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  He clasps the crag with crooked hands;


  Close to the sun in lonely lands,


  Ring'd with the azure world, he stands.


  The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls;


  He watches from his mountain walls,


  And like a thunderbolt he falls.


  The Eagle: A Fragment,


  Lord Alfred Tennyson, 1851


  Prologue


  Novum principium  New beginning


  God damn it! Alica Wise yelled at herself for the fourth time, having missed her exit to the auxiliary control room. As her car narrowly missed other vehicles fleeing the Merrimack Valley, she knew that every minute the Foreign Intelligence Agency's operation center was offline was another minute her country was at risk of attack.


  It's already under attack! Bombs, fires, cyber attacks. How is he doing all this? He has to have help, she thought. Maybe hes got his old support team back? Martinez and Perez have been gone as long as Burns has, even longer!


  With the operations center's backup system still dark, that could only mean trouble.


  How the hell could you be so stupid! she continued to berate herself. Finally she arrived and her car vaulted into the parking lot after narrowly missing an ambulance going in the opposite direction.


  Stopping her car right at the private bank's front door, Wise jumped out with her semi-automatic weapon poised to shoot as she cautiously entered the building. Even as she took a whiff of air and knew the smell of discharged gunpowder, she was more disturbed by the silence in the entire building. Before climbing upstairs to the auxiliary control room, she peered into the now-empty bank.


  Odd. There's always someone here. If there was a gun fight, I bet it cleared out pretty quick. She looked left and right and saw that it was clear. Silent and still the environment was unnerving. After seconds of scanning she focused back upstairs as perspiration began to form on her brow. For early May, it was still warm, but she knew it was the stress more than the temperature that was making her sweat.


  As she ascended the stairs, walking on the edges closest to the walls so as to reduce the wood creaking sound, she slowly approached the opening to the foyer above.


  How the hell did I end up here? He couldnt this alone.


  Wise felt her grip tighten on the gun handle. She had been working on another case when word came in on the Regional FBI's command center being breached, and then her own operations center falling dark under the same cyber attack. Then she heard that Anthony Maxwell, a seasoned operative, was KIA in addition to bombs at a hospital, office center, and town offices near a school. All this resulted in her being re-deployed to cover the route for the manager, Jillian Davis, to make it to this very place. If she hadn't missed the exit requiring her to back track against the traffic, she might have been able to do her job. What unnerved her most was getting a re-routed, two-way radio transmission from the chairman himself, warning her that all the mayhem looked like Alexander J. Burns's work.


  Burns? He went MIA almost five years ago. With Maxwell dead and the Operation Center breached, it does make sense; he's the only guy who could do it. Get your head back in the game!


  Shaking her thoughts to the present, Wise refocused as she looked around the corner to see if the area was secured. At first she wondered if she was in the right place, because it was deathly quiet, and the area was a shambles. The auxiliary control room door was wide open and there was paramedic material all around the floor, with chairs and the desk toppled over.


  What the hell...? she said. She surveyed the scene. Looking over the trashed desk she saw the first guard, who was missing his shirt, with his hand raised, handcuffed to a chair rail. To his right was another guard, fully attired, and beyond him a dark-haired woman similarly handcuffed, who clearly had been in some kind of altercation based on the bruising, blood, and dishevelment.


  Shit!


  Wise felt for the woman's pulse. The light, long green jacket and features clearly matched Davis's description.


  Well. You're alive, for what it's worth.


  Feeling suddenly vulnerable, she jumped up and ran into the open door with her gun ready to look for the external hard drives she had hoped would be in place. She found nothing she was looking for in the deceptively larger than expected vault, including the cache of weapons, money, blank official documents, and code books--all were gone.


  Slamming her hand against the dark monitor she yelled out, Fucking Burns! How did you find it! How did you do this?


  Feeling her heart beating faster, she suddenly turned to find a hard line in the room, only to see that the two phones were yanked from the wall.


  Shaking her head in disbelief, she marveled at how Burns and his crew had created some kind of computer virus that affected the majority of cell phones, making hardline telephones king again. The media was calling the virus Albatross.


  That's a stupid name.


