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(S)ome other power, some third class of individuals aside from the leaders and the scholars must exist, and this third class must have the task of thwarting mistakes, and nipping the causes of potential disturbances in the bud. There must be a body of men whose task it is to throw out the rotten apples as soon as the first spots of decay appear . . .

A body of this nature must exist undercover. It must either be a power unto itself, or be given the broadest discretionary powers by the highest human authorities . . .

From "The Invisible Empire," an after-Action
 report of Carleton Coon to OSS
 Chief William Donovan, quoted in The
 Last Hero by Anthony Cave Brown.





Prologue

Zurich June

16, 1996

It wasn't the Grande Jatte. Not exactly. It wasn't even the afternoon. Not quite. But it felt that way – just like the picture – as if nothing could ever go wrong. The placid park. The bright and dozy day. The neon-blue lake, shimmering in the breeze.

Lew McBride was on a long run through the narrow park that follows the shoreline of the Zurichsee from busy Bellevueplatz out to the suburbs. He'd already gone about three miles, and was on his way back, jogging through the dappled shade, thinking idly of Seurat.

The pointillist's great canvas was peopled with respectable-looking men in top hats, docile children, and women in bustles carrying parasols. But the age it captured was two world wars ago, before Seinfeld, the Internet, and "ethnic cleansing." People were different now, and so were Sunday afternoons (even, or especially, when they were the same).

To begin with, it seemed as if half the girls he saw were on cell-phones, Rollerblades, or both. They had pierced navels and mischievous eyes, and cruised, giggling, past kids with soccer balls, dozing "guest-workers," and lovers making out in the lush grass. The air was fresh from the Alps, sunny, cool and sweet, its soft edge tainted now and then with whiffs of marijuana.

He liked Zurich. Being there gave him a chance to practice his German. It was the first language he'd studied, chosen in high school because he'd had a crush on an exchange student. Later, he'd acquired Spanish, picked up a little French, and even some Creole, but German was first – thanks to Ingrid. He smiled at the thought of her – Ingrid of the amazing body – cruising past a marina where sailboats rocked at their moorings, halyards clanking.

He could barely hear them. He had the volume turned up on his Walkman, listening to Margo Timmons sing an old Lou Reed song about someone called

". . . Jane . . .
 Sweet Jane . . ."

Music, books, and running were McBride's secret nicotine and, without them, he became restless and unhappy. They were the reason he did not own (could not afford) a sailboat – which he wanted very much. His apartment in San Francisco was a testament to these obsessions. Near the windows, the stereo and the oversized sofa, stacks of books and CDs stood like dolmens: blues, mornas, DeLillo, and opera. Konpa, rock, and gospel. Chatwin on Patagonia, Ogburn on Shakespeare. And a dozen books on chess, which McBride would rather read about than play (except, perhaps, in Haiti, where he and Petit Pierre sometimes sat for hours in the Oloffson, hunched over a battered chessboard, sipping rum).

Thinking about it made him miss it – the place, the chess, his friends . . .

As he ran, he glanced at his wristwatch and, seeing the time, picked up the pace. He had about an hour and twenty minutes until his appointment at the Institute, and he didn't like to be late. (In fact, being late drove him crazy.)

Headquartered in Küssnacht, about twenty minutes from McBride's hotel, the Institute of Global Studies was a small, but venerable, think tank funded by old money flowing from tributaries on both sides of the Atlantic. Like so many foundations established in the aftermath of the Second World War, the Institute was dedicated to the idea – the vague and elusive idea – of world peace. Toward that end, it hosted conferences and awarded fellowships each year to a handful of brilliant youths whose research interests coincided with the Foundation's own.

These included topics as diverse as "the rise of paramilitary formations in Central Africa", "Islam and the Internet", "Deforestation in Nepal", and McBride's own study – which concerned the therapeutic components of animist religions. With the Cold War a thing of the past, the Foundation's directors had formed the opinion that future conflicts would be "low-intensity" struggles fueled, in most cases, by ethnic and religious differences.

With advanced degrees in clinical psychology and modern history, McBride had been traveling for nearly two years. During that time, he'd produced reports on, among other things, the mass-conversion techniques of faith healers in Brazil, the induction of trance states in Haitian voodoo ceremonies, and the role of "forest herbs" in the rites of Candomblé.

Two of these reports had been published in the New York Times Magazine, and this had led to a book contract. In three months, his fellowship would be up for renewal and, after thinking it over, he'd decided to take a pass. He was a little tired of living out of suitcases, and ready to focus on writing a book. And since the Foundation had summoned him to Zurich for their annual "chat," it was the perfect opportunity to let them know of his decision in advance.

All of which was just another way of saying that life was good – and getting better. If McBride's meeting went as planned, he could catch the six o'clock flight to London, arriving in time for dinner with Jane herself – the real Jane, whom he hadn't seen in months.

. . . "Sweet Jane, Sweet Jane . . ."

It was this prospect that spurred his pace, so that he got back to his hotel – the Florida – nearly ten minutes earlier than he'd expected. This gave him plenty of time to shower, shave, and dress, as well as to pack his only bag – a canvas duffel that had seen better days.

