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Dedicated to

Nonsense

The essential safeguard

for a sane life


“If you don’t get what you want, you suffer; if you get what you don’t want, you suffer; even when you get exactly what you want, you still suffer because you can’t hold on to it forever. Your mind is your predicament. It wants to be free of change. Free of pain, free of the obligations of life and death. But change is law and no amount of pretending will alter that reality.”

—Socrates

“Life is not what you expect: it is made up of the most unexpected twists and turns.”

—Ilaiyaraaja


Author’s Note

This is a work of fiction. Names and characters are the product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. The views expressed in this work are solely those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the publisher, and the publisher hereby disclaims any responsibility for them.


CHAPTER 1

It happened in less than a flash. And yet, at the same time, it was composed of a million and one trivial fragments. Some not so trivial.

Heading off on just another prosaic workday morning, mind brimming with ho hum, he was about to cross that same New York City street he had traversed on far too many prior drab workdays. The traffic light was green. A police helicopter gyrated overhead. The guy standing next to him was rudely leaking rancid music from inefficient ear buds. A nearby child whined eloquently to an underpaid caregiver. A disgruntled Uber passenger slammed the car’s door a bit too hard. For an instant, sunrays pierced a lone silvery cloud. The city was at its mid-morning perk.

At his usual corner, his automatically piloted brain initiated a traditional step off the curb. An elderly man to his right huffed a world champion grade sneeze. He turned and smiled at the graybeard. The wrong gesture at just the wrong time for just the wrong thing interrupted his reality.

A horn. A warning yell. An oncoming car too close.

He braced for an as-yet-unexperienced brand of excruciating pain and reflected, in the gargantuan space of a split second, that he might never again experience such excruciating pain on this side of the whatever’s-over-there.

Somewhere within that split second he was surprised, embarrassed, and somewhat annoyed that he did not have one of those storied life-defining epiphanies at the supreme moment when Sergeant Death comes a grinning.

Then, a hand. It grabbed his belt forcefully from behind. Luckily, he had forgotten to wear his jacket on that atypically mild Spring morning. He was jerked back, plummeting flat down on his back against a cold, dog-urine marinated, gritty sidewalk. His head bounced on unreceptive cement, drawing blood as its price. All in all, a raging success, considering the alternative.

Well, I don’t think this is the pain of death, he comforted himself silently. But man! It hurts!

The partly cloudy, out-of-focus sky that he was now observing from street level was an unexpected and murky blend of cobalt blue and cherry red. To try to lurch back to reality, he concentrated on a military jet leaving a trail of vapor in the unbreathable reaches of the icy sky. Where is it going and why? Do the crews, if any, really know?

Another secret bombing run was his conclusion. He gave way to urban paranoia. Against some offending clump of sand in the Middle East, no doubt. He analyzed the design of the jet as if to further divert his attention from a throbbing pain that was not going to be dissipated by any simplistic analysis of the vagaries of current United States foreign policy.

The vivid blue and red lightshow began to recede to a bleaker and blander reality, and he was now shaded from the daylight by a round, almost cherubic, young face hovering over him. A mop of unkempt brown hair in a semi-bob framed a female smile. He wasn’t quite back to the current unpleasant timeline, but he was certain that this close visitor was female. Men just don’t smile like that, especially with such a welcoming glow. A soft, inviting smile; or was that just what he wanted it to be? He decided to give introspection and analysis a furlough without pay, instead, sanctioning fully his belief in that smile.

“You okay?”

The smile spoke. Nice accent. Midwestern perhaps? Equally welcoming. The analytics were not yet all calculated, and he was now required by natural law to respond. It was important to achieve a positive first impression, particularly with women, and secondarily on job interviews, or during the odd rescue from certain death.

“I—” he began. A bolt of pain derailed his train of thought. “Owe! It hurts!”

A First Impression Failure Alert broke out across all control panels inside his male brain. He stiffened in mock bravery. She unselfishly wasted a good clean handkerchief on the back of his head.

“Don’t think it’s too bad, but you should see a doctor. Do you want me to—”

“No! I can make it!” His volume was too high, but he was compelled to recover his male bravado as dictated by nature or ego, and the far too many cheesy action movies he had consumed over the years.

She smiled again. Another beaming invitation, intentional or otherwise, he insisted to himself. He heard no contradictions from his rigorously leashed and accommodating brain. His rescuer cupped his right cheek. He liked that—a lot. The pain vanished. No, it hadn’t. He had merely diverted his senses to far more alluring sensations. No one had cupped his cheek in . . . he did not remember when. Was he on to something? Was something on to him? Was he reading way too much into the conventional care one human can provide another less fortunate one under such circumstances?

Probably so, but he immediately and forcefully turned his sharper analysis systems off. This command came as a stern warning to his deeper reasoning functions. He was going to enjoy the moment, dammit!

She came closer to his face. His eyes surveyed her. A hint of fading freckles. Cowgirl? Little or no makeup. Confident or defiantly feminist? Pale gray eyes. Inviting, but what female eyes are not inviting, you fool? Why the term Benevolent Pumpkin came to mind he could not tell. But that was now seared into his brain. The Benevolent Pumpkin. Curse those first impressions! How could he have missed the streak of purple in her hair? Perhaps because his eyes were just now getting back into full focus. A bit of a kook? That sort of thing was no longer trendy, so he was going to reserve judgment. Of course, the kook potential set off a whole sideshow of random yearnings that were out of place—or were they?—at the moment.

She held his cupped cheek firmly but with supreme gentleness.

Then she said, “Of course. You’ll be fine. It’s not yet your time.”

With that somewhat cryptic prognosis, she beamed another inviting smile, stood, and blurred away. He caught a ground level image of wonderfully animated but disappearing blue jeans—form-fitting, of course. They had to be form-fitting. This was his dream after all. And he wanted form-fitting jeans to be an organic part of it. But it wasn’t a dream, and his head did sincerely hurt. Heads don’t hurt in real dreams. Or do they?

The small crowd that had gathered was already dissipating. Attention spans being what they are in the age of the mobile device. He had been shot by about eighty-nine phone cameras but most of those embarrassing images would be deleted during forthcoming coffee breaks. After all, he didn’t die. No story there. Time for him to drag his carcass up from the ground and get on with life.

And, far more significantly, but most assuredly, the Benevolent Pumpkin was gone.


CHAPTER 2

Titus Carneades did not get to the office until noon, minus a dog urine-soaked shirt and with a mockingly stupid application of gauze dangling from the back of his head. To his cranial misfortune, it was an in-office day. Had it been yesterday he would have been working in sweats in his comfy bedroom, wearing a baseball cap, holding the gauze on his head while munching on something unhealthy that he would regret consuming in thirty years. Of course, he would never have met his mysterious, frazzle-haired, and be-jeaned Benevolent Pumpkinish benefactor. Then again, they never really met, and probably never would. All in all, a wash of a morning.

“That’s not starting no fashion trend, Ti,” piped cube colleague K’Texia Marumbu, indicating Carneades’ less than successful attempt at bandaging.

“I’m testing out if a 102-KVA-11775 is really different from a 117-KVA-11776,” Titus blurted.

Outside of the world of his employer, Melbecksis Processing, this actually clever retort would have fallen flat on dull and uninterested ears. Instead, K’Texia let out a howl of a belly laugh at the pointed jab. Melbecksis popped up almost overnight when the federal government embarked one of its periodic orgy of billing and coding changes for the entire medical industry. This act catapulted the medical world into a mad frenzy of disordered adjustment that frequently took fifteen to eighteen months, and often much longer. After all, doctors want to get paid, and the right billing code made all the difference in modulating their cash flow.

Once the feds got it into their collective hive mind to change things around, it got ugly.

Just what was the new billing code for a splint? When applied to an arm? A leg? An arm and two legs? A pinky and a great toe? A nose? A temporary versus a three-dayer? What about a makeshift splint fashioned out of plastic at an accident site? Was that even permissible? Was that even billable? At what rate? Could there be discounts? On and on as the poor billing coder got dizzy spiraling down a medical rabbit hole in search of just the right codes for each unique case. And it all revolved around who made the most moolah!

And it got worse simply because it was the product of a soul-siphoning bureaucracy designed, almost intentionally, to make things worse.

What if said billing coder missed the Thursday federal update and the immediate amendment sent seconds later that might have gone all spamy for reasons that would confound the most AI of AIs. Then the miscoded bill would be rejected and the raging hounds of Hades unleashed. An automatic, multiyear, whirlwind of inhuman torment would ensue: Emails, phone calls, robophone calls; rebillings; several eternities spent with your-call-is-important-to-us smoke screens; the dead end conversation with someone in the fourth world; the up-the-ladder non-conversation with a twenty-six-year-old management-level representative from the fifth world; accusations, counteraccusations; collection agency mock ultimatums; discount law firm hard paper servings; the first petulant twenty-five-dollar check; the misallocation of said check to some other Gonzalez living in a different time zone; the first of five final notifications; and the claim debate during the estate settlement.

To avoid this mind-numbing financial odyssey, Melbecksis could untangle the reddest of tape for you and sort it all out—for a price. A luscious price indeed. That was how millions were made in a bureaucracy. And if you got it wrong—as you likely would—getting reimbursed would take a lifetime slog up Everest. Melbecksis would grease the grinding wheels of bureaucracy—for a price. A luscious price indeed.

And the fees were pouring in thanks to the machinations, counter-machinations, and financial lubrications of the US Senate Subcommittee on Medical Billing Standards and Practices, and its’ leader—dear old eminently purchasable Sen. Alvester Bachsheeshi. At least from the perspective of the founders of Melbecksis.

—

Melbecksis (a contraction of Melvin, Beck, and a sister) was the brainchild of one of those sixteen-year-old MIT wunderkinds who saw an opportunity to make a billion or so in a short blip of time. Everyone knew that said wunderkind would get bored eventually and move on to stock car racing or mining passing asteroids or harvesting icebergs or tap dancing as is the traditional pattern for that rare breed of restless super minds.

All this meant nothing to Titus Carneades. Melbecksis was just a job. A relatively easy one. He would ride it for as long as he could. Actually, as long as they would let him before they caught on to the fact that he was easily replaceable for a lower-salaried illegal, or a member of the off-shore job-siphoning brigade. Emotional fulfillment would have to come from elsewhere. And from Titus’ perspective, fulfillment was taking its own cursed sweet time.

Over lunch, K’Texia listened with growing, friend-testing impatience, as Titus reran his mystical morning experience.

K’Texia raised an overly inked-up dubious eyebrow. “This here pixie girl who saved your booty sounds to me like one of them Apologizers,” she deduced.

“Apologizers?”

“Boyfriend, don’t you watch television?” K’Texia now had her hands on her ample hips in full-admonishment posture.

Titus did not want to admit that he had given up on TV after a topless sportscaster began adding the horoscopes of key players to daily betting lines. Titus simply felt that the erosion of his intellect had gone on long enough and didn’t need further prodding. He would simply watch Russian, Iranian, and Chinese-funded news-web shows and believe the opposite of what they were saying.

“Man. They are everywhere these days,” furthered K’Texia. “Can’t believe you miss ’em!”

Titus had been engaged in an abundance of missing of late. He’d missed a recent presidential election cycle. He could not tell you the names of any current movie, web, sports, or porn stars. He did watch a televised pub dart semifinal, but only because he was sure that an eye would be poked out after the two pub dart leaders consumed enough ale. He had pretty much lost interest in the human parade. And he hated parades of any sort.

“Let’s just assume that I recently emerged from a coma,” Titus mocked.

“Sure you’ve completely emerged?” K’Texia retorted.

“No.”

“They, the Apologizers I’m talking about, think that the G-man has bugged on us.”

“Government spying conspiracy types?”

“Nahhhh! The G-man! The Guy in the Sky! What my grandma from Zimbabwe used to call Unkulunkulu.”

Titus’ day had started out with an unplanned ground view of a passing military jet and now he was drifting into Zimbabwean theology.

“Could you keep this conversation on the North American continent?” he asked.

K’Texia hissed in frustration. “’Dem Apologizers think that God has walked out the door on us!”

“They believe in God then?”

“Damn straight.”

“But they think that the Big He has, what? Left town?”

“Yup. ’Cause we blew it.”

Titus Carneades had not consulted a Bible or a Bible study guide, or even one of the new learn the Bible in ten minutes or less brain dumps in about eighty-seven Sundays. But he was sure that somewhere on a wrinkled page there was talk about the G-man not forsaking humanity. He was almost certain. Almost.

K’Texia sniffed. “So what you say is that the Sky Beard can’t change his mind?” She was not on the side of the Apologizers, but she understood their position.

“I suppose.”

“Did this pixie girl say something about it not being your time to head up into them holy clouds?”

It was a paraphrase, but the gist was on target. K’Texia was coloring Titus’ fantasy girl in ways that disturbed Titus. He was about to take a deeper dive into her analysis when he was tapped painfully on his right shoulder.

“We’re looking for a Titus Carneesus,” said a voice emanating from one of two trench-coated drones reeking of low-level officialdom.

“I’m Titus Carneades.” It was the 987th time that he had righted his name to strangers. And, yes, he was getting tired of it. This tedium, however, was muted by a simmering sense of dread fertilized by the appearance of these two figures.

“I am Special Agent Alvero Jimenez-Ortiz-Blanco-Ortega,” said the leader of the pair.

Titus blinked. “May I call you JOBO to save time?” It was a lame attempt at icebreaking humor.

“No.” The response was sharp and humorless.

“This is my colleague, Special Agent Nula-Nulo.” The agent indicated a nearby ambiguous figure with ambiguous features in an ambiguous trench coat just oozing with oodles of other ambiguities, none of which indicated more than one other special agent.

It was clear to Titus that these were government operatives of some sort. Worse, they were the products of highly managed, ultra-profiled, politically supersensitive, federally configured hiring practices. And worst of all, every ounce of humor had been irradiated out of their dried-up husks and vacuumed up for fertilizer. Titus resolved to tread lightly.

“How may I help the two . . . uh, the pair . . . uh, the team?” Titus stumbled.

Nula-Nulo went off to correct the spelling of Titus’s name in several thousand strangely unconnected government databases. Jimenez-Ortiz-Blanco-Ortega took Titus off to one side. The agent produced a latest-generation mobile device which displayed, in crystal clear video detail, Titus’ encounter with the Benevolent Pumpkin. K’Texia took the opportunity to slide off into a less conspicuous realm to return an important phone call she had not yet received.

In viewing his earlier experience on the device, Titus was stunned, even though he knew that high resolution street cameras were everywhere, always improving, and deeply invading what remained of his privacy.

“Do you know this apparent egg producer?” Grilled the agent.

“Is she a farmer?”

“Oh!” Titus responded with mid-century, sexually neutral, federal lingo. “Uh, no. Not really.”

“Yet you spoke with this being, for some time.” The agent was clearly intent on uncovering something. “We obtained the sound.”

“Well, she, er—”

“And you were emotionally agitated.”

“I had just banged my noggin! It bled. It really, really hurt!”

Titus pulled the bandage off of his head to display some dried blood. The act elicited no response and had no effect other than to remind Titus not to be so stupid as to pull a bandage off a freshly healing wound.

“You were blushing.” The agent narrow-focused the mobile device image on Titus’ face. Titus was, indeed, clearly blushing like a schoolboy. The agent remained nonplused.

“Yes, well, I found the egger person sort of attract. Hey! Has she, her, or it done something?”

It was the agent’s turn to dodge and weave.

“This individual has walked into a very dangerous situation.”

It alarmed Titus to realize that his interrogator was alarmed. The Benevolent Pumpkin is in some brand of danger? It was K’Texia who came in to smear some very hot mustard onto an already spicy hot dog.

“Hey Ti,” she darted. “Is this here that little pixie friend of yours?” She stuck her own mobile device into his face and there he saw a news report featuring the Benevolent Pumpkin blindfolded with her hands tied behind her back being hustled by a masked, gun-toting Middle Eastern character into an official looking building. Strangely enough, the Pumpkin appeared to be smiling.

A series of ice cubes supercooled his spine. It was the Pumpkin to be sure, and he was both chilled and confused. A voice inside commanded: Do something, you idiot! He did.

“Yes, Agent JOBO, er, Ortiz-Blanco-whatever,” he stumbled. “I do know this egg, er, the Benevolent, er, this individual in question, and I’m sure I can help you.”

It was not the most impressive of declarations, but it got him hustled into the back seat of a very large, very black, very descript, in its calculatedly nondescript way, SUV, which then sped off with an insolent disregard for local traffic laws.


CHAPTER 3

It was Agent Nula-Nolo’s turn at bat. In the back seat of the SUV, out came a sleek laptop, and Titus found himself in an uncomfortable eye-to-eye interview with the multiplex agent who seemed to favor a particularly potent brand of cologne and some very sharp and defining eyeliner. Nula-Nolo, always serious, got down to business.

“What do you know of the Ardha Martyrs Brigade Dance Troupe?” Whatever the puzzling and multifaceted biological orientations of Nula-Nolo, all federal agent drone speak sounded alike to Titus.

Beyond knowing less than nothing about the Ardha Martyrs Brigade Dance Troupe, Titus wrestled with ways to address Nula-Nolo so as not to offend. He briefly toyed with going all Southern-like and simply saying y’all.

Nula-Nolo recognized that Titus was not going to be a resource and decided to elaborate on the still fractional details his agency possessed on the world’s first terrorist dance troupe. Pulling off the veils of mythic history, Nula-Nolo explained that the Ardha was a folkloric sword dance performed only by males from tribes of the Arabian Peninsula. What better way to infiltrate a community and make a terror statement than in the guise of a seemingly harmless bevy of dancers? It was while eating some banana and honey pudding at the Al-Jenadriyah festival that the swords first came out in earnest and were employed for purposes outside their folkloric intentions.

“Dancing terrorists. Clever,” said Titus in genuine admiration. “What’s their beef?”

Nula-Nolo took a deep breath, punched up a couple of files on his laptop, and began a recital: “Sketchy. Recent reforms relating to the implementation of Shari’ah law and sinh, the hyperbolic sine function used in trigonometry, coupled with sharp disagreements over translations of newly discovered apocryphal pronouncements of the Prophet Mohammed.”

“Could you sort of bottom line it for me?” said an impatient Titus while perilous visions of the endangered Pumpkin swirled around in the back of his bloodied head.

“Money and power.”

“Ah.”

“Oh, and death to the Jews.”

“Of course.”

In a brief span of time, Titus had gotten an unwanted update on the state of things in a very messy world he was trying largely to ignore. Now came that moment when he needed to connect it all to a woman he had only briefly met and yet he now somehow seemed to have developed an abiding concern.

The SUV pulled to within a block of OceanSpire Tower, a sixty-story corporate headquarters designed to resemble an elongated, Jules Verne-inspired mollusk. Indeed, a twenty-foot animated hologram of the revered French author greeted all comers in the sweeping pale gray radula or entrance to the mollusk building. Three spiraling escalators take visitors through a maze of aquariums that featured robotic recreations of nightmarish sea creatures from deep within the world’s hungry oceans. The escalators carried passengers to a bank of eleven elevators.

Once visitors got to the elevators, they found that the architects had given up on being all organic, oceanic, and sea-celebrating. The rest of the building resembled any ten other nondescript office towers. There were some quarter-hearted attempts to keep up with the aquatic motif; a raging recession during construction snuffed out most of the inspiration. A discount bank art collection of deep-sea paintings was sprinkled carelessly about. To subtract further from the outer skin inspiration, some irritating Asian sea shanties bled from hidden loudspeakers. The whole mollusk theme was the brainchild of C. Childress Shen, the Chinese billionaire founder of XYSea, the sharpest tool in global oil drilling, among many other enterprises. Shen was one of those business creatures, always in need of upbeat PR to counter the objections of the more aggressive ocean exploiters of the world.

—

Jimenez-Ortiz-Blanco-Ortega waved a digital ID at a New York Police Department sergeant manning the police barricade in front of the tower and indicated for Titus to step out of the SUV.

“They have Shen,” deadpanned the agent with eyes fixed on the upper floors of the tower.

“The crazy martyr guys?” asked Titus, having no need or appetite to toe any political line. It was not coming out of his paycheck.

“What do they want?”

The agent lofted a weary eyebrow.

“Oh, money and power.”

“And death to the Jews?”

“Not today. Not yet. Perhaps later. It changes.”

“Where does my girl er . . . the egg person come in?”

No bureaucrat since 5,000 BC when that bored scribe misplaced one of the king’s clay tablets and made a Macedonia has a bureaucrat ever willingly betrayed a lack of knowledge. Jimenez-Ortiz-Blanco-Ortega carried on that eons-old tradition.

“The deemed egg producer seems compelled by the current Apologizer teachings of one Kanenas to interpose its body to prevent another death.”

It was as if Titus had given his head a further involuntary bang on a dog urine-soaked sidewalk. There was that term Apologizer again. Whatever that meant. And now it had a brother incomprehensible term, Kanenas, whomever or whatever that was. But, from his perspective, those terms could go off to find their own dog urine-soaked sidewalks on which to bang their collective heads. The real chiller were the words, “interpose its body to prevent another death.” Titus suddenly longed for a day of office tedium. But sexual attraction being what it is, he simply chose to be frozen to the bone. Titus took three deep breaths. The purchase price for time was on the rise.

“Yes, that would follow.” Titus’ meditative response was calm, calculated, and, with any luck, convincing enough so that the agent would not see that Titus was of absolutely no use in this crisis.

“You are an Apologizer then?”

“Me?” That tilted Titus a bit. “No, I’m not one of the brethren.” He liked that last word. Chose it carefully. Made him sound erudite. Well, eruditish.

“Yet you seem to grasp the fundamental principles that Kanenas espouses.”

Titus never thought he had ever betrayed a grasp of any fundamental principles of any kind at any time dating back to junior high school, let alone the fundamental principles of something that he genuinely had no knowledge of down to the molecular level.

“Can one ever really fully grasp them?” Titus patted himself on the back again for being evasive and seemingly knowledgeable at the same time. Just who or what is or was this Kanenas? he cogitated. He smelled the aroma of chopped, tossed, and highly seasoned trouble ahead.

Now it was the agent’s turn to go off and be contemplative. “True. Kanenas seems to be evolving Apologizer philosophy all the time. No one can pin the being down.”

So, this Kanenas bloke is alive, mused Titus. Probably male. Most religio-nuts are male and into twelve-year olds. Okay, he would roll with that. It was all he had anyway. He liked absolutely none of the implications.

It was time for Titus to at least act like he could be helpful.

“Perhaps Kanenas can be of some assistance. He is well regarded, indeed respected, even revered by his followers.” Titus was now getting the hang of acting like he actually knew what he was talking about. And passing the buck seemed like a good option. Indeed, he came off so damned analytical he almost convinced himself. No doubt of it. He should learn to play poker.

The agent almost snorted. “That was our first recourse. But Kanenas is adamant that all followers do what they do of their own volition, without guidance.”

Dead end! The spine chill returned to Titus as a reminder. This Kanenas could pass the buck as well, and even better. Must have been a politician once. Titus took an immediate dislike to the shadowy figure. Now he felt like he was in competition with this mystery entity, which was really annoying.

“Do you think they, the Ardhas, will harm the Pump . . . er . . . the egg producer?” This was more to the point for Titus.

The agent ignored Titus and explained that Shen was nabbed by the Ardhas at Chai Guevara, a Third Avenue Sino-Cuban fusion bubble tea shop that he frequented. The egg producer happened to be there and offered to interpose because it was not yet Shen’s time. The agent was not sure what that meant.

That hit home for Titus. Okay, the Pumpkin is a believer. A true believer. An active believer. But in what? This Special-K fellow? He now hated Kanenas even more.

“The Ardhas want us to take the egg producer back,” updated the agent.

“Why?”

“Something about being a pest.”

“Really?” Titus was somewhat surprised. It might have been the romantic in him out for a stroll after a long dormancy. Perhaps she was a pest. Probably the first time such a word was used in a terrorist kidnapping situation. At any rate, she was not a pest of Titus Carneades.

“The egg producer slipped through in the confusion between the MSS—”

Titus’s head lurched forward in Neanderthalesque ignorance.

“That’s the name of the Chinese Secret Service, and our agency.”

For a fleeting moment, Titus actually felt sorry for the agent. When bureaucratic rivalries clash, people can smother in the tangle of red tape. And a Chinese Secret Service was probably doubly secret! That might have been racist if anybody thought to disagree. But no. Nobody around to make the accusation. And as for Kanenas, he still held first place in the growing pantheon of people Titus disliked.

The agent continued rather sheepishly. “We thought you might meet with the Ardhas to get the egg producer out of the way. She would be one less person for us to protect when the time came. And perhaps learn more about their terms.” Titus noticed that for the first time the agent was not meeting his eyes when they spoke. He was amazed how gut-wrenching fear sharpened his observational skills. The chill slurping down his spine reversed course and shot right to his brain. He did not like the words, when the time came. Somehow, he felt that he would be in the vicinity when that ‘time’ rang up.

“Me,” goggled Titus. “Me? Don’t you guys have highly skilled, highly paid, highly courageous hostage-negotiator-agent types who can kill with an extended pinky if necessary!”

“Yes and no.” responded the agent. “And where did you learn about the pinky trick?”

Titus blinked and shrugged. He thought he had just made the pinky trick up. Perhaps it was real! That chill chilled him even further.

“No matter,” said the agent. “The Ardhas will not treat with any official individual. They suspect treachery.”

“Treacherous people see treachery everywhere,” moaned Titus. Terror was inspiring his philosophical side. And no biographer about to record his nascent wisdom, he lamented.

“Mmmmmm” ruminated the agent. “So we thought that you would—”

“Whoa . . . Wa . . . Wait,” interrupted Titus. “Why wouldn’t these Ardha fruitcakes think I’m one of those treacherous official types?” Titus was firmly behind the iron logic of this highly deflective inquiry.

“We showed them the video of you on the ground and the egg producer ministering to you. The egg producer then confirmed that her action had, preserved you for greatness, earlier in the day. They, the Ardhas, were convinced that you are not a part of the MSS or the many federal agencies called in on this matter.”

That information dump set Titus back on his heels. No one had ever preserved him for greatness. He didn’t even know what that meant. He was, however and in general, in favor of a portion of the sentiment. The preserved part in particular. The greatness part remained up for grabs. He also had an irksome feeling that this preservation entailed some rarefied brand of high-octane risk.

Then, there was the Pumpkin. Always the Pumpkin.

