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As a drop of water is to the storm, so is an individual to the collective:  one such drop misplaced will matter little to the force of the aggregate.  But how are we to know when that one drop, which we have misplaced, is in fact the basis for the aggregate as a totality, and in that misplacing rend the storm of its force? How are we to know how many drops can be misplaced before we bring eternity to an end and in that end bring life to a new beginning, coming full circle in that path of the consciousness which starts with that single raindrop?  Perhaps that is why the gods, in their infinite wisdom, provided us with one who knows these things, who can, in her ever-recurring life, be aptly named Eternity’s Handmaiden, and who knows which drops can be misplaced and which cannot.
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-—from the sayings of Mahriso Pasha, Taoist monk,

First President the United O’Neill Colonies Federation.
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Prologue
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We must always keep the springs of laughter dancing in our hearts. 

Otherwise tragedy will overwhelm and deaden us.

The ice axe banged into the bullet-proof surface of the sheet, dislodging a chunk of the ghoulish white, transparent ice to fall into the raising wind gusts and crash onto the helmeted figure a good ten meters below, who hunched his shoulders and waited for the shower of particles to cease.  Dr. Krishna Pratali securely imbedded his other axe into the ice, tested his placement with a tug, then kicked the front part of his crampons in and stepped up.

He grabbed another ice screw, a twenty-centimeter long and three-quarter centimeter thick threaded, hollow tube that would arrest any fall, and began the laborious process of working it into the rock-hard ice sheet. He looked up at the lenticular clouds making their way across the face of the dark blue sky, then at the dark band building on the horizon and knew that they were running out of time.  This mountain and these storms were not forgiving of mortals who dared challenge them.

This was Cerro Torre, which rose out of the Patagonian Andes like a halberd into the winter sky, defying those who attempted to conquer it.  

On the southern tip of Argentina, the Patagonian Andes plunge deep into the heart of the great Southern Ocean, the narrow land-mass all that separates the Southern Pacific from the Southern Atlantic, all that stands in the way of the pounding fury of the storms spawned over the oceans, which tear their way around the bottom of the globe in unabashed vehemence.  

[image: ]

The west side of Cerro Torre sits squarely in the path of these storms and they frequently slam the mountain with punishing slashes of wind and rain, adorning the peaks with fantastic mushrooms of rime ice.  They grow in wild and twisted shapes as if the sculptor were passionately insane. Each storm pounded the rock and in that pounding the twisted shapes evolved until their translucent grayish blue color capped the granite monoliths like gargoyles, an insurmountable barrier to the summit for those foolish enough to try.  

These rime mushrooms sat athwart the main passages up and provided a dangerous challenge, not able to support a persons weight but forcing one to go around and in-between and making the ascent that much more difficult and spectacular.

It was why people chose this mountain... And this time of year.

Krishna finished working in the ice screw.  Although the temperature was well below freezing, he could feel the greasy sweat underneath his many layers of clothing, under his helmet.  He rested a moment.  For all the challenges Cerro Torre offered, he was glad that altitude was not one of them.  With a peak at only 3102 meters, high-altitude sickness was never a worry.  He could not imagine doing all this and having to lug around portable oxygen.

He looked out over the vast expanse opening up below him, the dark blue sky in stark contrast to the blinding white of the snow and ice, the dull granite gray and rustic browns comprising the rock they had chosen to climb on this particular trip and marveled at the freedom he felt at this moment.  Although extremely dangerous, especially during the winter when only a handful of climbers had successfully navigated the vertiginous cliffs, it was the best way he knew to unwind after the last few months of concentrated work on the patients for which he was responsible. 
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As a neurosurgeon at one of the more prestigious hospitals in the world, Krishna's work involved one thing and one thing only: repairing the damaged brains of people who were nothing but anonymous faces.  He had wanted to stick to pure research, stay in a lab somewhere and never have to deal with the human side of the profession.  It had not worked out the way he had planned it. That youth-inspired dream, he had learned much to his consternation, would never have made it all the way to the reality train.  

Life was not that straight forward or simple.

It was not that he didn’t enjoy his work.  The truth was far from that.  He found the entire experience extremely challenging and the lives he saved made any qualms about pure research look selfish and ill conceived.  But late at night when he had time to himself – which was so rare as to be almost non-existent – he still dreamt of where his interests lay; the theoretical side of the work, the advances in neuro-surgery that could be instituted to save even more lives, correct more of the mental problems facing so many people in the world these days.

Then there had been the sudden, tragic deaths just a few months ago of Kido Nakamura and Dr. Hart, two new acquaintances he had made at a conference recently attended.  He had only known them briefly, having talked together for no more than five hours at the most and then they communicated through e-mails and phone blurbs that held more questions than answers, but they had somehow struck up a harmonious cord.  Although they were all in completely separate and unrelated fields, the idea with which these two had approached him had been an awe-inspired break-through, a true revolution if it could be achieved.  The ideas had been rumbling around in his mind ever since and he was determined, when he returned from this vacation, to make more time for the research they had intended him to accomplish.  

They might be dead but it didn’t mean that the idea had to die with them. If their totally revolutionary concept could be successfully implemented, it would be one of the most important advances in science, nay in humanity, since Newton and Einstein.

A thick Spanish accent floated up on the rising wind.  "How long will you be admiring the scenery?  We need to move along.  We only have a few hours of sunlight left and either we reach the next ledge or we have a sleepless night here on the cliff face and I for one don’t wish to sleep here."

Krishna shook himself out of his musings and looked down at his climbing companions.  He smiled at them.  He needed to stop all this idle daydreaming and get back to the work at hand.  He looked back up at the imposing edifice, which rose like a wall of white before him and took stock of his next move.  He concentrated on making easy, smooth swings with his ice axes as he slowly and methodically made his way up, twenty feet at a time, planting ice screws and securing their ascent to the sheer ice walls standing in their way to the next way point.  

His calves quivered with exhaustion.  His breath came in pants.  It was tiring work to be sure and the sun, as it began to sink lower and lower, its slanting rays of light coming off the low fireball turning the rime mushrooms a caustic yellow, would not wait for him to rest.

Francisco worked his way past Krishna, thankfully, taking the lead and heading for the lip at the top of the head-wall and the site of their camp for the night. With the short, winter daylight and the bitter cold, they had spared rigging the usual umbilical cord of rope strung out behind them to secure their descent.  They had decided early that it would take too long to rig the line and be too much of a dead weight hanging down below them for the security it offered. 

