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  20 Years Ago


  The symbol looked almost like a contemporary set of tally marks. Short slashes angled away from a straight center line but not quite like those they’d seen in class. The slashes were clustered differently and featured additional flourishes at the end of some lines.


  Kaity angled her headlamp toward it with an adjustment then gave the mark a couple of careful strokes with the soft round hand brush she’d been given. She wanted to clear dust particles without damaging the edges. Etched along a corner on the old stone wall in a seldom unexplored chamber, it might have gone unseen for ages until her headlamp hit it.


  “What have you got?”


  Her friend Lizabeth had slipped in behind her, through a doorway of this narrow building, what the professors had called the necessarium.


  “A marking. See it?”


  Liz laughed. “The monks wrote on their bathroom walls?”


  “What?”


  “Didn’t they tell you where you were working? This was the latrine.” Liz giggled. “It really was necessary.”


  “Well, it’s different isn’t it? We need to show one of the professors.”


  “They’re off at the truck. Drinkin’ coffee or something. Liam is close. Will a student assistant do? That’s close to a professor. Why don’t we get him?”


  That should do, Kaity thought. Everyone whispered about Liam, who was a couple of years older, and he’d been showing a keen interest in symbols from what she understood.


  Maybe he’d be impressed.


  Switching off her headlamp, she stepped from the shadows under the stone out into the light. She blinked a bit before spotting the young man at the work table under a small tent. He seemed to be cleaning a bit of stone with a hand brush.


  With Liz at her shoulder, making slight hand gestures at her side to keep her friend from giggling, she moved across the grassy expanse outside the old monastery wall.


  “I think we have something of interest,” she said.


  The young man looked up from his work. “Oh?”


  He followed her back to where she’d been working a few moments before.


  “I think it’s a bit odd to have it on a Christian site,” she said. “What do you think?”


  She hoped she sounded solemn and intelligent. She didn’t want him to think she was a twit.


  He stood up, his brow wrinkling.


  “These symbols have been found in a lot of places,” he said. “Let’s take a closer look.”


  His voice was soft, but deep and serious. He reached for a round-brimmed hat before rising. The hat seemed an odd choice for him. His work clothes were always crisp and perfect, even though he spent his hours working in chambers filled with dirt. He was tall and angular.


  Kaity tried to hide her infatuation as he moved past her.


  “Where was it?”


  “She was workin’ in the toilets,” Liz said.


  Kaity gave her friend a glare to freeze the inevitable giggle.


  “It’s over here.”


  She led the way back to the corner where she’d been exploring. There, she turned her headlamp on again, focused it, and pointed, then looked back at him.


  His eyes had widened and he looked just a bit mesmerized.


  “That is different,” he said. “May I?”


  He gestured toward her headband.


  She slipped the light off, and he accepted it, holding the lamp in his hand as he knelt beside the wall and carefully moved a finger along the hash marks.


  “This may really be something new,” he said.


  “Would a Druid sneak in and leave a message on a monk’s bathroom wall?” Kaity asked.


  “Not sure,” Liam said. “I’ve seen a couple of other similar marks, and I’ve been talking with some others. We’re wondering if there might have been a secret alphabet, maybe something only used in this region. You maybe have found a new piece of the puzzle.”


  He switched off the light and looked over his shoulder at her.


  “Don’t tell anyone about this symbol yet, okay? Could be something interesting. Don’t want whispers going around too early. We have some thoughts about what we might do with them. You know the African student?”


  “Sure.”


  “He’s bloody brilliant. He’s been makin’ some notes, doing some calculations, and we’ve been talking, a few of us, about doing something interesting with the findings.”


  “OK,” Kaity said, and she had to fight a giggle now. It felt a little exciting to be part of an ancient secret. What fun.


  One


  Dublin, Ireland - Today


  He had to hurry.


  Professor Inerney Burke’s heart thundered as he headed down the stairs, but not just from the exertion. A man and a woman had arrived unannounced, and without an appointment. His assistant had called, and he’d said he would be right out – he was pretty sure who the visitors were.


