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Prologue 

 

Ea‟s cave had a hole in the roof. Not to let smoke out, but to let the moon in. It wasn‟t 

really a cave anymore; over the years the loose rocks had been removed and white sand brought 

up from the beach in leaf-lined baskets by her followers to make a soft floor. It was a temple 

now, but the entrance was still a narrow fissure in the jumbled rocks below the hilltop. The moon 

was past half and fattening, and the time was not long past twilight on this summer night. The 

high moon made a ragged shape of light on the bright sand and lit the cave, poorly assisted by 

three small olive oil lamps set into niches between the rocks. 

Ea sat alone in the moonlight across from the outland warrior captain, the stone on the 

sand between them. She had no need for an attendant; she was no longer young, with much gray 

in her hair, but still nimble enough to sit or rise gracefully. The outlander had arrived in the 

village at mid-afternoon, in a chariot, with a hand of hands of warriors walking behind. He was 

large, impatient, and Ea could see scars on his hands and arms. He had told the villagers, the few 

who were not in the fields and pastures, that he served the king, Croesus of Lydia, and that he 

had heard that an oracle lived nearby. 

“What do you wish of me?” Ea asked. 

“First I would know why I should believe what you foretell. What powers do you possess 

and what god do you serve?” 

“I serve the Great Goddess. As to my powers…” Ea stretched out her hand, palm down, 

and the polished riverstone that lay on the sand rose into the air, untouched, then settled back as 

she lowered her hand. 

“Then listen, seer. We go to battle against the men of Cyrus, King of Media. We will 

meet them tomorrow, near the place where the shepherds cross the river. I would know how I 

shall fare in battle.” 

“What will you pay?” 

“A goat…and this.” He reached into a pouch and withdrew a bracelet of coiled copper. 

Ea had never seen one like it; perhaps a spoil of war. 

She nodded and placed the bracelet on her arm, then floated the oracle stone and cupped 

it between her palms. After only a moment she spoke. “I see woe. You will die tomorrow and the 

men of Croesus will be broken.” It seemed likely. The shepherds reported that the captains of 
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Cyrus had far more warriors at the river than those with this captain of Croesus, and they had 

already been there a day. 

The visitor blinked, then shook his head. “That cannot be. This battle must bring me 

honor and glory!” He rose quickly and Ea got to her feet as well. “That cannot be!” He was 

angry and sneering, and Ea thought of running, but he was nearer the opening. “You are wrong, 

seer!” He drew his long iron knife and stepped forward. She tried to strike him with the stone, 

but he knocked it away.  

 “You serve the wrong god!” He stuck the knife deep into her belly and she shrieked pain. 

She collapsed on the sand and curled in upon herself. From far away she felt fingers remove the 

copper bracelet from her arm. She didn‟t feel it when he kicked her. 

“The wrong god!” 

# # # 

 

The old man stumbled on the top step as the legionaries roughly hustled him forward 

behind the striding centurion. The building was not a palace, barely even a large house, but it 

served as a palace here, far to the east of Constantinople. More importantly, the man who lived in 

it ruled in the name of Constantine, the Emperor, and he called it his palace. The soldiers jerked 

the old man upright, and he found his footing again as they passed through the open doorway and 

into the main room. The man who waited for them was plump and perfumed, with rings on three 

fingers of each hand. He was only in charge of a small district, but called himself Prefect.  

The centurion marched forward, halted smartly, and struck his breastplate with his right 

fist. 

“Here he is, my lord. The man called Volantus.” 

The Prefect looked at him sternly, and the old man wanted to run away, but that was 

hopeless. Even though the legionaries had released him they stood within half a pace, ready to 

seize him again. 

“I am told that you can walk on water. Is this true?” 

“No your lordship, of course not.” 

“And yet I am told that it is true. Is my centurion a liar?” 

The centurion‟s hand was on his gladius. 

“No my lord, that is…I can…lift myself, sort of. Doesn‟t matter if it‟s over water or not.” 
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“Show me.” 

