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Prologue
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The blue-black waters of the Pacific swelled and subsided as gently as breath in untroubled dreamless sleep. The sky was cloudless, the air still and icy cold.

Countless fathoms beneath the placid surface, a disturbance: a silent burst of pressure. Suddenly released gases churned and coalesced, rose and expanded, climbing upward, accelerating, rushing toward the surface like a desperate creature seeking light and air.

The bubble smashed through the water’s surface and left a gaping hole, a crater that held its form for only a moment before the sides collapsed and the onrushing waters clapped together with incredible force.

Many minutes later, objects began to emerge from the depths and litter the surface for a time; some sinking again. Among them, a half-empty bottle of twelve-year old scotch, the torn front cover of a Tom Clancy paperback, a grinning stuffed cat with suction cups on its feet, a boot, several plastic bags of garbage, a framed photograph, a crucifix. And oil: ugly smears that bled and blackened the face of the waters.

A flotation collar bobbed to the surface, elbowing aside the other detritus. Stenciled on the collar was the legend, USS Blackfish. It surrounded a bright yellow object about the size of a loaf of bread. An antenna poked into the air and broadcasted its insistent signal to any receiver tuned to its frequency. And set atop the so-called black box, a strobe light pulsed its intense blue-white light as regularly as a rapid heartbeat.

The sky slowly lost color and light. A few stars came out. None as bright as the steadily pulsing beacon that bobbed gently on the motion of the deep.

When the sky lightened again, an American cruiser was on the horizon. By the time the sun was well up, the cruiser was standing off a short distance and a motorized launch approached the floating box with its insistent pulsing light.

A sailor hooked the floating device and drew it close, then hauled it aboard. The launch swung in a tight curve and returned to the cruiser.

The Captain stood stiffly at the rail as the launch was secured. His eye swept out over the ocean surface, fouled by broken iridescent smears of petroleum and debris. As the sailors brought their burden to the deck, he turned and headed for his cabin. A lieutenant took the object and followed.

The captain sat in the worn leather chair and stuck an empty pipe in his mouth, ignoring the acrid stench of dead tobacco. He nodded to the lieutenant, who had extracted the recording and mounted it in a player.

The young officer pressed the play button. Voices leaped out, howling and gibbering their panic.

“Oh Christ! Reporting—reporting pressure loss in the main coolant, sir. Going to emergency backup.” Footsteps pounding on metal decks.

A jumble of unintelligible voices cursing and shouting with fear.

“What’s going on down there? Report, dammit!” That would be the Exec.

And from a distance: “It’s not holding. Reactor’s going to redline!”

A chilling silence, as if everyone on the sub suddenly comprehended what was about to happen.

Emergency signals began to hoot. An explosion, muffled by distance, followed by screams. And then it came: rushing water, growing louder, louder, followed by the near-silence of hissing blank tape. 

After a moment, the lieutenant pressed the stop button.

The Captain stared at the dust motes in the air for a time. Then he looked up. “Send a dispatch to CINCPACFLT. Classified. USS Blackfish and all hands lost at sea. Probable cause, nuclear reactor meltdown. Depth 28,300 feet. Please forward instructions.”

The lieutenant took his notepad and left the cabin.

The Captain felt his years. He was due for retirement. The last action he’d seen was off Viet Nam, over thirty years ago. He was not prepared to deal with the deaths of young men. Not prepared at all.

Far below the troubled surface of the Pacific, a black shape moved in the midnight blue of the depths. Something silent and huge and more dangerous than anything that lived at those depths: a stealth submarine with a hundred and twenty nuclear teeth. The screws turned steadily, driving the vessel forward in the darkness, heading north.

Commander John Reshevsky accepted a brief transmission from the ELF operator. Satisfied, he turned to his Exec. “All ahead one third.”

Reshevsky examined the charts briefly, and then headed for his cabin. He knew there would be a moment of national anguish, and a somewhat longer period of mourning by the families of the officers and crew. But he had no one to mourn him. Which, under the circumstances, was a comfort. He had little to do now except guide his ship to its station and wait for the final order.

The USS Blackfish slipped smoothly northward. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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Monday, December 20, 1999 New York 

“Are you getting this?” Dan Jessup tried to keep the crowd from jostling his videographer as the candidate brought his speech to a climax.

The reporter braced against a thrust of eager admirers. Simon White stood on the steps of his headquarters building in Midtown Manhattan, the wet wind whipping his gray hair back from his bony forehead. He towered over the men around him; he was as tall and majestic as an ancient tribal leader, and his presence and words had a powerful effect on his audience.

“—And through the thinning ozone layer come the naked cancer-causing rays of the sun: is this not symbolic of the Lord revealing his Awful Countenance to a world of sinners? And the drought that has struck Europe and Africa, threatening famine to millions: is this not symbolic of His withholding from us the sweet rain of his beneficence?”

Jimmy Nap indicated he wanted to move his video camera. Jessup blocked for him. The rain had finally begun to let up.

“We see reports on our daily newscasts of glaciers cracking and dropping into the sea, the raging sea whose rising level threatens to sweep the world in another Great Flood. I say to you, the Day is coming. The Signs are everywhere for those who will but see.”

“Tell us what to do, Simon!” called a voice from the crowd.

Jessup craned to see who it was: a Simon staffer? Probably just a hired shill. Or the anonymous call might even have come from a true believer. Simon White’s support was impressive and growing. 

Jessup chastised himself. If he was to do a decent job on this new assignment, he’d have to tamp down his habitual cynicism, as hard as that would be. It was his cynicism, after all, that led him into journalism; that, and his adulation of Hunter Thompson, whose acid-tinged books were as mother’s milk to Jessup. Though he recognized the peculiarity of believing in the gonzo journalist despite his skeptical view of any other famous or important individual.

Simon White proclaimed, “We see a nation of pleasure-seekers, succumbing to the temptations of the flesh, seeking fulfillment in material possessions, abandoning all resistance to the scourge of drugs. What has become of the ideals, the values we once held so dear?”

“Simon for president!” The shout was almost lost in the rising enthusiasm of the crowd.

Simon smiled and nodded, seeming to bask in their fervor. He gestured then, and the noise subsided. He allowed the silence to grow as he transformed himself from crowd-exhorter to a simple man with a personal vision. In spite of himself, Jessup was impressed.

Into this silence, Simon began softly. “I’m frightened. When I see the hope in your faces, when I see the—well, I suppose there’s no other word for it—the love you offer me—”

Jessup tapped Jimmy on the back. “Here it comes.” They edged forward and Jimmy adjusted his lens.

“—I am overwhelmed. I know, and you must know, that no one man can resolve all the problems we face. Please don’t ask me to bear that burden alone. I hope those of you willing to favor me with your votes are also willing to face up to the work that must be done, the sacrifices that must be made so future generations can—”

“Come on, he’s going into his wrap-up.”

