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To Sandy—I love you 
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Final Extraction Interface 
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BEGIN TRANSMISSION.
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Integrated Security 
Interface System 

[ISIS] 

User Warning: Use of this interface is restricted to Company personnel with security clearances of A-17 or above.

Any unauthorized access of this system will result in immediate termination and forfeiture of all rights and privileges granted to personnel under Section 1.256 of the OIPEP Charter.

For security protocols related to use of ISIS, see Section 4 of the Charter.

User Login:
DIRSMITH 

Password:
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Welcome DIRSMITH!

Please Choose a Task:

Authorized Interfaces:

SES

Dossiers 

SATCOM System

Current Operations

Archived Operations

Company Directory

Medcon Protocols

Locator Services

Special Weapons & Tactics Division 


ISIS 
Secure Special 
Subject Dossier-System 
[SSS D-SYS] 

ENTER DOSSIER NUMBER OR CODE NAME:
05-5867564 

[click HERE for Search Function] 


DOSSIER # 05-5867564

SUBJECT: ALFRED KROPP 

CODE NAME: little big lance 

KNOWN ALIASES: NONE 

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN: U.S.

CURRENT RESIDENCE: KNOXVILLE, TENNESSEE 

Vitae: Subject is orphaned son of deceased special subject Bernard Samson, code named Lionheart (cf. Dossier #05-5847631). Reputedly the last remaining descendant of Lancelot Du Loc, subject materially involved as unrecruited third party in Sub.Sub.Sec.Op. Sword of Kings (cf. Main File 05-3128-01, Op SOK).

Subject is currently ward of special subject Samuel St. John, code named Fallen Father (cf. Dossier #80-4891207), and formerly the Company’s operative under Section 9 of the Charter.

Subject Kropp is in possession of the Great Seal of Solomon (cf. Main File 06-5464-01) and has rejected all Company overtures for its return. Since the Company possesses the Lesser Seal, no operation (Sec., Sub-Sec. or Sub-Sub-Sec.) is currently being contemplated for its recovery BY ORDER OF THE DIRECTOR (cf. DIRORD #06-90876) . . .

Subject has NO SECURITY CLEARANCE

DEO WARNING: The following material in this Dossier is restricted to DIRECTOR’S EYES ONLY (DEO), with exception granted to the Company Operative Nine [see S. 2345 (d) and S. 9 (f) of the Charter].


ENTER DIRECTOR ACCESS CODE (DAC)
OR OVERRIDING SEC. NINE PASSWORD (ORSECNINE) 
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DIRECTOR’S EYES ONLY!

(DEO) 

ITEM OF SPECIAL INTEREST

At some point during Op. Sword of Kings, Subject Kropp became endowed with special ability to heal, cure, and perhaps resurrect through application of his own hemoglobin.

Subject’s blood showed promising results as an active agent in containment and control of intrusion agents during operation referenced in Main File 06-5464-01.

All efforts to replicate this active agent through synthetic or biotechnical means have failed.


KNOXVILLE, TENNESSEE
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I parked the Koenigsegg CCR sports car, with its bicom-pression centrifugal supercharging system and twin parallel mounted Rotrex compressors in the garage beneath Samson Towers, in the space marked RESERVED. Beneath the word was the very dire warning that all violators would be towed at their own expense.

After taking the private elevator from the garage to the main floor, I walked through the huge atrium, past the waterfall gurgling and splashing in the center. The guards behind the metal scanner and X-ray machine waved me through with a smile, and the guy at the security desk gave me a respectful nod, and I thought of my uncle Farrell, who’d had the same job before my life got really weird.

I took the express elevator to the penthouse suite, twisting the Great Seal of Solomon on my finger, a nervous habit I couldn’t seem to break. I was thinking about putting it on a chain to wear around my neck or maybe stashing it in the hidden compartment beneath my father’s desk, where I’d found Excalibur about a thousand years ago.

Samuel came out of my father’s old office wearing a worried expression. “Oh, there you are,” he said. “I was getting concerned.”

He followed me into the inner office and closed the door behind us.

I told him about the meeting with Abigail Smith in the old church.

“She’s the new director of OIPEP,” I said. “She didn’t seem too thrilled about it.”

“This is very grave news,Alfred,”Samuel said. “As the director, Dr. Smith will be under great pressure to obtain the Seal from you. And the Company, as you know, can be ruthless.”

“Sometimes good people have to do bad things,” I said.

He nodded.

“Well, I’m still not sure I buy that argument, Samuel.” I sank into the fat leather chair behind my father’s desk.

Samuel sat across from me, clearly worried. “Perhaps I should not have left the Company.”

“But if you stayed I wouldn’t have a legal guardian. Well, I guess I would, but it might be Horace Tuttle, and I really don’t like Horace Tuttle.”

“I will do all within my power to guard you, Alfred.” Samuel got very serious, which was a lot more serious than most people get. “I will never abandon or betray you, though hell itself contend against me.”

“Don’t say that.” I laughed. “We’ve been down that road before.”

He nodded, and a dark look passed over his features.

My face grew hot. I shouldn’t have said that. It didn’t come out right and now it was too late to take it back.

“Anyway, I told you to forget about it,” I added quickly. “I know why you thought you couldn’t come with me to face Paimon. That wasn’t you at the Devil’s Door.”

“Oh, that is the terrible thing, Alfred, the thing I must live with until I live no more: it was me, and I have wasted many hours trying to convince myself otherwise. Too often we blame the temptation itself for our succumbing to it.”

I winced. “Please, don’t talk about temptation.”

I got up and went to the window, turning my back to him. I stared down at the street thirty-three stories below.

A delivery truck was parked in the loading zone in front of Samson Towers. A guy dressed in a brown uniform was unloading boxes from the back onto a dolly. The day was sunny but very cold, and the man’s breath exploded in curling white plumes over his head while he worked.

Nearly two months had passed since my final showdown with the demon king named Paimon, but the memory of what it offered me was still glittering and sharp.

A little house on a shady street. A kind older man and his pretty wife. And me. I went to school and hung with my friends. And that’s about all I did. No adventures. No saving the world from total annihilation. Just a normal life.

Nearly every morning since that day I woke with a little stab of regret for turning down the demon king’s offer.

