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	Praise for ESPionage: Regime Change

	 

	“Easton and Wu’s novel is a great example of the subgenre I call “sci-spy,” the fusion of present-day science fiction and modern spy adventure, but it’s more than that. It’s also about an exotic form of espionage that (if certain sources are to be believed) is more actual than you might expect. This is fiction, yes, but it’s rooted in some very strange and (possibly) very real things.”
— Allen Steele

	 

	“What a great page-turner! Mind-reading spies have to stop a gang of assassins before they're stopped themselves. Tom Easton and Frank Wu have written my favorite kind of story, one that grabs me and takes me on a surprising roller-coaster ride that doesn't stop until the last page. I want more!" 
— David Gerrold

	 

	“ESPionage is a fast-paced spy thriller for the new cold war. The story combines old-school action with modern-day themes and sets it all on the psychic battlefield of tomorrow. The heroes are quirky underdogs working for the CIA's psychic division, and the villains are ruthless foreign agents out to assassinate the leaders of the free world. The clash of ideals and psionic power sets off a conflict that is fun, terrifying, and exhilarating.”
— Jay Werkheiser
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	The cheerful peach and blue hues of dawn did not much alleviate Gabriel Thomas' sense of impending doom.

	As he dragged a washcloth over his head, dampening what hair he had left for the comb, his gangly body felt as old and stiff as the cloth. Trying to be hopeful, he dressed neatly but inconspicuously, then trundled down to the Dupont metro, dodging other pedestrians while scanning for stock tips. The restaurant's payroll was due soon, as was rent, and those escargots were not going to buy themselves. The last few weeks had been maddening, as if he had been trying a lure on fish that only took live bait.

	The ugly maw of the Dupont Circle metro station did not make Gabriel feel any better. The interminable escalator down felt like a long tongue, the concrete overhead like the roof of the mouth, just out of reach. The sliding handrail tugged at his palm, never keeping pace with the moving steps, always slightly behind or ahead, as if trying to pitch him headfirst into the gloom. Flickering lights made everyone look pale and ghastly in the weird shadows of the Brutalist architecture.

	He started to feel a little better, though, once he made it to K Street, to the part densest with CEOs and politicians, ever hopeful for stock tips.

	There! That guy! A lobbyist sitting forlornly in an expensive suit, staring out the window of a coffee shop, but not really looking at anything, his caramel macchiato growing colder and colder.

	That guy might be Gabriel's salvation. Or the restaurant’s.

	From the lobbyist, he learned that Senator Levine hadn’t been able to squeeze the requested pork into the new appropriations bill. Consequently, BRRL—a shopping center real estate investment trust—couldn’t put off the inevitable anymore. They were going bankrupt, but—and this was the key—the press release wouldn’t be out until 7:15, which was before the regular trading day started, but during pre-market trading.

	It was now 6:37, giving Gabriel time to fake some research. He found every article he could denigrating BRRL’s fundamentals and financial future, taking screenshots in case the SEC accused him of inside trading. It was risky, but he made a decision and typed into his phone: Short 20,000 BRRL. Then he put in the order at 19.74. Two-fifths of a million dollars. And then he held his breath for the announcement. Chapter 11 was one of the surest bets for a nosedive, but sometimes a stock inexplicably went up on bad news, or down on good news. Maybe someone richer than him knew something he didn’t, manipulating things behind the scenes. If the stock went up too much and never came down, he’d have to pay back the 20,000 shares he’d just borrowed, but at a much higher price—he’d ruin himself and put the restaurant out of business.

	He watched the stock price bobbing, like a buoy on the water, slowly rising and falling in a gentle wave. Now it was 7:17. Where was that press release? The lobbyist was looking as depressed as before, but now he was sipping his coffee. Did that mean something? There! Finally! On BRRL’s website. The press release. Why didn’t anyone else see it? Automated news services were starting to spread it around, but still no action on the stock price. No time to panic or plan for personal bankruptcy. He could get out now. A wash, call it even. No. Stay the course. The restaurant had bills to pay.