  Frustrated, Wise marched out of the room and was trying to avoid the medical debris strewn on the floor to find a working phone. As she descended the stairs to the bank, she stopped for a moment and retraced her steps back to the side of the desk where she found a discarded, large paramedic kit still open. While she was peering closely at it and then at the floor, her mind flashed back as she remembered the ambulance she nearly hit on the way here.


  What paramedic leaves their gear at the scene? she said to herself. The answer came in milliseconds. She turned and ran at full speed down the stairs to find a working phone.


  Stupid, stupid, stupid! she kept saying as she stabbed out the numbers of her boss's private line. It took only one ring before the chairman answered.


  Report was his only greeting.


  Auxiliary control room breached. Davis and guards are alive but down.


  He didn't kill them? he asked. Wise couldn't tell if he was disappointed or surprised.


  All appeared to be alive. All material in the vault, external drives included, are gone. Repeat, all external drives are gone. I May have a lead. An ambulance leaving the scene.


  Direction? Eric Daniels asked.


  East, toward the expressway. I'm guessing north, but you never know with Burns.


  You have no idea. Pursue. Cratty is on her way to secure the scene. Go now.


  Webber? she asked. She was truly concerned that Burns might have somehow killed her boss, Director Thomas Webber, as he was nowhere to be found during this crisis. From the tone of Chairman Daniels's voice, it was evident that death might be preferable to the consequence of being on vacation during a national crisis.


  He's still MIA. Go now, Wise. No time. Every second missed is another second that compromises foreign operations and gives the terrorists the advantage.


  Wise simply hung up the phone and ran to her car. She jumped into the car, put the keys in the ignition, and her car was moving before her door slammed shut.


  Damn it! she said as she tried to find the fastest way to the highway. You gotta five-minute jump on me. You can't be far!


  Wise kept hitting the steering wheel every time she thought about her opportunity of catching a ghost slipping between her fingers. She had heard about Alexander J. Burns for years, ever since he disappeared from surveillance nearly five years ago. There had been reports of periodic sightings, as well as chatter about some group he put together to strike back at his old boss.


  Scanning the roads for any sign of an ambulance, Wise kept wondering, what the hell did they do to you to piss you off, Burns? Where are you?


  ~


  Alexander J. Burns sat quietly on the newly appointed marble seat inside a well-maintained mausoleum that held his beloved Samantha. Looking back over their time together, the planning phases of finding the Operations Center, and living together as a family on the Rhode Island/Massachusetts border, were easily his fondest memories.


  Two years already, he said to himself.


  He didn't expect an answer from her vault. It was just that when he visited, which was infrequently, he liked to talk to her. Two years already since you've been gone.


  It's getting close, Sam, he started to say, changing the subject from those painful memories of her death. In addition to Cougar and her guys, Daniels finally made his move with sending someone in to do recon. He must have gotten tired of all the Senate hearings and just wanted to do it his way. The woman he sent is good, very good. I've only caught glimpse of her  small, athletic, always with a hat and dark clothes, usually in a crowd. If it wasn't for the team she was with, I never would have noticed. Cougar has some skills, too; she noticed, and her guys are watching them. Cougars guys used to work with Welch. You would have liked Welch. She's a Marine like Helms.


  Shifting his weight to take in the entire width of the small mausoleum, Burns was ambivalent about the other three empty vaults with names already in place.


  You know, I appreciate David's planning and the deal he got for a family package, but I really didn't believe him when he said 'It will be like old times. Hiding and hanging out together in Rhode Island.' Looking around, he appreciated the mix of Orthodox Christian and Catholic stained glass and icons, and was impressed with how the groundskeepers kept the place clean, refreshed with daily flowers, candles, and incense.


  Looking at the names plates under each vault, Burns smiled at David's inclusion of their code names for middle names: David Coleridge Caulfield, Rebecca Tiny Littleton, Alexander Falcon Burns, and Samantha Raven Littleton. To further personalize the crypt, Becky had put frames for pictures of each of them. When he would look at Samanthas pictures it made it much easier to talk to her. Both David and Becky put most of the money from the government to good use in the residential home Samantha attended when she was young.


  Apparently, they had some extra to find this little gem. Cumberland Hill, no less.


  He turned his attention back to Samantha's vault; he looked at her picture again. It was one of the rare times when she was smiling. Something David and Emma were doing, I bet.


