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  Note from the Editor


  Albatross is merely the first chapter in the story of government special agent Alexander Burns and his mission to achieve justice and regain both his lost memory and his sense of self. Along the way, he is supported by a team of disparate individuals who are drawn together by the mission itself as well as by their developing relationships and loyalties.


  One of the greatest pleasures for me in editing this novel was observing the growth of, and interaction between, the various characters. They struggle throughout to figure out their roles and their own purposes while the subplots intertwine and take shape, all of which is set off by the direct, clean writing. The language also shifts effectively between various registers, from colloquial speech by the characters and narrator to military terminology as well as the refined language of literary references, and this further enhances the atmosphere of the scenes and the psychological details at play.


  My objective in editing this novel was to ensure the consistent pull of the plot and subplots, and the seamlessness of the shifts in language. I was also mindful of maintaining the directness of the writing, especially the narration, so that one feels present in the story at all times, observing the action while being able to reflect on the changes in the characters and plot over time. The smoothness and pace of the language move the reader through the novel as plot details continually emerge, drawing the reader to explore the next complex, thrilling chapter.
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  O happy living things! no tongue


  Their beauty might declare:


  A spring of love gushed from my heart,


  And I blessed them unaware:


  Sure my kind saint took pity on me,


  And I blessed them unaware.


  The selfsame moment I could pray;


  And from my neck so free


  The Albatross fell off, and sank


  Like lead into the sea.


  Samuel T. Coleridge,


  The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, IV. 656


  Prologue


  Clara pacta, boni amici - Clear agreements, good friends


  Five Years Earlier  May 1


  BURNS! WHAT IS YOUR problem? We have an opportunity to capture the second most dangerous asshole in the world and you want to bag and tag him? For a logistics specialist, you're pretty short sighted, Maxwell said. The room was small and not air-conditioned. The temperature was rising without his boss bursting into the conference room.


  Closing his eyes and opening them again, Burns focused on his laptop screen as he responded.


  I just don't have time for this.


  Look... the president authorized both my plan and the Seal's plan to kill our respective assholes. The Seals will get Bin Laden tomorrow, and we'll cap our boy tonight. Why aren't you crawling up their asses about capturing their target?


  Because they're stupid. I'd expect that patriotic bullshit from them. But you, Burns? An opportunity to capture this guy and seize his entire network? I can't believe you proposed this plan against mine. And Daniels is pretty pissed with you floating your idea to the Navy on this. He doesn't like going outside the chain of command... Burns? What the hell are you doing? Maxwell asked. By now, he had come around behind him to see what he was doing.


  You have no idea what I've been up to.


  Clad in his military issued fatigues, Burns flexed his fingers and stretched his back to help organize his thoughts. After shifting just a little bit in his leather back chair to remove the stickiness of his sweat from his clothes, he tried to assess what to tell his colleague and what to leave out.


  After twelve straight hours, I found a very simple, basic design flaw in our computer servers' network firewall, he said calmly. Since Burns did not want to share, he closed the top-secret file containing the possible locations of where his agency would move to, should their location be compromised. He did, however, leave another top-secret file, Albatross, open for Maxwell to see just to prove that he had access to top secret data.


  What the hell is Albatross? Maxwell asked. Much to Burns surprise, Maxwell was scanning the document over Burns's shoulder.


  Pretty rude…


  It's a very nasty Trojan/worm virus developed by the NSA and perfected by our guys. A nice little computer virus that is designated for testing on the North Koreans in three months, he responded calmly.


  Jesus, Burns. What is your problem? Why are you always trying to prove yourself? Why are you always trying to second guess Daniels? It only pisses him off, Maxwell said.


  Finally, Maxwell stood again and started to walk out.


  And Burns? Get your gearwe're on deck in one hour, briefing in two, and prep to leave for launch point in Bravo Base near the Swat Valley, Pakistan in three. We'll be testing out new attack-stealth choppers for the first time in the field, so we should get there early for a dry run. That's unless you decided to join our Seal friends instead, he added sarcastically as he continued walking.


  Looking at Maxwell as he retreated, Burns found himself speaking before he knew it.


  We should kill Sudani. We don't need him and his network. He killed our people. Our soldiers. He and his friend brought the fight to our home. He's an asshole and deserves nothing more than a swift execution so we can go on with our lives.


  Burns watched Maxwell come to an abrupt halt and then turn around to look at him.


  Shock? That's the look. I know. I don't know where this tirade is coming from either.


  Burns... what's going on with you? Maxwell asked, genuinely concerned.


  Looking down at his keys, he thought about it for a moment before he spoke.


  I'm tired. I'm tired of this 'War on Terrorism.' It's time we bag and tag these leaders, these terrorists. End the terrorism, the loss of life, innocent civilians here and there. It can only end with their deaths. Not negotiation with them in exchange for their minions. How are we different from them if we allow them to just live in peace while our guys continue to get killed? You know what will happen if we capture SudaniDaniels will strike a deal with him, hide him and then take out the superficial guys while the real shit keeps going. More death. No end. I'm just tired of the shit. Aren't you tired, Maxwell? Don't you just get tired of all the bullshit? he asked as a wave a fatigue came over him even as he sat in his chair.


  Burns watched Maxwell's eyes narrow as he stood speechless.


  You need help, Burns, he finally said and walked out of the room.


  Alone, Burns looked back down at his computer screen and turned it off only to catch his reflection in the dark monitor. Looking blankly at his face, he could easily see the bags under his eyes and more wrinkles around his mouth as he listened to the room's silence.


