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Five hours after I walked out of the Blackwell Ops headquarters in Golden, my flight from Denver landed at George Bush International in Houston. ‘Pirita was still with me, but—milder? Maybe quieter? Less insistent? None of those terms are quite right, but they’re as close as I can get.

As I made my way along the jet bridge, I felt close to normal for the first time in almost a year. For the past ten months I’d been out of sync with myself on pretty much every level, but the meeting with TJ delivered a striking epiphany: The debilitating mental fog in which I’d been immersed was all about guilt, nothing else. I hadn’t recognized it earlier, so I’d had no defense against it. Now things would be different. Better.

Guilt is not a helpful emotion. As such, it’s something I consciously banned from my life long ago. So when I unwittingly accepted the assignment and took ‘Pirita’s life in Barcelona, my guard against the effects of guilt was long-since down. As a result, the dark, ugly emotion completely engulfed me. Not only did I not recognize it, but the sheer weight of it was overwhelming. 

At first, I tried to rationalize it away. I told myself I’d simply done my job, nothing more, nothing less. But that didn’t help. I’d never suffered such huge pangs of emotion before as a result of doing my job, so it had to be something else. Finally I tried to deflect the blame, lay it at the feet of the only other person who was even peripherally involved: Thomas Jefferson Blackwell. 

So my intention during that meeting with TJ was to confront him and extract a confession, and then to quit Blackwell Ops, period. I didn’t want to work for someone who could so glibly manipulate the emotions of his employees. Especially when those employees were not used to feeling much in the way of emotions in the first place.

But our meeting alleviated my concerns. At long last, I understood and recognized the problem. And the act of finally recognizing it for what it was stripped it of its power. 

The tragic result of what happened in Barcelona remained, of course. None of us can change history with wishful thinking or even the deepest sorrow. So what happened was a regrettable circumstance, but it was one that I simply had to accept and abide. I had come to terms with that, and my life was once again within my control. Now I could grieve for awhile and then get on with it.

The grey marble concourse was loud with the underlying buzz of dozens of personal conversations, and it pulled me from my reverie. As I and my fellow passengers approached the waiting area, all around us welcomes and goodbyes were punctuated by lingering handshakes and pats on the back and hugs and tentative smiles and teary eyes. Most displayed a knowing nod before whispering, “Goodbye” or grinned ear to ear and extended their arms as they screeched, “Welcome home!” 

None of that was the passengers. It was the hangers-on. Of the actual passengers, most of those departing seemed only to want to get through security and escape to the quiet seclusion of the plane. And most of those returning seemed resigned to their fate. They allowed themselves to be led away, albeit reluctantly. They seemed reluctant, even remorseful, to be cutting the cord that attached them to their latest distant adventure. It was almost as if they were being forcibly delivered by their loved ones into the next stage of their lives from their most recent womb: George Bush International Airport. 

That was the normals going about their lives. Which is worse? The revulsion they feel for people like me once we’re revealed, or the pity I feel for them pretty much all the time? 

It’s probably a toss-up.

But I had no checked luggage—I carried only a small bag with me—so I was through the throngs soon enough. Shortly after 10 p.m. I backed my forest-green Toyota Land Cruiser out of short-term parking and headed east. I looked forward to getting back to New Orleans and my apartment atop the Hotel Monteleone.

I’d been gone for only two days and one night, but it felt a great deal longer.
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The day after I returned to New Orleans, I phoned Mabel Strickland, my apartment manager in New York. When I left up there I asked her to see to the renovation of the place and then sell it. 

But as much as I enjoyed living where so many of my favorite authors had lived at one time or another, and as much as I still love the Hotel Monteleone and the unique flavors of Bourbon Street, New Orleans never felt quite right to me overall. I’m a city boy, and New Orleans isn’t so much a city as small town on a massive scale. I need high rises, traffic, cops on horses and Central Park.

When Mabel answered the phone, I asked how the renovation was coming along.

The surprise and excitement in her voice were palpable. “Mr. Dunstan? Oh my god!” Pause. “You don’t want to sell, do you? You changed your mind, didn’t you? And you’re coming home! So when are you coming home?” 

Her voice was rough, like cigarette smoke soaked in whiskey and sucked through a sweat sock. And her enthusiasm was almost infectious. I laughed. “Yes, I’d like to come back. Is the place still available or have you listed it? And if you haven’t listed it, are the renovations finished?”

