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June 15th, Merrick, NY

“Schmuck! Schmuck! Schmuuuuuuuck!”

Bruno’s ducks greeted Calvin Kaplan with the same observation every morning like a Greek chorus. Kaplan shut the front door behind him and stared at the usual scene. He was unlucky enough to own a house with a perfect view of Bruno’s backyard, where he kept six judgmental feathery busybodies. At first, Kaplan thought it was amusing, but after five years, it had definitely grown old, especially today.

What the hell am I going to tell Smitty? he wondered as he strapped himself in for the drive to work. He settled into a kind of hypnogogic driving mode to the office and parked at the usual spot on the lot of a seven-story box-like building in Garden City. He trudged all the way to the elevator and pressed the button for the third floor. He focused on each step and action as if it were his last.

Bullshit, it’s just a job.

But it’s also regular income, and it means food, meeting the monthly mortgage payments, and everything else without austerity. It means Sharon not looking at me THAT WAY again.

Kaplan squared his shoulders. “You look like you’re eighty years old! Always stand straight!” his mother used to constantly say. He recalled hearing that same maternal advice from the age of seven all the way till he moved out for college.

Arriving at the double glass doors of the Long Island Sentinel, Kaplan barely noticed the wall-to-wall organized chaos of a news corporation that took up the third and fourth floors of the building. Everyone was so busy that you wouldn’t suspect they all knew their days were numbered. It wouldn’t be long before everyone got their news from Facebook. Kaplan was at his most cynical when he was scared.

Approaching Smitty’s office, he noticed that Debbie Moynihan had turned around from her computer, and was staring at him with a face that looked like she had just seen a fly land on her lunch. He avoided her gaze.

Summoning the same willpower that he imagined was used by the GIs on D-Day, he walked into the office and spoke first. “Okay, okay I know,” he said with his hands assuming a STOP impression as if he were giving pedestrian instructions to someone trying to parallel park. “Yesterday afternoon Andy started coughing and then throwing up. He was running a fever of 102!”

Yesterday afternoon, I had just seen Sharon leave for her 12-hour night shift at the hospital. I was installed in my electronically controlled easy chair, watching the Knicks game with my pal Jack Daniels.

“I was so worried that it might have been Covid! I rushed him over to the ER and called Sharon! She immediately told the crew that she had an emergency!”

One Jack led to two…

“We spent the entire night waiting at the ER. It took that long for Andy to stabilize! Finally, they told us it wasn’t Covid, thank God, but it was a really bad case of food poisoning.”

About seven Jacks later, I noticed it was 9:30 PM and my 8:00 PM interview in New York City was now history. There were no less than 14 messages on my cell phone which I might have responded to, if I hadn’t turned it off.

“They let Andy come home with us and told us he’d be all right, thank God. I’m sorry I didn’t call, but I was just too upset.”

Please don’t fire me!

Smitty looked steadily at Kaplan with a straight poker face the entire time. Smitty’s real name was Harold, but for some reason that nobody could fathom, everyone called him Smitty. If you thought the nickname meant he was just one of the guys, you’d be dead wrong. He was the chief editor of The Long Island Sentinel and he would goddamn let you know it at every opportunity.

He started slow-clapping while maintaining that laser-focused straight face. It seemed like one clap every three seconds. Kaplan didn’t know which unnerved him more, the face or the clapping, or both. Finally, he stopped, “Bravo! Better than Olivier!” He paused for effect.

“Maybe you forgot that it took Debbie three weeks to set up the interview with Railsback. Maybe you also forgot that his book tour won’t be coming back to New York. That’s it. The Sentinel missed the Arts and Leisure interview of the year with the author of the #1 book on the New York Times best-seller list.

“You missed the interview because you were drunk again. I can see it in your bloodshot eyes. We don’t pay our employees to get plastered at home and miss once-in-a-year interviews.”

Was that the royal ‘We’ or the Sentinel ‘we’?

“What does that make it, three times?”

“Well, twice,” Kaplan admitted.

“Arts and leisure isn’t exactly considered a high-pressure job!” Smitty was now working himself up to a lather, ignoring Kaplan. “Weren’t you the wunderkind at the New York Times some years back? The guy just out of college who got all the scoops and knew everyone worth knowing in New York?”

“It was the New York Post.”

“Who cares?” Smitty’s face was now red with anger.

“So about three years ago you come to the Sentinel, hat in hand, referred by Hawthorne was it?”

“It was five years, and it was Bixby,” Kaplan muttered.

“Who cares! You bounced around from job to job and finally, you were willing to take arts and leisure on Long Island! Arts and leisure for Chrissake! I knew your history! You think I hired you because I was impressed with the legend of Calvin Kaplan? I hired you because I thought deep down inside, you still had some of your old chops… and you came cheap.

“Honestly Cal, can I call you Cal?” Smitty’s tone oozed sarcasm. “Your performance for the past five years has been underwhelming to put it lightly. Even when you were sober you never broke a story. In fact, you never pushed a noun against a verb except to collect a paycheck every two weeks, and our readership notices it.”

“I promise it’ll never happen again,” Kaplan barely squeaked out the sentence, his knees actually buckling.

“You’re goddamn right it won’t! I’m through with you. You’re done. Get out!”

“You mean, get out of your office?” It took all of Kaplan’s wilted self-respect just to get the question out of his mouth.

“I mean get out of my office, get out of the building, get out of Garden City, and get out of journalism! You’re fired! Oh, and just a little word of advice.” Smitty was actually smiling. “The next time you lie, try to stay as close to the truth as possible. When you make up wild stories like that — and this is not the first time you’ve done it — you leave all kinds of avenues to check for the truth. And it’s impossible for you to keep the story straight. In fact, you know what? You should consider going into acting! You know where the door is.” Smitty turned away from Kaplan, and started looking through a file.

Kaplan stood there for a while, not wanting to comprehend the latest turn of events.

“Why are you still here? Don’t let the door slam you on the ass. Goodbye!” Smitty waved like he was sending Kaplan off on a train.

On the ride back to his home in Merrick, Kaplan started to think rationally about what had happened. He decided to fortify himself with breakfast at a diner in Wantagh so that he could reflect on his situation.

He had been so bound up in his story that for a while even he believed it. Too bad Smitty didn’t. Well, Andy did have a cough… He remembered being pissed off about it because he had to get up from his chair to give him some Robitussin. That was it though. The cough stopped. But it had been annoying and it had interfered with the Knicks game.