  He then rose from his office chair in Trinity College Dublin’s Department of History, put on his raincoat, beige tartan scarf and a hat and began to gather printouts, clippings and other materials scattered across his desk. These he stuffed into an accordion folder. He didn’t worry about the order. Organization could come later.


  In his haste, a small plastic item that had been resting atop a paperweight bounced off his desk, ricocheted off his chair arm and disappeared under a bookcase that stood on legs a few millimeters high.


  He let it go as less essential and headed for a back exit. He didn’t like leaving without finding coverage for his afternoon class in medieval history. It would be the first time in thirty years he’d shirked a lecture responsibility, but circumstances left him little choice. Things seemed on the verge of getting out of hand again.


  His heart rate ticked even higher by the time he reached the gray cobblestones leading into the grassy Library Square. Looking over his shoulder as he passed a row of student bicycles, he checked for pursuit. The lack of it offered no comfort. They’d be coming.


  He hurried through the arched stone exit onto the street, ignoring the afternoon rain as he waved for a cab. Failing to capture one’s attention, he made a left and hurried along to the busy corner of Grafton and Nassau. Pedestrians filled the walkways, traffic buzzed, and he stepped into the flow to lose himself, keeping the file tucked under his coat to protect it from the rain.


  He had intended to scan the drawing that had come this morning, storing it digitally for safe keeping, but he’d had no time. The envelope had arrived in the morning post, a printout of a photograph showing a symbol painted on a metal light pole, location undetermined. It seemed to be a warning from some anonymous ally that activity had resurfaced. Strangers on his doorstep had to be related.


  Back in the day, the time of the Old Crisis as he now thought of it, even though he’d disapproved, the ideas had seemed intriguing and exciting. The notions behind it all had been stimulating.


  Now, with the theories and hypotheses being discussed and dissected in Internet groups with disconcerting signs of belief, everything felt more like a nightmare. Decisions made then had triggered repercussions that rippled all around him.


  He looked back again as he waited for the traffic light. The figures that stepped from Trinity’s entrance had to be the pair who’d come to visit. They too wore raincoats, a square-faced man who stood head and shoulders above the crowd, and a younger woman, auburn-haired and dressed in a gray plaid skirt and dark boots that matched her overcoat and sweater. She’d probably be considered fashionable, but that was the sort of thing Burke would have to consult his assistant about. Some trends escaped his notice and interest.


  Could they recognize him?


  It would be easy enough to check his picture on the college website or from other online sources. Did they know him on sight? He couldn’t chance finding out by giving them more than the back of his head.


  He had to keep moving, had to take at least some steps in case he was captured. Rushing across the street with the Don’t Walk sign still on display, he drew a horn honk. Ignoring it, he pulled his mobi from his pocket, raising an arm to protect its face from the rain while managing to keep the folder tight in his arm pit. Almost frantically he searched through his address book, praying he had not deleted the contact he needed, the name of that man he’d met long ago at a conference.


  People jostled him as he scrolled the B’s, but he ignored them, slumping his shoulders, cupping one hand over the phone’s screen and forging onward, glancing up only to check street signs. He made a right when he saw the street name he wanted, turned and jogged down the less crowded sidewalk until he reached another corner, then another turn. The creak in his knees had to be ignored.


  Bells rattled on the shop door when he found it, putting his weight into it. A girl with straw-colored hair, young enough to be one of his students, stood behind the counter. He’d met her. What was her name? Best to be polite.


  “Nelda, I’m looking for Mr. Redmond,” he said, pulling off his rimless glasses to shake away raindrops.


  Her gaze locked on his face for a second then flicked down to the bulging folder under his arm, taking it in. Then a greeting smile flickered onto her lips.


  “He’s in the back–inventory work. New arrivals and the like.”


  “Could you get him please?”


  She disappeared through a curtain.


  Finding the name he sought archived on his phone, he pulled it up and began to tap a message. The students could do these things so much more easily. His fingers felt stiff and heavy, the aches in the joints intensified by the damp cold of the afternoon. He made mistakes, didn’t bother to correct them, just concentrated on getting his fingertips to convey enough meaning.


  “Inny,” came his friend’s voice.


  He looked up to see a gray-haired figure in a charcoal sweater. Redmond looked older and thinner than when he’d seen him last. How many months? Perhaps he was recently recovered from an illness. No time for small talk.


