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I’ve never been one to tarry when things are over. 

The battles in and around Versailles ended almost immediately after my friends and I critically crippled the Others’ ability to make war. 

It took a little while for the news to get around that we’d destroyed or rendered useless well over half their machinery and almost all of their ammunition. But the news did get around, and over the next few days, the war wound down in the rest of the country as well. 

So it was time to leave. 

Driven mainly by my past and partly from a desire to avoid entanglements, I’d become a right-aligned, adrenaline-fueled life form. 

I used to believe I was a Normal, just another guy doing the best he could with what he was given. But the longer I lived and the more people I met—even in the circles of warriors in which I moved—I realized being normal, leading a routine life, could only be a fantasy for me. 

I had a less-than-usual childhood, and I can’t remember much about it. But I remember there were bull whips and racing quirts and two-by-fours involved more often than not in my father’s version of discipline. And always he was on the other end, swinging as hard as he could. A bit of a sadist, my old man. 

And I remember that two years before I was of legal age, I ran away to the next state over and joined the Marine Corps. It wasn’t difficult to prove my age. There were no driver’s licenses or other ID cards back then, and make-believe birth certificates were easily lost in make-believe fires. And the Corps was hungry. There were uprisings in China to be quelled, and smaller skirmishes going on in Nicaragua, Haiti, the Dominican Republic and other places.

I learned many things in those early days, and I learned them quickly. But three things stood out. The first was a self-realization. I enjoyed the independence of moving from one place to another on foot. Going on foot was the only self-reliant mode of travel. It negated the possibility of failure due to an overheated engine or a lame horse. It negated the possibility that excuses might shoulder aside results.

The second was an external sensation that I quickly internalized and made my own. I was immediately and strongly attracted to the new “machine” guns. They actually spit bullets faster than a man could pull the trigger of even the most modern rifles. You had only to pull the trigger of a machine gun once, then keep it on target. Well, that and keep one eye on the situation so you could release the trigger in time to avoid melting down the barrel.

And third, the first time I witnessed an intentional explosion, I was thrilled. There was a science to it that went far beyond calculating distance and wind direction and the weight and rate of descent of the projectile, as was necessary with rifles and machine guns. Yet as I soon learned, a good operator could aim an explosion just as accurately as he could aim anything else. He could tailor the shrapnel and the explosive impact itself to move in a certain direction. He could even cause the shrapnel to travel a certain distance in a certain amount of time and saturate a specific plane horizontally and vertically. 

Want to collapse a cave entrance without harming the vegetation that’s concealing your guys some thirty feet away? I’m your guy. Want to derail and topple only the fifth car in a train carrying troops and tanks without harming either the engine, the coal car, or the several tank-laden flatbeds at the back? Give me a call. I can drop one or both ends of a bridge and leave the center standing, or vice versa.

But in the fertile training ground of the Marine Corps there were too many rules. Too often I wasn’t allowed to do things that might end the fighting early and save lives because I couldn’t make the brass understand the necessity. Too often I was ordered to stand down when every instinct was driving me to stand up. So when my hitch was over, and when the uprising in Nicaragua was quelled, I left the Corps. 

From there, as is often the case with warriors, I joined a police department. I did some good there, but again there were too many rules. 

For one thing, despite any perceived or actual threats, the police officer can only respond and defend himself. He isn’t allowed to take the fight to the criminal. As my captain and more than one judge reminded me on several occasions, criminals have rights. Not once did they ever refer to the victims’ or the police officers’ rights. 

And for another, the politics. Fat cats got fatter and losers got leaner, and all too often the fat cats were criminals hiding behind suits or robes. All right. So that was enough of that.

Despite the wartime environment, I remembered how beautiful the Central and South American landscapes were. I was free and well over 21, so I decided to travel. There were wars and rumors of wars, as they say, across the Atlantic.

But I was also tired and disillusioned and, so I thought, longing for a routine life.

A brief stint with a small fishing fleet on the coast of Spain—my only attempt to escape my destiny and hold down a normal job—ended when I was attacked by a man with a knife. I had the audacity to defend myself. More than that, though, I had another realization. I was unable not to defend myself. And in a way, secretly, I was happy the man had attacked me. He was fatally wounded and died at the end of the skirmish, but then, all of that was on him.