The old man swallowed hard and looked around the room. In addition to the Prefect and 

the three soldiers there were a servant, a secretary, and a man in a brown robe standing slightly 

behind the Prefect. The man in the brown robe wore a carved wooden cross on a leather thong 

around his neck. 

The old man began to tremble. He nodded to the Prefect and closed his eyes. He reached 

out for the hand of Jupiter, and rose up, wobbling a little. He held himself a few inches off the 

floor, counted to three, and released the hand. He bent his knees, but his joints hurt all the time 

now, and he staggered as he landed. 

“ Are you a prophet?” The man in the brown robe was wide-eyed. “Did God speak to 

you?” 

“It is the hand of Jupiter. It has been there since I was a boy.” 

“But…this is blasphemy! Only Our Lord Jesus could do such miracles!” 

“ If you say it. May not one god do as another does?” 

“Mind your tongue, old man!” The Prefect stepped forward. “Have you not heard that the 

Emperor has accepted the Christian way for all of us? There is only one God for Romans now.” 

“The gods are the gods. Can an Emperor change that?” 

The Prefect hissed through his teeth. “This one can, and you are going to regret your 

foolish words. Centurion!” 

“Sir?” 

“This scum has demeaned the Emperor. Execute him.” 

“Yes sir. The rack?” 

“No. Put him on the catapult. Let‟s see how high our Volantus can really fly. And a gold 

solidus to the bowman who can feather him in flight.” 

 

# # # 

 

Dror had chosen his tree carefully the day before, and he sat under it now, waiting for 

customers. Boda had set out the coinbox and lounged nearby, looking large, and menacing any 

who approached without coin in hand. The boy, Andja, was in place, hidden behind the trunk of 

the tree and the brightly striped pavilion where Dror told fortunes and rested between shows. He 
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could smell the scents of market day; roasting meat, drying spices and dung, the same wherever 

he went. He was an outsider here, dark-skinned, with his black hair worn long and tied back.   

Dror had been a soldier when he‟d left Rajput many years before, hired into service to 

drive out the Mohammedan invaders. The invaders had been driven back, across Persia and even 

into Asia Minor, the land of the Turks, but the campaign had faltered. By then Dror had had 

enough of soldiering, and one night he had simply taken his belongings and left. Many others 

had done the same and for a while he‟d traveled with a group. The local people called them Rom 

or Roma and did not welcome them. Eventually Dror had decided it was safer to travel alone, 

supporting himself as a magician and fortuneteller, as his father had. He knew many sly tricks 

and was an accomplished juggler. He had picked up the others along the way. Both had tried to 

rob him, which was often the way he met people. He had passed through the city of Pella some 

three days ago, in a land where many people claimed descent from Philip and Iskander, and was 

now farther to the west. 

He checked the positions again. He was seated on a low stool, with a small carpet in front 

of him. On the carpet lay five juggling balls of various colors and a stick carved with what he 

called runes. Two paces in front of the carpet was the coin box. Boda‟s job was twofold; to 

protect the box as it filled, and to make sure that nobody came closer to Dror than the box. At 

two paces in the shifting light under the tree he was confident that none could see the gossamer 

line of spun silk that was attached to one end of the runestick. From there it went up to a 

crotched branch, carefully smoothed the previous night with a stone and a bit of dogfish skin, 

thence to another crotch above Andja‟s hiding place, and finally to Andja‟s hand. 

The crowd began to gather and he started the juggling routine. By the time he added the 

fifth ball they were thick, and he paused to savor the applause and to let Boda remind them of the 

price of entertainment. At the front were a man who looked like a crofter and a boy with a 

strange fixed smile. 

“Hai, Goodman. Is something wrong with your boy there?” 

“Not my boy. He‟s addled. Got kicked in the head by the new Bishop‟s ass. We keep him 

around to kill rats. He can‟t talk, but he‟s death on rats with a sling – never misses. You a 

healer?” 