They were all veteran climbers and this type of mountain required that they reach the summit as quickly and efficiently as possible, extra precautions would only hinder their ascent. The climb had become so steep now that Krishna was forced to use only the very front spikes of his crampons, knowing that if he didn’t reach the head wall soon, he would be too exhausted to go on.  Hanging off this cliff face was not the best possible place to be when the storm hit.  There was a storm brewing off in the Pacific he could feel in the frigid blasts of cold buffeting him with their telltale sign of power.  They might have to wait it out in one of the rare huts lining the west side, boredom more of a threat at that point than anything else.

But first things first.  

They needed to reach that ledge in short order.

He heard it before he saw it and knew exactly what it portended, though somewhere in his analytical mind he knew that the odds against it happening were astronomical.  Had he had time to think about it, he would have found it odd how the human mind could create such esoteric thoughts and drag up such trivial data points at a time when it was facing possible extinction.  Perhaps it was some form of survival technique.

He would not have time to contemplate the problem.

The warning from Francisco was more panic than caution and Krishna grabbed the line with his gloved hands, bracing himself for the sudden lurch of weight that he knew was coming.

An ice screw had failed, snapped in half like a toothpick.

Francisco swung free from the vertical for a moment, the loss of his support unexpected and sudden. He swung an ice axe into the gleaming white sheet but it merely glanced off to the spray of scattered ice particles glittering in the fading light like mini fireflies.  Another screw snapped and Francisco plummeted down, his safety line like a useless tail.
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As Krishna watched his companion come toward him, several thoughts flashed through his mind at once.  First of all, it was almost impossible for one of the ice screws to fail like that. They were designed to the highest specifications and could support up to ten times his weight.

For two to break was unthinkable.

His second thought was about his family. Images of his beautiful wife and two small children began dancing before his eyes.  Who would take care of them now? Would his employer continue to pay them benefits?  Who would teach his son to play sports?

When the third and fourth screw let loose with a snap that echoed through his very soul, Krishna knew that this was it. Without the ice screws to secure them to the wall of ice and granite, gravity would work its unalterable ways and pull each of the climbers off the face to certain death on the jagged rocks below.  There was nothing he could do to avert the disaster about to befall them and yet he felt a strange calmness come over him as if he somehow knew that it was all going to be all right, that everything would be taken care of and he need not worry.

The line went taut in his hands as the full weight of Francisco came to him. The rope burned through his gloves as he clamped down slowly, letting the tension build gradually so that the sudden addition of Francisco's weight would not pull him off also.

But his efforts were in vain, for with a loud pop, followed by a series of deafening snaps, the rest of the ice screws holding the team in place let loose and the company of hardy adventurers plunged down the three hundred meter cliff, their cries of terror lost to the screaming wind that had begun to assault the mountain peak with its merciless howling.

Their frozen, dead bodies would not be recovered for several months, the look of agony and shear horror etched on their faces a mute testimony to what had happened, a snapped ice screw taken as evidence of the tragic accident that had befallen Dr. Krishna Pratali and his climbing companions in their attempt to conquer Cerro Torre ... and themselves.
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A trick of government is to make the people feel guilty.

Guilt must begin as a feeling of failure. 

Therefore,failure must be easy to come by and provided 

for readily by the government.

––––––––
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5 August 2085:  0900 hrs - Somewhere in the South Pacific

The view from the office window was usually, in all respects, fantastic. The clear skyline allowed one to see for kilometers, the spires of the surrounding buildings receding off like majestic descending steps to the altar that was the tallest building of the city. Its soaring structure allowed for an unobstructed panorama of the city lying below like a foundation of stability. The architecture here emphasized the harmonious while interspersing with gardens and parks, making sure the city was not a great sprawling edifice of meta-structuring metropolises into which the old cities of Earth had been allowed to fester.

But this evening the view was gone, replaced by a low band of clouds hovering over the land like a leaden shield, dropping its mixture of nitrogen and water onto a humanity thirsting for so much more. The wind, high up in the storm where the tower pierced into the tempest like a lone brawler defying the gale, pelted the window with splattered drops of rain smearing and running along as if chased by the very hounds of hell.

The storm had come in unexpected, as most such storms still did despite the assurances to the contrary by those in the meteorological services, and had overwhelmed the tower in a barrage of wetness that now sent a chill wave of despair through the structure as if leeching into the walls and dripping on the inside like misplaced dew.
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But the man standing inside, looking out into his own reflection, was oblivious to the force of the tempest outside striving to regain the surface of the planet from the virus that had infested it so many hundreds of thousands of years ago. If it could not eradicate man with his own stupidity, perhaps it could drown him out. It had happened once before to the betterment of the planet.

He was not tall by any means. 

Most would, in fact, call him short, but certainly not to his face. That would be a mistake never to be repeated again. His stomach – which once had been firm and strong, washboard abs a part of the muscular frame that was his youth – was now a pouch of fat and intestines, sticking out like the proverbial Buddha in defiance of any to criticize.  His face was round, the heavy bags under the eyes and sagging chin an indication that age had been more of a foe than a friend. Red speckles danced randomly across his cheeks, a sign, the doctors assured him, that his blood pressure was still too high. His lips were full, scarred from too many years in the sun, too many missed kisses in the bedroom.  His stark white hair sat atop his head like a warning of experience, mocking the youth he had once held and in that mocking, turning bitter that which had once been satisfied.

His three-piece designer suit, custom-made to his specifications from the finest material, looked neat and pressed, the jacket thrown carefully over one of the three heavy leather chairs gracing the dark and foreboding office. His bow tie was undone, the top button of his white shirt open to allow his ample chin waddle to dangle in all its fatness.  

He looked tired. 

His whole demeanor was one of trouble and worry as he stared into the raging storm that was his reflection.  He could certainly not say that life had not been kind to him. It had, in all honesty, been more than kind, bestowing more money that he could conceivably ever use and more women in his younger days than he could remember, their faces like so much clutter to a mind’s eye become blind to a past he would rather forget. He liked his fancy clothes, liked the feel of the expensive fabric against his flesh and yet he could still vividly remember a time when he would have been happy to have one decent dress shirt to wear.

He smirked at the remembrance.

Strange how happiness, as defined by his youth, was just as elusive now in his older age as it had been then despite the fact that he had achieved all his planned goals before he was even thirty.

