


MIND STALKED

Mind Web 1

A Psychological Thriller Series

––––––––
[image: ]


Y J Kohano

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: C:\Users\Yvonne\Documents\My Documents\KE documents\ke_logo.jpg]

Nanokas Press

A Division of Kochanowski Enterprises

Copyright © 2016

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

About MIND STALKED



[image: ]


BLOODY HALLUCINATIONS or a killer’s reality?

When Federal profiler Nico Sophianos has recurring nightmares steeped in horror and death, he’s convinced he’s losing his mind. Could he be this cold-blooded killer? Photos and case files can’t lie, and they expose his visions all too well.

Hiding the extent of his hallucinations from his staff grows increasingly difficult with each new case. Hiding from the perceptiveness of his clandestine therapist is even harder, until he enlists her help in separating chimeras from reality. 

A master is pulling the strings, and victims are falling with increasing bloody frequency. How can Nico sever his connection to the mind web? Only by learning the truth and destroying the killer can Nico save lives, but the price might be his sanity.

Length: 102,000 words

About the Series: A mind web connects all human subconscious, but most are never sensitive to it. What happens when someone uses this conduit to direct the actions of the unaware or unwilling? Your mind is not your own, and you may not even know it. Explore the mind web with the team determined to root out its evil controllers and destroy their power over the innocents. 
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1 – Wednesday Evening, Chicago
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AWARENESS RETURNED like a slow moving train at the end of a distant tunnel, a pinprick of light growing larger as it approached. Vision blurred, reformed, and focused in front of him. Fingers glowed white on hands gripping a steering wheel. A faint shriek echoed in his brain. 

Other sensations emerged gradually as his circle of sight widened. Reflective glass, gray vinyl, glowing lights. The sweat bathing him caused a chill, but his tremors had nothing to do with being cold. He was rarely afraid, but he could barely draw in enough air to keep the white lights dancing at the periphery of his vision from blocking out all else. It would be too easy to hide from the terror by giving in.

Bile, rancid and bitter, filled his throat and threatened to drown him, but swallowing was impossible. Movement was beyond his capability. He could not pry his fingers from their demonic hold on plastic. If he was honest with himself, he was afraid to lift them. What would he find?

The knock on the window startled him into a gasp.

“Hey mister, you having some sort of problem?”

He gulped hard, aware the shape outside the fogged glass wore a uniform. 

Where was he?

“Sir? Can you open the door, slowly please, and keep your hands where I can see them?”

A light shown in his eyes, and he flinched as the bright beam blinded him. He dragged in a breath and closed his lids, unable to escape the dance of luminescence burned into his retina no matter where he looked. Then it receded, and with the darkness, he ordered himself to marshal some semblance of order.

“Sir, I’m asking politely. Out of the car with your hands up, now.”

The voice outside grew more determined, a hint of menace ragged at its edges, and in response, he pried his fingers off the steering wheel, one by one. Fear kept his gaze averted, registering the lit car dashboard and keys dangling from the ignition. But it was only human to want to look, just as he would steal a passing glance at a car wreck on the freeway. 

His palms slipped free. He couldn’t avoid a hasty verification. What he found made him suck in air, the cold searing his throat. No marks. No evidence. No – nothing. 

In the vague dancing colors outside the car windows, he saw a second form to the right, another uniform, and a flashlight with something underneath it as the person advanced on him with slow steps. To the left, the first officer approached the door, and the black gleam of polished metal was unmistakable. They considered him a potential threat. The black hole at the weapon’s muzzle might swallow him up at any moment.

Moving slowly, he pressed a quaking finger to the window lever. Nothing happened. He could open the door, but he doubted he could stand. The muted click of the door lock sent an answering thud into his bones. He pulled the door handle and the hinges swung silently, carrying the door outward. Its movement pushed the officer back three feet. The gun stayed on target, pointed at his chest. He put one hand on the doorframe, the bite of metal against his palm giving him better focus. Resting the other on the wheel again, he turned his body as much as he could to face the officer.

“I’m sorry. I was listening to music and didn’t hear you immediately. I thought you might be someone trying to jack the car.”

The officer’s eyes ran across his face, checked his hands in their neutral position, and flashed the light in rapid movements around the interior of the car.

“License and registration, please. Have you been drinking, sir? Are you currently under the influence?”

Had he been drinking? He couldn’t remember. He couldn’t recall taking any conscious actions in the past few hours. His last memory was of giving his presentation right after lunch, in the slot jokingly referred to as the pasta coma hour. Well attended, if he remembered correctly, with lots of young eager faces. 

“Driver’s license and registration, please.” The cop wasn’t relaxing his stance, and his partner, a man younger by a dozen years, spoke into the mic at his shoulder as he walked around the vehicle in a deliberate gait. The man’s lips moved as he read out the license plate and waited. Moments later, he responded to whatever he heard and shook his head.

It was time to act, to leave passivity behind until he could pick up the vague memories again and examine them more closely. If he thought about the ramifications now, he would be screaming in agony and carted off to jail or the psych ward, identification notwithstanding. Identification. Show them his identification. It would explain everything.

“My identification is in the left breast pocket of my coat. May I take it out and show it to you?”

The officer gave a curt nod, lifting his aim a few inches at point blank range. Moving with deliberate slowness, his left hand brought the coat open as wide as he could in the narrow space, to communicate he was trying nothing hostile. His right crossed his body at a glacial pace until two fingers reached into his pocket and brushed against emptiness. Ignoring rising panic and digging further, he closed around smooth leather and produced the slim folded credentials.

At least they were where they should be. He wheezed out a sigh of relief.