  Well... that didn't go well, Burns said to himself.


  ~


  Fourteen hours later  May 2


  ...we're in the kill zone! Those missiles aren't coming from the surfacethey're coming from above us! What the hell is going on? Our target has no air cover? the pilot said. The woman was calm and fought to keep the helicopter in the air. Ignoring the obvious, Burns spoke calmly while he watched more streaks of missiles heading right toward him. While Burns shot off flares to obscure the missiles guidance systems, he knew it was only a matter of time before he and the small command helicopter would be hit. And still, he felt unusually calm, almost as if being shot down or worse was not as horrible as it could get.


  I should have seen this one coming!


  MaxwellCall off your birds. This is Falcon 5. I need to confirm the target's body.


  Burns?! You're breaking protocol! I got thisdon't worry about it and turn back before you get blown out of the sky!


  I'm breaking protocol? How about you follow my directions! Focus, Burns...


  Nothing personal, but I want to make sure we got the right target and that there were no changes in plans, Burns said calmly to get Maxwell talking. Feeling the maneuvering helicopter banking a hard right while his stomach churned upside down, Burns covered his microphone to listen to what the pilot was saying.


  Sorrywe're in way over our heads. I'm turning back.


  No problem. I'll keep trying to get them to back off...


  Don't they know we're on the same team? she said with anger. The pilot began a rapid ascent to avoid yet more weapon fire.


  Yeah... they know we're on the same team, except I'm expendable now, he thought.


  Burns rapidly replayed the sudden changes in aircraft assignments that kept him in the small, unarmed scout helicopter that was in command position, way back from the field of battle to quarter-back the mission. He focused on his control panel to field the flares, radar and talk to Maxwell.


  Maxwellwhat were your orders? What was the encrypted message from Daniels? I know it came in... I saw it come over the private channel, he said. Burns knew time was running out. He launched yet more flares to confuse the incoming missiles as the helicopter descended suddenly but still under the pilot's control. With proximity alarms falling silent briefly, he focused as best he could to hear what his friend was saying.


  How? How did you... was all Burns heard before a missile alarm blared out again, but this time rather than it turning off after a series of death-defying acrobatics, there was a hard jolt in the rear causing a loud grinding metal sound and engine strain.


  Shit! Rear rotor's goneno pressure back there... half of my controls are down, she said. Watching his entire panel flicker, spark and go dark, a strong smell of electrical wire burning wafted in from below his feet and behind his seat. Dark black smoke began to rapidly fill the cockpit as Burns simply listened to anybody who would talk to him.


  Mayday, mayday, maydayCommand Helicopter 525 hit from friendly fire... We are going down near grid 626DG. We're going down hard, she announced. It was over an unencrypted frequency. Burns didnt care about protocol anymore. He shifted his focus beyond her and saw the ground fast approaching.


  Sorry, Alex, he heard both clearly and unexpectedly in his headset from Maxwell. Hearing the same thing, the pilot, a middle-aged woman with blonde hair and safety glasses, turned to look at him, acknowledging that she caught the not-so-hidden message. Burns felt his stomach rise to his throat, the acidic, electrical smell filling his nostrils and heat emanating from his damaged panel. He made very brief eye contact with the pilot through the smoke.


  That shithead set us up. Nice friend, she said as she returned to raising the nose of the helicopter to get it to crash land on its skids rather than immediately kill them in a head-on collision into the ground.


  I don't have any friends, Burns said with more resignation than he expected.


  Twenty feet, she said. Much to his surprise he felt the helicopter stabilizing and the cockpit leveling off. Still, it was easy to feel that they were coming in way too fast. A sudden image of a woman, Debbie Foley, came to his mind as he closed his eyes, waiting for the inevitable crash.


  She shouldn't have gone to Heathrowshe was a logistics specialist, not a field agent... what was Daniels thinking.


  Burns kept thinking about past decisions as he listened to the pilot talk for what he assumed would be the last time.


  Ten feet... damn it! This is going to be hard on my kids, she said with a sad calm.


  Great... another person's life I've screwed up...


  Seconds later, he felt his body begin to press into his seat, restrained by his safety harness as sounds of metal snapping, crunching and buckling filled his ears. While time passed slowly, so did the experience of sharp shards of metal and glass piercing his skin but nothing in comparison to his hands and arms that felt as if they were on fire. When blocking out the pain was no longer possible, he felt more shards explode near his head, leaving his hearing tinny and shooting pain burning his scalp. After some time, he felt as if finally the world stopped spinning and tumbling, leaving the strong smell of burning wires. While in the absence of sounds, he took in a deep smoke, acid breath as a way to gear up to opening his eyes, but coughed as he began feeling lightheaded and warm liquid on his head. Still, though, with his arms and hands on fire, he tried opening his eyes, but all he saw was a bright, white light that was closing down fast as blackness encroached rapidly.


  So... this is how this life ends...


  ~


  Twelve minutes later...


  Watching his field agents methodically fan out around the still smoldering crash site, Anthony Maxwell was still listening to his boss's ridiculous recommendations as he scanned the horizon looking for telltale road dust from either the local authorities or Pakistani troops.