	Panic! The stock price was actually up a little, now over 20. Then a little more, over 20.50. He cursed himself. If he got out now, he’d be worse off than ever. A couple years before, he'd committed his life savings to his friend Bernarde's dream of running a French restaurant. Now that moment led to this, when he was about to doom himself financially.

	The price ticked up another 20 cents. Suddenly, the buoy jiggled, then dropped, as if a great white shark had grabbed hold and dragged it under. Programmed sellers stepped in, and volume skyrocketed as the stock price plummeted.

	By 8 o’clock, even before the regular trading day had begun, the stock gyrations seemed to have stopped, with BRRL floating on the bottom like a dead fish. It was now less than $10 a share, and his nerves weren’t up to riding it down even further. With a sigh of relief, Gabriel settled out. The restaurant was saved.

	In less than two hours, he had made over 210K—more than twice what his salary had been at the CIA, so many years before.

	Gabriel argued that his special talent should have earned him a better salary but was told his real reward was knowing that he was making the world a better place. He almost believed it, too, when the newspaper headlines trumpeted one of his catches. There was a picture of his boss, above the fold, talking about their work nabbing an American biosecurity scientist who'd sold his germ warfare secrets to Zimbabwe. Yeah, that felt really good—until he learned about the millions that the scientist had been paid. Gabriel wondered how many traitors were out there, uncaught, still living high on the hog. Maybe sometimes crime did pay.

	Back in Cold War days, the CIA and KGB both were trying to find people like Gabriel with special skills. They staked out casinos, looking for those extra lucky at poker and dice. They sifted through the frauds and the cheats and the lying spoonbenders, until they found Gabriel, and a very few special others. They spent years at Fort Meade, from where he'd caught that scientist, and had a few other successes.

	Then the surveillance society came along. The tiny, ever-present drones. The machines that took their jobs. The CIA decided they were done with Gabriel and let him go.

	Retirement should have been good. He could have bought a house anywhere he wanted, anywhere in the world... but he had no one to share it with. The talent that made him special also wreaked havoc on relationships, if his partner didn't have it. He’d found that out with Jessica.

	After the CIA put him out to pasture, he didn't have anyone at all, except his old pal Bernarde, similarly talented, similarly mistreated by the French.

	Now Gabriel settled into the weird, plasticky orange cushion of a metro car, his old brain a little tired from the morning exertions. As they rumbled toward the restaurant, whose bacon he had literally just pulled from the fire, he felt triumphant. Like he was finally being rewarded for his special talent.

	Making money on stocks wasn’t impossible—if you could read minds.

	~

	When Gabriel reached Chez Bernie, they were not yet open for lunch. He speed-shuffled his old legs across the empty dining room, yelling: “I did it, Bernarde! I did it!”

	“Gabriel! Great, wonderful, thanks," Bernarde Cardonne replied sourly. He was solidly built but not fat—which always amazed Gabriel, considering how much Bernarde enjoyed preparing and partaking of edible delights. Beneath his thin gray hair, Bernarde blinked in the way of contact wearers, but his eyes, usually quite jolly, were rather inscrutable this morning.

	Bernarde did not sound as grateful and excited as Gabriel thought he should. “In my office. That’s good news. But…”

	Gabriel followed him through the restaurant, sighing. Even if the stock market was less risky for him than for most others, he’d still taken a huge gamble. But something was wrong. 

	Bernarde had a prized wooden cane, with a top sculpted from an old butcher block salvaged from a restaurant he’d worked at in his youth, long since closed. The cane was carved like a jolly fat snail munching on a leaf. Bernarde sometimes used it for balance, but its true default position was as a decoration hanging from his arm. When he was excited, he would wave it in the air like a conductor’s baton or thump it on the floor as he called out instructions in the kitchen or celebrated particular culinary victories of his staff. At the moment, though, Bernarde was more bent-over than usual, leaning on his cane in an unexpected and unsettling manner.

	Bernarde said nothing further as he ushered Gabriel through the kitchen, past the dangling spatulas and scrapers, and the cast-iron skillets.

	“Is there trouble?” Gabriel asked.

	Bernarde shook his head, but just before he entered his office, a chef named Matilde Fernon intercepted him.