And it was also interfering with my bonding relationship with my buddy Jack Daniels. Kaplan quickly repressed the thought. Why was I so annoyed? Andy’s a good kid!

As Kaplan approached the diner, he pretended to himself that he didn’t know the answer.

What the hell, all hard-charging writers and newsmen drank. It was almost a requirement. Ernest Hemingway drank, and he used to be a journalist. Look at Edward R. Murrow, Hunter Thompson, Ring Lardner, Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett. Actually, Kaplan didn’t know whether Hammett drank or not, but his fictional characters all did, didn’t they?

Kaplan pulled into the diner parking lot. He sat in his car, lost in thought. Finally, he entered the diner and sat down at a booth, absentmindedly ordering breakfast. As he was waiting for his order, two bearded men sat down at the booth behind him and ordered espressos. They began talking to each other in Thracian. Kaplan couldn’t stop himself from listening in on the conversation and could make out most of it.

He had spent eleven months embedded with the troops in Thrace during his glory days… and they were indeed glory days. Out of all of the old Soviet Union’s Eastern bloc countries, Thrace was the most loyal, and today is still unreservedly communist. Back in Kaplan’s youth he had made his journalistic reputation covering a nascent democratic revolution in Thrace, traveling with U.S. troops that had been sent there unsuccessfully. It was a thrilling, if disappointing experience, during which he had picked up a working knowledge of the language.

“It’s unbelievable that the Patriarch sent Rayko to the safe house to watch over how we handle a couple of women,” said the one closest to Kaplan. He snickered, “I have nose hairs older than that kid, and he’s checking up on us. What a joke.”

“He seems like a nice kid, and besides, he’s his son, so what would you expect?” said the second guy.

“Maybe some trust?”

Kaplan took out his cell phone and started recording.

“Dimitar Groshev? Are you kidding? Look at him the wrong way, and he’ll add your head to his collection!” Both men laughed.

“If he gives me any more shit though, I’m going to tell him to sit down and shut up, father or no father!”

“I heard they got that engineer working steadily,” said the second guy.

“Yeah, Iqbar better come through, or you-know-who will be, let’s say, upset.” They laughed again.

The waitress returned to Kaplan’s table and served him his pancakes, hash browns and coffee. Kaplan picked at his breakfast and gulped down his coffee. The two Thracians soon got up from the table with their check and walked to the cashier to pay.

Kaplan’s newshound instincts were reawakened. He was starting to put a few things together. Iqbar was that nuclear scientist from… Pakistan, was it? He supposedly died of a heart attack, but many powerful people didn’t believe it. I’ll bet that engineer they were talking about was Sean McCann. He disappeared from a conference in Houston, and his wife and daughter on Long Island were kidnapped early the same morning. I wonder if they could be “couple of women”? But who the hell is Dimitar Groshev? Whoever he is, I bet I’ve got a story!

He pocketed his phone and waited until the Thracians left the diner, then he put a twenty-dollar bill on the table and got up, leaving most of his breakfast on the table. As he left, he saw that the two men were approaching a red Jeep with a roll bar and the doors removed.

Fortunately for him, his car was closer to the diner entrance than their jeep, and he was able to casually get in just as the jeep was leaving the parking lot. He tried to be as inconspicuous as possible while following them, remaining one or two cars behind them at all times. He followed the jeep down Sunrise Highway heading east. He remained a short distance behind them on the highway until they turned off and navigated the streets in Seaford. He was about two minutes behind, and when he turned onto another street he saw the jeep parked in front of an innocent looking shingled house. Apparently, the two men had already entered. Kaplan continued driving down the street, past the jeep and eventually parked at the end of the block. It was a small house but looked fairly well-maintained from the outside.

He made a note of the street name and then exited the car and walked back down the block, quietly passing the house. When he saw that no one was looking out of the windows, he took out his phone, turned around, briskly walked back and snapped a picture of the house with the address visible. Then he quickly darted between the left side of the house and the right side of the neighbor’s house. He thanked God that this was the beginning of a working day, and there was no one else walking along the street. He hid behind some bushes underneath a side window that faced the kitchen. Listening carefully, he found he couldn’t hear any conversations in the house, so he began moving slowly around to the back to see if there was anything interesting or unusual there. Nothing was out of place, but he did notice as he passed the basement windows that they were all blacked out from the inside along the sides and back of the house. This was somewhat unusual.

They were typical basement windows, rectangular and half the size of normal windows. Instead of moving up and down, they moved outward with the hinges placed on top. And all of them were pretty worn down. Kaplan stood up and tried to find the least decrepit window to see if he could open it. He bent down on his knees and saw one of them was unlatched and open at the bottom by no more than a half inch. Carefully and slowly, he tried to open the window by gently putting his fingers inside the half-inch crack. He tried to lift it but it wouldn’t budge, and after several failed attempts, he decided to jerk the window with moderate strength. It finally gave a loud squeak and shifted from its position. As soon as he heard the noise, he quickly moved away from the window and behind some bushes along the back of the house. He heard some activity from the basement. Fuck! Fuck! They must have heard that!

Kaplan tried to hide himself as best as he could behind the bushes, but it looked pretty hopeless. He heard the front door of the house open, and one pair of shoes quickly walking outside. The way the shoes were moving, it sounded like he was inspecting the basement windows on both sides of the house. As he was about to go around to the back, a car pulled up onto the driveway. He heard the man’s footsteps stop and start walking back toward the car.

“That was fast, Rayko. You sure you got everything?” The conversation was still in Thracian.

Rayko got out of the car, reached back in and pulled out a couple of small plastic bags with the name of a Falafel restaurant printed on them.

“I called it in while I was driving over there. It was quite a drive, but at least there was no waiting. There’s a cardboard tray of coffees on the front seat. Just grab it and we’ll eat,” Rayko said.

“Thanks, we all owe you one,” the other man said as he opened the front door of the car and picked up the tray.

“Well, we’ve all been stuck with those two cows for something like six weeks now and I knew you needed a decent breakfast.”

“Yeah, it’s better than pizza and junk food. We just stopped off at the diner for a quick break, but we only ordered an espresso,” said the other guy.

“Who’s ‘we’?” asked Rayko.

“Me and Autodikos.”

