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The building breathed.

Danny Koh sat at his terminal, third row, east side, fingers resting on the keyboard. Fort Meade at night was a different animal than Fort Meade during the day. During the day, the third floor hummed with bodies. Analysts shuffling between cubicles, printers spitting classified paper, the coffee machine in the break room grinding through its third pot by nine AM. At night, the bodies went home and the building settled into itself. The HVAC cycled on and off in long, slow intervals. The sealed doors along the corridor stayed shut. The blue glow of CRT monitors pulsed in the dark like something alive.

March 1993. A Tuesday. He'd been at the Agency less than a year.

The third floor of the analyst wing had no windows on this side. Just walls, doors, and the glow. Thirty-two inches of resolution per screen, the pixels sharp enough to read a wire transfer routing code from across the room. Danny had claimed this desk six months ago and filled it the way he filled any space he occupied: fast and without apology. A coffee mug with a faded NASA logo from a briefing in January sat next to a stack of classified documents he kept meaning to finish. A half-eaten bag of Doritos was going stale near the keyboard, orange dust on his fingertips and on the space bar and on the corner of the mug. A photograph was tacked to the cubicle wall. His parents, twenty-fifth anniversary, 1985. His father thick-haired and upright in a navy suit, his mother's smile fixed in silver. His father had been FBI for twenty years before the heart attack took him in '89. Danny didn't talk about that.

Three cans left from a twelve-pack of Mountain Dew he'd bought at the gas station three days ago. He reached for one without looking. Cracked it. The aluminum was cold from the air conditioning and the bite of citric acid hit sharp on his tongue. Twenty-six years old and still running on this stuff.

His Charlotte Hornets Starter jacket, teal and purple, was draped over the back of his chair. His Air Jordan Vs, black and fire red, were unlaced under the desk, his left foot tucked up beneath him. His Motorola beeper sat next to the Mountain Dew, the little screen blank. Nobody paged Danny Koh at one in the morning. Nobody was even on this floor.

He was tracking wire transfers. A low-level cartel operation out of Echo Park, Los Angeles. Small-time. A known associate named Rojas who moved product through a check-cashing place on Sunset Boulevard and laundered the returns through a string of laundromats in Koreatown. Danny had been tracing the money for six weeks, patient work, the kind of work that made hours disappear. Follow the transfer. Log the routing code. Cross-reference the account against the database. Move to the next one. Repeat. The cycle could take twenty minutes or four hours depending on how many layers the money had to pass through before it surfaced somewhere traceable. Danny didn't mind. He liked the layers. Each one was a decision somebody had made, and decisions left fingerprints.

He'd been good at this since his first week at the Agency, when his supervisor, a heavyset man named Gunderson who wore the same brown tie every day and smelled like pipe tobacco, had handed him a stack of Lebanese banking records and said, "Find the pattern." Danny found it in two days. Gunderson had expected two weeks. Danny hadn't said anything about it. He just put the analysis on Gunderson's desk and went back to his terminal. Gunderson looked at the report, looked at Danny, and said, "Huh." That was the extent of the praise. Danny hadn't needed more.

Patterns jumped out at him like faces in a crowd. They always had. In high school, he'd won forty dollars off his friend Marcus by predicting the Redskins' fourth-quarter play-calling based on the first three quarters of tape. In college, he'd crashed a statistics professor's office hours to show him an error in a published dataset. The professor had been annoyed. Then impressed. Then annoyed again. Danny had that effect on people.

He ran another query. ROJAS, EDUARDO M. LOS ANGELES FIELD OFFICE. TRANSACTION HISTORY, 90 DAYS. The screen loaded. Lines of data scrolled, green text on black, the monochrome glow reflecting off Danny's face. He scanned them with his fingers tapping the desk, looking for anomalies in the amounts, the timing, the destinations. Most of the transfers were small. Two hundred here. Five hundred there. Grocery money for a mid-level dealer who probably drove a Honda and thought he was Tony Montana. Nothing to write home about.