The genius he once was had set up shop in someone else’s body at some time he could not pinpoint and left him with the growing girth of his own obesity as a consolation prize. He was well aware how people looked at him now, how they saw only the superficial outside and chuckled at his inability to maintain the look that the magazines wanted everyone to see as normal.

But it was his eyes that most people would speak of after they had met him. If asked to describe him, most would have a general description of stoutness that was vague and nondescript, but all would have a comment on his eyes, which blazed away in their deep recesses like fiery green candles in a dark room, an unwavering brightness transcending his physical appearance, drawing people to him like moths to the flame, compelled with no known reason to want to talk and engage in conversation with this short, fat man.  And his conversation would be brilliant, filled with an intelligence that seemed lost in the body that presented it, that would seduce even the most abstinent of skeptics.  He could hold an audience spellbound with tales of safari and the Outback, or attack without mercy those ideas and opinions he found disdainful and without merit. He had rarely lost an argument. But then, he had rarely engaged in one that he knew he would lose.

But none of that mattered.

What mattered now was the woman for whom he was waiting, the woman who would direct him to activate an asset he felt was better left alone. It was always the same. Those who used his resources never understood the price to be paid and rarely, if ever, knew what it was that they were asking of him. Unfortunately, that was not the case with the appointment for which he was currently waiting. She was well aware of what she did, every move of that delicate intellect planned and crafted until it stank of perfection.

And he hated her for it, for it was his resources that normally suffered under the demands of her ego. 

She was already late, something he didn’t tolerate.  People who were late were people who thought their time far more important than others, their lives taking priority over the mere mortals who happened to infect their path occasionally.  

There was a knock, like a rap on the door of decision, hard and caustic, echoing through the room and into his soul like a rattle of drums.

"Enter," he said in his gruff baritone, killing off the echoes of the rap in the shadows.  

The door swung open on silent hinges and the tall woman strode in as if on skates, her jaw set firm and hard, her eyes uncompromising in their amber intensity.  "I suppose you've heard?" she asked in a tenor rumbling about the large room like a peal of distant thunder. There was no small talk, just direct and to the point, as always.

"I have," the man replied simply, not having turned from his vigil of the storm raging out the window, seeing her reflection perfectly and deeming not to look at her direct visage for fear that a Medusan curse might befall him.
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"Then, Dr. Cavalier, I think that your earlier conjectures were in error."

"Perhaps.... We shall see." He was not about to admit any error on his part. He didn’t make errors

She threw a sheaf of papers bundled up in a tan portfolio, the words Eyes Only boldly stenciled in red, onto the shiny mahogany table. They slid halfway across before coming to a stop. "That's five now. The president doesn't want to wait for a sixth one. She wants you to do something, Vincent, and wants you to do something now."

The use of his first name made Cavalier turn to look at the President's Chief-of-Staff, to see the blazing eyes reaching out to him in the darkened room, the beautiful lines of her aristocratic face always creating a pang in his heart for the body laying beneath all that gruff exterior and fashion-designed suits, which fit her figure better than they should have been allowed.  

He didn’t turn to stone upon setting his eyes on her.  

Would wonders never cease? 

Claudine Maxwell was not one with which to be fooled. He was more than aware of that little fact. She had not, as was the common opinion, slept her way to the top with her dark-haired good looks and model-perfect body. She had earned her position with integrity and grit, honesty and determination, assets anyone who had worked with her for any length of time would have seen within moments. She was respected by those she served, feared by those who opposed her and oblivious to anyone else.

"It's always now, isn't it Claudine?" Cav said as he ignored the sheaf of papers on his desk starting to fall out of the portfolio as if wanting to be read, needing to be seen to validate their existence.

"She wants to know if they truly are accidents, if it's all just coincidental." 

Cav smirked, then walked over to the built-in bar and pulled the top off of the crystal carafe holding a smooth, amber liquid. "Drink?"

"No time, thank you." She had not always been this frigid. He remembered well a time when she would have jumped at a chance to drink with him.  But than that was before his genius had abandoned him and left him a disgusting bum of a man. "So what should I tell the President?  She's going to want an answer."

Cav sipped the cognac with practiced ease, the liquid burning a path down to his stomach with a retribution he felt deep down. "They always want an answer, Claudine," he said as he topped his glass off and replaced the stopper to the carafe, the clink of the glass odd in the stillness of the room, the rhythmic ticking of the French clock on the mantle like a subconscious countdown. "But sometimes...," he stated as he walked across the room and back around to the window, resuming the vigil he had held before she had entered, "...sometimes the answers are not the ones that they want to hear."

A frowned creased her face.  

She hated having to come here to talk to this man. The brief and explosive love affair they had so many years ago, in that other lifetime that was their youth, making it even more difficult, especially with the condition into which Cav had let himself fall. Although pity was something she sometimes felt for him, a loathing was usually the feeling she had when she thought about having ever been involved with a man who ran one of the most nefarious and clandestine operations in the world and looked like a poster boy for over-indulgence, gluttony.

But then he was the best at what he did and that made it necessary to come here, to talk to him, to have to pretend to find his company marginally comfortable.  When he didn’t say anything else, she cleared her throat loudly. He turned his head slightly, caught the indication that she was becoming impatient and smiled a crooked, consoling smile reflecting back in the window like a ghost. "I'll have to see who’s available at such short notice."  

"No." The word was like a shotgun blast and made him wince inside.  "The President wants your best. I think we both know who that means."

He nodded his head slowly as he downed the last of the cognac, the burning no longer hard and firm, the kick of the drink having already dissipated to his tolerance.  "You do know that she's inactive." It was not a question but more of a statement, a hoping that the Chief-of-Staff would change her mind.

"This is considered an emergency, top priority, National Security at stake." Her words were like a litany of excuses.

He smiled again, his eyes flashing a warning. "It's always a matter of National Security, isn't it? When has it ever not been?” He turned his head to look at her again, felt his limbs begin to solidify into stone and went back to looking at her reflection. Reflections were somehow softer, more muted, as if only a part of the evil inherent in humans was displayed, the mirror not able or willing to tolerate the rest. “Half of them aren't even our citizens. We’ve plenty of others who can do the job just as well." 
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"Activate her, Cav," she said with finality, ending the conversation there and then. She always was one to get the last word in, even if she had to say it on the other side of the door. "I'll expect a report on my desk within two days. No more.” She turned on her heel and strode to the door, her tight, long skirt conforming to her firm body like a glove, the reflection in the window making it difficult to see her as the President's highest adviser or the shrew that she had become.