My boss didn’t see it that way. He referenced my time as a Marine and my time as a cop and said perhaps I was more suited for “jobs like that.”

As much as I hate to admit it, he was right.

And here we are.
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The past is only the past. There’s nothing to be done about it. But the present is magic. The present holds endless possibilities for the future. And that present consists primarily of a woman named Marie Delacroix. The woman is incredible. She and I, along with other compatriots, recently delivered what we thought was a killing blow to those attempting a takeover of this country. 

Over the past few weeks, Marie proved herself a capable warrior in her own right. She also became my trusted friend and companion, and the world’s most fervent lover.  Together, we had survived both the heat of battle and the flames of passion. 

Now, on the morning after the decisive strike, we slept a little longer.

We were comfortable in the room afforded us by our colleagues. It was small but comfortable, and situated in the second story of the building in which they held their meetings. 

Aside from the cast-iron spindle bed, which was covered with a white and rose chenille bedspread, there was a small chest of drawers, a small, square folding table and two metal chairs. A single bare bulb hung from a wire in the center of the ceiling. A small door to the right opened on a bathroom.  

When we got up, we dressed a little more slowly, though still limited to our utilitarian blue dungarees and our khaki, long-sleeved shirts.

Then we talked awhile, comfortably and calmly, as we hadn’t been able to do for weeks. And Marie and I had decided moments earlier we wanted a lifetime together. 

She was an amazing woman.

“Nick,” she said, “I’ve been thinking. Maybe we should try it your way. But altered a little.”

“My way?”

She nodded. “Maybe we should find a place where we can just live, Nick. You know, a normal life with a house in a town somewhere and the sounds of the radio and the silverware clattering on the table and—” Her face flushed pink. “And children’s voices.” Then she came and snuggled against my shoulder. 

As I closed my arms around her, she said, “It will be our place. A place to eat dinner and be together—when you’re home.”

It all sounded wonderful to me. But with that last part, she lost me again. I leaned back, looked down at her. “When I’m home? But I can get a regular job, Marie. I can be home every night, and—”

She laughed quietly, reached up and put her index finger over my lips. “I know you, my love. I know who you are, and I know for what you are suited. And I can do what you do. I know that now, and it is a good thing to know. But it is not what I’m suited for.” She nestled against my chest again.

I grinned, the scent of her hair filling my nose. “Oh? And what are you suited for?”

I swear, she purred against my chest. “Bearing your children and celebrating each time you return.”

She was serious. I wasn’t sure what to say. “Are you certain, Marie?”

She grinned broadly. “I have never been so sure of anything in my life.” She hesitated, then said, “We will be married, yes?”

Oh, god yes. I nodded. “Oh god yes.”

She laughed and raised her head. “In that case, I have one other thing to share with you.”

She crossed the room and knelt to search through the duffel bag that had been her wardrobe for the past few weeks. Eventually she pulled out a small fold of flannel. 

She pinched it between her right thumb and forefinger, then gingerly placed it into her open left palm and held it up so I could see it. On the other side of her hand, her smile was radiant.

“What is it?” I said.

“It’s all I have left of my parents. Or of myself, really. An heirloom of sorts.” Then she folded her hand over the small bundle and turned away toward the bathroom. “I’ll be back in a moment. Then you will see.”

I sat on the end of the bed and waited, but I needn’t have bothered. 

She was back in only several seconds, and I rose from the bed again.

I thought I’d seen her most beautiful smile, but she had reserved it for this moment. She crossed the room toward me. Her raven hair was swept back over both shoulders, and a slight glimmer that could only be welling tears filled the lower part of the deepest blue eyes I’d ever seen. 

She raised one hand toward her left ear and turned her head slightly. “Do you like them?” Then she turned her head slightly the other way. 

On each previously unadorned earlobe was a tiny gold disc. Polished by the flannel cloth, they glistened even in the dim light. Knowing such things were important to French women, I said, “They’re absolutely beautiful, Marie. But why—”

“I wore them every day since I could remember until I became the operator of the safe house. I couldn’t be sure my parents would approve, and I didn’t want to lose them if something bad happened. That night I removed them and folded them in the cloth.”

She smiled again, radiant, and moved into my arms. “But now—now I know they and I are safe.”

She turned her head, snuggled against my chest again, and I held her that way for a long moment.

But there were things to do. Plans and announcements to make. Goodbyes to say. 