“The two of you?”

“Yeah, don’t worry, Jovan kept watch,” the other guy said.

“I told you guys I was getting breakfast. Why did you go to a diner?”

Because we wanted to talk about you and your father without Jovan hearing.

“Because we were both just too bored sitting in that house. We had to stretch our legs,” said the other guy.

“And you left Jovan there alone? What the hell’s the matter with you two?”

“Come on, Rayko, Jovan can handle two women on his own.”

“Luka, my father said to stay there until further notice. Didn’t you hear him? Was this your idea, or Autodikos’s?”

Now there was a moment of silence, and Kaplan perceived that Luka was nervous.

“We both agreed to go, and we told Jovan. We knew it was wrong, but we didn’t think any harm would come of it. Please don’t mention this to your father.”

Rayko knew that he himself violated his father’s orders by briefly leaving to get breakfast, but he answered in an annoyed voice, “No, I won’t, don’t worry. Just don’t do it again.”

“Yes, Rayko.”

Kaplan could hear the two men enter the house and immediately go downstairs. He went back to the window and very slowly raised it up to about six inches, this time thankfully with no more squeaks. He heard several voices talking in the basement, but the blackout cloth had been nailed to the inside windowpane and was still blocking his view somewhat. He activated his recorder again and set it down on the ground next to the windowsill. He then took a tiny Swiss Army Knife which he kept attached to his key ring and carefully poked the blade through the cloth from the inside, slowly making a rectangular hole about two inches square. He lifted up his cell phone, and moved the camera portion of the phone up to the hole. He kept moving and adjusting the camera until he had a pretty good view of all the people in the basement.

Fuck the recorder! Everybody smile for the camera!

He started shooting video. What he saw in the phone’s view screen were six people, two of whom were a middle-aged woman and a young woman sitting in chairs at opposite corners on the far side of the basement. The other four were the two bearded swarthy types he’d seen at the diner, a third bearded guy who looked like Hercules and a tall, clean-shaven young guy with an athletic-looking body.

Rayko walked over to Autodikos, and said very loudly, “I told Luka, and now I’m telling you. Don’t leave this house until the Patriarch explicitly permits it. Got it?” Autodikos looked at Rayko and solemnly nodded, then he looked back at his food and continued eating.

* * *

The young woman was given permission to use the bathroom right after she saw her mother leaving it. She managed to relieve herself with one of the men watching. She had gotten used to that. She splashed some cold water — there was no hot water or soap — on her face, dried it off with a dirty towel and quickly left the bathroom before any of those monsters could shout at her again. She caught the younger guy, Rayko, staring at her then quickly looking away. She summoned up some self-confidence.

“Thank you for the Falafels. We hadn’t eaten in a while,” she said to him.

He glanced back at her and acknowledged her with a short grunt. Then he looked away again.

She persisted, “Where did you get your British accent? You sound very cultured.”

This time he answered without looking at her. “Piss off and sit down.”

She quickly took her seat and stared at the floor.

The middle-aged woman noticed the verbal exchange and said, “She was just complimenting you. You didn’t have to be an ass about it!”

Autodikos started to raise his rifle butt.

She dared to stare straight at him. “Go ahead fuckface! Why don’t you try for the other cheek now? Striking women seems to be your specialty!”

This incensed him and he came toward her, about to deliver another blow when a loud whistle pierced his ears.

“No, Autodikos, she’s right. I was being an ass,” Rayko said. Then he turned toward the young woman, “I apologize for my rude behavior just now. I’m tired and stressed.”

“It’s no problem.”

Feeling that something more was needed, Rayko asked, “What is your major at Brandeis?”

“I’m studying mechanical engineering and applied mathematics,” she said.

Autodikos snickered.

Rayko gave him a “knock it off” glance, and said, “So you have a scientific mind. That’s very interesting.”

She just nodded, with her head still down.

“We don’t often see women involved in science in my country,” he said.

“What a shocker!” escaped from the middle-aged woman’s mouth, under her breath.

“Listen to me, good mother,” Rayko calmly turned toward her, “I think you’re forgetting your situation here, and your comments are starting to annoy me, so please keep your mouth shut, or next time I won’t stop Autodikos.”

The young woman looked quickly up toward her mother and gasped, “No!”

He turned back to the young woman, “When do you graduate?”

“I…I’m a junior. I should graduate in June of next year.”

“I’m sure you will graduate with honors. You seem like a very smart girl.”

Looking down, she said, “Thank you.”

Luka joined the conversation. “Rayko graduated from Oxford.”

Rayko turned toward him and said, “Who was talking to you, Luka?”

“I’m sorry.”

Sandy looked back up at Rayko, “That’s very impressive. You must be very intelligent.”

Rayko actually blushed, then quickly said, “I understand that Brandeis is also a very good school.”

Sandy nodded.

Autodikos took a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling.

“The women must get some exercise. All I’ve seen them doing since I got here is sitting in those chairs or sleeping on the floor. They should be made to walk twenty laps inside the house several times a day. Let’s go, starting now.”

* * *

Kaplan thought for a second, then decided that a video of the two hostages walking around the house could produce better images of their faces than a long-distance picture from a basement window. He searched for something to stand on and found a plastic milk crate next to the garage. He glanced around and saw that the neighborhood had very few houses on the block and no pedestrians.

He knew that trying to video something like that would be pushing his luck, but he was feeling lucky that day, God knows why, so he quietly placed the milk crate on the ground under a small window exposed to a side view of the living room, and tested its strength. The plastic bent under his weight but still held him, and he was now high enough off the ground to surreptitiously poke his phone over the sill of the little window and video the interior if he was careful.

The group had climbed the stairs and marched the women around the house, walking through the hallway, the living room, and the kitchen then starting over. Kaplan found it difficult to capture the scene without looking through the phone lens, but on the fifth go-round Kaplan’s phone was finally at the correct angle to get a clear view of their faces. He shot the scene, replayed it for examination and was satisfied with the result. He quickly pocketed the phone, but as he was just getting ready to sneak away his left leg broke through the milk crate and he fell backward on the grass by the cement driveway. His head didn’t hit the cement, but instead hit a grapefruit-sized, pointy stone lying on the ground. Just like that, he died, with blood oozing out of the back of his head.