A black SUV pulled up behind the delivery truck as the guy in the brown jacket and slacks wheeled the dolly toward the front doors, disappearing from view. A man in a dark suit emerged from the SUV, talking on a cell phone. One of the guards came out, pointed at the SUV and made a little waving motion with his hand, while the guy on the cell phone tried to juggle his phone conversation with the one happening with the guard.

Behind me, Samuel said, “Whatever the future holds, I will never forget this second chance you’ve given me, Alfred.” 

Before I could say anything, a car sped around the corner, screeched onto Gay Street on two wheels, and then accelerated until it rammed into the rear of the SUV. The sound of the impact carried through the frigid air up to the penthouse. The man in the dark business suit fell forward, colliding with the guard as he stumbled backward.

Samuel’s faint reflection appeared behind me at the window. “What happened?” he asked.

The car’s hood had crumpled completely against the SUV’s bumper, shattering the windshield and deploying the air bag. I couldn’t see the driver.

“That guy just rammed into—”

A fireball leaped into the sky, and instinctively we jerked back from the window. The guy in the black suit and the guard faded out of sight toward the front of the building.

A second later they were back, joined by two other guards from the Towers and a few other people who tried to approach the burning car, but I didn’t think there was any way somebody could have survived that.

A voice spoke behind us. “Hey, what’s up?”

We both whirled around. Samuel reached inside his jacket for his gun.

It was the delivery man. He was holding a large tube wrapped in brown paper. It looked like the kind of packaging posters come in.

“I got a package for a mister”—the delivery guy consulted his clipboard—“Alfred Kropp.”

“I’ll take it,” Samuel said. He took a step toward the delivery man.

“All right,” the man said pleasantly. The package turned end over end as it fell to the floor, like it was falling in slow motion, the clipboard falling with it.

The man in brown was holding a sawed-off shotgun. He pointed it at Samuel’s chest and pulled the trigger.

I screamed, but my scream was buried under the roar of the blast.

Samuel fell forward, both hands clutching his chest.

The singing of sirens was floating up from the street below, but my mind barely registered them. I rushed the shooter.

The barrel of the gun swung toward my face. My foot caught on Samuel’s writhing body and I fell forward. Instinctively my left hand shot out and I shoved the barrel upward just as the guy pulled the trigger, sending the blast into the ceiling. I swung blindly with my right fist, landing a lucky punch square into the guy’s Adam’s apple. He countered with an elbow to my cheek.

I rolled to my right as he scrambled toward the doorway. I grabbed him by the collar and yanked him back. He kicked me in the groin with the end of his steel-toed boot. I curled up on my side, both legs jerking from the explosive pain of the blow and watched helplessly as he lunged through the open doorway into the reception area outside.

I crawled toward Samuel.

“Alfred,” he gasped. “Don’t let him escape ...”

“No,” I said. “I’ve got to get you an ambulance—”

He shook his head. “No! Must ... who sent him ...”

He pulled out his 9mm semiautomatic and slid it across the floor. I picked it up.

Our eyes met.

“Go.”

I went.

The door to the stairs was clicking shut when I came into the hallway. I kicked it open. I had taken two steps toward the railing when something hard smashed into my lower back—I guess the heel of his boot—and that flung me toward the steps that led down to the next floor. The classic hide-behind-the-stairway-door trick. I should have seen it coming.

My gun skittered and flipped and bounced down the stairs until it reached the little landing and came to a rest.

Then Delivery Dude was on me.

I saw a flash of metal. The blade in his hand was at least a foot long, tapered, thin. It sliced along my forearm as he swung it toward my gut. I smacked his wrist with the back of my left hand while I brought my right fist down on the side of his head. He stumbled back a couple of steps.

First I had to neutralize the knife: one of my long-term goals was never to be stabbed to death again. So I grabbed his wrist and slammed his forearm down as hard as I could against the metal railing. The knife flew from his fingers and dropped down the shaft of the stairwell.

The next step was to neutralize him. Unfortunately, he had the same idea, only he executed it just a split second sooner. He threw his shoulder into my chest and drove me backward. My foot slipped off the top step and I dropped about a foot ... a good thing, too, because he chose your classic head-butt-to-the-face move and my face wasn’t there to butt.

As his head snapped forward, I wrapped my arm around his neck, sidestepped to the right, and flung him down the stairs to the first landing. It was a pretty good maneuver, since it gave me a few extra seconds to recover. It was also a pretty bad maneuver, because I had hurled him to the exact spot as Samuel’s gun. 

Fight or flight? If the other guy has a gun and you don’t, nine times out of ten, I’d suggest flight.

This must have been the tenth, because I didn’t fly.

I jumped.

He broke my fall, but it was too late. He already had scooped up the 9mm. When I landed on top of him, his chest slammed into the concrete, and the breath went out of him with a loud whumph! I lay on his back and wrapped both arms around his sides. He came back at me with a reverse head butt, this one landing true, against my nose. I heard a popping sound and blood began to pour.

It achieved the desired effect: my grip on him loosened and he tore free, bringing up the gun as he slid on his back down the stairs toward the next landing.

The muzzle flashed and my left shoulder jerked backward with the punch of the bullet.

I stumbled upward to the top landing, bleeding from my shoulder, my nose and cheek, my forearm; I was throwing off blood everywhere. The steps were slick with my blood. I slipped and tumbled to the same landing I had just vacated.

When I raised my head, he was standing over me, the end of the gun about two inches from my face. He was bleeding pretty badly too, but he seemed pleased with himself.

He sneered one word before he pulled the trigger. “Pitiful!” 

“No,” I said. “Empty.”

I hoped I had counted right. I was pretty sure I had, but even simple things like counting can get complicated when someone is firing bullets at your head.

Snap. Then rapidly as he yanked the trigger over and over: Snap, snap, snap . . . snap snap snap snap!

I jumped up and landed a haymaker to the side of his head. Then another to the other side of his head. Then a gut punch, as hard as I could throw it. He doubled over and my fists kept flying wherever I could land them: head, shoulders, arms, chest. He dropped the gun. It hit the edge of the landing and spun into the open space of the stairwell, disappearing from view.

He fell into me and we grappled like two exhausted prize fighters in the tenth round. He slowly drove me backward until I felt the metal bar of the handrail pressing against my lower back. I didn’t need to look to know I was a foot away from taking a thirty-story tumble down the center stairwell.

He freed his right hand, which he used to force my head back, his fingers slick with somebody’s blood, mine or his, or maybe both. I grabbed his wrist, yanked his arm down, and pivoted to my left, spinning him around as I went. The momentum carried him over the handrail—and pulled me with him.