  I miss you, Sam, he said quietly in the silent room.


  Burns's mind wandered as he thought how glad he was that there were only four vaults, and not one for Emma.


  It just wouldn't be right to have a place for a little girl.


  Thinking of her, he realized he had some news about Emma. Digging into his pocket to retrieve his smart phone, he started his side of the conversation.


  It's strange to think that Emma has a sister out there. Helms tells me that one of his people, Janeson, spent quite a bit of time researching to find her, he said. He brought up a couple of documents on his cell as he continued. Helms and Andersen do know what they're doing, I have to say. They know how to get people to work well with each other ... kind of the way you and David started our team. Taking a deep breath, Burns tried again to think of the present rather than on the past.


  Okay, Sam. I know you never had any interest in poems, but keep in mind these are from Emma.


  After a moment of searching, he found the four he wanted to read.


  He looked at his watch and noted the time.


  I'm sorry, Sam, but I can only stay for a couple of hours. Cougar gets upset when I'm MIA, even though I left her a message. Okay. Here are the better ones. If you forget about the grammar, they are pretty intense in emotion.


  As Burns absently looked for Emma's work, his mind wandered back two years to Samantha's death. It was still painful to remember. He found himself more haunted by his past, as faces and names of people he had killed seemed to be surfacing more--an entire lifetime of death. It was strange to feel as if he was healing from Samantha's death as other people's deaths, people he didn't even know, seemed to weigh heavily on him.


  Maybe its my praying that's making it worse? Maybe my thinking about it so much is the problem, he thought. Regret and remorse don't even capture the feelings.


  It was true that the more he prayed the more regrets he had for his past actions. Shaking his head out of the distraction, Burns refocused on his task as he found what he was looking for.


  Clearing his throat while looking at Samanthas picture one more time, Burns started to read…only to stop a little way in.


  A clap of thunder came out of the north and he could hear rain hitting the stained glass and roof. Taking in all of the sounds, smells, and Samantha's smiling image, Burns continued reading to her. After another moment, he stopped again.


  Getting up, he realized that he had left his high-maintenance dog in the car, and that she was terribly afraid of lightning.


  Sorry, Sam. I'll be right back. You know Roxie. If I don't bring her in, she'll make a mess of the truck.


  Pulling his sweatshirt hood over his head, he called back before exiting,


  I'll be right back.


  ~


  Eric Daniels woke up before dawn, stirred by dreams of his early days when he was the operations center's director for Foreign Intelligence Agency.


  My God, that was nearly twenty years ago. Long before Maxwell, Foley, Wise, Webber, and Burns showed up.


  Getting up early in the morning was the new normal habit, as he was spending more time reading, exercising, and preparing for the future. Under other circumstances he must have looked like any other middle-aged man taking a break in life: camping and communing with nature just outside of Mackenzie, British Columbia. He had originally planned on camping more southwest of his present location, by Burns Lake, but the irony was simply too much for him to endure. Even though it was late May, the evenings were cold but the days were comfortable. Daniels chose to stay off the beaten track and keep a low profile deep in the woods far from people. At the same time he needed some elevation to make sure he obtained some cell phone coverage and maybe capture someone's wifi signals.


  He straightened his back and stretched out as he shook off the sleep from his eyes and the cobwebs in his head.


  I really do miss wine. Long ago, he used to feel much worse in the morning, as he would consume at least two to three glasses of wine a night. Since his exodus from civilization, he had few provisions and wine was at the bottom of the list of needs.


  It's good wine, though. But only one bottle for ten days at a time, he thought as he slowly built his morning fire for coffee and eggs.


  He had plenty of freeze-dried food and military meals ready to eat but he decided that today was going to be special, allowing for a special morning meal.


  Daniels took in the emerging morning light as it broke through the canopy of trees, and enjoyed the smells of coffee filling the immediate space. He cooked his eggs and noticed that the sounds he was generating seemed so abrupt that he tried to finish as fast as possible. He had become so used to the sounds of silence, wind, rain, and leaves that his cooking seemed more like a racket than usual. Even the thunder and lightning storm that had passed through last night seemed quiet compared to the noise he was making.