  It's not going to take the locals or the curious long to find this, and we're not supposed to be here, he thought


  Maxwell turned his gaze to two newer field agents removing a dead pilot, a woman, killed on impact. He shifted his focus to the passenger side of the helicopter. It was empty. It was easy to see a blood trail at first, but preliminary reports had it running dry after thirty feet. Looking to the horizon again, he watched as three helicopters flew low in a clear search pattern. After a few moments, Maxwell realized that his immediate boss, Thomas Webber, was now suggesting that he contact the American Embassy to get troops to assist in the search. Maxwell attention snapped back to the present. He felt his neck muscles tighten and his eyes enlarge. He took a moment to calm himself, focused on the satellite radio and spoke at it as if Webber were right in front of him.


  Are you crazy? We're not supposed to be here! How the hell will this be a covert operation if we mobilize the marines to assist us find one of our guys when we aren't supposed to be here and we have no jurisdiction or authority to conduct any operation here? How about you leave me alone and I'll give you a situation report in twenty, Maxwell said. Before he knew it, he closed out the channel without waiting for a response.


  Jesus... was all he could utter when he turned to see one of the newer agents waiting for him to finish telling him something.


  What? What is it? Maxwell asked.


  He turned his back, and he lifted his binoculars to scan the horizon again. Hearing the pale young man clear his throat, Maxwell was already planning to talk to the clerk who assigned two newbies to such a classified assignment.


  Sir, why do we have to bring a body back? I mean, he's clearly injured and if the heat and desert doesn't get him, thieves, the enemy or animals will, the younger agent said. Taking a deep breath, Maxwell tried to remember that unlike Webber, this guy was just learning.


  Okay... just take it slow and don't kill him. The asshole who made the roster will pay for this shit decision.


  Obviously, you have no idea whom you're dealing with. Alexander J. Burns not only is an experienced field agent but a tactical specialist who knows more secrets than he should. And bringing back a body to show the White House will confirm he was killed in action...


  So, like I said, just let the desert kill him, the young agent said before Maxwell finished.


  Maxwell turned on the pale agent. He felt like striking the man but decided to focus on the recovery operation rather than finding the right words. Maxwell also had a curious thought as to how much longer a pale man like the agent in front of him would last in the desert. The agent was liberally applying suntan lotion as if her were at the beach.


  Firstdon't ever interrupt me when I'm speaking, dumb-ass. Secondly, with Burns missing in action, I have no proof that he's dead. And unlike you... whatever your name is, Burns has skills in surviving. If he's out there and alive, that means he'll be back and pissed off. It's not going to take him long to figure out that we screwed him. So how about you focus on your job and let the grownups do the thinking, Maxwell said. He dropped the discussion and returned to scanning the horizon. Without looking back at the agent, he sensed him moving off quickly as he saw one of the helicopters breaking off its search pattern and move directly toward him.


  Please let this be good news, he hoped. His operations radio chirped on.


  Recon 6 to CO: we've got two dust trails coming inone from the east and the other the south. ETA is ten minutes. If we want to keep this on the down low, we need to abort the search and evac immediately. Copy?


  Maxwell looked first to his east and then his south. He could barely make out the dust trails the pilot had seen.


  Damn it... all right, Recon 6, bring everyone in and let's get out of here. Have Team 12 land and demo the crash site. Get a message to command and skip Webber and go directly to Daniels on my authority. Message is as follows: 'falcon has left falconer; his condition unknown.' Got it?


  'Falcon has left falconer; his condition unknown.' Got it. Recon 6 out.


  Still scanning the horizon, Maxwell watched the two other helicopters break off their search and return to the crash site while the field agents on the ground also returned quickly to the landing zone. As sun rise was only an hour old, Maxwell felt uneasy not knowing whether his former friend and colleague was dead or alive.


  Damn it, Burns! Why couldn't you just go with the program?


  Chapter 1


  Fallaces sunt rerum species - The appearances of things are deceptive, Seneca


  Present Day  May 2


  WHERE AM I? I was on my way to the car and then...


  Anthony Maxwell was just waking up when he felt a burning sensation in his arm and a headache forming in the back of his head. He started to move his limbs, but they were firmly bound to a chair. His eyes were having difficulty adjusting to the room because of the bright lights shining on him. He had been in the intelligence business long enough to know that he was being interrogated. While he had witnessed many interrogations and conducted a few himself, he had never been the subject of one.


  Shit. This is bad. Real bad.


  Though he was not fully conscious, he could sense someone was in front of him, sitting and waiting. He was sure the burning sensation in his right arm was an intravenous concoction to make him talk. His mouth was dry, and he wanted to talk; however, his entire body seemed to be devoid of liquids, especially saliva, which made talking very difficult. Maxwell knew he had to collect his wits and try to remember how he ended up in this terrible predicament. He remembered walking to his car after his impromptu meeting with his two contractors to provide a final briefing on a foreign agent who was living right over the border in Canada. It was a small mission of information gathering, and the briefing was supposed to finalize the logistics.


  How could they get the drop on me? What am I? A recruit?!


  Focusing on breathing while drawing moisture from his throat so he could talk, Maxwell pulled himself together as his eyes adjusted and he familiarized himself with the stark room. In general, he was all about security and being careful; being a senior field agent of the Department of Defense Foreign Intelligences Operations Center always meant being vigilant. If you wanted to live, the practice of being vigilant was a lifestyle and not just a good habit.


  So, whoever was able to track me and get the drop on me before I was able to discharge my weapon was either very lucky or a professional… or both.


  With more saliva forming in his mouth, he was better able to croak out a question.


  Do you know who I am?


  Yes, said a soothing, low, and calming voice.


  Okay. Well... under vastly different circumstances, this voice could have been comforting. Warm and inviting even, he thought.


  What do you want? Maxwell went on. From years of training and experience, it was easy for him to tell that he was in a room with wooden walls and windows.