Then everything froze. He dangled there with me holding his wrist as I leaned over the railing, my face about a foot from his. There was no fear in his eyes. There was no emotion at all, not even disappointment.

My grip slipped: too much blood.

“I don’t want to drop you,” I gasped.

“You should,” he gasped back.

He kicked hard with his legs and yanked free.

I watched him fall. About a couple stories down, the brown jacket tore away and the top of a parachute appeared, one of those small chutes you see stunt skydivers wear.

That was enough for me. I raced back up to the hallway and hit the button on the express elevator. There was no time to check on Samuel, not if I had any chance of catching this guy.

The elevator door slid open. “Sorry, Sam,” I muttered, and stepped inside.

I dialed 911 on my cell phone.

“Nine one one, what is your emergency?”

“There’s been a shooting at Samson Towers. Penthouse suite,” I said. “You gotta send an ambulance down here right away.”

“Someone’s been shot?”

“You bet someone’s been shot, otherwise why would I be calling you guys?” I shouted. I watched the floor numbers ticking down: 25, 24, 23 . . . They seemed to be moving in slow-motion.

I heard the dispatcher say something to someone else like, “Another one from Samson Towers! Yeah, that’s what he says.”

“Hello?” I shouted into the phone, watching the floors slide by: 15, 14, 13 . . . “You gotta send an ambulance! Samson Towers!”

“Sir, someone’s already called for an ambulance at that location.”

“That’s probably for the dude in the explosion. This is someone else.”

“Another explosion?”

“No, a shooting.”

“A shooting! How many people?”

“One! Just one!” 5, 4, 3 . . . “Penthouse suite. He’s in the inner office, farthest one back through the main doors.”

The door slid open. I stopped a couple steps past the door to the stairs. He’d fooled me once with the hiding-behind-the-stairway-door trick. Maybe he thought I would think he wouldn’t try it again, but if it were me I wouldn’t race onto a street swarming with cops.

I kicked open the door and stepped inside. I found the discarded chute and harness, his jacket and, lying on the bottom step, the empty 9mm, but no Delivery Dude. I scooped up the gun and dropped it into my pocket. At some point, Samuel would want it back.

The lobby was swarming with people. I saw the red flash of emergency vehicle lights on the street outside and the red hulk of the fire engine beside the smoldering wreckage of the car.

I pushed my way through the crowd and spun through the revolving doors into the freezing air outside. The brown delivery truck was pulling away from the curb as a cop trotted beside it, shouting for the driver to stop. I stood there for a second, unsure what to do. Then the driver pulled into the center of the street and floored the gas.

The entire block had been roped off, but I didn’t think Delivery Dude was going to let that plastic yellow tape concern him. His front bumper clipped the back of a cop car as he roared forward, sending the car spinning into the curb.

I didn’t spend much time mulling over the options. My car was in the parking garage two stories below the pavement. I ran to the nearest police car and flung open the passenger door. A young cop sat behind the wheel, writing on a clipboard. I dropped into the seat beside him and shouted, “Follow that truck!”

He hesitated for a half second before answering, and then he said, “No way, kid.”

I leaned over and pressed the muzzle of the empty 9mm against his temple.

“Follow that truck.”

“Okay!”

“I’ll take that,” I said, and pulled the gun from his holster. 

“The guy in that truck tried to kill me and it’s important I know who—and why,” I shouted as we lurched from the curb. “Hit the siren!”

He did, and soon we were clocking eighty up Gay Street. The truck had a four-block jump on us though and I couldn’t see it anywhere.

“It’s gone!” he yelled over the wail of the siren. He looked only a couple years older than me and scared out of his mind. Maybe this was his first high-speed chase.

“He turned somewhere,” I yelled back. “Slow down a little. You check left and I’ll check right.”

He glanced in the rearview mirror. I twisted in the seat and looked behind us. Two cops were giving us chase as cars swung into the curb to get out of their way.

“Don’t stop!” I yelled at the young cop. “If you stop I’ll shoot you!”

Of course there was no way that would happen, but he didn’t know that. For all he knew, I was out of my mind. I wondered what he thought when he looked up and saw me sitting beside him, my face and clothes covered in blood and bruises.

“There, there, there!” I yelled, pointing down a narrow side street. “Turn, turn!”

He yanked the wheel hard to the right. The back wheels locked and the car slung around. The two cars behind us slammed on their brakes and barely missed us as we accelerated through the turn. The truck made another hard right and I didn’t have to tell the young cop this time; he matched the truck’s arc, getting us so close the bumpers almost touched.

I rolled down my window.

“Keep us as close as you can!” I shouted over the sirens, the radio chatter and the icy wind blowing in my face. “I’m going for the tires!”

“That only works in the movies!” he shouted back.

I heaved myself through the open window, grabbed hold of the mounting bracket for the lights with my left hand, and opened fire. The truck had led us into a narrow cobblestone alley barely wider than the width of the truck. The brick walls of the buildings beside me passed in a red and black blur, about two inches from my cheek. I was concentrating on my shots, so I didn’t see the big metal bins used for construction debris up ahead.

But Delivery Dude did.

The brake lights flashed. The significance of that was lost on me as I frantically yanked on the trigger, coming nowhere near to hitting a tire—maybe it does only work in the movies. An instant later the cop hit his brakes too and we went into a skid.

We hit the truck, the force hurling me from the car. I landed on a plastic mountain of garbage sacks stacked against the side of the building.

Delivery Dude threw the truck into reverse and pushed the cop car straight back as its wheels howled in protest. I scrambled to my feet and ran to the passenger door of the truck. I jumped onto the running board and grabbed the metal bar that held the side mirror. At that moment, the truck leaped forward.

Its nose swung hard to the left to get around the construction bin. I had to press my body against the door to avoid hitting the bins and, as I did, the window shattered. I could see the gun in his hand in the side mirror. Well, of course he would have a gun inside the cab—I know I would have. I ducked down as he kept firing out the busted window, and my feet kept slipping off the step while I hung on to the mirror for dear life. 

We flew through an intersection at the end of the alley and the truck went airborne about two feet. The force of our landing broke my grip and I swung crazily back and forth holding on with just my right hand, my cheek and shoulder ramming into the door as he slung the truck hard to the left in an attempt to dislodge me.