His meeting was with the Foundation's director, Gunnar Opdahl, a wealthy and cosmopolitan Norwegian surgeon who had given up medicine for philanthropy. Having spoken with Opdahl by telephone from California, McBride knew that the director wanted him to re-up for a third year. He was glad that he had this opportunity to meet with Opdahl face-to-face. It would give him the chance to discuss the reasons behind his decision to leave, while at the same time expressing his gratitude to the Institute.

And, while he was at it, he could visit Jane on the way home.

• • •

The Institute was headquartered in a turn-of-the-century townhouse, a brooding pile of granite built by a Swiss industrialist who had later hanged himself from a chandelier in the foyer (damaging it in the process). The building was three stories tall, with mullioned windows and wavy antique glass. There were copper gutters with gargoyles at the downspouts, a trio of chimneys poking through the tiled roof, and half a dozen window boxes, dripping with flowers.

A small brass plaque beside the massive front door declared the Foundation's identity in German, French, and English. Above the leaded glass transom, a closed-circuit television camera stared down as he rang the doorbell once, twice, and –

"Lew!" The door swung open, and Gunnar Opdahl surged into view, eclipsing the room behind him. Taller even than the six foot one McBride, the Institute's director was impeccably dressed in an expensive business suit that had a hand-tailored look, and a Hermes tie that McBride recognized from the duty free shops at Heathrow.

Rangy yet solidly built, the fiftyish Opdahl moved with the grace and languor of an aging athlete – which, in fact, he was, having won a bronze medal in the downhill decades earlier. It came up in conversation one time – the strange coincidence that McBride's father had medalled in the same Games (Sapporo, 1972), taking a silver in the biathlon (the first American ever to place in the event). Opdahl had winced good-naturedly, complaining that "Norway owns the biathlon – at least, we're supposed to!"

Now, Opdahl shook his hand and clapped a friendly arm around McBride's shoulder. "So how was your trip?" he asked. "No problems?" The older man ushered McBride inside, then pushed the door shut behind them.

"A little jet lag," McBride replied. "But, no. The flight was fine."

"And the Florida?" Opdahl asked, looking bemused as he took McBride's duffel and set it beside the door.

"The Florida's great!"

Opdahl chuckled. "Large rooms, yes. But, great? I don't think so."

McBride laughed. "Well, it's cheap, anyway."

Opdahl shook his head, and clucked. "Next time, stay at the Zum Storchen, and let the Foundation worry about the money. I've told you: that's what we do!"

McBride made a gesture that was something between a shrug and a nod, and glanced around. The Institute's quarters were more or less as he remembered them, with Persian carpets scattered across the marble floors, coffered ceilings and oak wainscotting, oil paintings of flowers and landscapes, and a scattering of blond PCs on antique wooden desks.

Though he'd only been to the Institute twice before, he was surprised to find its headquarters so quiet. Noticing that surprise, Opdahl clapped him on the shoulder, and gestured toward the stairs. "There's just us!" he exclaimed, leading the way.

"Really?"

"Of course. It's Saturday! No one comes to work on Saturday – except the boss. And that's only because I don't have a choice!"

"Why not?" McBride asked, as they began to mount the steps. " If you're 'the boss' – "

"Because I live here," Opdahl told him.

They ascended the stairs in tandem, heading toward the third floor. "I always assumed you lived in the city," McBride remarked.

Opdahl shook his head, and winced. "No. This is . . . what do you say? 'My home-away-from-home.' " He paused on the landing, and turned to explain. "My wife lives in Oslo – hates Switzerland. Says it's too bourgeois."

"Well," McBride said, "that's its charm."

"Of course, but – one can't argue these things."

"And your children?"

"All over the place. One boy's at Harvard, another's in Dubai. Daughter's in Rolle."

"School?"

"Mmmnn. I spend half my life on airplanes, rocketing through the void."

"And the rest of the time?"

Opdahl flashed a grin, and resumed climbing. "The rest of the time I'm raising money for the Foundation, or sticking pins in maps, trying to keep track of people like you."

It was McBride's turn to smile and, as they climbed, he made a joke about being breathless. "I thought there was an elevator," he remarked.

"There is, but I don't like to use it on weekends," Opdahl replied. "If there were a power failure . . . well, you can imagine."

On his previous visits, McBride had met with Opdahl and his assistants in a conference room on the second floor – so he was at least mildly curious about the living quarters overhead. Arriving on the third floor, they came to a door that seemed entirely out of keeping with the building they were in. Made of steel rather than wood, it was unusually thick and sported a brushed aluminum keypad that governed its opening.

Opdahl punched three or four numbers, and the door sprung open with a metallic click. The foundation director rolled his eyes. "Ugly, isn't it?"

"Well, it's . . . big," McBride remarked.

Opdahl chuckled. "The previous tenants were a private bank," he explained. "From what I've heard about their clientele, a big door was probably well advised."

The office itself was large and comfortable, brightly lighted and furnished in a modern style – unlike the rooms below. There was a wall of books and a leather sofa. A Plexiglas coffee table was laden with a silver tray that held a steaming pot of tea, two cups and saucers, milk and sugar, and a little pile of madeleines.