* * *

“What the hell was that!” Rayko dashed out the front door and around the side of the house, with Autodikos and Jovan following close behind. When they saw Kaplan’s body, they rushed to pick it up and hustle it to the backyard.

All of the men stood around Kaplan’s body for several minutes while Rayko checked for a pulse or any sign of life. Satisfying himself that Kaplan was dead, he stripped him of his keys, wallet and cell phone, and placed the wallet in his own back pocket. They had to get rid of the body — fast. They dragged Kaplan to a place in the yard, out of sight of the other houses. They grabbed a couple of shovels and quickly dug a long trench in the ground about one-and-a-half feet deep, enough to temporarily hide the body and the smell it would soon produce. They patted down the ground as well as they could, then Rayko ordered the men to go back and obliterate any signs that anything had happened. After the men removed the milk crate, the bloody rock lying on the ground, and any drag marks from the death site to the burial site, they cleaned up the blood and quickly reentered the house, just as they heard the sound of a police car coming their way.

“Tonight, we’ll have to do a much better job of burying the body,” Rayko said, “In the meantime, I want you all to…” Just then they heard a knock on the door. “Police. Please open the door.”

Rayko opened the front door to find two cops facing him. One of them had a little notepad and a pen.

“Yes, officers?”

“Sorry to bother you this morning sir, but we’ve had a call about someone trying to break into your house. Is everything all right here?

“You know, I thought I did hear something suspicious going on outside, so I went out to see what it was. I saw some guy. He looked middle-aged with dark hair, above average height, running away in that direction.” Rayko pointed down the street.

“I also heard a very loud-sounding car take off down the road. You think it might have been a burglar?” Rayko asked.

“We don’t know. That’s why we’re visiting several of the houses here to check if anyone else saw anything.”

“I’m afraid that’s all I know, officer,” Rayko said.

“Well, if you see or hear anything else call this number,” the cop handed Rayko a card.

“Thank you, officer, I certainly will.”

As the cops were turning to leave, a woman’s voice coming from the basement said “Ow!”

“What was that?” one of the officers asked.

“Our air conditioning unit is out. One of my brothers took it down to the basement to try to fix it. Must have caught his thumb on something.”

“He took it down to the basement to fix it?” the cop asked.

“Yeah, it just broke down and the basement is where we keep all of our tools. We don’t want to sleep through the night without A/C.”

The cop looked suspiciously at Rayko and at Autodikos, who was standing next to him.

“Sounded like a woman’s voice. Anyway, just so I understand, you brought the A/C down to the tools instead of the tools up to the A/C? Mind if I just check your cellar?”

“Not at all officer. I’ll show you where the basement stairs are located.

All four of them knew what to do in situations like this. If worse came to worst, they were ready to silently slit the cops’ throats. As the cops followed Rayko and Autodikos in a roundabout way, to the basement stairs, Rayko stopped in the kitchen. “Would you officers like some coffee? I can make instant.”

“No thank you, sir.”

Luka and Jovan had heard the police knock on the door, and instinctively hustled the women to a corner of the basement. They hastily hung up a large, floor-length printed Indian sheet to cover half the distance from one wall to another, across a wire stretching between the two sides of the basement. The sheet covered a small washer and dryer placed against the back wall and laterally four feet from the corner. The women were moved to the four-foot space and made to crouch down and hide. Luka stayed behind the sheet and stood where his body would block any lateral view of them. He took off his jacket and threw it into the dryer, then turned it on. While they were doing all this, they had both been paying close attention to Rayko’s conversation with the police. Jovan quickly grabbed a screwdriver and bent over an air-dehumidifying unit that was lying on the floor, pretending to screw in the outer covering of an air conditioner. The four men walked downstairs.

“This is a tight little space to have all this crap in,” said one of the cops, “Make sure it doesn’t become a fire hazard.”

“Yes, officer,” Rayko said.

”What’s behind the sheet?”

“That’s our washer and dryer. There was no other space for it.”

“Why’d you put a sheet up in front of it?”

“Oh, that’s my little idiosyncrasy. I like to come down here sometimes to read in private, and I don’t like having to look at the washer and dryer making noises,” Rayko said.

“Jeez, you must be one of those British eccentrics.”

Rayko just smiled.

The other cop walked over behind the sheet and shined his flashlight for a better view. He saw Luka standing in front of the dryer working the controls. Luka turned toward the cop, with a “What’s this all about?” expression on his face.

The cop turned around and walked back to the stairs. “I recommend you move out half of this crap and make sure the dryer has adequate venting access to the outside.”

“Yes, thank you, officer,” Rayko said.

Both cops walked back to their patrol car and drove off. Rayko went back downstairs.

“What was that noise?” Rayko demanded in English, looking at the women.

The older woman spoke up. “When I was slammed into the corner over there, I jammed my thumb… sorry.”

Rayko turned to Jovan and Luka and spoke in Thracian. “Who placed the women in the corner?” Jovan grunted. “We almost had to kill those two policemen. Then we would have had to move, and we have nowhere to go! Listen to me, and I mean all of you. These women are our hostages, but they’re still human beings, so treat them like it!”

Rayko noticed out of the corner of his eye that Sandy had been taking in the entire drama. She couldn’t possibly understand a word of what he had been saying, but he was sure she could tell that he had been dressing down the men. “I want all three of you to stay down here and make sure there’s no more funny business. If I hear another ‘Ow!’, I promise you someone’s head is going to roll.”

He lay down on an old couch cushion in the basement and tried to nap. He knew staying in the basement was a great way to keep his men from talking to each other or hurting Dotty… or Sandy.
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June 15th, Seaford, NY

Kaplan’s first sensation was of floating about ten feet up in the air. He could clearly see his body lying on the ground and the blood coming from his head, yet he was totally indifferent to it. When three men ran out of the house and grabbed his body, Kaplan was actually more interested in looking around. He floated up to what must have been 200 feet from the ground and got a grand look at the entire neighborhood without turning his head. He had 360-degree vision.

This whole day was nothing but a dream! I’ll probably wake up right now in my own bed! No sooner did he have the thought than he was hovering over his bed in his home.

He thought about the horrible dream when he’d fallen over and hit his head. Immediately he was floating above his body again while the three men were moving it to the backyard. That’s crazy! It can’t be my body. I’m fine. I never felt better in my life! But he knew it was his body, and he could now see the three men burying it. Strangely, he still didn’t care. He was completely indifferent to his body as if it was unimportant. He actually started thinking about “Calvin Kaplan” as a separate person. I’m truly sorry I got Calvin into that situation!