I hugged her warmly, then moved her back to arm’s length. “Have I told you how proud I am of you, my love?”

She looked up at me, beaming. “And I you, Nick.” Then she laughed. “But now I am ravenous.” 

I grinned. “Me too.” I gathered her into my arms and kissed her, deeply, hungrily, as if I never wanted to let her go.

After a moment, she broke the kiss and danced back out of my reach. She laughed. “You are incorrigible, Mr. Spalding.” Then she took my hand. “Shall we go eat?”

Well, there you go. The smells and sounds filtering up the stairs said breakfast was waiting, and my woman was ravenous.

Together we crossed the room. I opened the door, and we descended the stairs.

As we passed through the kitchen, the cooks were busy at the stove, preparing eggs and sausage and bacon and toast. Only one, the older of the two, even glanced around as we passed, and he only nodded. I hadn’t caught his name earlier, but then, we wouldn’t be here much longer.

As we approached the door to the hall, I reached past her and shoved it open dramatically.

She entered first, and the roomful of men cheered loudly. 

Imagine the reaction had she been in an attractive dress! 

I followed, slipped my arm about Marie’s waist, wearing probably the broadest smile I’d ever worn. 
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Most of the men and the few women at the tables in the hall already had plates of food in front of them. They were all dressed similarly, in the makeshift uniforms they’d worn before, though most of them were clean. Mostly khaki trousers or jeans and khaki shirts. But at the moment they were paying their food no mind. All eyes were on Marie. The cheering continued.

To my right front, Michel Rousseau was in his place at the far end of the main table. He’d found time to change clothes. He was wearing a dark blue civilian suit and tie. Maybe the war really was over.

Near him at that end and behind the table were André Pinchot and his son, Alexander, both in civilian suits also. Next was Phillipe Raices in a clean white shirt, then René Pinchot at the near end in a suit similar to Michel’s, and then Ariel Simflis, also in a suit, though his was a rich, chocolate brown. Ariel was also the police chief, and I thought he might have shown up in that uniform. 

Two chairs were vacant between Ariel and Michel. 

I nodded at Michel, then stopped a few feet inside the room and held up one hand.

The applause and cheering faded to a hushed mumbling.

I said, “An announcement, my friends.” I gestured toward Marie. “Only moments ago, the lovely Miss Delacroix consented to become my wife.”

As Marie’s face went pink, wild cheering erupted again.

I held up my hand. Before the room was fully quiet again, I said, “We must take our leave soon. But first, let’s enjoy a meal together.”

Again the cheering began, but more quietly as those in the hall returned their attention to their plates of food. 

I guided Marie toward the empty chairs at the table and seated her next to Michel. 

As if on cue, the double doors to the kitchen swung open wide and both cooks came through, their arms laden with plates. As the doors clack-clacked shut behind them, they moved to serve those at the head table. They set a plate in front of Marie first, then served Michel and René. 

As I was the last to take my chair, I was also the last to be served. 

When I was seated and the cooks had gone back to the kitchen, Michel leaned slightly forward. Over the quiet humming of conversation in the room, he said, “Congratulations to you, Nick. You are a very lucky man.” He smiled and glanced at Marie. “And our best wishes to the lovely bride to be, of course.” He shifted his gaze back to me. “Will you remain here, do you think?”

Marie said, “No. We have decided to leave, though we might return later. Nick has seen much of the world, but I have seen little. And recent events have opened my eyes.”

I grinned at Michel. “What she said. That’s what we’re going to do.”

Michel’s smile broadened. He leaned back a bit in his chair and splayed his hands. “And so I see that you are wiser than even I gave you credit for.” He laughed, then leaned forward again. Quietly, he said, “But my friends, unless you already have plans or a place to stay—” He paused, then gestured around the table. “We have talked, and you are welcome to keep your room here as long as you like.”

The men around the table nodded.

Marie smiled in their general direction, then turned to Michel. “Merci, Michel. But we will be—”

I touched her arm. To Michel I said, “We appreciate your gracious offer, and we will take you up on it.” I glance at Marie, then back to Michel. “For another day or two, at least, if you’re sure it’s all right.” 

Again the men around the table nodded their assent. 

I leaned over and put my lips next to Marie’s right ear. “It’s only for a day or two. We need time to settle our plans.”