"Tea?" Opdahl asked.

McBride nodded – "Please" – and walked to the windows behind the desk, where he marveled at the view. Seen through the trees, the lake was the color of Windex, and glittered like broken glass. "Spectacular," he said.

Opdahl acknowledged the compliment with a tilt of his head, pouring the while. "Sugar?"

"Just a little milk," McBride replied. And, then, noticing the computer on the director's desk, he cocked his head and frowned.

"Where's the A-drive?" he asked.

"What's an 'A-drive'?"

"For your floppies."

"Oh, that!" Opdahl replied. "There isn't one."

McBride was genuinely puzzled. "How come?"

Opdahl shrugged. "We like to keep our data confidential and, this way, we can be sure it stays in-house." He handed McBride a cup of tea and, sitting down behind the desk, gestured for the young American to take  a  seat on the couch.  Then  he  sipped,  and exclaimed, "So!" A pause. "You've been doing a wonderful job!"

"Well. . . thanks," McBride replied.

"I mean it, Lewis. I know how difficult it can be to work in places like Haiti. They're filthy, and if you don't know what you're doing, they can be dangerous."

"I got my shots."

"Still . . ." Opdahl leaned forward, and cleared his throat. "You must be wondering what this is all about. . ."

McBride shifted in his seat, and smiled. "Not really," he said. "I just assumed. The fellowship ends in a couple of months. . ."

Opdahl nodded in a way that confirmed the observation even as he dismissed its relevance. "Well, yes, you're right – of course, but . . . that's not the reason you're here."

"No?" McBride gave him a puzzled look.

"No." A whirring sound came from the hall outside the office and, hearing it, the two men looked in its direction.

"Is that the elevator?" McBride asked.

The director nodded, his brow creasing in a frown.

"But-"

"It's one of the staff," Opdahl supposed. "He probably forgot something." Then the whirring stopped, and they could hear the doors rolling back. A moment later, there was a knock. "Would you mind?" the director asked, gesturing toward the door.

McBride frowned. Hadn't Opdahl said, "There's just us"? And something about not using the elevator. But he did as he was asked. "No problem," he said, and, getting to his feet, stepped to the door and opened it.

There was only a fraction of a second to take things in, and no time at all to make sense of it. What he saw was this: a man in surgical scrubs with a gas mask over his face. Then a cloud of spray, and the floor rising toward him. A shower of lights. Darkness.

He was in an ambulance. He was sure that he was in an ambulance because he could see the lights on the ceiling, reflected red lights, going around and around. Nearby, a man in surgical scrubs watched him with a look of mild curiosity.

McBride wanted to ask what was wrong with him, but it was difficult to speak. His mouth was dry, his tongue like wood. When he tried to talk, his voice was slurred, as if he were drunk. After a while, he gave up trying to talk, and tried to concentrate on what had happened. There was a man in a mask. An emergency worker of some kind. Which meant a gas leak, or something like it.

And the aerosol? What was that?

He tried to raise his head – tried to sit up – but it wasn't possible. He was strapped to a gurney, flat on his back, and soaked in lassitude. A tranquilizer, then, and by the feel of it, a powerful one. Thorazine, maybe. He closed his eyes, thinking, I should be frightened . . . it would be healthier to be frightened.

They must have been riding for an hour or more, and never once did the driver use the siren – just the lights. Every so often, McBride's eyes fluttered open, and there they were, rotating over the ceiling: Red . . . yellow . . . red . . .

It was so strange. Wherever the ambulance was, wherever they'd been, there wasn't any traffic. The ambulance cruised at a comfortable speed that seldom varied – as if they were on a highway, or driving through the country. Which didn't make sense. There were lots of hospitals in Zurich – so why leave town? If it was an emergency – and it had to be an emergency, because . . . if it wasn't . . .

The tranquilizer was beginning to wear off, and as it did, he could feel the first stirrings of anxiety, deep within his chest.

Then they were there – wherever "there" was. The ambulance crunched to a stop on what sounded like gravel,
and the lights winked off on the ceiling. Then the car door slammed, and the walls trembled. People talking in Swiss-German, and the rear doors opening with a yank. A rush of fresh air, and then the gurney began to move underneath him.

"Where'm I?" A funny building, barely glimpsed – but modern. Then a face, looming in front of his own.

"Not to talk."

And then they were inside. Down a long hallway, and into a brightly lighted room. Where he was left for nearly half an hour, his mouth getting drier and drier as he stared at the clock, high up on a glazed, ceramic wall.

"You're very brave."

The voice came from the end of the gurney. It was Opdahl's voice under Opdahl's eyes, staring at him over the edge of a surgical mask.

The tranquilizer was history by now, and McBride found himself able to speak without much difficulty. "What's happening?" he asked. And then, when no reply was forthcoming: "What are you doing?"

"Vec," Opdahl said – but not to him.