“Not I. A traveling showman and fortuneteller only. Attend, good people, attend! I will 

show you the wonders of the fabled runestick!” 
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Dror began his chant, waving his hands wildly, but carefully avoiding the silk thread. The 

crowd pressed forward until Boda snarled at them. The box seemed adequately full, so Dror 

shouted a loud “Haiyee!” which was Andja‟s signal, and the stick slowly rose upright on the 

carpet. 

“Behold!” he exclaimed. 

“Witchcraft!” came a shout from the crowd. A fat man in the robe and tonsure of a friar 

pushed to the front, accompanied by the mayor of the town. He stopped next to the drooling boy, 

who danced from foot to foot, pointing at the stick. 

“This is the work of the Devil!” 

Dror jumped up, waving his hands in front of him in denial, and felt one hit the filament. 

The stick pinwheeled, then fell still as the line broke. 

“No, good sir, no, it is but a trick, an entertainment! Here, look.” He waved his arms 

wider, feeling for the thread, but it wasn‟t within reach and he couldn‟t see it. The drooling boy 

leaped forward and clutched the stick, but the friar snatched it away and threw it down. “The 

boy, Andja, behind the tree…he will show you.” Dror turned but he could already see Andja 

slipping away, hiding in the market day traffic. 

“Witchcraft! I saw. We all saw.” 

“ No, your worship, it was merely a trick.” Dror felt the sweat running down his face. 

“Here, I will give the money back.” He reached for the coinbox but the friar caught his hand. 

“Take him to the square. Prepare a stake and a fire.” 

“Your Worship, I have heard that the Church of Rome has begun burning witches, but the 

people here are of the Eastern Church and still revere the Patriarchs.” The mayor looked around 

nervously. “It is not our way…” 

“Then let it become your way! His Holiness will not tolerate heresy.” 

The addled boy began clapping and dancing again and the stick rose once more. 

“You dare?” the friar bellowed, his face darkening. 

“Not I, not I!” Dror yelped, shrinking back from the carpet. “Someone else!” 

The friar fixed his glare on the grinning mute. “Is this your doing? Are you a witch too?” 

The addled boy bounced up and down, his head bobbing, and the people at the front of 

the crowd tried to shrink back. 

“Take them both. One fire should serve for two witches.” 
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Chapter 1 

  

The email from John Chalk spoiled Andy Taggart‟s day early. He stared out the window 

not seeing the view that normally calmed him and reassured him that life was really pretty good. 

In early May of a decently wet year, like this one, the Marin hills were still more green than gold, 

the grass tall, rippling as the breezes pushed waves across the open spaces between the scattered 

oaks. The wildflowers were good this year, too, but Andy wasn‟t thinking about the beauties of 

nature in Northern California. Andy was thinking that he was forty-two and it had been a long 

time since grad school, and whatever John Chalk was doing now, it was probably more 

important (or at least better paid) than being the science writer for a weekly news magazine and a 

technology monthly. 

The email was still on his screen, and he read it again. 

Andy- 

Hey guy, it’s been awhile! I’m going to be in the Bay 

Area next week and I was hoping we could get together. I saw 

your magazine piece on the accelerating universe -- very 

nice. This trip is more than visiting old friends. I need 

your help as a writer and a physicist. Can’t say much now, 

but either I am onto something remarkable and important or I 

am going nuts. 

Send me a phone number and the best time to get 

together. We’ll need half a day, at least, just to plan what 

we need to do. Anytime next week is OK. 

 

Say Hi to Kate for me. 

 

Best regards, 

 

John Chalk. 

Andy had been proud, was still proud for that matter, that he had finished his doctorate in 

physics, but it had been clear before he finished that he wasn‟t one of the special ones, the 

brilliant ones who did important physics. John was. Not that he had ever been arrogant about it, 

or one of the grinders; John had always been up for a ski trip or a rock climbing weekend, an 
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occasional evening of baseball and beer. But physics was easy for John, easier than for the rest of 

them, and he never felt guilty about taking the time off. John had gone on to do a postdoc at 

MIT, then a faculty slot at Stanford, with a consulting gig at some high-tech startup on the side. 