	“Bernarde, please taste…”

	Matilde offered Bernarde a spoon containing something creamy and yellow. Even before he tasted it, Bernarde said, “This rouille is excellent.” As the spoon entered his mouth, he said, “Yes, good amounts of both garlic and cayenne. Very nice." He sniffed the air. “Now, give the duck rillettes one more day for the flavors to properly blend. And I know everyone is “flat chat working” in the kitchen, but it’s very important to let the mussel water settle before using it. One piece of grit will ruin an entire meal.”

	When they were finally in Bernarde’s office, Bernarde gestured for Gabriel to sit and he closed the door.

	“What’s wrong?” Gabriel asked, quietly.

	Bernarde turned his computer screen to face Gabriel. “Look at this. Vite. It’s important.”

	Gabriel wasn't sure what he expected to see, but it wasn't this.

	On the screen, German chancellor Karl Steinmetz was frozen in mid-speech. On the bottom, the translation said: “—was the most glaring breach of international law in Europe since the Ukraine war—”

	Bernarde scrubbed forward through the video, and then suddenly, the chancellor was lying on the stage.

	“What the—”

	Bernarde rewound the video, and one moment the chancellor was railing against new restrictions on exporting German-made weapons. “The threat to our neighbors is real!” And then he just stopped talking, his mouth agape. He grabbed the sides of the lectern with both hands, and crouched a little, like a center about to snap a football, in a game they didn’t play much in Germany. Then Steinmetz’s head hit the top of the lectern and snapped back like a luftballoon, and the man gently laid himself flat on the stage.

	People screamed, and aides and doctors ran from all directions to help.

	“Massive heart attack,” they said.

	“Did Steinmetz live?” Gabriel asked.

	“For now, but I don’t think he’s going to make it.”

	“Well, that’s, well, unfortunate for him,” Gabriel said weakly, trying to pull from his brain anything he could remember about the German chancellor. There was nothing there.

	“You don’t think this is suspicious?” Bernarde scowled.

	Gabriel shrugged.

	“Steinmetz was in tip-top health. He took that ski trip to the Alps last winter!”

	Gabriel shrugged again.

	“He’d been an Olympic athlete!” Bernarde said.

	Gabriel thought: Yeah, that’s what you call someone good enough to make the team, but not good enough to win anything. Besides, that was decades ago. “He was 74, same age as me, a little older than you.”

	“I’m not old, I’m well-seasoned,” Bernarde said. “Also, Steinmetz was a very spry 74... and it’s also suspicious timing.”

	“How so?”

	“Steinmetz had just survived a constructive motion of no confidence, by just a couple votes, and only because his enemies couldn’t decide on one person to succeed him.”

	“Now it’s beginning to sound fishy…” Gabriel said.

	“You know how they’ll pick his successor?”

	“No idea how they do it in Germany,” Gabriel said. “I suppose the people vote?”

	“Not if the chancellor dies in office,” Bernarde said. “The President gets to pick whoever she wants, and then the Bundestag votes, but without any debate.”

	“No debate? Hmm.”

	“It’s also a secret ballot. Doesn’t that seem méfiant? Especially since, with Steinmetz out of the way, they’ll probably coalesce around Altenhofer, who has the exact opposite political positions!”

	“All that sounds hinky and would be really troubling…” Gabriel said. “If it weren’t way over there in Germany.”

	“Americans!” Bernarde sighed. “So parochial. Still isolationist. Don’t you remember when a couple dozen people got sick way over there in China, and there were presidential candidate debates here, but no one mentioned it once? Then a couple months later, we were all in lockdown, fearing for our lives?”

	“Point taken.”

	“Tell me this, Gabriel,” Bernarde said, looking him straight in the eyes. “Are you satisfied using your talents to wait tables here and make money on stocks?”

	“I am really good at both of those things!” Gabriel protested. “I can read a customer’s mind and tell when they’re on a budget… or willing to splurge to impress a date. I sold three bottles of Château de Villon Cabernet Sauvignon 1998 last week. I remind you that that’s 250 a pop. No one else sold one!”

	“Yes, yes, you’re very good at upselling. But…”

	“So where does this lead us? Are you thinking about getting back in the game? After all this time? We’re too old for this!”