A needle appeared – McBride saw it for the best part of a second, then felt the sting just below his elbow. Instantly, everything began to slow down. His heart seemed to start and stop, as if he'd been punched in the chest. And, suddenly, he couldn't get his breath. He was suffocating, and the realization made him panic. And as the panic rose inside him, he lunged, lunged reflexively against the straps that bound him. He was determined to stand. If he could stand, he could breathe. But the straps wouldn't budge, or – not that. It wasn't the straps. It was him. He was paralyzed, as immobile as a butterfly under glass.

Opdahl leaned closer to him, so close that McBride could feel the older man's breath on his face. Then the point of a scalpel touched his throat, just above the breastplate, and he felt the knife cut through the skin. "Sh-sh-sh-sh-sh," Opdahl whispered, though McBride had not made a sound. "It's going to be all right."

But it wasn't.

He was dying. He might as well have been underwater, encased in concrete, or buried alive. Airless and frantic, he felt something enter the wound in his throat. Whatever it was, it tore at the tissues in his neck as Opdahl worked it into him. Then a machine began to pump from somewhere behind him and, suddenly, he was breathing again – or the machine was breathing for him. He couldn't tell.

The older man checked the pupils of McBride's eyes, shining a penlight into the back of his head, oblivious to McBride himself. Then McBride felt himself being cranked into what was almost a sitting position. A moment later, a large machine was rolled to the side of the operating table, even as a second machine – itself about the size of a refrigerator – whirred into operation. McBride recognized the first device as an operating microscope, and guessed that the second was a fluoroscope, capable of generating live X rays throughout an operation.

Opdahl hove into view again, as someone wheeled a television monitor up to the operating table. It rested on a little stand, glowing brightly, and McBride's eyes were drawn to it. With a sickening sensation, he realized that the man on the screen with a trache tube in his throat was himself.

"You're going to be all right," Opdahl promised. "Not to worry." Then he reached for one of the surgical instruments that lay in a steel tray at his side. "We've given you eight milligrams of Vecuronium – that's why you can't move. It's a paralytic." He paused. "But not, I'm afraid, an anaesthetic."

Then he nodded at the small monitor next to the table. "I'm sorry you have to watch this," Opdahl told McBride, "but it's a part of the procedure." With that, he turned to the nurse, and nodded. Wordlessly, she stepped behind McBride and, reaching toward him, seized his upper lip between her thumbs and forefingers. Then she pulled it back, exposing his upper gum.

Opdahl leaned in, and drew his scalpel across the bit of tissue that held McBride's lip to the gum beneath his nose. This done, and as the paralyzed McBride stared in terror at the monitor, Opdahl began the procedure known as "degloving," delicately prying the younger man's face away from the skull, peeling the skin back to reveal a direct passage into his brain.
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October 7, 2000

Florida

She was in a kind of road-trance, coasting south with her eyes on the horizon, not quite listening to the radio – that was, in any case, playing songs from her infancy. The car was a cherry-red BMW convertible, a – Z-3 with new Michelins and a killer radio that seemed to be tuned to the past. Removing her sunglasses, Nico put the car on cruise-control – she didn't want to speed – she knew better than to speed – and hit the seek button.

Easy listenin'. Country. Oldies. Salsa.

A riot of oleanders divided the highway, which unfurled across a sunbaked landscape that was flat as a pool table, seedy and glamorous, all at once. Dilapidated double-wides hunkered beside the road under canopies of live oaks strung with Spanish moss. Here and there: confederate flags and pink flamingos. Mortuaries and nursing homes. A roadside stand selling boiled peanuts, Cajun and plain.

Florida, she thought, then shook her head and rolled her eyes behind her Ray-Bans.

What glamour there was, was in the light, and in the Dodger-blue sky. It was in the pastel promise of the Gulf coast, a few miles west, and it was in Nico, too. Like the car she drove, Nico was a masterpiece, fast and expensive.

She'd come down by train from Washington to Orlando, where the BMW was waiting for her in a parking lot at the train station. (She'd have preferred to fly – she liked to fly – but, under the circumstances, what with her baggage and all, flying wasn't practical, flying wasn't even an option.) Taking the I-4 to the Tamiami Trail, she'd turned south just outside of Tampa. This was Florida, trashy side up, all strip malls and trailer camps, parking lots and gas stations.

But all that began to change when she left the Trail, heading west toward the causeway that connected Anna Maria Island to the mainland. At first, it was the same-old/same-old, a constellation of Shoney's, Wal-Marts and Exxons. Stopped at a traffic light, she glanced to her right and saw, with a shock of surprise, an unkempt woman lounging on the pavement next to a shopping cart piled high with plastic bags of what looked like trash. Hanging from the side of the cart was a hand-lettered, cardboard sign that read:

SECRET SERVICE MAFIA SCUM

MURDERED DIANA – JACK – ADLAI

DAG! MASER WHORES AND ELF

SLAVES! YOU TOO!

Once Nico pulled away from the light, she left the craziness behind – or, at least, the crazy lady – and, with it, the down-at-the-heels world of the Inland.

Her destination was a rich man's redoubt, a barrier island just a few miles north of Sarasota, a lush sandspit dappled with turquoise swimming pools and emerald-green golf courses. This was a place where million-dollar villas and high-rise condos stood their ground on a shimmering blond beach that, seen from the sky, made the island look as if it had been outlined with a yellow highlighting pen.