She stopped at the door and turned to look at his back, a yearning for the man she had once known making a feeble effort to assert itself, then ruthlessly pressed it down, back into the long, lost echoes of the past she kept hidden away deep within. "We paid for her, so we'll damn well use her." She hesitated a moment, made certain that he didn’t have a reply, then slammed the door shut on his solitude.

Dr. Vincent Cavalier watched the lightning as it played across the clouds in fingers of divine nimbleness, the vibrations of the thunder shaking the window ever so slightly and causing the wind-pelted rain to dance even more energetically across the panes. He lowered his head a moment, wondering what he had ever done in his past lives to deserve someone like Claudine Maxwell in his current life. He would have preferred to come back as a snail for any bad karma he might have accumulated over the years.  

He threw his cognac snifter across the room, shattering it in a spray of broken dreams tinkling to the carpeted floor like so many wasted lives, the shards not even picking up the muted lights to sparkle.
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This is the season of gathering cold, the fading memory of spring.

Light flows slowly through the woods, a light that you could harvest

like grain or scoop into your astonished mouth the way a bear scoops

honey until your bones dissolve and you can never return

to the life that you were living.

––––––––
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—Tom Sexton

––––––––
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6 August 2085:  0535 hrs - Alaska

Alaska is a land of unforgettable beauty and uncompromising wildness.  It’s still a frontier, a last refuge for those seeking a life that does not hinge on the metropolises that seem to define so much of humanity.  The vast, unspoiled stretches of frozen tundra and towering mountain, quiet stream and tumbling river, tranquil wildlife and dignified lakes of pristine reflection harkens back to what the Earth once was, once was before the advent of humanity and its supposed monopoly on intelligence: an intelligence that decimated thousands of other species for its own righteous pursuits and then apologized to an empty landscape of malls and condominiums.

But Alaska has held its own, an island awash in a sea of rising urbanization and suburban sprawl that defines the new generation more so than anything else, her untouched back-lands a suffusion of openness and magnificence for those bold enough to live with it.  For one didn’t capture such a land.  Only those born of an ignorance bred in the mind-numbing back streets of urban chancre infesting the very vitality of life with its lesions of concrete and steel can be brazen enough to claim to be able to capture the land. Those who live in the solemn openness of the lake and the brook and the mountain know better, and see, in their temporal existence, an acceptance by the land of them.
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So it was in the lone cabin that sat by the gently flowing stream and glacial lake, the first covering of virgin snow on the ground still months away, the stillness of the morning air chill in its embrace, the vivid hue of the wildflowers, robust in their vibrancy, covering the tundra like a patchwork quilt and lining the path to the open porch and the double French doors that was the front entrance.

The stream running behind the cabin was about five meters wide and first appeared from the valley out of which it ran as a broad, straight, transparent ripple, its bottom flowered with round stones varying in size from pebble-sized to fist-sized. As it neared the cabin, the stream gradually meandered left, the far bank undercut by the turn, the water turning ashen with increased depth, toppling birch and alders dipping into the current, the course of the stream making them tremble and bob as if bestirred by a breeze. The nearer the cabin the more densely the trees grew as the arch of the stream continued till in a thicket a lone, tall pine, the needle-less snags of the bottom third like ghost fingers in the shadows, stood tall in its solitude, a marker for the cabin.  

A long pool hugged the near bank, either mysterious with ripples and waves giving it a depth it didn’t have, or crystal-clear to its sandy bottom.  Then the stream narrowed and, rushing in dark and strong, still deep in its latent vigor, met the caliginous lake in a tumble of water. Being a glacial lake, it sat dark and brooding, its depth unseen, the green rolling carpet that was the meadows running to its shore, spread between gray and brown-hills. 

But the meadows stretching out from either side of the stream and all around the cabin were anything but smooth. Close to the lake and running up toward the tundra the land was filled with tussocks, mushroom shaped grass mounds. Narrow at the base and wide at the top, the tussocks are unstable to walk on; any step slightly off center and they would topple, sending the walker stumbling. Then came the tundra, a dry, spongy cushion abloom with a bouquet of wild flowers running the spectrum of the rainbow and beyond, to the lazy sound of the awakening insects filling the air with their acrimonious buzzing. 

Finally, the meadows turned into talus, rocky and rugged, climbing higher and higher into the hills turning into the mountains whose snow-capped peaks stood like sentinels guarding the valley below. A mass of pine trees interspersing with birch and aspen colored the horizon, standing like a line of soldiers on the fringes, reaching into the distant haze with their strong earthly essence and towering tops of dark, woodland green, the light green of the aspen a dapple of glittering light within.

The cabin was large as far as cabins go, a two-story construct that had four bedrooms, an immense kitchen, a library and numerous other amenities the owner rarely used. There was a three-car garage, though it housed only two vehicles: a silver Range Rover that was a classic in its own right and a new personal VTOL—vertical take-off and landing—that was rarely used if ever, sitting idly under its cover as if shunned for its ability to bring the outside world closer.

Two dogs ran about the cabin, frolicking in the freshness of the morning, chasing birds and rodents and dandelion seeds discharging into the light breeze in a spread of snow-white spores.
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Music diffused out of the open windows, light and airy, fitting the majestic backdrop of snow-clad peaks rising out of the morning mist like giants in slumber, awaiting the right time to rumble to life and re-awaken their kin. A single violin stood out, played with a passion that would have made any music instructor proud, backed up by an accompanying orchestra on disc, the sound traveling for kilometers across the flower-topped meadows of the long valley. But then the cabin had no neighbors within hearing distance and the animals of the land didn’t bother to complain.

The music was by Strauss, the Radetsky Marsch, a powerful piece of eloquence that the female played with striking intensity, almost as striking as her lack of clothing. Naked as the day she was born, she floated around the open den, eyes closed in concentration, a smile on her face that would have surprised the few people who knew her, had they been able to draw their eyes away from the body that was sleek and well toned.

Alexis Locke stood a good two meters tall and was exceptionally well proportioned. She had breasts on the small side of medium and never had a day’s problem with their size regardless of the magazines and models who seemed to sport the fuller, larger variety and made everyone else who looked not as they looked feel guilty for a false inadequacy. She was very comfortable with her body, as any female who looked like her would be. Although she was sixty years old, she looked more like she was in her late twenties and felt about as old, a by-product of her genetic manipulation, which had dominated her life from the beginning. With a life expectancy of one-hundred-and-fifty years, she was still considered young by the day's standards and she didn’t really care what anyone else thought anyway. They weren’t the ones living her life. It was not like she met many people anyway out here and that was the way she liked it. 