	“Gabriel, I can, of course, read what you think you’re thinking…” Bernarde shook his head. “But as your friend, I want to tell you I think you worry about money too much. I know you’re lying to yourself about what's important. Ask yourself something.”

	“What?”

	“Are you happy?”

	~

	The next day, Gabriel was in another crowded Metro car, scanning nearby minds for more stock tips.

	Gabriel's plan for the day was to transfer at Gallery Place to the Yellow Line and mosey down to the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office. Were there any interesting patent applications which had been filed, but not yet published?

	With just two stops to go before the transfer—

	A text message came from an unknown caller. It was gibberish, a string of random numbers and letters, like someone self-texting a password, but accidentally getting him. No one ever texted him on purpose, not even Bernarde, who barely knew how to make a call on his expensive new phone. Gabriel cleared the message and his mind wandered. Chancellor Steinmetz had been 74. Same age as him. He wasn’t old! Was he? For years, he’d joked that on the inside he was still 16. Or maybe 18. Max 25. Of course he knew better, but… Joke, right?

	Suddenly, he panicked and re-opened his phone. With a start, he realized that the message wasn't gibberish, or a password. It was in code:

	3ZAH 7 4 HXW9 2 5 J YL D3 3 3 8 OO M1 0ZG P P2E JL4 2 7

	He thought over all the codes he had ever had to memorize back when he worked for the CIA. He started with the simplest, the substitutions, the shifts, the skips. Nothing seemed to work. He was out of practice.

	Another text. 

	914&D^1w(g7HH)GTO-G7#7N#U$RX7

	@4C*7T88#6N43!7!7G7*K3GT@8DB5@3n89^

	Maybe the doubled characters—HH and 88—were commonly doubled letters, like EE or OO, assuming the answer was in English. If HH was EE, that would be shifting the letters by 4 places. He tried that, but it still spelled gibberish. He tried a few more shifts, but none of those worked, either. He then tried skipping, taking every third letter or number. Still gibberish. Same with every fourth, fifth or sixth.

	Then he noticed certain phrases: 914, GTO, RX7, K3GT. These might refer to classic sports cars: Porsche 914, Pontiac GTO or Ferrari 250 GTO, Mazda RX-7, Mitsubishi 3000GT.

	There were too many cars. It smelled like a trap for older male spies who liked older cars. But if the numbers and letters could be so easily changed into red herrings, maybe they were in fact individually meaningless.

	Then he noticed the punctuation marks, never two next to each other, and never separated by more than 5 total letters or numbers. And maybe the punctuations doubled up—##, !! and @@—were also ciphers for commonly doubled letters. But they felt like red herrings, too. What if the punctuation marks were meaningless, too?

	Finally, he thought of a cipher he had used before, but not since the Reagan administration. What if: The letters and numbers were dots and dashes in Morse code—or vice versa—with the punctuation just spaces separating the letters?

	He tried that and suddenly the message meant:

	Stay on at Gallery Place.

	He looked around the crowded train car. Another mindreader! Who else could know his travel plans? He thought he and Bernarde were the only ones left. But one had to be nearby! One who read him thinking about codes, and then used one he remembered. Nice trick, he thought. He grinned in admiration.

	But who?

	A defector, or a double agent? A handler, or a hitman?

	Was he getting pulled back into the game? And why did he feel a sudden thrill? He thought of Bernarde’s question: “Are you happy?”

	Every once in a while, he'd be racing after a suspect in a dark alley, doing hush-hush secret superspy stuff—and then he'd wake up, all disappointed that it was just a dream. And disappointed again that mindreader agents were low-profile folks. Of the suspects he had tagged, he never got the chance to chase a one. The movies made it look so much more exciting.

	Would he get off at Gallery Place? Not on your life.

	At that stop, a major hub, most of the passengers got up and shuffled off the train, replaced by an influx of new passengers. The seat next to Gabriel was momentarily empty, then taken by an old lady.

	She was a little wrinkled, but her face was rounded, still cute. She must have been a knock-out when she was young, with eyes as round and bright as Princess Diana. She wore a hand-made shawl over her silver hair and had a knitting bag in her lap. She seemed like him—way too old to still be in the game. Perhaps it was the perfect disguise.