Then he was drawn upward into darkness. He noticed a pinprick of light in the distance coming toward him. It was getting bigger and formed a large halo as it came closer. When he finally entered the halo of light, his experience changed from surrealistic to completely ineffable.

The light had an aura that was nonexistent on Earth. It was divine essence… a nimbus radiating peace and love. It was so intensely bright that no words would do it justice. Yet he was staring at it, mesmerized by it. He felt that he was becoming one with it. He was the light, and All That Is, is also the light. It embraced him and he knew he was home. There was comfort, belonging, joy, peace and above all, love. My God the LOVE! He was so unconditionally loved by All That Is as a part of itself, that it was perfectly obvious to him that life as a human being was an illusion. A shadow of a shadow. The greatest of human love was as a candle compared to the sun. This was reality!

And he knew much more. He could sense all the knowledge of the Universe. Questions that humanity has pondered forever became crystal clear. He understood all of it, yet it was beyond what any human brain could imagine. But he knew it all before! How could he have forgotten? He then realized that the brain of that sack of meat called Calvin Kaplan was too pathetically limited to be capable of grasping even a portion of it.

Since college days, Kaplan had been taught that consciousness was effectively an illusion caused by the complex firing of billions of neurons. He was taught that the human brain was the end product of chemicals that had come together by chance eons ago to eventually become capable of human consciousness. But consciousness always existed first and foremost. Consciousness created the Universe — was the Universe. The brain and everything else was the illusion.

He remembered that becoming a soul encased in a human body is the most difficult and most adventurous activity possible for any soul. Choosing life as a human being is a voluntary action. It is an extension of All That Is, expressing itself through creatures who are advanced enough to contemplate their own deaths, but yet so limited that they perceive themselves as individuals stuck in space-time like flies in amber. They are compelled to see themselves as “mortal” and doomed to annihilation when they die. But in reality there is no death. Death is another illusion.

The space around Kaplan’s soul became a three-dimensional hologram of his life from birth to the present moment. This hologram, however, was more real than the events he actually experienced during his life! He was seeing his full life in much more detail than when he lived it. He could observe it, step into it and experience it, or both. He experienced not only his own emotions but also the feelings and emotions of everyone around him. He felt his mother’s joy when he first walked. He felt his father’s pride when he hit a grand slam at a baseball game in Little League. He felt the sense of mob power in the minds of the boys who all ganged up on him in sleep away camp when he was ten. He felt the fear, anger and hopelessness of a neighborhood boy a year later when he was taunting him at the head of his own mob. On and on this went throughout his life, yet there was no sense of judgment or punishment for anything he may have done wrong. The only judgment came from himself. The environment continued accepting him, showing him that it was all right, that he was unconditionally loved, that nothing he ever did in his life could possibly be a mistake.

All of this was revealed to Kaplan’s soul in what seemed like a split second. Of course it did, since time was another illusion.

The light now revealed a meadow. The meadow was in the foreground, and in the background was what looked like an ancient Greek building like the Parthenon, but at least ten times the size, and in pristine condition. The entire building was made of gleaming marble. The astonishing part of this place was that the meadow, the building, and the two beings now walking up to him were solid and absolutely real, much more real than anything he had experienced on Earth!

As the beings came closer, he could tell that one of them was his deceased mother, Miriam, except that she looked like she was in her twenties. Miriam died two years ago at age 64. The other one was a young woman with golden blonde hair. She was a transcendent beauty who looked very familiar.

“Hi Mom! Hi Alexandria!” he said, suddenly knowing her name. He embraced his mother. Her body was as slim and firm as an athlete, and her hair smelled like wildflowers. Both women were dressed in simple white tunics cinched at the waist. Their feet were bare.

“Calvin! I love you so much! But you’re not supposed to be here yet.” Miriam’s soul didn’t say those words, they appeared in Kaplan’s mind as the pure essence of what she was thinking.

Kaplan thought back, “Doesn’t matter. Human life is less important than a dream now.”

His mother’s thoughts didn’t agree. “You don’t understand how important human life is.”

“Dad’s still hanging in there, though he’s not doing well.”

“Yes, he’s going to come here shortly. I check in on Elias every day. He will be joining me in a few months. 76 years is long enough to live on the Earth. Calvin, you have to go back. It tears my heart that you can’t stay here just yet, but you have a very important job you must accomplish. Also, you need to be back for Sharon and Andrew.”

“No! I’m not going back! The human body is a cramped, messy prison! Sharon and Andrew will be perfectly fine on their own.” Kaplan felt bad about this apparent betrayal of his wife and son, but he knew that eventually they would both be back home with him, and that time was a meaningless illusion anyway.

Miriam’s soul knew his thoughts. She cupped her hands around his face, “You have forgotten that time is very real on Earth, and that your family is in danger now. You must warn them.” He knew his mother was right, but the thought of returning to life as a human being was repugnant to him now. He remained silent.

Kaplan turned to Alexandria. He remembered that reincarnation was real and that Alexandria was his main spirit guide. She had guided him through hundreds of past lifetimes and had actually incarnated with him in dozens of them. She had always called him by his soul’s name, Grundel. She was a very old soul.

“I forgot how absolutely real everything actually is,” Kaplan thought.

“Yes, this is true Reality. This is your home. Physical life, space and time are the illusions. Do you remember one of your ancient Roman lives, when we were sisters together, Grundel?” she asked.

“Yes, I remember that life and I know what you’re going to say, that you were a natural psychic and empath in that life. You had a reputation as someone who can heal the sick. There was a senator who sought you out because he felt that he was dying from a festering infection in his leg. You healed him with a poultice of moss that had antibacterial properties. His son was counting on his father to die so that he could inherit his senatorial position, and he became angry. I saw him gather together five mercenaries to kill you and I warned you. You hid in the hills in a small cave that we had discovered together as girls, years before. I wanted to join you, but I had to care for our sick mother. When he couldn’t find you he turned to me. His thugs found me, pinned me down and threatened to decapitate me if I didn’t tell them where you were. I betrayed you. They caught you, accused you of witchcraft, and crucified you. They beheaded me anyway and our mother soon starved to death. Not a happy life.”

“What did you learn from that life?”