  Happy to be finished making his eggs, he allowed them to cool as his coffee completed brewing. Cooking, camping, leaving his apartment, leaving his books, getting back at Burns; it was all about risk now, Daniels thought. He smiled as he remembered an old proverb of Asian descent he heard:


  'One cannot refuse to eat just because there is a chance of being choked'... it's gotta be a Chinese proverb, he said. It had been one of his favorites when he was chairman, not too long ago.


  When I used to be somebody, he said with a chuckle.


  He turned his internal engine down considerably in the past several months not to rush, but rather to deliberately think, enjoy, and immerse himself in the moment.


  I should have done this earlier, he thought to himself as he ventured a taste of his eggs. I shouldn't have had to have everything taken away from me to do this.


  He tried not to think about how Burns had destroyed everything. How Burns had somehow returned from the dead years ago and in a matter of months destroyed his agency, his reputation and legacy, and compromised the safety of every US citizen.


  He destroyed everything. Why? Over a woman! Because you were hurt! You were soldier, Burns! You took an oath to protect the United States. What about that? What about me? What about your loyalty to me and your team?


  Daniels found himself always getting angry when he thought about Burns. But when he thought of the others his mind always ran rampant.


  And those other bastards who are rewarding your treason! What the hell? Helms? Davis? Cratty? The President? Welch? What about my years of service? No reward for me. Let's give the traitors a house, why don't we? How about beachfront property in Spain?


  He immediately pulled his thoughts out from the depths of hate to focus on his breathing. It always helped to focus on breathing as a way of getting out of his angry thoughts and his loss.


  Breathe ... Eric .... Breathe ... he chanted slowly.


  Daniels returned to the present and squatted down to eat his eggs and enjoy them.


  Good thing I didn't stay by Burns Lake.


  After taking his time, he poured himself a cup of coffee and blew on it to cool it down.


  The first cup of the day is still the best.


  As he held his cup, he continued stretching while looking about his simple camp, readying himself to start the day's chores he once took for granted--things that others did for him or took minutes to do were now part of a day's duty. Daniels breathed in the air and could tell it was going to be a warm day. He was glad for not being in exercise mode today, as he was planning to be busy coordinating the missions for the next forty-eight hours, or longer if necessary.


  Anyway, I'm tired.


  Daniels had good reason to be tired: he had lost twenty more pounds in three months with his regimen of daily running, swimming, calisthenics, and karate kata. The thought that he should have lost weight changed his ways and doing it old school had pervaded his thoughts for weeks. While he was pleased with his revived muscles, endurance, and stamina, it was so boring to do hours of exercise and mundane activities. Further, though he was armed, he did not practice shooting as a result of not wanting to draw attention to himself.


  Maybe some of my hair will grow back, he thought as he took stock of his physical metamorphosis.


  If it hadnt been for his Shakespeare collection he had saved from his apartment and a set of Milton's works he picked up at the US-Canadian border, he was positive he would have gone raving mad with rage, boredom, and enmity.


  He smiled for a moment when a line from Milton seemed to be fitting. He searched his memory, but it came to the forefront of his mind with little effort as he spoke aloud: Never can true reconcilement grow where wounds of deadly hate have pierced so deep ....


  Wow. Do I hate Burns that much? Do I hate them all?


  With eyes narrowing, and reflecting deeply on what was originally a rhetorical question, he found his answer quicker than expected: Yes. Yes, I do.


  Daniels busied himself with setting up a folding table and chair in addition to two laptops, a tablet, and several cell phones. He also produced several wifi boosters and searched to find a number of internet signals he could piggyback on. While he was sure there were relatively few people camping close to his vicinity, he was positive there had to be a number of bored, type-A personalities, or teenagers who could not be completely out of contact with the world. It took twenty-five minutes to find three signals that would support his leaching.


  He had three sets of color-coded notebooks which he now opened to specific pages and carefully marked off key points in each notebook.


  Once done, he took a moment to look at his watch and did a mental calculation of the time in Spain and New Hampshire.


  Almost time, he thought as he stood up to pour another cup of coffee and take in the sights and smells of his immediate environs before he buried himself in his work.


  Scanning really. Waiting. Keeping the lines open and making timed calls. Not exactly directing the action.


  Daniels recalled the old days when he could be in the middle of every operation, set objectives, and maintain constant contact.