He continued the slow arc of movement, stretching his arm out the open doorframe and opening the folio. The officer shined his light on it and frowned, stepping forward only far enough to grip the leather. He read the inserts carefully, flipping to the back and the photo. The bright beam blinded him again as it shown in his face, then lowered almost as fast to the leather. 

“Well, well. A big wig. Hey Terry, guess what we got here? Want to take a guess and buy breakfast when you lose?”

The other man said something, his words garbled by a sudden influx of noise. Engines and tires and the more than occasional honk of a horn filled his hearing. He swore it had been so silent moments before, even with the door open. The stench of alley came next, rotting garbage and urine. It was as if his senses were returning, one by one.

Where was he?

“Nope, not even close. Though an alderman in an indelicate situation would have made my evening. Nope, we got us a Fed, a real live Fed.” The man returned his gun to the holster, leaving the snap open and keeping a palm close by, and approached the door. Slapping the fist clutching the leather folio on the car’s roof with enough force to make the sound echo in the interior, he leaned down, shining the light inside the vehicle in a patterned sweep checking every corner. 

He handed back the credentials, staring with intense examination as he did so. His sniff was audible, as if checking for a hint of alcohol or pot. Squinting slightly, his gaze steadied eyeball to eyeball. Satisfied, he shook his head.

“So tell me, mister Federal agent, what are you doing on my turf?”
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“YOU LOOK LIKE SHIT, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

Nicolajis Sophianos avoided rubbing a hand across his eyes by sheer willpower. The comment prompted him to stand up straighter and dropped his shoulders a fraction further back until he felt the pull in his neck lift his chin higher. He could not appear weak.

“And now you look like you have a stick shoved up your ass. And you still look like shit.”

If he had a second in command in the department, it was Kenneth Soldier. Kidding aside about the man’s name, he made the perfect lieutenant. He took orders without question unless he thought clarification was necessary. Nine times out of ten, the clarification was intended to let the other person know he didn’t agree with an action or conclusion. He delegated responsibilities to their staff with effective skill, never wasting a moment of time or one calorie of effort. While managing the department’s duties with the upmost competence, he almost always made himself available to fill in for whatever was needed. Nico had no idea what he did when he wasn’t available, but he had not made it an issue. He could count on Ken’s loyalty and his discretion.

Except in this.

Thinking fast, Nico said, “I spent some time out on the town last night. I grew up here. I still love Chicago, and I guess last night I loved it a little too much.” He made an effort to relax and grin with sheepish self-deprecation, aware that the expression would seem out of character.

Prevarication had always come easily. Still, with his own people, he attempted to remain honest. If he couldn’t share all, he said nothing. Lying wasn’t sitting well with him. Since he had no means of explaining his missing evening and the uneasy night that followed, a lie was all he had.

Ken chuckled, as if unaware of the fabricated story.

“I know what you mean. The energy here is different from our town. It’s not that there’s no energy at home, mind you, but it’s different in a huge city.” He waved in acknowledgement at the bellman who’d stepped out of the gray rental car. “Do you want to drive to the university? I know where we’re going, but if you have your heart set on it, I don’t mind.”

Ken pulled his rolling briefcase to the curb without looking back. Just as well. Nico wasn’t sure he’d kept the flash of uncertainty off his face. Ken would be the man to find it, his x-ray vision observing everything and probing until he had the answer. He fell back on a ready excuse, since their data tracking department had forwarded a wealth of information overnight.

“No, be my guest. I have data to peruse. Tracking located suspicious reports last night in Athens. If the intelligence is accurate, it’s another one of the cells.”

Ken rounded the car and tipped the bellman an amount large enough to make the young man jump to handle the door with a startled grin.

“Thank you, sir, thank you very much. Have a great day, sir, and hurry back to see us soon.”

That exuberance would have amused Nico under other circumstances. As it was, the chasm between the depression he felt and the cheeriness of the youngster yawned wider. Not being able to remember hours of the previous day made him nervous.

Ken settled in the car and adjusted the side mirror, frowning. The quiet electric whine of the seat moving forward and his distinct hum of disapproval accompanied his subsequent settling into place. “Boy, someone changed everything around since I last drove this.”

Nico narrowed his eyes. That’s right, Ken drove them from the airport to the hotel two days ago, when they’d last needed the car. Ken wasn’t a short man by any definition, but Nico topped him by six inches, all of it and more being longer legs. As with almost any rental vehicle, he needed the driver’s seat pushed all the way back to accommodate his large frame and straightened legs. Luckily, a two-door rental like this had more front space. Ken set the seat further forward, preferring to keep his knees pressed to the dash, a position he now moved to with a self-satisfied change in hummed tune.

How had he driven this car last night? He had no memory of getting the valet claim ticket from Ken. Did he discuss going out with Ken? Why did he say he needed the car? How did he return the claim ticket to him? His tale about celebrating had been a lie, but this was the same car from the early hours of this morning. He’d driven it, including the last two shaky miles through the Loop with the police on his bumper, waiting for him to violate any law they could use as a reason to take him in. 

The cop at his car door had been insistent, poking and probing and asking why someone from the National Security Agency was loitering on a nearly deserted downtown Chicago side street in the wee hours of the morning. His younger partner had been more polite, only inquiring if Nico felt well enough to drive while eyeing him with bored disgust. He advised Nico that the area was prone to incidents, his emphasis on the word putting it in verbal quotation marks.

He’d never stood up, not trusting his rubbery legs to hold him upright, and uneasy about what the officers might find in the car. His memory of what could be there hadn’t faded, even in the light of day. He had no idea how he’d gotten from the hotel to the park, and when he’d handed the keys to the doorman at the hotel, he felt that too-familiar blackness settle in his brain once more. Consciousness found him sprawled on his bed fully clothed in the wee hours of the morning with no memory of how he got there. An examination of his clothes and shoes identified nothing unusual, but this did not ease his mind.