He was about to close the query when the screen flashed.

A flag. Not on Rojas. On a name that had surfaced in the cross-reference, a peripheral hit from the same Echo Park zip code. The flag filled the screen in block letters:

FILE FLAGGED. ALVAREZ, MIGUEL R. DECEASED. CAUSE: HEART ATTACK. LOCATION: ECHO PARK, LOS ANGELES, CA. TIME OF DEATH: 1800 HOURS PST. DATE: MARCH 14, 1993.

Danny stared at it.

Death files came through the system every day. Automated cross-references triggered by names that appeared in active cases. A name showed up in a wiretap transcript, and if that person died, the system flagged it. Routine. Danny had seen dozens since he started. He'd scan the header, check the cause, clear the flag, and move on. Heart attack. Natural causes. Nothing operational. Clear.

He almost cleared it.

His hand was on the keyboard, two keystrokes from closing the flag, when something caught. The flag header. He read it again. The trigger source wasn't his query. Danny's search on Rojas had surfaced Alvarez as a peripheral contact, but the flag itself had been generated independently. Someone had built an automated tripwire into the system, keyed to the name ALVAREZ, MIGUEL R. The tripwire wasn't watching for Danny's search. It was watching for any activity associated with the name. Any query. Any update. Any change in status, including death.

Danny leaned forward. The chair creaked. He read the trigger credentials. The tripwire had been set by a user ID that traced back to a decommissioned program. The program's classification level was above Danny's clearance. The user ID was inactive. Whoever had set this tripwire was no longer in the system.

A dead man's hand. That was what the old-timers called it. Danny had heard the term from Gunderson during orientation, an offhand remark about the systems they'd inherited from the Cold War era. Triggers built by departing officers, set to fire when a specific condition was met. Insurance policies. Alarms for scenarios the officer hoped would never come. Some of them were still in the system, buried in legacy code, waiting for names that would never be searched again.

This one had been waiting for Alvarez.

The alert had gone to a dead mailbox in a decommissioned program. A signal sent into a void. Nobody received it. Nobody was supposed to. The trigger existed as a monument to someone's worry, a fear encoded in software and then abandoned.

Until Danny pulled the name from a routine cartel trace and the system woke up.

He pulled the file.

Alvarez, Miguel R. Born September 12, 1949, Boyle Heights, Los Angeles. United States Marine Corps, enlisted 1968, discharged 1972. Deployed: Vietnam, 1969 to 1971. Danny paused on that. Two tours in-country. Eighteen and nineteen years old, crawling through jungle in a war that was already lost by the time he got there. Then home. Six years of nothing in the record. Then: reactivated for advisory duty, El Salvador, 1981. The year the US started sending military advisors to Central America. The year the civil war in El Salvador went from bad to catastrophic.

Then a gap. A long one. Then a reference to a sealed DOJ file, case number 83-4412, dated October 1983. Classification: TS/SCI. Top Secret, Sensitive Compartmented Information. Above Danny's clearance by two levels. The file had been scheduled for mandatory review in 1985. It was never reviewed. No follow-up. No amendments. No notation of why the review was skipped. It went dark. Someone had either forgotten about it or decided it should stay sealed. Danny had been in the intelligence world long enough to know which was more likely.

A Marine who served in Vietnam and then went back to Central America during the dirtiest years of US involvement. A sealed DOJ file from 1983 that nobody ever opened. And now a heart attack in Echo Park, a decade later, flagged by a ghost in the system.

Danny pulled up the death record again. Heart attack. No autopsy listed. No investigation. The Los Angeles County Coroner's office had signed off on natural causes. Case closed. Body released to the parish for burial. That was fast. Danny checked the dates. Miguel Alvarez died on March 14. The death certificate was issued March 15. One day. For a man with a sealed TS/SCI file and a tripwire in the NSA system, the paperwork had moved at remarkable speed.