Andy had spent three years in a non-tenure-track teaching position at Sonoma State, then taken a 

leave when his parents died in the plane crash. He‟d moved into the Marin house that was the 

bulk of the estate, and when the letter arrived informing him that his position was being 

eliminated in the latest round of budget cuts he had begun writing articles about science. He‟d 

gotten together with John once, for dinner in Palo Alto, but that was it. Andy had heard that John 

had moved to some government-financed industrial research lab, but it came to him now that he 

had not actually seen or spoken with John for almost ten years. And now this email. 

Andy rocked back in his chair and absently drummed a rhythm on the edge of his 

keyboard tray. The email was mysterious and portentous and disturbing. John needed his help? 

Surely he had friends and colleagues of more recent acquaintance. And why no phone number of 

his own? The email had been sent from a free hotmail account, so the return address told him 

nothing.  

“Well, shit.” Andy glanced at his calendar, but he knew already that next week was 

empty after Monday, the deadline for his current assignment. Which he should be working on 

even now. He popped up a reply window and typed. 

John- 

Yes, it has been a long time. Good to hear from you. 

I’m not sure how I can help you with your mystery project, 

but I’ll be glad to listen. Monday is bad, but the rest of 

the week is open. Shall we say Tuesday afternoon starting 

with lunch? Just let me know where you’ll be staying and how 

to reach you. 

I’m afraid I can’t say Hi to Kate for you -- she 

divorced me 

Andy stopped, then backspaced. 

We were divorced almost two years ago. 

It will be good to see you again. 

Best, 

Andy 
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He thought about deleting the part about Kate, then shrugged, added the phone number 

and clicked send.  

Andy‟s coffee was cold and he got up to carry the mug downstairs for a refill. It was 

white with a red and gold Chinese dragon wrapping around, and a bit dingy, he noticed. Time for 

a good wash. He stopped in the bathroom and examined his face in the mirror. The bump on the 

bridge of his nose wasn‟t prominent, but it was there for those who knew to look, one of the 

accumulated inadvertent body modifications that marked the passage from youth to…whatever 

he was now. John had been there the day his nose got broken, though he‟d certainly not been 

responsible for it. John had been third on the rope, Andy second, in the middle. Jeff Richards, the 

most experienced of them, had been on lead with Andy belaying. They were doing one of the 

classics at the „Gunks, with an awkward belay for the third pitch, on a tiny stance in a sort of 

cave at the base of a corner under a big ceiling. There had been barely enough room for both 

Andy and John. They‟d paid attention in setting up the belay, three bombproof anchors rigged to 

resist the upward force of a leader fall, slings adjusted to balance the load, and a separate anchor 

on which John was tied off. The error was in making the slings too long. Not much, only about a 

foot, but enough that when a hold broke off under Jeff‟s hand and he‟d gone flying, the sudden 

yank on the rope slammed Andy‟s head into the rock of the ceiling. He‟d held the fall, but the 

front of his helmet had smashed down onto his nose. John had used his sweatshirt in an awkward 

reach to stanch the bleeding while Andy coughed and snorted blood and held on until Jeff was 

back on the rock and climbing again. It hadn‟t been a bad break, as noses went, or so the doctor 

had told him. He wouldn‟t have said that he and John had ever been really close, but the guy had 

always been reliable on a climb. 

Having his office on the second floor of the house gave him the view, but it meant a trip 

down and up to get coffee from the kitchen. He figured the exercise was good for him. As he 

poured he tried to remember what he had heard about John‟s career after Stanford, but all he 

could recall was an unnamed research lab near Washington. He turned on the small television he 

kept on the kitchen counter, always tuned to CNN, and sipped his coffee as the anchor read the 

latest reports. 