  “It’s been a while,” Redmond was saying.


  “I wish I had time to chat longer,” Inerney said. “Can’t.”


  He pulled the package from under his coat.


  “Safekeeping?”


  Redmond looked at the offering with a wrinkle of his brow.


  “What?”


  “I’ll call you later to explain. Just get this locked up somewhere, and I was never here.”


  Redmond looked at the girl, then at the professor again, jaw sagging.


  “Is this about…?”


  Burke didn’t want to say more, and he didn’t want the package he now held. Inerney just shook his head slowly. Sorry, Reddy, no other way.


  Finally, Redmond gave a nod, resigned.


  “Certainly,” he said. He took the package, nodded again to Inerney’s thanks then watched his friend head out the door.


  Inerney had almost finished his message as he stepped into the rain. He took a second to check for his pursuers. Seeing nothing, he turned again, and headed toward the Liffey.


  He checked the words on his screen one last time, cupping a hand to shield the phone. Did they make sense? They’d have to.


  Frm Inerney Burke- met at conferenxe. Your attention needed on matter discssed. Mst talk soon!!!


  He hit send, shoved the phone back into his pocket and rushed on into the rain.


  Two


  Jobstown, Southwest Dublin


  Detective Aileen O’Donnell of Garda’s Special Detective Unit ignored the rain pelting her blue-and-yellow coat and checked the Velcro at her waist, making sure her ballistic vest was secure as an officer in front of her readied the battering ram. Her father had died from a bullet that had found an artery in spite of body armor, so she always checked the details within her control. That had never led to her being assessed as risk-averse at the An Garda Síochána’s college, however. If anything, she’d come to be known in her training days as someone who’d step onto a high wire if the situation demanded it. That earned her respect with few realizing the dark streak buried somewhere deep inside her. Her father’s life being snatched away had led her to feel there was little worth in avoiding danger. If the reaper wanted you, he’d find you.


  No counselor had ever scribbled fatalism on her record as an assessment of her personal philosophy, but that might have come close to accuracy. She’d encountered the word in a philosophy class and had tried reading about it until she’d tired of deciphering academic language with all of its propositions and premises and decided to rely on her gut. She’d formulated her own unofficial credo, cataloged and defined only in her head.


  Deep down, she found it hard to believe anyone could really influence the inevitable or alter a course of events already set into motion. The best you could do was keep your head low and forge ahead, getting a handle on things you could manage and preparing for likely grim outcomes. Perhaps that was a little more gloomy than fatalism. Maybe she was the truest form of a pessimist.


  To combat that, she often reminded herself above all Ireland’s police were named as the guardians of peace, and the Special Detective Unit was perhaps responsible in that realm most of all. Counter-terrorism investigation and related duties fell to them. Duties just like these she was engaged in at the moment.


  Lifting her walkie she pressed TRANSMIT even as rain began to weigh down her hair’s unruly blonde waves. O’Donnell didn’t allow herself to be beautiful. Granting her hair its right to be a wild, unkempt array of curls, she mitigated the fine bones and cast of her features with a stern look that struck fear into the hearts of suspects and drew sober respect from fellow officers, those males who might otherwise give her a difficult time. That was the goal. Decrease bullshit.


  A few indelicate nicknames had formed behind her back, such as Thundering Bitch, the most polite of the collection. She was aware of those remarks and bore them without second thought, preferring them to any alternative.


  “Curtains are drawn.” The response was from Daly, who was commanding the Emergency Response Unit. “We can’t get a sight inside the apartment, but we know at least two men are in there.”


  “Should we hold?”


  “I can’t say circumstances are going to improve but we don’t have eyes on them.”


  “Weapons and equipment haven’t been moved?”


  “Not unless they have a teleporter. Nothing’s come out the front or back.”


  “We ready to knock?”


  “At your command.”


  She lowered the unit, rested her rifle’s retracted stock against her hip and looked at the man beside her, Inspector George Crowell, who nodded back. The Garda’s Special Detective Unit had developed credible leads that what the press would refer to as rogueRepublican dissidents had a weapons cache in this small, mundane gray apartment just a few blocks from City Centre.