“Well, okay. I’ll take a ride up that elevator and see what can be done.” If he was honest with himself (and who is?) he would have acknowledged that he was doing this because he wanted her and could not pass up a rare knight in shining armor opportunity. It would be his first and possibly last.

“Not dressed like that,” was the agent’s cryptic reply.


CHAPTER 4

Clearly, members of the Ardha Martyrs Brigade Dance Troupe had experience with officials who came to them wired to the hilt with listening devices and possibly hidden weapons. It was due to this fact that Titus was introduced to his first pair Middle Eastern underpants. Known as a sirwal, the garment was made of soft white cotton and cut to just above the knee. He was eternally grateful that while clearly diminished by constant wearing, the sirwal had been recently and well laundered. The sirwal had come down from the Ardhas in an elevator along with a pair of ratty sandals that were so beaten and worn that Nula-Nolo had to take them aside and restring them so the thong would fit around Titus’ toe without fraying.

Titus stripped down and climbed into his combat gear. Strangely, his only thoughts were a gut-level fear that he would soil the blindingly white garment the moment he met with the terror group. Proof that a gut-deep abhorrence of embarrassment trumps even the fear of death. This was a strange eternal manly truth that had compelled many otherwise sane men to charge machine gun nests with their equally petrified chums and against all reason.

Agent Jimenez-Ortiz-Blanco-Ortega solemnly escorted Titus to the elevator bank. A door opened, the agent punched 31 and propped itself to keep the door from closing.

“Let them do the talking,” the agent instructed Titus with determined earnestness.

“Check,” Titus was all ears for his life coach.

“Find out what it will cost to extricate the egg producer.”

“Check.”

“Same for Shen. The Chinese captive is key.”

“Check.”

“Don’t . . . I repeat . . . don’t try to be a hero.”

“Check . . . check . . . check. Titus regurgitated these comforting words even after the door to the elevator closed and the ascent began. The elevator, being one of the more modern varieties, provided a smooth and even ride and yet a slight caressing breeze swept up his abbreviated sirwal. This might have produced a semi-erotic reaction had it not been for the magnificent freeze on all emotions produced by this life-dangling vertical excursion. His brain took the time to remind him that but for an old man’s sneeze earlier in the day, he would at this very moment be frantically bored in his cube adjusting errant medical billing with balletic dexterity. Such is the whimsy of history.

Still in mid-muse, Titus jumped as the door swept open and he was met with a pair of wide fiery eyes streaking out of an otherwise shrouded face accompanied by a black as black can be automatic weapon. The eyes then suddenly squinted in an inordinately jovial fashion.

“I’m unarmed!” alarmed Titus with his hands held as high as he could. Too high in fact. The sudden lurch also caused him to pull in his stomach. This instant reduction in waist size sent his lightly belted sirwal south to his ankles.

The squint was followed by a hearty laugh.

“You’re practically naked!” The laugh continued robustly.

This sartorial update ranked low among the first words Titus expected as a greeting. These words included, “On your knees, infidel.” “Prepare for death, pigdog.” “Our revenge will be swift and without mercy,” and similarly cliched sentiments culled from bad movies and biased news reporting. He reached, slowly, down to slide up, with one hand, his treacherous sirwal and attempt to reclaim a gram of dignity. The man nodded and a hand was extended.

“I am Arshad. I can see that you do not need to be frisked.” His smile was welcoming.

Titus managed a crooked return smile. His recovery from expected death was still in process as he was led from the elevator through several offices, which showed signs of rifling and into an obscenely large, aggressively minimalist, blond wood, Asian designed executive office. If it didn’t serve a tech purpose; it wasn’t in the room. One wisp of a gray-on-gray-on-gray antique ornamental wood cut leaned against a bland wall as if it was trying to escape. Shen clearly had his priorities, and interior design was not in the top one hundred. The windows were blocked to dissuade prying snipers and killer drones. from doing what snipers and drones do best. Otherwise, the room looked like it was operating on a typical business day. Shen sat in a high-tech desk with three built-in screens. He was the personification of the modern technocrat. Nondescript in every way aside from a clearly out of date also gray-on-gray, tieless business suit. A Muslim woman whose face was obscured by a colorful shemagh hung over Shen’s shoulder pointing at something on one of the screens. This was enough to digest, but there was more.

Off to one side was the Benevolent Pumpkin in her form-fitting jeans and a fetching purple top, seated on a posture enhancing, earth sustaining, ultra-light-weight swivel chair, calmly strolling through something on her mobile device. No blindfold and no restraints. Titus could not tell if she had been released from her status as kidnap victim or had recently joined in the revolution. There was too much to absorb. The processing areas of his brain were soon going to be asking for time and a half.

Oddly enough, the only thing that was tense in the room was Titus, and that made him even more tense.

The woman in the shemagh looked over to Titus, smiled at his near nude condition, and pointed ferociously at the Pumpkin. “Take her away,” she commanded in a fierce tone. “She is annoying!” This woman was all business.

The Pumpkin looked at Titus with some distress and also noted his semi-nude condition. “Oh, he must be cold!” She grabbed a fawn-colored woman’s jilbab cloak that probably belonged to the terrorist female and draped it on Titus’ shoulders.

“Thank you.” he said to her softly, despite not really wishing to be mistaken for a Muslim terrorist transvestite during a hostage negotiation. “This is the second time you’ve come to my rescue today.” He thought that was a nice little invitation. Even somewhat clever.

The Pumpkin paused perplexed for a moment and then looked at the back of Titus’ neck. “Oh, yes!”

That hurt. She had to check his head to remember something that happened just a few hours ago. He always felt that he never made much of an impression in life, but still. He then tried to backtrack by telling himself that she was having something of a bustling morning. He could forgive her. Yup, he was going to go with that. These thoughts brought him back to the fact that he was now attired in someone else’s underpants and a woman’s cloak in the middle of a potentially explosive terrorist kidnapping. No doubt, it was time to go back to being terrified.

Nevertheless, he was not going to be dissuaded by the Benevolent Pumpkin. She provided the added spice in his otherwise arid life. He asked her to join him in the elevator.

“I won’t leave!” the Pumpkin erupted in protest to Arshad. “I will stand for Shen!”

The shemagh-attired woman glared not at the Pumpkin but at her colleague.

“Arshad!” she uttered. The one word was enough to prompt him into action. He grabbed the Pumpkin roughly by the shoulders and pushed her toward Titus. The action was forceful enough that Titus had to grab the Pumpkin’s arms to keep her from tumbling. Had he been honest with himself? He enjoyed catching her even at this apprehensive moment.

“It is not yet his time!” protested the Pumpkin as she pointed at Shen, who looked at her in astonishment but was nudged by the terrorist woman with high caliber force to return to the middle screen. Titus could hear the woman snort in suppressed fury. It did not subtract from his burgeoning concern.

“It won’t be his time, woman, if—” said Arshad. “Aiza is negotiating with Shen over our terms. You are in the way! Now go!”

It was the moment for Titus to act. He turned to the object of his desire. “Listen, Pump . . . er . . . they seem to be getting along, why don’t we—”

“Getting along! They’re terrorists! They kill.” The Benevolent Pumpkin was not in a compromising mood, armed with realism on her side. “I am compelled to try to prevent this!”

Titus was beginning to think that everyone who came into contact with the Pumpkin lost patience. He still had plenty to spare. But the drip was on.

Arshad walked up to Titus with the whites of his eyes fully visible. “You! Man! What is your name?”

“Uh . . . Titus.”

“Ah!” Arshad brightened. “Named in honor of one of the Roman heroes who destroyed the Temple of Jerusalem!”

“Uh, no. It was my grandf—”

In the middle of the “fa” of “father,” Titus came face-to-face with the unfriendly end of a Tanfoglio Mossad Compact pistol in the steely hand of an impatient Arshad. In the blur of the moment all he caught was the Star of David on the side of the weapon. His mind raced. Blood rushed to his head. It was the only way he could explain why he thought it ironic that an Israeli gun in the hands of an angry Arab was going to eradicate a man who had no known relationship to a long unthroned Roman Emperor named Titus who had made a name for himself by toppling a Jewish temple. He found it hard to connect all of this to himself. Others were doing it for him.

Titus turned to the Benevolent Pumpkin who held a posture that reminded him of a stalking cat he once saw who had somehow dug its paws into rock hard cement and could not be prodded to move away from a cornered and cowering adversary.

“Uh, Pump . . . young lady . . . what is your name?”

“Sonata.” She kept her eyes firmly on Shen.

“Really?”

“My parents were musicians.” Her flaming peepers remained fixed on the man she had sworn to protect.

Even at this moment, Titus’ brain recalled the old saw that musicians were, as a whole, eccentric. Here was his Benevolent Pumpkin once again proving that the old saw was grinding along fitfully on this atypical day.

“Beautiful name. Lyrical even,” offered Titus. Well, he had a bit of her attention. But not much.

His circling attempt at diversionary wooing was short-circuited by the barrel of the Tanfoglio Mossad Compact being pressed to within liquefying range of his medulla oblongata. This act snapped Titus back to unwelcomed reality.

“Ah ha! Yes! Well, you see Sonata,” bumbled Titus. “This terrorist gentleman over here in possession of abundant firepower and his cohort over there have special business with Mr. Shen who seems to be calm and collected. Perhaps we should—”

“I have offered myself.” Sonata was level, calm, and immovable. Ready to test the bounds of mortality.

Shen once again looked up at Sonata with a surprised, even amazed, gaze. His experience with the Apologizers and wind surfing on the moons of Saturn were about the same. It was all new to him.

Arshad was betraying the itchy trigger finger that Titus had hoped was just a cliche of old television Westerns. It wasn’t. “You are unworthy! Go!” roared the terrorist.

Out of the corner of his eye, Titus saw another handgun emerge from Aizas’ shemagh with the intention of threatening Shen. It was quite effective, as the eyes of the Asian gentleman bulged, and his corporate composure leaped out of the window.

Feet were dug in all over the place. It made a Mexican standoff seem like child’s play. Just as Titus was once again contemplating that angry stubborn cat of years ago, his attention was called to his right foot. A sharp pain erupted in the arch. Yet it was not internal pain. It came from something external, something sharp inside his heel. That something was moving. With one eye plastered on the menacing weapon, he tried to look down.

“What are you doing?” Arshad demanded with robust suspicion and unabated fury.

“I’m not doing anything!” Shouted Titus in all honesty as he looked downward. “My shoe is doing all the doing!”

“What is that?” shouted Sonata as her eyes bugged at Titus’ foot.

Out of the heel of his right sandal sprang two large antennae. The pain in his foot subsided as a three-inch long shiny brown insect struggled out of the tip of the sandal and wiggled its antennae in all directions. The very last thing Titus remembered was a high-pitched hissing.

The rest was blissful silence and a dive into an inviting, soft, dewy slumber.


CHAPTER 5

The room was cold, pale, and mint green. Titus awoke horizontal in a very comfortable medical bed. A small armada of portable monitoring devices bleeped and blurted a language Titus was not trained to understand. At any rate, they sounded happy. A number of intravenous feeds had been attached to both of Titus’ arms by professionals who knew how to strike a vein on the first try. He had rejoined the waking world alone in some type of impromptu medical facility. A tall, forty-something woman with slicked black hair and a green mask with a matching green smock (green was clearly the color of the day) entered holding a pad.

“You talking yet?” asked the green woman with the aroma of snide officialdom emanating from her pores.

“Uh,” he struggled. He was reorienting again.

“Guess not.” She noted this on the pad.

“I’m talking!” He decided to assert himself. He attempted aggression. Then he thought the better of it. Then he just thought. Thinking yielded nothing. He was confused.

“Good! What was the last thing you remember?” asked his green inquisitor.

“Uh . . . a bug . . . from my shoe. Am I sick?”

“Do you feel sick?”

“No.”

“Then you’re not sick.”

Titus hated this latest form of discount doctoring that had befallen the republic but assumed this situation had something to do with government secrecy, and that she was just another humorless cog with slicked black hair.

“Did you hear anything?” The inquisitor was all about her research and nothing else.

“Hear?”

“You have ears.” The green woman had apparently minored in no-nonsense, with advanced courses in impatience and extra helpings of get-on-with-it.

“You’re not one for bedside manner, are you?” Titus now tried defiance.

The woman merely finger jotted the word irritable on her pad and began to leave the room.

He didn’t want her to leave and said, “I heard hissing!” Titus decided to be cooperative, but only because he was probably in some type of secure facility in which uncooperative people lived unhappy lives that did not include frosted cupcakes, dancing girls, and eventual discharge with memory intact.

“Good,” She noted this bit of intelligence with satisfaction and returned to practice her unique brand of bedside manner. “Back to the bug. What did it look like?”

“I dreamed of cherries.” That just came to him. The gas clouds that took him down were parting in his mind. But only just parting. They were sticky.

“Cherries? Oh! That’s new. Excellent!” She managed a rigid smile that was part pleasure and part stock movie villain smirk. “The bug?” She was insistent.

“Well, I was once in an insectarium with my eight-year-old nephew, one of those hissing roaches, I guess.”

“A Madagascar hissing cockroach,” she offered.

“Yes! Is that what it was?”

“Is that what it looked like?”

“Yes.”

“Then that’s what it was.” She wasn’t giving away anything. In fact, he felt like he knew less the more he spoke with her. He would have scratched her off any dating list if he had ever managed to create a dating list on which to put down unsatisfactory scratches. Titus knew it was time to give up. This green operative had cagey ingrained in her DNA by whatever state agency had programmed her for her assigned function. She further eluded her way out of not answering the usual questions, including their location, the outcome of the Ardha negotiations, and, most urgently, what had happened to the Benevolent Pumpkin? She did disconnect all his IVs expertly, patted him on the head robotically and, absent any human connection, assured him, without conviction, that all would be well soon. The green woman then left the room through a door that when shut signaled, via unmistakable multiple clicks, that a whole host of locks were doing their utmost to secure him in said green room.

Titus surveyed his cage. No windows. Not reassuring. He found that all he was dressed in was a flimsy, wrinkled, old hospital gown that gave his bare behind a serious and invitational airing. The sirwal, jilbab, and his robo-bug carrying sandals were absent. Probably, he projected, off being interrogated by those two multi-sexual agents. He mused that he could not remember the last time he had gone without pants for such a long period. There was a certain sense of freedom that a transvestite friend once confessed to, but not enough to compensate for the fact that he was a prisoner in an unknown space who was guilty of nothing more than being in several wrong places at several wrong times.

Titus began to think that he was being left alone to stew in his own guilty juices. The problem there was that he couldn’t recall feeling guilty about anything. Perhaps this was some test of his endurance. Or his ingenuity? In any number of bad action films, he would cannibalize the technology of all those beeping medical devices and find some sciency way of tickling the locks into opening. This, of course, would only happen after he had fashioned an even more clever single-use weapon out of a hypodermic needle and a retractable pen with which to incapacitate the guard obviously posted outside his door.

In any case, fantasizing about his nonexistent tech skills and even more nonexistent heroic prowess beat back the boredom for a bit. And none of it was going to happen even in his dreams. Yes, dwelling on your own incompetence as an action hero was a time-honored time killer. He looked up at a blank flat screen and even longed for any daytime television program hosted by one of those synthetic celebrities who interviewed other synthetic celebrities and danced around a bit to eat up a half hour of billable airtime.

Then he realized that he might be in the hands of a bureaucracy. Oh no! The green woman is gone. Perhaps her shift had ended. Even more perhaps, her relief might have taken a sick day or gone on one of those four-day enrichment seminars that bureaucracies love to hold at some resort. Far more perhaps, he might be a forgotten man doomed to rot away in his hospital tomb. They’ll find his dried-up corpse husk someday and sweep him out into the recycling bin.

Time dragged its heels while his mind ran further amok. Titus wondered if there was a state of being beyond amok. If so, he was there. What would it be called? Ultramok? To calm himself, he decided to fret exclusively about the absent Benevolent Pumpkin. He simply could not call her Sonata.

—

He was about to start playing around with the back panel of one of those pieces of medical technology to mimic someone who actually could fashion a weapon when the sound of unlocking locks interrupted him. The green woman was back, and she had changed. Her hair was unkempt, her complexion blotchy, and she seemed to have been spun around by a mad pizza chef.

She rifled a bleary glare at Titus. “You talk to her.” Her tone was rich with warm snot.

“Her?”

“Our fine little heroine.” There was at least a half-gallon of hot, bubbling snide in that comment.

“Who?”

“The nutcase who saved you earlier!”

“The Pump . . . you mean . . . Sonata?”

“Oh yeah. That’s her name!” The green woman was betraying actual emotion. Granted, it was on the acidy side of grim, but it was something. “That’s not what we call her around here. You talk some sense into her!”

The green woman would not allow Titus to change into something less revealing, so he tied his back straps as tight as possible, slipped into pink hospital socks, (They had to be pink) and followed her out of the green room and down soft blue corridors. He could have overpowered her and made a break for it in time-honored action hero tradition. But she looked like someone familiar with the more lethal martial arts, and he did not even know the north, south, east, or west of wherever he was. The air was filled with the drifty aroma of baking bread. Either they were in some sort of maximum-security bakery, or they were using the aroma as a sedative. After a few turns they came upon a muscular, black clad guard armed with heavy artillery standing properly erect in front of a nondescript door.

“He has my clearance,” said the green woman to the menacing figure who still bothered to check her ID card before opening the door.

Titus hesitated. It was his day for hesitating.

“In with you,” said the green meanie with even less bedside manner. “Pull some of the cobwebs from her brain!”

He scuttled in and the door closed abruptly with the green woman and guard now on the other side. The multilocked system clicked dutifully. The room was a near clone of his previous medical cell. Similar technology was doing its technological best to register information he could not digest. Sonata, in a much less revealing floral print medical gown, was balled up in her bed with her face buried in her knees, sans any IVs. She looked up at Titus. A minor key sense of relief passed across her face.

She let out a tense stream of air. “At least you’re safe.”

It wasn’t the gush-filled and heartfelt reunion Titus had hoped for, but at least she recognized him without his blood-stained head gauze.

Titus smiled. “If you can call being locked away in some sort of madhouse prison asylum guarded by a man with bulletproof muscles somewhere in the neighborhood of safe . . . safe,” he responded, hoping for a trickle of a smile.

“Doesn’t matter,” she answered glumly without smiling, returning to her deep and abiding study of her own two knees.

“Are you alright?” He tried deep concern. It was genuine.

“They might all be dead, and it’s my fault!” This time she bit her right knee. It was not very becoming.

“Hey. All you can do is try.” He switched to conciliator. That sometimes worked. He had been told this by someone who probably didn’t know either.

“That’s something Kanenas would say,” she said with the merest hint of a semi-smile.

There was that annoying name again. At least he was being compared to the missing blighter.

“Yes. Well, great minds think alike.” He thought a little levity might oil the wheels. It also passed through his brain that placing himself on the same plane as the highly elevated Kanenas might not be a bad play.

“You know Kanenas?” There was a bolt of enthusiasm zapping out of her that he did not want to disappoint.

“Well, I—” He immediately disappointed her.

She brightened. “You must help me find them! Find out! Help me atone.” She had already turned the page and was flipping to the next unwritten chapter of Apologizer lore.

To his everlasting regret, he had succeeded in oiling the wrong wheels.

“What? No. You mean rummage around to find out about that zillionaire Shen and those two Ardha dance crazies?” This was an offramp that he did not want to pay the toll on no matter how interesting he found the Pumpkin.

“I offered myself.” She was fully earnest.

“That was very nice of you.” He was equally fully in earnest, but their earnestness’s were in no way intersecting.

“We must break from this place!” Her enthusiasm fully ignited, she was not listening to him, paused suddenly, and looked around the room like an agitated lab rat. “Go to the far corner.”

That sounded like a Pumpkinian order. It was. She was thinking faster than Titus. And he could not discern how changing his orientation in the room would help. He nevertheless followed the ages old principle that men always follow the instructions of women to whom they are attracted in the blind hope that it would lead to something pleasurable.

He was voluptuously wrong.

Sonata walked over to one of the blinking pieces of technology nearest the door. It was a tower of monitors on wheels. She took a deep breath, and with no small effort toppled it to the floor causing a costly and noisy electronic crash. To add some spice, she kicked it a few times, resulting in more damage to her sock-covered toe than the technology, but also delivering some additional techno noise. To this cacophonous electronic symphony, she added lyrics. Strong, powerful, vivid lyrics.

“No . . . CRASH . . . Stop . . . THUD . . . Help . . . CRACKLE . . . Rape! He’s . . . raping . . . No! No! No!”

This overture had the desired effect. The door opened and the guard bolted into the room weapon drawn.

Pointing to Titus, she screamed “He . . . he . . . He attacked me!”

Titus was surprised and impressed at her theatrical skill to the point that he did not feel insulted that he was being wronged on a grand scale. The guard turned to her as if to motion her out of harm’s way.

Arms wide apart, Sonata screamed at Titus. “Well?”

Titus screamed back in supersized bewilderment “Well, what?”

The guard, also inquisitive as to the meaning of her well and his well, rationally chose a defensive posture, which included pointing his weapon at Titus while taking his eyes off Sonata. This error gave Sonata the opportunity for a groin strike of debilitating ferocity. He toppled.

“Well?” She was screaming at Titus again.

The shocked guard groaned and fell to his knees.

“Well, what?” It was all Titus had.

Frustrated, Sonata grabbed another, still working, piece of technology and delivered a crashing blow to the guard’s head, which sent him to the floor.

“Thanks for your support,” she snarked at Titus.

Shocked, Titus blinked at her. “Next time let me in or your plans before you assault and battery someone!”

“Would it have helped?”

Titus had to be honest. “No.”

He bent over the prostrate guard. He was breathing but dazed and helpless.

Titus looked up at Sonata with an inquisitive eye. “You Apologizers are a rough lot, aren’t you?”

Sonata’s eyes bulged. She ran both hands through her hair and knelt and touched the guard’s head in astonishment. “What have I done? I could have—” Her impulses had taken control of her actions and now she was back to harsh reality.

Titus tried to restore a weak brand of sanity to the room. “Look. He seems okay, but did you stop to think that we have probably been on camera all this time,” analyzed Titus. “Believe me, I have experience along those lines.”

Sonata was almost beside herself with guilt. “I wanted to . . . All I wanted . . . I was trying to—”

While she was failing to complete a thought, the green woman and three guards ranked in order by ascending degrees of burliness entered the room silently. They did not even bother to draw their weapons. With a simple flick of the wrist, one of the guards directed Sonata and Titus out of the room. Sonata seemed to find her way without resisting, looking, or even blinking. She was elsewhere. Titus did his best to fortify the unraveling ties on the back of his flimsy gown in a failed attempt to claim some dignity, even in pink walking socks. He followed Sonata out into the corridor, his hands folded behind his ice cold behind.

The green woman remained in the room to do an accounting of the damage to her precious technology and place another black mark against Titus’ records.


CHAPTER 6

Wherever they were, the place was huge. They seemed to walk silently for about ten minutes. Titus fantasized that it was one of those secret underground federal facilities built downtown after 9/11 with gargantuan gobs of free-flowing anti-terrorism money. The thinking being, Hell, we’ve already got this big hole in the ground. Let’s dig a little deeper and make something bombproof; satellite proof; and, while we’re at it, space alien proof. The federal builders probably did a lot of while they are not looking spending. Which is, after all, the most fun kind of spending. He half-expected to breeze by a budget overrun Olympic-sized swimming pool to help ease underground living tensions.

They continued to walk in silence. The guards simply concentrated on guiding them down various corridors and into hissing elevators. The walls continued a blue and green motif with occasional mauve to break the monotony. Serenity seemed to be the theme. It wasn’t working very well on Titus whose mind was stampeded with thoughts of the Benevolent Pumpkin. He still could not call her Sonata. Butch perhaps, but not Sonata. But whoever she was, she was in a deep personal crisis. Even at this unnerving moment, he calculated that her personal crisis might work to his advantage. He was in deep as well.

Titus reviewed the situation. For the Pumpkin, the world had taken a wrenching swerve into grimness, indeed. She had failed to save Shen. She may have caused the deaths of Arshad and Aiza. Was she pacific? Nope. She came down crashing on that guard. The fury of the devout and utterly convinced always impressed Titus. She was just ahead of him so he could not see her face, but she remained deathly silent and broody. He concentrated on admiring her form in the less revealing gown just to cheer himself up. It was actually starting to work when they came to a steel gray, cold, and ultra-high-tech conference room where they were instructed to sit at one end of a conference table and wait. The guards departed and four locks clicked in joyful unison. This was their new home for the moment.

—

Sonata chose a seat at the far end of a table with eleven chairs. It fell to Titus to follow and sit down next to her. Their eyes never met. She remained silent and thoroughly inverted. There was an assortment of juices, fruits, and muffins off to one side, and Titus offered her a sample to no avail. The room was silent, cold, and probably dotted with surveillance devices that could tell everything about him, including his heart rate and blood sugar level. It further unnerved him that his partially exposed bottom was sticking to his seat. He mused that they were probably getting DNA samples that way. It made him feel even more naked, if that was even possible.

Titus then realized that he never really introduced himself to her.

He mused internally, Hi! I’m Titus. I’m a Libra. I like long walks on the beach, and I enjoy skiing and counterfeiting.

No self-satire won’t do.

If he had carried matches, he could have set fire to himself. But that had a mad Buddhist protest monk ring to it, so he erased that notion. Stymied, he sampled what appeared to be a blueberry muffin. It was one of those earth grainy, mock-oat, naturally sweetened things that exiles flavor to a vacuum-sealed container dropped twenty fathoms off an unknown coast in uncharted waters. But it was something to do while the Pumpkin vegetated in her own private disgrace. He offered her a piece of fruit. No sale. Just ongoing grim.

Time crawled. Then, the four locks flipped open in musical order. In walked the burliest of the guards ahead of a tall, painfully lean man on the ebb tide side of fifty. He wore a tweed jacket and blue jeans with a dark purple cotton shirt buttoned to the collar. He moved with a strange gate as if he was being conducted by wires, similar to the stride of a marionette. It seemed that he was mildly pained to take even a step. Pausing with a slight waiver, he surveyed the room with elements of delight, surprise, and amusement passing across his gaunt face, which probably was once seriously handsome. The remains of that face could still turn a woman’s eye, mused Titus. He pulled a silver case from his jacket pocket and extracted a cigarette.

“I’m sorry sir,” interrupted the guard sternly. “There is no smoking.”