“Ibrahim al-Iraqi, the self-proclaimed leader of the radical Islamist group New Taliban, 

today released a communiqué claiming responsibility for the recent attack on the US military 

facility in Ramallah. He accused the US of pursuing a war of extermination against Muslims 
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around the world, pointing to the US-sponsored resolution to withhold UN refugee assistance 

funds from states designated as Islamic theocracies as an attempt to starve Muslim children. In 

Washington the President responded defiantly to critics who accused him of waging a religious 

war.”  

The picture cut to a clip of the President, looking angry. “Listen, I didn‟t make this a holy 

war, those fellows over there did. If some Muslims think we are targeting them because of their 

religion, let them root out these terrorists who attack us in the name of that very same religion. 

Regimes that tolerate terrorism in the name of religion are the enemies of civilized people 

everywhere, and I plan to stand up to them.” It was just the usual stuff; the war had been going 

on for over a decade and seemed likely to last forever. He began surfing the channels and 

stopped when he recognized a face.  

The Truth Channel was showing a speech by the Reverend Warren Thiebault. Andy 

remembered him from the Republican Convention the previous summer; a big burly man 

running to fat, with movie-star teeth in a leonine face framed by swooping wings of white hair. 

Since the convention, anything Thiebault said was deemed to be newsworthy, at least on the 

partisan channels. This seemed to be an inspirational address for some sort of youth group; the 

audience consisted entirely of young men in suits and ties.  

“Yours is a time of glory, for I tell you that the End Times are at hand, as the Bible tells 

us. The battle is upon us and we who are living today, your generation, are called to serve. The 

battle is stark, between Good and Evil. There can be no neutrality. The armies of wickedness are 

on their stealthy march here at home, even as we face them in battle across the sea. The innocent 

continue to suffer and die, as they have in New York and Washington and Miami and Los 

Angeles over the years. We are weary, but we cannot rest.” 

“It is a mistaken reading of scripture to believe that we need only wait for Jesus to lift up 

the righteous. The battle must be won first, and Christians are the chosen instrument of God in 

that battle. True Christians must rise up in holy wrath and take arms against the unbelievers. Be 

not afraid, nor suffer the false prophets and deceivers. Our duty is clear, spoken by God in the 

words of Deuteronomy: ‘…a prophet who presumes to speak in my name anything I have not 

commanded him to say, or a prophet who speaks in the name of other gods, must be put to 

death.’ The heathen who deny Christ, who would murder us all in the name of their false god, 

are false prophets, each and every one. Each of us bears individual responsibility for carrying out 
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God‟s will. It is your job, not someone else‟s. This is our battle, for we are commanded to take 

dominion of the earth.” 

“The President and the armed forces are doing their part, but it is not enough. They are 

hindered by weak-willed apostates who have no stomach for war, even holy war, and by those 

who deny the truth of scripture. It is time to teach the atheists and the apostates that, yes, citizens 

must respect government and follow the law, but government must respect God and follow 

God‟s laws.” 

“Let us close with a brief prayer. Heavenly Father, watch over those who risk their lives 

on the battlefield so that Thy will may be done. Bless especially those who serve willingly not in 

the nations‟ armies, but in Your Army. Make them strong in the knowledge that victory is at 

hand. In Jesus‟ Name, amen. Now brothers, we have prayed for God‟s Army. Is it not time for 

you to join?” 

Andy pursed his lips as if his just-poured coffee had gone cold and bitter and switched 

the set off. There was little joy in watching the news these days on any channel, and he wondered 

why he bothered. 

He sighed and cursed his lack of self-discipline, but he knew that he was not going to get 

any more writing done this morning. Well, he was ahead (a little bit), and the subject of 

creationist views about life on other planets was not exactly riveting, although the money would 

be decent. Instead of returning upstairs he continued down another flight.  

Like many houses in hilly Marin, his was set on the side of a steep ridge. There was a 

main floor with the garage and the front door, living spaces, kitchen, a large outdoor deck. 