Her dirty-blonde hair was short, reaching down to just below her ears and cut in a style exemplifying her attractive face to the fullest. She was tanned, a deep dark brown making her blue-green eyes that much more striking in their setback sockets, blazing forth with an intelligence stunning most who met her. She had a crooked smile that was rare to behold, the one planted on her face now unconscious and lighting her up like the auroras gracing the twilight sky in all their resplendence. Her nose was small and compact, her lips petite but well-formed, again against the custom of the day that had the models with their pouty looks making the men all weak in the knees.

Little to no makeup scarred the beauty she possessed like a natural aura. She didn’t even have any make-up in the house, no foundation or eyeliner or smeared lipstick to mar what she saw as nature’s own eloquence. But then she really didn’t care much about any of that. It wasn’t like she was hunting for a man to marry. Perish the thought. And if she really needed a sexual fix that her own cadre of toys couldn’t satisfy, she always had the option of finding someone in the nearest town. Dumont, the local game warden and all around handy-man, stopped by every few weeks on his supply runs and they would curl up in each others arms for a night full of passionate, unhindered, meaningless sex that certainly was not enough for her needs but was good enough while it lasted.  

She could always fly into one of the bigger cities down south and engage in a night of sport if she really wanted – and she did sometimes with those few gentlemen friends she had acquired over the years, but it had been nearly five years since that urge had stuck her hard – but for the most part she was content with the way it was.  She lived alone, though not really alone if one counted her two faithful dogs – Sasha and Argyle – to keep her company and the ever changing vista greeting her every morning out the large, plate-glass windows stretching up to the vaulted ceiling and allowing the full grandeur of the landscape to flood the room like a beacon from on high.

She had received numerous offers of marriage and had even had a child once – a child whom she had never known, having been forced to give it up at birth – but that was in the distant past, a past she was trying, with the solitude of the Alaskan frontier, to forget. Deep down, perhaps, she wanted to have a man around the house, someone other than the dogs to love and hold at night when the chill winters from the Arctic seeped through the eaves and the door-jams and under the covers like tentacles of nature’s fury. But then men presented far more problems and needs than solutions and she had found out, the hard way unfortunately, that men also had their fair share of fears and doubts that she really didn’t want nor need.

She was a loner due to circumstances more than desire. In this world of satellite tracking, implanted tracking chips and constant surveillance, being anonymous and alone was not that easy. But she had managed, for the last fifteen years, to do it successfully. She was one of the few individuals nowadays, not living in one of the smaller developing countries, who didn’t have a tracking chip implanted in her and that certainly made it easier to remain anonymous. The less people she had contact with the better, regardless of whether she was tracked or not. There were those out there who would like nothing better than to end her life in a heartbeat, or keep her around to do their own bidding, whether of an espionage or sexual kind.    

She didn’t want to contemplate either one.
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The annoying chirp of the vid-phone made it through to her mind as she waltzed around the room, but she chose to ignore it. No one ever called her. She couldn’t even remember the last time the phone had rung, so whomever it was probably had a wrong number and would go away soon enough. The phone, not fond of being ignored, chirped louder and this time the automated house system chimed in with its polite voice, telling Alexis that the vid-phone was ringing and asking kindly whether it should turn the music down so that Alexis could answer it.

Alexis' smile vanished in an instant as she stopped dancing and playing the violin and stomped her foot on the wooden floor, the mood of the moment and the flow of the music now gone. "Fuck it all to hell!" she shouted in her high, melodious voice making the swear words somehow sound polite.

The music stopped and the vid-phone continued its pressing chirps, anxious now that someone answer it. "Can't you take a message?" she shouted to no one in particular as she placed the violin gently down and strolled over to the message center, uncaring that she was completely naked and that whomever was waiting on the other end would get an eyeful when she stepped before the visual system. Whomever it was deserved it for interrupting her morning. “Isn’t that what you’re there for you stupid piece of shit!”

"It is a priority one incoming message, text only," the fully integrated house computer answered in that gentle voice brooking no never mind to its owner's hostile tone and manners. "I can not answer such a call."

She frowned as she hit the receive key too hard, cracking it, wondering what in the world this was all about. The last time she had received a priority one message was over fifteen years ago and she had regretted answering that one. She was certain that this would be the same.

She was greeted with a series and chirps and shrills and realized that she should have shunted the message into her computer system. With even more frustration, since she had forgotten that she wouldn’t be able to read the incoming message until it was decrypted, she moved over to the monitor and waited, leaning on the table and fuming that her morning had been ruined before it had even begun. It was not every day that she got into the mood to play her violin and dance around naked. She certainly knew that she should do it more often just for the freedom it entailed but one sometimes didn’t always think of such things at 0430 in the dark. 

It only took a few moments for the computer to process the incoming message, but the date, time and single word appearing sent a chill through her bones and up her back, making the soft warmth of the morning turn ice cold.

Tuesday, 16 August 2085, 1500

Archangel

Her frown deepened as she erased the message and then all traces that it had even made it to her. It was what she had feared: a rendezvous.  They would be by this afternoon to pick her up, take her away from her pristine Alaskan solitude and into a world that she had sworn off. Or so she had thought. She quickly learned long ago, much to her dismay, that one never left the agency. Its insidious fingers, like the very talons of death, were always there, ready at any moment to pounce and dig deeply, dragging one back into a world of intrigue and treachery, death and foulness filling her mouth with such a taste of shit that she almost gagged.

When she had left fifteen years ago, after forty years of faithful service, she had made it clear that she was done with it all, finished with walking in the shadows and killing in the darkness.  But they had had other plans.

Especially Cav.

Just the very thought of the man made her cringe, her eyes blazing in an anger she had rarely felt since moving into this cabin, this life-style. That man had made her what she was and though she at times was grateful, those moments were rare and few and far between in the last few years. Mostly she just hated him with a passion. Hated him for creating her, for bringing her into the world for one purpose and one purpose only: to serve a government she didn’t respect, much less wanted to live under.  

She had been created as an automat to do the bidding of people like Cav, assignments they didn’t want to touch for the stench it would impart to their sensitive fingers and so she had been sent in time and time again to change a government, to steal plans, to give double agents false information or to assassinate on order, like a trained dog for the pleasure of the master, and the master always changed, the agendas always changed and yet the killings always remained the same.