Gripping the tablet computer hard enough to feel the edge of its case dig into his skin, he tried to examine the steering wheel without appearing to study it too closely, then dropped his eyes to the floor mats. Both were unmarked, the only signs of use a few stray pieces of debris on the otherwise pristine carpet. That debris, however, captured his full attention.

Grass and leaves? But he’d been on city streets the whole time. Few trees still held their leaves this late in autumn, and there were no lawns between the skyscrapers of the Loop. 

Unless.

He stared at Ken, willing the man to give a reason why there was shrubbery in their car.

“Hey, don’t give me the evil eye. I know, I know, I tip too much. But I won’t put it on my expense report, I promise. It’s enough that you study those forms like it was your personal money we’re spending. Our trusty auditor’s a hundred times worse.”

Ken laughed as he pulled away from the hotel, facing forward as his eyes flicked from side to side and into the rear view mirror in the thickening traffic. As if anticipating a response, he threw a glance full of curiosity Nico’s way. “Really bad night, huh? Want to talk about it?”

Damn the man. It was as if he could see through the carefully manufactured façade and right into Nico’s greatest fears. But his shield was secure. No one would see what he didn’t want them to, not unless he let them in.

“The room was stifling and I felt restless, so I left for a while. I took a walk, had a couple of drinks at a pub, came back, and had another in the hotel bar. Stayed up late and slept poorly because of too much alcohol. End of story.”

He stared out the windshield, inspecting the rear of the car in front of them with diligent attention. The bumper sticker from the last presidential election was faded and shredding. He focused on that, willing reality to return from the missing hours. He wasn’t sure what scared him more, the missing gap of hours or what he thought he might remember.

With a little concentration, he could try to put last night out of his mind. His credentials were in his pocket. Nothing marked his clothing. It could have been a nightmare, a simple explanation. It – whatever it was – was out of his mind already. Or he was. Work, business, focus. Those were the only cures he knew.

Traffic was thick but moving, expanding his field of perspective. Soldier Field flew by on their left as Lake Shore Drive rounded the behemoth. Ken said nothing. It didn’t appear he knew Nico had used their rental. But did he use it, or was that part of his faulty memory? Had his subconscious made up the scene with the local police, perhaps in response to psychological stress? Even as the idea entered his mind, he dismissed it. Stress was part of his everyday diet.

When the traffic eased, Ken’s humming resumed. At the end of what could only be called a stanza, he said, “You sure did nail it with that presentation yesterday, Boss. I bet most of those people never considered that historical figures could have multiple personalities.”

Dissociative Identity Disorder, DID for short, and his specialty. Applying the concept to people throughout the span of human time had started out as a hobby in college, progressing to active research after he was awarded his first psychology doctorate. It became the dissertation of his second and he’d never been able to set it aside since. The frightening similarity DID bore to his present state of mindlessness was not something he wanted to examine.

Nico shifted in the seat, aware that unless he moved it back, his legs would remain in their current cramped state. But he didn’t want to draw attention to the point that his preference was where the seat had been set when they retrieved the car. Ken might notice.

Beside him, Ken chuckled again. “And you were like the Pied Piper with those students afterwards. I thought I was going to have to peel that one co-ed off you, you know, the one with all that blonde hair up in that bun? And that earnest dork with the fuzzy head and big glasses? He couldn’t wait to tell you ever single theory he had, like he was your peer.”

He didn’t remember. 

“Of course, that black guy who asked the last question had a great point. Your answer was terrific.”

He didn’t recall this either.

His memories stopped as he stepped to the podium, laser pointer in his right hand and the controller to advance his presentation in the left. They resumed with the cops on the dimly lit street miles from the conference site or their hotel. What existed in between was only in his mind, but within those confines, it was horrible to consider.

“Where did you all go after you left the meeting room? I had a session I wanted to hear, so I left. Last I saw, you were trailing disciples out into the ballroom area.”

Where had they gone? He had no clue. His gaze ranged around the car’s interior, searching for clues. When his eyes landed on the back seat’s floor, there it was. More evidence flashed him back to his earlier assessment.

Grass, small twigs, red and yellow leaves. On the floor in the back seat. Neither of them had set foot in it. What the hell? His eyes snapped forward, and he forced himself to breathe in until his chest expanded to fill his shirt. When he had no answers, control was vital.

Push it aside. Focus. Work.

He lit up the tablet and ran his finger across its screen to scroll blindly through its contents. Fighting for memory brought confusion. Work brought peace. Concentration brought that shift to daily demeanor he needed. 

He was the Director.

Straightening in his seat, he said, “Tell me what you think we can expect from our friends at the university.”

Ken’s voice droned like his hum as he spoke, but Nico wasn’t listening. He focused his considerable intelligence on one question and one question only. Where had he gone last night?

# # # # #
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TIRES WHIRRED ON PAVEMENT, the miniscule squeak and bump of uneven patches and occasional thrum of nearby engines the only noises disturbing their quiet. They rode in total silence, without even the inanity of the radio to break their concentration. The news was – troubling. An escalation? A new sect? Random, or deliberate? New powers, or acceleration of the old? Nico didn’t know what to make of this, and clearly neither did his associate. 

Work was Nico’s refuge, the only part of his life that had purpose and made sense. In this, he felt in control. Control was critical to their jobs. Without it, vital answers would be missed and analyses could be faulty. Accuracy was the purpose of their department, and conjecture was only allowed when backed up by facts and strong assumptions. He felt grateful they had a puzzle to piece through, anything to keep his mind occupied and his identity intact.