Upstairs were the master suite and the bedroom that had become his office. The lowest floor, 

originally designed for children‟s bedrooms, had been redone as one large room, broken by 

support pillars, with a bathroom off to the side and a smaller deck off the back. Andy called it the 

taiko room. It contained nothing but a bookshelf, a small table, a stretching mat and his drums. 

At the moment there were four drums. Two were Andy‟s original practice drums; 

automobile tires of different sizes, each wrapped in several rolls of transparent plastic packaging 

tape. The tape was wound across the plane of the tire, each wrap nearly a diameter, but angled a 

bit from the previous wrap, until the center of the tire was multiply crisscrossed to form a 

drumhead. The two tire sizes gave slightly different tones, although each was a dull thud 

compared to a real taiko. They were good for practice, though, and cheap. 
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Beside the tire drums, on a metal stand, was a shime daiko about the size of a snare drum. 

Andy had made this too, stretching the thick hide heads and tensioning them with rope that 

compressed the protruding rims anchoring the heads. The heads were wider than the central 

cylinder and the drum looked like an oversized spool for computer cable, the top and bottom 

flanges bent toward each other at the rims by the rope interlacing. The shime had a sharp tone, 

high-pitched with little reverberation. 

The last drum Andy had not made, although it was the one in which he took the most 

pleasure. It was a genuine Asano chu-daiko, made in Japan. It was about the size of a wine 

barrel, tunneled out of a solid piece of keyaki. The wood was a rich reddish brown, with sinuous 

dark grain markings in patterns revealed by the barreled shape. The heads were fastened by two 

offset rows each of iron nails, the rounded nail heads zigzagging around each end of the drum. 

The sound of the chu-daiko was full and deep and loud, and Andy loved to play it. Not as much 

as the o-daiko, the big drum, that he sometimes played in group practice and performances, but 

he had no hope of ever owning an o-daiko. Even the chu had cost several thousand dollars, used, 

on E-bay. 

Andy picked up a pair of broomhandle-thick sticks, bachi, and began tapping out a soft 

don-doko rhythm on the chu-daiko, one long and two shorts, right, right-left, right, right-left. 

After a few cycles he stopped and frowned at a roughened area where one stick had begun to 

splinter. Sensei Yoshida would not be pleased if he saw that. Andy put the bachi down and 

moved to the shime-daiko, picking up the lighter, tapered bachi used to play it. He tapped the 

drum and winced. Time to tighten it. Again. He tossed the bachi on the floor in annoyance, then 

sighed and picked them up and placed them under the tripod legs of the stand, neatly aligned. 

Yoshida-sensei would also not be pleased if he came to practice in this sort of mood. He found a 

roll of black electrical tape and wrapped the splintered bachi, then resumed the don-doko 

exercise on the chu. Eventually he relaxed and it became smooth and even, but it took longer 

than usual. 

 

# # # 

Officer Joaquin Martinez yawned, stretching his wiry frame in the driver‟s seat of the 

dark gray unmarked sedan, and ran a hand through dark hair worn a little longer than regulation. 

The car was parked next to a loading dock, facing the street. 
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“He still there?” 

“Yeah, he‟s still there.” Officer Dave Stein, a balding buzz-cut ex-linebacker who looked 

too big for the shotgun seat, was wearing the night vision goggles and had a small parabolic 

microphone on his lap. The goggles were pointed at a dark shadow beside a warehouse on the 

opposite side of the street, maybe fifty yards away. This warehouse park was all dark shadows 

and yellow glare at night from the widely spaced sodium vapor floodlights. The lighting made 

trucks easy to see, but provided lots of places for a single man to hide. Without goggles they 

wouldn‟t have had a prayer of following Paco. 

“How long since he moved?” 

“Ten minutes. Maybe this is where he plans to do business tonight.” 

