re not coming with us, are they?”
 
   “You don’t really think we could leave ‘em here, do you? After everything that’s happened, how do you think Stone would react?”
 
   “I see your point, but I don’t think Andie will like it. She’s starting to think of them as her kids.”
 
   “I guess they are hers… as much as they’re mine. She’ll have ‘em full-time in the fall. But until then, Stone and I are gonna have some quality time.”
 
   “What about those dreams?” Yuki asked. “Have you discussed them with Sensei?”
 
   “No. These aren’t for him. They’re just between us, okay?”
 
   “What do you think they mean?”
 
   “You know, Mom. It’s always the same. Either I’m going psychotic, or the great kami are really trying to talk to me.”
 
   “But you said it’s not the goddess of the sun this time.”
 
   “No. In the dream, a voice from the heart of a great storm repeats that saying from Takuan. You know the one—walking on water is like walking on the ground, and walking on the ground is like walking on water—and then it tells me I can never know friendship… like I really need to hear that again. The voice calls himself Ame-no-koyane, and then he shows me a small child, a girl, floating on the wind. When the storm blows over, I am standing in the meadow under a sunny sky.”
 
   “What does it mean?”
 
   “Oh, Mom, I don’t know. Maybe we’ll find out in Japan,” Emily said with a smile as she kissed her mother on the forehead. 
 
 
   
  
 



Chapter 33
 
   Taking Amaterasu to Kathmandu
 
    
 
   Shoichi Yuasa shifted nervously in his chair, uncertain what to do with the two women seated on the other side of his desk. 
 
   “It is most irregular,” he said. “Her Imperial Highness, the Crown Princess does not give private audiences.”
 
   Ordinarily that would be the end of the matter. Nothing happens in the Imperial family without the approval of the Imperial Household Agency. Even the Emperor himself, Tenno Heika, a figure so august that to speak his name is an affront, even he yields to the functionaries of the Agency in most things. “Why would the Prime Minister intercede on behalf of a hafu girl?” he had to ask himself. 
 
   “Thank you for seeing us, Yuasa-san,” the girl said. “We do not wish to trouble Her Imperial Highness. We only wish to present the swords as a gift to her daughter, Her Imperial Highness, Princess Toshi.”
 
   “We are, of course, grateful to have such fine antiques as these returned,” he said, running his hand along one of them. “May I ask how they came into your possession?”
 
   “One of them has been in my family for generations, centuries even.”
 
   “And the other one?”
 
   “That one I came across quite recently, when someone stuck it in my side.”
 
   Her statement was shocking all by itself. Yuasa wondered if the girl was dangerous. Of course, he had already taken precautions. But something about her made him curious, though he could hardly say what it was.
 
   “We have been able to determine that one of the swords belonged to the Momoyama court. But the other one, the one from your family, we cannot identify it. And if it belongs to your family, as you say, why do you wish to give it up?”
 
   “You know why, I think,” she said, “just as you already have a suspicion about what the sword is.”
 
   “I’m afraid your imagination is playing tricks on you.”
 
   She picked up one of the swords, hefted it for a moment, and handed it to Yuasa.
 
   “You feel it, too, when you hold it, don’t you.”
 
   He had felt it, though he would hardly like to admit it to her, or anyone else for that matter. But this time, when he let her pass it to him and his fingers curled around the handle, the sensation was so much stronger, like an electric shock. The sword seemed to radiate power, more power than made any sense to him, too much power. He put it back down on his desk. If he’d thought decorum permitted, he would have bowed to the sword.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Emily bowed low to the Crown Princess, and knelt down to bow to Princess Toshi, who had just turned five the previous week. The little girl wore a simple pink dress with white socks and shiny, black shoes. She shifted one foot behind the other and turned her head aside, embarrassed by all the attention.
 
   Several men in gray business suits, functionaries of the Imperial Household Agency, supervised the audience, as well as two men in elaborate kimonos, who formed a sort of honor guard, wearing swords and very forbidding expressions. Emily showed no interest in the functionaries, but paid very formal respects to each samurai.
 
   “It is good to meet people who still believe in the old stories,” the Crown Princess said to Yuki, who was perhaps a bit overawed by the whole experience.
 
   “Your Highness, I’ve only learned how to believe some things by watching my daughter.”
 