	Reflexively, he tried to read her but could sense only a faint mental buzz, as if she were meditating. Somehow, he was sure she was the mindreader behind the coded text.

	“You are Gabriel Thomas,” she said. “But you used to be Tony.”

	Gabriel's foreign language speaking skills were rusty. But, with working at the restaurant, his listening skills were still sharp. To him, her slight accent seemed like it might be Russian, or maybe Armenian, but he’d have to hear more to be sure.

	“I started using my middle name,” he said. It was an easy switch, and no paperwork.

	She didn't tell him her name, but she did smile at him. Almost a smirk, as if she knew something he didn’t.

	As the train lurched into motion, she surreptitiously pointed a knitting needle at a guy sitting in the corner by the Metro map. He was in his mid-20s, and he wore a knock-off Washington Commanders jacket, and a hoodie with a picture of Ben Franklin blowing bubble gum. He had a couple bruises on his face, but tried to hide them with a baseball cap screaming “I ♥ DC” in neon yellow. Combined with the enormous digital camera hanging from his neck, his outfit made you think, “What a tourist!”—and then totally forget about him.

	Gabriel looked back at the woman, as if to say, So what?

	Very subtly, she pointed with her needle again.

	Though Gabriel was a little tired and headache-y from mindreading, he was eager for the challenge.

	One of the tourist’s hands was playing with his camera’s strap, the other fiddling with the lens—a 24-70mm f2.8 lens, which must have been four inches long, incongruously expensive compared to his clothes. He was holding the camera up slightly to take some weight off his neck.

	Gabriel leaned forward, bringing the man just close enough to read his thoughts.

	Point and shoot. Lol. I think I’ve had enough practice with this thing now, ready to take it into the wild, do the job. Red contrasts nicely with white. Will make a pretty picture. I can do this. Pretend to be focusing, but really removing the forward element.

	Then Gabriel saw the images in the man’s mind, but with growing astonishment and horror. They were views of the inner mechanism of the camera. It wasn’t a camera. Removing the lens cap and forward element would expose two gun barrels hidden in the lens. Filling the lens and extending into the camera body were two single-shot 9mm barrels, side-by-side but fused together, each barrel with its own firing chamber, like a pepperbox pistol. Depressing the camera trigger halfway would activate a laser sight. All the way would fire both barrels out the front of the camera-gun.

	Can’t miss. But if they want, I’ll do a couple more practice rounds. Sure. Lots of time before President Howard visits that pediatric hospital on Tuesday. He’ll want to go to the children’s cancer ward. A nice soft, soft target. Lots of people around. Can’t miss from across the room. Point and shoot.

	Gabriel thought: Well, this is terrifying. Maniac with a camera-gun right here in Washington, not way over there. But hopefully no threat until Tuesday. What can I do? I can’t take him down. A 74-year-old geezer versus a nutcase kid? No way.

	He tried to get a good look at the camera-gun. But with the lens cap on, it just looked like an ordinary camera. Their secret weapons were as well-crafted as ours, whoever they are.

	What to do?

	Well, this wasn’t the first trouble he’d spotted on the Metro. He had a burner phone in his pocket. He eased it out and snapped a couple pictures of this angry young man. Then he surreptitiously typed out a summary of what the kid had been thinking.

	As soon as Gabriel was off the train, he'd hit SEND and toss the burner in the trash. The CIA and the DC and Capitol police and Secret Service would be very interested, but there was no need to draw undue attention to himself. No need to get directly involved.

	As for the old woman, she clearly knew what the young man was up to, and, since she'd watched Gabriel type, she knew that he knew.

	Now that Gabriel had passed her little test, he turned to see her reaction—but she was gone.
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	The next day, Gabriel got up earlier than usual to get to the Metro. He couldn’t stop thinking of that mystery woman. His heart started racing every time they pulled into a stop and the doors opened, and he rode the train all morning, up and down the Red Line. He was almost late for his lunchtime waitering shift.