Mabel and I didn’t know each other all that well. She was several years older than I, a matronly woman on the cusp of old age. I didn’t know a lot about her, and what I did know was probably common knowledge among all her acquaintances. As an aspiring actress, she’d arrived in New York just after her 21st birthday. When reality settled in a few years later, she obtained her Realtor’s license and found her true calling. She lost all passion for auditioning and put her acting skills to use in selling real estate.

Her voice took on a heavy Brooklyn attitude. “No, of course I didn’t list it. I knew you’d be back. You didn’t fool me for a second.” She laughed. “The renovations are well underway, but they aren’t quite finished yet. Tell you what, Mr. Dunstan, give me two weeks. Anytime after that, you tell me when you’ll be here and I’ll have your new keys ready and waiting.”

I laughed again. “I’m sure I will. Give me a call when the renovations are complete and I’ll see you a day or two later. And I’ll settle up with you for the renovations when I see you.”

“That’s fine.” She hesitated. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re coming back.”

That was oddly personal. “Okay,” I said. “Well, thank you. I’ll see you soon.” Oof. Awkward. 

But as I reached to tap the End Call icon, I heard her voice again and brought the phone back to my ear. 

“... you get back, maybe we should make time to have a talk.” 

A talk? I frowned. “All right. About anything in particular?”

“Your profession. I mean, professional things.”

A jolt ran through me. If she knows what I do, how did she find out? But then, how could she possibly know? “I’m not sure what you mean, Mabel. I think you know I’m an entrepreneur. I don’t really work so I don’t have what I would call a profess—”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you. It’s nothing bad, I promise. Let’s just say you and I have more in common than you might think.” She chuckled quietly. 

More in common than I might think? And in a professional sense? Intriguing. But I sensed she was telling the truth when she said it was nothing to worry about. I smiled again to put the right tone in my voice. “No no, not at all, and I’m the one who’s sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so defensive. It’s just that I’ve never considered what I do a profession. I mean, other people do all the work. I just toss a little money at ventures that I think will do well.” I cleared my throat. “Anyway, thanks for everything, especially holding my apartment. I look forward to hearing from you when the renovations are finished.”

She called me back two weeks later to the day. After a brief conversation, I told her I’d see her in a couple of days. I was more anxious to get back to the city than I’d realized.

The morning after that I settled with the manager of the Monteleone, packed my Land Cruiser with what little I owned, and headed north. The air seemed fresher for some reason, the sky a little bluer, the grass and trees along the highway a little greener and more cheery. I took my time, enjoying the drive. 
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Late in the afternoon on the second day I parked the Land Cruiser in my reserved space in the parking garage of my building. That was a surreal experience. The last time I’d parked a vehicle in that space it was a silver Lexus LC. And the last time I’d tried to back my car out of that space I hadn’t been able to. Instead I engaged in a shootout with two men who were intent on killing me.

Water under the bridge. Now that I was back in New York I’d have to look into trading the Land Cruiser for something a little more sleek. I took my brown corduroy duffel out of the car—I always leave my right hand free just in case—locked the car and walked the twenty feet to enter the elevator.

As I stepped inside, I realized I hadn’t gotten a new keycard for the penthouse from Mabel. 

I checked my wallet, and sure enough, I still had my old card. I inserted the end of it into the slot next to the P on the keypad. 

The light flashed twice, the doors closed, and the elevator started up with a slight jolt. 

I’d called Mabel to let her know my ETA, so I was slightly surprised she hadn’t met me in the parking garage. But given that, I wasn’t surprised at all to find her waiting in my living room when the elevator doors shushed open.

She hadn’t changed much, but then I’d been gone only a couple of months. Short at about 5’3”, she had greying brown hair that was cut short and styled like that of Queen Elizabeth II. She was as stout as that grand lady too, at probably 140 pounds, and she wore a brown dress that buttoned up the front. It had sharp lapels and was covered with minuscule blue flowers that seemed to cling to vertical blue pinstripes. And those were so thin they were all but invisible. On her feet were modest black shoes with rounded toes and very low heels. Pumps?

Her dress was short sleeved, a daring choice considering the extra skin that dangled from her triceps as she smiled broadly and spread her arms to indicate the room around her. “Welcome home, Mr. Dunstan! I see your elevator keycard still works.” A pair of metal keys suddenly dangled from the pinched index finger and thumb of her left hand, and she chuckled. “I didn’t mean to surprise you. I let myself in.”

I smiled. “No, that’s fine.” 