Paco‟s business was diversified. He dealt in drugs, stolen cars, undocumented aliens, 

whatever came to hand. This area of warehouses near Dulles airport offered lots of opportunities 

for Paco and the Latin American gang he sometimes ran with. One of Stein‟s informants had 

tipped them that Paco was meeting a coke courier tonight or tomorrow, somewhere in the 

warehouse park. No good location for a stakeout, so they had to tail Paco. 

The parking lot of the warehouse across the street held a number of trucks and a single 

car, a silver Lexus sport coupe. It could be Paco‟s target or it could belong to somebody he was 

doing business with. There were stacks of lumber and bricks and plastic pipe between the car and 

the building and that‟s where Paco was waiting. Stein was watching Paco while Martinez 

watched the car and the building. It was a row of small business facilities, each with its own high 

bay with an overhead door and an adjacent pedestrian door. The pedestrian door nearest the 

Lexus opened. 

“Heads up, someone coming out.” 

“Yeah, he‟s moving.” Dave reached down and picked up the parabolic. He held it out 

through the open side window and pointed it. There were indistinct sounds from the speaker in 

the dashboard, then footsteps. 

“White guy, medium height, leather jacket, heading for the Lexus.” 

“So‟s Paco.” 

Two sets of footsteps from the speaker now, and Stein angled the microphone, following 

Paco as the two figures converged. 

“Nice car man.” It was Paco‟s voice; Martinez had heard it many times on tape. 
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“Yeah it is. Can I help you with something?” The second voice was unfamiliar, and wary. 

“Doesn‟t sound like a buy.” Martinez reached for the ignition, ready to start up. 

“Help me with something? Yeah, you can help me to your wallet and car keys!” 

“Gun! Go!” Stein flipped the goggles up and out of the way with his left hand, still 

pointing the microphone with his right. Martinez turned the key. 

“Whoa, take it easy. I‟ve got a hundred on me, take it.” 

“Nice car like that and only a hundred? I don‟t think so. More inside, maybe? Let‟s go 

see. Move it!” 

The gray sedan fired up. Martinez put it in gear, then gave it gas and turned on the 

headlights at the same time. The mike lost target as the car jumped forward, but they could see 

Paco turn and raise the gun. 

In rapid succession, fast as shots from an automatic pistol, three objects flew out of the 

darkness. The first hit Paco‟s hand, knocking the gun loose; the second hit his elbow, bending it 

the wrong way; and the third hit him in the ear. Paco went down. 

The gray sedan roared and swerved across the street and into the parking lot. Stein was 

out first, though he‟d barely had time to pull in the mike, drop it on the floor, and draw his 

weapon. He pointed it at Paco. Three bricks lay scattered on the ground next to Paco, who was 

bleeding from the scalp behind his ear. Paco tried to lift his right hand to his head and cried out, 

clutching his right elbow with his left hand. He began cursing in Spanish. Stein pivoted to point 

his gun into the shadows, where the bricks had come from. He flipped the goggles down but the 

shadows were empty. “Joaquin, you see him? The thrower?” 

“No. Nobody came this way. Must have gone around the front.” 

“Couldn‟t have, I‟d be able to see him.” Stein rose from his crouch and raised the goggles 

again, turning to the near-victim of the robbery. “Did you see him?” 

“I didn‟t see anything. Are you police officers?” 

Stein sighed and put away his automatic. “Yes. Officer Dave Stein.” He reached for his 

badge holder hanging from a neck strap inside his shirt. “This is Officer Joaquin Martinez. We 

had a stakeout on Paco here.” 

Martinez showed his own badge, still looking around. “What happened? We saw him 

trying to rob you, then he got clobbered. Who threw the bricks?” 

“I don‟t know.” 
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There was something evasive about the answer, and Martinez looked at the brick pile, 

measuring angles. The bricks had come from the stack, on the opposite side of Paco from his 

victim. “Who are you, sir? Could I see some ID?” 

The man opened the wallet he was holding and took out his driver‟s license. “My name is 

John Chalk. I work here.” 

Martinez took out his note pad and wrote down the name and license number while Stein 

fetched the first aid kit from the car and placed a wad of gauze against Paco‟s head. The cursing 

had subsided. 