  Maybe a house. Neighborhood? Abandoned area? If I scream, I probably could be heard, provided I'm still in a populated area. It feels like wood is under my feet.


  While it took time for his eyes to adjust, Maxwell could tell there was someone behind his interrogator. The man behind his interrogator seemed to stand still and watch the entire interaction.


  Something about the way the guy is standing seems familiar, Maxwell thought to himself.


  I dont want anything. We have what we want. Now we wait, the voice went on. Maxwell shifted his focus back on the interrogator sitting right in front of him.


  Look. Im a senior field agent of the Department of Defense. If I dont check in with my people in a couple of hours, the federal government will be looking for me. That means they will be looking for you. Do you get it? Maxwell said in an attempt to tip the tables to get his interrogator talking. He was hoping for the usual bravado, machismo or arrogant response to his threat. Though he knew he posed no real danger while he was tied up in a chair, he still wanted to get a dialogue going. What he got was more chilling than he wanted to admit.


  As the silence continued, Maxwell wondered if maybe his captors were rethinking their situation.


  Maybe I can get my ass out of this situation, he thought.


  Then the interrogator gave a sigh, which was followed by an even-toned reply.


  You are Anthony R. Maxwell. You are a senior field agent of the Department of Defenses Foreign Intelligence Agency assigned to the operations center located in Waltham, Massachusetts. Just so you are aware, the medication flowing into your arm is not any drug that will make you talk. It is a combination of Vicodin and Valium that will relax you and allow you to nod off and fall asleep, the voice articulated.


  All right. This is very bad. This guy has my real name, the location of the operations center, and has no interest in information. Damn it! That means these two already have what they want, making me disposable. It's time for a new strategy.


  Well, maybe you might want to know some classified data? Do you have any idea how much I know and what you could get for it?


  Time to make some offers, bargain, and buy some time, he thought as he felt his head cloud over and a yawn breaking through as he struggled to stay awake. The more he struggled, the more tired and sleepy he got as if his moving and talking had drained all his energy.


  What is this shit they're giving me? It's gotta be more than just Vicodin and Valium.


  It was hard to think. Maxwell was getting sleepy. His arms, legs, and stomach started feeling like lead. He had to focus.


  No, Mr. Maxwell. There is no need for that. We already texted your contact team to meet you here in three hours. They will more likely be here in two hours or so, the interrogator concluded. But then there was a follow-up question.


  Mr. Maxwell, you do know what todays date is, dont you?


  What? Odd question, Maxwell thought. Maybe there is something about todays date that is either an anniversary or a target or mission date.


  May 1. May Day in Catholic tradition. Its an important day for the old Communist


  I'm so tired... why is the date so important? What do you want?


  Maxwell attempted to keep talking, but he was fading much faster than he thought. It was difficult for him to form thoughts, let alone sentences.


  No, Mr. Maxwell. Todays date is May 2, the voice corrected. Maxwell took note of the tone; there was no judgment in the interrogators voice, it was just a correction of the date.


  I can't think... I can't stay awake. So tired. My head is so heavy, Maxwell thought as he felt his head drop and then jerk up in an attempt to stay awake.


  Got to focus...


  Looking up, Maxwell saw the shadow behind the interrogator move slowly toward him as he was fading. As he was nodding off, he knew from the persons build and profile that there was something definitely familiar about it.


  Maybe it's somebody from my past. Someone I pissed off or worse. North Korea? NoRussia... The date is so familiar.


  Maxwell began to feel lightheaded and elated. Then, before he completely slipped away, he uttered what he hoped was an understandable sentence. Maxwell was sure it would be the last set of cogent questions he would ever ask.


  Burns? It's you? You're MIA? What the hell...


  It was easy for him to see the shadow stop moving while the interrogator crossed his legs. Maxwell looked away for a moment to try to focus on something else to stay awake. His mind was wandering. While his first thoughts were on old friends and family, they faded too quickly, he thought. Instead of seeing other friendly faces, he saw the faces of past enemies, victims, and collateral damage he had caused. He couldnt help but feel weighed down by these thoughts. He shook his head to clear his thoughts, but the faces stayed in view.


  Hallucinations? he questioned.


  Why them? Where's Daniels? Foley? My parents? he asked out loud.


  Maxwell looked back at the interrogator and then at the shadow, and he was positive the man was Alex Burnsone of the faces he was seeing.


  Why him? he tried to finish.


  But Maxwell reached that critical threshold where he no longer cared about the world anymore. All his cares seemed to recede. The faces were the last to fade. He drifted off into an opiate-driven sleep.


  ~


  The shadow waited just outside the rear of the house, where he had passively watched Maxwells interrogation hours before. With full knowledge that his prisoner was in a deep sleep, still bound to the chair in the middle of an empty house, Burns recalled the last time he and Maxwell worked together.


  So many years ago. A lifetime ago. I'm not even the same man anymore. Still... let's just hope your guys don't get jittery and start shooting in there, he thought.


  As part of their business, they never used first names. First names were too personal. Last names only were used both in the field and off. Seeing Maxwell in his drug-induced condition did make Burns feel bad. After so many years of his being missing, he was amazed that Maxwell did recognize him as Burns. He was also amazed that he felt no enjoyment at Maxwells situation. In the past, he would have had no empathy or sympathy for his victim. Even though he had good reason to hate Maxwell, he felt bad for him. Burnss companion, the even-spoken interrogator, was not surprised that he had empathy for Maxwell. As he waited outside the house, he smiled at the interaction he had with the interrogator, David Caulfield, right after Maxwell had passed out. David had predicted that he would feel bad for him.