Danny reached for the Mountain Dew. The can was lighter than he expected. Almost empty. He finished it and set it next to the other empties on the desk.

He kept pulling.

The financial records associated with Alvarez were thin. A parish account at a credit union in Echo Park, St. Michael's Church Operating Fund. Small deposits. Tithes, donations, the occasional insurance reimbursement. The revenue of a Catholic church in a working-class neighborhood. Father Miguel Alvarez. He'd become a priest. The Marine who served in Vietnam and went back to El Salvador had come home and taken a collar. Danny sat with that for a moment. It was a hell of a transition. Rifle to rosary. He wondered what the sealed DOJ file had to do with it.

Danny ran the account history. Regular deposits for years. Small withdrawals for utilities, supplies, maintenance. The finances of a parish that ran close to the bone. Nothing unusual. Nothing that would flag in any system, anywhere.

Then, three days before the death: an inbound wire transfer. Five hundred dollars. The transfer didn't originate from any account associated with the parish, the diocese, or any known donor. It came from an external account in Flagstaff, Arizona.

Five hundred dollars wasn't a lot of money. It was rent. It was a car payment. It was the kind of amount that wouldn't trigger a Currency Transaction Report or raise a flag at any bank. But it was anomalous. In two years of account history, Father Alvarez had never received an inbound wire from outside the diocese. Not once. And then, three days before he died, five hundred dollars from Arizona.

Danny traced the Flagstaff account. It was a shell. Registered to a PO box at a UPS Store on Route 66. No individual name attached. The account had been opened in 1991 and showed minimal activity. Occasional deposits, always cash, always under the reporting threshold. Occasional outbound transfers, always small. Whoever managed this account knew the rules and stayed beneath them.

But the routing code was distinctive. A nine-digit sequence that Danny didn't recognize, but the NSA's financial database cross-referenced it automatically against known patterns.

The routing code connected to a second account. Domestic. The second account was held by a business in Simi Valley, California. A company called Simi Valley Defense Systems. Danny pulled the business registration. Incorporated 1989. Defense consulting. One employee on record. Government contracts listed but not detailed. The company had an active DOD vendor number.

A defense contractor in Simi Valley, connected by routing code to a shell account in Flagstaff, connected by wire transfer to a dead priest in Echo Park.

Danny wrote it on a Post-it note. Stuck it to the edge of his monitor. Simi Valley Defense Systems. He didn't chase it. Not yet. One thread at a time. That was how his father had taught him to work, back when Danny was sixteen and asking questions about the job. His father at the kitchen table in Fairfax, drinking coffee from a mug that said WORLD'S OKAYEST DAD, saying: "Follow the thread, Danny. Don't pull three at once. Follow one until it ends or until it leads to something that matters more."

Danny picked up the phone. The handset was beige and heavy, the old kind with the coiled cord, government-issue. He dialed a number from memory. Four rings.

"LA field office, Reyes."

"Yo, it's Koh at Fort Meade. I got a name in your zip code. Alvarez, Miguel R. Echo Park. You got anything on him?"

"Alvarez." Reyes paused. The sound of papers shuffling, a desk drawer opening and closing. Reyes worked late too. Danny had talked to him a half-dozen times on the Rojas case, always after midnight, always the same tired voice. "Spell it."

"A-L-V-A-R-E-Z. First name Miguel. He's a priest at a church in Echo Park. Died March fourteenth. Heart attack."

"A priest. What's your angle?"

"He showed up on a peripheral trace. I'm just crossing t's. You hear anything about a priest dying in Echo Park last week?"

"Not off the top of my head. Let me check. I'll call you back."

"Aight. Word."

Danny hung up. The handset settled into the cradle with a plastic click. He stared at the screen. The flag, the file, the wire transfer, the routing code, the defense contractor in Simi Valley. Five data points. Five threads. Any one of them could be nothing. All five together felt like something.