The man smiled and looked at the cigarette as if he was examining a new species of insect. “Ah, well then. Could we take it as read that this is not in fact a conventional cigarette but a special cannabis blend?” The man seemed to be betraying something that was not quite unlike a studied British accent. Titus watched him with keen eyes. He seemed to draw in looks by his mere presence. A rare charismatic quality. Something possessed by people like the Rev. Jim Jones, Bill Clinton, and timeshare salesmen.

“Well I—” The guard was taken aback.

The man continued, with something of a sarcastic smile, and wiggled the faux cannabis stick playfully in the guard’s face. “It would therefore, by your own laws I might add, qualify as a medical product of sorts. Don’t you agree?

“It might.”

“And you would not be the sort of chappy who would deny say, oh, a choking asthmatic or an addict deep in the throes of withdrawal a touch of his life preserving meds?”

“Of course, not.”

“Well, then, I require this special South American blend to buck up my sagging spirits. A sort of emotional support animal with a fire on one end don’t you see. Works wonders!”

“I suppose.”

“Splendid! That’s sorted out!” The man continued his evasive action while placing his arm around the shoulder of the guard and directing him out of the room.

“Now then. Tell your handler fellows out there that you have successfully discharged your responsibilities and conducted me safely to this rather eerie room. Well done all-around I dare say. Moving forward, I shall take it from here.”

The guard hesitated, nodded, and left the room to the tune of the four locks. The man took one unpleasant puff on the cigarette, winced, and snuffed it out on the table, which lacked an ash tray, which did not seem to matter to him.

“Ghastly stuff. But like my nemesis I do so love to confound bureaucracies,” he snorted and then addressed the two people in the room. “Hello all.” His smile was strangely engaging.

It was at this point that the Pumpkin seemed to emerge from her funk. She stood and walked very slowly to the man. There was a meekness in her gate that Titus had not previously detected. Certainly, it was not how she behaved toward the terrorists, nor the guard whom she deftly incapacitated, nor toward Titus at any time. She was more like a little girl who had misbehaved and now faced admonishment from Daddy. Could this man be her father?

She stood before the man, who was almost a foot taller than her, and let out a peep. “I failed.” It was almost inaudible. But there was deep distress in those few words.

The man smiled. It was a benign, welcoming smile with not a hint of disappointment or retribution. “We all fail, young lady. Indeed, I’m sure that I am much more than twice your age and I have lost count of my catalog of failures. Several volumes thick by now, I imagine, with room to further thicken, no doubt. Perhaps you could be more specific.”

She looked up at him and their eyes met. “I have failed . . . you.”

He put his hand on her left shoulder, gently. “What is your name?”

“Sonata.”

The man almost chuckled. “Oh, glorious! The feminine past participle of sonare. If I had had a daughter, that would have been my first choice.”

Titus was beginning to dislike this man for all the wrong reasons. He was elegant, cheerful, and suavely articulate.

The man continued on his florid pathway. “Well, my lyrical young lady with the musical cognomen, you could not have failed me because I have not asked anything of you.”

“I offered myself in their place,” she said as if to demand admonishment.

The man beamed a broad, admiring smile at her. “Ah, so you are the pest that amalgam of government operative types informed me about. Very brave of you, young lady. Foolishly brave. The reckless bravado of youth. It always turns worlds topsy turvy.” He chuckled.

It hit Titus like a lightning bolt. “You! You’re Kanenas!”

The man held his right hand out to Titus. “Archibald Thorson Tybedichi, sole heir to the Tybedichi bicycle fortune, at your service sir. Are you another brave cohort of my lovely Sonata over here? By what name may I call you?”

“He’s Kanenas alright,” smiled Sonata. She seemed to be back from the grave.

Kanenas smiled, but it wasn’t quite the same all-loving smile. There was a bit of irritation in the stew. He looked down at his shoes.

“The word Kanenas means no one in Greek,” he advised Titus. “Something to do with Odysseus pulling a fast one on the old Cyclops. Never read that book fully. Should get around to it before I shuffle off. Anyway. No one. An apt description. Don’t you think?”

“How did you come by this name, Mr. Tybedichi?” Titus was not going to fawn over this character like the Benevolent Pumpkin appeared to be doing. He didn’t know if this guy was a rival, a conniving cult leader, or a mock-British, tweedy kook. Perhaps he was all three.

Kanenas eyed Titus with deep, examining eyes. “Ah, so you then are not a member of the—”

“Cult?” Titus’ meant that as a jab, and it hit home.

“Oh! Cult! Such an unpleasant word,” winced Kanenas. “Has all sorts of negative connotations, none of which I could possibly subscribe to. No. Association. Yes. That is a kinder, gentler word, wouldn’t you agree? Cult would imply some directing force at the top, and that does not cut it with me.”

“Members of associations don’t rush into dangerous situations not of their own making and place their lives on the line, Mr. Tybedichi,” prosecuted Titus. “Cult members, on the other hand, set fire to works of art or themselves, drink poisoned Kool Aid, and try to interpose themselves in heated terrorist situations.” He eyed the Pumpkin while he said this.

Kanenas seemed to shrink. His eyes shuffled back and forth as if he was being electrocuted. “Not my doing! Not my asking! Not my fault!” He almost folded in on himself.

Sonata burst in between the two men seemingly about to butt heads. Titus, who was already shocked by his own angry words, fell backward. Kanenas just looked downward.

“Don’t persecute him!” she yelled, addressing Titus in a way he had not expected. “Kanenas merely pointed the way! We . . . we moved it forward. We saw the sense of his few brilliant words. We filled in what needed to be said and done.”

Titus was having a truly unusual day. First, he was the damsel in distress saved by the fair maiden. Then he got roped into pursuing the Benevolent Pumpkin in the fine tradition of the horny male. Then, somehow, he got roped even further into trying to rescue that same Pumpkin from an incredibly dangerous situation that she waltzed into with her eyes wide open. Now they were having their first fight, even before becoming lovers. That didn’t seem fair. He was confused. But first he was also angry, so he decided to go with that. It was an easier emotion.

“Listen, Pump . . . er Sonata,” gasped Titus, lacking adequate air in his lungs. He took another gulp. “All I know is that this lanky old guy with the pseudo-Oxford accent seems to have convinced you to risk you lovely neck on a kamikaze mission into a very, very dangerous terrorist situation.”

“Rhodes scholar, dear boy. That’s how I acquired the accent,” interjected Kanenas. “Just sort of happened. As to this whole Kanenas stuff. That was heaped upon an unsuspecting me.”

Both Sonata and Titus raised confused eyebrows.

Kanenas continued with what amounted to his explanation. “Aristarchus Apollumi of wretched memory!”


CHAPTER 7

Aristarchus “Ari” Apollumi, or the Ace of the Aegean, was known by every article, book, search engine, and dark web analysis as the single most successful shipping entrepreneur in European history. He started out as a grubby, unwashed deckhand on a more than odoriferous transport lurching out of the Port of Chios. In an amazingly few short years, he had leveraged his native intelligence, inability to sleep for more than three hours, and utter law-bending ruthlessness to rise to become the leading conveyor of oil, cotton, fruits and nuts, fish, and cheeses to places like Italy, Germany, Cyprus, France and Turkey. He married and divorced a pocket full of women—from bankrupted minor Euro-royals to cocaine-infused faded actresses. He was not one for lengthy human relations.

The ease at which success seemed to shimmy up and embrace him made Apollumi long for that next challenge. Arms running, stolen merchandise, and fleeing refugees followed in short order, and he mastered the transport of each with effortless dexterity—always for the profit but more and more for the sport of it. He began to enjoy eluding and deluding the various governmental authorities out to stop whatever it was he was up to. Working both sides in a war, Apollumi would have great fun sending out schools of red herrings to perplex the various intelligence agencies probing the leaks in their organizations. Leaks he often created, exposed, and plugged. On occasion he would volunteer to spy for each side, the better to manufacture the intelligence that he knew they wanted to hear. Sometimes he even forgot which side was supplying the money which, of course, didn’t matter.

Once the sixties started to wash over his now extended belly, the accolades began to flow in. Charitable organizations of every faith and nominal philanthropic mission practically lacquered him with Being of the Year awards of increasingly gaudy design and weight in order to attract his donations as well as the attention of lesser-monied celebrities seeking to bask in the afterglow of his radiant fame.

But for Apollumi, boredom—deep boredom—had set in. Money was no longer an object. Power never interested him. It demanded responsibility, and he wanted nothing of that ball and chain. Nor did he want the worship of the lesser people in his orbit. “Why should I want the worship of those beneath me,” he often asked those beneath him, and whichever god was on his mind at the time.

The only thing he could not get enough of was entertainment. This often took the form of late-night reruns of early Three Stooges shorts and the less intellectually stimulating Adam Sandler movies. But these were stopgaps for insomnia. What he really wanted was to put something over on the world and get the last laugh. The only laugh. The best laugh.

Apollumi toyed with the idea of reviving the dated ancient-astronauts-visited-the-Earth craze of the 1970s. It had potential. He could pay quasi-authorities to forge evidence and re-interpret ancient theories. Perhaps discover a new element and prove it had extraterrestrial origins. He even mused about building and wrecking a spacecraft and leaving behind biomatter synthesized from various fish only recently discovered in the Marianas Trench. It would buy him time before some clever bloke figured him out.

But it was too much work, and he would only gain the following of the various kooks of the scientific community. He wanted something universal. A fast con. A unique con. A con to beat all cons. Something he could put over on millions and never be caught. Like many golden opportunities, it came from an unexpected place, at an unexpected time, from an unexpected source.

—

Rampaging around one of his restored mansions on Corfu after divorce number five, Apollumi was having one of his particularly sleepless nights that could not be cured by a brace of Stooges. So, he punched up at random a podcast by the theologian Radley Cardane. For Apollumi, theological discussions were voyages to nowhere, but he thought it might also be his ticket to at least three hours of fitful sleep. So, he settled in with high hopes of imminent boredom.

Cardane had as his guest a middle-aged professor who argued that religion and faith in general had lost its way in a rat’s maze of archaic rules and forms and requirements. The professor argued that like the characters in Gulliver’s Travels, the human race was caught up in the rules and had lost the spirit. He argued further for simple purity—the Golden Rule and nothing more.

Cardane argued that these were not new sentiments, and the professor agreed that he was not plowing new ground. Cardane then asked if he thought that God, any god, would agree to discard all the rules laid down so specifically in so many religious texts.

The professor looked down and crunched out a cigarette he had been holding and not puffing. He took three deep breathes and expelled, “In my opinion, God has departed. Left town. Vamoosed. Fled in disgust to parts unknown.”

Cardane raised an eyebrow and quoted Hebrews 13.5: “For He said, ‘I will never leave you nor forsake you.”’ The professor countered that any deity worth his salt had the right to change its mind and cited Abraham’s non-sacrifice of his son and the snipitudes of circumcision. Cardane held back a growing incredulity and asked the professor if he really believed what he had just said.

The professor seemed to quiver in his seat. His eyes darted back and forth. He then stared directly into the camera and said, “In Matthew 27:46 the dying Jesus cries ‘Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?’ which means ‘My God, My God, why have You forsaken me?’ Well, look around you on any given Thursday. Do you think we deserve a benevolent God? The way we, all the wees of the world, have acted, act, and continue to act! Atrocities from pole to pole. Violence. Pillage. Intolerance. Greed. God makes mistakes, has regrets. That is in the Bible. I think he is depressed about how poorly we have turned out. I feel sorry for the old fellow. ‘How sharper than a serpent’s tooth’ you might say. I don’t see any reason to believe he has not tossed up his hands and vanished in a whisp of silent regret to mull over his failure.”

Cardane pressed the professor on his certainty.

The professor heaved a great sigh. “Of course I could be wrong, but the evidence is overwhelmingly damning. I think the test of intelligence is the moment you recognize that you should feel embarrassed. And I feel embarrassed, for us all.”

Cardane noted that the professor was getting excessively dark. He asked if there was no hope.

The professor smiled. “Not at all. I view humanity as an unfinished work like da Vinci’s The Adoration of the Magi or from another much darker perspective—Chernobyl’s Reactors Five and Six. We can still go either way. I personally take the radioactive point of view but, of course, I could be wrong.”

Cardane, who was now looking somewhat bedraggled, asked if there was any way to lure God back.

Laughter nearly punctured the lavalier microphone the professor was wearing. He slowly recovered. “Oh, that is rare! I don’t think humanity is collectively cunning enough to lure the Author of the Universe back to this pointless blue rock. No.” He then mulled for a solid five seconds as his fingers twirled around as if they were looking for something. “Good works, I suppose. Throwing ourselves into the fray. Being brave beyond all reason. Might help. Might demonstrate a worthiness we have spent centuries tossing away. Yes, a certain amount of tail-between-the-legs repentance coupled with bold action could help. Of course, again, I could be wrong. Indeed, I probably am.”

For Apollumi, the podcast had done the opposite of what he expected. He was supercharged. The portly Greek overachiever had found the perfect thing that would vanquish his boredom. Perhaps forever. He pranced around the room in a semi-erotic swagger, unintentionally recalling the fertility dances of his ancient ancestors. There was much to do. And it would be so much fun!


CHAPTER 8

Titus suffered a leg cramp while Kanenas spewed on and on with his Ari Apollumi tale of woe. His flimsy hospital gown had allowed most of his back thigh to adhere to his seat. He was more irritated with his attire than he was with the whole situation that he appeared to be stuck in. It was beyond his power. Of course, Kanenas was the professor in the story, but Titus did not understand what it all meant.

“Don’t you see!” yelled Kanenas with surprising fury. “That conniving Greek fisher of mean made me what I am today!” His body language screamed I want to evacuate this room. Titus felt for him. They were both caged rats.

Titus then asked the obvious question: “And what are you?”

The tall man once again seemed to fold in on himself. “I don’t really know.”

“You pointed the way,” smiled and comforted Sonata. “Ari Apollumi was your first, and perhaps your greatest, follower. A true Apologizer. It is that simple.” Obviously, Sonata had a different perspective. A very different perspective.

“No!” said Kanenas in a muted tone. He looked six inches shorter. “He was a con man. A mischievous Machiavelli on his own private mission. Set me up as this . . . this . . . this . . . inspired something-or-whatsis!”

Sonata turned to Titus as the source of what appeared to her to be the persecution of Kanenas. She was astonished that Titus did not know the story of Ari Apollumi. She explained that here was a man of power, achievement, fame, and titanic wealth with a reputed scandalous background totally taken by and converted by Kanenas’ simple message.

“Taken! Ha!” Kanenas scoffed at Sonata’s analysis. He had gone to one corner of the room and sat balled up in a swivel chair, staring at nothing and everything.

Sonata smiled at Kanenas and turned again to Titus. “Yes taken. Ari set an example for us all!”

“Only after promoting the hell out of me,” sniffed Kanenas still balled up but seeming to stiffen as if he was about to pounce. “He made me out to be some sort of messiah thing!”

“Others used that word. Not Ari,” countered Sonata. “He saw you as the most enlightened man of our sad age. Your simple message of apology made so much sense to so many.” Her attitude toward Kanenas remained soft and consoling. Titus felt there was love there somewhere. But love for an ideal—not for Kanenas the man. At least that is what the hopeful side of his brain was pushing on him. He was not about to argue with himself.

Kanenas grimaced. “Bah! I expect he paid others to do his dirty wording for him. The charlatan, if that word even applies.” He was now pacing like a caged panther.

Sonata was not about to be deterred. “Why do you challenge his legacy? He put his life on the line. And he certainly had more to live for than most people.”

Kanenas quivered in anger. “Oh . . . he . . . he . . . probably set the whole thing up just to prove my point . . . err his point!” Kanenas immediately recognized the absurdity of his statement but let it go.

“And got wounded in the bargain.” Sonata was not about to be blunted by what she saw as false modesty.

“Flesh wound! Suspicious right there!” Kanenas was not about to be blunted either.

“And what happened to that cult leader he confronted with your truth?”

“He disappeared, but only after freeing those followers he misguided. It was never Ari’s goal to capture that man. Only to neutralize the situation, which he did with brilliance, I’ll admit.”

Kanenas shook his whole body and continued to rant. “Oh! That cult creature is probably slurping some artfully chilled Louis XIII cognac while assessing a pair of matching trollops on some hidden private equity island, all on Ari’s dime. He paid his actors well. I’ll give him that.”

Titus had enough of this analytical bickering. He wanted to get back to the particular pickle barrel in which they were marinating. They were prisoners after all. “Alright you two. Stop this! Why don’t you ask the people who are keeping us captive, if you both remember that we are in this underground holding pen to attach a hook to this Ari creep and drag him here to speak for himself?”

Kanenas sank back into his chair, expressed two lungs full of air, and threw up his arms. “Clever bastard had that figured out too.” He pulled out a pen from his coat pocket and began to conduct an orchestra that was not there.

Titus puzzled at Sonata. Sonata returned his look. “Ari Apollumi suffered a massive stroke. He’s gone.”

“Brilliant exit strategy, I must say,” sizzled Kanenas as he brought his orchestra to a ringing crescendo. “Left me, his creation, his Frankenstein’s monster, holding the baton.”

Titus saw that this debate was not going to solve anything, so he decided to press on with the business at hand. “I see, well, Mr. K just why are you here with us chickens?”

Kanenas looked at both of them with confused eyes. “Don’t you know?” The pen continued to be handy as a pointer.

Titus and Sonata exchanged blank looks and then directed the full force of their blankness at Kanenas.

Kanenas forced a smile. “Ah, well, you see, those two Middle Eastern dancing chaps—”

“The Ardha Martyrs Brigade Dance Troupe,” continued Titus. “And one of them is not a chap. A very determined woman to be exact.”

“Ooooo you are well informed,” admired Kanenas. “Well, now. Are you sure you are not one of those brusque government beings who trouser-rushed me down here with alacrity and dispatch? I’m still chafing.” Kanenas wasn’t kidding, nor was his pen.

“Not by seventy-five miles. Mr. K. Notice I used the archaic term woman. Kind of fallen out of favor in government circles,” responded Titus with more than a spoonful of snide.

“Right you are,” assessed Kanenas as he retired his pen from active service. “Then I assume you are further unaware that the Ardhas, as you say, have broken free with that Chinese tycoonish fellow in tow. Kind of a shocker if you ask me.”

Both Titus and Sonata spewed What! Kanenas reached for a piece of fruit and merely added with very little concern that he thought that security was rather shoddy for a prodigiously secret underground someplace. He mused that perhaps the underground part gave them a false sense of security. Both Titus and Sonata were amazed that his level of calm had somehow returned once they stopped discussing him. Nor did it change when the green woman and three burlies entered the room with quiet solemnity. She directed them, with a hint of ordered, to be seated.

—

“You have discussed the situation,” said the green woman. It was neither a statement nor a question. She wanted to establish hard facts and move on with business.

Kanenas beamed a coy smile. His public self had fully re-emerged. “Well actually, fair maiden, we’ve only just been getting acquainted, you see. Young Sonata here—”

“Not important!” The green charmer was operating at peak efficiency.

“How did the Ardhas get loose . . . again,” interrupted Titus. He didn’t like that green woman, and he needed to jab at somebody. Kanenas smiled at Titus and gave him a comradely punch in the arm.

“An error happened,” was her bland nonanswer.

Kanenas practically broke into a jig, “Ah. The inscription on the tombstone of every bureaucracy since the scribes of Sumer misplaced those crop records and had their hands chopped off. So, you want us to pick up your spilled beans, eh?”

“You can phrase it that way if you like,” said the green woman with no acknowledgment of the taunting. “Your acolyte Sonata told them something of you and now that they are cornered in this structure with Shen, they have suddenly become interested in your, what shall I call it, movement? I don’t trust them.”

“Why don’t you zap them with whatever you used when my sandal was weaponized?” It was a logical question, and Titus asked it.

“They are ready for that and promised to liquidate Shen the split second that they suspect a trick.”

“Smart dancers.”

Sonata approached the green woman as if to examine her more closely. “Are you saying that Arshad and Aiza are alive and have expressed an interest?”

“You’re on a first name basis with these terrorists,” analyzed the green woman with unvarnished suspicion.

“We had time to get acquainted,” smiled Sonata, misreading her captor.

Titus interrupted. “Whoa! Hold on there! I kinda got the impression they wanted to jettison you out of the room. Heard the word pest tossed out with real gut-level meaning. And not in a jovial fashion.”

Kanenas smirked. “I must concur with my associate here. When you government types wrangled me from my comfy bed, they did say that Sonata had rather over peppered them with the philosophy such as it is.”

“Perhaps it sank in,” suggested Sonata. “Perhaps they have changed. Seen the better way.”

Titus and Kanenas exchanged dubious looks.

It fell to the green woman to bottom line the matter. “Look! Can one or two or three of you go and see these fanatics? This is rapidly becoming a political hot potato. The Chinese are furious at us. Shen is well connected. The Administration is furious at us. The city of New York is furious at us! If word gets out to the media, they will be furious at us!” She was being nakedly honest. It was as refreshing as it was alarming.

Even in such a situation, Titus was gratified to see that the green woman was sweating for once. He might have felt ashamed, but that was not going to happen.

Kanenas huffed and placed his hands in his pockets. He beamed at Sonata. “Well, my acolyte, I suppose it is time for Ari’s creation to live up to his billing.” He betrayed a crooked smile and turned to the green woman. “I shall see what I can do.”

“Not without me!” chimed Sonata.

Kanenas smiled. “Come now. You’ve braved enough for one day! Even for several days.” He had genuine concern for her. Titus was hope-based sure that it was not part of his act.

Sonata stood tall. “I am a part of this, and nothing will keep me from seeing it through.” She was determined. Even her jaw became just a little squarer. “I have already offered myself.”

Kanenas sighed the sigh of someone who has done more sighing than the ten finalists in a global sighing contest. Was I ever that young? He asked this of the universe. It did not answer. It never does. He then beckoned Sonata over to him while looking closely at Titus.

Titus looked at Sonata and still only saw the Benevolent Pumpkin. He recalled the words of his Italian grandmother—ragazza a matta. Was it sexual attraction, love, or something floating buoyantly in between? Could he let her go back alone into the unknown potential meatgrinder? He looked over to Kanenas. A total mystery even after he semi-digested the strange story from the horse’s own mouth. What was he? Why was he leading her to her possible doom?

Kanenas smiled at Titus. “Come now,” he beckoned. “Athos and Aramis need their Porthos.”

“How did you know I always loved that book?” Titus was astonished. This on a day when the word astonished was getting a real workout.

“I was referring to that luscious candy confection,” evaded Kanenas with a wink.

Titus nodded in agreement, love conquers all, secretly convinced that by the end of the day all three of them might resemble a puddle of creamy nougat filling.

Kanenas turned to the green woman. “Milady! We three. We happy three are at your disposal!”

Under his breath, Titus muttered, “All for one . . . big mistake.”


CHAPTER 9

They were escorted by the three burlies and the green woman to Level Fourteen. Not even the elevator they traveled in would reveal just how many levels encompassed this underground civilization. They coalesced in yet another icy blue room where they were made to remove all their garments and don white robes tied with a black sash. Titus was happy to finally have some protection for his posterior. Kanenas mused over the Biblical imagery and hinted at a trinity motif. He seemed to be in a jolly mood and actually whirled about to fully enjoy his billowing garment. Only Sonata embraced fully the feeling of dread that her two male companions were fighting bravely to ignore. It now seemed to Sonata that women had a better grasp of reality.

Agent Jimenez-Ortiz-Blanco-Ortega returned, looking a little worse for wear, and relieved the green woman who smiled and departed with a slight nod. The agent informed them that the robes had been selected by the Ardhas and did not contain hidden armaments or immobilizing technology of any kind. They were further issued dark gray walking socks also fully unarmed.

Titus was neither impressed nor convinced. “You sure I didn’t swallow some tapeworm of mass destruction hidden in one of your tasteless muffins and it is now gestating in my intestines only waiting for your electronic signal to strike?” Titus was going to stay with paranoid from here on in. It just fit so well.

The agent shook his head, raised an eyebrow, and made a note on a pad for later reference. He liked Titus’ thinking. It fell to Jimenez-Ortiz-Blanco-Ortega alone to escort the trio down a very lengthy corridor ornamented by armed burlies on all sides. It was at this point that Kanenas began to laugh.

The agent ignored him. Titus gave him a slightly annoyed look. Sonata was intrigued.

“What are you thinking?” She was looking for inspiration from someone from whom she expected much too much along those lines.

Kanenas attempted to wipe away a smile. “Nothing worthy of posthumous quotation I assure you.”

“Then what?”

Kanenas looked up at one of the many hidden cameras monitoring their every step. “Oh just musing about our trinity, our unholy trinity. These robes are much too compelling. In Christian theory you see such a trinity would be comprised of Satan, the Antichrist, and a false prophet.”

“Are you casting us as—” Sonata did not like the direction Kanenas was heading, but she was willing to listen.

“Well, clearly, I fall under the category of the false prophet. Been called that any number of times by pundits assigned to besmirch my reputation.” Kanenas betrayed a wistfulness becoming only of someone near the end of his life. That unnerved both Titius and Sonata who were not in such a terminally wistful mood.

“So which—”

“You must sort out the Satan and Antichrist roles with your man over there my dear,” said Kanenas, indicating Titus.

Sonata turned a shade or two redder than normal. “My man? Are you—”

“Oh, come now. No games at this late stage, Sonata,” smiled Kanenas “Give me some credit for human insight. Been my profession for some time now. Do you really think our friend Titus here would have come along on this mad enterprise if he did not have feelings for you?”

“But—”

“Not even and an if or an and my dear,” said Kanenas, who then turned to Titus. “Heterosexual, are you?”

“Painfully so,” admitted Titus with his eyes firmly on Sonata.

“I rest my case milord!” jollied Kanenas, who noticed that they were now standing before a very large gray metal double door guarded on both sides by a string of burlies. He decided to stand directly in front of the doors and turned to Jimenez-Ortiz-Blanco-Ortega. “Are we at ground zero, as it were?”

The agent nodded grimly. “Do what you can to extricate Shen in a living state.”

“Is that all?” Kanenas could not suppress his plague of a smile.

The doors swished open. Kanenas gave the agent a mock salute and spearheaded the three as then entered.