Jessup led Jimmy, still aiming his camera at the candidate, up towards the rain-slicked entrance.

They managed to get inside the building before Simon and the crush of other reporters. 

This assignment was something of a life-preserver for Jessup. His reputation had suffered from some of his off-center approaches, his irreverence, his ever-ready sarcasm. To be handed a project like this, of assembling the video history of a man many regarded as the most interesting Republican candidate since Eisenhower was a gift he couldn’t afford to screw up.

Waving and smiling, surrounded by his security people, Simon moved towards his inner office. The media workers were held back by several unyielding guards. Then Simon spotted Jessup. He beckoned, and the two of them followed the candidate inside. The other reporters were excluded and the door firmly shut behind them.

Simon sat behind his desk and indicated chairs for Jessup and Nap.

“Well, Dan, how’s my—what do you people call it? Oh yes, my ‘videography.’ How’s it going so far? Jimmy, why don’t you set that thing down? It looks uncomfortable.”

Jimmy Nap took his videocamera down from his shoulder, set it in his lap and wiped the rain off with a soft cloth.

Dan Jessup began, “Frankly, Mr. White—”

“Call me Simon: all my friends do.”

“This hasn’t been an easy project.”

“Why is that?”

Jessup paused to collect his thoughts. When Chapman gave them this assignment, he’d made it clear he didn’t want a tired rehash of the narrative everyone knew. He expected them to uphold the WTEC reputation, and their own, for digging beneath the surface. But in their search for something new and newsworthy, they’d come up against one dead end after another. “It’s never easy to find a fresh angle on a story as well-known as yours. Some new angle, or perhaps some undiscovered territory in your background.”

Simon smiled gently.

“We've interviewed many people involved in your public life. But we’d hoped to reach someone from your youth and young manhood, before you became a famous preacher and, um, ‘moral soldier.’” He resisted the urge to sneer at the quaint phrase devised by Simon’s publicists. “But so far, no luck.” Simon’s distant past was shrouded in obscurity. The interviews they’d already completed were interesting and even important, but Jessup felt a nagging sense of incompleteness.

Simon eased back in the chair. “Have you been to New Salem, Utah?”

“We tried phoning, but got nothing. The place seems to be deserted. According to our contacts in Utah, everybody from that town seems to have died.”

“Oh, I hope not. There was a terrible outbreak of typhoid a few years back, but I’m sure there are still a few folks remaining. You haven’t gone there, then?”

“I hated to waste the trip.”

“Do go,” urged Simon. “I’m sure you’ll find a few people who remember me still.” His sad smile seemed calculated to stir feelings of sympathy. 

Jessup was unmoved. According to Simon’s legend, New Salem was the town where he’d spent the first dozen years of his young manhood, and experienced the tragic fire that transformed his life. “Do you think of it often? The fire? Your family?” 

Simon shook his great head. “Not often, no. Only some nights when I can’t fall asleep. I often wonder at the harsh methods of the Lord. If it weren’t for those terrible events, I should never have come to serve Him.” He looked away as if unwilling to share the burden of his pain.

At last he roused himself. “While you're here, please feel free to roam my headquarters and talk to the people here. I have the most wonderful, dedicated staff imaginable. In fact—” he reached over and buzzed his secretary. “Ask Webster to step in, please.” He looked up. “Webster Tierney is my most trusted friend. His wise counsel has made all this possible.” 

“You mean your candidacy?”

“And so much more.” 

There was a knock, and the door opened. Jessup had to suppress his reaction as the grotesquely misshapen man entered, leaning on his cane. Simon stood and greeted his friend and mentor. The contrast between the two was almost shocking. Simon, large, robust, appealing; Webster, cruelly twisted, shrunken, repellent in form despite his handsome face.

“Ah, the Media.” Tierney lowered himself onto the sofa.

“Web, Dan tells me he’s had no luck in contacting New Salem.”

“No? What a shame. Surely someone must still be there, though it’s been many years since I've been back.”

“Oh, you're from there, too?”

“It was a very small town. Insular, you might say. Few families, little contact with the outside world. A very religious community. Not uncommon in that part of Utah.”

Simon added, “If you have any questions, Webster is your go-to guy. He knows me better than any man alive.”

“I dare say,” agreed Tierney with an odd smile. “Have you seen our video on Project Morality? It’s a quick and painless way to fill you in on Simon’s former activities. Let me find you a copy.” The twisted man levered himself up with his cane and limped out.

Simon closed the door behind him. “Wonderful man. Brilliant mind. What a tragedy he was born with that terrible disease. Progressively worsens. He seldom mentions it, but the pain—Anyway, if you have any further questions—?”

“No. —Well, about Project Morality. Was it your idea?”

“Webster’s and mine, yes. After the debacles that afflicted televangelism in the late Eighties, we began in our quiet way to try to redeem the notion that religious leaders could be moral leaders as well.” Simon pursed his lips. “I can say with some pride that Project Morality has never had such problems. For ten years, it has taught values and fostered decent behavior. The materials we distribute to schools, plus our other activities— I believe we've made a real difference in the lives of young people.”

That was the wonder of Simon: that someone so evidently dedicated to good works would seek the presidency. To Jessup, it was an irreconcilable conflict.

Pleading the press of obligations, Simon ushered them out of his office. 

Jessup took in the wider workspace, the workers scurrying about or sitting at computers or telephones. “Light up your camera. I’m going to grab a few statements.”

He intercepted an older woman carrying a sheaf of printout. “Excuse me, I’m Dan Jessup with WTEC, doing a special report on Simon White. Have you worked with him long?”

“I've been with the minister some ten years.”

“So you started with Project Morality?”

“Yes, but I’m with his campaign now. He took some of us along when he left PM.”

“How did you feel about his leaving that organization?” 

“A little sad, but it’s all for the best. God’s plan is to give this good man a larger pulpit. This country needs saving, in case you haven’t noticed.”

Jessup thanked her. With Jimmy taping, he wandered around, observing, chatting briefly with other workers. Telephones rang, keyboards rattled, computers murmured, messengers shuttled back and forth.

Jimmy turned off his camera. “Come on, man, this stuff is boring. Anyway, I gotta take a leak.”

Jessup took one last look around. A number of people were handling the telephones, accepting donations, he assumed. His eye snagged on one young woman: she looked like she’d been caught in the rain. Her hair was dark and as thickly tangled as a tropical jungle. Attractive, self-assured almost to the point of arrogance. She flicked him once with her hooded eyes and Jessup felt it almost like the sting of a slap.

“One more interview.”

Jimmy gave him a look. “Forget it.”

“Some friend you are.”

“I gotta pee. I’ll wait for you up front.” 