   “I have had a similar experience with my daughter. But please, tell me, Kagami-san, how your daughter comes to have such an unusual name, so different from your own.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am. I imagine Yuasa-san has told Your Highness about my father. When my daughter was born, we thought it might be safer for her not to be called Kagami.”
 
   “I see. But where did the name you gave her come from? It is quite unusual.”
 
   “It is the family name of my maternal grandmother, Ma’am. But we don’t know where it came from.”
 
   “Yuasa-san,” the Crown Princess said, summoning him to her side. “I understand you commissioned a study of the family.”
 
   Emily’s ears pricked up at hearing this. Perhaps he discovered something new.
 
   “We traced the maternal line back to a samurai in the service of Hideyoshi,” Yuasa reported. “He was called Minamoto Nobu, probably because he was a retainer of one of the Ogimachi Genji families, though which one is not clear. At the beginning of the Tokugawa shogunate, a number of the daimyos were destroyed in internecine warfare, including his. We think Nobu’s descendants fled, and a few eventually settled in the lake district near Kosai. It seems likely that some of them took the name Tenno around this time. As far as we can determine, your daughter is the last person to bear this name in your family.”
 
   “Thank you, Yuasa-san,” Emily said, “for taking this trouble on our behalf.”
 
   “It was no trouble,” he replied. “We are at the service of the Imperial family in all things.”
 
   While they were speaking, Princess Toshi had wandered over to the rack used to display the swords Emily was presenting to the Imperial Household. She ran her fingers along each one. The Crown Princess noticed her daughter’s interest.
 
   “Yuasa-san tells us you are proficient with the katana,” she said to Emily. “I’m sure my daughter would be very pleased to see a demonstration.”
 
   Yuasa’s consternation at this proposal was apparent. Emily saw the expression on her mother’s face and looked for a diplomatic way to refuse.
 
   “You honor me with this request, Ma’am, but I am afraid my skill would disappoint you. Perhaps one of your honor guard would be so kind as to oblige us.”
 
   With evident approval of her discretion, Yuasa nodded to one of the samurai standing by the wall. His staff brought chairs for the Crown Princess and Princess Toshi. Emily and Yuki knelt nearby on the floor. Yuasa and the others stood behind them to watch.
 
   “Kano-san is an acknowledged master of kendo and iaido,” he announced.
 
   Kano stepped to the display rack and picked up the more ornate of the two swords, the one Walker had stabbed Emily with that day at Burzynski’s house. He held it horizontally in both hands and bowed to the Crown Princess.
 
   “Please forgive my impertinence, Kano-san,” Emily said, standing and reaching for the other sword, the one her father had given her. A commotion stirred to life among the staff, who were unprepared for Emily’s intrusion. “Would you use this one instead?” She held it out to him, and bowed her head.
 
   Kano took the sword from her hand, bowing in return, and she knelt back down. The staff looked perplexed, wondering if they should intervene, until the Crown Princess smiled at Emily.
 
   After removing his own swords and sliding Emily’s into his sash, Kano knelt down in front of the group and bowed deeply, touching his head to the floor. In a single, simple motion of startling suddenness, after shifting his hips slightly to free his right leg, he surged to his feet, drawing the sword in an upward arc and bringing it straight down in front of him. “This is clearly who I should be studying with,” Emily thought, as she nodded in approval. 
 
   Several moves followed, each one crisp and sharp—he brought the blade around, slashing upwards, thrusting forward, then spinning into a diagonal stroke, the blade whistling the whole way, moving so quickly it was difficult for the eye to follow. The sequence was as beautiful as it would be deadly, though perhaps only Emily could truly appreciate this aspect of his performance.
 
   And then, just as suddenly, Kano stopped, as if frozen, the sword held out horizontally in front of him, his face contorted in an expression of awe and perplexity. He dropped to his knees, eyes fixed on Emily, and placed the sword in front of him.
 
   “It cannot be,” he muttered, pressing his forehead to the floor. “But it so clearly is. How can this be?”
 
   “It is what it is, Kano-san,” Emily whispered. “The sword takes the shape of the times.”
 
   The confusion among Yuasa’s staff was extreme, concerned as they had to be with ceremony and protocol, and puzzling as Kano’s unexpected behavior must have seemed to them.
 