Or so she thought. She'd never actually been there. At least, she didn't think she had. But she'd seen the pictures and brochures. And the place was beautiful. Longboat Key – the Florida that old money dreamed of.

Seeing a sign for La Resort, Nico turned into a boulevard of palm trees, which took her to the front door of a low-slung villa with apricot walls. Killing the engine, she unfolded her long legs, and climbed out into the rapt gaze of the bellboy.

"Checking in?"

"Hope so," she said and, tossing him the keys, bounded up the steps to the office.

Inside, a big "Hi there!" from the clerk behind the desk, who, unlike Nico, was dressed for air-conditioning: white shirt and tie, khakis, and a blazer.

"Brrrr," she replied, with a wince of a smile.

The clerk laughed, and pushed a registration card across the desk. Like the bellboy, he was a nice-looking young man with closely cropped blond hair and sparkling blue eyes. Over the pocket on the left breast of his blazer was La Resort's logo, a pink-and-cream orchid flanked by palm fronds.

"Do you have a reservation?"

"Unh-huh," she said. "It's Nico Sullivan. Nicole."

"If you'll fill that out," he told her, "I'll take an imprint of your credit card – and we'll get Travis to help you with your luggage." Taking a brochure from a Lucite display stand, he turned it upside down, and sketched a line in ballpoint from You Are Here to a building marked Flagler Tower. Then he typed something on his computer, reached under the desk, and produced a white plastic card with Nico's name embossed upon the resort's logo.

"This is your key," he said. "It's a charge card, too. So you can use it for anything at the resort – drinks, clothes, golf lessons – you name it! Just show the key, and it's yours."

"Thanks!" Nico replied, reaching for the card with a bright smile. But the clerk held onto it for just a second too long, flirting with her.

"Any questions?" he asked.

Nico laughed, a musical giggle. She gave the card a little tug, and he let go. "If I think of anything," she said, "I'll give you a call."

"I'd like that," he replied.

She ran her fingers over the embossment of her name, and looked up. "This looks out over the beach, right?"

"Absolutely."

"So it faces west. . . ?"

The clerk nodded.

"Oh, good," she said, "because I'm really looking forward to the sunsets."

"Well, you won't be disappointed," he told her.

A moment later, she emerged from the office to find the bellboy waiting with her luggage on a trolley. Nearby, the BMW sat in the shade under an arbor of bougainvillea.

"Nice ride," the kid remarked.

"Thanks."

Together, they followed the sidewalk to the Flagler Building, making small talk about real estate and the weather. When they got to the elevator, they had to wait and, as they did, Nico's wristwatch began to chime, an insistent electronic flutter that reminded her to take her medication. The bellhop smiled. "Throw it away," he suggested.

"I wish I could!"

"Hey, this is Florida! We don't have appointments here! You just . . . go with the flow."

She laughed politely, but the truth was, she did have appointments. There was the appointment with her laptop every afternoon at four, and the appointment with her meds, twice a day. The meds were a lithium compound prescribed by the Clinic. Duran said they were used to treat "bipolar disorder," or manic-depression, which meant that she had a problem with her moods. Like everyone else, she had her highs and lows except, in her case, the highs were in orbit and the lows could give you black lung. The lithium kept her on an even keel – which was good, if you liked even keels.

But she didn't, really. She was a girl who liked to fly. And, as a matter of fact, she was feeling pretty good right now, standing next to good ole Travis, waiting for the elevator.

Which raised the question: why not do as the natives do, and just . . . go with the flow? Like the bellboy said. Accentuate the positive – eliminate the negative. And only the negative. It wouldn't be the first time. . . .

She touched the little button on her wristwatch, killing the alarm. A moment later, the doors slid open with a clatter, and the two of them got in. Slowly, the elevator began to rise until it came to a shuddering stop on the eighth floor. A couple of turns down the open-air corridor brought them to a door marked 806-E. The bellboy inserted the key-card in the lock, and waited for the diode to flash green. When it did, he pushed the door open and held it for her.

"Oh, wow!" she gushed, sweeping into the living room, and doing a little turn. "It's great!"

And so it was. The suite was large and airy, a choir of pale blues and soft pinks, with a long balcony, lots of rattan and a high-rise view across the water toward Mexico. Nico unlocked the French doors to the balcony, pushed them open and stepped into the sunshine.

"You want me to show you around?" the bellboy asked, placing her baggage on a luggage rack, just inside the door.

"That's okay," she said, returning inside. "I'll figure it out."

The bellboy shrugged, and flashed a boyish grin that had a little too much practice in it. "Whatever." The question had been rhetorical, a way of keeping the conversation going. He knew the kinds of guests that enjoyed a tour of the amenities, and this one, cool as a popsicle in her sherbert-green sundress, was definitely not the type.

Nico smiled, pushed a fiver into his hand and walked him to the door. "Thanks for the help," she said, as she closed the door behind him. Then she turned on her heel,
and went to the computer carrying case in which she kept her meds.

Opening it, she rummaged through its interior until she found what she was looking for – sort of. There were two little orange bottles made of plastic. The first, which held a month's supply of lithium, was almost empty, although she had three more bottles at home in her medicine cabinet.