  You know, David, for a trained mental health professional, youre not very good at hiding your emotions from your clients, especially when youre right. Very good interrogation too, I might add, Burns commented.


  Well, you're not my client anymore. Not for some time.


  He had watched David interrogate Maxwell and was impressed with Davids natural ability to be soothing even in such a terrifying situation. Still, Burns did find it unnerving that David could guess how he felt pain for Maxwell. In the past, Burns was unreadable to colleagues, superiors and enemies. He could not remember having friends or close family.


  Am I that readable? Poker face gone? Maybe they could read me back then too, and I was just too focused on the missions to notice, he thought.


  Its not my first day on the job. Interviewing, that is. It also helps not being able to see whats happening. I can pretend I am in an office, David continued.


  Burns knew David would need assistance to reach the basement. Once they navigated through the rooms and down the flight of stairs where David would wait, he said to Burns, Please be careful.


  Will do. You too. It might get noisy upstairs so stay down here, Burns told him as he guided David into a waiting chair before he left him to wait outside behind the house.


  An integral part of plan required that David would have to be found in the basement by the authorities. After he was finished setting the stage upstairs, after the other cast of characters arrived, he would have to assist David get into character. Burns was not looking forward to that part. He decided to try to recall more positive thoughts for a moment. It was easier now in the last four years; he had positive thoughts and memories to now draw from. His friendship with David was one of them. He was still smiling and moving his feet to stay warm when he had the urge to scratch his scalp where old scars prevented hair from growing. The scars on his hands and arms, however, would itch because of dryness.


  Dryness? Noit's nerves and anxiety. Admit it. Welcome to the living, Burns.


  As always, his thoughts focused back on the plan, and he began yet another process of reviewing possible scenarios. If all went well, Maxwells contacts will arrive first and the FBI agents next. It was very dark, and the evergreen trees offered excellent cover. Though he would have preferred a moonless night rather than the new moon in the sky, he was at the mercy of nature if he wanted to make sure everything happened todaynot the day before or tomorrow, but today.


  Well, good news hereit's not raining. And there's not another soul in sight. It's just a matter of time. No turning back now.


  Burns chose this location and this house because it was the only one that was close to being completed and ready for occupancy. He also chose the house because it was located near the woods, which gave him a perfect line of sight from the back door as well as a view of the driveway in the front of the house.


  For the moment, Maxwells car was the only one visible in the driveway. After two hours, a second set of headlights drove down the road. Before it turned into the driveway, the headlights turned off and the car blocked Maxwells car.


  Here we go.


  Two occupants exited their car and approached the house as quietly as possible. He watched them enter the house cautiously at firstone in the front and the other in back. It remained quiet inside and outside of the house until yet another set of headlights pulled up behind the two parked cars.


  Perfect. Now all you guys have to do is just sit still for a minute, he thought.


  Winter was over and the sun rose in New England at 5:20 a.m. It was by no means sunlit at 6:20 a.m. inside the house, but it wasnt pitch-dark either. The two newer arrivals slowly exited their car, each looking at the house and assessing their next move. This pair had an air of law enforcement about them; they stood at an angle to the house, making themselves less of a target. Their hands were firmly placed on their hip holsters, where Burns was sure they each carried a .9mm semiautomatic weapon. One of the agents was decidedly taller and had a lanky build while his partner was of average height but clearly stockier.


  As the occupants of the last car were closing in on the front of the house, Burns saw the first pair exiting the back as quietly as possible.


  Nope. That's not part of the plan. This is the part where you hold ground.


  As the back door opened, Burns steadied his stance and carefully aimed his own semiautomatic to the left of the doorframe. The crack of the gun report was loud in the suburban neighborhood of empty houses. The two who were exiting the house now backed away rapidly as a second report shattered wood on the right side of the doorframe. The two men in front crouched slightly and produced their own weapons as they approached the front of the house. Burns emerged from the woods and circled wide around the house, keeping his eyes on the living room windows.


  FBI! Come out with your hands up!


  Not original, but it's clear.


  Suddenly, there was yelling from inside the house. You set us up, asshole! There was a single shot.


  Ah, shit! Maxwell.


  Burns heard the front door break open. Shouting and yelling erupted inside the house, and the shouts were confusing to understand.


  All right. Time to end this.


  Burns steadied his weapon and took four shots toward the pair he had kept at bay in the house. He planned on giving the federal agents an edge. Shots fired in all directions from inside the house and then there was silence. Burns stood for a moment to make sure there was no movement in the house. Normally, he would have taken the time to collect his shell casings so that he could eliminate any connection between his gun and the crime scene. If he wanted to clean up the crime scene, he would have to eliminate his footprints, dig out the slugs that had to be lodged into a wall or ceiling, and wipe down all his fingerprints inside the house. However, Burns wanted to make sure there was no confusion that his bullets were not involved with any deaths in the house and wanted a big X to show everyone he was outside when his gun discharged. That was important because he wanted to make sure he was in the clear; he did not want to be seen as a killer.


  Not me. Not today, at least.


  Burns then quietly walked to Maxwells car, opened the trunk, and took out a full paramedic case. He took off his black jacket, which concealed the standard paramilitary white shirt with epaulets and neatly placed his jacket in the trunk. He then took out and put on the standard, bright orange first-responder jacket with reflective stripes and literally changed persona from shadow to paramedic. Even before he entered the building, he applied his latex-free gloves and holstered his semiautomatic gun, which was concealed inside the jacket.