He sat with it. The building cycled through its breathing. The HVAC kicked on, ran for ten minutes, kicked off. The screens glowed. The corridor outside his cubicle was dark and long and empty. Somewhere on another floor, a door opened and closed. Footsteps. Then nothing.

Danny leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head. He looked at the photograph on the cubicle wall. His parents. His father's face. The man who had worked twenty years at the FBI tracking patterns just like this one. Following money. Following names. Following the thread until it ended or until it led to something that matters more.

His father would have told him to sleep on it. Come back fresh. Don't chase a hunch at one in the morning when the building is empty and the Mountain Dew is running your brain.

But his father would also have told him to trust the click.

Danny thought about clearing the flag. Saving the file to the archive. Going home. His apartment in Columbia was forty minutes away. The futon, the TV, the Sega Genesis, the stack of VHS tapes on the shelf. He could be watching Seinfeld reruns before two AM. He could deal with this tomorrow. Gunderson wouldn't even notice. The Rojas case was Danny's assignment. Alvarez was a peripheral contact who turned up dead of a heart attack. Nobody was waiting for a report on this.

He didn't clear it.

He opened his personal queue and saved the flag, the file, and the financial records. Then he opened a new directory and started building a folder. ALVAREZ, M. He copied the wire transfer records. He copied the Flagstaff account trace. He copied the routing code connection to Simi Valley Defense Systems. He copied the sealed DOJ file reference, even though he couldn't open it. He copied the dead-man trigger metadata, the decommissioned program ID, the inactive user credentials.

The folder grew. Danny worked in silence, organizing the files by type, adding timestamps, building the kind of clean analytical package that Gunderson had drilled into him during orientation. Even if this went nowhere, the work would be right. The Mountain Dew was gone. The Doritos were stale. The building breathed around him and Danny built his folder and the folder held the bones of something he couldn't yet name.

When he was done, he locked the terminal. Stood up. Stretched. His back popped twice. He'd been sitting for six hours.

He pulled on the Starter jacket. Charlotte Hornets, teal and purple, oversized, the sleeves falling past his wrists. Clipped the beeper to his belt. Bent down and laced the Jordans, pulling the tongues up over the cuffs of his jeans the way he always wore them.

The corridor was empty. His footsteps echoed on the linoleum. He badged through two security doors, took the elevator to the ground floor, and walked out through the main entrance.

Fort Meade at night. The parking lot stretched wide under sodium lamps, the light orange and flat against the asphalt. The air was cold. Maryland in March, the last edge of winter, the kind of cold that hit after hours inside climate control. Danny's breath plumed in front of him. He could hear the highway in the distance, the thin sound of trucks on the BW Parkway heading north toward Baltimore.

His Acura Integra sat alone on the east side of the lot, pearl white under the sodium glow. He'd bought it used from a dealership in Laurel six months ago. Hundred and twelve thousand miles. Manual transmission. A pine tree air freshener that had stopped smelling like anything months ago still hung from the mirror. He walked toward it. His Jordans scraped the asphalt. The beeper was silent on his belt. The Starter jacket was too thin for the cold but he didn't zip it.

He got in the car. Turned the key. The engine caught and the radio came on, WPGC 95.5, playing the tail end of a song he didn't register. He sat for a moment with his hands on the wheel. The lot was empty around him. The sodium lamps made everything amber and shadowless. The building behind him was dark on the upper floors except for the third, where his terminal still glowed in the cubicle, the screen saver cycling through geometric patterns that nobody would see until the day shift arrived.

Something had started. He didn't know what. He didn't have enough yet. A dead priest, a wire transfer, a shell account in Flagstaff, a defense contractor in Simi Valley, and a ghost in the system who had set a tripwire and walked away. Five data points. Any one of them could be nothing. Coincidence. Noise. The kind of false pattern that burned analysts who wanted too badly to find something real.

But all five together.