Well, that wasn't quite true. 

There was much to recommend the government under which she now lived, much to make it stand apart and above from the various other countries infecting the globe with their pretensions. At least here she could live her life in peace, as she wanted, dancing around naked in her house with all the windows opened if she so desired and not have a governmental agent come around and tell her to fall in line or else, reading off line after line of scripture or law that forbids everything but breathing, and even that under certain circumstances.

She walked over to the kitchen and poured herself a tall glass of orange juice, then glided back to the den and fell down on the cushy sofa and quietly drank while she watched her two dogs play around the house. They certainly had not given her much time to prepare. She looked at her watch: 0630. Not much time at all. Whatever it was must be urgent. But then it was always urgent to them. The president could break a nail and it would be an emergency.

She laughed to herself as she finished her juice and leaned her head back, closed her eyes. She would have to get a hold of Dumont and ask him to watch the dogs. No, that wouldn’t work. His work forced him to be gone for weeks at a time and that would not do at all. He couldn’t look after her two animals and still work. It was asking far too much.

Well, maybe not. He did enjoy her sex and perhaps he would be more than willing to look after them if it meant more for him. Better yet, she could set the automatic house system that would feed them and let them out and watch over things in general. Hopefully she would not be a long time away from the cabin. She smiled. She somehow knew that that was not the case here. When they used Archangel like that, it always meant that someone had screwed up and they needed her to fix it.

Sasha and Argyle came bounding in, tails wagging and tongues lolling, the pleasure in their eyes vibrant and real. She hugged them both and then explained, as if to a small child, that she would be leaving for a while and that they would have to be alone. They licked her face in innocent oblivion, then found their way to the water and drank their fill in loud, splashy gulps.

She stood and put her glass away, then contemplated what she would have for breakfast, perhaps her last. These types of missions always held that high risk of her never returning, ending up a decomposing body in some field or forest or abandoned building for the maggots and rats to feed off.

The very thought of what she had once done made her pause a moment as she watched her two dogs sprawl on the floor by the open double French doors. It had been fifteen years since she had done anything major for the agency. Fifteen long years wherein she had found the comfort and meaning of her life in the wilds and openness of her new home and she was not about to just lose all that to the whims of Cav or anyone else with a three line message. It had taken her all of five years just to get over the feeling that she was being watched, to get over the routine that had her inspecting everything every morning on the off-chance that someone had planted an explosive device in her stove or poisoned her milk.

No. 

This time she was going to tell them that they could go to hell. 

She had given her all for forty years and enough was enough. They had no right to demand anymore of her, especially after such a long break away from the action. Though she was certain that she could jump right back into the game without so much as a breath of hesitation that she was ready, it had just been too long out of the loop and that made her feel slightly uncomfortable, a feeling with which she was not all that familiar.  She would just tell them no.  And whether they liked it or not, it didn’t really matter. They certainly couldn’t force her to do anything she didn’t want.

She had to smile at that errant thought.
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Everything's laughter,

Everything’s dust, everything’s nothing.

Out of unreason comes everything that exists.  

—Glycon

6 August 2085:  2200 hrs - The White House

––––––––
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President Heather O'Rourke leaned back on the sofa in her private chambers on the second floor of the White House, sipping slowly on a margarita, the tangy taste of the salt on the rim mingling with the hardy punch of the tequila.  She had made it extra strong this time, hoping to lose herself for the night and wake up in the morning with a fresh start.

But the knock on her door told her that tonight would not be the night.

The Secret Service Agent opened the door at her acknowledgment and asked if she wanted to see her Chief-of-Staff. The President nodded desultorily and Claudine Maxwell strode in with that purposeful look on her face always heralding trouble.

"So what's so important that you have to interrupt my one time alone in this hell-hole?" the President asked in mock irritation.  Heather was not one to forget people who helped her. Had not been for Claudine organizing and arranging her staff and schedule these last few years, she would have failed as badly as those critics of her election had prophesied.

Having unexpectedly ridden into the top office of the land on the popular support for her platform of staying out of all future conflicts in the India-Pakistani area – a completely opposite platform from the incumbent, who had allowed thousands of U.S. peace-keepers to perish in the holocaust that was the nuclear exchange of the Second India-Pakistani War – she had been quickly and harshly criticized by the Washington Establishment for her lack of judgment when it came to domestic matters.
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It had always fascinated her that so many people in America had simply forgotten, or perhaps chose to ignore, that over one hundred million had perished in the first nuclear exchange between those two religiously warring nations. Maybe it was because no Americans had been involved then. Maybe it was just because the numbers and the brutality of the event, occurring in a little under twenty minutes in totality, had forced the common person on the street to block out the tragedy in order to better cope with their daily lives.

Either way, Heather O’Rourke had never been one to let a little criticism affect her negatively. Over the years, she had convinced even the worst of her critics that she did indeed have a domestic plan that would work, given enough time and money and now, as the next election drew near, she was expected to win in a landslide, the first female president to ever win back-to-back elections. Perhaps this would finally bury the fiasco that had been Hilary.

Claudine walked over to the small bar where the blender holding the fragrant concoction sat and poured herself a glass. She took a healthy slug then turned to look at her old friend Heather, whom she secretly despised. "They picked Archangel up this afternoon. She should be briefed by early tomorrow morning." Her voice was harsh, with no introduction or hello.

The President took another sip of her own drink.  If she could draw the alcohol directly into her veins, she would not hesitate to do it. "Do you really think that it's necessary to go to such extremes as this? I mean, it's not like the people killed were well-known scientists or anything. They weren't even the best in their respective fields and here we are spending taxpayer’s dollars on an investigation. I think that you're over-reacting to this whole damn thing." 

Claudine walked over and sat herself down uninvited across from the president and stared at her, wondering how someone so naive and simple could have ever been elected. A half-smiled crossed her face as she realized that the majority of people who voted for her were not much smarter and made decisions more with their emotions than with their minds. Claudine was certain that a majority of those who had voted for Heather voted for her legs and bust as much as for her platform, if they even knew what it was.  

That was one of the many flaws with democracy, something that Claudine, were she the one in charge, would make certain was the first thing to change. No more damn elections by the ill-informed populace. It was a waste of time. But until that time came, she would have to continue to play second fiddle to Heather O'Rourke, the prom queen from high school turned president whom no one in their right mind thought would ever win the election until that idiot of a predecessor had lost all those people in that stupid religious conflict over a piece of land that once was lush and beautiful but was now nothing more than a radioactive wasteland, as was most of Pakistan.