Damn. Jessup glanced over at her. She had the phone in one hand and a pen in the other, writing as she spoke. He tried to be unobtrusive, timing his wanderings to be near her desk when her conversation wound down.

When she got off the phone, he turned to her and said, “I guess the money just keeps rolling in.”

“It’s been a good day,” she replied noncommittally.

“I’m Dan Jessup, with WTEC. I’m doing a story on Simon White. You mind answering a few questions for me?”

“Fire away.”

“Name? Rank? Serial number?”

That brought a brief smile. “Maggie Molinari. Schlepper.” They shook hands. “I doubt if anything I know would help you much. I think Simon is wonderful.”

Up close, she was an interesting mix of contradictions. Her cool handshake came with a surprisingly warm smile which faded all too quickly. Her pale blue eyes kept him at a distance, but her lips were full and soft-looking. She wore an expression of amused distrust. She’s seen something of life, Jessup decided, and it hasn’t always been kind to her.

“I’m sure everyone here adores the man, but I’m looking for more interesting details. Does he ever lose his temper? Swear? Crack jokes? Get loose? How does he deal with criticism? You know: the unbuttoned Simon White.”

She eyed him with suspicion. “You think he’s some kind of actor or hypocrite?”

He backed off. “No, of course not. But all public figures relax when the cameras stop rolling, don’t you think?”

“I wouldn’t know about other people. But Simon is exactly the same, on or off camera.” She was all business now. “If you followed him around while he worked, you’d see for yourself.” She picked up a stack of papers, clearly indicating she was done with his questions.

Ignoring the signal, Jessup perched on the edge of her desk. “Actually, I’m more interested in his personal background, the people who knew him when he was a kid.”

“Oh?”

“He ever talk about that sort of thing?”

“Not to me. I’m sorry, Mr. uh—”

“Jessup. Call me Dan.”

“Dan. I've got work to do. I’m sure Mr. Tierney can help you, though.”

Great. A brushoff. “Yes, I spoke with Webster.” He stood. “I've already taped several employee interviews today. Most were older people. I’d like another for contrast. For instance, you. You’d look good on television. You're, you know, young, attractive— I can’t promise we’d use it, but we might.”

She gave him a little smile then. “Not a bad approach, Jessup. I've fallen for worse.”

Well. So she was human after all.

Webster appeared with the videotape. “I see you've found Miss Molinari. She’s one of our best, most dedicated workers.”

“She might make a good subject for an interview.”

“What an excellent idea!” Then, seeing the dubious look on her face, Webster leaned closer. “Of course you needn’t do anything you're uncomfortable with, my dear, but it could possibly help our cause.”

“In that case, I suppose I might. But not today: I’m such a mess.”

“That’s fine,” said Jessup. “I’ll get in touch when we're ready and give you plenty of advance warning.”

“Here’s the Project Morality video,” said Webster. “Please don’t hesitate to call if you need anything else.”

Jessup thanked him. When he turned to say goodbye to Maggie, she was already busy with the telephone.

*   *   *
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Lenny Sharp moved slowly up Lexington Avenue, where the shop windows shouted "happy, happy, happy," as if nothing were wrong with the world. December nights in New York used to be bitter cold but tonight it was warm again. There hadn't been a cold night along the eastern seaboard since before Thanksgiving. By now the pleased comments and the joking of the weatherclowns and the wonder had subsided to an uneasy silence.

He gazed in the windows at all the toys people bought to hide from reality. Tiny stereo players that shut out the musique concrete of the world, and disquieting thoughts as well. Miniature televisions whose screens were too shrunken to encompass ugly reality. The world had changed. It made him dizzy to see how much it had changed.

He wasn't the only one to notice, of course. He could see it in the pinched faces and averted eyes of the people crowding the streets every morning and evening, and the overly-happy

hedonists who hoped to party hard enough to drown out the truth. The newspapers, too, had noticed. They kept a running total on what they cynically labelled "Signs and Prodigies." Two-headed calves, an endless series of comets, annual floods that devastated the Midwest, even a "plague of locusts" that destroyed crops in Central Africa, adding to the famine that threatened millions. Murmurs of Judgement Day, J-Day, entered ordinary conversation. He had never been a religious man, but sometimes he wondered. He glanced up into the blackness now and pulled his jacket closer, feeling a momentary chill. It was beginning to rain.

A group of people rounded the corner half a block ahead; talking, laughing. He'd been avoiding people lately. But now he longed to hear a human voice instead of the terrible ruminations that ate at his brain. He wondered if they were aware of the change, wondered if they were also filled with night fears, a nameless dread. He would ask them.

They came closer. He remembered to smile. "Do you wake up screaming?" he asked them. "Are you afraid to dream?"

The laughing crowd passed him on the street, unseeing, unheeding. The men wore form-fitting, buttocks-shaping black dress tights; the women sported fakefur coats worn open to expose their transparent blouses; the faces of both men and women were exquisitely made up. Perhaps there was a party someplace, or perhaps they were just going out for dinner. He moved awkwardly to one side as the group passed.

"Have you seen the change? Have you noticed?" Lenny Sharp found himself unable to convey his meaning. The weather, the smell of fear, the mood of the times, the hectic hopelessness that permeated the very air. He held out a beseeching hand. "The change," he whimpered. "Change."

At last one of the men noticed him. His perfect eyebrows descended in pity and his lipsticked mouth tightened in disgust. He reached into a pocketbook and pulled out a few coins.  

"Here, old man. Have a good J-Day."

Lenny stared into his hand, grey with grime, where the coins nestled. Then his other hand rose trembling to his cheek and felt with a tiny shock the week's stubble there. How long had

it been since he'd bathed or changed out of the suit he was wearing? What must he look like? No wonder they thought he was a beggar! This was terrible. He didn't want their money. What he wanted was communion.

Grimly he turned to follow them. He clutched the coins in his hand, determined to return them and redeem his dignity. Then a smoldering joint caught his eye. He bent and scooped it

up. It still had more than an inch to go.

He sucked up the aromatic smoke and closed his eyes, holding it in, holding it—keek—holding, until at last his body gave up and he collapsed coughing against the building.

When his eyes stopped watering he saw two more couples moving in the same direction the others had gone. He lurched after them. His hand crept to his pocket and dropped the coins there. The street lights and the lights from the windows of the shops held back the darkening December evening. He saw the other group ahead now, through the disconsolate drizzle. They had stopped at a display window. He could hear a voice yammering from a tiny speaker. A television was turned on. They had stopped to listen. He moved closer. He tried not to stare at the women in their fur-framed semi-nudity. Their boldness stirred no lust in him: only sadness. It was yet another symptom of the change. His attention wandered back to the television. Then he recognized the speaker: it was The Preacher.