	Bernarde had been happily married for over thirty years before his wife passed, and most of his kids and grandkids adored him. But not everyone finds true love. Long ago, Gabriel had conceded that he was one of the unlucky ones. Unlike Bernarde, mindreading hadn’t helped his love life, or saved his marriage. Gabriel shook his head. He'd never had a son. But he had a lot of things people would kill for. Good health and money. A great apartment in a nice neighborhood, a fun job—two fun jobs, really—working for a nice restaurant. As much garlic butter shrimp scampi and lobster-filled ravioli as he could eat!

	And yet…

	Was he truly happy?

	Was that why he was suddenly fixated on this mystery woman? He didn’t even know her name. 

	The restaurant made him feel capable, competent, likeable.

	This mystery woman made him feel important.

	He didn’t see her on the train that day.

	Or the next.

	Or the next.

	He was beginning to think that everything about that encounter with her had been a mirage, perhaps a mistake, when he stumbled upon a news video that came with an enticing disclaimer about disturbing images.

	It was security cam footage of a man in a Benjamin Franklin hoodie running down the street, one arm pumping while the other gripped a camera-gun hanging from his neck. The DC cops and Secret Service were after him. The gunman smashed into a vet selling flowers and star-spangled T-shirts, falling to his knees as shirts scattered across the sidewalk, and then scrambling to his feet and running on. The vet screamed bloody murder as uniforms raced past, trampling the T-shirts with their boots.

	Then the view changed to footage from inside a fancy restaurant, which Gabriel noted with bemusement looked like another French restaurant, just not as nice as his. As the gunman raced through the front door, he startled a waiter into spilling his drink tray. The diners didn’t even have a chance to flee, before the cops and Secret Service came crashing in through various front windows. A man dining alone by a window suddenly found his soup and sandwich obliterated by a cop vaulting over the windowsill. More cops appeared at the bottom of the screen. Now one of the cops looked like he was shouting, and the gunman spun around a couple times. He considered his rapidly-dwindling options. After more shouting from the uniforms, the camera-gunman put his hands up in the air, and slowly fell to his knees.

	As a cop cautiously approached to grab his wrist and slap on a handcuff, the video screen went completely white, for just a moment.

	When the grainy image returned, the gunman’s fists were two bright lights, which he waved wildly as he danced around, on fire. The cop was, too, on his shoulders and back, but the other cops were already dropping their weapons and patting out the flames with their gloved hands.

	They let the gunman burn.

	As the flames shot up the gunman’s arms and spilled down the front of his pants, diners fled the area around him and raced outside. Waiters pulled the tables back, lest the tablecloths and nice cloth napkins catch fire.

	A Secret Service agent grabbed a water pitcher, then threw it down in frustration; when it hit the floor, chips of ice flew out. Eventually, someone produced a fire extinguisher, spraying the gunman, who now sprawled in the middle of the floor, limbs twisted and black, like a burnt Thanksgiving turkey.

	The news cut to a local reporter, who said, “Mr. Gibson, can you give us a name?”

	With a start, Gabriel recognized the interviewee’s face.

	Gibson? Quentin Gibson?

	Gibson had been Gabriel’s boss at the CIA so many decades earlier. With some bemusement, Gabriel ran his fingers through his scraggly hair. He’d had more then. So had Gibson, who was now bald as a potato.

	“I’m sorry, I can’t give you a name right now,” Gibson said. “But I can tell you that this is a carjacker we’ve been searching for, for a long time.”

	Ha! Gabriel thought. If Gibson’s talking to the press, he’s lying. They’d probably never heard of this guy before I tipped them off. And… carjacker? Why would the CIA be involved with a small-time carjacker?

	“He was just another lone wacko,” Gibson said. “Instead of going peacefully, he doused himself with gasoline and set himself on fire.”

	Really? I didn’t see a gas can in the footage. Gabriel thought. What really happened? What else is Gibson not telling us?

	Gabriel understood the expedience of not telling the public everything. But straight up lying to them? That irked him.

	The video cut out just as a Secret Service agent, going through the smoldering wreckage, picked up something that looked like a camera.

	Neither Gibson nor the reporter mentioned that.