It was like no other room they had entered so far. Less a meeting place and more a media center. Monitors everywhere. Control panels. Hight tech seats designed to assist producers of videos in directing performers and newsreaders. Small cameras on flexible armatures darted down from a black ceiling that seemed to have no roof. The bridge of the starship Enterprise was a playpen by comparison. Upon an elevated platform backed by a wall of monitors sat Shen. No worse for wear and seemingly intensely concentrating on a monitor that was before him. Bracketing Shen were Arshad and Aiza, both fully armed. Aiza had acquired a wound on her left shoulder that appeared to have been professionally bandaged. Not one of them seemed to notice the existence of the trinity.

Kanenas assessed the room and was not about to be undone by the seemingly calculated nonchalance that permeated the atmosphere. The doors closed with a finality that recalled the last door to drop on the dead pharaoh and his doomed pyramid entourage. He turned to Titus who was still drinking in this huge pulsating warehouse of technology.

“You know Titus, I once had the honor of visiting a broadcast center like this jumble of electronics at one of the Olympics. Don’t remember which one. Doesn’t matter,” said Kanenas as if he were having a light conversation with someone on a commuter train.

“What?” Titus was unprepared for small talk. Particularly at this moment. The blinking and pulsating room called for big talk. The kind of talk that was not in his repertoire.

“Yes. It was in one of those countries where the dictatorship wanted to impress everybody with a display of rippingly cutting-edge technology. Just showy nonsense, like always.” He was getting more nonchalant by the second.

“Did they?” Titus was trying and failing to follow along.

“Oh indeed. Of course, nobody was convinced. The peasants in particular. Riots in the hills just outside one of the stadiums. Bread and butter issues. Nothing new.” Kanenas was aiming his nonchalance offensive at Shen—not the terrorists.

Shen pressed a few buttons on a keyboard with the vigor of finality, removed his eyeglasses, and rubbed his eyes in weariness. He stood and scanned Titus and Sonata. He shook his head. Then his eyes focused on Kanenas. “So, you’re the one.” He was all business right down to the gray business suit, tieless white shirt, and utter lack of expression.

Kanenas projected one of his better ingratiating smiles and bowed his head slightly. “I am A one. Not a The one. Others may differ on that point. I do not.”

Shen harrumphed. “Well, if you do not admit to being The one, too many others do.”

“I assure you good sir,” blinked Kanenas. “These mock clerical robes aside, none of my doing I might add, I am no one in particular.”

“Yes, I know the meaning of your name and I know about the robes. It was their idea,” said Shen, indicating Arshad and Aiza. “But I will have none of your false modesty. I needed to meet you. To understand you. That’s why I called you here.”

Titus erupted in surprise. “What? Wait! Hold on! You brought us here? What about the Ardhas?”

Shen smiled. “They just want money to blow up some of their co-religionists and a few Jews. Power politics, ethnic hatred, religious nonsense, and economic competition. Nothing that interests me.” He was on a polemic wave. “It is Kanenas who interests me.”

Kanenas was puzzled. “You wish to know more about my philosophy. Quite simple really.”

“Absolute garbage,” roared Shen.

“I merely stated that I thought that God had vacated and that it might be a good idea to do some good works as an apology for all our centuries of misdeeds.”

“I come from a Han Buddhist family.”

“Buddhists don’t apologize?”

“Of course they do.” Shen was getting annoyed.

“It would work for my Ardha friends over there as well,” added Kanenas. “Shias I believe?”

Arshad and Aiza simply nodded.

Kanenas smiled at them and turned to Shen. “There we have it in a nutshell. I think we can all agree that we have all been bad boys and girls over the centuries. A few good works can’t hurt. My friend Sonata here has been doing her best.”

“You think it is just that simple?” Shen was in an accusatory fervor.

“Doing good? Simple? Not at all. Hardest thing in the world.”

“On that we can agree,” said Shen, still with fire in his eyes.

“I also said that I might be wrong. Never even pretended certainty.”

This statement further ignited Shen. “That’s what people hate the most about you! This . . . this false modesty! Look . . . look at what you have done!”

Shen punched a few buttons, and forty wall monitors burst on, each showing images of carnage, fighting, terror, and gunplay from every corner of the world.


CHAPTER 10

Pornography. There was no other word for it. Pornography of the worst kind. The only true pornography. The kind of pornography that humans have perfected over every recorded and unrecorded century. Humans oppressing other humans. The images circled the globe. Uighurs dying in Chinese internment camps. An Australian aborigine drinking himself to death. Muslims rioting in Germany. Executions by the Taliban. An abortion clinic on fire in the American South. A Detroit police officer being shot by a crack addicted African American. Xenophobes on every continent doing their best to hate. Rape gangs in Somalia. Cult leaders rounding up their favorite twelve-year-olds of both sexes. Each screen had its own particular horror story. And these were only the ones that somehow got recorded on camera. Nevertheless, they were an apt sampling.

Titus, Sonata, and Kanenas gazed in horror. It was relentless, perennial, and mindless. Shen kept switching feeds to give them a global perspective. He seemed to be enjoying himself.

Kanenas was the first to turn away. “What is this about Shen? Are you putting humanity on trial?”

“No. You!” Shen was earnest.

“Such nonsense. What am I? Some fantastic super-god stretching my hand over the entire world swirling up trouble like a malevolent chef?”

“You could put it that way.” Shen betrayed a smile that was more akin to a sadistic smirk.

“Are you saying that I am the cause? I? All this?” Kanenas waved his hand in a sweep over the wall of monitors.

“No. This is just humanity being humanity. The natural order of things. You with your philosophy simply makes bad matters worse. Your simpleminded philosophy inspires people to think things can be better.”

Kanenas eyed the screens. “Can’t things be a bit better?” he said these words like a child asking a mother about a hurt knee.

Shen punched up a new wave of images. “See here! Here Kanenas! Each of these incidents involves one of your Apologizers sticking his nose in where it was not wanted”

The images revealed more scenes of bloodshed, mayhem, and terror.

“I never ask or tell anyone to do anything!” Kanenas gasped and began to shudder.

Shen was not about to be diverted. He pressed his point. “You have followers the world over!

“I!” He almost wiggled in denial as if to shuffle off any responsibility.

Shen dug deeper. “Right here, this young woman, Sonata.” He pointed at her with an accusatory finger.

Sonata nodded, spellbound.

“She stuck her nose into a typical, almost boring, terrorist situation. These Ardhas could have gotten some money, killed me, and it would have all been over.”

Titus interjected with a burst of fury. “Whoa now! Wait, Shen old boy! You would have preferred it that way? You coming out dead and all, I mean. No one is that noble!” It was Titus turn for a sadistic smile—and he meant it.

“We Buddhists have a different perspective on death,” said Shen with a stoic grin.

Titus almost blew up. “Nah! Nah! Don’t throw any Siddhartha crap at me!” Titus was both angry and a bit defensive of the woman who was still his Benevolent Pumpkin. “I’ve read a few books in my time. Sonata tried to save your life! That doesn’t count for anything?”

Sonata eyed Titus with a rich gumbo of mixed emotions.

Shen stood and walked over to Titus. “Listen my young American friend. I value my life as much and perhaps more than you. I’m far richer. But how many lives are any of us worth?”

Sonata was now intrigued, and more than a little worried. “What has happened?”

Shen looked back at the forty monitors. “Word got out.”

He went on to explain that there was a press leak of his kidnapping by the Ardhas and, even worse, of Sonata’s attempt to save him by interposing herself like any good Apologizer would do. The snippet was just too good, and every news outlet from the conventional to the crackpot basement-dwelling variety ran with it. At the same time, the Chinese and American intelligence agencies, always in competition, tried to outdo each other. Mass confusion erupted as Chinese operatives penetrated the US intelligence ranks with the result that the Ardhas got loose a second time with Shen, validating the rumors of a secret underground intelligence facility deep beneath the World Trade Center. The Apologizer movement, which had been percolating among the young all over the world, was galvanized by Sonata’s example.

Titus shook his head. “My head is buzzing! How did you end up here?” He had not been this dizzy since a Tilt-A-Whirl he was on at age of six got stuck in the on position. Those days were looking better and better.

Shen smiled. “One of my companies was secretly contracted to build part of this facility.”

“And secrets are oh so eager to be whispered about,” nodded Kanenas., grimly looking at his right hand for no conscious reason.

“Quite so,” affirmed Shen. “I didn’t know exactly where this particular room was in this massive lair. That was just pure luck, with the help of Aiza and her hand weapon.”

Aiza smiled and saluted Shen making sure to brandish her gun to remind everyone who was lethally in charge.

Shen smiled again. Titus and Kanenas were beginning to hate that particular expression on Shen, perhaps because it was the only expression they could decipher.

Shen, still commanding the room, continued. “You need not worry what you say here. I have disabled all of the outside monitoring devices in this center. We are quite alone and safe for the time being.”

“As far as you know,” added Titus who trusted no one in the room with the possible exception of the Pumpkin.

Shen nodded in agreement. “There are always countermeasures. I agree. I’m good at them.” The Ardhas demanded their cell phones. That produced a laugh as they had all been denuded of them long ago.

Sonata was near tears but fought them back mightily as she walked up to Shen. “Are you saying that by me trying to save your life I have put countless others in danger?”

Shen was not about to be conciliatory. “Your example, inflamed by the media, set the Apologizers off. You were, in effect, the shot heard round the world.”

“I don’t want to be the cause of—” Sonata was near to breaking down.

Kanenas came over to her. “You’re not the cause, my dear!” There was desperation in his voice. “It was their choice! No one twisted an arm! You’re not to blame!”

Sonata turned to Kanenas. “No. I’m not. You are.”

She said her words quietly and with little emotion. But they struck Kanenas like a thunderbolt. He backed off from her without an eye blink and slowly walked up to the wall of monitors, approaching it as if it was some religious shrine of the Wailing Wallish variety. He ran his hand absently over the screens within his reach. On one, a Pakastani woman was holding a dead child. He didn’t know the circumstances, but it did not matter. Some kind of sectarian or nonsectarian hatred. An old story written in fresh blood. The cause did not matter. The child was equally dead. Kanenas slowly outlined her face and even made an absurd attempt to brush away some of her electronically reproduced tears.

Then he smiled. Then he laughed. Then he made an odd pirouette over to Aiza and Arshad. Aiza was somewhat startled by his sudden movement and drew her weapon. Kanenas paused just a few feet before them but held on to his smile as he examined both of them with penetrating eyes.

“And so my dear brethren! Kanenas the Malevolent, Kanenas the Vile, Kanenas the Font of Never-Ending Evil is the cause of all this cacophony of horror.” He gestured toward monitors, which continued to refresh with new human perfidies. “Such sweeping power, and yet I cannot get an upgrade on my credit card.” He then offered a slight theatrical bow to the room.

“I never said you were the cause!” yelled Shen. “You simply—”

Kanenas turned to Shen with a sardonic grin and held up his hand to stop him. “Oh, come now! I poured gas on the fire as it were. In for a penny, in for a pound old top! We martyrs have strong shoulders. We can take it all on.”

Titus and Sonata looked at each other and both felt that Kanenas might be on the pioneering edge of a new kind of emotional breakdown.

“’Cept of course for that earthquake in Peru,” said Kanenas in a wild, free-flowing outpouring of guilt as he ran his fingers over an image of a Peruvian quake of considerable magnitude and destructive force. “Not mine, you know. Never been there. Don’t have the tectonic ability. Can’t pin that one on me you will have to admit.”

Kanenas fell to the floor. He remained conscious but he just lay there eyes opened as if he was trying without success to grapple with the surface gravity of Jupiter. Sonata knelt and placed his head in her lap. There was no response. His eyes, his mind, and his brain were elsewhere.

“Yelang thinks too highly of himself,” said Shen looking down on Kanenas.

“What the hell does that mean?” Titus was well past his patience level.

“I think it is a Chinese proverb about arrogance,” answered Sonata still looking down on Kanenas.

In a fit of bravery that impressed even himself, Titus walked slowly up to Aiza and Arshad and just stared into their eyes for a moment. Then he turned to Shen and looked him up and down. Sonata remained on the floor with the semi-aware Kanenas.

“What a crew we have here!” Titus suppressed laughter. It was not mirth-based. It was more the kind of nervous laughter that might erupt in someone just moments before the guillotine blade fulfilled its mission.

“It seems that I am the only one here without a cause!” Titus beamed with an odd grin from ear to ear.

“What do you mean?” It was Arshad, who had been silent and who now finally broke in. Having seen Titus with his pants down, he felt that he knew him to some extent.

Titus laughed. “Let’s go around the room.” He eyed everyone. Ardhas, standard issue terrorists. Shen, some type of communist-capitalist admixture, accent on the capitalist. Downed Kanenas here, messiah, junior grade. And my Benevolent Pumpkin, I mean Sonata—”

She looked up at him with searching eyes. “What? . . . What am I?”

Titus hesitated. He took in some fresh air. He rubbed his hands down the side of his mock clerical gown. He gazed off into space. Time was coming in at a high price.

“An idealist’s idealist.”

“You mean a fool!” Sonata was bitter.

Kanenas perked up. “They often walk hand in hand.” That comment came out softly and took a lot of energy out of him. He yielded to gravity and slumped back yet again.

“Too true Special K, my man,” acknowledged Titus, who had neither the time nor inclination to take pity on the man who was the focal point of the crisis in which he was now stewing. “But let’s dispense with all this nice philosophical chatter. Let’s instead talk life and death.”

Aiza and Arshad both agreed and raised their weapons as if to punctuate the moment.


CHAPTER 11

Titus examined the weapons at a respectable distance and began to regret calling attention to himself. But he realized that it, meaning his life, was now behind him and it was time to explore terra incognita. Was he doing this to show off in front of the Pumpkin or because it was the right thing to do? The only thing that he was sure of was that he was glad that he was not wearing underwear.

He held both hands up in the direction of the terrorist pair. “Alright. Alright. Violence never solves anything.”

“That’s not so,” said Arshad as a matter of fact.

“Okay. Okay. Sometimes it does. Sometimes it doesn’t. Let’s see if we can resolve things here while keeping everybody’s chest heaving in and out fitfully at the end of the day.”

“I wish to keep my options open,” Arshad said with a hint of a smile.

It bothered Titus that Arshad’s expression had a slightly sexual tinge. That might explain his reaction during their semi-nude introduction. He’d keep that in his back pocket hoping it would not come in handy as the day wore one.

“What will it take to get all of us out of this hole in one piece?” Titus thought it was a logical, poignant question.

Aiza stood and pointed her weapon at Shen. “Is the money transferred?”

Shen nodded and explained that the billions were in the hands of their Swiss intermediaries and the funds could not be electronically detected or clawed back. In effect, they were not traceable. The Ardhas had what they wanted. Shen added that he could not be held responsible for any international agencies that might seek to prosecute them down the road. He was clearly up on the legalities of illegal transactions, like any shrewd Chinese intelligence operative.

Titus smiled and threw his hands up. “Well, that’s just peaches! We’re done then! Can we leave?”

Aiza smiled. “There is the small matter of getting out of this place without being shot by the Americans, the Chinese, or any other agencies that have penetrated these rather poor defenses.”

“I’ll go as your hostage,” piped Sonata.

Titus felt a vein in his neck quiver. The Pumpkin was still stuck on that Apologizer thing. Even after Kanenas revealed himself to be something of a wiggle worm concerning his own branded philosophy. Somehow the irrational exuberance of youth never burned out inside her make-up. For Titus, noble causes of any kind had long since departed from his emotional repertoire. But there was the Pumpkin, just as enthusiastic as before. Even in the face of grim reality. Ready and willing to charge in where angels won’t even tiptoe. Can you love and hate someone with equal intensity? Titus now knew the answer to that eternal question.

“Pump, errr Sonata, you don’t—”

“I am willing just as before.” She turned to Aiza. “Take me and leave the rest behind.”

Aiza walked over to Sonata and touched her cheek with her weapon. “Our causes may be different, but our hearts are alike. Mr. Kanenas has ignited a flame within you. And it still burns brightly. I am impressed.”

Suddenly, Kanenas leapt up from the floor and stretched his hands wide. ‘“O believers! Protect yourselves and your families from a Fire whose fuel is people and stones.”’

Aiza stood back and looked at him in rage. “You quote the Quran to me?”

Kanenas seemed to be recharged. He bolted over to Aiza just close enough so that she needed to brandish her weapon to check his progress. He stopped short and bowed.

“Why not? Good book. Fun read,” joshed Kanenas. “Just like all the others. Ever wonder why so many of these texts got written in sandy, arid wastes? Nothing much else to do, I imagine.”

“You mock?” Aiza was both amazed and taken aback.

“Not at all! Just speculating. As I recall I dreamed up my Apologizer thesis while visiting the Mojave. Some symmetry there, I think. May have been a cache of high-grade pot floating about as well. I don’t recall, as is often the case.” He was done joshing, and his voice lowered a few octaves. “As my chum Titus has so eloquently said, ‘Let’s get down to business, my almond-eyed desert dream.”’

Aiza was not one to let a compliment go by, even at such a moment but it only took a split second for her to recover. “What do you propose?”

“Well, my dears. I flatter myself that I am the flavor of the moment. If, as Shen here says, I am the focal point of all this Apologizer mish mosh, I am your clear and ideal hostage choice. Hands down.” Kanenas punctuated his statement by pointing to the still percolating forty screens presenting an unrelenting stream of human horrors.

Sonata interrupted. “I offered first!”

Titus came close to grabbing her arm but held back. Kanenas held up his hand to temper the moment.

“Now, now children. Let’s not all of us rush to our doom. Plenty of danger abounds for all. I’m sure there are lots of angry employees of various governments out there looming around. I am—”

A gun shot popped off and screen number thirty-five went dark. The room quieted abruptly. It was Arshad who had fired.

“There is no debate!” Arshad had a mad gleam in his eye. “You all remain our hostages until we are safe.”

Shen stood in indignation. “I gave you want you wanted!”

“Thank you.” Arshad’s gleam remained constant.

“Then?”

“The rules change.”

“We had an agreement!”

Kanenas placed his hand on Shen’s shoulder. “Surely Allah has cursed the unbelievers and has prepared for them a burning fire.”

Shen darted a puzzled look. Aiza pointed her weapon at Kanenas.

“Again, you mock the Quran!”

Kanenas held up both hands. “Did I get it wrong? I was merely trying to counsel your monetary benefactor here as to why you are not living up to your bargain.”

“Islamic treachery?” Shen huffed.

“No,” countered Kanenas. “In terrorist circles, it is best to maintain a looser interpretation of scripture. Easier to pivot as needed, you see.”

“Meaning I should never have trusted them.”

Kanenas furrowed an eyebrow. “You should have trusted them to do what you would have done in similar circumstances.”

“They’re terrorists!” Shen scolded.

“Weak governments are run by terrorists. Strong governments are run by armies and intelligence agencies. Opponents get equally dead.” Kanenas seemed to be enjoying Shen’s discomfort. There might have been an element of revenge, but Kanenas chose not to feel that way.

“Enough!” roared Arshad. “We are leaving . . . now!”

Titus, who had given himself up for dead and was almost cooling off as regards the Benevolent Pumpkin, asked the logical question.

“If I may. How are we going to get up and out of a facility that has more levels than I can count on all the toes of a world champion soccer team protected by between two and twenty thousand aggressively armed civil servants who know exactly what we all look like?”

“Young man has a point!” Kanenas was his charming old self, seemingly enjoying the situation. He gave Titus a wink and the gunman’s salute.

“We don’t go up,” smiled Arshad.

“We go sideways,” further smiled Aiza.

Titus, Sonata, and Kanenas looked puzzled. Shen looked uncomfortable. He understood what the pair was planning, and he didn’t like it. Mostly because it actually had a rice grain’s chance of success.


CHAPTER 12

When most people think about secret underground facilities, and most people don’t think about secret underground facilities, their minds typically light on something like the Raven Rock Mountain Complex in Pennsylvania. A Cold War relic with thirty-ton bomb blast doors. Some might meditate over the White House Tunnels where the executive branch of government can hold out for a while over cocktails after the general population has been sauteed and incinerated. The more pacific-minded might consider the Svalbard Global Seed Vault at Spitsbergen, which safeguards over a million seed samples. This is done presumably for the benefit of space aliens with designs on regreening planet Earth once the initial inhabitants had toxified it and foolishly let real estate values take a nosedive.

Aiza and Arshad were not thinking along those lines. Coming, as they did, from a downtrodden society, they were more aligned with confounding their enemies, misdirection, dead ending, and general sneakery. They were thinking of the fabulous Gaza Tunnels.

Stretching for more than three hundred miles in confusing directions, the Gaza Tunnels were an ideal countermeasure to trigger premature baldness in their better funded, more efficient, and technologically superior Israeli adversaries. Not to mention ideal for carrying out all sorts of lethal and annoying terrorist raids.

“You conclude that the builders here learned the Gaza lesson?” Shen asked his captors. He was deeply worried but set on attending to the work at hand.

“That is for you to find out,” answered Arshad.

Shen, Aisa, and Arshad huddled over a triptych of monitors just out of earshot of Titus, Kanenas, and Sonata. Epithets in Chinese and several Arab tongues bounced off the screens behind them. Tempers did what tempers do best. There was a terrifying moment with Aiza seeming to want to strike Shen. That was somewhat mollified when Shen mentioned something about a series of diversity, equity, and inclusion shell companies being chosen to develop parts of the facility.

This knowledge was key and pointed the way. The weak link could be found.

Naturally, these DEI shell companies were not the actual doers, but by law they were required to have knowledge of what was being done by the real companies that had bribed their way into the project via the alluring DEI canal. Shen smiled and said he would attempt to break down their typically weaker security walls and get a rudimentary layout of where they were and, more importantly, where they might want to go.

The thirty-nine remaining screens went dark, joining the previously deceased number thirty-five. Shen worked several keyboards, fingers flying at a frenzied pace as if he was a modern-day techno-Mozart, composing operas reverberating with the electronic rhythms of beyond cutting-edge technology.

Keyboard prowess aside, Shen’s work took time as he confronted and breached firewalls and other measures to prevent hacking, measures some of his affiliated companies had a hand in creating. That gave him secret pleasure, and he was actually enjoying the challenge. It brought him back to his younger days working twenty-hour shifts for some nameless branch of Chinese Intelligence in the Haidian District in Beijing. Life and death were mere seasonings to the chore in those happier days. Or perhaps he was just younger. He had no time to mull that over.

Shen’s delay coupled with the possibility that those outside the facility might be getting tired of waiting and may decide to burst in from all corners with guns blazing served to further unnerve Titus, a condition with which he was getting all too familiar. Only now did he realize that there is a certain comfort in being insignificant. If they did burst in, he’d be a lesser target, a none among many. He was going to cling to that hope no matter what.

The screens went gray. One then two then five lit up with what looked like a string of unconnected lines.

“What are we looking at?” Titus was ready for the next whatever without being happy about it.

“I’m piecing it together from multiple sources,” answered Shen as his fingers blurred in frenzied activity.

“Now I know even less. Taken up knitting?” Titus was now eyeing the many doors in the massive room, any one of which could be about to burst open to the crackle of automatic weapons.

Shen smirked. “You don’t know how close you are to being right.”

Kanenas perked up. “It’s a map of sorts!”

“Could that be the Hudson River? We’re near it,” intuited Sonata.

“Yes!” said Aiza with enthusiasm.

Shen had dug deep and hit upon the earliest plan for this post-911 underground complex. In fact, the initial plans deemed the place The 911. The 2001 terrorists had done the feds a small unintended favor. A big hole under which they could dig and dig without notice. Materials were brought in at odd hours and comingled with debris being exhumed from the two downed towers. In effect, the feds were handed lemons and made a heady brew of high-tech lemonade.

As Shen probed deeper into the initial design of the facility, he realized that, like so many government projects, it lurched along in spurts. Plans were made, put into motion, unfunded, refunded, and then scrapped and often reversed. Various administrations debated the value of the project, and various intelligence agencies tried to undercut rival agencies and get in ahead. Intended false tunnels intersected with unintended false tunnels. Fired contractors rebribed their way back in only to be outbid, refired, and displaced by new contractors with larger bribe-tagged bankrolls. More often than not, the succeeding contractors followed the grand and most holy rule of all contractors, from bathtub fitters to aerospace engineering corporations: Prove, no matter how, that the previous contractor was incompetent, scrap all the work, start from scratch, and revel in the additional wealth.

The rule was carried to the extreme with this particular facility, and Shen found himself in a wonderland of options for their escape. He was like some techno-archaeologist digging and digging and encountering level after level of extinct civilizations. He envisioned a book on this subject to be published, of course, posthumously.

Aiza sidled up to Shen. “What will prevent them from following us into one of these tunnels?”

Shen practically beamed. “By the time they figure out where we went, we will have bled into the population.”

“Don’t they have what you are looking at?”

“By my count there are at least eighty-nine iterations of this facility, perhaps more. Some date back twenty-five years. Every contractor on Earth was trying to get in on this. From our pursuers perspective the right hand doesn’t even know there is a left hand.”

Aiza did not quite understand the joke, but she set aside her native distrust and decided to trust Shen, at least for the moment.

Titus, Sonata, and Kanenas stayed out of earshot of the trio at play with their computer consols. Partly because they were of no use and smartly because should the feds or some other quasi-governmental agency slip in, they would, with luck, be secondary targets. That was Titus’ desperate opinion, anyway.

“I do like your thinking, young Titus,” smiled Kanenas. “Not for me, of course.”

“Just my general, all-around, urban paranoia working its charm,” responded Titus with a modicum of modesty.

“As Apologizers, we would still be bound to offer ourselves,” added Sonata.

“Quite so my dear,” added Kanenas, “But in all likelihood, we would not have the time to offer ourselves between bursts of, say, a Glock 18 or some such hand cannon. One must be practical.”

Titus could swear that he heard the rumble of drilling technology outside a far wall. He advised Shen to make clear their path elsewhere long before the harvest.

Kanenas called for a hushed conference with Titus and Sonata. He postulated that it might be necessary for them to go off in multiple directions in order to enhance their individual chances of survival. No words were exchanged, but he noticed that Titus edged a little closer to Sonata at the mere suggestion of a parting. The gesture was duly noted by Kanenas with a tinge of nostalgia for his younger, more ardent, days.

That rumble became more general. The sound of gears that had never been oiled straining began to radiate below them from some indeterminate space. Arshad and Aiza clutched their weapons with greater fervor. Only Shen remained calm and keyboarding.

A small glass and plastic conference table in an otherwise uninteresting corner of the room rumbled. It was uninteresting except for the fact that no technology seemed to be atop or attached to it. That almost cured it of being uninteresting.