Simon White. There was a time when he listened reverently to these weekly sermons. What had happened?

He rubbed his hands along his pants, uncomfortably aware that the crease was no longer visible. And what were those stains on his jacket? He would have to take it to the dry-cleaners. He peered between the bodies, trying to see the man and hear his words.
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CHAPTER TWO
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December 22, 1999 Planning Group Headquarters, Virginia

The two-mile length of unmarked road ended abruptly at a metal gate flanked by a stone guard house. Except for this gate, the grounds were completely surrounded by a triple barrier of heavy chain-link fencing topped by razor-sharp coils of concertina. The central fence was electrified. The grounds beyond contained no trees, no bushes, no flowers, not a single blade of grass. Just a paved Euclidean plane that turned into a parking lot in the distance. Beyond this brooded the building itself: an immense, windowless, featureless, nameless monolith of granite as leaden as the winter Virginia sky.

Lieutenant Colonel Gregory Pangborn stopped his red Dodge pickup truck at the guardhouse and handed in his pass. The guard checked the photograph on the card and compared it to the gaunt face before him. The same pale, almost lashless eyes, the same indrawn mouth, the same twisted nose, the same scar on the forehead. Pangborn waited with less than his usual patience as the guard went through his routine. Today was going to be a special day. His fingers tapped a nervous tattoo on the steering wheel as he waited.

The guard took his sweet time. He inserted the card into a reader. Examined the monitor screen. Punched an entry on his keyboard. Finally returning the pass, he opened the steel gate.

Clipping the laminated card back in place on the pocket flap of his tunic, Pangborn drove through to the parking spot that bore his name and his truck’s license number. After nine years, he was used to all the security precautions.

The paneled lobby contained only two stiff black leather couches and a pair of tables, plus a counter, behind which there was space for visitors to check their belongings with the guard. Nobody carried anything into the inner halls.

To make things even more difficult for any would-be spy, the sole copy machine operated under the constant scrutiny of television monitors and computer scanners. Any documents committed to paper were strictly accounted for. Most memos and reports were sent via the internal computer network. And that network was air-gapped: isolated from the rest of the world, especially the internet.

This was Planning Group: a military strategy think tank along the lines of the RAND Corporation, only more paranoid. 

Born in the waning days of the Cold War, its men gazed with narrow-eyed suspicion as the Rooskies “tore down that wall.” While the Evil Empire spun off its former client states, the men whispered and waited. When an active young Neo-Stalinist named V.V. Myshkin replaced the USSR’s last drunken leader, they deployed their agents. When Myshkin nationalized all the Western companies that had foolishly built plants in Russia, Planning Group shook their collective heads in horror. But it wasn’t until Myshkin defaulted on those billions of dollars in western loans that they rubbed their hands together in joyful earnest: they were back in business.

Col. Pangborn was buzzed past the lobby guard.

The structure was built to be secure. But of course the weakest link in any security system was its people. Which was why those who worked in Planning Group had been subjected to particularly intense scrutiny before being accepted. And why those who were accepted had to submit to telephone taps for a period of two years. Some believed the taps were still in place. A rumor the brass found it convenient to ignore.

Despite its rigid rules, Greg Pangborn felt at home in it. The psychological profile of Pangborn, Gregory Edward, Lt. Colonel, revealed that he was a rather old-fashioned kind of creature: a patriot. He was without politics, without ideology—he simply loved his country and followed his orders. Also noted in his file was his deeply rooted pessimism—a dark suspicion that any personal happiness he might experience was temporary and undeserved. The reasons for this had been exhaustively documented, noted and deemed innocuous and perhaps useful.

He’d joined the Air Force after high school. Went to college with the financial help available to vets. It was while he was in school that he’d come to the attention of military intelligence. His twin interests in chess and computers had led him to experiment with a new approach to the eternal problem of teaching computers to play the game. Until then, brute-force processing was seen as the certain path to ultimate victory. Indeed, just two years back, that was the technique used by Deep Blue to defeat Garry Kasparov. But Pangborn’s approach had been quite novel, using a multi-level neural net to learn strategy. Instead of needing thousands of parallel processors, his method fit on a single desktop computer, and was spectacularly successful. Only a handful of the world’s top players had ever defeated Pangborn’s demonically powerful chess program. Kasparov refused to play against it. The military congratulated Pangborn for his deep-learning approach. And promptly stamped it Top Secret.

Greg passed through the metal detector and entered the featureless inner hallways. As he walked, his every step was monitored by the tiny television cameras mounted at close intervals along his path. He no longer noticed them.

His strategic skills had been honed for dealing on many levels with battle and war planning. But, after some early work related to his chess program, his assignments had never dealt with anything so broad: instead, he was just a small cog in a huge machine. But Greg was patient. And now at last, that patience was about to be rewarded.

At the door to his section, he punched in his security code and looked into the Eye-View detector. His code called up a digitized photograph of his retina from the computer’s memory for comparison with his living retina. When the computer decided they were a match, the door was electrically unbolted and he was admitted into the Inner Sanctum. 

His office walls bore no photos, no cartoons, no articles taped up. A sweater hung on a hook behind the door. His desk was empty of pencils, stapler, clips. Any notes he might want to leave for himself were filed electronically. Even his calendar was electronic.

He turned on his computer, entered his access code and logged in. Then he went out to the central area for coffee.

“Hey, Pangborn, wasn’t it your turn to bring donuts?”

It was a standard gibe. Outside sweets were verboten. Someone might be concealing a short-wave radio inside a cruller. All food was prepared on premises and available at cost in the building’s lunchroom. But you had to eat it there. You couldn’t even bring an apple back to your office. And Greg was very fond of apples.

He sat and sipped his coffee. He hoped his new assignment would be challenging. He missed the adrenaline high of a good challenge.

Back at his computer, he worked halfheartedly at his current project: a study of the effects of various kinds of chaff on the enemy’s newest types of detection radar, examples of which had been recently obtained by unspecified means. 

He’d been at it for several hours when the summons flashed on his screen. He logged off and headed for the large conference room, which was actually a small auditorium.

He found a place next to Mitch Andresson, the tall, slender, bearded but balding full colonel who was fifteen years his senior and as close a friend as could be expected in a place that discouraged socializing and forbade discussion of each other’s assignments. They’d begun years ago as chess rivals, but their friendship had blossomed to the point that they had conversations. About global military strategy, naturally.

Mitch greeted Greg. “Glad to see you made the cut.”

General Harold Forster strode onto the stage and the men quieted. Forster was the operations manager: a technocrat who had never held a command or served in battle, but had advanced steadily through the ranks of military intelligence. Forster thanked the men for assembling promptly, made certain the heavy steel doors were shut and locked, then introduced General Elmo Hagenmeier.