What a way to loss an election. 

Moron.

But Claudine didn’t plan on playing second-fiddle for long.  "Apparently, the CIA thinks it more than a coincidence that they all were killed in supposed accidents," Claudine answered as she crossed her legs and leaned back, still keeping her steel-hard gray eyes locked on Heather.  "I think it prudent that we use the assets that we have to the best advantage. Archangel was our best at one time."

"She's not even ours," Heather answered back roughly with a frown as she looked away from the intense stare of Claudine. There was something in those eyes that set off warning bells in her head. Claudine, despite her help and assistance along the way, was still a dangerous friend to have. "She belongs to that fat bastard Cavalier."
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"And doesn't Cavalier work for us?" Claudine said with a hint of annoyance, finishing her drink with a last, long swig and placing the glass down on the coffee table a little too hard.

"Nominally," Heather said.

"It was government money that paid for the project and government money that sustained it, regardless of the concessions that those in your shoes back then gave to the agency seventy years ago. As far as I'm concerned, that makes her and everything else that Cavalier and his cronies come up with, ours to do with as we please." She leaned forward and titled her head slightly to the side, an indication, Heather had learned, that Claudine was starting to get curt and impatient. "And unless you treat the agency with that in mind, they'll run rough-shod over this office and this country. I for one don't want to see that happen."

She held her stare a moment longer, then broke off as she leaned back and looked toward the window, the hot Washington august summer more intense then usual, the humidity making any time spent outside a drenching experience. Even now, late at night, the still air was stagnant with the lingering daytime heat. 

The president frowned. "Is she really that good to go to all this trouble to get her? I mean, living all alone on a Federal Game Reserve up in Alaska, isolated from everyone by her own accord? When was the last time she did anything for us? Certainly not during my tenure."

"No. She's officially retired, having put her forty years time in," Claudine said distractedly.  

"Forty years?" the president said in shock, getting up to pour herself another drink. "She must’ve been one of the first produced. How old is she?" 

"In her sixties, but what does that mean anymore? I'm told that they're expected to live to be one-fifty, making sixty not even half.  If you saw her, you'd think that she looks like she's in her twenties. It’s disgusting is what it is. I'd kill to have a body like that when I'm sixty." And she was not being dramatic. Claudine Maxwell was more than ready to kill a few people if it meant that she could look like Archangel.

"Starting to sag, are we?" the president asked with a hint of mirth as she walked over to the window and looked out over the city, her city, and its teeming, sweating mass of incompetent old men and drug-pushers.

"Not any more than you are, Heather."

Heather's smile faded. Claudine was far too free with her words lately.  "What about the others? Why can't we use them? If this one has been retired for.... How long?"

"Fifteen years."

"Fifteen years?! I'm sure we can find someone else." Heather turned to look at her Chief-of-Staff, amazed that the self-appointed White House perfectionist would choose to go to all this trouble for someone who had been out of the game for fifteen years.

"There's no one else with her skill and experience level. She's the only one of the original group to have survived this long. The only one of the next three groups to have survived, as a matter of fact."

"She's that good?" Heather asked as she sat back down, grateful for the efficient air-conditioner in the building. She hated the heat, especially the sticky heat of the East. If it were possible, she would move the White House to Colorado for the summer where the air was cool and dry.

"She's that good."

"But fifteen years? Won't she be a little rusty?"

Claudine stood.  "She’s bred for it. I don't think it's something that one forgets that easily. It’s part of her genetic code I’m sure. And besides, I've looked into it a little more than I should have. She could match any ten CIA agents with one-hand tied behind her back and the other hand covering an eye. Cavalier might be fat and slovenly now, but when he first initiated this project, he was the best at what he did. He was, literally, a genius.  Anything that he created during that time would be better than anything we've ever seen." She walked to the door and prepared to leave, looking over the figure of the president and wondering if she could get Cav to do her one more favor. The thought lingered in her mind a moment longer than it should have before she dismissed it, though its echo still found its way into the recesses of her deviousness to be discussed later.

"What kind of back-lash can I expect to get from her activation?" Heather asked, not bothering to look at Claudine as she stood by the door, knowing the look that would be on the other woman’s face and not in the mood for the condescending glare that would be found there.

"It all depends on what she turns up. But I would think that this might just turn out to be the big one. Better prepare yourself for that old plausible deniability act."

"I don't want this to blow up in my face, Claudine," Heather ordered with a rare authority she showed only occasionally and never before to her Chief-of-Staff. "Make sure that it doesn't." She turned now to look at Claudine and saw in her face a momentary look of disdain that was quickly replaced by a smile, as if the disdain were but a shadow that had momentarily, accidentally crossed Claudine’s face.

"Of course, that's part of my job." 

They stared at each other a moment. 
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"Good night, Mrs. President," Claudine finally said as she stepped out through the door and it closed behind.  

The president pursed her plump lips as she stared at the closed door. She had a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach that this was not going to work out at all in her favor. And it had been those feelings in the past that had kept her out of trouble many times. The last thing she needed was to have her landslide election next year become a fiasco.

And then there was Claudine....
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We too often forget that not only is there a

soul of goodness in things evil , but generally

also a soul of truth in things erroneous.

––––––––
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7 August 2085:  0312 hrs - Somewhere in the South Pacific

The VTOL Lear fought the high winds that buffeted it, tying in vain to line up on the landing pad atop the towering building standing tall and stable in the storm enveloping the city for the past three days. The monsoonal rains lashed the landscape as if God Himself were trying to cleanse the stench from the Earth.  Business had come to a stand still, the high, sustained winds having knocked down power-lines all over the new city, throwing the majority of the homes of those poor souls trapped like lemmings into a darkness that was more than blackness, seeping through the closed doors and windows like a prehensile precursor of death.

The tall building blazed forth with its own power supply, the new fusion reactor built into the basement structure churning out its sun-like power with a consistency that was extraordinary, lighting up the building like a beacon through the baneful lashings of nature.  

It was, however, little comfort to the pilot of the VTOL as he struggled to land his ship somewhat near the pad and not topple off the roof. The passenger he had ferried all the way down from Alaska sat in the jump seat slightly back and between the two pilots, watching stoically the efforts of the two men to bring the craft home, the compensators whining their protest to the extreme abuse to which they were being subjected. She could have suggested a few tricks to make the landing easier, but decided that the male pilot probably wouldn’t take too kindly to her presumptiveness. If she were in his position, she wouldn’t like advice either at this particular moment. So Alexis just sat silently and watched as the blinking landing lights of the pad blurred through the rain on the windscreen, the wipers useless against the barrage of water, the electronic landing systems more or less useless in conditions far outside the normal range of operation.  