  Burns carefully entered the house and stated loudly and firmly, Im a paramedic. I am unarmed and coming in through the front door. Dont shoot.


  Let's hope someone is left alive to help, let alone respond.


  As Burns came through the door, he could smell the carbon of recently discharged weapons. Opening the front door, he implemented two of the three rules in first aidsurvey the area and provide care. The third and final rule, Call for assistance, he planned to do much later than a real paramedic would in such a situation. The first federal agent, the stocky one, dropped his gun as soon as he saw the paramedic. The agent then moved his empty hand back to his left shoulder so he could continue compressing his own wound. It was also clear his right thigh had been hit too. Burns squatted beside the stocky agent, opened his kit, and took out dressings and bandages. He provided first aid and at the same time he kept monitoring if there was any movement in the other rooms.


  As the agent looked on quietly, he asked about his partner.


  I don't know yet. I'll finish with you and get to him, Burns responded.


  Don't you have another guy? You guys travel in pairs, right? the agent asked.


  Yup. Real paramedics do. Former counterterrorist specialists don't.


  Usually, but we are really short staffed and there's a lot of activity tonight. Be happy I was on break down the street when the call came in, Burns lied.


  Well, let's hope he buys that bull.


  Offering no more questions, the agent sat quietly and allowed treatment to proceed without another word. Once first aid was completed, Burns moved to the tall, lanky agent who was lying face up with a shot in his chest and a smaller injury to his ankle. Fortunately, Burns had been recently briefed on assessing such a wound. First, he made sure there were signs of life, which miraculously there were. The agent was still breathing. Burns immediately opened the agents jacket, applied pressure, and tried his best to dress the wound. Once he was satisfied the compression had slowed the bleeding, he wanted to avoid more serious injuries caused by the lanky agent falling into shock by dragging him to the relatively healthier stocky agent. As soon as Burns had the lanky agent lying next to his partner, he started an intravenous line.


  Now you need to hold this above your friends head so he gets the fluid. If you dont, he will die, Burns warned.


  And that will keep you focused on just him and nothing else.


  He gave the stocky agent back his and his partners guns and walked to where the other victims were. There were three. Maxwell was still bound to the chair but lying on his side, motionless. Burns was caught by surprise when he experienced regret that Maxwell was now dead.


  Damn it. That's just not right. Your guys are real assholes.


  He knew it would take the authorities time to identify Maxwell because Burns had taken all of Maxwells identification cards and corresponding badges. The other two dead bodies he didnt need to know about.


  Without even pausing to look at them, Burns continued walking through the living room to the kitchen and went downstairs to the basement. The lights were off. Burns couldnt remember if he had left them off when he had brought David down or not.


  You know. A simple detail and you missed it. Focus, Burns.


  He hesitated and then turned the lights on, and with his own weapon drawn he descended quietly down the stairs. As he turned the corner, he saw that David was sitting in nearly the same position he had originally left him in hours prior.


  Wow. What is wrong with this picture? he thought as he shortened the gap between them.


  His friend looked out of place. As if a mid-forties man in a navy-blue suit, matching tie and a stark, white shirt sitting in the dark below a crime scene wasnt odd enough, the fact that David was wearing dark sunglasses in the dark basement was unnerving.


  I hate that you wait in the dark like that with your sunglasses on, Burns said and smiled.


  I have no need for light, David responded.


  Calming voice as always, he thought.


  Because both men had interrogated Maxwell and the stage was now set, David stood up, moved the chair away from him and handed Burns, his former client, his sunglasses. For whatever reason, Burnss hand missed the glasses. Without showing annoyance, David bent over to feel for them as Burns struck the back of Davids head. David slumped downward toward the hard cement floor and would have smacked his face with force if he had not been caught in time by Burns.


  Im sorry, Burns said to his now-unconscious friend. He hated this part of the plan. Allowing David to be taken into custody wasnt going to be any easier, either.


  After more than four years of dealing with counter-intuitive feelings, conflicting thoughts, and diametrically opposing behaviors, Burns was getting used to his complex identity. He laid his former therapist on the floor and exited the basement through the bulkhead. He turned to the driveway and got behind the wheel of the federal agents car after he retrieved a laptop from Maxwells car. As he started the car, he took out a cell phone. It was a cheap, prepaid cell phone and was very hard to trace. Its clock showed 6:35 a.m.


  Well, that was a fast fifteen minutes.


  As there were no sounds of first responders, he called 911 and reported that he thought he had heard men shouting and gunshots at the new Leveritt development. Almost on cue, he heard sirens as the operator informed him that help was on the way. Other residents must have heard the shots, too. Burns hung up the phone and backed the FBI agents car out of the driveway, leaving the other two cars in place.


  A half mile away at a traffic light, he rapidly started typing on a separate smartphone, Black knight in place. White knight on the move. Alpha out.


  Funny. What if I got pulled over for texting while driving? he thought as he pressed send.


  This smartphone was paid through a cell phone company, which did make it possible to track. But in this case, that was all part of the plan.


  Even though Burns had meticulously planned the next several steps, any mission was vulnerable to human or technological errors, second thoughts and direct interventions from the government. Maxwell's death was a clear example of not being part of the plan, even though the risk was accounted for. While Burns felt confident in his own abilities, he was nervous about his team.


  Theyre just civilians caught up in some serious shit, he thought.