From the driver’s seat, Ken cleared his throat, a signal he was ready to speak and most likely lay into someone or something he didn’t agree with.

“I think they’re wrong.”

His vehemence bordered on indignation and the tone of his voice was deeper than usual. The usual nonchalance of both posture and facial expressions had morphed into a hard mask and stiff carriage. Hands that had so casually draped across the steering wheel earlier now clutched it at its apex. He motored his seat back until he drove shift-armed across the distance.

At least the man had a definite opinion. Their university contacts, snug and safe inside their ivy-covered walls with lush research grants to support them, postulated all sorts of conjectures. It could be this, or that. It might be important, or perhaps it was nothing. The new algorithm software should analyze rhetoric accurately, maybe. What they found as a result could be dangerous, but then again, it was just as likely benign and accidental.

Ken would know. His expertise blanketed this aspect of their field. How was the general populace swayed without recognizing they were being fed propaganda? Could the source of a message be identified through the words people used, their phraseology and cadence, simple sentences versus those more complex? How was babble separated from meaning? Monitoring rhetoric was his forte, and he excelled at reading the hidden messages in random words and patterns people used, the ones identifying them as part of a group in which the government had interest.

“I don’t think their software accurately reads the nuances of speech across cultural boundaries. And it can’t determine people’s intentions. All of that is open to interpretation. Only other humans can separate the surface structure from deeper coding to understand what message is being sent.”

Anger raised Ken’s tone to a bark of precise syllables, and while the behavior was out of character, Nico couldn’t blame him. Anything they could use to move their work forward, anything that would make their myriad analyses faster, easier and more unambiguous, would help the cause. Investing their limited financial resources in a program of questionable value didn’t sit well with either of them.

He and Ken were on the front lines. Without their department, the menaces among society would play head games that could destroy a country or even the world. Or at least, this is how their superiors played it to the only secret Congressional committee aware of this line item in NSA funding.

Mind control. It was something every leader attempted, consciously or unconsciously. Inspiring followers or inciting rioters, it was the same, the only difference being the degree of influence. Sometimes those leaders led nations, and sometimes they led crime gangs. Level of danger, damage intent, and side of the law may vary. Even those television preachers weren’t completely without blame. 

That’s what they told Congress. Sometimes they were met with belief, and more often, skepticism and scorn. But they did make a difference, even if some scoffed at the department’s worth. The proof of miscreants apprehended and ominous activities avoided was never enough. Of course, these same oversight individuals could be considered masters of the mind swaying art as well.

Nico said, “I tend to agree with you. But now that we have the data, we can analyze it ourselves.” He glanced to Ken’s rolling briefcase in the back, the one containing enough computer technology to run a third world country. Limiting his gaze to seat level, he could almost ignore the signs of activity he couldn’t recall.

Next to him, Ken suddenly shook his head as if clearing it. He glanced around at the passing city lakeshore with some uncertainty on his face. When he spoke again, his voice had returned to its usual gentler, relaxed chatty casualness over the whir of the car’s seat moving forward. “You want to go into the local office? The station chief might smirk at us, but he has to share a conference room.”

“No, that’s why I booked us the suite at the hotel. We can work there. The fewer individuals who know about this beyond our department, the better.” Nico didn’t want the locals asking questions. 

Ken signaled a turn and the click of the blinker tickled the edge of a memory. Something about a steady beat last night. The harder Nico tried to examine it, the more elusive it became. A tremor ran through him and he pushed the memory and his fear into a corner of his mind, slamming shut and locking a mental door to bar it.

“Returning to the hotel it is. Have to say, it’s nice having you for a boss. I appreciate that you’re willing to dip into your own very deep pockets when our budget can’t stretch far enough. But I still promise I won’t charge that big tip to the department.”

He chuckled and paused as if waiting for a response. Getting none, he quieted without looking over, his attention focused on what was becoming rush hour traffic in mid-afternoon.

Nico turned to the view out the side window with blind eyes, and patted discreetly at the perspiration on his face, the residue a reminder that he too had things to deal with. But until he could sit undisturbed, he didn’t dare take out those thoughts to scrutinize them. The tick-tock of the turn signal again tickled a memory. Closing his eyes might bring it into focus, but he avoided the action. Danger whispered next to the memory, coaxing and deadly.

He wasn’t sure what he would find.

The hotel loomed ahead, and he straightened his coat and flexed his feet to return feeling to spasming muscles. A different doorman from this morning yanked on the handle of the car the minute it stopped at the curb and threw it wide without looking inside. This young man was neither grinning nor enthusiastic.

“Welcome to the Hyatt. Checking in?” 

Unenthusiastic and completely unobservant, since the hotel’s parking identification was already hanging from the rear view mirror. On a daily basis, most of the world operated oblivious to what happened around them, lacking the observational skills necessary to keep them safe. If only they knew how deadly the world could be, they would be more watchful. Or at least, Nico hoped they would be.

Grabbing his briefcase from the back seat, he stopped, transfixed by the curl of a colorful pointy-edged leaf, its fall brightness painting it a ruby red hue. Where had he been when he’d picked up leaves? The car jockey slammed the door and rounded the vehicle, intent on getting it out of the way and on to his next unearned tip. If he questioned why they were small, he probably blamed the customer. Oblivious.

“I say we head up, work for a couple of hours, and when we’re hungry, visit that new restaurant everyone’s been talking about on Division. What do you say, Boss?”

A curt nod was enough response to move them across the lobby. Ken hummed in tune to the overhead music as they waited for the elevator. A car dinged its arrival and disgorged chattering guests, but they were alone once they were inside. Ken lounged in one corner with his hand on the handle of his rolling briefcase, still humming. 