“Well, in that situation I learned that I knew my betrayal would end with all three of us dying because I knew deep down that they were going to kill me no matter what I did. I acted completely out of fear of death. If I hadn’t betrayed you, you would have found a way to survive and save our mother.”

“That’s right. Do you remember our lives when we were fighting together in the Crusades?”

“We were Christian soldiers. We were inseparable friends, but yet when I was captured, I betrayed your position to the Saracens under threat of torture and death. They ended up torturing and killing me anyway.”

“How do those lessons apply here?” Alexandria asked.

“I have an opportunity to balance that karma by not abandoning my wife and son. I can save their lives, and that’s what matters.”

“And that’s one reason that you have to go back. But there’s another reason that is far more important.”

“What’s that?”

“There are more and more individuals on planet Earth who are quieting their minds and expanding their awareness. They are allowing us to inspire and communicate with them. When 1% of the world’s population quiets their minds sufficiently, a critical number will have been reached, and much enlightenment and knowledge will spread through the vast majority of human beings on Planet Earth, like a chain reaction. Forgiveness, understanding, peace and yes, love, will result. It will take a while, but it will be understood by all that neither your religion, your gender, the color of your skin nor any physical impairment really matters. It will be seen that physical life is an adventure filled with joy and that there is no death. Human beings will finally have fulfilled their destiny.

Unfortunately, the same forces that are reaching a peak to achieve enlightenment are also causing more and more individuals to be misguided. These individuals are inspired to do negative things for power and control. This will continue to increase chaos. It is spreading through souls who are caught in the illusions of space and time. They follow the dogmas of the past and are convinced of the truth of these dogmas, even if it means that they will cause many souls to leave their bodies prematurely. If these individuals are not stopped, they will cause a great war that will result in the destruction of human civilization. Then the survivors will have to start over. Humanity’s enlightenment will be delayed by many thousands of Earth years as you understand time.

“You have agreed to a contract before your birth in this lifetime to fulfill your role to help stop this and allow the peaceful progression toward enlightenment. Your role is key. You must go back.”

“What is my role?”

“That’s not for you to know yet.”

“Why not?”

“It is critical that you use your own awareness at the right time, to help the rest of humanity ultimately progress on its own.”

“I don’t understand that. Is it possible that I’ll fail?”

“Very possible. Even probable.”

“Then get someone else to do it and I’ll stay here.”

“Yet you volunteered for this mission.”

“How come I don’t remember that? I seem to remember everything else.”

“You agreed to keep this agreement locked away from your awareness, even here. It was deemed important for you to act according to your own human awareness. But now that you’ve been killed, we believe you should at least know the result that’s expected of you, even though you don’t know what or when. You must return to life.”

“Surely it’s too late by now. It feels like months since I died and my body must have started to rot away,” Kaplan’s soul thought.

“What part of ‘time/space is an illusion’ don’t you understand?” Alexandria replied, reminding Kaplan of her sense of humor. “The fact is that in Earth time you fell on that rock sixteen minutes ago, and they only just buried you five minutes ago. It’s true that in Earth’s terms, your body died, but we have revived dead bodies before.”

“But the lack of oxygen to my brain…”

“Still not getting it, are you?” Alexandria put her hands on her hips and pretended to be cross. This raised a smile from Kaplan’s soul.

“How much of this will I remember?” he asked.

“Very little I’m afraid, because there truly is very little that the human brain is capable of processing. You won’t remember any of the secrets of the Universe and you won’t remember anything about reincarnation or your past lives, other than perhaps the two we just discussed. You will remember only the most important facts, that our bodies on Earth are only vessels to manipulate physical reality and learn the meaning and importance of love. You will remember observing your physical body and the people surrounding it. You will remember that there is no death. You will remember that we are all one, all part of All That Is, and that killing each other is the same as killing ourselves. And you will remember that consciousness/love, not space/time/matter, is the basic ‘stuff’ of the Universe… and at this point, you now know about and will remember your agreement.”

Then Kaplan’s soul receded from Alexandria and from Reality very rapidly. His vast understanding of All That Is was lost as his soul’s vibration was slowed down tremendously and forced to re-enter a very small, cramped body with a human brain.

He found himself smothered in sand and dirt. He panicked and tried to claw his way out and sit upright. At first, it wasn’t easy because of all the dirt covering him, but with a huge effort, he was able to free himself from the shallow grave. It took a few more minutes for him to cough up all of the dirt congesting his airways, but fortunately, everyone in the small house was in the basement and couldn’t hear. It felt like someone was inside his head with a sledgehammer pounding away at the edges of his skull, but other than that, he would live. He became calm, feeling a deep sadness about being back on Earth. He realized that he had to get all of his personal items back. He slowly stood up and walked to the house. He peered through his little two-inch window in the basement room, wincing with pain with each pounding of his head. He saw that everyone seemed to be back in the basement. He quickly walked around to the front window of the house and saw a folding table set up in the living room. He noticed that his keys and his cell phone were on it. His wallet was missing.

Kaplan knew that he couldn’t count on so many people remaining in a small basement for very long. He silently made his way to the front door. It was locked. He slowly walked back to a large window close to the ground facing the backyard and tried to open it. It opened! He opened the window as much as possible and then unlatched and moved the screen up. He managed to shimmy through the window then carefully got up and closed the window and the screen. He walked to the living room, retrieved his keys and phone, and left the house through the front door. He started walking at first, but when he felt that he was far enough away, he ran the rest of the way to his car, quickly started it, and took off down the road.
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April 30th, Houston, TX

Sean McCann’s last moments of freedom began at lunchtime. It was an intensely sunny day, even for Houston, and Sean left the geophysical conference for a bite to eat. Walking along Montrose St., lost in thought, Sean almost passed by his daily eating establishment. It was a fast-food chicken joint with a million locations. The two-week conference still had a week to go, and so far Sean had eaten lunch and dinner at that joint every day. He was a man of limited tastes in cuisine.

Sean was a hardened, heavy-set ex-military guy, who still had a crewcut. Completing the look was a short-sleeved white shirt and dress pants. He even had a pocket protector. It had been twenty-five years since he left the Army, and his Rock of Gibraltar physique had grown somewhat softer over the years.