Hagenmeier, or “Hagenstein” as he was popularly known, stalked onto the stage with the parody-inviting stiff-legged walk made familiar in his many television appearances. But that wasn’t the only reason for his nickname. Many believed that Hagenmeier was the creation of The Old Man, John Reitske. His entire career, it was believed, had been puppet-mastered by the wizard who was behind so much of their work at PG. 

Hagenmeier had served bravely in Vietnam—an exploding mine had given him the leg wounds responsible for his peculiar walk. He had emerged from that conflict with a captain’s bars. And rose to general very quickly afterwards. He stood at grim attention and waited until the murmuring subsided. 

His voice was gravel on steel. “Fifty eight years ago this week, in one of the most brilliant strokes in military history, the Japanese stuck the US Naval Base at Pearl Harbor.”

Behind him, a movie screen lit up with ancient footage of the attack. 

“This preemptive air strike destroyed virtually our entire Pacific Fleet. If it had been coordinated with a German attack on our eastern facilities and Washington, the course of history would have changed. But the Japanese strike, bold as it was, was not a decisive blow because it was not executed to completion.”

He stepped in front of the screen to emphasize his point. The images flickered over his face. “This is a lesson we here at Planning Group have taken deeply to heart. Should this nation ever again be targeted for such an attack, we will know how to respond. And should America ever need to employ this tactic, we will be prepared to execute it fully and flawlessly.”

The film ended. The General’s icy stare surveyed the room. “Men, I am here to ask you to participate in the most important project in the history of this institution.

“Each of you is a specialist. You have delved deeply into areas of defensive and offensive weaponry, systems and strategies. Indeed, you were selected for your overall strategic skills. And yet for years you've been asked to work with blinders on.”

Hagenmeier permitted himself a small smile. “As of now, all that has changed.”

Pangborn felt a stir of excitement.

Hagenmeier stalked across the stage. “We are about to embark on a coordinated test of the systems, strategies, tactics and, most importantly, the basic assumptions that underlie our defensive posture. You will be exposed for the first time to a broad overview of our planning.”

His words stirred a buzz in the audience. 

“I need hardly tell you how carefully each of you has been screened before being selected for this assignment. Gentlemen, consider yourselves honored. Upon the outcome of this demonstration will depend the future of the American system of government. The details of this will unfold as we work.

“Security is critical. You will not talk about it with anyone: not your wife, not your analyst, not your dog.”

General Forster joined Hagenmeier on stage. “Some of you may be aware of activity in another part of the building. That construction is now complete. If you’ll assemble at the elevator, we will conduct you to this new facility. It’s a surprise I think you’ll like.”

The doors were unbolted and the men headed for the elevators, murmuring questions at one another.

Andresson shot Pangborn a look as they walked. “At last a little excitement, eh?”

They and half the others packed into the elevator. A guard punched in a code to select their floor. Greg had never been inside this elevator before. It moved smoothly down the shaft, long enough, he guessed, to take them deep into the bedrock. But he had no idea how deep the shaft ran: there were no indicator lights to give away their speed.

At last the doors opened onto a metal-walled hallway ending in a pair of sturdy blast doors. Forster entered his code, eyeballed the lock and the doors swung slowly open.

There was a collective intake of breath at what was inside: a perfect replica of the Pentagon War Room.

The men moved into the room like wide-eyed children entering a toy store. They examined electronic maps, ran their fingers over the computers, ogled gleaming glass and steel instruments of Ultimate Power. Greg Pangborn’s flesh puckered with excitement. The game was about to begin.

A technician on loan from the supplier took the men on a tour of the facilities, explaining the functions and capabilities of each piece of equipment.

When the tour was completed, the men assembled in a small room. 

Forster waited until the excited chatter subsided. “I know you're eager to receive your assignments. Let me just go over some of the ground rules. Although security on this mission is tighter than any you've ever dealt with, we're relaxing some of our restrictions: we will permit, even encourage you to talk about your projects within this select group. We believe this kind of cross-pollination can improve productivity. And,” he smiled, “we're also removing some of the restrictions on food and drink at the work-stations. Coffee and snacks will be permitted.” He nodded to the technician, who brought in a stack of manila envelopes. Forster called the men in alphabetical order and handed each of them the thick envelope containing his assignment.

When they resumed their seats, the technician stood to give them an overview of their task. He waited a moment until he had the attention of the group. “Okay. You've each been given problems generated by another section of Planning: problems that replicate the kinds of situations the US could face in the real world in times of tension. You’ll be testing and modifying, if necessary, techniques for solving these problems.” He waited for the buzzing to subside. “There will be a test-run of your coordinated strategies in a few months, followed by extensive analysis of the results.” He looked around. “After that, the techniques you've perfected will be made available to those responsible for monitoring America’s worldwide defensive network. Please unseal your envelopes.”

Pangborn was elated at what he found inside. His assignment was a real plum: analysis of Russian spy satellite activity; in particular, their communications with Russian submarines.

“Okay, let’s take a lunch break, then we’ll get to work,” said Forster.

They filed into the lunchroom. For a change, the meal was noisy with chatter. Pangborn and Andresson compared notes, then circulated among the others. Twenty four eager technicians clustered, gobbling their sandwiches when they remembered to, poring excitedly over the contents of each other’s envelopes. Pangborn was anxious to begin. As soon as his curiosity was satisfied, he moved to his work-station and logged in.
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CHAPTER THREE
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January 3, 2000 On a flight to Utah

The drone of the airplane faded into the background of Dan Jessup’s awareness. Jimmy Nap dozed in the seat next to him.

Since they got the assignment, they’d been working their way backwards along Simon’s lifeline. They’d interviewed Project Morality officers, various school officials who used their materials, and some of Simon’s early associates when he founded the Project. Moving across the country, they’d traced Simon’s televangelism career back to its roots in Albuquerque. They’d taped anecdotes of the few people left at the TV station that launched his national fame. 

They’d also gone through WTEC’s file footage on Simon, pulling whatever segments looked interesting. They’d covered the entire period of his national fame, and managed to push back a year or so into his less-well-known history. But it was their attempted journey into his pre-history that remained frustratingly out of reach.

Dan flipped through his notes and found White’s official biography, supplied by the candidate’s office to anyone who asked. He reviewed it for the umpteenth time.

Born in 1945 at a small hospital in Chicago and placed in a Catholic orphanage. Taken in as a child and raised by a kindly older couple who traveled cross country in a trailer with him and educated him themselves, teaching him from their old textbooks and the bible itself, because they didn’t approve of the way children were taught in the public schools. Didn’t approve of the teaching of evolution, or geology, or human anatomy, or anything that didn’t fit comfortably with the Gospel. Simon had received his high school equivalency through the mails, and similarly took a few college courses by correspondence. He managed to supplement and eventually rise above his narrow education by reading a tremendous variety of books.