  The SDU had rolled out a response team once chatter had developed that either movement of the weapons was planned or that some kind of attack was imminent.


  Reminding herself what would happen would happen, she lifted her walkie. “Forward.”


  A man in black tactical gear slammed the ram into the wooden door, splintering it with seeming ease. The stun grenade flash came a second later, tossed in by the officer at his shoulder. The heartbeat after that, a hasty flow of black-clad men with Heckler & Koch assault weapons ready streamed through the doorway.


  O’Donnell held her position, observing, shifting her rifle to the crook of her arm, fingers flexing around the stock. She felt the rush of adrenaline. She could almost sense its flow in the systems of those men in the first wave.


  She listened to the movement, to the footsteps, to breathing, to the sound of doors kicked inward, the softer sounds of weapon straps and components rattling. All of it rose above the hiss of the increasing rain.


  In another heartbeat, movement in the window of the apartment the men had targeted caught her eye. Her actions began a split second sooner than they might have…


  …as shattering glass interrupted quiet precision. She looked upward to the source. The man in the second-floor window clutched a rocket launcher. Compact, black metal. He balanced it in one hand because his other was wrapped in a length of cord.


  He stepped into air, swung from the window, the launcher aimed toward the building entrance where a file of police was still moving through the doorway. The blast, even if erratic, would be devastating.


  “Reports didn’t indicate that level of firepower,” George shouted.


  O’Donnell’s heart pounded. Of course the reports hadn’t specified the unpredictable, that some arms dealer would throw in a bonus bit of destruction. You never knew what kind of weaponry was floating around even these days.


  O’Donnell was no sniper, but she stayed current on all her qualifications, and she had only seconds. Dropping to one knee, she put the rifle against her shoulder and aimed for his throat in case he wore body armor as well. One of those things they drilled into you.


  She hadn’t planned on needing to fire any distance. Holding her breath, she squeezed the trigger. Prayed.


  Muzzle fire blazed into the rain. The weapon thundered.


  And in the next seconds, the slug tore through flesh and ripped arteries, producing a crimson shower that spilled down across the man’s chest, soaking his clothes and sending red raindrops onto the concrete below.


  The officers at the rear of the procession looked up at him, raised more weapons, rapid-firing weapons that began to spew. His body jerked, as if he were an odd marionette twisted into an arrhythmic dance. Or a church aspergillum, spreading not holy water, but a spray of gore.


  In seconds it was over. The rocket launcher dropped, unfired, into an officer’s hands. Good catch.


  The riddled remains stilled, except for the dripping blood. That continued.


  Three


  “Why did this go so wrong?”


  The silver-haired man’s face probably always had a bit of a ruddy complexion, but it had turned redder as he scanned the street across from the police cruiser that had whisked him to the crime scene. Television cameras from beyond a cordon were aimed at the building where the terrorist’s body still dangled.


  “Why is he still up there? You’ve had time to collect what you need. Get him down. What are you waiting for? The maggots to come?”


  It wasn’t clear if he spoke literally or if that was how he felt about the press. O’Donnell had never met him, but she recognized Deputy Commissioner Darce Sheehan, someone high up on the food chain. His formal uniform was flawless, every crease pressed and button in place.


  “Who was in charge of the operation?” he demanded, leaning to only a couple of inches from the face of a superintendent who’d been called out shortly after the scene had been secured.


  Heads nodded her way, and the man wheeled and stomped toward her.


  “How did this go so wrong?” he repeated. “In Jobstown of all places.”


  He towered over her, and she found herself staring up into his salt-and-pepper mustache, though his hard black eyes were what demanded her focus.


  “Didn’t you have intelligence up front, to know what these men would be capable of?”


  “With due respect,” O’Donnell said, “no one expected we were knocking on Batman’s door.”


  “Looks like you found him anyway and strung him up for everybody to see.”


  A group of officers in yellow jackets had moved in to lower the body to a set of officers and crime-scene technicians in white jumpsuits on the sidewalk.