When he got to the chicken joint, the blue Ford Bronco was sitting in the parking lot. It was the same Ford Bronco that he remembered seeing from time to time out of the corner of his eye during the past week. There was a big bearded guy standing about five feet from the restaurant door. He was at least six-foot-two, with roughly the build of Godzilla. Another bearded guy was sitting inside the car.

“Hey Sean, thanks for coming! You are a lifesaver.” A stilted voice with a heavy Eastern European accent.

Sean felt a nerve-wracking combination of danger and fear. Something was very very wrong. In a split second, he started to run into the fast-food joint, to mix in with people, to be safe.

He didn’t have time to really move though, as the bearded guy strode up to him and grabbed his right arm with a big smile while simultaneously putting his other nice friendly hand over Sean’s mouth. In a flash, Sean was calculating how to use the guy’s own weight against him to flip him over, when two strong pairs of arms grabbed each of his elbows from behind. He had no way to maneuver his body.

All three loud voices joined in a mixed chorus of “Sean, thank God! We were waiting! We thought you would never get here!” as they frog-marched him to the Bronco. He was hustled into the back seat with one behemoth on each side and the driver and the fourth guy in the front seats. Sean felt a keen sense of unreality, almost like he left his body and was watching from a distance. But it was all real.

* * *

April 30th, Baldwin, NY

Dorothy McCann was out of her mind with terror. She continued to avoid looking at the faces of those monsters, partly out of disgust, but mostly out of fear. She didn’t know if it was morning or still nighttime, but her body seemed to be shaking continuously regardless.

Just minutes ago she had been sleeping soundly in her bed, only to be violently shaken awake to face the barrel of a machine gun six inches from her head. She kept expecting a bullet right between her eyes. They watched her and sneered as she was ordered to get up and put on some clothes. Then she heard Sandy screaming down the hall and thought the worst. Insane with rage, she tried to run out of the room and shouted at them to leave her daughter alone! All she got for her efforts was a rifle butt to her right cheek and a sneering laugh from one of those thugs.

She was almost relieved when they stuck black sacks over her and Sandy’s heads. At least they can’t be planning to kill us right away, she persuaded herself, or they wouldn’t care what we saw or didn’t see. After a car ride that seemed to last two hours, even though it was probably less than half an hour, they were taken out of the car and forced down some stairs. When the black sacks were removed, she found herself in an unfinished basement, sitting on a wooden chair in a corner with drops of blood oozing from the gash in her cheek. The only light came from two bare bulbs screwed into sockets in the ceiling. Sandy was in another wooden chair, caddy corner. A tiny toilet with a sink and no door were built into the wall underneath the staircase.

Two heavy bearded men were sitting at a table in the middle of the basement and talking to each other while playing a game that looked like backgammon. They were speaking in some foreign language and ignoring her and Sandy. Thank God.

She was scared to talk to them at all, even to request a bathroom break. The stink of the place was nauseating, and she was desperately afraid of vomiting and attracting their attention.

She preferred to keep looking at Sandy, who by now was quietly sobbing. Of all the miserable and lethal timing to come home for spring break. Then she realized, they were watching Sandy too at Brandeis and they knew she would be coming home now! It made sense. Why risk two kidnappings when they could get two for one? Unbelievably her mind drifted to the 2-for-1 sale at CVS. Grab the mother and get the daughter for free. I must be going insane. This has to be a psychotic delusion. It can’t be real.

What she couldn’t understand was why? Logic told her that it had something to do with Sean, but what? Sean wasn’t exactly a high government official, famous, or even that well-known among his fellow professors. He was just a geophysicist who taught about the physics of rock stresses to college students at NYU. This was his specialty since in addition to his Master’s Degree he had worked as a consultant for the oil industry for more than ten years.

Dotty was an educated woman. She herself had a Bachelor of Science degree in applied mathematics from Berkley. She could put two and two together. Eventually she came to believe that they were going to plant some sort of bomb intended to cause a rock slide. They would be using Sean to explain where and how to place the bomb to do the most damage.

And they would be using her and Sandy as leverage.

She knew Sean was a tough, stubborn ex-Marine and he wouldn’t give in easily, unless they showed him Sandy and herself in captivity. She knew he’d give in then. At least she thought so. She had watched enough movies and TV shows though to know how these situations generally ended whether Sean gave in or not. She felt a twisted knot in her stomach that only amplified her nausea.

* * *

April 30th, Houston, TX

Sean had a black sack put over his head. They don’t want me to see where they’re going, he thought, obviously, they need me for something. But then again the sack could be just to help alleviate any suspicion that they will kill me afterward. Sean vaguely remembered some anti-terrorist training he had received from the army, and he knew some of the subtle tricks terrorists pulled to enhance cooperation from hostages. He also knew that no matter what he did, he would be killed afterward. His only chance was to escape. Then his mind started to wander.

What would death be like? Sean had thought about death periodically throughout his life. Didn’t everybody really? Mostly he thought about death being pure annihilation, but he could never quite wrap his mind around that. He would always compare it to what it was like before his birth. Shortly after his birth, he became conscious of himself as separate from the rest of the world. When he was much older he started to learn about history and everything that had apparently taken place before he was born. To him, of course, the entire 4.5 billion-year history of Planet Earth had chugged along just fine before the magnificent debut of Sean McCann. Sometimes he thought about that history and all that he had “missed”. He knew that it could have been 4.5 trillion years or longer. It would have made no difference to him. In a manner of speaking, that is about all that nonexistence had to recommend itself — time just zipped by and one never got bored. Still somehow it didn’t comfort him in any way, shape or form.

“You gotta have the wrong guy. There’s nothing I can do that can possibly help you.” Sean said.

“You are the same Sean McCann who wrote a research report two years ago called “Studies of Force in Rock Striations?”

Sean was silent.

“Then we have the right guy,” he said.

They drove Sean in the Bronco for maybe an hour. The sounds of Houston had slowly faded away, and eventually, Sean heard airplanes, both propellers and jets. It sounded like most of them were taxying. A few sounded like they were taking off. They were going to fly him somewhere. Iran, maybe? If he believed in prayer at that moment he would have prayed. Death was hard enough to accept but torture before death would be an unbearable test of his stamina and his threshold for pain.

Just then the car stopped, and the door opened. He smelled jet fuel. He was immediately jabbed with a needle and within 10 seconds everything went dark. His captors placed him in the plane, then ordered the pilot not to take off until they came back. Then they decided that the plane could wait while they enjoyed a night on the town.