Then, when he was nineteen, his adoptive parents died. He was in Utah at the time, and settled in New Salem, a small farming community. He stayed for a dozen years or so, married one of the young women there, had three children. Then on August 14, 1976, tragedy struck: a fire swept through his home. His wife and all three of his children were lost. He was badly burned trying to save them. After a slow and painful recovery and several lost years, he experienced a religious conversion.

The New Salem part of the story, if confirmed, would be their furthest penetration into Simon’s origins. It was why he and Jimmy were on this flight. He glanced out the window and found the shadow of their airplane on the snowfields below. He went back to his files.

Under the tutelage of a Minister Forbush, Simon began to speak out at meetings. He discovered a natural charismatic gift, which greatly surprised him because his upbringing had made him shy and taciturn. This he regarded as God’s way of inviting him to the Calling. He spoke at religious gatherings throughout the rural west.

The file contained copies of newspaper accounts from the early `80s. Even back then, his message wasn’t limited to the usual religious preachments; rather, it was a “clarion call for the morality of our forefathers.” That was his great theme.

His destiny was made when he was heard by a wealthy New Mexico landowner named Melvin La Baron. La Baron was big in agri-business and oil. He also owned a radio station in Albuquerque that combined religious programming with inspirational music. He invited Simon to speak from his electronic pulpit.

Simon’s following mushroomed, and soon he made the transition to television, where his program was so popular it soon was syndicated to stations across the south, and then into the north as well. He drew a relatively modest income from the fees, and Dan had found nothing in his lifestyle to contradict that. His fame and his following grew. By the time he established Project Morality, he’d already taken his place on the national stage. He continued to speak out on moral issues. He opposed the growth of hedonism in all its forms: free love, sexual “deviance,” gluttony, greed and hard-heartedness. His message seemed to be exactly what the country needed. His sermons were popular with people of all Judeo-Christian religions: Catholics, Protestants, Evangelicals of various stripes, and Jews. 

The official document concluded, “His message comes directly from the heart and speaks to the deepest feelings and concerns of good people from coast to coast, achieving popularity unparalleled in modern times.” 

Jessup had done what he could to supplement the official biography. He’d begun by burrowing into WTEC’s vast electronic data resources.

For instance, just how popular was Simon White?

A quick check had told him: extremely. Every week, tens of millions of Simon’s followers used to sit riveted to their televisions, enthralled by his sermons, moved by his appeals, inspired to donate heavily. It was documented by independent audit that, other than the salaries of the employees, every dime Simon White’s Project Morality took in was spent on charitable works. The project’s accomplishments were legendary, winning accolades and endorsements from every respected institution in America. 

Simon’s appeal was by no means restricted to the Bible Belt. Morality was Very Big all across the land in these days of rampant debauchery. Furthermore, the preacher was much more than a one-issue candidate. In fact, the issues he espoused made him something of an anomaly. His belief in morality extended to ethics in government, and corporate responsibility for environmental pollution. He favored strict gun control. Restoration of military spending after the slashing it had endured from the incumbent president, Robert. McLean. And he endorsed women’s rights, except, of course, the right to abortion on demand. This decidedly odd mixture won him support among virtually every important voting bloc, although much of that support was considered “soft.” Still, it made him an impressive and formidable contender. 

Jessup had looked deeper, of course, seeking cracks in the facade—inconsistencies in his message. And in fact, there were a few. 

For example, while Simon White preached about ecology, morality, peace, tolerance and good will, some followers didn’t practice what Simon preached. In a typical recent incident, “Simon’s Saviors,” a notorious motorcycle gang, went on a rampage in a small Wyoming town, smashing windows, tossing smoke-bombs, terrorizing citizens. They were just one of dozens of Ultra-Right groups that zealously endorsed Simon. With their shaved heads and distinctive tattoos, these hooligans brooked no disagreements with The Word of their latter-day Lord. Every week, following Simon’s broadcast, dozens of similar incidents were reported in places as diverse as Arkansas, Montana, Northern Florida, Southern California, Utah, Texas and Indiana. But whenever he was called upon to disavow his violent disciples, Simon turned the issue aside.

Then there was the source of Simon’s backing. Before he’d declared, a vast army of volunteers was already in the field, doing impressive groundwork. Who had assembled the amazing team of professionals that had come together to launch his political career? 

When Simon finally did declare, his support came from a remarkably broad political spectrum: from business, education, heavy industry, military, his millions of followers. He even had his cadre of show business celebrities. And not a dime came from his ministry.

Jessup put his files back inside his briefcase and closed his eyes as the airplane droned westward towards their destination in Utah.

The De Luxe Motel wasn’t. It was flat-roofed and ugly and the pink paint was peeling from the walls. Jessup slouched in front of the entrance in the dull afternoon light, the wind knifing through his thin jacket, waiting for Jim Nap to come down.

Twelve years of Simon’s pre-history had taken place in and around New Salem. From their brief inspection of the empty town, it looked like those years would remain prehistoric. They were staying in the still-surviving town of Bright, population 506 and declining.

Jim came out of the lobby. “Well, while we've been dicking around out here in the desert, we missed a major story in New York. Guy kills his entire family, blows his brains out.”

“Damn, I wish we were back there.”

“I talked to Chapman. He said he had plenty of coverage. Strickland and Mendez were there. He was raving about the footage they got. And the interviews with the cops.”

“Fuck. Strickland catches all the breaks.” 

Nap nodded at the diner across the street. “I need some coffee.”

Ed’s Diner didn’t help Jessup’s depression. He stopped inside the door and looked the place over. A few silent old men sat at the counter. Clinging to the fly-specked ceiling, the fluorescent fixtures flickered dimly. The cook could be seen at the pass-through, picking his nose. Christ, he thought, I wish I was back in New York.

They sat on the worn red plastic seats of a booth.

Nap handed him a greasy menu. Jessup barely glanced at it. A waitress with dyed red hair and a name tag that said Lavinia sauntered over. “Booths are reserved for parties of three or more at lunch time,” she informed them.

Dan stared at her.

“Just kidding,” she said with a buck-toothed grin. “I always say that to strangers. Naw, this place don’t never fill up.” 

“How’s the coffee?” asked Jim.

“Terrible,” she responded. “Two?”

They nodded.

“How ‘bout some pie?” she offered. “Made by a gal brings `em around herself.”

Nap shook his head, but Jessup was tempted. “I’ll take a chance, I guess.”

“So what do you think?” asked Nap.

“I don’t know, Jim. We’ll be lucky if we get anything worth the cost of the videotape, let alone the airfare.” 

That morning, they’d driven from Bright into New Salem. A series of dust storms had blown most of the town away. It looked like only one or two inhabitants remained. The rest had either scattered, or more likely, died of old age. “What a wild goose chase,” he muttered. “New Salem, Utah: population six, during the tourist season.”