It had been a long and trying flight and she was already seething inside with the fact of her having to come here. The last thing she needed was for the Lear to end up on the pavement below in pieces with her inside. But through an extreme effort of will she kept her mouth shut and just watched, wanting so much to tell the fool all that he was doing wrong but choosing to play the dumb female rather than give away any indication of her abilities. Fly-boys tended to talk at bars, bragging about their latest mission and Alexis didn’t need her description circulating about the local haunts where who knew who might be listening.  

But then perhaps it was all for naught anyway.  

No one attempted a landing like this in this type of storm. To have to bring her down in this gale was more than enough material for these two flyboys to make up all sorts of stories about her. When Cav said jump, most people around him usually just asked how high.  

With a loud thump and a bone-jolting bump, the VTOL settled onto the pad and the landing crew hurried to secure it against the wind. Alexis made her way quickly out of the ship and to the main terminal, the hood of her light windbreaker over her head in a vain attempt to keep the rain off of her face. This was not the tropics and she had not expected this type of reception. As such, she had worn her old and faded blue jeans, the ones she had finally broken in so that they fit comfortably and snug, outlining her lower body in lines attracting the attention of most of the male members of the landing crew. She also wore a black t-shirt, covered with a plaid shirt buttoned halfway down to her waist, her hair in a quick ponytail and her cowboy boots clacking along the non-skid.    

She was not expecting to stay very long.  

By the time she stepped into the all-too-familiar room, with its dark, tomb-like interior accented with heavy wooden panels and shelves and shelves of archaic books, she had shed the wind-breaker and held it loosely in her right hand, her hair wet, her mood foul. Memories she would rather have not recalled flooded her mind as her eyes involuntarily swept the office, the large, dark mahogany desk sitting toward the tall windows that shook and vibrated from the assault of the storm. Several lamps were sprinkled about the room randomly. The light they emitted was dull and yellowish as if their radiance were limited to only a meter around them, useless for the most part in illuminating anything save themselves. An odor permeated the air, an astringency she could place as the cloying pungency of a cigar adulterating the air with its illegal stench of hypocrisy.  

She had been very happy the day that the filthy, addictive, cancerous drug had been outlawed, along with their smaller cousins, cigarettes, to the chagrin of several large companies who had gone bankrupt to the loss of hundreds of thousands of jobs.

The large chair behind the desk that had been turned away from her swiveled to reveal the corpulent figure of Cav, the dull glowing ember of the cigar sticking out of his face like a cancerous growth.

"What the hell is this all about, Cav?" she launched at him before he even had a chance to remove the stinking trash-heap from his mouth and speak. "And put that damn thing out before I do it for you." She stood with hands dangling down at her side, relaxed, her eyes burning in the dusk of the room like twin candles of dread.
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He smiled, though it was hard to see through the dim lighting, and removed the cigar. "Nice to see you too, Alexis,” he said in his thick voice carrying across the room with a depth suiting the body well. He pulled open a drawer and snubbed the cigar out in it, then slowly closed the drawer back up. He hit a switch and the silent whir of re-circulation fans began to clear the air of the foul stench.

"We have an assignment for you," Cav said as he opened another drawer and pulled out a disc.

"No fuck," she shot back, advancing on the desk and the man in menacing steps.  

"No need for such foul language, Alexis." He slid the flash drive across the table and she stopped it with her hand as it reached the edge.

"Cut the crap, Cav. I don't appreciate being pulled from my home and my dogs after fifteen years of inactivity." Her tone was harsh. She was not about to be played by this man like he had done for most of her life. She had paid her dues and didn’t need him or his assignments anymore. "What's so fucking important that you needed to reactivate me? It must obviously be huge, because I didn't hear a god-damned peep when the Indians and Pakistanis decided to irradiate the Kashmir valley again!"

"Relax, Alexis," he said with that slick smile still plastered on his face as if plastic surgery had made it permanent. He was well aware of her explosive temper and her anger. And he didn’t blame her one bit for her anger toward him and the system that had abused her most of her life.  "Would you like a drink?"

She stared hard at him a moment, then walked over to one of the numerous over-stuffed leather chairs and sat in it. "You know I don't drink, Cav. Just get to the damn point so that I can say no and go back to my cabin. I had a fishing trip planned this weekend and I don’t want the worms to dry-out."

Cav rose out of his chair and made his way over to the bar, the increase in his size since she had last seen him making her eyes widen. 

"Well, haven't we gone to shit.”

His smile wavered slightly. "And you're looking as lovely as ever, my dear," he intoned in all sincerity as he poured himself a Cognac. "Still running twenty kilometers a day?"

"I never ran twenty kilometers on any day, Cav. Cut the chitchat and get to the damn point. I don't like it in here and you know it."  

He walked back over to the desk and sat on it, producing a creak from the legs that didn’t sound all that healthy. He picked up the flash drive she had discarded on the table. "Okay. Put this in that machine over there and scan the files while I tell you about it." He threw the flash drive at her and she caught it deftly in one hand.

"Why? I don't want to do it, whatever it is, so why go through the routine?" She stood, holding the drive like it was diseased. "Whatever it is, I'm not interested. Capiche? NO."

Cav didn’t stir from his position on the desk, just stared at her as she stared at him, the beauty he had created striking a cord in his heart. He had forgotten how volatile she could be and how utterly charming when she wanted. He would have to play this one so very carefully. "In the last six months, five people have been killed in what the local authorities have deemed as tragic accidents."

"And this means what to me...?"
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He smiled again, took a sip of his drink. This was as difficult as he had suspected. "Humor me, okay Alexis? Listen to what I have to say and then, if you still feel like you don't want it, I'll let you go."

She smirked with an arched eyebrow. "Let me go, Cav? Apparently you've forgotten what it is that I can do." She looked at her reflection in the window vibrating with the fierce winds outside, the rain dancing across as if on drugs. His reflection stood out in the murky haze also and she saw him for a moment as the man she had once known, thin and trim, a genius who could be the biggest son-of-a-bitch she had ever met and the most important man she ever knew, ever loved. Then his over-sized body blurred
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