Danny sat in the cold car in the empty lot with the sodium lamps turning everything amber. His gut had clicked. The same click he'd felt at that party in Falls Church sophomore year, the one he'd walked away from twenty minutes before the cops showed up. Just a feeling. Just a frequency his body tuned into before his mind caught up. His father had told him to trust it. "The brain is slow, Danny. The gut is fast. When they disagree, go with the gut. You can always apologize to the brain later."

He put the car in gear. Pulled out of the lot. The road curved through the trees, the headlights swinging across bare branches. Fort Meade disappeared behind him. The Maryland sky was black and starless and cold.

Danny drove home with the click in his chest like a second heartbeat.
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The boombox was playing KROQ.

Father Miguel Alvarez sat at his desk in the back office of St. Michael's Church, Echo Park, Los Angeles, and listened to the DJ introduce "Plush" by Stone Temple Pilots. The song had been on every hour for the past two weeks. Miguel didn't mind. He liked the guitar. He liked the way the melody moved, heavy and slow, like something trying to surface from deep water.

The office was small. Ten feet by twelve, tucked behind the sacristy, the last room at the end of a hallway that smelled like floor wax and old incense. His desk was a wooden teacher's desk he'd salvaged from a public school liquidation in 1986. It was too big for the room and too cluttered for the desk. Parish bulletins stacked in uneven piles. A cigar box of petty cash, the lid held shut with a rubber band. A half-written homily on yellow legal paper. A ballpoint pen, the cap chewed. A crucifix on the wall above him, the wood dark with age, the Christ figure worn smooth at the hands and feet from decades of touch.

The boombox sat on the filing cabinet. A Sony CFS-W455, silver and black, the kind with the double cassette deck. Miguel had bought it used from a pawnshop on Alvarado in 1990. The KROQ sticker on the side was peeling at the edges. He kept it tuned to 106.7, volume low, the music filling the office at the level of a conversation in the next room.

March 1993. A Tuesday evening. Vespers had ended an hour ago. The church was empty. The last parishioner, Mrs. Gutierrez, had left at six-thirty with her rosary and her canvas bag of prayer cards. The front doors were locked. The courtyard was dark. Through the office window, Miguel could see the dry fountain and the jacaranda tree, its branches bare, waiting for the spring bloom that would come in April and cover the courtyard in purple.

Miguel was forty-four years old. Thick through the shoulders, still built like the Marine he'd been twenty-five years ago. His hands were large, the knuckles scarred, and they held the ballpoint pen with the delicate grip of a man who had learned to be gentle with things. A scar ran along his left forearm from wrist to elbow. Thin. White against the brown skin. He'd gotten it in El Salvador in 1981. He never talked about how.

He wore a plain black priest shirt with the collarino at the throat. Underneath, visible at the open collar, the faded purple and black of a Los Angeles Kings shirt. The 1993 Kings. Wayne Gretzky's team. They were having a run this season, pushing toward something that felt real, and Miguel wore the shirt under his collar like a private allegiance. Nobody at the parish asked about it. Nobody needed to.

He was writing the homily. Sunday's reading was from John. "The truth will set you free." Miguel wrote a sentence, crossed it out, wrote another. The words looked wrong on the yellow paper. Flat. Empty. A priest was supposed to find comfort in scripture. Miguel found the Gospel of John to be the most difficult book in the entire canon. Not because it was unclear. Because it was too clear. The truth will set you free. What truth? Whose truth? And what happened when the truth was sealed in a DOJ file and classified above the clearance level of everyone who might care?

He put the pen down. Flexed his hands. The knuckles popped. He'd been gripping the pen too tight, the old habit from writing after-action reports in the field, pressing the ink deep into the carbon paper. That was a different life. A different set of hands.

A photograph lived in the bottom drawer of his desk. He didn't open the drawer. He didn't need to. He knew what was in it. Young Marines in jungle fatigues, standing in a line in front of a village. San Pedro, Cabanas Province, El Salvador, 1981. Smoke rising behind them. Nobody smiling. Miguel was second from the left, holding an M16 he'd reassembled a hundred times in the dark. The photograph had been torn on the right side. One figure removed. Miguel had done that himself, years ago, standing in this same office, tearing the photograph with both hands and dropping the torn strip into the wastebasket. He did not regret it.