The second bottle held a drug she called "Placebo #1." A joke – she'd even written it on the label right below the printed information, which read: 326 NICOLE SULLIVAN: TAKE AS DIRECTED. Because the drug was experimental and wasn't even manufactured in the States, the stuff didn't have a name, just a number. You couldn't look it up in the Merck Index or buy it at the pharmacy. You had to get it abroad, or through the mail, and so she did – three or four times a year, depending . . .

It had a way of putting her at a distance from herself, as if her body were an actor in a play she'd come to watch. Supposedly, it was therapeutic – a way of letting her see herself as others saw her. And not only that: Placebo #1 enabled her to do some remarkable things. Without affect, her body and emotions were entirely within her own control. Every reaction was appropriate and measured (or seemed to be) so that, if she'd wanted to, she could have walked an I-beam between the suite she was in and the building across the way. And she'd have enjoyed it, too, because when she was like this, she was free in a way that "normal people" almost never were. It was a strange and interesting way to be.

And unlike the lithium (which could make you fat, if you weren't careful), the side effects were minor. Although it could mess with your memory. Oh, she was okay minute-to-minute and hour-to-hour, but day-to-day could be a problem. Though whether that was a bug or a feature, she couldn't say.

Opening the minibar, Nico took out a bottle of Evian water, and unscrewed the cap. Shaking a pill from each bottle into the palm of her hand, she washed them down with a sip of water, and had a look around the suite.

And it was fine: big, clean, crisp, and stylish. She approved of everything: the welcome basket, filled with fruit; the heavy white bathrobe and translucent soap; the little sewing kit, and the split of champagne that lay on its side in the refrigerator. It was California champagne, but even so – it was the good stuff. Domaine Carneros. A nice wine.

Inventory taken, she unpacked her clothes and put them away. Undressing, she tried on each of the swimming suits she'd brought, twisting and turning in the floor-to-ceiling mirrors in the alcove, just outside the bath. She'd almost decided on the black one, a classic maillot that didn't show too much cheek, when she changed her mind, opting instead for a lemon-yellow bikini. It's not like I have anything to hide, she thought, slipping into a pair of leather sandals.

Crossing the living room, she went out to the balcony and stood at the railing overlooking the beach. Directly below was the patio-pool complex, with its Jacuzzi and swim-up bar, beach umbrellas and tables. Between the pool and the Gulf, a line of palm trees thrashed in the wind while out to sea the water's surface shimmered and flashed.

Standing there, she could feel the pills kicking in, softening the air at the edge of her skin. Leaning out over the railing, hands at her sides, she remembered – vaguely – that she was afraid of heights. But, not now. Now, there was nothing. She might as well be standing in her own living room.

On the beach below, attendants were methodically folding and stacking a row of bright blue cabanas that belonged to the resort. Nico gazed, mesmerized, at the patterning and repatterning of the surf, the lacy white foam curling and uncurling with a muffled roar. Every so often, a child's voice floated up to her, squealing from the pool.

Returning inside, she removed her laptop computer from its leather case, and set it down beside the telephone on the table in the living room. Using an RJ-11 jack, she connected the computer to the phone, adjusted the monitor to cut the glare, and pushed the On switch. It took about a minute for the CPU to go through its routine. When it was done, she clicked on the AOL logo, and waited yet again. Finally, there was – the familiar rush of noise and bleat of horns, the farcical handshake of the modem exchanging protocols with the server. And then she was on.

You've got mail!

Out of habit, she clicked on the mailbox to see who it was.
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Little sister.

Ignoring the message, she went to the Internet connection, and in the box for the Web address, typed

www.theprogram.org

and waited.

A moment later, Web Site Found appeared in a box in the lower left-hand corner of the screen. And then
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Why did it take so long?

Opening Page

And then: a nearly blank screen with its oh-so-familiar, black-on-white inscription.

Unknown Host

Description:

Could not resolve the host:

"www.theprogram.org" in the URL
 "http://www.theprogram.org/"
 Traffic Server version 1.1.7

Reaching into the computer's carrying case, she took out a transparent plastic overlay, and fitted it over the monitor's screen – whose size it duplicated perfectly. A calendar of sorts, the overlay had two axes – a vertical one, divided into twelfths, and a horizontal axis with thirty-one gradations. Together, they created a grid with 372 boxes, one for every day of the year, with seven left over. Using her mouse, Nico slid the cursor over to the box that corresponded to that day's date (October 7th), clicked, and moved on to a second box, the one that corresponded to her birthday (February 11th). And clicked again. Instantly, a tiny hourglass appeared, floating behind the overlay, which Nico then removed.

It always took a minute for the site to load. She watched the blue bar crawl across the page and then she was on:

Hello, Nico

The cursor blinked beneath the greeting, awaiting her instructions. Taking a deep breath, she touched Ctrl-F5, and – pictures and words and . . . something else, a sound she couldn't quite hear, but felt. Pictures and words, scrolling and flipping, moving so fast you wouldn't believe she could take it all in. But she did. She sat there in the room, unmoving, eyes bright with the turmoil on the monitor.