I looked around. Everything looked the same as it was before the hoodlums came in and smashed it up for me. Same furniture, same pictures on the wall, everything. Even what looked like the same rose-crystal bowl on the same small mahogany table next to the front door. It’s where I always drop my keys when I come in. Remarkable. 

I looked at Mabel again. “The place is remarkable. And the kitchen is done too? And the master bedroom?”

She nodded. “Of course. And the study, and the bathrooms and the closets. Every room is restored to its original glory. It’s like that comedian used to say: it looks like someone broke in and replaced all your stuff with identical stuff.” She laughed. “I don’t think you’ll be disappointed.” 

I grinned as I looked around again. “I’m sure I won’t. Listen, let me know what I owe you and I’ll write you a check.”

She wagged one hand. “No rush.” She hesitated. “I have a small confession to make.”

“Oh?”

“Remember I mentioned we should have a talk? That we might have more in common than you know?”

“Yes?”

“Actually I was talking about my niece. She’s here, out from Nebraska. Living with me for the moment.”

I frowned, certain I hadn’t heard her right. “I’m sorry?”

She laughed and wagged one hand in the air. “Don’t worry. I’m not trying to set you up.” She gestured toward my brown leather recliner, which sat conveniently to my immediate left. “Sit and we’ll talk for a few minutes.” She raised one hand. “If you don’t mind, of course, and if you have time. Otherwise we can—”

I grinned and dropped my duffel next to the recliner, then stepped past the bag and sat down. ‘No, it’s fine.” This woman had done a great deal for me. “How about we just make time right now?” 

She settled on the near end of the couch, a genteel smile on her face. “Well, thank you.” 

I rubbed my palms over the armrests, then glanced down. “This feels exactly like my recliner from before.”

“Yes. Well, we did some research from the bits and pieces that were left. In some cases we found labels or tags, and we always found at least material samples. All the replacement items are the same color, made of the same material by the same manufacturer, and even purchased at the same store where you bought the original items.”

Still alternately gripping and caressing the armrests, I said, “Really? Well, all I can say is your guys did a great job. I can hardly wait to see the rest of the place. But first,” and I gestured, “please go ahead. You wanted to talk about your niece?” 

She slid forward slightly on the couch, folded her hands in her lap, and primly crossed one ankle over the other. More shades of the queen. “Well, actually it isn’t all about my niece. You see, I used to be in the same line of work—that is, in the same profession—in which you’re currently employed.”

I laughed and tapped the left armrest of the recliner lightly with my left palm. “So you were an entrepreneur too?”

She frowned slightly, more in her eyes than across her forehead, and her voice took on a tone of annoyance. “Oh please.” She hesitated. “No, Phil, I wasn’t. I wasn’t anymore more an entrepreneur than you are.” 
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Okay, so maybe she does know what I do. But how? And so what? Is she going to turn me in? But to whom?

To give myself a little time to prepare a plausible denial or defense, I focused on her faux pas. She’d called me Phil. She’d always been very formal with me, calling me Mr. Dunstan. I didn’t mind the familiarity—after all, Mabel and I have known each other for years—but even the very few people whom I allow to call me by my first name know it’s Philip, not Phil. 

I stood up. “Mrs. Strickland, two things—one, I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about. I am an entrepreneur, and I have been ever since you and I first met.”

She sat calmly, her hands clasped lightly together just above her knees, a slight, tight-lipped smile on her face.

“And actually, it’s not Phil. It’s Philip.”

She offered an exaggerated shrug. “I really don’t care either way. I was just trying to get your attention. But we do have important matters to discuss, so let’s not get bogged down in semantics.” 

“That’s fine with me, but this thing about my profession—”

She held up one hand, sharply. “Look, I’ll just cut to the part where you’ll be convinced.” She gestured. “But first, please, sit.”

I was no longer in the mood to sit. “I’ll stand, thanks.” 

“Suit yourself,” she said, then glanced at her lap and audibly sighed. When she looked up again, she said, “All right, Phil—or Philip or Mr. Dunstan or whatever—here’s the thing: I knew Thomas Jefferson Blackwell long before you were even born.” She gestured again with one hand. “And don’t even try to tell me you don’t know who that is.”

I couldn’t tell her anything. I was so surprised I felt my own mouth drop open. I had never talked with her about my job or TJ or any of that. For an instant I felt lighter than air, like maybe I didn’t really exist, or that I was suddenly in the wrong world, an alternate universe that was backward or sideways or something. At least severely skewed. Mabel Strickland was an operative for Blackwell Ops? 

I dropped heavily into my recliner again. Then, for lack of a better response and maybe to give myself time to think, I frowned and said, “Pardon me?”