He'd come to St. Michael's in 1984. Straight from the seminary, which was itself straight from two years of silence after El Salvador. Two years of not sleeping well, not eating well, not talking to anyone about anything that mattered. The seminary had been the only place that made sense. A building full of men who didn't ask questions about before. Miguel had taken to the work. The Latin, the theology, the early mornings. The structure was familiar. Not so different from the Corps. You woke up. You did the work. You served something larger than yourself. The collar replaced the uniform and the parish replaced the platoon and Miguel Alvarez became Father Alvarez and the years passed and the photograph stayed in the drawer and the file stayed sealed and the truth, whatever it was, did not set anyone free.

The phone had rung that morning. Early. Before the six AM mass. Miguel had been in the sacristy preparing the chalice when the phone on the wall rang. He picked it up. A voice he hadn't heard in years. Smooth. Controlled. No greeting.

"It's time, Father."

Miguel had said nothing.

"There are people asking questions. The file. The old program. Things are moving. I wanted you to hear it from me."

Miguel had said, "I understand."

The voice said, "Someone may come to see you."

Miguel had hung up. Said the six AM mass. Said vespers. Done his work. And now he sat at his desk, not writing a homily, listening to KROQ, and waiting.

He checked the courtyard window again. Dark. The jacaranda branches moved in a faint wind. The streetlight on Glendale Boulevard cast a strip of orange across the fountain basin. Nothing. No one.

He opened the cigar box. Counted the petty cash by habit. Forty-seven dollars in small bills and coins. He closed the box.

The song on the radio changed. "Are You Gonna Go My Way" by Lenny Kravitz. The guitar riff, distorted and bright. Miguel almost smiled. He'd seen Kravitz on MTV at the electronics store on Sunset, the one where the TVs in the window played music videos all day. The man could play.

The knock came at eight-fifteen.

Two knocks. Unhurried. The sound carried down the hallway from the office door, which opened onto the corridor that led to the sacristy and the side entrance of the church. Miguel had left the side entrance unlocked. He always did until nine.

"Come in," Miguel said.

The door opened. A man stepped into the office. Mid-forties. Medium build. Neat. He wore a dark windbreaker over a collared shirt, pressed khakis, leather shoes with a quiet sole. His hair was trimmed short. His face was clean and ordinary. The kind of face that disappeared in a crowd of three.

He didn't introduce himself. He stood just inside the door and looked at Miguel with an expression that was neither friendly nor hostile. Professional. Like a doctor entering an exam room.

"Father Alvarez."

"Yes."

"May I sit?"

Miguel gestured to the folding chair against the wall. The man sat. He didn't remove the windbreaker. His hands rested on his knees, fingers loose. He looked at the boombox, the desk, the crucifix. Taking inventory.

"You received a wire transfer three days ago," the man said. "Five hundred dollars. To your parish account. From an account in Arizona."

Miguel said nothing.

"Who sent it?"

"I don't know."

"You didn't inquire?"

"Money comes into the parish from many sources. I assumed it was a donation."

The man studied him. "You assumed." The word sat in the air.

"I have no reason to believe otherwise."

"Father, I'm not here to cause you trouble. I'm here to understand the situation. There are people in Washington who are concerned. The file from 1983. The understanding that was reached. Has anyone contacted you about reopening it?"

"No."

"Has anyone from the Department of Justice contacted you?"

"No."

"Has anyone visited you? Called you? Written to you?"

Miguel thought about the phone call that morning. The smooth voice. It's time, Father. He said: "No one has contacted me about the file."

The man nodded. He seemed satisfied, or at least willing to proceed as though he were. He stood up. Buttoned the windbreaker. Looked at Miguel one more time.

"The understanding still holds, Father. You've honored it for twelve years. That's appreciated. I'd encourage you to continue."