She had been at the resort for three nights, and he still hadn't shown. Each evening, she went down to the beach and waited for him, just to get a look – but he was never there. And the pills were beginning to get to her. If she took them for too many days running, she started to . . . .

What?

Lose track of herself.

That was the only way to put it. There were long periods of time – when . . . there was nothing. And then, quite suddenly, she'd be herself again – except at a distance, always at a distance, as if her identity were a phantom limb. You wouldn't think a little pill could grab you like that, but –

Not to worry. They said he'd be here, and they were always right. It was just a matter of time.

She glanced at her watch (it was 7:15), then looked out the window to where the sky had just begun to blush. Her fourth sunset.

Grabbing a towel, she took the elevator to the ground floor, and walked through the pool area toward the little boardwalk that led to the beach.

It wasn't exactly the season yet, only the beginning of October, so there weren't that many people around. A couple of kids in the pool, attacking each other with what looked like big, Styrofoam noodles. Mom on a chaise lounge, reading, and over there, two oiled, teenaged girls lying on their stomachs, bikini tops undone. Nico thought maybe they were asleep because, really, there wasn't much sun left to bathe in. The area around the pool was already in shadow, the underwater lights glowing eerily. Lamps were beginning to flicker on the periphery of the terrace. The attendant who sold hats and sunglasses, sand toys and sunscreen was busy putting away things at his little stand, closing up for the night. As Nico walked past, a fiftyish woman in a purple bathing suit lowered herself carefully into the Jacuzzi beside the pool, her mouth releasing a soft Ooof of pleasure.

The beach was even less crowded. Most people seemed to be at dinner, or dressing for dinner.

And then she saw him –

An old man, sitting in a wheelchair at the end of the boardwalk, where it broadened into a platform above a flight of steps leading down to the sand. He had a shawl over his shoulders, and his eyes were fixed on the reddening horizon. Nearby, the old man's dreadlocked Jamaican caretaker leaned on a railing, listening raptly to the music blasting through the earphones of his Walkman. Reggae, Nico thought, catching the rhythm as she passed, the sound a remote, tinny whine.

There was no one else, really. Apart from the Jamaican and the old man, the only other people in sight were a lone jogger, running in the wet sand along the surf line – and a couple, walking with their heads down, looking for shells.

And that was it. Everybody else was . . . somewhere else. Which left Nico with Nico, one on one, watching her towel fall to the sand as she waded into the warm Gulf waters. In front of her, the sun seemed balanced on the horizon's dark rim, turning the sky the color of a million postcards.

She's in heaven, Nico thought, watching herself move through the water. Which was shallow here, no more than knee-deep for upwards of a mile offshore. Wading farther-and farther out to sea, she could see herself dwindling in the old man's eyes. Finally, she slowed, stopped, and sank to her knees. Leaning back on her arms, she luxuriated in the warm bath of the Gulf, listening to the cry of gulls wheeling overhead. She remained this way for what seemed a long time, eyes shut, face turned toward the sky. Then she pivoted on her left arm, and spun to her feet in a single move that would have been startling if anyone other than she had seen it.

Slogging back to the beach, she picked up her towel and climbed the steps to the little boardwalk. As she passed the old man, she gave him a shy smile and a meek "hello," and kept on going. The Jamaican didn't even notice. He was up to his ears in Bob Marley, eyes closed, shoulders swaying, quietly singing the words

'No, woman, no cry"

At the footbath inside the gate, Nico rinsed her feet, slipped on her flip-flops and crossed the terrace to the elevator.

Back in her room, she removed the little bottle of champagne from the refrigerator, and opened it with a soft pop. Then she filled a flute from the kitchen cabinet, and took a single sip. It was nice, she thought, very nice.

Moving to the couch, she set the champagne glass down on the glass-and-rattan coffee table, and got out her laptop. Connecting it to the phone, she waited for the CPU to boot up, then got out the plastic overlay, and went to the hidden URL she'd accessed the day before (and the day before that). She moved the cursor to today's rectangle, and then to the one that represented her birthdate:

Hello, Nico

The cursor blinked silently.

Resting her fingertips on the keyboard, she typed

Picture, please

Instantly, an hourglass appeared in the center of the screen, and hung there, like a bug in the air at the end of an invisible thread. After a while, an image began to form, one line after another until, in the end, there was a snapshot of an old man, the same old man who was sitting in the wheelchair eight floors below.

Certain now that she had the right man, Nico went to the folding luggage rack that held her baggage. These were a battered leather pullman in which she kept her clothes, and a waterproofed case made of lime-green, high-impact plastic with a customized, foam interior. Turning the numbered wheels of the combination lock on the second bag, she sprung the catch, opened the case and checked her tools.

These were nestled in a complex of foam compartments and, once assembled, constituted the finest sniping system money could buy. There was a bolt-action, M-24 barrel that coupled with a reassuring click to a Kevlar-reinforced, fiberglass stock with a matte-black finish. A Leupold scope was mounted to the barrel on steel rings and bases, in tandem with a B-Square Laser. Support came from a Harris bipod, and silence from a Belgian-made helical suppressor that threaded onto the maw of the rifle's twenty-inch barrel.