  O’Donnell tilted her face toward her feet as words spilled on her. Self-defense was pointless at the moment. There would be time for that. For the moment, she just needed to be absorbent. The verbal discipline didn’t matter. She felt blood rush to her face, knew her skin was as ruddy as the superior’s, but she clenched her teeth and willed herself not to show any emotion she could control. And she willed herself not to cry. Definitely not to cry.


  She knew, and her father had always told her, a Garda officer, a female officer, couldn’t afford that emotional outlet, no matter what the stress, no matter how dire the situation. Never let ’em see you cry.


  “We’ve tried everything from gas to LRADs to quell violence. Couldn’t you have just called ’em out?”


  That wouldn’t have worked here. He knew it, but she reminded herself as the man spat more words that this would pass and the official proceedings were what mattered. She’d acted properly. She’d followed orders. Their goal had been to rein the terrorists in before they did any damage. They’d succeeded in that, and bloodshed had always been a possibility.


  They might try to make her a scapegoat, but it wouldn’t be easy, and there was no reason to help that cause by counter-attacking. If she could remain calm with someone dangling over her head trying to kill her and her comrades, she should be able to do the same under this rain of verbal abuse.


  Let him vent, let them get the body down and let them take her statement. Then she could go home and any emotion that showed there wouldn’t matter. She could cry if she needed to.


  “I asked if we had an ID on the body yet.”


  Sheehan had wedged that in amidst the diatribe, and she’d been so focused at remaining stoic it had almost slipped past her.


  “He was living under the name Aidan Stephenson, but we believe him to be Rhys Sanders. He’s a suspect in a plot related to bombings in Galway last year, and we had intelligence he’d come to Dublin to meet with a rogue group of local boys with cross purposes. They stayed inside when he came out to play, so they’re in custody.”


  “Let’s pray he’s who you think he is. If he’s on a watch list, that might help when the excessive force outcries start in a few minutes.”


  “There’s a cache of arms upstairs that ought to help with that, too. Not to mention the one he had aimed at my men.”


  “I believe she did a commendable job,” a superintendent named Ciarán Donnelly said. He’d always been an advocate and had been standing by, and the moment had finally arisen for him to interject that.


  “We’ll see about that,” Sheehan said, but he’d calmed a bit, and was looking toward the front of the building, assessing what had transpired.


  O’Donnell’s attention was drawn away from that and the deputy commissioner. A man with red hair and a beard stood near a corner looking on. He had been there for several minutes, a stout man with a stern expression on his upper face.


  He wore a dark suit beneath his overcoat and looked official save for the beard, though he wasn’t associating with the other officials present, and did not seem to be with the media. What was his interest?


  She had to stop contemplating that when she was pulled to a van by a man in a suit. A seat and a paper cup of hot coffee were offered.


  “We’re gonna take you over to Phoenix Park so that you can provide a statement while events are fresh.”


  She nodded as she sipped. As the van door slid shut, she saw the red-haired man still standing nearby. He continued to watch as the van pulled away.


  “Just give us an order of events,” an investigator in a crisp white shirt said, aiming a small digital recorder at O’Donnell’s face.


  At Garda Headquarters at Phoenix Park, she’d been shuffled into a small interview room. The interviewer had identified himself as Internal Affairs, but crowded behind him were suits and uniforms, civilians from human resources but uniformed assistant commissioners including Sheehan as well. There’d been clamoring for more civilian input on matters like these. She couldn’t tell at a glance which ones wanted her head.


  She just went over things in order, from the van pulling up and the force piling out to the slam with the battering ram and the swinger’s first appearance. From the corner of her eye, she saw that Sheehan had found other things to interest him.


  That helped her keep her demeanor calm and her speech matter of fact, but the questions soon strayed into dark territory.


  “Do you feel there’s anything you overlooked going in?”


  “No sir. We were looking for a weapons and explosives cache and we found it.”


  “Your father was killed in the line of duty?”


  “Yes.”


  “Have you ever found that impacting your judgment?”


  That had to come.


  “It only makes me more careful.”


  If they sought a lynch pin for a case against her, she wouldn’t make it easy. She sipped the coffee and closed her eyes, slowly drawing in a breath, holding it, then letting go. She’d learned the calming technique long ago. It returned a casual ease to her, and she dealt with the next barrage without betraying any emotion.