He floored the gas. My fingers had gone numb from the cold—I wouldn’t be able to hold on much longer. If I let go now, I might be sucked under the carriage and the back wheels would finish me. If I tried to climb into the cab through the broken window, he’d blow my brains out. And if I tried to jump, I’d hit the pavement at sixty or seventy miles per hour.

The mirror above my hand shattered as he fired at the only part of my body visible to him.

That helped me decide. I grabbed the door handle with my left hand and let go with my right. My body swung around, and I dangled like this for a few seconds before I managed to gain a foothold again and get both hands around the door handle.

I saw them coming up fast behind us: three cop cars, lights flashing, sirens blaring. Looking ahead, I saw three more cop cars parked bumper to bumper, spanning both lanes, about four blocks away. They had him trapped.

Brakes, Delivery Dude, I thought. Now would be a good time for the brakes . . .

I thought they had him and the cops probably thought they had him.

They didn’t have him.

He hit the gas and, as he picked up speed, barreling straight for the barricade, the cops opened fire.

Maybe they saw me hanging there by the door handle. I doubted it, though. They were more concerned with the two-thousand-pound truck coming straight at them.

Then he swerved, slamming on the brakes as he swung the nose of the truck hard to the left. The rear wheels locked and the truck went into a slide: I guessed the idea was to crush me against the cop cars.

Nowhere to go now but up.

I swung my right foot onto the window ledge, using it as a stepping stool to heave myself onto the roof. At that second, as I threw my body across the top of the truck, Delivery Dude hit the barricade of police cars.

The impact hurled me across the span of the roof and off the opposite side, right over the driver’s window. I tumbled into empty space.

Lucky for me, one of the cop cars chasing us had rushed forward to box in the truck. I belly flopped onto the car’s hood, my forward motion hurling me straight at the windshield. I flipped off the hood at the instant the front bumper struck the side of the truck. I landed on my butt, sending a searing knifelike pain up my spine.

I looked up to see Delivery Dude looking right at me, wearing this strange, enigmatic smile. He was holding something in his hand as the cops swarmed the truck, guns drawn, all of them shouting for him to come out with his hands up.

Delivery Dude was holding a small black device in the middle of which, blinking red, was a button and, over which, his thumb hovered. And he was smiling at me.

He gave me a little nod as if to say, Touché, Kropp. 

I screamed for them to get down, but nobody heard me. I took cover behind the cop car as his thumb came down.

The truck exploded in a blossom of boiling red fire. The shock wave knocked me backward and the heat from the blast sucked the last molecule of oxygen from my lungs.
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They took me to the emergency room first. Multiple lacerations and contusions. A broken nose. Twenty-five stitches on my forearm where he sliced me with the dagger. Bullet removed from my shoulder. And an X-ray of my butt to see if my coccyx was cracked.

After the doctors were done with my body, a couple of cops came by and took it to the police station. I asked for my phone call. I called the attorney for my father’s estate, Alphonso Needlemier. He told me not to talk to anybody until he got there.

I was alone in one of the interrogation rooms. There was a mirror along one wall. It had to be one of those two-way setups.

I wondered who Delivery Dude was, who had sent him, and why. I had my suspicions. At the hospital, I took the Ring of Solomon from my finger and slipped it into my pocket.

At least thirty minutes passed. Nothing happened. No one came in. The big clock hanging on the wall behind me clicked. My nose itched under the bandages. My butt was sore and I couldn’t find a comfortable sitting position. I had a very bad feeling about it—not about my butt, but the situation in general. Where were the cops? Why had they dumped me in this room? Where was Mr. Needlemier? Who was Delivery Dude, why was he after me, was Sam okay, and why had they arrested me? I was the victim here.

Finally the door opened and two people came in, a man and a woman. He was older, with a huge bald head and a fat red nose; he might look like Santa Claus if he grew a beard. She was young-looking, with dark hair and even darker eyes.

She introduced herself as Detective Meredith Black. His name came out as a grunt, but it sounded like Kennard.

“Why did you arrest me?” I asked.

“How about reckless endangerment, kidnapping, willful destruction of property, assault and battery, and attempted murder?” rumbled the big-bellied Kennard in a voice about as far from Santa Claus’s as you could get.

“That’s a lot,” I said.

“You a smart guy?” he barked at me.

“Not by any standard I can think of,” I said.

“Let’s see how smart you are after twenty years at Brushy Mountain,” Kennard said.

“Here’s what we know, Alfred,” Meredith Black said, placing a hand on Kennard’s hairy forearm. “A car collides with an SUV in front of Samson Towers and blows up. A minute later, a John Doe is shot at point-blank range in the penthouse suite of the building. Ten minutes after that, a high-speed chase that results in the deaths of five Knoxville police officers and an unidentified suspect who appears to have committed suicide by means of an improvised explosive device.”

“How is Sam?” I asked. “The John Doe. They wouldn’t tell me at the hospital.”

She ignored me. “And now we have you. And you seem to be the common denominator in all of this, Alfred.”

She pulled a small tape recorder from her purse and set it on the table between us.

“We’d like to hear what you have to say.”

“I’m supposed to wait for Mr. Needlemier.”

“Who’s Needlemier?” Kennard asked.

“My attorney. Well, actually he’s my dad’s attorney. Or he used to be.”

“Your dad fired him?”

“My dad died.”

“Bernard Samson,” Meredith Black said. It wasn’t a question.

“That’s right. That’s why I was in that office when the car blew up. I guess that was all a setup so the phony delivery dude could get upstairs without running his package through security.”

“What package?” Meredith Black asked.

“The package containing the shotgun. I guess you found the shotgun. He said he had a package and Samuel said ‘I’ll take it,’ and he said something like, ‘Okay,’ and then he shot him.”

“Who is Samuel?” Meredith asked.

“The John Doe. He’s alive, isn’t he?”

“So Samuel shot the delivery dude?” Kennard asked.

“No, the delivery dude shot Samuel.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Then he tried to shoot me.”

“Samuel?”

“The delivery dude! Samuel’s my guardian; why would he want to shoot me?”

“Why did the delivery dude want to shoot you?” Kennard asked.

“I don’t know. He didn’t say, but I didn’t ask either. He ran. I ran after him. He did this to my arm and this to my nose and then he parachuted down the stairwell.”

Kennard gave a belly laugh. Meredith shot him a look and said, “We found the chute.” She turned back to me. “So you followed him outside, hijacked a police car, and forced the officer to give chase.”