“Come now, Mr. Dunstan. I used his whole name specifically so there would be no mistake.” 

I still had no words. I only stared. 

She adjusted her crossed ankles slightly. “TJ and I worked together off and on. It was years ago, in another life. I met him when I was a theater student, and our—uh, relationship continued until shortly after he founded Blackwell Ops.”

I frowned. Maybe I was in shock. “Until shortly after he founded—” 

She nodded. “Try to keep up, dear. There was no Blackwell Ops when TJ and I first got together, or for years afterward for that matter. But it was the same profession. We did the same job you do now. We and probably eight or ten others worked for a group of bosses. There were only three of them, two men and a woman, but we called them The Jury. 

“From what I understood, they typically took up serious court cases that resolved badly. Maybe a murderer walked on a technicality. One duplicitous politician sold influence and embezzled funds in the millions, then ordered murders to cover it up. That sort of thing. Whatever the case was, if their decision was unanimous, one of them would call the next available operative in rotation. And they paid us very well.” 

She paused and gestured toward the left breast of my jacket. It was only a guess, but it was accurate. “Of course, that was a long time before those VaporStream things came out. We had pay phones and code words, and—”

“You know about VaporStream?” My frown deepened. Subconsciously, I moved my right hand up to feel the slight but familiar bulge of my VaporStream device. It was currently beneath my jacket in the left breast pocket of my shirt. 

Mabel flashed me a droll look, but said nothing. 

VaporStream, both the device and the concept, are ingenious. The device itself is about the height and width of a deck of standard playing cards, but only a fourth of the thickness. The dark grey screen is two inches wide and three inches high. To the left of the screen, there are two buttons, both the same dark grey of the device itself. 

Press the On button to display and read the message, which comes through in light green text. The font is thin and utilitarian, probably some version of Courier or Calibri, and bland as a white shirt in a coffin. The other button, the Send button, is slightly larger. You press that one within 5 minutes to acknowledge receipt of the message, which also means you've accepted the assignment. After five minutes or when you press Send, the message itself disappears as if vaporized. There are no bits or bytes left anywhere. Hence VaporStream.

To Mabel’s emotionless face, I said, “Pay phones and code words?”

Her expression didn’t change. She didn’t want to talk about that either.

I waved both hands in an X in front of my face. “Okay, okay, wait. Let’s say I believe you. Even if—”

She put up one hand. “Don’t get me wrong, Phil. I don’t care whether you believe me or not. But think about it: How else could I possibly know a name like Thomas Jefferson Blackwell? And the fact that he’s most often called TJ? And about numerous other things like your VaporStream thing.” 

I leaned forward in my chair. I was growing frustrated. Weren’t we supposed to be talking about her niece? But we weren’t. And I was annoyed at this whole seemingly pointless conversation, mostly because I felt like a surprise was coming, and I don’t like surprises. Too often, surprises are attached to bad things. 

Besides, maybe she was telling the truth, but so what? Unless all of this had something significant to do with her niece—and it couldn’t possibly have anything to do with her—why tell me at all? That was the real question, so I asked it. “Mabel, I just don’t understand. This obviously has nothing to do with your niece, and if you don’t care whether I believe you, then why did you bother to tell me at all?” 
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Mabel didn’t fidget, and her gaze never wavered. “I told you for two reasons: one, going forward you’ll know you have a friend who understands. Someone you can confide in should that become necessary. I’m past my prime, but I still know my way around a few weapons. Frankly, I wish I’d been around when those assbags broke in and trashed your apartment.”

Her seemingly natural use of the term assbags broke my mood. I grinned at the image in my mind: Mabel in black jeans and sneakers, a black t-shirt and a red bandana, going all kung-fu on Victor and Vincent.

Mabel snapped her fingers, and the sound pulled me from the vision. “Hey, don’t laugh, pretty boy. That’s exactly the sort of attitude that gave me an advantage over bad guys back in the day, and it still works, although for a different reason.”

Don’t laugh? My grin vanished. “Oh, Mabel, I didn’t mean—” Then the rest of her statement caught up with me and I frowned. “What advantage over bad guys?”

Her blue eyes were clear, her gaze crisp and her voice matter-of-fact. She shrugged. “Very few men will attack a woman all-out. They always hesitate or hold back for one reason or another. Back then they hesitated because they thought I looked dainty or frail. I also had a good figure and my face wouldn’t exactly make a train take a dirt road. Today they dismiss me
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