  The old days werent that long ago, really. Getting rid of my middle name and finally having people forget it, that was really long ago. It was at times like these when he had all the time in the world that he would focus on the more mundane and idiosyncratic thoughts.


  What were you thinking, Mom, when you picked that name? Dad was Greek, but really ... do you know how many fights I got into over that? And the women didn't find it cute, either!


  Daniels stopped for a moment and tried to refocus.


  Oh boy, too much time to think again.


  He began new efforts to focus, and was glad he had coordinated future calls, and would have to search the Internet for police scans and other law enforcement or media coverage for events that should unfold in a matter of hours.


  That should keep me busy--or at least distracted.


  Yet another Milton line seemed to fit the bill with regard to capturing the moment:


  They also serve who only stand and wait.


  Daniels smiled and reflected on his situation.


  So is this the way it's going to be? Shakespeare and Milton quotes?


  Burns was never good at them. He should have done more reading. No one really reads anymore. I'm sure Glenn wouldn't have a clue if I rambled off some quotes. Who would?


  His mind went back to his former manager, Jeff Glenn, and truly wondered if he was up to for such a big job.


  He shook his head and tried to drop his negative thinking before it took a hold of him again.


  Jesus, between Webber and Glenn, they couldn't even fire Cratty! How the hell is he going to control his team and pull this mission off?


  Daniels shook his head again as a way of breaking up his dark thoughts, and made his way back into his tent to retrieve an MP3 player. He searched the menu and finally found one of his favorite collections of jazz.


  Yes ... this will help.


  About thirty more minutes of this and I will be good to go, he thought. As he listened he came to a startling conclusion:


  It doesn't matter if Glenn can do it or not. He has to. No choice.


  Daniels smiled again. Life is simpler now.


  ~


  Former Operations Manager Jeffrey Glenn, would have preferred a nice, quiet federal cell in Virginia than where he was at the moment.


  Maybe pick up a trade. I always wanted to learn how to make watches. Now that would have been fascinating, he mused while standing on a flat roof above a vacant, half-constructed building over a narrow street. Looking at the empty condominiums, he thought their location was actually nice.


  Fishing for his well-used sunscreen tube, he made a mental note to pick up more, as his third tube in as many days was beginning to run dry. As he watched the well-tanned, dark men around him, he shook his head as he calculated how many days of life were shaved off their lives as a result of ultraviolet rays. With both parents gone, from cancer, he did not plan to follow suit as a result of cigarettes, too much sun, or lack of medical exams.


  Just a couple of medical tests, sunscreen, and smoking cessation could have kept them here longer to see us and their granddaughter.


  He squeezed the lotion out of its tube and liberally applied more lotion to his face.


  Under profoundly different circumstances, he might have enjoyed Torrox Costa, Spain, but the mission he was on threatened civilians and former colleagues. The only thing positive about this mission was that he was to play only logistics.


  Lucky me. Logistics for a bunch of monkeys. No. I would have better luck with monkeys than these idiots.


  Glenn looked around at his accomplices and then busied himself with reviewing the road three stories down as his team was making preparations to hit a convoy of VIPs in about an hour.


  Team ... this team required constant review of keeping time, how to fire a rocket launcher ... point in the direction you need and shoot ... Jesus. Give me monkeys, please.


  Looking at them as a group, he felt his jaw line hurt and face scowl as he looked down at his feet to expose his neck to put more sunscreen on.


  What do they call me? Blanco hombre? White man?


  Glenn knew that the days of working with a trained team was over. Ever since Burns compromised the Foreign Intelligence Agency and then revealed its secrets, his days as manager in an elite, clandestine, armed federal agency was over. He had been able to salvage his career and was cleared of all charges, but he and many other members were radioactive to their sister agencies, who wanted nothing to do with them. Instead, he now worked with third-rate hired guns of the Panelli family from the East Coast in the US. He had done some limited business with two family heads, a brother and sister named Angelo and Regina, but it was, fortunately, brief. As organized crime goes, the Panelli family was second-rate to a more sophisticated organization run by John Murphy. But that didn't mean that the Panelli family was happy with its position, and hitting this convoy was part of the plan to raise their standing.