I nodded. “That’s right.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to know the same thing you guys do: why?”

“You don’t know why someone would want to kill you?” 

“No,” I lied. I had been working on the list before they came in. There was Mike Arnold, the rogue OIPEP agent who had sworn to kill me. There was the remnant of the private army of Mogart, the black knight exiled from the Order of the Sacred Sword, who might want a little payback for my killing their leader. And, finally, OIPEP itself, which wanted the ring in my pocket. I wasn’t sure OIPEP should be on the list, mostly because I liked and trusted Abigail Smith, the director, but like Samuel said, the Company could be ruthless.

“You never saw this delivery dude before?” Kennard asked.

I shook my head. “Never.”

“Okay, Alfred,” Meredith Black said softly. “So far you haven’t told us anything we couldn’t figure out for ourselves.” 

“You’re a step ahead of me, then,” I said.

Kennard came over the table toward me, biceps bulging in his tight white dress shirt. His breath smelled bad, like stale coffee and cigarettes.

“Look, punk, five brothers of mine died today because of you—cops who had wives, families ... a nd they ain’t goin’ home to see them tonight because some oversize kid wanted to act out a scene from Grand Theft Auto!”

Meredith grabbed his shoulder and eased him back into his chair. “Louis, come on. He’s just a kid ...”

“I didn’t know he rigged the truck to explode,” I cried. The remark about the dead policemen had hurt. “I swear I didn’t! And I don’t know who he was or who sent him to kill me or even why they sent him to kill me! I’m trying to stay out of crap like this.”

I stopped myself. Kennard was sitting back in his chair trying to catch his breath. Meredith was staring at me. I glanced down at the tape recorder.

“You’re trying to stay out?” she asked quietly.

“You bet. Yes.” Don’t say any more. Wait for Mr. Needlemier.

“Stay out of what?”

“Stuff.”

“Stuff like—what?”

“Like what happened this morning. I’ve got enough blood—” I was going to say on my hands, but in a situation like this, you don’t want to use phrases like I’ve got enough blood on my hands.

“I could relieve you of some, if you want,” Kennard growled.

I took a very deep breath. “I really don’t think I should say anything else until Mr. Needlemier gets here.”

“We know who you are,” Kennard said. “We ran you through Interpol. Didja think we wouldn’t think to do that?

“No, because I don’t even know what Interpol is.”

“A year ago. Stonehenge and several thousand pounds of explosives. Ten Most Wanted list. Ring a bell?”

“That was all a mistake,” I said. “A big misunderstanding.” 

“Uh-huh,” he sneered.

“They took me off the list, didn’t they?”

“Alfred,” Detective Black said. “We want to help you, but we can’t help you if you keep refusing to help us. You know more about what happened this morning than you’re letting on. We already have you on the kidnapping and carjacking. The truth can only help you now. Tell us.”

I chewed on my bottom lip. I really didn’t know what the right thing to do was at that moment. How much should I tell them? Should I tell them anything at all? And even if I did tell them just a little of it, would they believe me?

“I think he was an assassin,” I said slowly.

Kennard laughed. “You think?”

Meredith leaned forward. Her breath smelled as good as Kennard’s did bad. Like cotton candy. “Who was an assassin?” 

“Delivery Dude.”

“Do you have any idea why someone would want to kill you?”

Should I tell them? And if I did tell them, what was going to happen to me? I couldn’t prove anything and they probably wouldn’t even believe me. But they were cops, even this nasty Kennard dude, and Meredith Black had a kind face and she gave off the attitude like she liked me and wanted to help me. And I had a feeling the only way to get out of this mess was to rely on the one thing you’re supposed to rely on when things get really messed up: the truth.

So I said, “OIPEP.”

“Oypep?”

“What’s an OIPEP?” Kennard wondered aloud.

“The Office of Interdimensional Paradoxes and Extraordinary Phenomenon,” I said. “OIPEP.”

“Oh, sure,” Kennard said. “I should have figured that.” He turned to Meredith. “Give me five minutes alone with him. Five minutes, all I need.”

“I had a meeting this morning with the director,” I said. “And she asked for the—for something I have and I refused to give it back and I think she ordered ...” I swallowed hard. I always liked Abigail Smith. I always thought she was one of the good guys. “I think the Company might have done all this to get it back.”

“The Company?”

“OIPEP.”

“Oy ... pep?” Kennard asked.

“What do you have, Alfred?” she asked.

I looked away. I wanted to talk to Samuel. I needed to talk to Samuel. He was OIPEP’s former Operative Nine, its top agent. He would be able to tell me if it had been a Company operation.

But I didn’t have Samuel. And I didn’t have Mr. Needlemier. I didn’t have anybody.

“I’ll tell you,” I said to Meredith Black. “But he’s got to leave first.”

“I ain’t goin’ nowhere,” he said.

“Then you better just take me to my cell,” I said.

That produced a fierce whispering argument between them, an argument Detective Kennard lost, I guessed, because he pushed out of his chair so fast it fell over with a loud clang. He pointed a fat finger at my bandaged nose.

“This ain’t done between us,” he promised.

“You smell bad,” I said.

He left. I looked at Meredith. I looked down at the tape recorder. The little spools were still turning. She pressed her finger on the off button. Her fingernails were painted a bright red, and I thought of Abigail Smith and her scarlet lipstick.

“All right, Alfred,” she said softly.
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We leaned across the table toward each other and we spoke barely above a whisper. I figured Detective Kennard had not gone far. I figured he was standing right behind the long mirror on the wall beside us.

“All right, Alfred,” Meredith said.

“First I want to know if Sam’s okay.”

“Sam?”

“The John Doe shot in the penthouse suite. He’s my guardian. Is he okay?”

“He’s in intensive care at St. Mary’s.”

“Will he live?”

She slowly shook her head. She didn’t know.

I stared at her for a few seconds. Then I said, “Do you know how my father died?”

“The newspaper said it was a plane crash.”

“It was a beheading.”

It spewed out of me then, an eruption of words that I couldn’t hold back even if I wanted to. I told her everything. Of Excalibur and the secret order of knights that protected it. Of Mogart, who was my father’s heir until my father found out he had a son—me. Of Bennacio, my father’s best friend and the last knight on earth, who died trying to win the Sword back from Mogart. Of the chase that ended in Merlin’s Cave beneath the ruins of Camelot. Of my death and rebirth, and the death of Mogart.