* * *

May 1st, Brooklyn, NY

Dimitar Groshev was on his knees. It was time for morning prayers. He faced his little makeshift shrine against the wall. On the wall behind the shrine was a picture of Jesus Christ next to a picture of Joseph Stalin. Both had candles in the shrine prominently lit in front.

Dimitar was a thin, balding bearded man of 48. He had a smallish stature and was dressed in an Armani suit that did not sit well on him. It was about a size too big. His beard was well trimmed, but his face was long and grim. A face that never smiled. He got on his knees and began his morning prayers, appealing to both of his idols with angry eyes. Dimitar’s unique version of Christianity went hand-in-hand with his communist zeal. His cult had been the scourge of Thrace, involving a unique belief that Christ would create heaven on earth through the State. His passion was so overwhelming that even the communists in the Thracian government were scared of him. They had no use for religion and no particular use for him, other than the fact that his ruthless ambition came in handy in the elimination of common enemies, which accounted for the fact that he was not only still alive, but thriving as an organizer and beneficiary of Thrace’s state sponsored terrorism.

After prayers, his son Rayko approached him. “The woman and the girl have been taken. They put up little resistance. They are weak. They put them in the safe house,” he said in English, with almost perfect British pronunciation, a product of ten years being brought up outside London, and another three years at Oxford.

“When were they taken?” Dimitar demanded.

“Last night at around two. Our men said they gave them some pizza to eat, but they didn’t touch it.”

“You will personally see that they are kept in good health. Go there and watch over them until I call for you. And tell Borka to come back. We don’t need five people guarding them. See to it that they eat, whether they want to or not,” Dimitar ordered.

“But Father, I can be much more useful with the engineer. I will guarantee I can make him work without deception. I…”

“Go to the safe house and stay there.” Dimitar cut off his son’s sentence. He wouldn’t tolerate back talk from him.

* * *

Rayko left his father’s side feeling cowed but resentful. I’m not a child anymore. He doesn’t trust me with anything more than guarding women. He went down to the public garage next door. They had three cars at their disposal. He picked the Ford Taurus. It was the most “typical looking” of the three. He was paranoid about attracting attention, thinking that a British Eastern European would be subject to extra scrutiny. He thought of his father’s reaction if he was ever pulled over for speeding, or even for not coming to a full stop at a stop sign. It was not a pleasant thought.

Leaving Brooklyn, he maneuvered his way to the Grand Central Parkway eastbound as cars all around passed him by. He headed toward the safe house.

* * *

Dimitar was growing impatient. Why hasn’t Nikolay called in? They were supposed to have finished yesterday. Once again Dimitar thought about how life in the belly of the Great Satan had made his men soft and lazy. He had personally observed the disgrace of these Western women who had no head coverings, walked around in short skirts or pants and talked and acted like men. He had prayed every day that all of this madness would end soon. Now that time was approaching at last! That is if Nikolay and his idiot helpers had done as ordered.

The curse of Western insanity was insidious and infectious. He thought back, as he often did, to that day fourteen years ago, that accursed day that he came back home early and unannounced from his council in Dardani. He’d entered his apartment to find his wife dressed like a Western whore, admiring herself in a full-length mirror. She had painted her face and was dressed up with a short skirt and a shirt that showed her cleavage. He suddenly lost all control of his mind. “You want to be a capitalist whore?!” he’d shouted. “You want to be a capitalist whore?!”

He marched over to his wife repeating that phrase several more times because he was too enraged to think of anything else. He lifted her up and threw her out of the open window of their seventh-floor residence. It was only after his mind returned, by the grace of God, that he remembered her pleading with him. “No! No! Dimitar, please! I’m begging you! Think about Rayko!” The desperate cry as she was falling.

“RAAAAAYKO!”

God forgive me, he thought, when he looked out of the window at the crowd forming around her body on the pavement, her face turned sideways showing a profile of terror. Hearing her blood-curdling scream, Rayko had run down from his room and started shouting “Mother! Mother! What happened?!” He saw his father standing by the open window with his chest heaving and looked him straight in the face with real anger for the first time in his ten-year-old life. He then quickly turned his face away in abject fear.

Dimitar would never forget that face. “Your mother was a heretic!” he found himself screaming. “You will not mention her name again in this house!” Then, after about ten seconds of heavy breathing, he added, “You may pray for her soul if you wish.” The boy just continued to look away from him, his lips quivering, scared out of his wits and not daring to cry.

Dimitar often thought about that time. He couldn’t help but think about it. He knew that in retrospect, he was perfectly justified in what he’d done, but the incident continued to weigh on him, as did Rayko’s angry stare. After a few months, he couldn’t stand living any longer with Rayko in the house. That was when he sent him to a British boarding school. Money was no object. His international organization made sure that a hefty portion of the American taxpayers’ foreign aid money ended up in their coffers. The police were no problem. He told them his wife knew she was damned as a heretic and committed suicide. The way she had been dressed proved it. He was sure they didn’t believe him. They didn’t share his somewhat orthodox view of women’s place in the home or the state. But Dimitar’s reputation had preceded him and the police were fond of their earthly lives.

His cell phone sounded and broke his grim reverie. He accepted the call and immediately demanded “Well?”

“It’s done. He is on the plane and has been left uninjured,” Nikolay responded speaking Thracian.

“How is it that it took so long? Were you spotted or followed?”

“No, Patriarch, we just felt it would be safer to move him in the dark hours of the morning when fewer people are around.”

“Okay, travel with our guest to his new laboratory, and persuade him to help us. Make sure he gets whatever he needs to do his work, within reason.” Dimitar ended the call without waiting for a reply. God, in his infinite wisdom, would at last restore the might of the State and he, Dimitar Groshev, would raise Thrace to be the new center of a new Soviet Union. A worldwide Soviet Union!

Dimitar smiled for the first time in years.

* * *

May 2nd, location unknown

Sean woke up with a splitting headache and a huge urge to go to the bathroom. His shoes were gone, but they’d let him keep his socks. He was alone in a laboratory that was stocked with all kinds of equipment. There were at least three highly sophisticated computers. There was geological testing equipment of every make and model, including spectrophotometers, test stands, moisture analyzers, hardness testers, test kits, rock saws and extra blades, sieves, crushers, pulverizers and sample splitters. There was at least one backup of everything in case any


