  He shook his head, trying to figure out if there had been another way he could have escaped this moment. If he had made a different decision, maybe he wouldn't be here now.


  Shit, he thought. No. There wasn't any other way.


  Glenn knew he had looks, intelligence, and a pretty good sense of right and wrong. Unfortunately, he had very bad luck at the tables, horses, and nearly every game of chance. His income had fed a gambling addiction, and once in a while he was able to take some money from evidence room, and confiscated property. All was well until he had lost nearly everything before his last assignment, the one that went after Burns that got his boss, Webber, killed.


  Well, I guess there's a silver lining to every cloud.


  He remembered what a piece of work his former boss was, and how he put himself ahead of his team.


  That cost us sixteen agents' lives in Kea and the fall of a great agency ... what an asshole.


  Glenn shook his head. How did I get here ... easy. I was stupid.


  It was when Glenn was packing to fall off the grid that he got a couriered package filled with money, about seventy-thousand dollars with the proposal to receive more for short contract work. The signature on the package was familiar and the call sign was legendary: Eagle.


  I could have just handed it back and gone to Cratty. I'm sure she would have helped. Why do I always second-guess myself? I needed the money, damn it. Anger swelled in his stomach.


  Once he had used the money to pay off some debts, another package arrived with one-hundred thousand dollars more and tickets to Boston.


  When he arrived and talked to the Panellis, he was positive the money wasn't worth it. But then they handed him another fifty-thousand dollars, and he took it. With his debts paid off and with the expectation that he was just logistics and an advisor, he took the job.


  At least the money went to some good.


  His sister and niece were in Germany alone, as her live-in boyfriend and father of the child had left them both. Glenn had planned on seeing them, but needed to take care of his debts. She was strapped for money, and now he was able to use his money for good. Hearing his sisters cries of joy as the money was wired to her was just priceless.


  Hmmm. I also stopped gambling. No desire. Another good thing from this mess. So thats all I need to do is sell my soul to a mobster and the devil. Just great. Couldnt do gamblers anonymous or get treatment could you, dumb ass. Had to complicate things with getting into bed with Daniels and Panellis. Just dumb, Jeffery.


  Glenn looked up at the scene of the ambush, his faint smile faded to a thin lined scowl, reflecting his not feeling as if he was lucky today.


  He looked at his watch and scoped out his team, who were preparing for their assault. You pay peanuts and you get monkeys. He looked at one of the hired help.


  He had gone over the plan repeatedly with the monkeys for weeks at some awful bar in tavern: two support cars with the VIP car in the middle; the support car in the rear is on our team, and the front support car can be taken out with an SUV; block the VIP and show that you have a heavy weapon pointed at their car and they will give up ... how simple can it be!


  Glenn had all the routes, times, weapons, and more than enough people on the inside to make this work. Still, there were some additions in his cache of weapons and gear he received for the mission that he was really surprised at.


  Maybe it was a mistake. Why do you need a rocket launcher? The guns alone and being boxed in should be enough to persuade anyone to get out of their car. Glenn had continued to think about the excessive firepower since he first saw the weapon.


  Although there was a better choke point in the road for an ambush further down the road, he decided he wanted more isolation. His present location had three- and four-story condominiums that were in varying degrees of construction. They were supposed to be luxury apartments near the shore. That was, until the economy crashed and Spain followed Greece over its economic cliff. While the exterior shells and the majority of the basic interiors of the buildings were done, construction halted entirely, leaving a somewhat desolate small patch of street that the VIP convoy had to go through.


  He smiled as he was hoping that his business would be concluded soon and he could just slip away to Germany.


  When they captured the VIP, he planned to walk away. It's Panelli and Daniels's problem, he thought as he reviewed his exit strategy for the thousandth time.


  Tangiers. Its a long drive out of here but I bet I can get there for the late-day ferry.


  Glenn had been searching for months as to why he still felt loyal to Daniels. Having met the chairman two times, it wasn't a personal connection; it was more the association with the agency. It was his agency and Daniels was the agency.


  Loyalty by proxy? Stick to logistics and leave the psychology to someone else His thoughts immediately went to his target. One target was the psychologist who helped Burns.


  Helped Burns? Helped him do what? Become a traitor? Yeah ... I think I'll stay out of therapy.