“How did Mogart die?” she asked.

“He was beheaded,” I answered.

“Him too?”

“By me.”

“You beheaded him?”

“With Excalibur.”

“King Arthur’s sword.”

“Actually, Michael’s sword.”

“Michael the secret agent of this OIPEP?”

“Michael the Archangel of heaven.”

“Heaven.”

“You know.” I pointed toward the ceiling. “Heaven.”

“Where is the Sword now?”

I pointed at the ceiling again.

“Right,” she said slowly, making it two words: “Rye-ite.” 

“What’s the matter?” I asked. “Don’t you believe in heaven?”

“I just don’t understand why this OIPEP might want to kill you if you don’t have the Sword.”

I almost said, “Because I have the Seal,” but I wasn’t sure I should tell her about the Great Seal of Solomon. She might frisk me and find it in my pocket. I bit my lip and looked away from her face.

“You know how this must sound,” she said, not unkindly. 

“I know,” I admitted. “But it’s the truth.”

“The truth,” she repeated.

I looked back into her eyes and said, “You say you want the truth, but you really don’t because the truth is something that doesn’t belong to your world. You know, the world of this table and these chairs and that clock on the wall. It doesn’t fit, but that’s where I am, in the place that doesn’t fit and I don’t think it’s ever going to—fit I mean. If I could jump over this table back into your world right now, I’d do it. I’d do it in a heartbeat. But my world is holy swords and supersecret spy operations and angels who call me their ‘beloved.’ That’s why somebody tried to kill me today. That’s why those police officers are dead. I’m in big trouble and the guy who’s supposed to protect me is in even bigger trouble and we need somebody to help us. Can you help us, Detective Black? Please, because we really need somebody to help us.”

She didn’t say anything at first. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but there was something about her, not in her looks really, that reminded me of my mother.

“I’m going to do everything I can,” she said.
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An hour later, I was alone in a cramped holding cell when Mr. Needlemier finally showed up.

“Where have you been?” I asked.

He dropped his briefcase on the cot and mopped his bald head with a monogrammed handkerchief.

“I’m terribly sorry, Alfred. You didn’t tell them anything, did you?”

“I told them everything.”

He stared at me. He had just wiped his face, but it shone with moisture. “Everything everything?” he asked.

“Pretty much everything,” I answered.

“Well, that explains it.”

“Explains what?”

“They’re taking you to St. Mary’s Hospital.”

“Why?”

“They suspect you may be psychotic.”

“Crazy, you mean.”

“Well, who could blame them?”

“St. Mary’s. That’s where they took Sam. Have you seen him?”

He nodded.

“How bad is it?” I asked.

“It’s not good, Alfred. Not good.”

“I want to see him.”

“They’re not going to let you see him.”

“I’ll need only about five minutes—”

“First they have to do the evaluation—”

“And then he’ll be fine. Like it never happened—”

“And then you’ll have a hearing before the judge.”

He finally got my attention.

“What judge?”

“To make a determination.”

“A determination about what?”

“Your ... let's see, the best way to put this ... your psychological ... ah ... readiness to stand trial.”

“You mean if I’m too crazy to be found guilty.”

He nodded. He seemed relieved that I got it. “Yes! Something along those lines.”

“And what if the judge decides I’m crazy? I spend the rest of my life in an asylum?”

He didn’t answer for a few minutes. “I told you not to say anything to them, Alfred.”

“And if he decides I’m not crazy, there’s a trial and I go to prison for twenty years.”

“Only if the jury finds you guilty.”

I thought about it. “So what’s the strategy?”

“Strategy?”

“You do have a strategy for getting me out of this, right?” 

“Well, the very first thing I’m going to do is find you a good attorney.”

I stared at him. “I thought you were my attorney.”

“Technically, I’m the attorney for your father’s estate. And you wouldn’t want me for an attorney, Alfred.”

“Why? Do you suck?”

“Oh, no, I don’t suck. I’m quite good at what I do, but unfortunately, I don’t do criminal law.”

He patted my knee.

“Don’t pat my knee,” I said.

He stopped patting my knee. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

“Like crap. My nose is broke. I’ve got fifty-nine million stitches in my arm and four thousand bruises all over my body and they think my butt might be cracked.”

He frowned. “Aren’t all butts?”

“I’m not kidding. I need you to call Abigail Smith for me. I used up my phone call on you.”

“Who is Abigail Smith?”

“The director of OIPEP.” I handed him her card.

“OIPEP,” he murmured, staring at the card.

“You remember.”

“Unfortunately, I do.”

“Tell her I want a meeting. Today. Even if that means she meets me in the psycho ward.”

“Do you think her agency had something to do with this?”

“Oh, you bet they’re near the top of my list.”

I pushed the ring into his pudgy hand.

“And I want you to keep this.”

“This? Alfred, isn’t this ... ?”

“The Seal of Solomon. Put it somewhere safe and don’t tell anyone where you’ve put it. Nobody, understand?”

“Even you?”

“Especially me.”

He nodded. His fingers were shaking as he slipped the ring into his pocket.

“He tried to warn me,” I said.

“Who?”

“Samuel. He said they could be ruthless.”

“Apparently so.”

“Unless it wasn’t them. But if it wasn’t them, who was it?” 

“Alfred, if I may offer some advice. Perhaps, given what happened today, you should give Ms. Smith and her associates what they want.”

“They had their chance,” I said. “But I’ll think about it.” 

“It might be the price you have to pay.”

“The price for what?”

“For staying alive.”
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A cruiser took me to St. Mary’s Hospital on Broadway, where I was escorted to the psych floor and put in a room with a door that locked from the outside. There wasn’t even a handle on the inside part of the door.

There was no phone in the room, no TV, and everything was padded—the bed, the small dresser, even the corners of the windowsills. No sharp corners anywhere.

I sat in a chair and played with this little metal ring that hung from the side of the bed. Another ring was at the foot, and two more on the opposite side. I realized the rings were for the straps they used to tie you down.

A nurse’s aide came in with a tray and hung by the door while I ate. I told her I’d rather eat alone—it kind of creeped me out, her standing there—but she said that was against the rules. She avoided making eye contact with me.

“When are they coming?” I asked.

“Who?”

“The experts who decide if I’m nuts or not.”

“I don’t know,” she answered. “I just bring the food.”

“Where’s ICU?”