Shen smiled a knowing smile and indicated for Kanenas and Titus to attempt to slide the table to one side. This was accomplished with some muscle strain to reveal a round hatch. It read ARA Martires de La Rioja.

“It looks like the hatch of a ship!” Titus was tired of surprises but here was another to toss on to his collection. “Why here?”

“Salvaged?” Shen, the builder, could speculate. “Perhaps they used scraps from old ships to save money.”

Kanenas pointed to it. “Our deep dive to freedom? Or relative freedom considering we are still captives.” He casually ran his fingers over the name on the hatch. “Spanish. Well, why not?”

Shen walked down to the hatch. “According to the records I uncovered, this was one of the earliest digs. The company hired was bought, sold, merged, sued, split, sued again, and finally went out of business after the discovery of a series of fraudulent deals with several South American government-owned shipping businesses.”

“Oh great! You want us to go down into a tunnel built by some corrupt guys who think that quality control is just something that happens to other people!” Titus hated bringing up reality, but he seemed to have been assigned that job.

“It should be safe,” said Shen, not half-believing it himself.

Sonata interjected. “Where will it, might it, take us?”

“I’m ninety percent sure it will lead us under the Hudson and over to a town in Jersey. I think they call it Hoboken,” answered Shen.

“Under the Hudson?” Sonata was not comforted by the idea.

“It’s okay Pump . . . errr . . . Sonata,” joshed Titus. “Some nice bars and bistros in Hoboken. College town. High end living. Not that we will know that after we drown or suffocate or get squished by a rusty old marine part borrowed from some South American navy.” Titus was dripping in sarcasm and not enjoying it.

Kanenas confronted Shen. “Are you sure that this is our best way out?”

“No.”

Kanenas smiled. “I like you Shen. Any other answer, even some Asian philosophy-based equivocation, would have marked you as a fraud.” Kanenas turned to the group with a devilish grin. “I’m for this expedition! Could even be fun!”

Arshad walked up to Kanenas, weapon at the ready. “Good. You will go first.”


CHAPTER 13

Rust, metal fatigue, and gobs of dried lubricant made it a chore and a half for Arshad, Titus, Shen, and Kanenas to spin open the hatchway of the mysterious ARA Martires de La Rioja. The stench that roiled up from the darkness below nearly dissolved their nose hairs, and the sound of gurgling water was not a compelling argument for venturing into the dark and odoriferous void.

Kanenas staired down into the uninviting blackness. “Not much of a swimmer you know, my brother and sister refugees.”

“Go!” Aiza yelled. Her weapon carried particular weight at this juncture.

Kanenas grinned at her. “A torch would be lovely, my dear. Might bump my sconce on something rocky or metallic even before I get a chance to drown myself.”

The next moments seemed like an eternity but actually took mere seconds. Titus heard the sound of bashing at three of the enormous room’s doors. Arshad then commanded that everyone rush down into the hatch. Shen balked and then produced a brace of cell phones he had secretly discovered earlier. They were fully charged but not yet programmed, and they had flashlights. The rush was on to launch into the unknown.

Titus was the last to enter the hatchway and as he closed it, he felt the unmistakable vibration of concussion bombs designed to obliterate everything in the room above his head. He did not need to tighten the hatch. It was already being held down by growing layers of sparking and slithering bits of destroyed technology marinated with shards of dancing and spinning rubble. Titus had no desire to be anywhere near the ongoing conflagration, so he slid down the ladder like a hurried firefighter only to land ankle deep in icy cold, reeking, Hudson River water. He yelped.

“What has happened?” demanded Arshad aiming his gun on Titus for no good reason.

Recovering, Titus could not resist being enigmatic. He pointed upward. “They solved the problem.”

Kanenas, always quick on the uptake, took over. “Informed sources told this reporter that the terrorists, that would be you Arshad and my dear sweet Aiza here, tinkered with some secret technology and poof! All were lost. I, for one, will miss me. Such a lot to offer this world. Ah well. Life is short. Glow while you can. And fade nobly like a satisfied ember!”

“Who said that?” Sonata was strangely inspired.

“Me,” confessed Kanenas with a sheepish grin.

“So. We are dead,” concluded Shen. “Officially.”

Titus, who had the strongest sense of smell among them, was more for getting on with this fool’s expedition.

He offered his analysis. “Okay. Okay. The thems upstairs think they got us, but eventually they will sort through the mess and not find any human paste or Shen’s number five molar or whatever. If we hurry, we have just enough time to catch pneumonia down here.” He could not be upbeat, but he did see that the Pumpkin was beginning to fray, so he smiled. And it hurt.

“Where is this Hoboken place?” Aiza too was for getting on with it. She had already scraped her leg on something she did not want to identify in the watery murk.

Shen handed out cell phone flashlights to everyone and advised everyone to use them sparingly, as he did not know how long the charges would last. He said that he was nearly sure that the tunnel was completed to its destination before the contractor was either fired, or when bankrupt.

Titus raised a key point. “Shen, my man, you are not one for spreading a little irrational hope for the benefit of the rest of us undead.”

“No.”

“Just checking.”

The expedition, now officially christened the Forlorn Hope out of Kanenas’ sense of historic irony, proceeded in the only direction that the tunnel went. Each person knew that if they encountered a dead end, it would have a truly literal meaning. The walls of the tunnel glistened with moisture. It was obvious to all that construction ended at some abrupt point that did not include fully sealing the place from the encroachment of the relentless river above. It was a slow, general, overall leak, but one that offered its own clock-ticking menace. There was no money back guarantee on this tunnel from some foreign company that probably no longer existed or had been merged into oblivion.

As they progressed in the only direction possible, Sonata found a plaque placed at an odd angle that seemed to be designed to plug a leak. It was written in German. Apparently, the ARA Martires de La Rioja was a German-built vessel, probably a submarine. Titus snarked that it was either decommissioned or sunk and the contractors grabbed whatever they could find to cut corners during construction. Further evidence supported his hypothesis as they found whole bulkheads and beams and even a ships galley cabinet that housed the most rancid sausages that ever offended the olfactory senses. Titus quipped “worst of the wurst,” which got nervous belly laughs from Sonata and Kanenas. He was strangely pleased.

They sloshed on as the water dragged at their gummy heels. The clerical robes that Kanenas, Sonata, and Titus were forced to wear, did a marvelous job of absorbing the brackish demi-water, retarding their ability to walk. The temperature down this deep was annoyingly cold. Each of them took turns stumbling, so that their entire bodies were covered in clinging goo and sludge from far too many toxic sources to even ponder. Titus remembered articles on mob-driven remediation companies dumping glowing sludge from the Jersey side of the Hudson. That memory clung like the goo on his heels. One clinging garment, however, did wonders in Titus’ opinion, in outlining Sonata’s female form. He mused whether French Revolution aristocrats in similar garb on their way up the gallows entertained their libidos with thoughts of sex. From his perspective, What the hell? He was very much in favor of life to the last and mental diversion at all costs.

The sodden group came upon a break in the wall that seemed to be new. It was providing a further lusty gush of gray-green mystery water. Landfill had pushed in from outside and included old bicycles, syringes, blocks of cement, plastic bottles, and thousands of browning and curling memoirs “written” by such noted figures as Hillary Clinton, George Bush, Michael Dukakis, Bob Dole, Dick Cheney, and Barack Obama. Titus now hoped he would survive just so he could bring word to the universe as to where all those New York Times bestsellers actually went.

Shen was plagued by questions that he did not know could be answered to everyone’s satisfaction. While his many businesses did not engage in boring tunnels, he was partially aware of the process. It required a machine so large it had to be assembled underground. It needed to be rugged and formidable. Had it completed its job? Where was it? In what condition? These thoughts caused quivers to dance through his body, but he kept it within until finally he blurted out something that brought the Forlorn Hope to an abrupt stop.

“The ARA could be the TBM!”

Titus turned to Shen, who appeared to be in another world. “Shen old man. I know social media has us all texting in acronyms, but let’s hold off on bleeding that form of communication into regular human speech. Just not ready for that, IMO.”

Shen blinked in bewilderment at Titus. “Did I say something?”

Kanenas interjected. “Friend Titus here thinks you were texting yourself. I know we’ve all been hours without our beloved social media, and we might well be experiencing a techno-withdrawal of sorts.”

Shen shook his head. “No . . . no . . . no! I was thinking about the tunnel-boring machine, the TBM. It must be ahead. It must be ahead!” Shen went very rigid. He was trying to be upbeat for himself and failing miserably.

The Forlorn Hope dribbled and slimed on. The walls looked like they were perspiring. Bits and pieces of metal from some kind of ship seemed to have been used to plug fissures. They were now clearly under the river, unnerved by the notion of millions of gallons of water flowing above. After a half hour of wallowing along, Aiza was the first to shed light on a large looming black tube planted on grit and rust encrusted tractor treads half submerged in Hudson River water. And on the side of this giant tube were the mostly obscured letters ARA Martires de La Rioja.

It was now clear to everyone that the converted submarine-TBM had not completed its job. The prow on the craft was imbedded in some formidable rock formations dripping water at a leisurely, yet alarming pace.

Titus walked up to the La Rioja. “What’s a nice sub like you doing in a place like this?”

It was a weak icebreaker, but it did divert their thoughts from the undeniable fact that they were at a dead end. The group climbed onto the tractor treads to escape the slowly rising water. All but Kanenas. He swished over to the nearly obscured name of the craft and peered at it with a gloomy intensity. He ran his hands slowly over the letters, pausing to clean off some dirt with out-of-place reverence.

He stared and whispered at the letters. “It follows me wherever I go. Even a few fathoms of water provide no comfort.”

“Spanish, Special K, Spanish,” admonished Titus with an inquisitive look. “You’re addressing a Spanish sub. Why, I can’t say.”

“Or perhaps a bit of German is in order,” countered Kanenas and enjoying the diversion. “A nod to her expert builders. Prachtig!”

“I drip corrected,” laughed Titus as he squeezed water from his gown. “So the cheapskates converted an old ratty sub into a mean little drilling machine. A TBM.”

“I admire their enterprise,” noted Shen. “A pity they—” he trailed off. There was no need to complete that sentence. Privately, he did admire how the company cut corners so that they could reap even further rewards with the inevitable and built-in cost overruns. This was a government project after all.

“I’d hold off on the admiration, Shen,” menaced Titus. “It didn’t finish its mission which means we won’t—”

Titus caught himself but it was too late.

It was Arshad who interrupted what could have degenerated into a pity party of legendary proportions. “There is a door! Perhaps food, heat, towels!”

The door was near the front of the TBM which was imbedded in the rock, so it took more than half an hour and some ripped flesh to pry it open. The rewards were some dead masked male bodies in moldy khaki fatigues sprawled on the deck. There was no sign of violence which, strangely, would have made them feel better. They moved the bodies aside with a gentility known only to those who expected to soon join them.

The great boring device was forward from the hatch and of no use to them as it was probably frozen by time, water, oil leaks, rust, and a thousand other reasons, none of which any of them could address. But the rest of the interior resembled a submarine with one long corridor stretching far aft. Shen found a battery switch and the craft returned to semi-life, albeit with a brown, dimming, film noire glow.

A sign reading Cocina de Galera pointing to the possibility of food. No one dared open a large, deactivated refrigerator, but some cabinets gave way to outdated boxes of cereal, oatmeal, wafers, bottled water and some vacuum-sealed medialunas mix. All but Aiza ate hearty even in the face of a possible long and soggy death. Each found a unique and personal way to compartmentalize.

Sonata, in an exploratory mood, had disappeared further aft and suddenly returned in full khaki outfit including thick black boots and a kicky beret that would have pleased, and possibly excited, the ghost of Che Guevera.

Titus was pleased. The sexually enticing clingy outfit was now gone, but Sonata’s long-lost smile had returned, and that was ample compensation. She even gave her companions a small runway show and pointed out that there was a closet full of additional outfits and a heaping supply of baby wipes to address and eradicate their current conflagration of aromas.

Titus returned in his full commando gear but had difficulty with a series of irrationally placed buttons and snaps. Sonata wheeled in to help.

“El comandante weel be inspecting us soon,” she joshed in an unconvincing Latin accent. “Jew mus luke charp, compadre!”

“The revolution can wait,” said Titus acidly as he accepted her help gratefully. They hadn’t been this close since she saved him on a New York City street some thousand or so years ago. He noticed that she had fading freckles. And that benevolent smile! Oh, that benevolent smile! He took a stab and reached for her. “But I have a thing for revolutionaries.”

She backed off a bit, managing to preserve the smile.

Titus realized that his last remark might have been too forward under the circumstances, so he retreated into nostalgia. “It’s just that your smile reminded me of someone.”

“Oh?”

“Halloween. I was just a kid. I had one of those mad aunts. She loved dress-up.”

“Ah, the old mad aunt story,” replied Sonata. Titus was not sure if she was admonishing him or playing along. Since that grim reaper fellow might be scything in on him soon, he decided to press on. If he had any luck, he might as well use it up.

“I’m serious,” he protested.

“Not your style,” she smiled. Sonata clearly enjoyed a taunt or three.

“We’re having a sale today. Half off flippant.”

“Proceed.” She folded her arms for the sport of it. “Okay, this Aunt. How old was she?”

“Mid-forties?”

“I remind you of a mid-forty-year-old aunt!” Her eyes bulged.

“I’m digging a hole for myself, aren’t I?” Titus said, almost defeated.

“Have you only just noticed?” she replied, indicating the dark, dripping, murk-fed, tunnel that was promising, with growing conviction, to be their last rotting place.

They both burst into a squall of nervous laughter that turned the heads of the rest of the group.

Titus recovered first. “She may have been older.”

“That makes me feel even better!” She failed to suppress laughter, embracing the moment.

“That’s not my point. She loved to do dress-up. Yeah, I remember now. She painted on a pumpkin face. And I fell while trick or treating, or something. There was some blood. She picked me up. And. I can see it now. Her smile beaming out from that absurd pumpkin face. It was such a benevolent smile.”

“So, I have the face of a mad, fortyish-plus, kookie-dressing pumpkin woman.”

Titus held back for several beats. What could he say? Could he try honesty? Honesty with a woman? That’s not how the game is supposed to be played. But impending doom demanded innovation.

“Yup!”

It was Sonata’s turn to hold off for a few agonizing beats. “That is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

Their pupils dilated. Such a response can often result from anger, fear, or drug use but that was not the case. Something was brewing, even percolating. But not for long. Kanenas interrupted in an all-too-loud voice.

“Wait a moment!” He raised a finger skyward, which in this circumstance meant riverward. “I’m not dead!” He surprised even himself.

“A temporary anomaly,” said Titus with a dollop of acid for his spoiled moment.

Kanenas turned to him. “Neither are you friend Titus. The rest are I’m afraid.”

Kanenas went on to explain that as far as he knew the public was aware of the terrorist pair, Shen, and Sonata’s attempt to interpose herself in the spirit of Apologizer tradition. Kanenas was dragged in secretly and he was also unaware of Titus, until they met.

“So, we’ll both be listed as missing persons,” concluded Titus. “Ducky! Nobody up there wants us to turn up alive and they have a good shot at getting their wish.”

The realization had little time to settle in before a roar rebounding off every angle of the soggy rock walls nearly shattered their ear drums.


CHAPTER 14

The roar stopped as abruptly as it started with a strange, cough-like halt.

Shen appeared in full fatigues along with goggles and a face mask that made him look like some demon World War I soldier from over a century ago. He came with an arm full of ear mufflers. Shen had gotten the TBM, apparently nicknamed Mujer Dura, to turn over. Perhaps he could complete the intended mission and save them all.

Titus asked the obvious question relating to the stability of a machine that had been dormant for some unknown period of time. A machine, he added, that had been manufactured by a now defunct company of dubious morals and intermittent quality control. A machine, he furthered, that may have caused the death of the two men they discovered earlier. “Ol Reliable” would have been one thousandth on a list of nicknames for this TBM.

Shen acknowledged all of Titus’s concerns and remained open to any alternative that would spare them from the horrid death that they all had been contemplating.

It was Titus’s turn. He pointed to the Mujer Dura. “If my high school Spanish has not failed me, that lovely craft was christened the Tough Lady or something. Well, that’s enough for me. I say, let’s go!” He eyed Sonata for support. She nodded.

“Liberty or death, eh Titus?” Kanenas smiled his affirmation.

Aiza and Arshad had a conference with Allah, also nodding.

Shen handed out the mufflers and slipped off to the cockpit of the Mujer Dura. He would announce when he was going to start the drill. They all found what they could to brace themselves against what might be a rocky ride and very brief journey with a crescendo of undetermined proportions.

Titus and Sonata found what appeared to be a sturdy bulkhead and surrounded themselves with cushions and boxes and sacks of greenish rice. They huddled close. Kanenas pulled in beside them with a thick and rough-hewn blanket.

“While we wait, shall I perform a marriage service for you?” he gamely taunted Titus and Sonata. “I was ordained a minister of the most holy church of something or other by a rather mad fellow from the Midwest. That might qualify me.”

“You mean pull an Adolf and Eva before the big bullet?” retorted Titus, getting back to his acidy self.

“What a keen sense of history you have,” admired Kanenas, while thinking more of Charlie and Rosie in the film version of The African Queen. It was the romantic in him.

“Don’t you religious types have something to say or do at a moment like this?”

“What makes you think I’m religious?” Kanenas said these words with eyes wide open.

“Oh, I dunno. All that Apologizer stuff maybe,” snarked Titus.

“If is such a thin little word,” said Kanenas wistfully.

“What?” This word came out of both Titus and Sonata.

“I said if.”

“We both know that.” spurted Titus. “If what?”

Kanenas sighed the sigh of a man who had been explaining himself for too many adult years. “I said if God existed, he had probably thrown up his hands and left for sunnier climes. No one seems to remember that slim little word if. Just sort of drops off the quotes. I suppose it makes for bad copy. PR people like to trim the edges for neatness and potency. It changes nothing but the truth.”

“So, you don’t believe in God,” implored Sonata.

Kanenas smiled. “Can any reasonable man say he knows for certain what is almost by definition the unknowable?”

“But so many people—” Sonata tried to insert herself.

“I don’t speak for so many people,” groaned Kanenas. “I speak for me, at least most of the time.”

“So, all of your followers—” said Titus.

“I have no followers.”

“I’m cuddling up next to one while we wait for imminent death.” Titus was not having any evasiveness. “It’s naked truth time down here under the Hudson. No one is looking.”

Sonata’s eyes swelled to twice their size. Kanenas felt their pressure on him.

“Yes, well, this is not the moment to debate the existence or non-existence of any supreme night watchman,” stumbled Kanenas. Then he smiled. “Such a fellow might come in handy in the offing. Perhaps latter, if there is a later.”

“Well, at the very least you’re an optimist,” gritted Titus. “And that, my friend, goes beyond reason.”

Begoggled Shen appeared from the cockpit with a bunch of bundles that he distributed to everyone. He announced that they would provide additional cushioning for the bumpy ride ahead. When he came to Titus and Sonata, he bent low and whispered that they should look within the bundle. Shen said, cryptically. “I have one.” He then darted away like a startled cat.

A puzzled Titus slipped his hand within the folds of the bundle. He felt something cold and steely. Pulling the bundle up and over his head, he found two handguns, a Bersa Thunder and a Glock 17 along with belts and ammunition. Since the sum total of his gun firing experience amounted to BB guns and broken light bulbs, this discovery whistled an additional chill up his already frosted spine. He deduced that he could employ this happenstance ordinance to either shoot Sonata and himself to avoid a death by serrated rockfall or employ it unsuccessfully in a gun duel with the profoundly more experienced Aiza and Arshad. He probed his brain for a third choice and came up empty. He saw a chance to slip the Glock to Kanenas without Sonata or anyone else seeing. He took the chance and amazingly Kanenas deftly accepted and hid the weapon. Titus saw that Kanenas could be a cool eye when the chips were splattered on the floor.

Titus laughed nervously. Sonata was puzzled but he saw no reason to explain. He could not erase his smirk. It was not possible. He was truly caught between a rock and a hard place. A leg cramp interrupted any further thoughts of the eternal and sharp killer rocks. As he stretched out to ease the pain, he raised his head and spied a hatchway just above. On the hatch were scrawled the cryptic words, River Street – Pandy Pantaleo.

“Hey, Shen,” he called, but was too late.

“Firing it up now!” yelled Shen.

The ARA shuttered, rumbled, and burbled. The earmuffs were largely ineffective, and everyone covered their muffs with desperate hands. Many of the lights that had just about illuminated the craft now went out. There was grinding. There was crunching. There was liquid trickling in from places that should not allow any trickling. Aiza was bumped up from her seated position. Kanenas was tossed to one side. Titus and Sonata were parted by forces beyond their control. Amid it all, no one noticed any sensation of movement except of the up and down variety.

Then came an unfamiliar clacking sound. The crashing roar of the ARA drill ended. It was replaced by a far less ear-shattering sound. If was the kind of sound that in a different time and place might have been soothing. Neurotics often use this sound to help them drift into a dream state. Beneath the Hudson River the sound was neither soothing nor dream-inducing. Rather, it was quite unwelcome. It was the sound of gushing water.

With almost comic timing they all removed their muffs in unison and stood. Arshad noticed that water had begun leaking in around the base of hatch frame where they had entered. Clearly the outside water level was rising. Shen, ungoggled and unmasked, reappeared. The ARA had shut down. Engine failure at more points than he could count. It was a desperate throw, and it have proved itself to be a first-class desperate throw. All that was accomplished was to increase the intake of river water. Their death clock was now ticking with grim lubricated vigor.

Kanenas walked over to Shen and embraced him. “Worthy try, my friend. Nothing else could have been done. Only you could have gotten us even this far.”

Titus was not in the mood for a serene and contemplative demise. He had found a hammer and was bashing at the newly discovered River Street hatch.

Aiza came over to Titus. “Are you trying to signal for help?”

“No!” yelled Titus. “I’m trying to get this hatch wheel to spin. Everyone, give me a hand!”

“River Street?” Sonata now read the scrawl and was puzzled.

Titus yelled as he pounded. “Street in Hoboken. Nice place to live, unlike here, which is a great place to die.”

The hatch wheel refused to spin. Shen found a grease gun and gave it a try. Much goo but no soap. The water was now up to their knees.

“Do you really think this will lead up to a street in Hoboken?” asked Arshad. A logical question.

“I don’t know,” yelled Titus. “For all I know this could be an inside joke between the crew of the old ARA Martires de La Rioja. They probably had some fun times down here when they weren’t dying!”

They took turns bashing unsuccessfully at the wheel of the hatch. Titus tried to drive from his brain the thought that it was not only sealed shut but held down with debris from above. The water was now nearly at their wastes. Shen had disappeared, and they all called out for him to pitch in with some fresh muscle. He reappeared with a plastic bag of yellow-orangey goo.

Titus snarled. “We already tried lubricant! Doesn’t work!”

“I think it’s Sentex or C-4,” replied a dripping Shen looking it over with deep interest.

“Nobody is planning on having sex right now. Or ever! Shen, just get over here!”

“Not a sex lubricant, you fool. I think it’s a plastic explosive.”

The room went silent apart from the relentless influx of water.

Kanenas moved beside him. “I say old man. Are you sure?”

“Almost.”

“Do you know how to use it?”

“Mostly.”

“Will we be safe?”

“Possibly.”

“Do you have any more one-word answers?”

“Yes. No.”

The instructions, written in Spanish, were mostly blurred. Nevertheless, Shen deduced that he should spread the goo around the seal of the hatchway and apply a detonator, which he pulled out of a separate attached plastic bag.

Kanenas admired how Shen applied the deadly substance with such delicate care. “You have the gentle hands of a sculptor, Mr. Shen.”

“I have worked in clay. I find it soothing.”

“Let’s save the art criticism for another day,” interjected an impatient Titus as he held up the empty plastic bag. “According to the package, this stuff went out of date about three years ago!”

Shen huffed. “That is just manufacturer nonsense.”

“Are you sure?”

“No.”

“I hate this guy’s honesty,” huffed Titus. “How do we blow this blob?”

“That is the tricky part.”

The room went silent again. Even the rushing water seemed to hold back to catch its breath.

“I use the word tricky when I’m shooting pool,” said a suspicious Titus. “I’m going to assume you are using it in a more or less life and death tricky sense.”

“Yes.” said Shen. “Someone is going to have to shoot the detonator. At close range would be best”

“The blast. How powerful?” Kanenas asked, with deep, searching eyes.

“I don’t know,” confessed Shen with real emotion. “I really don’t know.”

Kanenas pulled out the Glock 17 that Titus had slipped him on the sly. Shen bristled. Titus blinked. And Aiza and Arshad pulled out their weapons. Kanenas eyed his captors with a savage elegance. “I never intended to use this on either of you. But I will do my best on that little denotator. This I promise.”

Titus wondered why Kanenas gave himself away like that. He could just as easily have asked Arshad to have first crack. That damned Apologizer theology again!

Sonata interjected. “Let me. I shot skeet all through my teen years!”

Titus countered. “Clay pigeons don’t have the kickback this goo delivers. Right, Shen?”

“I just don’t know.”

“Right Shen?” Titus saw that Shen was not keyed in on the secret code between men.

Kanenas intercepted the conversation. “Shen, my fine fellow. Friend Titus here is trying to protect his woman friend here, Sonata. This stuff goes way back in almost all civilizations including yours. Shocked you didn’t recognize the geometry of the situation. Buried in your work, I imagine. Well, that’s settled.”

“No, it’s not,” blurted Sonata.

Kanenas swirled over to Sonata. The water was now above the navel. “Time wastes and the tides are truly waiting for no one. Let’s not quarrel. As the Senior Apologizer here, indeed The Senior Apologizer anywhere, I claim my right.”

“But—”

“Shall I lie to you and say I’m a crack shot?”

“Are—”

He looked over the weapon. “There are, yes, seventeen rounds in this fiend. Were I fortified with several beakers of the finest cognac, I should still be able to hit my target—at least once.”

The relentless waters ended the debate. Everyone but Kanenas pulled back and found some nook in which to find relative cover and protection from, whatever. Kanenas, no suicidal fool, pulled down a metal cabinet and hid behind it and covered his head with blankets held down by chains. He left enough space for one eye and the Glock. He settled into his makeshift fortress and stood one last time.

“Never let it be said that we didn’t try to the last.”

Satisfied with his possible last words, he fired— and missed.

He squeezed off three more rounds and framed the detonator quite evenly.