  Glenn watched his team deploy. Two men on the end of the street, the SUV out of view well down the street, and the guy with the rocket launcher right next to him. Two additional guys that will block the retreat. They'll be boxed in.


  As he scanned the team's positioning, Glenn's anxiety increased as he listened to some unusual conversations from the monkeys. They had taken to talking in their own language, and seemed to be smiling a lot more, which made him nervous. As a result, Glenn had modified his plan. First he planned to make sure the VIPs were put in the monkeys' SUV and en route out of the scene, but then he decided that once he saw the VIPs were boxed in their car and he relieved his team member of the rocket launcher so that he could join and assist his comrades, Glenn planned on just walking away. He couldn't fool himself that it was just paranoia that made him want nothing to do with interfacing with the VIPs and their bodyguards. He was positive that the female VIP, Rebecca Littleton, would recognize him from their last meeting in Boston Bay, and Denise Cratty and her team would know him for sure from Operations Center, Bravo. He just couldn't endure that guilt and shame, or to look over his shoulder all his life.


  Glenn had another disturbing thought: he hoped that the VIPs were all adults. There was speculation that there was a child, a girl named Emma, who might be with them. But he had been assured by Daniels via cell phone that she was typically home-schooled and not likely to be with the VIPs for safety reasons.


  But anything can happen. Is Daniels always right? He missed on the whole Burns case. People make changes and alter plans, he reasoned. And then there are the monkeys who are running the show.


  Yeah, I got good reasons for being paranoid, he thought.


  As if to confirm his worst fears, members of his team seemed to smile more as they looked back at him.


  What are you assholes up to? he asked himself as he took out a tube of sunscreen to apply to his face and hands.


  Suddenly aware of time, he looked at his watch. 2:00 p.m. was rapidly approaching, and still no word from the inside team that would be following the VIPs' car. From what he knew, the psychologist worked as an elementary school teacher and would be heading home between 1:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. He was typically met for lunch by his wife.


  All we have to do is waiting, Glenn said to his smiling accomplice.


  Yeah right, Smiley ... you assholes are up to something.


  Chapter 1


  Secunda vita  Second life


  Burns stifled a yawn and found himself drifting from the conversation that was supposed to help him better understand himself. He had visited with Samantha for three hours and then drove through a thunder and lightning storm so that he could get home and be ready for his morning appointment. At the moment he was not paying attention to his therapist when she asked him what must have seemed like a simple question. Existentially, he was remembering how he had changed his life; yet again he yearned to be something he had forgotten to be: normal.


  On his way back to the United States from Spain, he made a decision to put an end to the real threat of his former agency. In order to do that, he needed to become visible.


  If I do this, Daniels might leave Emma alone. He might leave them all alone and come to me.


  Upon deplaning, he made a point to walk in plain view. He remained vigilant, but he had to fight all his impulses to refrain from slipping incognito. From that point on, he became visible to all. His first step was to find a place to live, and after a week he had found an apartment in the small urban town far north into New Hampshire. The town of Waterford was nice, he thought, even though it had a lot of people in a small area, with a beautiful backdrop of the White Mountains. Originally he had found a nice small house to rent, but it was too isolated, and it was also in the town of Littleton. He couldn't think of living in a town that shared Samantha's name.


  Once he found a place to live, he picked his bank, a place to shop for food and clothes, and a regular place to eat breakfast and lunch, and a tavern ostensibly to drink. The drinking part would be a little difficult, as he no longer liked the taste and effects of alcohol.


  I guess the cover story will be a veteran who is on the wagon, he conjured up. Should be easy to pull off.


  Most importantly, he made an effort to get to know the locals.


  Gotta use all natural resources. The townies are the best ones.


  There were times when he would watch the townies and feel some envy as they went to and fro in their daily tasks, spend time with their families, and hoped for the future.


  Could that be me? Could that really ever be me?


  To enhance his visibility, he decided to become an interior house painter so that he appeared employed. After seeing customers, buying supplies, and then eventually finding his way home, Burns experienced true loneliness.


  He remembered thinking that this part of being normal wasn't good at all. Sounds of the clock, water going through the pipes, creaks from the wind, all conspired to reinforce how empty his home was, with plenty of room to add
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