The waitress returned with their coffee and pie.

Just because she was hanging over them, Jessup asked her, “You ever hear of a little place called New Salem?”

“Here in Utah?”

He sighed. Obviously she hadn’t. “It was a farming town about thirty miles from here. A friend told us he lived there when he was a kid. We thought it would be interesting to talk to some of the people from the town.”

Nap said, “Hey, what’s the matter with you, Dan? That was twenty five years ago. Lavinia was just a little girl back then.” Vertical lines stacked up like multiple parentheses framing Nap’s sardonic grin. “You wouldn’t know anything about what happened to the place, would you? We ran out there this morning and found a bunch of empty houses and stores.”

She sat companionably next to Dan in the booth. “Well, I've only been around these parts about five years, but there’s an old geezer of a travelin’ salesman comes here now and then—he grew up around here. You boys stayin’ up at the De Luxe?” She emphasized the first syllable.

“Just for a day or two,” said Jessup.

“When he’s in town he comes here for his dinner. If he shows up I can send the busboy across the street to fetch you.”

“Thanks,” said Jessup. 

He took a forkful of the pie, washed it down with the coffee. He had a sinking feeling his career as a journalist was winding down. Unless they could come up with something new, their report would be one big yawn. 

With New Salem a washout, the only other things they’d found were some vague references to places where Simon had spent time as a child and teenager. It seemed The Great Man had a poor memory for his youth, which he said was boring and not very happy. 

Hell, thought Jessup, his own youth in Memphis hadn’t been all that happy either. But he guessed he remembered as much of it as most people. Remembered the way his father, whom he’d looked up to almost as a god, had run off when he was ten. And the way his mother cried into her coffee mug—the one with the ducks on the sides that he’d gotten her for her birthday—and how she always kept a balled-up napkin in her sleeve to wipe her eyes with. 

It seemed to go on forever, her crying. Then it ended, and she started dating again. And he remembered how he felt about that: like she was doing something wrong, cheating on his dad, even though he knew it wasn’t fair to feel that way.

Couldn’t Simon White remember neat stuff like that?

“More coffee, boys?”

“Yeah,” said Nap, “but put it in a can with a spout. My car needs an oil change.”

She grinned. “I like that. I might use it.” She sauntered away with the carafe.

They dropped a few dollars on the table.

As they crossed the street, Nap said, “It’s getting on towards lunch time. Maybe we should head back to New Salem and see if any of the ghosts come in for some grub.”

Jessup scuffed at some dirt. There was nothing else to do. The one movie theater in town was dark, its marquis shattered.

They made the long drive back to New Salem. Maybe they were just unlucky the first time. One or two of the houses had appeared to be occupied, though he couldn't imagine why.

As Jessup drove them along the narrow county road, he asked Nap how he got into the business. It was a subject he'd had some curiosity about, but until now, he hadn't felt comfortable asking his new partner about it.

Nap lit up a joint and sucked in the smoke, holding it in seemingly forever as his eyes puckered, examining his memories. He passed it to Jessup, who took a deep hit himself.

“Long story short, my dad was a doctor in Nam. Got killed. I grew up on the streets of Saigon. Fell into a thing with an American photojournalist. When Saigon fell, he got me transplanted to a New York newspaper.” He took back the joint, sucked it down and, when Jessup declined his offer of another hit, flipped it out the window. “So what’s your story?”

“When I was just a kid I got into the whole gonzo journalism thing. Hunter Thompson. Subjective reporting. Wise ass writing.” Jessup’s mood had been darkened by the one hit he’d inhaled. “It felt more authentic than all the bullshit talking heads. Dan Rather, Peter Jennings, Tom Brokaw. They’re still at it.”

His grin felt pasted on.

“Anyway, it was Thompson who drew me to journalism. Him and Edison Carter.”

“Who?”

“Max Headroom. Those shows ran just as I was starting college.”

“I loved that guy! He was so fuckin’ subversive.”

Jessup thought about it. “I majored in history and journalism. Somehow or other I got my degree, got a job at a small TV station as a runner, then I worked my way right to the top.”

Nap laughed his silent laugh. “So much for the advantages of a college degree.”

“Yeah.” Jessup knew why he’d gotten into it, all right: for the big story, the big glory. More than anything he’d wanted to appear on television and do a sensational exposé. Find some sanctimonious inflated son of a bitch and poke a hole in his image. He couldn’t bring himself to mention his first major scoop, an award winner that brought down a trio of corrupt legislators in Springfield, Illinois. And what that had cost him. 

Rebecca was his first love. First and only. It was shortly after the scoop that launched his career that Becca was killed. As an act of revenge by the people he’d exposed. He never really got over the loss. In trying to avoid a repeat of that horrific outcome, he’d locked himself into a cement vault. Locked his heart away as a defensive measure. Left Chicago. Moved to New York.

But Jimmy, still riding his high, floated a pertinent question. “Tell me something, partner. How come you’re such a pussy hound?”

Jessup had faced this question before. By now, his answer was glib. “I’m allergic to commitment. Job like mine, like ours, makes it hard to develop long term relationships. Anyway, what’s wrong with getting your dick wet?”

Jimmy wasn’t buying it. “Hey, I’m divorced, so I know all about that shit. But I’m not out chasing tail.”

“I guess that makes you a better man than me. But that’s not a very high bar.”

Besides the abandoned homes and boarded-up buildings, the empty shops with empty apartments upstairs, the most imposing structure in New Salem was the old church with its tall slender spire. A few blocks away they found a structure made of corrugated metal with a rounded roof. A faded sign rattling in the stiff January wind said, Tractors, Farm Machinery, Parts. The streets were cracked and weedy and root-sprung. The few trees stood nude and dispirited amidst the decay. 

Jessup drove over a picturesque wooden bridge that crossed the ravine, then turned towards a group of small wood frame houses. Most were in wretched shape: windows broken out, steps collapsing. He pulled up by one of the few that looked like it might still be occupied.

Jimmy Nap got out and peered in the window, shook his head. He pointed down the street and started walking.  

Jessup watched from the car as Nap looked into a few windows. He returned to the car. “Nothing but dust.”

Jessup restarted the engine, and they cruised around the silent streets for a time. 

Jimmy pointed. “Green grass.” 

Jessup pulled over. 

It was a small cottage with gray painted shingles covering the front wall. They got out 

and looked around. The walk looked like it had been swept recently.

Jessup knocked on the door. Silence. After a minute, he knocked again, louder.

“Hold on, hold on, I’m coming,” called a voice from the rear of the house.

Jessup glanced at Nap. “Pay dirt. Maybe.” He peered through the window, retreating just as the door opened.