	~

	Later that afternoon, in the break between lunch and dinner, Gabriel took to the Metro again. As usual, he held his phone in front of his face as camouflage, while he scanned minds for useful tips. Not as usual, he saw another disturbing news item. French President Pierre-Henri Fournier had had a heart attack getting out of his limo. As he turned to wave at the crowds around him, one of his shoes seemed to slip on the wet curb. Then both feet went out from under him, almost sliding under the body of the car, as his head fell, smacking the pavement like a dropped bowling ball. Soon, he would lie in state at Notre Dame Cathedral. He was fattish, but a couple decades younger than Steinmetz, or Gabriel. But, like the German chancellor, he had given no hints of ill health, and would be replaced by someone with the opposite political views.

	Well, damn, Gabriel thought. To paraphrase Oscar Wilde, losing one world leader might be a misfortune, but losing two smacked of carelessness—carelessness on the part of his fellow spooks. Everyone in the world of Intelligence must have been on high alert after Steinmetz. That is, everyone not retired like him. And then there was the camera-gunman, who had targeted the U.S. President. As they said, three times was enemy action.

	Gabriel put it all out of his mind when he finally saw the sweet old woman again.

	There she was! She was elbowing her way through the crowd, claiming a spot clinging to the pole right in front of him. As the train car rocked back and forth, she swayed too, as did her fur-rimmed coat, which covered embroidered skirts. The hem of her shawl smothered his face, long enough for him to get a good whiff that awakened old memories of his training days: Rose and vanilla, and several kinds of incense. Hints of pickled tomatoes and sour solyanka. Russian foods. But there was no scent of the fake strawberry of that cheap, crumbly Russian tissue paper... or the burnt popcorn smell of badly-run factories. If she was in the game herself, Gabriel guessed, she hadn't been back to the Motherland in a long time, but maybe still cooked traditional foods at home.

	She said, “We’ve got trouble.”

	“Yah gavaryu pa-russki oychen plochuh.” I speak Russian very badly. “You have lost your chicken-legged hut?”

	“Khorosho! Now go ahead. Try it.” She rolled her R ever so slightly, like Armenian-accented Russian. Probably Eastern Armenian?

	She tugged her shawl forward over her hair and tapped a knitting needle to the side of her head, and Gabriel knew what she meant. He tried to read her thoughts, but, to his surprise—she was a total blank! Not the meditation buzz he had sensed before. Not even cover thoughts, like a train schedule or multiplication tables. Some people were really good at policing their thoughts if others might be reading them.

	No. That wasn’t it. It was as if she weren’t there at all.

	Gabriel looked around. Had he lost his power? No, that woman over there was thinking of a novel she was reading about dragons fighting World War I fighter planes. That brunette in the black pencil skirt was planning on buying nice furniture, to keep when she ditched her husband in a year.

	He still had it. He simply could not read this Russian woman at all.

	“Wire in the yarn.” She pointed at her shawl, which was an inconspicuous gray, edged with diamond shapes and tassels. “Is like wearing a tinfoil cap.”

	A shawl as a Faraday cage, he thought. Clever.

	“Doesn’t it blind you, too?”

	“Of course.”

	Definitely a mindreader. He had heard that the Russians had one. But he’d never seen her, never felt her mind. How many times, so long ago, had he been in the same embassy parties as her and never known?

	She brushed her fingertips, which were surprisingly soft, against the back of his rough, wrinkled hand and said, “Our thoughts, let us share them!”

	Gabriel wasn’t sure he should accept this invitation. Would he be putting the U.S. in danger? What national secrets could she learn from him? None. None at all. The secrets in his head, even lists of assets, were long out-of-date, or else lost in his mind’s Babelesque library of fake half-true half-secrets. No, his thoughts couldn’t be a danger to anyone if discovered, or else the CIA wouldn’t let him roam around unsupervised in his retirement. He was so lonely. And the delights in front of him...

	Her shawl fell to her shoulders.

	Gabriel lowered his mental guard, and felt a delirious rush as their naked thoughts sped past each other like trains on opposite tracks. As she entered his mind, he fell into the dizzying kaleidoscope of hers. Her name was Katrinka, and she loved Russian chocolate and lavash wrapped around sausage and ice-cold tahn... He saw her in her youth, hiking in the Khosrov Forest and splashing naked in the waters of Lake Sevan... He learned that she'd been in their spy
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