Six more rounds failed to find their mark. The now gushing water seemed to be laughing at him. Titus held Sonata back from attempting to reach Kanenas. The Senior Apologizer paused and rifled his brain.

“This and Saint George to boot!” He fired once more.

The room reverberated with a bonging, irritating, metallic clang. The surging waters were brushed back but only for a moment. They resumed their relentless task. The hatch seemed to vibrate and spin like a coin tossed on a table. Some form of suction was holding it in place. Arshad grabbed a flat tipped rod and tried to pry at it. Aiza and Sonata grabbed hold of the wheel and tried to use their weight. Unfortunately, they were too buoyant in the water. Titus still had the hammer and took a mighty swing. More vibrations. Aiza and Sonata were pushed away and splashed into the water. The hatch shot down as if it was fired from a cannon. It missed Sonata’s toes by mere inches.

Now that the shaft was opened, Titus expected a rock fall to do them in. All he got was some gray dust. He shot his phone light up into the shaft and saw that metal spikes had been hammered in to act as steps. There was a way up!

“I will lead the way!” shouted Arshad who launched himself into the dark unknown, his cell light illuminated the path upward. Aiza and Shen followed. Titus went over to Sonata as the waters approached his Adam’s apple.

“You realize that there might be another dead end somewhere up there?” Titus just wanted Sonata to know that they were not out of the woods and were merely entering another fret-filled gnarly unknown.

“Do we have a choice?”

Titus pulled out his wet but working Bersa Thunder and eyed it for a second. “Yes, but no. Let’s go!”

“Where is Kanenas?” Burst Sonata.

Time froze, but the rising waters didn’t. Titus blinked. Sonata disappeared beneath the water. “Wait! I can’t swim,” he cried. He felt a sharp pain in his shin. Sharks was his first absurd thought. Too many movies he chided himself. A second sharp pain returned him to his reason-free state. He was confused until Sonata burst up from below.

“Help me get him,” she spurted with a liquid mixture of whatever was planning on drowning them all.

Against his better judgment, he dove. Better judgment had taken a long holiday since his earlier attempt to get to work. Fortunately, Sonata was there to hand him an arm that belonged to Kanenas. She had the other and together they dragged a slumped Senior Apologizer up to the first step in the shaft. Titus took the lead, and they managed to hook his arm painfully around one of the spikes. Sonata summoned muscular strength she never knew she had to push him up, using a nearly floating cabinet as leverage.

They managed to get up several feet. A small ledge was used to seat Kanenas with both arms spread apart and hanging over some more spikes. Titus and Sonata used this respite to catch whatever breath was available from air that added new meaning to the word stench. Below them, the former submarine was now full, and the water was several spikes below them.

Titus suddenly sprayed a water laugh that beaded Sonata’s face.

“What?” Sonata still had some air left in her. She even managed a smile.

“Kanenas over there!” Titus barely got the words out, but he could suppress another laugh.

Sonata looked at him and did not see anything to laugh at. He could be alive, dead, or in a pre-ghostly state navigating somewhere.

“I wish he was here to see this.” Titus seemed lost outside of the moment.

“See what?”

“He looks . . . hah—” Titus paused to wipe his face and take a deep breath. “He looks like a soggy crucifixion!”

Sonata immediately saw it. His head was even pitched to the right as it is in many ancient paintings.

“Is this really the time for humor?”

Titus caught himself but remained staunchly on his own side. “I can’t think of a better moment.”

Sonata tried to respond but was interrupted by a jerky movement by Kanenas. She darted over to him, only to receive a spew of gray-green vomit from a heaving Senior Apologizer.

Titus did his best to clean her face off. “I guess you’ve been anointed!” Sonata was not in the mood. They were both startled when Kanenas right arm swept down and he almost plunged into the water below. On his own power, Kanenas grabbed a spike and pulled himself up to face Titus and Sonata.

“What is all this?” He was reorienting. “I dreamt, I dreamt of an aquatic afterlife.” Kanenas then expectorated some more green slime.

“Yup, that’s where you are,” smiled Titus until Sonata gave him a sharp one to the ribs.

“The ARA?” Kanenas was almost sharp again.

“Sleeping with the fishes, which is what we will be doing if we don’t scurry up this shaft.” Titus was all business. “Wake up man. You’ve been resurrected! Show some reverence.”

Kanenas shook his head as if to shed some unwanted coating. “I dreamt, I think, that God is a mermaid with the face of a manatee.”

“Ooooo,” grimaced Titus. “Then it’s best not to die right now.”

“Agreed, friend Titus,” said Kanenas looking at the water now only inches away. “So, it’s death down below or the great unknown up above.”

“Just like life.”

“Who rescued me?

“That would be the Pump . . . Sonata over here!”

“My eternal thanks. I hope I was not too much trouble.”

“None whatsoever,” she replied.

“And you, friend Titus?”

“Merely a packhorse in her affairs,” he quipped.

“Well then, packhorse. Lead on!”


CHAPTER 15

The climb was intimidating, yet far less intimidating than the gurgling waters below. Titus attempted to comfort himself by repeating that the water would seek its own level and then stop. Of course, he had no way of knowing what that special level was and where they were in relation to that special level. Then there was the possibility that these were unique angry waters that, out of spite and a personal vendetta against Titus, would ignore the fundamental laws of science and go and seek its own level, presumably one just above his nostrils. His private paranoia was having a field day.

Irrational thinking works wonders in motivating tired and bruised limbs that were not interested in climbing higher and higher but had no choice but to listen to the commands of that silly brain upstairs. Their progress was slowed by a semi-drowned Kanenas with an impressive impact wound over his right eye and the need to pause frequently to recharge.

“Do you see Shen and the others?” Sonata, who was below Kanenas, called to Titus, who had taken the point.

“No, which is something in the neighborhood of bad news,” replied Titus as he wiped his sweat-beaded face and beamed his now weakening phone light upwards.

Kanenas coughed up some more Hudson River bilge. “Unless they were detoured, we should reach that street of yours soon.”

“Getting all optimistic on us after your brush with death?” Titus could not resist a dig, a fault he acknowledged and would not try to amend.

“This is not my first, second, or even third brush with death, friend Titus,” said Kanenas while removing something from his ear that he had no desire to identify.

“Saving yourself for something big?” snarked Titus.

“That can only be determined in hindsight.”

“In which case, you’ll never know.”

“Possibly.”

Sonata spotted a wedge of artificial light glowing in the dark distance. As a group, they began shouting. The light boosted their tired bodies to move up and closer. The wedge became a full square, and the puzzled face of Shen shot into view.

He called down to Titus. “Who or what is Pandy Pantaleo?”

It was like they had stepped back into 1935. Members of the unlikely and now successful Forlorn Hope were either lying on a ratty old rug, sunk in a plush chair or sitting at a rickety vanity. The rooms were perfect. Old greenish wallpaper, black-and-white family photos, dull and scratched caramel-colored furniture, huge lamps, a porcelain wall light switch, a Sears Silvertone tube radio set, and even a can of something called Battleship Coffee. The place reeked of the Great Depression. The entrance that they emerged from below was sealed off by a very simple hinged wooden door stuck under a rug. Obviously, whoever established this place was not concerned with security at that entrance.

It took a while for Titus to explain that Pandy (Giuseppe) Pantaleo was a singing sensation among the younger, mostly female set, in the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s right up until the advent of the twitching torso of one Elvis Presley. Titus gave them a tour of the many singles and albums he had produced up and until rock n’ roll came crashing down on Pantaleo. There was even a DVD of his one and only movie, a classic piece of swing music detritus called Nazi Spies Down Cuba Way, costarring the Carlotta Sisters and the old vaudevillian Wings Balduche. Pantaleo was a favorite son of Hoboken, and this was probably his childhood home, now a museum. They were reasonably and surprisingly safe.

“Is there any food?” Aiza was particularly hungry having not eaten much from the questionable larder of the late ARA Martires de La Rioja. Pandy Pantaleo was less than of no importance to her. She began rummaging for food along with Arshad.

“Rather dusty for a museum, wouldn’t you say?” Kanenas had rummaged up a box of tissues and was daubing his head wound.

“It may have closed down,” suggested Titus. “There are much bigger favorite sons of Hoboken. He was strictly from the B team.”

“But a perfect safe house.” Shen was clearly ahead of them. “That is why the TBM stopped drilling! They realized that they were under this house. It was disused, ignored, and very useful. They weren’t fired. They were defunded!”

“Do you think those two dead blokes we found in the ARA were quieted?” Titus was delighting in the eye-opening power of his paranoia.

“Ooooo, friend Titus! You are a such worldly fellow,” admired Kanenas.

Aiza and Arshad came in from another room with their weapons drawn.

“Give me your weapon!” Ordered Arshad with the gun trained on Kanenas, who smiled.

“Do you mean that brutal piece of artillery I used to detonate the explosive?”

“You know what I mean!”

“Of course, my fine fellow. I will need a snorkel.”

“A what?”

Titus was not in the mood for byplay. “It’s down in the ARA, you fool! Kanenas was knocked unconscious with the blast. He lost the damned thing. I guess you didn’t hang around for that.”

Arshad redirected his weapon at Titus who suddenly realized that he had shot his mouth off and was in danger of having more of himself disposed of in a similar way.

“Don’t call me a coward!” Arshad was now wiggling his weapon as if to call attention to it. This was not necessary, as all eyes were directed at it.

“Whoa! Arshad! We made it,” negotiated Titus. “You’re on dry land! In Hoboken. You can go anywhere now!”

“Does anyone else have a weapon?” Arshad pressed.

Titus blinked. Sonata looked down. Shen rubbed his nose.

Kanenas intervened, eyes riveted on Arshad. “I would never have used that weapon on you or Aiza or, indeed, anyone. You must believe me. It is not in my nature.”

“It’s true,” interjected Sonata. “He is an Apologizer like me!”

“A pest,” said Arshad, his eyes were fixed on Kanenas.

“Yes, a pest. But not a killer!” Sonata was able to admit this for the first time.

Aiza interrupted and injected her weapon into the mix. “We need money!”

“I rifled all the pockets in my uniform and found only a couple of Argentine pesos,” smiled Kanenas, showing his catch of the day.

“They won’t get you half a gumball in Hoboken,” said Titus, trying to defuse the situation with levity.

“What does that mean?” Arshad knifed cross-cultural levity in the vitals. Titus gave up.

Shen suggested that since this was a museum, there might be a donation box in the front. If it hadn’t been emptied, there might be some cash to be had. He was permitted to go and look, but the rest of the Forlorn Hope would remain under the watchful weaponry of Aiza and Arshad.

“Arshad, Aiza, you really don’t need us anymore,” proffered Kanenas. “You are free.”

“Yeah! There is a rail station right here in town,” realized Titus, hoping to get shot of the two potential shooters. “Any number of trains can take you miles from here.”

“Is it near?” Arshad evoked logic again. It was a hoped-for trend.

“Few blocks away,” said Titus mentally embracing, with religious fervor, the glowing prospect of saving his neck. “A short walk!”

“How can we go, dressed as we are?” It was Aiza adding her fly into Titus’s ointment.

“Most people will think you are with the National Guard,” said Sonata, doing her best to come to the rescue, cavalry style.

Titus latched onto her words. “Oh yes, very common around here.” He had no way of knowing that an armory was, in fact, in nearby Jersey City. He just went with the flow.

“Even women?” Aiza was a foreigner, after all, and was not certain that women in the military was a common thing.

“Most assuredly, my dear,” oiled Kanenas.

“Then we will all go together, that is if we have the money,” said Arshad, deflating Titus more than the rest. He had high hopes.

“Nobody is going nowhere!” It was a new voice, shielded from view by the newly emerged Shen who was sporting rather wide eyes and holding his hands high in the air. The new voice belonged to a Hoboken police officer. “Drop your weapons!” It was a firm, determine command.

This was precisely the moment that Titus feared most. Pressure. Split second decisions. The suicidal tendencies of terrorists. Frayed nerves. Moments of truth. All coming together in one bubbling goulash of a moment. And here he was with a nice cushy body all blood-filled and open-pored, and ready to absorb bullets from more than one angle.

Kanenas stepped in between Aiza and Arshad.

“One moment if I may, officer,” he said those words with a studied, commanding tone.

“Who are you?” The officer was holding the gun dangerously close to Shen while Aiza and Arshad did not budge nor drop their weapons nor ditch their death-to-the-infidels expressions.

“Major K,” responded Kanenas with a martial click of his boots. “These are members of my team, Strike Force ARA,” he said indicating the now rechristened Forlorn Hope. “Stand down Aiza and Arshad, we have a friend and colleague here.” Kanenas gave them both his best self-assured smile. Infinitely puzzled, they complied out of the initial shock of shear confusion. Arshad, nevertheless, kept his finger on the trigger of a weapon he held low but at the ready.

“Major?” The police officer was confused.

“K.”

“What . . .

“And you are?”

“Officer Fausto Ramirez, now—”

“A distant relative of mine was named Faust. Splendid. Make a note of that Titus.”

Titus attempted to not look dumb and failed. He then found a piece of paper on a nearby desk and pretended to write down this crucial piece of hard-won military intelligence.

“Listen, you shouldn’t be—” The officer was getting a little hot under the police collar.

“You responded to my signal?” Kanenas was going to stay in his newly minted military character come Hell or Hudson River water.

“Signal? What signal? The burglar alarm?”

“Still a signal.” Kanenas was cooler than a supermarket stack of fresh, illegally picked cucumbers.

“Listen, Major, whoever you are.”

“K of the 127th to be exact.” He was giving his character a full backstory. The fellow deserved it for all the service he was doing, and at such a young age.

“You can’t—”

“Fausto, my friend, I’m afraid I cannot disclose the reasons for our presence here unless you provide me with the countersign.” The Major was now getting avuncular. Another peculiar aspect of his budding personality.

“Countersign? Listen, you are all under arrest!”

Kanenas grew six inches, and his voice boomed. “The countersign, Officer Ramirez! If you value your career!”

“Hey now, I don’t—” Ramirez was getting defensive.

Kanenas held up his hands as if to calm the situation, a situation he was playing like a legendary conductor. “I tell you what Fausto, my friend. This is against protocol, but I’ll give you my sign first, agreed?”

“I suppose?”

“Universal squirrel baffle.” Kanenas said these words as if they would open a long-sealed magical crypt containing untold riches and assorted virgins panting from centuries of neglect.

The officer simply looked perplexed. He did not know what to do.

Kanenas restrained his mock irritation and shook his head. “Ah,” he exasperated. “It’s been an eternity since I sent that signal. By now the countersign should be in a text burning a hole inside your phone. Officer Ramirez, why don’t you have a quick look?”

The suggestion alone triggered a simple movement to get to his phone, and it was all that Shen needed for a roundhouse swirling kick that sent the police officer to the floor. Aiza and Arshad provided the ropes and gagging materials from nearby curtains to render Ramirez quiescent.

“No killing, Arshad!” Kanenas roared with an authority typically reserved for beings suddenly appearing high on a mountain. He punctuated it with a glowering glare that could blind at one hundred paces.

Arshad looked up at him as Aiza finished tying and gagging the officer. His countenance was equally challenging.

“Strong words from an unarmed man!” He further punctuated his position by indicating his readily available firearm.

Titus unconsciously reached for and missed the Bersa Thunder that had slipped deep into one of the many pockets of his fatigues. He was not a fast draw, or even a slow draw. He was more along the lines of a never draw. He had no idea what to do. He had lost the moment, if he ever even had the moment.

“Nevertheless!” Kanenas eyes seared into Arshad. Time ticked away with the speed of a legless ant caught in amber. “Besides,” smiled Kanenas with a softer tone. “There is no need.”

Arshad held back and simply attended to the current task of firmly securing the officer. Coolness prevailed.

Kanenas exhaled pent-up oxygen, rubbed the still pulsating wound on his head, and thanked Shen for his quick kick. “I don’t know how much longer I could have gone on with that charade.”

Titus, the blood now back up and running in his body, approached Kanenas. “Universal squirrel baffle?”

Kanenas was puzzled by his question. “I have one on my property. Works wonders.”

Titus was convinced that there was more than a little of the con man to Kanenas. He further wondered if that was a trait of all great leaders.

It was now obvious that their presence in the Pandy Pantaleo Remember-a-Torium was common knowledge, at least among the cognoscenti at the Hoboken constabulary, and time was no longer their boon companion. They emptied the policeman’s pockets. A comb, two credit cards, and ninety-five dollars in cash. Enough for a round of junk food for all and train tickets for Aiza and Arshad to go to where they could rendezvous with other members of their terror cell.

Shen checked to see if there were any cameras in the museum. They seemed to have been deactivated when the place was shut down. Only the tripwire burglar alarm remained active enough to have produced Officer Ramirez. He guessed that they had only a brief time before other members of Hoboken’s finest would show up to untie the officer. Their best move was to head for the train station.

Arshad insisted that all should come despite protestations that none of the others would give them away until the following day when the pair would have disappeared into the population.

—

Arshad and Aiza’s weaponry ended talk of democratic action. They slowly emerged, one by one, on River Street. Arshad first, with his right hand in his gun pocket. And each one in order followed by Aiza bringing up the rear with hand firmly on her hidden weapon. Trying to look casual and inconspicuous, they naturally radiated nervousness, and out of place. Fortunately, many Hobokenites were transplanted New Yorkers who had turned the process of ignoring other people into an art form. So, they progressed slowly and conspicuously in the direction of the Hoboken Lackawanna Terminal at the edge of the Hudson River.

Titus’s head swirled with alarms. He mused that out in the open on a Hoboken street he might have an opportunity to bolt into a store, a home, a church. But an enraged brother and sister terror team would likely object and punctuate that objection with a spray of bullets. Then there was the distinct possibility that Kanenas and the Pumpkin might get it into their Apologizer heads that it was time, yet again, to lay down their lives for the sake of others. He was sure that he loved the Pumpkin, but she could be, yes, a pest on occasion. Shen he was less concerned about. He knew the billionaire would act in self-interest and the cost in lives would be just so much collateral damage. Human write-offs were a common enough practice in his native China and, in particular, within their intelligence agencies. And in any intelligence agency if he was to be honest.

Then again, burped his brain, what if the Hoboken police and/or/plus a host of other less public agencies were aware that they had made it. He didn’t know how they could be aware, but that did not matter. It was just possible enough. His life was trending that way. And he was also certain that even in Hoboken six people in ill-fitting, khaki, multipocketed outfits would invite some attention.

It did.


CHAPTER 16

Arshad first noticed that three members of the actual New Jersey National Guard were walking toward them - laughing and pointing out the sexually alluring elements of a parked hot red Alpha Romeo Giulia Quadrifoglio.

“What is this?” An alarmed Arshad turned to Kanenas, eyes wide and hot with fury.

Kanenas stiffened and looked directly at Arshad with steely eyes. “What does it look like, Arshad?”

“I will kill them!”

“They’re unarmed!” Kanenas capacity for composure was being tested yet again.

“How do you know!” Arshad had no interest in composure.

“I don’t.” said Kanenas, trying desperate honesty on for size. It was a poor fit. “Let’s play this out, my friend. You can always shoot me first.”

Arshad blinked at the words my friend, but assured Kanenas that his wish would be granted only for the time being and added that said wish had a short expiration date. Kanenas nodded and took the point. He went straight up to shake hands with the guardsmen but was interrupted.

“Nice togs!” The lead guardsman spoke first as he eyed Kanena’s outfit. The guardsman was tall and beefy, with a buzz cut, adorned with the requisite abbreviated mustache, and fully equipped with the ingratiating smile of the kind of guy who buys the first beer at the corner bar.

“Thank you,” stumbled Kanenas. He was not of that opinion, but this was not the occasion for a sartorial debate.

“Better than our stuff. Where’d you get ’em?” The guardsman was genuinely interested in the outerwear of the Forlorn Hope.

Kanenas, always on the side of telling the truth, when possible, did so. “Argentina.”

“Shitten me! Good stuff! Could use all those pockets. They have a website?”

It was time to think fast, so he did. “Afraid not. You see Argentina decommissioned this old submarine and just sold everything off! Bad economy, budget cuts, inflation.”

“Damn! How’d you find out.”

Kanenas was thinking even faster, and truth would now only get in the way. “I, uh, have a nephew in the foreign office. I mean Foreign Service, yes.”

“Hah! Connections. That’s always the way. Well, thanks pal and good fishing.”

The three guardsmen passed out of their lives as fast as they had entered, and the still quivering Forlorn Hope pressed forward to the terminal.

Titus nudged Kanenas. “I’ll be the first to say it. You’ve got blazing courage and fast synapses.”

Kanenas looked ahead as they approached the Lackawanna Terminal and rubbed his nose. “Courage is fear holding on a minute longer.”

“That one of your Apologizer proverbs?”

“George S. Patton. And as far as I can recollect,” laughed Kanenas. “And old George never apologized but once.”

—

The Forlorn Hope progressed as naturally and nonchalantly as any six conspicuously dressed and profoundly unnerved people could. The elegant Beaux Art’s facade of the Lackawanna Terminal stood before them and spoke differently to each member of the Hope. To Shen, it was nothing but a mass of dated and wasteful architectural flourishes. Titus just saw a great gaping mausoleum with his name on it. Sonata, an antiquarian, reveled in the opulent style of a vanished era. Kanenas thought of a delightful ferryboat ride that suddenly emerged from a corner of a half-forgotten childhood memory. To Arshad and Aiza, it represented the very height of colonialism and the egocentric conceits of Eurocentric people. None were entirely right or wrong. All entertained the thought that this was another gauntlet that they may or may not pass through.

It was not the rush hour, but there were still plenty of people making transportation connections, planning a rendezvous, or just enjoying the view of Manhattan from the Hoboken side and the slightly salty, sun-heated breeze coming in from the water on a gushingly bright, bird-chirping day.

Aiza betrayed a breach in her stoic terror cell wall and convinced Arshad to buy a collection of hot dogs, pretzels, and soft drinks from a nearby stand. She was starving and did not care what the meat contained. It was cooked and probably expired. The team parked themselves on some nearby benches and fought off some hungry and aggressive fat-bellied gulls that had long since stopped fearing humans and adopted bullying instead.

Titus tore into a Texas wiener. “We’re kind of exposed here,” he said to Arshad trying to be buddy-buddy and sound like he was on his side. Secretly he hoped that the terror pair would just let them all melt way into the terminal.

“Hiding in plain sight. You were right about the National Guard disguise,” smiled Arshad who had never before tasted stone ground mustard. “I feel comfortable.” He licked a finger.

“Aren’t you in a rush to get to your people?”

“They have the money. They have much to do.”

“Aren’t you in a rush to save your skins?”

Arshad raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t it more about saving your skin?” He had plenty of insights on human nature that he learned in terrorist school.

“Of course,” admitted Titus. “But we seem to be a packaged deal here.”

“True, but not for much longer.” Arshad looked toward the water.

Shen walked up to Arshad. He had discarded his hot dog to the satisfaction of three gulls and nibbled only the stale bun. “There are banks of camaras all round us. I wouldn’t be surprised if that gull over there had an implant.” Shen displayed his Chinese communist upbringing paranoia and unquestioned prowess in the creation, activation, and leveraging of surveillance technology.

“We are committing no crime here,” smiled Arshad. “Although I hear some vegan activists are.”

“Facial recognition technology, Arshad!” Shen deduced.

“But we are dead!” Arshad said that with a finality that scared Titus.

“The technology doesn’t know or care,” countered Shen.

“Then I do not care,” said Arshad in such an offhanded way that Shen almost believed him. Arshad joined Aiza in feeding broken bits of pretzels to a growing lynch mob of tough Hoboken gulls.

Kanenas and Titus, who had overheard the conversation, approached Shen.

Kanenas was perplexed. “Rather flip for a typically high-strung fellow seething with pent-up righteous indignation.”

“Doesn’t fit,” added Titus. “Something’s wrong.”

“Calm,” studied Shen. “They both seem calm. Even resigned.”

“Then, they have made a decision,” concluded Kanenas, his eyes growing wide.

“About what?” Titus hoped for the kind of answer people in his situation hope for.

“Our future,” concluded Shen.

“What about our future?”

“About how much of our future we all have left.” Shen kept his countenance. Inscrutable, of course, to Western eyes.

That answer was six galaxies south of the one Titus was hoping for. His mind began to clutch at straws. He coaxed Kanenas to one side.

“Listen, while we can. We can shoot them! I still have that gun, so does Shen and—”

“You mean a shootout?” Kanenas was more amused than alarmed.

“Well—”

Kanenas was on the verge of laughing. “I thought that Westerns were no longer a popular genre. A shootout! Really! How quaint! Come now, my friend!”

Titus was half-mad and half-embarrassed. “What have we got to lose? They don’t seem to want to let us go.”

“We must play this out.” Kanenas was hard as freeze-dried diamond nails.

“Play what out?” Titus was unconvinced. “Okay, say we stick with them until they get to their friends. Then we’ll be among even more radicals than we are now. That’ll be just super-dandy. What do you think they’ll say? Thanks chums, you can go, or ninety-nine percent more likely, off ’em and drop the bodies in the Jimmy Hoffa Memorial Lime Pit!”

Kanenas took in more than the needed amount of oxygen and looked deeply into Titus. “My friend. If you choose to, what is the word, draw on Arshad and Aiza, Sonata and I will be compelled to interpose.”

Titus stood blankly. He was never a fully committed person on any front. And now he was drowning in committed people. Arshad and Aiza to their cause. Kanenas and the Pumpkin to their cause. And Shen, fully committed to Shen. But he had to face it. To be the cause of Sonata’s death even in the cause of trying to save his and everybody else’s life was too much. “You really would do that?”

Kanenas never blinked. “I really would do that. And I think you know that Sonata would do the same. Indeed, how many times has she said so herself, and demonstrated her zeal.”

Titus just stood there. His arms felt heavy. The nominally all-beef hot dog he had consumed was sending signals to his stomach that its many sub- and semi-legal components were planning to be gastricly mischievous. He eyed Sonata, who was enjoying the sun, the breeze, and a passing sailboat, with a rich brew of conflicting emotions. Before he could reply to Kanenas, Arshad approached.

“Have you ever been to Port Jervis?” This was among the least likely things Titus expected from Arshad.

“Wha . . . what? Titus sputtered. “Port Jervis. Uh, no. Small town. I think.”

“Good. We must all go to Port Jervis. Take this credit card and get tickets for all of us for the next train, now!”