“Yes? What can I do for you fellers?” The old man spoke with a thick lazy Western drawl, but he stood lean and erect and his eyes were wary and alert. He wore his hair cropped short, and sported a tiny gold stud earring in one ear.

Jessup introduced himself and his partner and explained their mission. “We're hoping to interview people here in New Salem who knew Simon White as a young man.”

“Uh-huh, uh-huh, well, sure, sure thing fellers. The name’s Brownlee. Reuben Brownlee. ‘Course I remember Simon. Come on in.” He held open the door.

They followed him inside.

“Just have a seat. Can I get you anything? Some beers?”

“Sure, that’d be fine,” said Jessup, too energized to sit.

While the old man was in the kitchen, he moved around the living room. It was done in drab green and yellow, clean but impersonal. No family portraits, no trophies on the mantle, no collection of ceramic figurines or books on the shelf.

Nap noticed it too. “Who does his interiors? Howard Johnson?” He squinted at the walls. “I’ll have to bring in lights if we're going to tape inside. You suppose he’s got electricity?”

“Electricity?” said the old man, returning with three beers. “‘Course I got electricity! You think I keep these suckers in an ice bucket in case comp'ny drops by?” He popped the tops, handed them out and took his place in the reclining chair.

“We, uh, need our camera.”

The old man followed them to the door and stood watching as Jessup opened the trunk of the rental car and he and Jimmy carried in the equipment.

Jim quickly mounted the camera on the tripod and set the lights, aiming them at the ceiling to minimize glare and shadows. When he was finished, he settled the old man in the chair, clipped the mike to his shirt, checked the focus and started recording. He noted the index number in his log and nodded.

Jessup took a long swallow and set his beer on the floor. “Maybe you can tell us about yourself first, Mr. Brownlee. For instance, how long have you lived in New Salem?”

“Oh hell, I guess better'n fifty years. ‘Course the town’s changed some.” He cackled and sipped at his beer. “This here was a thriving little farming community. Was a good righteous place. Folks around here took their religion serious. I ran a hardware store. Did pretty well.”

Jessup gave him an encouraging nod.

“Was a nice place to live. A close community. Simon White settled here—oh gosh, it must have been thirty-five years ago. He was just a young feller then. Tall boy, he was; kinda beefy and soft-looking. A real quiet one, like he wasn’t used to being around people much.” Reuben picked up his beer. His eyes narrowed over the can, watching them alertly while he sipped. Then he cradled it on his thigh and belched quietly.

“He went to work for one of the bigger farms. The Bradburn place. Old man Bradburn was a tough old coot, a hard man to work for, but the boy did what he was told. A good worker, he was. Serious. Not like to run off on a Sattiday night and drink with the other hands. 

“This Bradburn had a daughter, a pretty young thing, I b’lieve just over fourteen. Well, sir, Martha took a liking to Simon, and started hanging around him and all. Now Simon, he didn’t know nothing about women. You could see that just looking at him and the way he’d blush whenever she came around. She liked to tease him.” He chuckled.

“That went on, must've been two years at least. Then one day Farmer Bradburn tuck the boy aside and had a long talk with him. Next thing you know, a weddin’ was announced. — ‘scuse me.” He got up and went to the window. 

“I b'lieve that was George Motley just drove by. He’s lived in New Salem every bit as long as me. I bet he’d be tickled to have you fellers put him on the television. Want me to holler him over?”

He pulled the door open and yelled, “Hey Georgie, come on over here!”

Jessup and Nap exchanged a look. This was turning out better than they’d hoped. The old man looked good, and told a pretty decent story. Adding a second person could make for a lively sequence. Best of all, it was their exclusive. 

George Motley was in his late seventies, tall and as straight as a Utah fence post. His eyes were close-set, bright and beady, and his movements reminded Jessup of a crane in a marsh: step-step-pause, cocking an eye as if watching for a fish, then moving on again, slow and stately.

When Jim resumed recording, Jessup had Reuben introduce his friend.

“You were about to tell us about the wedding.”

“That was some celebration,” said the old man, turning to his friend for confirmation.

“It was. I ‘member it well,” said George, nodding slowly, eyes squinting.

“The whole town turned up for the affair,” said Reuben. “They was hitched in the old church, and Bradburn threw a big party after.”

“He deeded four hundred acres to the newlyweds,” George put in.

“If he was a hard worker before, you shoulda seen him now he had his own place. Made a go of it, too.”

The old men traded stories about Simon White. Between the two of them they eventually accounted for his entire time in New Salem. They took a break while Reuben cooked some pork chops and mashed potatoes for their mid-day meal. 

George filled the time, telling them about his own shrinking family. He was the only survivor of the epidemic that took his wife and children along with most of the town.

Afterwards, they returned to the living room and Reuben filled his pipe with tobacco, got it drawing properly, then leaned forward and told the tragic story of the fire.

“It happened in the middle of the night. They was all asleep when that house just lit up like a torch. Simon got out the winder, then he clumb right back in for his wife. But she must've gone into the baby’s room, because he couldn’t find her. He come back out and ran around to the other rooms from outside. By then the fire was so high there was nothin’ he could do. The neighbors were there now, understand, and three or four of the men had to hold him down to keep him from goin’ back in there. As it was, he was badly burned. Arms all blistered up and raw, eyebrows and hair all singed off, screamin’ and cryin’ and carryin’ on—oh, it was awful. I still remember the smell of burnin’ flesh.”

George nodded, his bright, beady eyes solemn. “Awful.”

“After that, Simon never was the same. Seemed to just give up. Months went by. Maybe a year or so.” He puffed on his pipe.

“One day a visiting minister came by to preach. Forbush. Father Welsley, he was our preacher, told him about Simon. Forbush stayed on for a couple weeks and counseled the poor young man. That’s what changed him. It was like he had a new purpose. Cleaned up his property, sold it back to his father-in-law for half what it was worth, and went off with the minister. That was the last we saw of him.” 

George rocked back and forth. “Yep, yep.”

With a glance at Jimmy, Jessup said, “Looks like the whole population of New Salem just disappeared. Almost like an alien abduction.”

“Time and typhoid can do that,” Reuben said.

“Ever hear from any of your old friends and neighbors? Ever write to them?”

“I don’t b’lieve there’s any of them left.”

Jessup blinked. “You're not serious.”

“Dead serious,” echoed George. “I b'lieve me and Rube are the last two citizens of New Salem in the whole wide world. —Other than Simon hisself, of course.”

“And Webster Tierney,” added Reuben with a slight smile.

George turned to him, puzzled.

“Twisty feller. Kept to himself, mostly,” said Reuben.

George nodded then. “Oh right, I remember him. So that makes four then. The last four in the whole wide world.”

Jessup was silent. Finding these two witnesses of Simon’s conversion was
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