She didn’t say anything for a second. “Second floor.”

She knocked on the door. It was opened by a huge orderly with a smushed-in face, like a bulldog. They left me alone. I crawled into bed. I was very tired. She had brought me a pain pill with the food and, though I really thought I shouldn’t, I took the pill.

I closed my eyes. I tried to sleep and couldn’t. How was I getting out of a room with a door that had no handle, locked from the outside, and a huge orderly with a face like a bulldog posted in the hall?

I don’t know how much time passed—they took my watch and there wasn’t a clock in the room—when I heard the door lock snap open.

A man stepped into the room. He wasn’t wearing a doctor’s white lab coat. He was wearing a tailored suit. The suit was blue. The tie was red. The hair was long and dark and the eyes even darker. He was carrying a black cane with a gold handle, though he didn’t walk with any limp that I could see. 

I sat up and pulled the covers to my chin. You don’t really appreciate the meaning of the world “vulnerable” until you’re trapped in a room with a stranger and all you’re wearing is a flimsy hospital gown.

He pulled the chair closer to the bed, a small, ironic smile playing on his full lips. They looked almost too fat for his thin face. He placed the cane’s tip between his immaculately shined black shoes and rested both hands on the gold head.

Then he smiled. He had a great smile. The only person I knew who had a better one was Abigail Smith.

“Alfred Kropp, at last we meet.”

He wasn’t American. I’m no good with accents, but it sounded Spanish.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I am your attending physician, Dr. R. U. Nutts. That is a joke, of course, but I note you are not laughing. You may call me Nueve.”

“Noy-vey?”

“Sí. Nueve.”

I said, “What do you want, Mr. Nueve?” I glanced toward the closed door. I might be able to get to it before he could stop me, bang on it, howl my lungs out, and hope the big orderly bulldog man opened it—but this Nueve got past him somehow, so there were no guarantees he would rush in to save me.

“Please, I shall call you Alfred and you shall call me Nueve. Just Nueve, por favor.”

“Just Nueve,” I echoed. He was resting his chin on his hands, sort of balancing his finely shaped head on the top of the black cane. “I got a D in Spanish last year, but I’m pretty sure nueve means nine.”

He smiled, this time without showing his beautiful teeth. 

“You’re the Company’s new Operative Nine, aren’t you?” I asked. “The Superseding Protocol Agent, the one above all the rules.”

“I am here on behalf of Director Smith,” Nueve said. “She sends her apologies that she cannot personally answer your summons. She is en route to headquarters.”

“She’s out of the country?”

He nodded.

“But you’re not. Why?”

He smiled.

“Maybe you’re here to check on a special delivery,” I said. 

He laughed softly. “Do you really think the Company had anything to do with that?”

“Actually, I do.”

“The work of rank amateurs. Complicated, risky, over-the-top theatrics. If you had been targeted by us, believe me, you would not now be enjoying these fine accommodations. You would be dead.”

“I have the Seal,” I said. “You’re the only people who know I have it. You want it. Who else would come after me for it?”

“Why do you presume the Seal is their goal? Perhaps it is simpler than that—or more complex.”

“All I know is twenty minutes after I told you people I was keeping the Seal some guy showed up and wasted my friend, stabbed me, and blew himself up.”

He shrugged.

“So you’re saying OIPEP had nothing to do with this?” I asked.

“I am here on the direction of Director Smith, who said you wanted to speak to us.”

“And you, OIPEP’s SPA, head honcho in the black ops department, just happened to be in town on the same day an assassin shows up to kill me.”

“Call it serendipity.”

“If you kill me, you’ll never get your hands on it.”

“I have no intention of killing you, Alfred. You are far too valuable to us alive. Perhaps as a gesture of goodwill, the Company could bring its resources to bear in finding those responsible for this most heinous and wicked attack.”

“That would be really sweet of you guys. What about me?” 

“You?”

“Extracting me. Isn’t that what you call it? Extract me from this interface. Make these charges go away.”

“That would prove a bit more complicated, I’m afraid.”

“But you could.”

He smiled, this time blessing me with an eyeful of his gorgeous orthodontics.

“And what in exchange for the benefits of such an extraction?” He was talking about the Seal. I said, “It was never about killing me, was it?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Mr. Delivery Dude. He wasn’t supposed to kill me. The whole thing was a setup, to put me in a bind so I’d have to make a deal.”

“Killing you seems more expeditious.”

“But for all you knew I hid the Seal and told nobody where I hid it. If you killed me, you might never get it back. So you had to keep me alive but stick me in a trap only you could get me out of.”

“You give me too much credit, Alfred. Even I would not anticipate your, shall we say, ruthless response to the attack this morning. Are you refusing to hand over the item?”

“If I hand it over now, there’s no reason for you to let me live.”

“As I’ve said, you’re far more useful to us alive than dead.”

“Why?”

He smiled. “The answer to that question, I would think, is obvious.”
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Before he left, Nueve asked if there was anything else he could do. I told him yes, there was, and he promised he would arrange it.

Then he studied my face for a long time without saying anything, until finally he said, “Does it not work on yourself?”

“What?” I asked, but I knew what.

“The healing power of your blood—you cannot use it to repair your own wounds?”

I shook my head. “No. It doesn’t work on me.”

“A gift, then—not a treasure,” he whispered. “You carry a special burden, Alfred Kropp.”

He paused at the door. “Allow me a few moments to make the arrangements, yes?”

He pressed a small object into my hand. It looked like a ballpoint pen.

“What’s this?”

“Open it and see.”

I pulled off the cap, exposing a tiny hole at the top of the cylinder.

“Press the button on the side.”

I pressed and a hypodermic needle sprang from the hole.

“Only a single dose, but the poison metabolizes almost instantaneously, completely paralyzing the victim.”

The needle glittered wickedly in the fluorescent lights. “For how long?” I asked.

“Depends on the subject. Up to five minutes. Press the button again.”

I pressed, and the needle retracted.

“Why are you giving it to me?”

One of his eyebrows rose toward his dark, perfectly coiffed hair.

“You should refrain from asking questions to which you already know the answer, Alfred. It could create the impression that you are not as smart as you really are.”

He tapped lightly on the door with the head of his walking stick. “Until our next meeting, Alfred Kropp.”

“I’m really hoping there won’t be one.”

“The odds are against that.”

Bulldog-Face Man opened the door. Nueve stepped quickly into the hall and the door swung closed behind him.