Titus looked at the credit card. It belonged to Officer Ramirez. That made sense. At least something made sense. He looked at Arshad and then he looked at Kanenas. None of that made sense. Pointless endeavor. With that swirling in his mind, he followed orders and even got a no-questions-asked military discount for everyone. The Argentine uniforms paid a small benefit.

Port Jervis is a semi-seedy, semi-inviting, quiet little burg at the junction of three states, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, where the Delaware and Neversink Rivers mill about nearby. It was around an eighty-mile journey by train. Titus asked himself, Why Port Jervis? The counter answer was, of course, Why not Port Jervis? It was a nowhere, and probably a good nowhere to house a terror cell headquarters. Yup, he would go with that.

The Forlorn Hope ambled to the track waiting area where the Port Jervis train would leave. They had half an hour or, roughly, a dragging, paranoia-rich eternity to wait.

—

It was a relatively quiet day, so Aiza and Arshad found a seat and remained within pistol shot of the rest. Kanenas, Sonata, and Titus huddled. Shen walked off but was checked by Aiza and he simply looked up at a soccer game report that appeared on one of the hanging screens near the tracks.

“Do you think they will let us go once we get to this Port Jervis?” It was Sonata who was trying on optimism for the hell of it.

“Personally, I think we are still vital to their plans, my dear,” analyzed Kanenas.

“Which are?” Titus once again cutting to the chase.

Kanenas guffawed. “I’m a prophet, not a seer!”

Titus blinked the blink of a man who obviously wanted an explanation and was not even going to waste words.

Kanenas laughed and explained that a seer is one who perceives hidden truths, a power that he did not possess in abundance.

Titus came closer to both Kanenas and Sonata. He had overheard Shen talking about facial recognition technology. Titus had little regard for the intelligence of intelligence agencies, but he did believe that if one of their security robots told them that supposedly dead people were in fact impersonating National Guardsmen eating hot dogs at a train station in Hoboken, they just might do something about it. Something that could involve bull horns, bullets, pain, or worse.

Their nerves frayed just a bit more, making them even less ready for the news Shen brought.

“They couldn’t keep the lid on it!” he said pointing to the television monitor that had ended its sports reporting.

A news summary revealed that the long-rumored but never revealed 911 underground security facility was likely a fact. The terrorists who had kidnapped the Chinese super-entrepreneur Shen were indeed taken there in the company of a member of the Apologizer cult, one Sunetra. Mistakes did happen. It was later learned that the Apologizer cult leader, known only as Kanenas, was also taken to the underground facility to assist in the efforts to negotiate with the terrorists of whom there may have been as many as eleven. Rumors of an underground explosion have been unofficially denied and put down as a minor, and rare, earthquake. The United States Geological Survey had little to say apart from, “We’re always getting blamed.”

“They don’t even mention me,” moaned Titus, very disappointed that history had taken an old-fashioned White Out brush to his chances of being remembered. Suddenly, he wanted to be remembered, and he wondered why.

“They got my name wrong,” added Sonata.

“Cult? Cult leader!” Kanenas was incensed. “Wrapping me in the same shroud as those black hearts Jim Jones and David Koresh! Outrageous! If I had a lawyer, I’d sic him on them. A whole firm of them in fact and indeed! If I had a dog, I’d—”

Shen interrupted. “Quiet! There is more!”

The report detailed violent eruptions in the US, Europe, the Pacific Rim, and India by members of the Apologizer cult. There were accusations that their leader, Kanenas, has been silenced and possibly assassinated by multiple governments who disapprove of his pacific protestations. There was a general cry to see him alive and breathing. As many as thirty people may have been killed in protests that had degenerated into riots.

Kanenas turned white. His knees buckled. He was being overwhelmed again. Titus helped him to a bench. Aiza appeared and totally ignoring this emotional moment announced. “The dead must now board the train.” She had one of the most inscrutable smiles Titus had ever seen. He hoped a passing artist might capture it, and while he was at it take his last photograph.


CHAPTER 17

The Forlorn Hope slowly boarded the train to Port Jervis. Arshad insisted that they move to the rear car. It was not rush hour, so they had room to roam. Titus looked around but did not know precisely what he was looking for. Trouble could come from any and all angles in multiple forms. While New Jersey Transit did not choose to name their trains, he felt that The Doomsday Limited would fit quite well. Shen grabbed a seat neat the back of the rear car and just stared out the window. Sonata placed a still silent and rigid Kanenas in a nearby seat and tried to comfort him. His head drifted over to a child-smudged window, and he limply allowed the glass to support his forehead. Arshad and Aiza parted and moved to the middle, well within range to pop anyone who thought about trying to escape and any intruders attempting to enter from the adjacent car.

Titus rifled through the half million or so Westerns he’d watched in his day, and in far too many a character or two made a daring, hootin’ and a hollarin’ escape by jumping from a high-speeding, smoke-belching, chuggering, old-time locomotive. As this eco-friendlier commuter train lurched out of the station, he cataloged the considerable amount of gravel, bottles, and rusting metallic debris infesting most of the poisoned land adjacent to the tracks. Since he had no stunt double available to brave the opportunity, he put that daring notion to one distant aside. He further realized that, should he jump, anyone left behind would likely be shot. And more specifically, the shootee would be his Benevolent Pumpkin. Whatever he was going to do, it had to be with her full support.

As the train moved on, he observed that a few people had come aft to take advantage of the many available window seats still open in the last car. It pleased Titus that Arshad and Aiza became a bit more agitated with each new passenger. Unfortunately, that was the only thing that pleased him. He did not know where they were going. He did not know what would happen to them when they got to their wherever. And every endgame scenario that he could conjure involved bullets hitting the softest and tenderest portions of his body, as well as his companions, and particularly the Pumpkin.

Sinking into soft, warm, inviting self-pity was next on his menu, but something more immediate and demanding interfered. That Texas-sized wiener he consumed had taken up residence in his unsuspecting stomach. The call for imminent evacuation was sent by express mail to his head, which cc’d his stomach and overtaxed his bowels. Titus had no choice but to ask Arshad for permission to visit the lavatory, which was housed in the next car forward.

Arshad was adamant and distracted. “Hold it in!”

“For how long?” Titus was beginning to perspire, and not out of fear.

“Until we arrive!

“Listen Arshad. Something I ate is going to arrive on the floor of this car if I don’t do something about it,” he said this with a level of authority that took the terrorist by surprise. “And that will trigger the kind of attention that you don’t want right now. Savvy?”

Arshad acquiesced but reminded Titus of the fatal consequences of any duplicity on his part. Titus moved swiftly to the door to the next car where a lavatory beckoned as if it were the Land of Oz. Someone darted in just ahead of him, and memories of a first nervous kiss and the loosened food aftermath flooded his brain. The intruder exited the lavatory with unexpected dispatch, and he entered and conducted his biological business with his usual precision. As he blow dried his hands, he was interrupted.

“Titus Carneesus,” said a disembodied voice within the lavatory.

“Be right out,” was his automatic, unthinking answer.

“No, Titus Carneesus,” continued the voice. “This is Special Agent Alvero Jimenez-Ortiz-Blanco-Ortega.”

Titus looked in the mirror. Then he looked around, down, and up. “Not? Uh. JOBO? JOBO? That you? Where?”

“I am elsewhere Titus Carneesus, and I am Special Agent Alvero Jimenez-Ortiz-Blanco-Ortega.” His voice was calm, almost monotone. That was his signature and patented sound. It was the agent. Titus was certain.

Titus blinked, spat, and then got huffy. “The name’s Carneades, JOBO. Carneades! I explained that to your other minion a hundred years ago. Can’t you guys get your records straight?”

“It takes time to filter through the system.” That sentence had been uttered in some form at some time in every language by every bureaucrat who has ever walked upright on the face of the Earth. The immutable glacial lethargy of a bureaucracy was a law of nature.

Titus was not impressed and amazed that after all he had been though that he was still angry when they got his name wrong. “Facial recognition technology?”

“I was surprised.” A momentous admission from the agent. It was proving to be a rare day.

“By what? That I wasn’t dead?”

“Yes.” There was an ominous, ultra-bureaucratic lack of emotion in that simple and straight answer. Not that Titus was surprised. But he was nevertheless disturbed.

“Better luck next time.”

“Perhaps.” It was clear that no amount of taunting was going to dislodge the agent.

“What do you want that won’t involve me becoming tombstone-ready?” Titus kept trying unsuccessfully to find out where the microphone was placed, probably by that last person in the lavatory. He was getting nowhere.

“Do you know where you are going?”

“Port Jervis.”

“Are you sure?”

“As sure as I was way back when I foolishly thought it was just going to be another boring day at work.” This was utterly true.

“Sarcasm?”

“Enough to spare. What do you want from me?”

“We want to track down their terror cell leaders.”

“Nice to have a goal.” He knew he was wasting his sarcasm, but what the hell. “And me?”

“We will be monitoring you.”

“How about getting me and my friends out of this rancid pickle.” Titus now felt that he was the only human on the face of this and three other parallel universe Earths who ever got to the point.

“We are working on that.”

“Work hard.”

“Yes.”

“Very hard!”

“Yes.”

“Exceedingly, very hard!”

“We—”

“Bye.”

—

Titus bolted out of the lavatory and lumbered back to the captive car. The train was now beyond Secaucus and heading to its rendezvous with a destiny that Titus did not want to ponder. He thanked Arshad for letting him “give something back to Mother Nature.” Arshad was perplexed by that comment but let it pass. Titus enjoyed the brief moment and plopped down on the seat just in front of Kanenas and Sonata. Should he tell them about his lava-conversation with that weird agent? No, it would be fruitless. What good would it do? It might activate their Apologizer genes and make them do something crazy like try and save Arshad and Aiza from a flurry of federal bullets.

Should he tell Shen? Nimble guy. They both still had their hidden weapons. Titus was surprised that neither Arshad nor Aiza had frisked them. He felt frozen by indecision. Keeping the Pumpkin safe was his priority. But he did not know what that might entail or if he would be up to the challenge. He realized that he had begun to like Kanenas, loopy philosophy and all. And Shen tried to save all their lives. Some good in him as well. It was all a bubbling broth in his foaming head.

Kanenas tapped him on the shoulder. “Brooding, friend Titus?”

Titus did not turn around. “How can you tell?”

“I’ve seen that face in the shaving mirror a thousand times.”

“What have you got to brood about?” Titus had reached that stage in his brooding where only his troubles mattered, and ten thousand Somalis dying of starvation, as they always seem to be doing, did not rate.

Kanenas had apparently recovered, yet again, from his latest inversion. But, on this occasion it seemed different. He was energized, at least to Sonata. “Have you ever heard the term Deus abscondus, old sport?”

Titus buried his head in his hands. “Oh, no! Theology! I’m still chafing from these cheap Argentinian fatigues and he’s hitting me with theology!”

“Just a smidge,” said Kanenas as he gave him a guy’s brand punch in the shoulder. “Ever heard the term, my boy?”

“Well Deus is God, right?” Titus figured he may as well engage. The rolling scenery was rather drab, and his own thoughts had reached multiple dead ends.

“Indeed.”

“Abscond, eh. God steals?” He wasn’t engaging with all his heart.

Kanenas belly laughed. “Not to worry. Jesus, Aquinas, and dear old Flannery O’Connor grappled with it. No, my distracted friend.”

“Hah! I’m in good company anyway.” Titus had no idea who Flannery O’Connor was and resorted to staring at his hands for no good reason.

“No friend Titus, it means hidden God, or the unknowable God. Essentially, we can’t really grasp him, his meaning, his—”

“Listen K. We’re on a train bound for probable oblivion. You got a point?”

“We’re free.”

“I must have missed the meeting. Seems to me that we are captives, the kind with a short shelf life. Gun pointing at our guts and stuff.”

“Oh, yes indeed. Highly probable.”

Titus gave him a look that said, You’re supposed to be bucking up my spirits right about now.

“Do you want me to lie? I mean since we don’t know, we are free to interpret what is right based on our own limited lights. As an Apologizer, I interpret that God has left in disgust, and it is up to us to show that mankind is not a failure.”

“And thirty or so people are dead because of your . . . interpretation.” Titus was not having any of Kanenas’ philosophy.

“Yes.” Kanenas’ eyes grew deep and rich as if he was digesting something far too voluminous and complex for a human mental digestive system. “I have come, am coming, to accept that. Movements have casualties.” He looked out the window to witness the town of Ramsey flickering by and not waving hi.

“Were their lives worth it?” Titus was in a mood grim enough to dig.

“What is any life worth?” Kanenas knew that was a nonanswer. But it was a nonanswer to a question only the most hubristic have ever dared to answer.

“Look Kanenas, if you are trying to purge some kind of guilt, don’t spill it all over me,” said Titus, immediately regretting the words almost as they passed out of him. Sonata gave Titus the kind of look that incinerated better relationships then they had. He did not want to pass painfully into eternity in the current situation and attempted to find the words that would retract what he had said. They were inaccessible. All he saw was the most benevolent smile he had ever seen scrawling across the face of Kanenas as the town of Sloatsburg rattled by. Second only to the smile of the Benevolent Pumpkin, in his biased opinion.

The silence between them was deafening. It continued for three to ten thousand minutes, and it was only interrupted by a strange, fiftyish woman with a short brown bob and a quiet light blue dress who had drifted over from the front of the car and stood before Kanenas.

“Pardon me,” she said blushingly. “You look so much like this man Kanenas who is all over the news.”

Kanenas looked up at her from his seat with wide eyes. “Do I?”

“Oh yes,” she continued in a reverential way. “I could show you on my phone.” She produced one of the latest models. One of the real scary ones that read your biological functions from a hundred miles and can tell you when your pet is going to die.

He saw a shot of his younger self at Oxford. “Handsome devil of man, don’t you think?” He was glancing over the images, including some of the recent carnage, and fishing for more data at the same time. Who was this woman?

“Well, I was thinking more of his movement,” she blushed.

“Bit of a rabble rouser, though,” Kanenas was riding this encounter to see where it would lead.

“Oh, I don’t know. His message is, uh, peaceful,” she responded with supreme diplomacy. “Could I . . . uh . . . get your autograph?

Before she could reach into her small purse, Arshad had bashed the clear plastic case on the compartment wall that read Emergency Only, activating the train’s emergency brake. Massive hissing pervaded the car, then a lurching highspeed stop sending everyone but Arshad to the floor. He pulled out his weapon. Aiza was already holding her piece high and pointed it straight at the startled woman.

“Everyone! Off the train,” commanded Aiza.

Arshad’s eyes glowed. Kanenas rose from the floor and inserted himself in front of the woman who was strangely composed.

“Don’t do it Arshad!” His voice was full-throated.

“She is one of them!” His voice was angry and desperate.

“Not important. You don’t need to! You have us! And you know we’ll cooperate!” Kanenas offered his terms as earnestly and forcefully as he could manage. He was also in the way of any attempt at assassinating the woman.

“She . . . they will follow!” Arshad was hot but holding on to reason.

“They won’t follow!” Kanenas leaned back at the woman. “If you will remove your hand from your bag and let your device drop to the floor for the nice gentleman.”

She complied and Aiza obliterated the device with one shot. The positions of both sides were thus settled. The Forlorn Hope hopped off the train. Aiza and Arshad kept their weapons aimed on the train, which hesitated and then slowly rolled away. The Forlorn Hope could see a brace of armed agents peering from windows of the car they had evacuated.

They then quickly blended into the thick greenery of New York state.


CHAPTER 18

Titus had once attended a Renaissance festival near the town of Tuxedo, New York. But that was years ago, and he was driven there on a sleek highway while comfortably asleep. His wafer-thin knowledge of this portion of New York state ended at that point. As the Forlorn Hope proceeded into the brush and as the day began to fade, Titus’s predictive gut suggested that he might still be in first place in the possessing knowledge of New-York state topography, and that worried him.

They moved on with Titus and Arshad at the point and Aiza and her weapon making sure there were no stragglers in the rear.

Aiza and Arshad seemed to know where they were going, so it was only logical for Titus to make an inquiry. “How long before we get to Port Jervis?”

“What’s that?” asked Arshad, distracted.

“Our destination. You know. Port Jervis. Your safe house or whatever it is that you guys call it.”

“Ah yes.”

“Well?”

“Yes, I feel well.” Arshad was not meeting his eyes, by a country mile.

“You are evading my questions, aren’t you?”

“Am I?”

Arshad nudged Titus with his weapon. Q and non-A was over. Time to keep moving.

The light filtered sideways through the dense greenery, giving ample proof that the day was ebbing. There was no sign of pursuit, although Shen swore that one of the new ultra silent bird drones was having a look-see from somewhere on high.

After some time, Kanenas spotted a rude, rustic but clearly inhabitable cabin based on the fact that weeds and greenery had been cleared on all four sides. It had gray grit encrusted mint green siding and a gray grit brown roof that showed serious signs of relenting on its promise to keep out the rain. A pickup dating from the Carter Administration was encamped next to the structure and four flat tires spoke vigorously that it intended to decompose where it stood.

Aiza told her captives to kneel on the ground, and then she and her brother reconnoitered around the small structure. The name van der Donck was painted crudely on a small rotting sign near the front door, although there was no indication of a mailbox or electrical lines. This was clearly a roughing-it habitat. Sonata thought it might be a hunting shack that hadn’t seen a successful hunt in many a day.

Aiza found the place rather disgusting. “Do Americans live like this?” It was a general question open for all takers. Titus speculated that it belonged to a rich dude, a big investor type from New York City, who played mountain man on weekends. It was all pure speculation, but he wanted to get back at the pair for not answering him earlier.

Aiza snuffed and Arshad pushed at the door with his right leg, ready to fire.

“Don’t you go bustin’ in ma door, ya heathen!” yelled a voice from behind a very large and bullet absorbing red maple tree. The only thing visible were the twin barrels of a shotgun. Specifically, a 1956 Browning Superposed shotgun, which would have fetched the triggerman a tidy sum if the subject was broached. This was not that time.

Shen, Sonata, Kanenas, and Titus did the only logical thing and dropped further to the ground and covered their heads.

Aiza aimed at the man, but Arshad pushed her arm down while holding his weapon at hip level.

The hidden man challenged. “Ya’ll got some handsome firepower there. Probably lay me and this tree flat, but not before I turn both your faces into beef gravy with ma spray!”

Kanenas kept his head down but shouted, “May I interject a word?”

Aiza, Arshad, and the triggerman joined in a chorus of “What?”

Kanenas took the confused respite as an opportunity to stand and remove several wiggling creatures and various adhering leaves from his outfit. “What I mean is can we talk a bit?”

The triggerman stayed silent for far too many heartbeats. “Wha’d ’y’all want here?”

“We are lost,” conveyed Kanenas with an eye on Arshad. He wasn’t quite sure if he was altogether wrong.

“That’s no lie,” said the triggerman.

“And hungry as well.”

The triggerman was not interested in dinner guests. “Where ya headin?”

“Port Jervis.” Kanenas noticed that Aiza and Arshad bristled at these words. That was intriguing, but of no consequence at the moment.

The triggerman belched a laugh. “Shit no! Can’t be. You’re either lying or a crazy loaf of bread!”

Kanenas looked into Arshad’s eyes and turned to the triggerman. “Well, you see, we were compelled to jump off a train.”

A reddish, wrinkled, sixtyish, full-bearded face topped with a fishing cap, darted out from the tree for a moment and squinted at Kanenas. “Fugitives?”

“Of a sort.”

“Only one kind of fugitives. Fugitives! That’s all!” There was hard scrabble, no-nonsense, rural New York state logic at play here.

Kanenas absorbed the supreme sense of the triggerman’s thinking. “Well then! We are fugitives.” He held his arms wide.

“Nuthin ta be proud of. Tax men after ya?” The triggerman further cogitated. “Nah, probly more like robbers or such.”

Titus was now both scared and curious. Wild-eyed mountain men armed with molten spit were not regulars in the places he frequented. To relieve his fear, he thought he’d join the conversation.

“Are you Mr. van der Donck?” Titus inquired.

The reddish, wrinkled, sixtyish, full-bearded face burst out from behind the protective tree accoutered in very similar but very distressed hunter’s garb. He pointed the Browning directly at Titus. “Where’d you hear that? Who told ya? You with the state?” This swift whistling inquiry flew at Titus with nearly the force of the spray that he feared would be coming out of the shotgun barrels.

Titus cringed and meekly indicated the sign near the door.

The now identified van der Donck gave Titus a squinty smile. “Oh, yeah! Forgot I painted it there.” He lowered the Browning. “Yeah. I’m Bram van der Donck. Hi there!”

Kanenas came back to the point of the moment. “May we all relax and place our assorted firearms on hold?” He eyed Arshad and Aiza.

The tension pulled back with the nearly setting sun. Sonata, eyes wide, walked up to Bram.

“Are you . . . are you a Jackson White?”

That question perplexed everyone in the perimeter as well as a few crickets looming in the neighborhood. Several nearby birds were nonplused. A passing racoon expressed supreme indifference.

“What’s that missy?” Bram was not happy with her inquiry, adding a dollop of fear to the perplexity that had just erupted. His Browning elevated slightly.

Sonata, also nonplused, turned to the Forlorn Hope. “I studied them in high school. Afro-Dutch, I believe. A rich mix of the descendants of runaway slaves, Hessian deserters, and Dutch.”

“I ain’t no runaway slave,” Bram protested.

“Very private,” she continued.

“Till you come.”

“Some call them the Ramapough Mountain people,” continued Sonata, somewhat pleased that she had made the connection. You never know when a high school education can serve you well.

“Some. Not me.”

“What do you call the Ramapough people?”

“Pests!”

That got a laugh out of Titus. The term had been applied to others in his company, and the burst of mirth was welcomed by his churning insides. It was only momentary relief.

Sonata looked around her. “This is their homeland, no?”

Bram bristled. “This is my home. I don’t truck with them. They live yonder.” Bram wiggled his hand in the general direction of the Hudson Valley. “Now see here. My Browning wants to know what you folks are doin’ here.”

The low-level hushing of whirling blades interrupted the bucolic quiet. Shen was the first to react. It was a surveillance drone.

“Dammit! Another one,” Bram snorted.

“Another?” Titus was surprised that Bram even knew about them.

“Damn government wants to survey every square inch of this place! Countin’ squirrels for all I know. Meddlers, all of ’em.”

Arshad emptied his gun but failed to take the drone down. Same lack of success with Aiza. Shen, in a moment of unthinking passion, pulled out his previously concealed weapon and also failed to down the intruder. Recognizing his mistake, he handed the empty weapon to Aiza and planned to kick himself when the time came.

“That’s not how ya do it!” Bram raised his Browning. He waited until the drone was nearly above him and let loose a fusillade of sprayed pellets that obliterated enough blades to bring the drone down in a burst of blue electric flames. A remaining blade dug itself furiously into the dirt for a bit, and then all was quiet apart of what sounded like a terminal electronic sneeze.

“No meat on the damn thing, neither! Just wasted ammunition,” said Bram with a hint of hunter’s pride as he looked down on his kill.

Arshad walked over to Shen. He was not going to forget about that weapon.

Kanenas recognized trouble on the wing and interjected. “Do you know how many times Shen here could have, what is the term, offed you?”

Arshad kept his eyes on Shen with the intensity of a cat eyeing a mouse ripe for tormenting. “How many fired?”

“I stopped counting at six,” lied Kanenas.

“Aiza would shoot him,” said Arshad.

“Perhaps. At any rate, you’d still be dead.”

Arshad turned to Shen. “Why did you shoot?”

Shen was genuinely perplexed. “I don’t know. Perhaps because the Party would be embarrassed if I turned out to be alive. Perhaps the Americans would be angry that I knew so much about their facility. Perhaps, but I don’t know.” There was a hopeless tone to his voice that was something new, at least to Titus.

Bram nudged his way into the conversation. “You folks have a lot goin’ on ’tween you and I really don’t think its nun of ma business. But it’ll be dark soon. I got some beans and rabbit. Y’all can sleep on the floor of ma cabin tonight. Then you be off on your bickerin’ way early tomorrow.”

The Forlorn Hope all agreed that it had been a withering walk in the park, and accepted Bram’s minimal hospitality. Aiza had eleven dollars in cash that she had spirited away and offered them as payment. Bram was reluctant but the cash was pressed, and he termed it as payment for the meal. Arshad ordered that someone stand guard and Titus, for internal reasons, volunteered. In the back of all their minds, they knew that they had been found and located.

—

Titus walked a few paces from the cabin and folded his arms behind his back. He had never been on guard duty before and wondered whether he should be pacing in some orderly, rectangular, militaristic patten. That was too much work, and his feet ached from all the walking and his ill-fitting Argentine government boots. Besides, if he was ambushed by whomever, he wasn’t going to last very long as he would probably be outnumbered and outgunned. Was Agent JOBO out there? Was he the killing type? Sure, he was. Just part of a day’s work. Probably very efficient. He wondered if being killed efficiently hurt less. Possibly. That was comforting in a suicidal way.

Thoughts of just disappearing into the darkening woods fluttered around his brain and were swatted down by counter-thoughts of the Pumpkin and fears of encountering another version of Bram van der Donck, but with less of a sense of humor and more potent ammunition.

No matter where his mind went, his cogitations ended with bullets of various calibers entering his system from multiple directions. He really wished he could outthink himself, but that lurked beyond the edge of reason.

In an effort to distract himself, Titus gazed up and spied a red-tailed hawk having a jolly good mealtime swoop as the sky darkened. He rifled through all the noble cliches about birds, simplicity, and soaring freedom, but fell back on the reality of rodent guts for dinner and a very brief feathery lifespan. He was too much of a realist, beyond his desire for the Pumpkin.

Why a red-tailed hawk would remind him that he still had that gun deep within his pocket, he could not say. Once again, his brain turned to thoughts of bullets. Perhaps it was the crisp early evening air or the fact that he had not been alone with his thoughts for some time. He heard himself mumble, “Being alone with one’s thoughts is the province of great thinkers.” For people such as himself it was only a source of worry and distraction.

He closed his eyes. The sounds of the night grew louder. But he could not escape reality. Was Kanenas serious about whatever he believed in? Was the Pumpkin serious or just a kook follower? That seemed more important to him than anything else, but the rest still crowded in. Were Arshad and Aiza true believers in whatever it is they believed in? Were they suicidal? The Middle East was just a mass of unsolvable conflicting conflicts to his American mind. Ethnicity, faith, and money differences all balled up into a molten rock of hatred. Was Shen just an Asian corporate machine? Then why did he give himself away? Yes, he was inscrutable, and no that wasn’t racist. Bram was, well, Bram. A coot of coots. But what was his story? Bad family? Bad investments? Disappointment with humanity? Join the club. Are coots made or is there a genetic disposition for cootdom? All of this and more was doing a Tarantella in his overtaxed brain.