  Burns found himself drifting off the mission again. It was a common problem now. In the past, he had laser focus during an operation. Now he had worries about whether his friends were up for this major undertaking or not. He was especially worried about the woman he loved. Again, without his full memory of his past, the absence of the memory of loving someone was telling. That made Samantha the only woman he had ever remembered loving. As Burns drove, he smiled. He always smiled when he thought of her.


  ~


  Samantha was sitting at the nursing station when she had gotten the text. She had been waiting for some kind of text, positive or otherwise, since the beginning of the third shift. Because Laura, one of the first-shift nurses, had called in sick, she was doing a double. As the first- and third-shift doctors, nurses, and medical technicians were now in rounds, reviewing last nights events and scheduling out the new days appointments, Samantha had volunteered to cover the front desk and patiently wait for this very text. She looked carefully at it to make sure it was not the abort code.


  Well. It starts, she thought.


  Convinced the text said what it meant, she placed her smartphone deep in her pocket and picked up the nursing station line and put the empty phone line on hold. After she placed the phone back in the cradle, she then went to find Jack, the first-shift security officer who would more likely be in the front lobby of the hospitals main entrance. The main entrance lobby of Saint Lawrence Hospital was positioned to look out over the old section of Lawrence. Across the street were the old mill buildings that the city was now converting into multi-income condominiums. The condominiums were situated to look over the Merrimack River. The glassed-in lobby gave a panoramic view of the city.


  Jack? Samantha asked as she approached the security officer. While she was new to the staff, Samantha soon learned from them that Jack was a legend among the female nurses. While she could see elements of how he might have been quite the catch in the past, his thinning hair, thick middle, and tight clothes were detractors. She had to give him credit, though.


  You still think you're Gods gift to women, she thought.


  What is it, Ms. Smith? Jack replied. Samantha watched him look her up and down, smiling as usual.


  Could you be less obvious about it or is subtlety not your strong suit? she thought.


  She ignored him. He always checked her out, and today, she made sure to have her makeup just right. Her hair was its customary raven black and shoulder length, and her uniform seemed a bit tighter than usual. None of this was needed to get his attention.


  You know, I could wear a barrel or a potato sack and I bet big money you'd check me out anyway. You have no idea how much you'd have to pay for me, she mused.


  Jack, she repeated, I have a guy on the phone who says there is a bomb in the emergency room nursing station.


  Jacks smiled faded a little bit but returned quickly.


  Well, did you see one? You were just there, he said.


  Oh my God. You think if I saw one I'd be telling you about some guy on the phone talking about it? Okayfocus on being pretty and dumb, she reminded herself.


  I didnt look. The guy told me to go out into the lobby and look outside to make sure I believed him, she offered.


  Samantha watched Jack stand up from his chair behind the podium desk and look out the lobby windows. He was about to say something when a flash of red, white, and yellow flames shot out of the top-floor windows in one of the condo units facing the hospital. The shockwave and sound finally caught up with the sight, and the windows shook violently.


  Samantha stepped back, and Jack turned ash white.


  Wow! How the hell did he get that to be so big?!


  Even though she expected an explosion, Samantha was caught off guard at the size and violence of it. Once she regrouped, she saw Jack run back to call for police and noticed that one of the lines was lit with someone on hold. He looked at her, and she immediately picked up the phone.


  In a shaking voice, she finally asked, Did you set that off?


  She waited a moment. She then responded to a fictional voice by saying, What do you mean… theres one in the second lateral file near the nursing station in the ER and one on the maternity floor?


  Samantha made sure to widen her eyes as if in shock or surprised.


  You have no idea how many times I've played that role for men. Men are so easy!


  As the fire grew, consuming the buildings, a number of staff came out to look at the ensuing flames. Cell phones were ringing, and the switchboard was beginning to light up. Jack stayed transfixed on the nurse, waiting for more information.


  Distracted by the commotion, Samantha returned to her role of talking to the fictitious caller.


  Hello? Hello? Are you there?


  Jack snatched the phone from Samantha and listened, but there was only silence. Jack hung up the phone and pulled her with him to the back doors. While Samantha and Jack headed back to the emergency room, they were slowed by the tide of staff heading toward the lobby to see what had happened. In full knowledge of what to expect, she came around to the other side of the nursing station and looked for a lateral file cabinet. Samantha realized that for the first time Jack seemed more interested in his job than her backside. Right now, he was in full security mode and was the first to see a lateral file at the far end of the desk.


  I am impressed, Jack. You're taking your job seriously. Nice to see.


  Watching him approach the cabinet slowly and begin to open it, the she whispered, Be careful, Jack.


  If she had not been there with her hand gently touching his back, she was not sure he would have opened the file cabinet at all.


  I know if it were me, I'd be gone.


  She could see that machismo got the better of him. As Samantha watched Jack open the cabinet, she saw blinking red, yellow, and green electronic light-emitting diode lights with wires going in and out of four separately wrapped blocks.


  Well, that does look ominous. I'd definitely run if I saw that.


  There also seemed to be a white piece of paper with some writing on it. The writing seemed foreign except for the last part, which clearly read, May 2. Jack stepped back, and Samantha audibly gasped.


  Isnt it May 2 today? Samantha said quietly as if the sound could detonate the explosive.


  I said that well. Not too frightened but not bland or casual, she thought.


  It was easy to see that Jack was all business. She watched him move himself and her back to the main nursing station. To be convincing, Samantha allowed Jack to physically move her away from the dangerous-looking bomb. If it wasnt for the bomb threat and the impending crisis to come, Samantha might have chuckled that Jack finally got his wish to lay hands on her. But she was feeling some guilt, knowing that she was responsible for starting this part of the drama.