I sat on the bed and waited. I got tired waiting there, so I went to the window. The window faced south, and there was Broadway, a dark ribbon between the yellow streetlights. I looked down six stories to the parking lot. A long drop, but I had recently dropped a lot longer. The window didn’t open, of course. I’d have to break the glass. And then the concrete below would break me. I guessed I could make a rope out of the bedsheets, but that would probably get me to only the fourth floor. 

The door behind me opened and Bulldog-Face Man was standing there holding a bundle of clothes. He tossed them on the bed and stepped outside again without saying a word.

They were identical to his getup: white tube sox, white soft-soled shoes, white pants with a drawstring, a white short-sleeve shirt.

I dressed quickly and knocked softly on the door. He opened it, avoiding eye contact.

“Left down the hall, elevators on your right,” he murmured. “Unit 214. You got ten minutes.”

I started down the hall and he called softly, “Other left.” 

So I turned back and hurried the opposite way. Behind some of the locked doors came sounds: moans, screeches, strange whoops; and behind other doors just silence. Maybe those rooms were empty, but I doubted it, and somehow the silence was more disturbing than the muffled screams.

I took the elevator to the second floor. The hallway here was a lot more crowded than my floor, which had all the ambience of a haunted house. Nurses and orderlies were everywhere, and doctors with stethoscopes around their necks and white lab coats billowing around them as they hurried to the next life-threatening emergency. Nobody paid any attention to me. In a hospital, just like anywhere else, I guess, you see what you expect to see. I was just another orderly hurrying along like all the other, real orderlies.

I stepped into Samuel’s room and eased the door shut behind me. There wasn’t much light and I stood with my back against the door for a few seconds, waiting for my eyes to adjust. I heard the hiss of an oxygen feed and the soft, steady beep-beep of a heart monitor. To my right was a row of cabinets. To the left were the bed and the screens showing Samuel’s heart rate, temperature, and blood pressure.

He looked very pale except for his eyelids, which were black as charcoal. If it weren’t for the squiggly lines on the monitor and the beeps, I might have thought I was too late.

“Samuel?” I whispered. “Samuel, it’s me, Alfred.”

He was muttering something under his breath, the word a barely audible hiss. I leaned closer and thought I heard him say “Sofia.” Sofia? Who was Sofia?

“It’s okay,” I said, patting his shoulder through the covers. “I’m getting you out of here.”

“Sofia!”

“No,” I said. “Alfred.” Maybe Sofia was the name of his nurse.

I pulled open the drawers to the cabinet on the opposite wall until I found one containing an open box of scalpels, each one individually wrapped in paper. I tore off the paper, exposing the blade.

A gift then—not a treasure.

I went back to his side.

“I met your replacement,” I told him. I laid the scalpel on the pillow beside his head and pulled back the covers. Practically his entire upper body was encased in white gauze.

“He’s a little creepy, like you, only a different kind of creepy. More supersuave creepy than undertakerlike creepy.” 

I slowly peeled back the bandages. I didn’t look at the wound. I looked at his homely, hound-dog face, the sunken cheeks, the prominent jaw, the deep lines across his forehead. 

“He says OIPEP wasn’t responsible. I don’t know. It sure seems OIPEPish to me, but I wasn’t an operative like you, so I don’t know everything they’re capable of.”

I picked up the scalpel and held it for a long time, the diamond-edged blade hovering an inch above my left palm, already laced with scars. I had saved him once from the grip of demons in Chicago. And before that I had cut myself open to heal Agent Ashley in the Smokies. But having done it before didn’t make it any easier now: it takes a special act of willpower to slice yourself open.

“The main thing is,” I whispered, as much to me as to him. “The main thing is I’m in a real jam now and it’s either the rest of my life in a funny farm or in a prison, and I don’t like those choices. I’ve got to find a third way and you’ve got to help me find it.”

I ran the blade along my palm and blood welled around the shiny metal.

“In the name of the Archangel Michael ... the Prince of Light ...”

I lowered my bleeding hand toward his stomach.

“... in the name of Michael, who fell with me through fire ...”

His hand shot upward and grabbed my wrist before I could touch him.

He spoke without opening his eyes.

“No . . .”

Then his eyes came open. The muscles of his neck bulged as he forced out the words.

“Not your will. Not ... your ... will!”

I tried to force my hand to his belly, but he was very strong. It was like some bizarre version of arm wrestling.

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “I can heal you.” 

“No,” he gasped. “It is not ... ” 

He took a deep breath and I could hear something rattling in his chest.

“Well, it wasn’t for that phony deliveryman to decide either,” I snapped back. “Now stop being stupid and let me get this over with ...”

His head came off the pillow and he spat out with such intensity I jerked backward, “Not your choice! Not my choice!”

I tried to pry his long fingers away from my wrist, but weak as he was he was still too strong for me. His head fell back onto the pillow and he closed his eyes, pulling hard for air.

“I will not let you, Alfred,” he whispered.

“Maybe it isn’t my decision, you ever think of that?” I asked. “Maybe all this happened so I could be here to save you. I didn’t ask for this, you know that.”

I yanked my hand away and held my clinched fist against my chest. The blood seeped between my fingers, staining the white shirt red.

“What’s it for, anyway, if I can’t use it?” I demanded, but he didn’t answer. I wondered if he had passed out. “Huh? Why did this happen to me if I’m not supposed to save people with it?”

Someone stepped into the room. Maybe they heard me in the hallway; I was talking pretty loud. It was an orderly, who grabbed me by the shoulders and turned me away from Sam’s bed.

“You’re not supposed to be in here.”

“You don’t get it,” I said, ripping away from his grasp and stumbling back toward Samuel’s bed. “I can save him. I can save everyone.”

The orderly grabbed me again and pulled me toward the open door and into the hallway. Droplets of my blood fell to the floor, like I was marking a trail back to Sam. I kept shouting at the orderly to let me go, that I could save him; I could save them all. I had saved them before, saved the whole world—twice—and I could empty out this hospital, every hospital and hospice and cancer ward, and no one would ever need to be sick or hurt again.

“What else is it for?” I hollered as he gave up trying to reason with me and forced me facefirst toward the floor. “What is it for?”

A hand pushed my head straight down, and I turned my broken nose to one side and pressed my right cheek against the cold white tile. My throbbing left hand was inches from my nose and I could see my blood, shining in the light.
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