Nico stood at attention to the side near the front control panel. He always stood where he could control as much as possible. If he didn’t know the man standing behind him so well, he would have his back to the side wall, ever watchful. He never felt safe enough to let down his defenses.

He said, “We’ll analyze until we have an answer, or until it’s time for our flight tomorrow. Room service is fine.”

He hated the flat tone in his voice, but it couldn’t be helped. He was the director of the department. Based on this new information, they were going to face even bigger challenges, and probably not too far in the future.

“You really are a prick sometimes, you know that?”

The censure was delivered with good humor. At least Ken understood what they were up against. Of this, Nico was positive. The ping of the elevator announcing they’d reached their floor allowed him to delay his response long enough to temper his words.

“It can’t be helped.” He scanned his card across the reader on the suite door. The green light glowed and he pushed it open slowly, pausing on the threshold as always to see if anything appeared different inside. Prudence was critical to survival.

The lowering sun filtering through sheer curtains welcomed them in. The modern room was clean, sterile and unremarkable. Its view from Lake Michigan to the skyline formed the only significant decoration in the suite’s living room.

Ken pushed past him, uncaring about Nico’s habit of scanning for discrepancies. He tossed the parking stub on the entry table, along with his own room key.

Nico took two cautious paces into the suite, making sure the door closed snugly behind him and turning the security lock. This is how he’d acquired the car. The stub had been in plain view, and he’d simply picked it up. Advancing another step, he stood and stared at the parking ticket. Knowing he hadn’t engaged in conversation with Ken while he was in a dark fugue, at least about why he needed the car, made him feel borderline giddy. His secret, whatever his secret was, remained unexposed. 

Ken reappeared from his bedroom to the left side of the suite, yanking off his tie with energy. The man hated suits, hated ties, hated anything that, as he put it, reminded him of the corporate life his father demanded he accept as his own. Toeing off his shoes, he picked them up and lobbed them one by one into his room. Then he plopped down into the deep cushions of the sofa and pulled his briefcase in front of his feet.

“Want a beer?”

Nico shook his head, then realized Ken wasn’t watching him, intent instead on unpacking and undressing at the same time. He balled up his suit jacket with one arm, tossing it into the room after the shoes. He pulled the laptop out with his other hand, setting it on the table with a gentle touch. His socks were crushed into a knot before they followed the jacket. An external hard drive that served as back up while they traveled was placed reverently next to the laptop. He shed the holster holding his service weapon, dropping it with two-fingered distain and a nasty grimace into the briefcase. 

The man was a set of contradictions. He hated guns, yet he worked for an agency that required he carry one. The power of speech was his specialty, yet he could turn taciturn and cold without provocation. He had a unique way of looking at someone and figuring out what made them tick, even as he kept his own counsel. At least he was an amusing travel companion and work associate. And he was one of the best in his field.

Rubbing his hands together and flexing his fingers, Ken gave Nico an enthusiastic grin and said, “Let’s get to work.”
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“ATTENTION IN THE GATE area. United Flight one-one-nine-zero, direct service to Portland, Oregon, is delayed due to a mechanical issue with our aircraft. We anticipate the delay to be no longer than one hour, but we’ll confirm our estimated departure time in a few minutes, once our technicians have reviewed the problem.”

“Well damn. That means three hours, minimum. Sure you don’t want to hit the bar?”

This obsession with relaxing, enjoyment and camaraderie frayed Nico’s nerves. Ken occupied the molded seat two spaces down, his coat and jacket filling the one between them. At his feet, his briefcase served as an ottoman, and the man stretched out as if he was prepared to settle in for the long haul. He should be on edge, on alert, or at the very minimum, on guard against whatever terror might betray them here in a public place. Nico patted the place where his holster usually rested, frowning as he realized how automatic the gesture was. His weapon was in its travel case, buried in his suitcase, which in turn was probably buried under a mountain of other luggage in the plane’s hold.

“No bar. No drinking. I could sanction moving to the United Club where we can work until the flight is called. They can notify us there.”

Ken sighed and made a show of scrubbing a hand over his slightly overgrown head of hair. That too was never regulation. Of course, they didn’t exactly follow protocol in almost anything they did. They had become experts at flying under the radar. Ken flew a little further afield than most.

“Are you sure you aren’t related to Machiavelli? Because you sure know how to turn the screws. We worked all night, Boss. I think we deserve a little R&R, don’t you?” He yawned to punctuate his point.

“No, we don’t. We don’t have answers. In fact, all we have are more questions, and we’re running out of time.”

Nine to ten hours of interviews with each of four possible terrorists, each one more bizarre than the one before. Their messages ranged from overt propaganda to subtle brainwashing. Patterns emerged, but what they indicated was not yet clear. They’d watched and listened, making notes without speaking, working without interruption until it was time to shower and head to the airport. As was the norm in air travel these days, they hurried to their gate only to be told they had to wait.

“I like the third guy for something, but I’m not sure what.”

Ken started that damned humming, only this time the tune was recognizable. It was the theme song from that iconic shark movie of the mid-seventies. Younger than Nico by a few years, there was no way Ken had seen it in his youth. Why he chose this theme song for this particular suspect was also unclear.

“If you like him for something, you’ll have to identify it more accurately and be specific. We can’t convict him on a hunch, and the agency can’t hold him or the others much longer.” In truth, the agency in question could make someone disappear for as long as it wanted, and no one would be the wiser.

Ken snorted and waved a dismissive hand, as if this was inconsequential. “I’ll figure it out, just give me time. Unlike you, I don’t work well on a night without sleep.”

Two nights without sleep for Nico, not that he was going to share that information. He’d pushed himself because he was afraid to rest, afraid the darkness would swallow him again and he’d wake up in who knows what kind of hell. Or worse, he’d find himself miles from the safety of the hotel room, in the unknown.