He never got headaches, but this was a headache-forward type of day. Boring days at the office wiggled in his mind like some dreamy, grass skirt wearing, synthetic tropical paradise, fantasy maiden.

While he was at it, he looked within. Always a bad idea. Whoever said “An unexamined life is not worth living” never had access to that divine brain cooler, the internet. He dearly wished to go online right now. Look up some porn. Check a few scores. Read a bogus movie review. Ignore a sports betting parlay. Turn down an offer from a lonely Ukrainian woman. Anything for distraction. Booze and drugs never worked for him, so every once in a while, self-examination came crashing in unwelcomed form. This was one of those times.

He couldn’t close his eyes any tighter. Was he dreaming? How long had he been on guard duty? Of course, he really wasn’t much of a guard. A lame turtle could have ambled passed him unnoticed and unmolested. He probably trip over the critter in the dark.

An arm tapped him on the shoulder. He jumped three feet and reached deep for his gun and missed again. It was the Pumpkin.

“Sorry,” she smirked. “See anything? Inside your eyelids, I mean.” She saw that he had his eyes closed.

“No. Uh all quiet,” he muffed. “Fought off this giant moose.”

“I doubt there are very many moose in this part of the state,” she deduced.

“He was one of the rare Six-Antlered Southern Golden Brown-maned Lost Moose,” he fabled. “Asked for directions to the Museum of Natural History. Has an uncle there.”

Sonata, ever the Pumpkin to Titus, looked down at some tufts of dry leaves and turned her gaze away into the murky distance. “Do you think, tomorrow?” Then she looked straight at him. Worry commanded her features.

“Tomorrow?”

“They’ll come?”

“Who?”

“The terror cell leaders, the Chinese, the CIA, the Secret Service, who knows? People with guns.” The Pumpkin had a whole catalog of characters who could rain doom on the Fornlorn Hope.

Titus grabbed both of her shoulders. She did not resist this time. He never realized that she was the taller one. Worth the climb. “I don’t know. I really don’t know!”

They embraced. They kissed. It was not a romantic kiss. It was not even a passionate kiss. It was an all-encompassing, all-enveloping connection between two scared humans who needed to share their fears around a metaphorical campfire.

As kisses went, it lasted longer than average based on the findings of the kind of people who care to measure such things. Time enough for a flood of other emotions to wrangle their way in. Fear gave way, as nature intended, to emotional connection, and then to a relaxed sexuality. The world stepped aside for a few precious seconds. Seconds they both relished more than they would admit even to themselves, passed by with meticulous examination. They were both somewhere else, and happy to be there.

Kanenas, with ghastly timing, called out from the cabin. “Oh, deary me!”

Titus unkissed, but did not unembrace. “Shut up you crazy cult leader!”

“I object to the word leader!” Kanenas could not resist a guffaw.

“Voyeur!”

“We’re all voyeurs in the end. Get in here you two. Time to converse. We are history in the making and you two want to frolic the time away in Cupid’s grove.”

Titus hissed in frustration and turned first. Sonata caught him by the arm. She looked deep into him. Deeper than she ever had. Deeper than anyone ever had.

“Whatever happens, I’ll protect you,” she said with absolute conviction.

Titus looked as deep into her as he had any being on the planet. “Yes, I’m afraid you will.”


CHAPTER 19

As Titus and Sonata entered the cabin, Bram offered them the remains of his rabbit, beans, and local herbs stew from a pot that may have been scrubbed once or twice in the previous decade. Sonata declined, but Titus needed to fuel the brain cells that had been burning so much energy of late. It wasn’t bad. Bram had spiced it up to disguise things that needed to be disguised. Titus spotted what appeared to be a mushroom or two swirling in the brew and hoped against hope that he was not going to have a mystic crystal revelation at some inconvenient future date. Then again, disorientation at the terminal moment might not be so bad.

The pair noticed Arshad and Aiza bent over in a corner of the room, and on the floor.

“Sujud,” instructed Kanenas as he looked over the terrorist pair.

“English please. We’re provincials,” said Titus.

“Islamic prayer posture. You’ll note that the woman bends over less than the man,” he continued. ‘“Fascinating,’ as old Mr. Spock would say. This would kill my back. Can’t disturb them just now.”

“What’s to talk about,” said Titus in full level-headed sujud disinterest.

“I’m trying to negotiate our release.”

“What about their terror cell friends? They might not—”

“There are no terror cell friends.”

Titus was perplexed, yet again. He could not count the number of times he had been perplexed of late. “Then what was that Port Jervis stuff all about?”

“Point on a map,” deduced Kanenas. “May just as well have been East Bean Sprocket, Montana if such a place exists.”

“Then why—”

“A merry goose chase. Muck up the data. Confuse the Hades out of our pursuers. Remember the Gaza Tunnels? Lots of dead ends to confound the opposition.”

“Why keep us, then?”

“Maintain the charade to the end. It worked well. On us and the probably very angry people on their way. You don’t josh with bureaucrats.”

“They told you?”

“No. But it fits.”

Titus was ready to be convinced but wanted more. “Okay, say you are correct. What now?”

“Aye. There’s the rub,” hushed Kanenas. “It appears that our two terrorist friends have outlived their usefulness. We know their controllers, their monitors, have the money. They can still hold Shen hostage, but the money was their real objective. It always is no matter the cause. In that, all terrorists, whatever their stripe, have a strange behavioral and financial kinship.”

Titus took a deep breath. He gazed at Sonata. He looked at Kanenas. He surveyed the room. On a far wall was a New York Giants framed souvenir T-shirt from thirty or so years ago. He stared at it for far too long. Titus ached for such insipid frivolity, but nonsense diversions had departed his life for warmer climes perhaps never to wing his way again. Harsh reality was launching warning flares, and he could not extinguish them.

Titus looked over to Arshad and Aiza, earnestly deep in prayer, and hushed back to Kanenas. “Blaze of glory time?”

“An apt euphemism, my boy. I am afraid you have tapped the head of the spike with vigorous force,” diagnosed Kanenas as he too looked at the brother and sister terror team simmering in religious ferment.

Bram came over. He had been studying Arshad and Aiza as well as Shen who seemed to be brooding into his now empty bowl of stew. He looked at Kanenas. “I’m not a prying man mind you, but are you really with those two?” He was not convinced. They did not pair well in his eyes. Apples and wing nuts came to mind.

Kanenas smiled at Bram. “They are in charge of our little expedition for the time being, but circumstances are fungible. I expect great changes at any moment. Perhaps you might want to absent yourself.”

“This is ma home!”

“So, it shall be again after—”

“Gunplay, ya think?”

“It would not surprise me.”

“If it’s the state or, even worse, the feds, I don’t care how much you are packing. They’ll have you ten-to-one, not to mention armored vehicles, drugs, gas, or those flying whirly things.”

“You’ll just be one more target.”

“Never you worry about me.” There was a Gone With the Wind finality about his defense of his home turf, such as it was.

Kanenas put his hand on Bram’s shoulder. “Well, my friend. Sonata and I will do our best for you.”

Titus did not like the fatal sound of those words. “Listen K, you’re not going to pull that—”

Kanenas raised an eyebrow. “You, yourself called me. What was it? A crazy cult leader.”

“Hey, I was just—”

“I prefer someone who inspires. Yes, I like that.”

“Bram’s right,” insisted Titus. “We’re the Alamo here. Maybe if we lay low—”

A rustle at the door propelled Bram to his Browning. Arshad and Aiza rolled from their reclining positions and produced weapons drawn. Titus reached into his pocket and rammed a fingernail onto the barrel end of the deeply sunk gun. It hurt. He gave up. There was nothing of the gunslinger in his genetic makeup and that was that.

“Don’t shoot! Friend! Neutral party!” said a new voice.

“Who are you? Ardhas?” Arshad’s eyes flamed.

Titus had forgotten that Arshad and Aiza’s cover story was the Ardha Martyrs Brigade Dance Troupe. That seemed so long ago. Halycon days. Innocent times. And totally irrelevant at this intense moment.

“Ardhas,” queried the voice. “What’s an Ardhas?”

Kanenas suggested that he step in. Aiza agreed with the wave of her gun.

The Senior Apologizer decreed, “We are armed sir, heavily armed.”

“I’m not. I’m heavily unarmed,” return-volleyed the voice with a quiver.

“Good to know. Now, hands held high and please enter and identify yourself.”

“Brainbath.”

“We now know less.”

“Name’s Travaleo, I’m a correspondent with Brainbath. Freelance.”

Sonata perked in. “I know them. Some kind of online news service. Celebrity breakups. Space aliens. Scandals. The juicy stuff people like, read for ten seconds, and forget the next hour.”

Kanenas digested this insipid fact and was even happier that he was no longer young. “Well, Mr. Travaleo of Brainbath, are you seeking some . . . juice from us?”

“Look, you don’t have much time, announced Travaleo. “They’re coming. Like really soon! Can I come in and get an interview?”

There was a collective shrug. Arshad and Aiza still kept their weapons at the ready. Travaleo emerged from the door and came in slowly and meekly, looking frazzled. On the high side of twenty, he betrayed long fussy hair with an unkempt beard fringed with magenta in keeping with the fashion that week. One faux pearl earring hung from his right ear. His gray-green tee had seen too many washes, and his jeans far too few. A band around his head held a high-tech recording device. He kept his hands high as if auditioning for a deodorant commercial.

“Fourth Estate,” he presented without portfolio. “Any one of you heard of me?”

“I downloaded Brainbath a couple of times,” injected Sonata. “When I couldn’t sleep.”

“Did you see my thing on the ax murder of the InSipEd the Rapmarshall by his transsexual preacher aunt-uncle?”

“No.”

“Dammit! They said they would blast that story! The creeps! Well, anyway, I got credentials!” There was an element of pride in the man. Pride in what was for other younger minds to ponder if they had the time.

Arshad stepped forward. “You wish to hear our cause?”

Travaleo eyed Arshad for a moment and burst with recognition. “Oh! Those Ardhas! Yeah! Dance moves and murder. Money and kill the Jews. Nah. Too much on that already. Might play on the ethnic sites. Not me. Who’s the Kanenas dude?”

“I have nothing to say,” said Kanenas with suspicion.

“How ’bout, ‘I’m still alive,’ suggested Travaleo aiming his headband at Kanenas.

“Who did you say is coming?” Kanenas tried to blunt the direction Travaleo was traveling.

“Shit, everybody!” He was totally sincere.

“Perhaps some detail?”

Travaleo relaxed his hands slowly, pulled, also slowly, out a candy bar and began to munch. “Well, the Chinese for one,” he said though cashew-muffled teeth. “They want that Shen guy over there. He’s a security risk, I guess.” He pointed his half-eaten candy bar at Shen. “The feds and the Mossad want pieces of the Ardhas, though that’s not what they call them.”

“And you got in ahead of them?” Titus was dubious.

Travaleo laughed. “They are stepping on and over each other. It’s comedy act masquerading as a diplomatic shootout. They’re so stalled and confused I just slipped by. Some kind of fun! But don’t worry, they’ll get their acts together. Hot and soon.” Travaleo seemed cheerful while the Forlorn Hope found the news alarming.

Kanenas just shook his head. “Yes, well, we were all concerned that there might be some confusion in the higher ranks.” He was oozing acid.

“Oh yeah, and of course, the UOA,” burst Travaleo.

“Another government agency, I suppose,” chanced Titus.

“Nah!” laughed Travaleo. “The United Order of Apologizers. Man are they pissed!”

Kanenas and Sonata exchanged perplexed expressions. Travaleo explained that this newly formed global group was convinced that their leader, Kanenas, was being held hostage by some or several supersecret transnational organizations as a means to squelch their movement. Words like the Vatican, the Masons, the Trilateral Commission, and the scientologists were being tossed into the mix. Word got out that Kanenas had died somewhere in a secret underground torture chamber. Then there were rumors of him coming back to life in, of all places, Hoboken, New Jersey. Grainy images from grainy cameras. Speculation fresh from a hot dog guy. Questions about people in commando outfits. Connections with terrorist groups which the Apologizers rate as base smear tactics. The UOA wants to know the truth. And they want Kanenas back alive. And they mean to get him back, by any avenue they can find.

Kanenas looked down at Bram’s rotting wooden floor. “Has there been any more violence?” He almost croaked those words. They did not taste good in his mouth.

Travaleo gulped his last bit of candy, cleaned a sticky bit from the corner of his mouth, and nodded.

“How much?”

“Dunno. Does it matter?”

“It matters.”

Travaleo gave it more thought than usual. “Well, remember that riot in Brazil last year after the soccer championship? Gas, water cannon, collapsed stands, plastic bullets, drug overdoses, food poisonings, dead rockers.”

“No.”

“Well, worse than that.” Travaleo could not have been more flippant, but he was pro enough to keep recording every move and reaction on his headband.

Sonata went over to comfort Kanenas, but he stiffened at her touch. The news weighed on him, but he had now absorbed it all into his being. He was going to let it be a part of him. He had moved on.

Titus walked over to Kanenas. “Listen, uh, I mean listen. You, uh, can’t control, uh, how people react to your message. Your message is good. Even wise. Hell, much needed. Now and, uh, for all time. I mean. Do no harm. Why not? Where’s the harm? Well—” He gave up on being profound or even coherent. It was beyond him.

Travaleo, who kept the recorder on his head absorbing everything, interrupted. “That’s good stuff. Who are you?”

“Names Titus Carneades, what—”

“Could you say all that again without the pops and whistles? Otherwise, I’ll have to edit.” Travaleo pulled out another candy bar. He had a belt full.

Titus was confused. Kanenas was inspired and turned to Titus. “You know, my boy. You are my rock!”

Travaleo caviled. “Oh yeah! More of that stuff!”

Titus snarled at Travaleo. “Hey red tips! Are you recording this?”

“Me?”

“Yeah, you with the thingy attached to your brain. Are you recording this?”

“Uh, maybe.”

“Stop it!”

“Too late.”

“Why”

“Transmitted. Are you his righthand guy or something?”

“Transmitted? What? No. I’m not something, and I’m nobody’s right hand.”

“You are now.”

Titus wheeled to throw a punch. It took Kanenas and Sonata to restrain him. Travaleo covered his head device. The outburst was consumed by a room flooded with the white clouds of high intensity floodlights pouring in from every window. It was the latest iteration of LED, Incapacitator Disorientation Technology, known by its makers as LEDIDT.

—

“They’re here,” shouted Travaleo as everyone dropped to the floor. Arshad and Aiza crawled under one of Brams’ makeshift and infinitely non-bulletproof wooden tables. They were ready to fire but could only see a flood of white light.

“Attention members of the Ardha Martyrs Brigade,” bellowed a voice from outside reeking of officialdom.

Kanenas crawled up to an unnerved, near petrified Arshad and Aiza. “My friends, your chase has finished. Well done. You’ve accomplished your goal!” He was better at composing others than himself.

“We ask that you release your hostages.”Aiza turned to Kanenas “They will kill us, you, Mr. Brainbarrel! Record this!” Travaleo nodded. He was going to no matter what. This was pure gold from his perspective.

The words blaze of glory blazed once again in Titus’ mind.

Travaleo raised his covered head just enough to train his device on Arshad, Aiza, and Kanenas “Done! The names Travaleo. And it’s Brainbath. Your show!”

“Uff,” yelled Arshad is unmuted disgust.

Kanenas tried to calm them. “Let me negotiate.”

Arshad and Aiza both waved him along and Kanenas crawled over to the shiniest of the windows. “You folks outside. May I have a word?” Kanenas addressed the shine more than anything else. He was oddly amused. He had heard so many speak of an encounter with the great being from beyond and a white light was always a part of that experience. He knew that this was certainly not the case here, but there was something oddly comforting about the situation.

“Who is speaking?” Officialdom roared but seemed to have no music in his voice. That much was consistent.

“My name is Kanenas.”

“This man is deceased.”

“Opinion is divided. Set that aside for the moment.”

“Do you speak for the Ardhas?”

“I speak for us all. Can you guarantee our safety if we emerge from this well fortified position?” Kanenas could not resist a jest about their ability to fight back, and Titus got the joke and stifled a laugh.

“Safety is our first concern. Send out Mr. van der Donck. He will be protected.”

Bram grunted. “Damnation! How’d they know ma name?”

Titus smirked. “They probably know the name of your pet squirrel, Mr. Swiftyboots.”

Bram gave him a double take. “Goin off the grid ain’t worth a turkey wattle no more,” he said as he clutched his Browning and stood.

“Are you sure?” Kanenas asked Bram in deadly earnest. Their eyes met and Bram believed and appreciated the concern he was hearing. He patted Kanenas on the shoulder.

“Won’t be the first time I surrendered to them guys, and it sure as mustard won’t be the last.” He placed the Browning on his back shoulders, wrapped his arms around the butt and the barrels crucifixion style, and trudged out the door. Kanenas watched as his black silhouette slowly disappeared inside the relentless glow of the LEDs. He turned to Sonata. “One down, four to go.” She smiled.

Titus did not like the sound, smell, or genetic disposition of that sentence. He turned to Arshad and Aiza. “What about it gang? You let the old mountain coot go. How ’bout us?”

Arshad had the blaze of glory light in his eyes mixed with confusion and beads of perspiration. Aiza had not blinked an eye for some time. Travaleo kept his gaze on whomever moved or spoke. He was down to one last candy bar.

Kanenas interrupted the simmering silence. “Not their decision to make.”

“Has been up to this point,” countered Titus with a massive amount of recent history on his side of the argument.

“No longer, I will not allow any harm to be done! Sonata, your choice as always.”

She simply nodded.

Titus was alarmed. “Whoa! There’s a lot of harm to be done! And they out there can out harm us twenty-nine to one.”

Kanenas ignored Titus. “Gentleman outside!” He returned to his authoritative voice, newly inspired after the safe departure of Bram. “Will you guarantee the safety of all within this dwelling? Even those who may, in some eyes, have committed crimes?”

“May we confirm the safety of all within the dwelling?”

“How?”

“By entering.”

“How many?”

“Three.”

“Unarmed.”

“Light arms, holstered.”

“Two with arms holstered. One unarmed. Be assured that we will protect ourselves.”

The buzzing sound of the power illuminating the ultrabright LEDs and a slight breeze ruffling the leaves of the trees was all that could be heard for something approaching seventy-two thousand years.

“Agreed!”

Travaleo switched his device to cover the three entering the cabin. Titus walked up to Kanenas face-to-face. “You’re letting them in?”

“They are our way out,” returned Kanenas with a still serenity that further unnerved Titus. His eyes were wider than Titus had ever seen. “Best to bargain face-to-face!”

Titus had no counterargument. “Yes, but for how many of us?”

“All or nothing,” Kanenas’ stillness and firmness physically hurt Titus.

“Exit vertically or horizontally?” Titus voted for the latter out of sheer likelihood.

“That remains to be seen.”

Titus shook his head and snorted. “First reasonable words you’ve spoken in a while.” He looked at Sonata who smiled. He smiled back for no sensible reason and threw up his hands. “Apologizers! Can’t live with ’em. Can’t live without ’em.! Can’t live—” He trailed off into thought, wondering how he could save the Pumpkin from her faith and her fate. The rational side of his brain said that he could not and should not. The emotional side of his brain kicked the rational side of his brain in the groin. Rationality was given a vacation voucher, five grand in spending cash, and sent packing.

Travaleo caught the approach of three male figures. The two on the outside wore glowing headlights that made them look like evil robots from some bad 1950’s sci-fi movie. The central figure, smaller and all black due to the ambient lights from behind and on either side seemed to be in a trench coat. Faces and features were impossible to discern.

“May we enter?” asked officialdom.

Kanenas stiffened but remained in serene control. “One at a time and with hands held high if you please.” He turned to Titus. “This will be good experience for you.” That was a puzzler for Titus, but he set it aside. He had set aside a lot of late. One more thing on the pile did not matter. The first headlight guy came in and shut down his beam. Titus recognized the dress as similar if not exactly like those worn by the burlies from the underground facility. The second headlight guy entered and repeated the process. Both held their hands high but not as high as when Titus reached for the sky and his terrorist pants fell to the ground to the amusement and possible titillation of Arshad.

The trench coat entered. It was Special Agent Alvero Jimenez-Ortiz-Blanco-Ortega.


CHAPTER 20

Titus smiled, then caught himself. Why should he smile? This agent. This JOBO, for short, was the reason he was so deep into this maelstrom that he saw no safe air-breathing escape. It was, perhaps, a smile of recognition. It was a smile that said that there was some continuity left in the world. It was a very nervous smile. He decided to be brave, even defiant. Might be his last chance. Was he showing off in front of the Pumpkin? Travelo’s camera? Or was he showing off in front of himself? That was too deep to contemplate, and he threw that on the pile as well. Perhaps he dearly wanted a higher opinion of himself.

“Ah! My old compadre Agent JOBO,” braved Titus with a sweet and sour soupcon of self-satisfaction.

This caught the attention of Travaleo who trained his device on the two. He was enjoying his role as director.

“I am glad to see you well, Mr. Carneesus,” monotoned the agent.

“Carneades!” bristled Titus. “Carneades! How many times do I have to correct—”

“Not yet updated.” Another emotion-parched response.

Titus gave up on trying to move a bureaucrat or a bureaucracy one bloody centimeter and concentrated on being snide. “Bet you didn’t expect to find me alive.”

“No.” Special Agent Alvero Jimenez-Ortiz-Blanco-Ortega carried on with his patented bone-dry attitude.

Titus was not to be outdone. “Bet you didn’t expect us to escape from your little secret underground laboratory or whatever it is,” he taunted.

“I am not familiar with the place you are referring to.”

Kanenas interrupted. “Friend Titus, while I see that you two have a history, we here are making another history of a sort, and I for one would like a placid and calm denouement.” He turned to the agent. “I, sir, am the formerly late Kanenas.”

Titus kicked himself internally. His ego had gotten the best of him, and he walked over to Sonata with apologetic eyes. Kanenas now stood in the center of the room. In one corner, Arshad and Aiza gave stillness a run for its money. Shen, in another corner seemed to have shrunk in size and gave all the appearances of being a man who had given up.

Kanenas eyed the agent. “First, I thank you for not pressing your force or your advantage upon us.”

“Force is a last resort,” said Special Agent Alvero Jimenez-Ortiz-Blanco-Ortega with about as much emotion as Titus had ever heard from the mannish creature.

Titus interjected. “Last resorts have been popping up hot and heavy lately.”

Kanenas eyed Titus. “Yes, that is a concern,” he confirmed. “We are only interested in settling this situation without violence.”

Sonata took this moment to move in beside Kanenas. Titus saw that her show of solidarity with Kanenas invited the kind of thing he never invited—until now. So, he wedged himself between the two.

Kanenas smiled at Titus. “Welcome aboard!”

Titus winced. “Don’t misunderstand me or my motives.”

“I’m not,” said Kanenas looking back at the agent. “Well, sir. We would like to leave this place unmolested.”

“There are complications,” said the agent.

“I never doubted it,” smiled Kanenas. “Please enumerate.”

“You three may leave, but after a debriefing, of course.”

“We need to negotiate the time and the public place for such debriefing,” nodded Kanenas. “And the others?”

The agent betrayed another slight blip of emotion, a barely noticeable quiver on the lip. “Mr. Shen is wanted by his country.”

“Upon what charges?”

“That is classified.”

“Set that aside for the moment. Arshad and Aiza?”

“Multiple charges from multiple nations.”

“I realize that they have committed crimes, but counsel is—”

Kanenas was interrupted by Aiza who screamed, “They will not take us alive!”

He turned to her to see her raise her weapon. Instantly, a blanket of white light, triggered by one of the burlies, blinded everyone in the room for a moment. Titus, for once, was ready and pushed Sonata to the floor while simultaneously and successfully pulling his weapon out of his deep pocket and accidentally flinging it across the room. Ignoring his failure, he turned to Kanenas and heard Aisa’s bullets whizzing overhead. He heard one of the burlies return fire but was distracted by three Chinese agents bursting into the room from a window behind Shen and pulling him down. In another corner, five men from multiple secret agencies were wrestling the reluctant but now disarmed Arshad and Aiza into submission.

The shock storm of blurred activity yielded to an eerie quiet.

The only people standing in the room now were Titus and Kanenas. Travaleo’s device continued to digest and transmit all that had happened. Titus felt like a sharp rivet of fear had been released from his body and was strangely calm. He gazed down to see that Sonata was safe but was met with a look from her of rampaging horror. She pulled out a handkerchief and darted toward Kanenas.

Startled, Titus turned back to Kanenas who betrayed a calm, squinty smile as a small but forceful fall of blood poured from the side of his neck. He began to slide down and Titus caught him and lowered his now limp form to the floor. One of Aiza’s bullets had found an unintended target. Sonata tried to apply the handkerchief to the gash but needed no doctor to tell her that it was a useless gesture. The wound was impressive.

With a mighty terminal effort, Kanenas pulled Titus to his face, and with the illumination in his eyes dimming, he whispered, “Batter up, my boy.” He smiled once again and ebbed into silence.

Titus stood over Kanenas and fought against an entirely misplaced desire to smile. Then he thought the better of it and let out a full-throated and robust laugh.

Travaleo, lurking in a corner, drooled out some of the more savory bits of his last candy bar as his device relentlessly recorded it all. He muttered to himself, “This is gonna make me.”


EPILOGUE



2993 CE - Month Ten - Day Four

HemiNet Braincast

CultureNews

Resurrection of the Prophet Monument Completed

The new bioplastic, near-life, holoform realmotion monument has replaced the tired and weathered polygranite representation that had stood on the same Hudson Valley site for hundreds of years. This version, imagined by the technartist Nelpesta, depicts Kanenas the Prophet at the precise moment of his Supreme Sacrifice, his face torn in sublime ecstasy, as the Great Acolyte Titus Carneesus the Reluctant supports his life-draining body and The Mother of All Apologizers, Sonat Pumpkin, dips her handkerchief in his sacred blood.

Socio-archaeologis have re-affirmed that this location is still accurate despite the ravages of the Tectonic Plate Wars of 2667-83.

The monument will be officially dedicated by the next regional president of the Northern Republic as soon as the individual is fully bred, activated, and programmed for service.

 

In the words of the Reluctant One:

“The message is good . . . wise . . . much needed.

Now and for all time.

Do no harm.”
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