He walked to the door. His leather shoes made no sound on the tile. He turned back one final time, his hand on the doorframe, and looked at Miguel. A brief look. Clinical.

"Take care of yourself, Father."

The door closed. Footsteps down the hallway, measured and even. The side entrance opened and shut. The latch clicked. Then silence.

Miguel sat at his desk. The boombox played. The courtyard was dark beyond the window. The jacaranda tree moved in the wind, its bare branches scratching against the stucco wall of the church.

The homily was still unfinished. The truth will set you free. Miguel picked up the pen. Looked at the yellow legal paper with its crossed-out sentences. He put the pen down. Opened the cigar box again. Counted the money again. Forty-seven dollars. The same as before. He closed the box. The rubber band snapped tight.

The visitor had not threatened him. That was the professional method. No threats. No explicit statements. Just questions that made clear how much they knew, and a polite reminder that the arrangement was still in effect. Miguel had seen this before. In El Salvador, the men who ran the program never raised their voices. They spoke carefully, in complete sentences, and the things they described were precise and clinical and always carried out.

The wire transfer. Five hundred dollars from Arizona. He hadn't known who sent it. He still didn't. But the visitor's questions told him something. The money wasn't a donation. It wasn't hush money. It was a signal. Someone had sent five hundred dollars to Father Miguel Alvarez to see what would happen. To see who would notice. And now someone had noticed, and the visitor had come, and Miguel understood with the clarity of a man who had been waiting for this for a very long time that the understanding from 1983 was not going to hold.

He reached for the phone. His left arm went numb.

The numbness started at the fingertips and moved up through the wrist to the elbow, fast, like cold water filling a sleeve. Then his chest. A pressure that wasn't a squeeze. It was a flatness. Like something essential had been switched off. His lungs worked. His eyes worked. His mind worked. But something in the wiring between his heart and his brain had been cut.

Miguel knew what this was. He'd been a Marine. He'd carried men who'd been hit with things that stopped the heart. This was not his body failing. This was his body being failed.

He reached for the phone. The handset was eighteen inches from his right hand. His fingers touched the cord. Curled around it. Pulled. The handset moved an inch toward the edge of the cradle. His grip slipped. The cord slid through his fingers.

He tried again. The arm wouldn't respond the way it was supposed to. The signals from his brain arrived late and weak, like a radio transmission from too far away. His fingers opened. His hand dropped to the desk.

He fell forward. His forehead hit the legal paper. The parish bulletins scattered off the edge of the desk and fanned across the floor. The pen rolled and came to rest against the baseboard. The cigar box stayed where it was, forty-seven dollars inside, rubber band tight.

The boombox kept playing. Lenny Kravitz finished. The DJ came back, bright and loud, talking about the weather, highs in the low seventies, perfect Southern California spring. A commercial for a Toyota dealership in Glendale. Then another song. The office filled with music and the sound of nothing else. The courtyard outside was dark and still. The jacaranda waited for spring.

The phone on Danny Koh's desk rang at 7:42 AM.

He'd been back at Fort Meade for less than an hour. Four hours of sleep on the futon in Columbia, the alarm set for six, the drive in through the predawn dark on the BW Parkway. He'd stopped at the 7-Eleven on Route 32 for a fresh Mountain Dew and a bag of Funyuns. Breakfast of champions. He was wearing a different shirt, a Georgetown Hoyas tee, gray, oversized, with a coffee stain on the hem from last week. The Jordans were the same. The Starter jacket was on the chair.

The flag from last night was still in his queue. He'd checked it first thing. It hadn't moved. Nobody else had touched it.

The phone rang. Danny picked up.

"Koh."

"It's Reyes. LA field office."

Danny sat up straighter. "Yo. What you got?"

"Your priest. Alvarez, Miguel R. He's dead."

Danny's hand stopped moving on the keyboard. "When?"

"Last night. Approximately 1800 hours. Heart attack. Body was found this morning by a woman
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