Saying nothing, Nico scanned the departure lounge out of habit. On a Friday morning in late October, the majority of people traveling from Chicago to Portland looked like business people. Most shuffled papers or electronics or both, some talked on cell phones, and mostly, they looked bored. Few took great interest in their surroundings, a risk Nico wasn’t willing to take.

They were among the masses, innocuous and unrecognizable, even to his trained eye. Those whose preferences were pain and destruction hid in plain sight. He should know. He’d put away enough of them in his years.

“Man, look at that.” Ken’s finger pointed to the flat screen television over the next row of seats. Nico’s attention shifted, and he immediately wished he was anywhere else.

The trailer at the bottom of the screen identified the feed as coming from Chicago. A female reporter, her glossy black hair tousled by a brisk wind, stood with the lake in her distant background. In the foreground, police crime scene tape ran from tree to tree, its vibrant yellow almost lost against the brightly colored leaves falling in a park. Crimson and red, large and sharply lobed, drifting in an otherwise unseen breeze. From somewhere, an unknown finger turned up the television’s volume, and the reporter’s voice suddenly filled a hushed waiting room as others around them noticed the story.

“Just a few hours ago, early morning joggers made a grisly discovery here in idyllic Grant Park, mere steps from the restaurants, museums, hotels and offices ringing this, the city’s shared playground. Four bodies, most of them appearing to be young professionals, laid out in what appears to be a ritualistic killing.”

Faces flashed on the screen, two young people who looked like they belonged in a college dorm. The headshots had that blank stoic look common to driver’s license poses everywhere, when people were told not to smile for the camera.

Beside him, Ken dropped his feet to the floor with a jerk and sat up quickly. “Hey, they look familiar. That girl could be the blonde from the conference a couple of days ago. And that guy, isn’t that a younger version of that guy with the frizzy hair?”

Nico’s vision blurred and he blinked hard trying to clear it. The reporter’s voice faded into a disembodied whine and a rush of noise in his head that had nothing to do with his surroundings intensified. In that noise, he heard the voice of another woman, impossibly young, pleading. A young man with slurred speech crying out before his words stopped abruptly. Blood seeping from eyes and ears and noses, drenching autumn leaves blanketing green grass. The smell of human death and plant life decay.

Grass and leaves. Large magenta leaves. Others smaller in faded pink. Twigs and debris on the floor in the back of the car.

Other voices, other colors, flashed through his mind. He could no longer see the airport or the people glued to the tragic story unfolding on the screen. Colors faded into an absence of light. Smells from fast food and crushes of humanity sucked into blackness. The sound of his own blood screaming through his veins, his heart pumping too hard and too fast, blocked out any other senses.

He had to control himself. This didn’t have anything to do with him. This story only triggered vivid memories, even if they weren’t necessarily distinct, and didn’t mean he was involved. It was all a nightmare. The fact that the faces on the screen looked like people he didn’t remember talking to at the conference was a coincidence.

“Hey Boss? You hear me, man? They just announced our delay again – three hours until they can get a replacement plane. What did I tell you?”

Ken’s voice came from a far distance, and Nico clung to it. He hoped his face gave away nothing of his inner turmoil. If it had, he anticipated Ken’s voice wouldn’t sound so pissed off and normal.

“I tell you, air travel today is the shits. No one should have to endure this. We don’t even know what gate we’ll be at. All they say is to check the monitors.” The grousing continued as the voice shifted closer. “Weird how those kids looked like the kids at the conference, eh?”

Something was digging in like grappling hooks in his thighs. It focused him to feel pain in his physical body. Anything that helped him ignore the agony in his brain was a blessing. Darkness closed around the edges in front of his eyes.

“Now can we get a drink? I don’t want to sit here with my thumb up my butt for three goddamned hours. We can’t even work here – too damned public.”

A light wavered in the center of Nico’s vision, and he willed it to grow. Slowly, it did, though the kaleidoscope patterns were unrecognizable. Then with a sudden rush, his full hearing returned like a freight train plowing through a railroad crossing, horn blaring. He sucked in air and realized he had been holding his breath. For how long? It was impossible for him to tell, and he could never ask.

He felt tension clamp his body in its vise, straining his muscles and tying his stomach in knots. Deliberate movements allowed him to drop his head and stare at his fingers, their white-knuckled grips on his thighs the reason for the sharp pains. He willed them to loosen, and with great effort after what seemed like hours, they did. They would leave bruises. The odor of fast food grease and over-warmed bodies churned his gut.

“So what’s it going to be? Sit here like cattle awaiting an uncertain fate, head for the bar, or park our butts in the Club?”

Ken stood over him, his face unconcerned if not completely calm as his desire to bolt from this crowded space felt palpable. Nico couldn’t blame him. Suddenly he wanted to be nowhere near a television and longed for the bite of vodka’s easing oblivion on his tongue.

Stretching in his seat to hide his inability to rise, he glanced around the waiting area. No one stared at him like he’d been doing anything out of the ordinary. Almost every eye, even the ones belonging to people on phones, was focused on the still-blaring flat screen. Nothing seemed to be amiss, unless one counted four young people dead of mysterious causes. 

No one must know.

He bent at the waist and flexed his back, sore from the strain of holding himself stiff to keep from screaming. Making a show of adjusting his socks and gathering his briefcase and coat, he waited a few beats before standing, proud of himself for staying steady and tall. His eyes finally settled on Ken as he nodded.

“The bar works for me.”
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4 – Monday, Portland
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POWER WAS A DOUBLE-edged sword, a thought he considered with disillusionment and not for the first time. It provided both reason and responsibilities. Control was questionable.