She nodded and we both turned our attention to our breakfast.

There came the sound of distant gunfire—only a few shots. And behind me at the front of the hall the heavy door flew open and banged against the wall. In a loud, angry voice someone yelled, “Where is the American instigator?”

As I twisted around in my chair, the man, centered in the doorway with his feet about shoulder width apart. He wore all white, complete with a white beret, and for a crazy moment I thought he might be an angel. But across his body was an automatic weapon with a shoulder stock. That and the thin leather strap that formed the sling were in stark contrast against the white background.

He didn’t look familiar to me at all. What’s going on?

And as he raised the weapon and swung it across his body, he squeezed the trigger.

The sound was deafening in the space. Chips and dust from the white-painted concrete block flew from the wall on his right, then above our table, then the wall on his left.

All over the hall, chairs and even tables overturned and men fell to one side or the other. From the scuffling sounds, those at my table were no exception.

I grabbed behind me for Marie, found her arm and pushed it hard in an effort to get her under the table. “Go!” 

She fell away from me as if someone had pulled her. 

I dove forward and rolled toward the nearest table on the floor, which was overturned at an angle to the armed man. I stopped with my right side against the bottom of the table, my legs splayed before me. Something dug uncomfortably into the right cheek of my bottom.

Two other men and a woman were crouched behind me.

“Where is he?” the man yelled, then rattled off another long, staccato burst.

I glanced back at the table.

The concrete chips were flying again, but still from high above the table.

Of all the tables in the room, that was the only one that was made of thick wood. It would have afforded some protection, but it was still upright. 

Beneath it at the left end, Michel was crouched, his arms spread. Dust from the wall had sprinkled down on his suit. Tight up against him on his left side, André Pinchot sat flat on his behind. The other men were a blur in my peripheral vision. Behind and between Michel and André, I caught a glimpse of Marie’s hair. She was all right. 

Why had the man fired twice, but both times over everyone’s heads?

Maybe all he wanted was me.

The weapons. Mine and Marie’s weapons were up in our room. Did nobody else here have a firearm?

But this was supposed to be a safe place. Especially when everything had ended last night. Or so we had thought. 

Besides, there were guards outside, at either end of the alley and in the garage. 

But the distant sound of shots earlier. Had this man killed the guards?

I worked my legs up under me, swiveled and moved into a crouch, making sure to keep my head below the top of the table. Something or someone patted me on the behind.

It must be my imagination.

In a stage-whisper, Marie hissed, “Nick!”

Again, something or someone touched me on the behind. I felt the weight of something solid again, whatever I’d landed on earlier, in my right hip pocket.

I had to get the man’s attention. “I’m here!” I said, and waved my left arm above the edge of the table. I felt silly. The other tables in the hall were cheap, made of some kind of amalgam of wood chips. If he chose to fire into the tables, the bullets would pass straight through.

The man yelled, “You! You are the American? If you are, stand up!”

Again something pressed against my right rear pocket, hard, like maybe I’d been lightly punched. In French, someone whispered, “Une arme à feu!”

A gun?

And I remembered. The tiny .22 caliber pistol Marie had taken from the man in the cave. It seemed a lifetime ago. We’d been carrying it around ever since, but neither of us hardly gave it a thought anymore.

I eased my right hand back. Felt my pocket. 

It was definitely the .22. 

I slipped my thumb and forefinger into my pocket, eased it up and out. My hand practically swallowed it.

My hand still behind my back, I felt for the safety with my thumb. Eased it to the position that I hoped was off.

Loudly, I said, “I’m here. It’s me. Can we talk?”

The man laughed. In a surprisingly calm voice, he said, “Stand up, American. It will be my pleasure to forever cure you of wanting to talk.”

“All right. But don’t hurt anyone else, all right? These are your countrymen.”

“I don’t give my word to dogs. But for my cousin, I want only you. Come out, and—”

And I came out. 

In a single motion, I stood, took a step with my left foot to square myself, raised the .22 and fired seven shots.

The explosions, though loud in the enclosed space, were nothing compared to the sound made earlier by the larger caliber weapon.

Which went slack in his hands and dangled harmlessly about his neck.

He gaped at me, a growing red stain on his chest. He raised his right arm, pointed at me. “But you—” he said, and dropped to his knees, then fell forward onto his face. 
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