Nico assembled the weapon system with practiced ease, taking about thirty seconds, and tested the trigger's three-pound pull. Then she inserted a single round of Teflon-coated, .308 ammunition, and rammed it home. With the silencer, scope, and laser, the rifle weighed almost eleven pounds – which made the bipod essential for accuracy.

Walking out onto the balcony, she saw that the sun was almost underwater, the horizon hemorrhaging as the sky darkened to a blue-black bruise. Backlighted from below, a dozen palm trees trembled in the evening breeze.

But the old man was right where he was supposed to be, sitting in the twilight, enjoying the day's last gasp.

Lying on her stomach, Nico slid the muzzle between the pink balustrades at the edge of the balcony, its barrel resting on the bipod, taking the weight off her arms. Then she looked through the scope, and flicked on the laser, which cast a wafer of blood red light between the old man's fourth and sixth vertebrae. From the end of the barrel to the edge of his skin was less than two hundred yards, an easy shot for her, even in the gloaming. Still, she could see the light tremble on her target's back as her finger curled on the trigger, drawing it toward her for what seemed like forever. Then the rifle spasmed, and she heard a sound like a champagne cork going off in another room. The old man jerked upright and stiffened, as if an electric shock was moving through him. Then his body slumped, sinking into itself in such a way that she knew she'd cut his spine in two.

There was no smoke, really, and no flash that anyone was likely to have seen. The cartridge she'd fired was subsonic, so the only sound that could have given things away was the noise of the slug as it slapped into the old man's back.

Not that it mattered. No one was paying attention – certainly not the Jamaican, who was lost to Bob Marley, and certainly not the children in the pool, whose laughter hung in the air like music.

Nico sat up, and broke down the gun. No muss, no fuss.

Then she got to her feet, and returned the rifle's components to the Underwater Kinetics case in which they belonged. Finally, she spun the custom-fitted, little brass wheels that locked the suitcase, and topped off her champagne. Then she walked out onto the balcony with her glass, sat down and waited for all hell to break loose.

There was still no reaction to what she'd done. The Jamaican was nodding in time to the Walkman's lonely concert, eyes half-closed. The shell seekers and jogger were long gone, and the teenaged girls had packed it in. That left the woman who'd been in the Jacuzzi, who was shuffling toward the elevators, the kids and their mom. The kids were still there, splashing in the pool even as their mom stood over them, holding towels, pleading with them to get out. A minute went by. Then five. The sun was below the horizon now, so that there were only a few faint streaks of red left in the sky. Finally, as if he'd just realized that the night was almost upon them, the Jamaican removed the headphones from his ears, grasped the back of the wheelchair and, slowly, began to push the old man up the boardwalk, never noticing that his charge was dead.

But when they reached the pool, the kids saw it. And Nico saw what they saw: the old man, lifeless beyond sleep, slumped in his chair with whitewashed eyes. And the bloom on his chest where the bullet had tumbled out into his lap, tearing a hole in his shawl.

One of the little girls began to scream, and her mother admonished her, thinking the kids were fighting. Standing at the edge of the balcony, sipping her champagne, Nico could hear the woman, warning her daughter: "That's it, Jessie, that's really it, that's the last time – "

Then her voice evaporated, the wind died, and a frightened whoop cut through the air. Then a second whoop, as if someone were gathering – the strength to scream. And, finally, the scream itself, cutting through the night.

Leaving the balcony, Nico stepped inside and picked up the remote. Turning on the TV, she sat down on the couch and surfed among the channels until she found her favorite show. Channel 67. MTV. The Real World.

An ambulance and three police cars arrived about ten minutes later, sirens blaring. A TV camera crew came soon after that, running through the lobby to the terrace, where they got some good shots of the bloodstained wheelchair, the old man being taken away on a gurney, and the Jamaican nursemaid, sitting in a deck chair with his face in his hands. Nearby, a dozen guests stood with tropical drinks in their hands, whispering among themselves and frowning.

More than an hour went by before a policeman knocked on Nico's door to ask if she'd seen or heard anything unusual. She told him that she hadn't, and asked what the commotion was all about.

"A man was shot," the policeman told her. "Down on the boardwalk."

"You're kidding!"

"No."

"But I didn't hear anything – I mean, not until the ambulance came."

"Nobody did," the policeman said. "Not so far, anyway."

"But he'll be all right, won't he? The man who was shot?"

The cop shook his head.

"You mean, he's dead?" she asked.

"I'm afraid so," the policeman said. "Murdered. You might even say 'gunned down.' "

"Here? That's horrible!"

The policeman snorted, as if she'd told a joke. " 'Horrible' ain't the half of it."

"What do you mean?"

The policeman looked embarrassed. "I shouldn't say, but. . . it's stupid."

"What is?"

"Shooting that guy."

"Why?"

"Guy's name is Crane. He's eighty-two years old. Cancer patient. Everybody knows him. Real prominent

guy."

"So?"

"So his nurse says, he's got about six months to live when he's shot. Maybe a year if he's real lucky. I mean –" The cop shook his head with a rueful chuckle. "What's the point?"
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