“Good morning Doctor, and welcome back. Was it a pleasant trip?”

The grandmotherly woman behind the front desk gave him her patented sunny smile, the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes setting their brown to twinkling. Francine appeared completely innocuous, the kind of person who would bake cookies and call everyone dear and comfort you to her ample bosom if you had a bad day. Knowing she was a trained Federal agent with a sidearm she called Betty in her top desk drawer plus a back-up weapon in the sock hidden by her polyester pantsuit made him sorry for any of the barbarians who dared to storm the gate of this castle.

“It was long and arduous, Francine, thank you for asking. Travel just isn’t what it used to be.”

She smiled sympathetically and clicked the keyboard, shifting her eyes to her computer screen. “Your morning is free, though the number of phone messages waiting for you to return is horrendous. I already routed the non-essentials to the staff. All of the rest, unfortunately, require your expertise.”

This time her smile was apologetic. He acknowledged it with a curt nod. She expected nothing more of him and he expected nothing less of her. He lifted his keycard to the reader and had his thumb on the detector pad before the faint buzz of entry sounded. As the door swung shut, he heard Francine’s ever-cheerful voice behind him. “Have a nice day, Doctor.”

Inside, the hallway was quiet. It usually was at this time of morning, with coffee mugs loaded, workload in full swing and meetings in the offing. Each staffer had a private work area, some with windows, others in glassed-in cubicles. It looked like the office of a law firm or a financial services organization, minus the bullpens. Everyone here worked with discretion in mind.

Still, as he took the long walk to his corner office, faces turned up to his. Some smiled timidly, and others merely stared. He was respected, but also feared. He knew this, and he welcomed it. If that distanced him from most of his personnel, it was a price he was willing to pay. Glass doors opened, heads popped out of windowed offices and voices chimed in.

“Hey Director, how’s it going?”

“Good morning Doctor, welcome back.”

“Sir, did you get a chance to read the reports I sent you? I put them in an email to you two days ago and – ”

And so on. No one here called him anything other than Doctor or Director or Boss. Few people ever called him by his given name anymore.

“Glad to see you looking a little more rested, Boss. I have to say I’ve never seen you pound down a couple of drinks so fast. And you didn’t even read on the plane.”

Ken stood in his path, giving way only slightly and falling into step beside him. The walk was short, since their offices shared a wall. In allowing Ken to see him in a weak moment, Nico had broken a number of his personal rules. His only choice was to ignore the comments and hope his lieutenant dropped them too.

Without preamble, he said, “Have you made any progress on those interviews? We need to figure out what these people were up to.”

When Ken frowned in response, he tried to forget it. He’d given in to a sign of weakness. The vodka had done nothing to ease the edgy sensation that things were going to hell, and quickly. Appearing human to his staffer had been a mistake, but frankly, he’d been hanging on by a thread. Today, he would reestablish his position and with it, his control.

He barely glanced out the corner windows to the Willamette River visible at their feet and Mount Hood towering in the distance. Nico had gotten used to the high-rise view, had forced himself to. He didn’t need it sidetracking him day by day. If he had his way, they’d be sequestered in a basement or a non-descript industrial building somewhere away from the bustle of the central business district. The area carried too many diversions for his people, though judging by the large volume of white coffee containers with their ubiquitous green logo, pink donut boxes, and brightly striped ice cream cartons, staff didn’t mind the distractions nearly as much as Nico did.

Ken propped his shoulder against the doorjamb and crossed his arms on his chest. If he was troubled by Nico’s lack of personal acknowledgment, he didn’t show it. “I have a team of analysts working on them. I’ve reviewed the transcripts looking for patterns. The woman and one of the men use common language. The others, no. Tomorrow I’ll view the recordings again.” He paused, tossing a quick glance over his shoulder as if to check if anyone could overhear them. Appearing satisfied, he dropped his arms but examined a fingernail.

“I have to say, I’m feeling a little off my game, unsettled by that whole thing in Chicago. There’s something eerie and familiar about those kids, and I don’t know why. I’ve been going through the police reports, but so far, nothing obvious pops up.” He shifted his footing, lifting a heel out of his scuffed loafer. Those, the open collar dress shirt, and chinos that had been pressed once upon a time were the only nod to the need to dress formally for work. If he had his way, Nico knew Ken would wear jeans and running shoes, probably topped by a t-shirt with a less than politically correct statement on it.

Nico held his body still. He had said nothing, hinted at nothing, and gave no indication of anything approaching interest in that story when they viewed it nonstop at the airport. Friday, Ken seemed to accept his lack of discussion as the norm. Today, it didn’t appear that was the case.

Taking a deep breath, Nico said, “What triggered your uncertainty?” Seating himself with as much economy of motion as possible, Nico opened his briefcase and pulled out his files and the slim government-issued tablet computer. Placing these in the center of his desk, he ignored Ken’s hesitancy until the silence lasted too long.

He glanced up, somewhat surprised to see Ken look worried. The man rarely had a care, it would seem, even when they were facing down some of the worst psychological terrorists in the world. He hovered in the doorway, shifting from foot to foot in unusual agitation. Without answering, he rubbed his hand through his hair and left it standing up like he’d stuck his finger in an electrical socket. When he straightened and entered the office without saying anything, closing the door behind him, Nico braced himself.

The man knew. Somehow, his chief psychologist knew.

“I think it’s related to what happened in Chicago, the terrorists we’re screening, I mean. Some things the terrorists are saying, what they’re describing, sound like what was on the news, what happened to those kids. Call it my sixth sense, but I think the cases are linked. I think a cell we haven’t yet identified might be responsible.”