  Eventually the recorder was switched off and the investigator thanked her, told her to wait for IA to contact her. She’d be seeing a counselor as well. Rest easy.


  Sure. And wait for a desk assignment, the expedient solution while things got hashed out. Or, and the pessimism kicked in, while they plotted a way to serve her up.


  As they left, she looked for the red-haired man again. She caught no sign of him, but as she walked into the hallway, Sheehan was on the phone, listening to someone.


  He looked up as she passed and kept watching, nodding occasionally to whatever was filling his ear.


  Four


  O’Donnell didn’t see the man in the black suit again until he arrived on her doorstep early the next morning. As she looked through the peephole, she spotted red beard hair. She suspected she’d have to tell the story yet another time. He’d finished his quiet observation and now stood ready to put her on the grill for one reason or another. Then to usher her into early retirement.


  She massaged her eyes and forehead, hoping to clear the numbness of sleep. She’d spent restless hours until sometime past one. Then she’d dozed and drifted into fitful dreams of rushing and carnage. Somewhere in the depths of sleep, the dream had stopped being a repeat of the day’s events and become a tempest of pitching waves and dark clouds that masked things peering at her with red eyes. A compulsion to pull back some curtain of gloom nagged at her, as if she sensed the mind of the thing with red eyes, but not much of that stuck with her now.


  As her sleep melted slowly, she was left with only lingering and disturbing impressions that she attributed to the after effects of the shooting, something she’d be able to give this guy when the mandatory sessions began.


  If he was a counselor. She hadn’t expected to begin again so early. Maybe he was another investigator with a report to file. She assessed him as he stepped across her transom, getting a better look than when he’d been standoffish on the street.


  Tall, somewhere deep in his fifties, he could have blended into a group of middle-management paper pushers, though he had an ex-military air.


  “You want to hear what happened again?” she asked once he’d flipped some kind of ID that looked reasonably official.


  “I need you somewhere else, actually. Immediately. The wheels on the shooting inquiry can grind for a while without you. Why don’t you get dressed?”


  “Where else, actually?”


  “Your … incident frees you up for a special assignment that cropped up overnight and needs someone with your talents.”


  “What are those?”


  “Investigative skills. Proven ability to handle yourself in dangerous situations as they occur. We always have an eye out for good operatives.”


  “Who’d that ID say you were with, exactly?”


  She wore navy lounge pants with a pattern of royal and pale blue flowers along with a loose pullover jersey. She folded her arms now, feeling a bit awkward. Sleepwear had seemed good enough to greet some obligatory counselor. Now she felt like she ought to be at attention and saluting a new boss, as well as pulling her disheveled curls under some kind of control.


  “Have you ever heard of the Aisteach?”


  Ash-tuck. The Irish word rumbled deep in his throat.


  “The Garda strange and unusual bureau? I thought it was a joke. Or a conspiracy theory.”


  “It wasn’t. My name is Zachary Rees. You won’t find me on the flow charts the public sees, but I’m the equivalent of an assistant commissioner.”


  She held back an urge to note his full name sounded almost like the possessive of his first. Have you seen Zachary’s cap? Have you seen Zach Rees? She folded her lips in to hide the smile.


  “That’s why you could make a call and get me…?”


  “To get you reassigned?” He nodded. “You’ll be said to be on administrative leave. That’s the boat you’d be in anyway. The usual hubbub’s brewin’, ‘ill-planned, too much force’ on our part. A box of South African weapons is unaccounted for after yesterday’s carnage. You’ll be needin’ to lay low and see a counselor, go through the other motions.”


  He curled one corner of his mouth upward. “But the situation yesterday opens the door for you to serve in a special liaison capacity. Why do you think you were sent home so quickly?”


  “I saw my supervisor take the mobi call. Do I have a choice?”


  “You can do this or you can sit around here watching Red Rock until you’re given a desk assignment for the next eon. Want to get dressed and be a police officer or watch a soap about police officers?”


  “Join the creepy patrol or sit on my arse? Great options.”


  She gave her head an almost imperceptible uptick.


  “Good, plain clothes, pack your sidearm.”


  “I hope there’s coffee where we’re going.”
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