  Jack turned suddenly to her and said, Get an outside line and call 911. Get fire, police, and bomb squad to the hospital.


  Samantha immediately went to the phone and started her tasks. At the same time, she heard Jacks voice going over the hospitals public announcement in a firm, calm fashion, Code black. Code black. Maternity ward is the first to move, emergency room second, remaining floors next. Code black. Maternity room first and emergency room second. This is not a test. This is not a drill. With that public address, a flurry of activity began with medical staff going to all the rooms to round up patients for evacuation.


  Good thing this all happened close to 7 a.m. when there are overlaps in both shifts.


  After his announcement, Jack gave Samantha a reassuring nod and moved off to assist coordinating the hospital evacuation.


  Samantha wrapped up her 911 calls to police and fire departments and, she added for good measure, a request for a hazardous material team.


  During her calls, she was also multitasking on her smartphone. Her text was short and to the point: Alpha, Charlie. White bishop on the move. Bravo out.


  She pressed send and was on her feet with her jacket and her bag. As all the staff ran around her, she ducked into the nurses changing room. It took less than five minutes to change. In no time, she removed her nurse uniform, black wig and white shoes and replaced them with navy blue slacks, a white paramilitary shirt and an orange safety jacket with EMT on the lapel and back. With her clothes changed, she was now in her paramedic identity. In addition to her change in uniform, she now emerged from the changing room with long red hair pinned up under a black cap with a medical insignia.


  The former nurse Smith was now fully donned in a paramedic uniform, allowing her to completely blend into the chaos. While all medical staff and patients were evacuating to the parking lot, the designated safe zone, Samantha headed into the danger zone, where the bomb had been placed. Her destination was the ambulance parking lot, which was right next to the evacuating emergency room. After two attempts, she finally found an ambulance with the keys in the ignition. She got in, closed the door, turned the engine on, and started to carefully drive out of the parking lot, making sure to avoid hitting people passing and running away from the emergency room. At first, Samantha heard lots of sirens getting closer and then they started to recede as she drove in the opposite direction.


  Back on her phone, she typed another text: White bishop secured transport. Black bishop, you are a go. Bravo out.


  Samantha began to consciously focus on relaxing her arms and shoulders. She was so tense from the explosion, bomb, change of identities, and stealing an ambulance that her body felt locked up with stress.


  I dont know how Burns did all this shit for a living without getting ulcers, she thought. Her mind stayed with Burns for a moment. He was probably the third person she had loved other than her sister, Becky, and her friend, David. It was hard for her to sift out how she cared for David as opposed to Burns. She loved Burns, and their relationship was sexual; however, she never thought of him except by his last nameBurns. Somehow, using the last name makes it safe for me to love him, she thought.


  She loved David but more as a father. The kind of father that treated children like children and not like miniature adults.


  You knowreal fathers that take care of their kids out of love.


  Samantha shook off the memories of prior foster fathers and her own parents.


  Pleasant thoughts, she told herself.


  As for Becky, well, she was as close to family as Samantha ever knew. Of all the people she had known, she would put her life on the line to save herno matter what.


  As scared as she felt about what she was doing, she was doing it for Becky first and foremost.


  As she drove toward the off-ramp, she wondered if Becky was faring better than she was in the espionage department.


  ~


  What am I doing? I'm not a spy! I'm a mother now. I don't have time for this, she thought. Still, if I don't, who will take care of Emma? The state? I don't think so.


  As Becky felt her phone vibrate, she completely focused her attention on the job at hand as she watched the third text come in. The first one gave her time to get the truck started. Prior to starting the truck, she flipped the door up on the flatbed after she made sure the barrels didnt move much when she drove. By the time the second text came in, she was making sure the menacing electronic box with blinking lights attached to the barrels was blinking. She had checked the batteries twice to make sure. When the third text came in, she was just covering the barrels and sides of the pickup truck with a heavy tarp, about to tie it down. She made sure to read the last text carefully. Once Becky finished tying the tarp up the sides of the flatbed truck, she climbed into the cab. She started up the truck, which stirred a sleeping four-and-a-half-year-old girl in the trucks passenger seat. The little blonde-haired girl simply shifted her head to the other side of the seat to get comfortable, pressing her face into the seat even more.


  She was glad that David wasnt there to see that Emma wasnt in her baby seat. He was overprotective of her. He was overprotective of both. Becky smiled at the little girl again and then began the slowly drive to her athletic club.


  You have no idea what we're all doing, Emma? It's a good thing. How the hell will I ever explain this when you're older? Hopefully, I'll be around to.


  She had been at this location more than a dozen times, so she knew the fastest way with fewest lights to get there. It was especially important to take the roads that had few or no traffic cameras. She was nervous when she heard a large number of sirens whirring in the distance. As she pulled the truck over the railroad tracks, she turned left into the industrial park where her health club was situated. She had chosen this particular athletic center because of its proximity to professional offices and the lack of surveillance cameras both in the parking lot and in the gym itself.


  Jesus! For 7:20, the parking lot is pretty full.


  While the other businesses were not open yet, the club was already abuzz with the overachieving moms, students, and professionals getting into their spinning classes and weight machines. Instead of going to her usual space closer to the gym, she parked right in the middle of the large parking lot away from the gym. Rather than parking within the parking lines, she parked across them and in the center of all the surrounding buildings.


  Now that's really going to piss people
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