Nico let out air slowly, maintaining the mask of command. Ken didn’t guess, or if he did, he was playing this as close to his chest as Nico himself was. But that kind of ruse wasn’t something Ken engaged in. Relaxing with that thought, he leaned forward and laced his fingers on the files. “Tell me what you believe we can do to ferret them out.”

# # # # #
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HE’D HAD PRECIOUS LITTLE time to rebuild his defenses before the next attack came.

“Director, I’m not sure you understand the severity of these allegations.”

Stony-faced and standing at a parade rest that belied his churning emotions, Nico faced the large flat screen in his office. The faces of three men and a woman filled its view. The NSA chief responsible for his department was in her second year in her powerful position, and she showed no signs of letting any of the people or agencies in her charge take things easy. 

“If I could interject.” In the upper right corner, the man seated in a sunny office wiped a hand across his brow. Nico frowned. Never let her see you sweat, you fool. 

“I’m listening.” Her voice was a shade short of imperious. 

“Director Sophianos and his team have been invaluable in helping us determine which of these Middle East factions are the ones putting the fear of Allah into their people. They’ve also identified who we can trust.”

Two other male heads on the screen nodded as Nico stood silent. Either his department was valued on its own worth in facing the world’s potential crises, or they were useless. One could never tell which opinion would rule on any particular day.

“I concur.” In the bottom left, the man pictured was standing, like Nico, though he had yet to control his nervous habit of toying with the pen in his hand. It could be heard throughout the call, click-click, click-click, click-click.

“I don’t doubt that the psychological profiling of coalitions and sects and confederacies is helpful, gentlemen. Manipulation and brainwashing runs rampant from the top economies of the world to underdeveloped world countries.” She slapped a hand on her desk, making the only man on screen who had not spoken jump. “What I am worried about is this talk about legends.”

Nico shifted to draw attention to himself among the other video feeds Madam General watched in her office. He paused, more for effect than because he needed to gather his thoughts. He’d been expecting this day for quite a while.

“General, in the course of fulfilling our psychological profiling duties to the NSA and as liaison to the Central Security Service, we have discovered multiple situations that mimic strategies dating back hundreds of years, designed to address conflicts in close approximation to situations – crises – we face today.”

The general waved her hand in dismissal. “There are no new ways to fight wars, Dr. Sophianos. We only hope that we have learned from those historical battles to inform our present-day tactics.”

He nodded in agreement, then continued. “What we have uncovered which is different, ma’am, is in the leaders or instigators of these events. They represent themselves as reincarnations of legendary leaders from the past, leaders whose methods and means to control the populace have always been questioned.”

The woman’s impatience was evident in her frustrated expression and intense gaze as she leaned forward. He noted that two of the other men recoiled in response. Pussies.

“I don’t doubt that many will claim to be the best general since – I don’t know who – and use that to underscore their rise to fame.”

He shook his head to disagree, and he noted the third man now also shifted away, as if expecting an explosion and wanting to get out of the blast zone.

Nico said, “What makes these individuals unique is their use of language, motivations and tactics that mirror the legends they claim to be. They build fear in the people, brainwash them with propaganda, and use that to inspire them to act against our country’s or the world’s wishes. Fear, General, is the greatest threat we face as a nation. Biochemical weapons or superbugs, bombs or riots or physical violence, those are simply catalysts for fear. Look at the overreaction the population had to the CDC’s zombie apocalypse ads for emergency preparedness. They were intended to be funny and instill a sense of responsibility in people to be prepared for natural disasters. Instead, they created a whole subculture convinced that the existence of zombies had been verified by our government, and that the ads were serving as a warning.”

She continued to frown, and the man in the upper right corner wiped his brow again, this time with a tissue that was soon sopping. The click-click of the other’s pen continued and the man rocked on his heels. The third had his hands gripped together on the surface in front of him. Nico could see the white knuckles on his screen.

Madam General leaned back, her expression blank enough for him to read it easily. Derision. Skepticism. The barest hint of pity. Then she flipped a dismissive hand in the air as she said, “Mind games, Dr. Sophianos. You are well aware that your department is buried so deeply in the NSA budget, I doubt most people even note the line item camouflaging it. I agree that most of the work your people do is necessary. Sophisticated psychological analysis coupled with inquiry and investigation into chemical and other means of mind control are vital to our strategic position in the world. But be aware of this. In light of the uproar over massive phone monitoring of the American people, the court’s scrutiny of every probe we engage in is no longer hidden in the depths of our activities. It doesn’t help that the Department of Defense is facing significant budget cuts, which means legislators on both sides of the aisle are asking more questions.”

She leaned forward, seeming to stare directly into his eyes. He stared back, avoiding a single blink.

“Do you know what the senator who, I might add, is very vocal about waste and inappropriate spending, called you when he reamed me a new one? The Department of Legends. He was not being complimentary.”

She settled back again, picked up a pen, and jotted a note. “I’m giving you sixty days to refute these terrorists’ claims, Director. And for god’s sake, make sure every brief and report that leaves your offices says not a damn thing about reincarnation, legends, or fairytales.”

Her face faded as her video feed disconnected. The other three men shifted uncomfortably as they waited for him to say something. He let the silence hang. Either they supported his department, or they didn’t.

Finally, the other man standing slouched back on his desk, crossed his arms, and gave an uncertain grin. His deliberate stab at nonchalance didn’t hide his doubtful intonation when he said, “That went well.”

# # # # #
[image: ]


PUSHING A BUTTON UNDER his desk, Nico watched his outer door swing closed automatically. When it shut, a faint click followed, and the small light above the handle glowed green. Locked in.

It worked better this way. No one could knock quickly, push the door open, and interrupt a highly classified conversation. Neither could they disturb him without his notice. Even Ginger, his assistant, didn’t have instantaneous access.

He sank deeper
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