   “Get up, Kano-san,” Yuasa ordered sharply. “This is not the time for sword mysticism.”
 
   “Please pardon me, Yuasa-san. It is not the sword I am paying respect to.”
 
   In the distraction of the moment, no one saw Princess Toshi climb down from her chair. By the time the Crown Princess noticed, she was already sitting in Emily’s lap, her arms thrown around Emily’s neck.
 
   “Princess Toshi,” Yuasa whispered, shocked by the breach of protocol. 
 
   “Aiko,” the Crown Princess called out. “Come here, right away.”
 
   Princess Toshi turned to look at her mother, a look of blissful serenity on her face. She turned back to look in Emily’s eyes and said: “Ama.”
 
   “Come, little one,” Emily said, before catching her mistake. “Your Imperial Highness, let’s go find Mommy.”
 
   Yuasa tried to take Princess Toshi, but she shrieked and clung even more tightly to Emily’s neck. When he saw the look in Emily’s eyes, he shrunk back in extreme mortification. 
 
   “Come to Mother,” the Crown Princess cooed in her daughter’s ear. 
 
   “Ama,” Princess Toshi cried out when she finally released Emily and reached for her mother.
 
   Yuasa’s staff moved to pull Emily away, until the Crown Princess shook her head and shooed them away with a tiny gesture.
 
   “Please forgive me, Your Imperial Highness,” Emily said. “I did not mean to be impertinent.”
 
   “Do not apologize, Tenno-san,” the Crown Princess said, with a bemused smile. “It sounds so strange to say your name. But please, do not apologize for my daughter’s indiscretion. She should know better.”
 
   “It is not her fault, Your Highness,” Yuki said. “I’ve seen it many times before. Children seem to be drawn to my daughter.”
 
   “I wonder what Aiko meant, calling her Ama.”
 
   “Don’t you know, Your Highness?” Yuki asked.
 
   “She thinks she is a daughter of heaven,” she whispered to Yuki. “But can it be true?”
 
   “No, it can’t. But for some reason children sense in her the presence of the Queen of Heaven, Amaterasu-omikami.”
 
   “And apparently Kano-san senses it, too,” the Crown Princess mused.
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “I guess it’s a good thing we didn’t bring the kids with us after all,” Emily said, once they were back in the hotel. “Can you imagine how Stone would have reacted at the audience.”
 
   “He’d have been bored silly by all the ceremony, and he probably would have misbehaved. But they both would have loved the kendo demonstration.”
 
   “And when the princess climbed into my lap… I don’t think he’d have cared for that,” Emily snorted.
 
   “You felt something then, didn’t you?” Yuki asked. “What was it?”
 
   “Yeah, I did feel something, but I don’t exactly know how to describe it.”
 
   “She called you Ama, just like Stone. She evidently felt something.”
 
   “When she was clinging to my neck, she seemed so serene, so happy, like she heard the same voices I do, but instead of feeling oppressed by them, she’s at peace. I’d say it felt like she was my sister, if I had a sister.”
 
   “What do you mean, she’s at peace?”
 
   “I don’t know, Mom. But she really is the daughter of heaven, and I have no idea what I am.”
 
   “Oh, sweetheart, I don’t know what to say. You are my daughter. Can’t that be enough?”
 
   “It can, Mom. It really can. It’s just that I need to get some relief, you know, from the voices in my heart, from Amaterasu.”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “I’m not coming home with you.”
 
   “No, Chi-chan, no. Don’t leave me again, not so soon.”
 
   “Oh, Mom. Don’t be so dramatic. It won’t be forever. I’ll be back before I have to report to the Naval Academy.”
 
   Yuki paused to take in her daughter’s expression as she said this. There was no point arguing with her, that much was clear.
 
   “Where will you go?”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about this for a long time. If it’s about finding peace inside, you know, like Aiko already has, then I have to meditate differently. I learned how to meditate from Sensei, but just as a way to prepare for battle. Maybe the Buddhists can teach me a better way. I’m going to Nepal, to Kathmandu, to see if the Tibetan monks can help me.”
 
   “But you’re coming back, right?” Yuki asked.
 
   “Yes, Mom. I promise. Two, three months, tops.”
 
  
   The End
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