“Okay Mr. Chalk, we‟ll need a statement. What happened?.” 

“I came out of the office and this guy appeared out of the shadows and tried to rob me, 

pointed a gun at me.” 

“Yeah, we saw that. Then what happened?” 

“Well, he heard you and turned and something hit him – the bricks, I guess.” 

“And you didn‟t see anybody else?” 

“I told you, no.” 

Stein looked up. “So, you think those bricks just fell out of the sky, Mr. Chalk?” 

“No, of course not. I don‟t know where they came from, I was watching the gun. Look, 

it‟s late and I‟m a little shaken up. Can I just go home?” 

Martinez looked down at Paco, pushed a bloodied brick with his toe, then looked at Stein. 

Stein rolled his eyes and shrugged, and Martinez flipped his notebook closed. “I guess. We have 

enough to bust him and we‟ll have to get him patched up first. You remember anything else, you 

give me a call.” He handed over a card along with Chalk‟s license and turned to help Stein get 

Paco on his feet. “You‟re lucky we were watching. He might have killed you. He‟s done it 

before.” 

“Yes, lucky. Thanks, officers.” 

“Sure. Glad you‟re okay Mr. Chalk.” 

The victim unlocked the silver Lexus and got in while they loaded Paco into the back of 

the gray sedan. He complained when they cuffed him, but there was no divider, and injured or 

not they wouldn‟t leave him in the back seat with his hands free. The Lexus drove away as they 

got into the front seats. 
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The car was still running, but Martinez didn‟t touch the gear lever. “He was lying, Dave. 

Had to be. Whoever threw the bricks didn‟t come past me, and if you couldn‟t see him with 

goggles – there was no place he could have gone.” 

“Yeah, but Chalk couldn‟t have thrown them, and anyway, who could throw three bricks 

that fast and that accurately? I‟m going to put him through the system.” 

“As what? I mean we saw Paco try the robbery. Chalk is the victim, even if he‟s 

concealing the thrower.” 

“I know, but there‟s something funny about him.” Stein pulled up the keyboard of the 

police computer link. Martinez handed over the note pad and Stein entered the name and 

number. Martinez took a look at Paco while Stein waited, watching the small screen. The answer 

came back quicker than usual. “Hey. He‟s already in the system. On a watch list, national 

security priority, no less. But no pickup indicated.” 

“Then he isn‟t our problem. Be happy, man, we busted Paco tonight. Let‟s go park him.” 

Martinez again put the car in gear. 

As the gray sedan pulled away from the parking lot and turned right, a similar car, black, 

eased out from behind a truck at the far end. When it reached the street its headlights came on 

and it turned left, the direction the silver Lexus had taken. 
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Chapter 2 

 

Andy stepped into the restaurant and looked around. John Chalk was seated in one of the 

booths in the front room, across from the bar, as arranged. He was smaller than Andy in height 

and bulk, his features still sharp and tight-skinned, with a narrow nose, prominent chin, and blue 

eyes that blinked less often than most. The years showed only in the lines around his eyes and a 

hairline that had receded a little. He was dressed casually, in an open collared blue shirt and a 

microfiber suede jacket. A cup of coffee steamed on the table in front of him. Andy walked over 

to the booth and extended his hand. John didn‟t get up, but reached out to take the hand. 

”Hey, John! Good to see you again. You‟re looking reasonably well preserved.” 

“Reasonably well. How are you? Still skiing and climbing?” 

“Skiing, yes, climbing, no - at least nothing technical. Too hard to stay in good enough 

shape.”  Andy slid into the booth opposite John and a waiter appeared immediately. 

“Hi, I‟m Rick, and I‟ll be your server this afternoon. Can I start you off with a beverage?” 

He placed menus in front of them. 

Andy didn‟t open the menu. “I just want coffee and the chicken Caesar salad. Have you 

ordered?”  

“No. The salad sounds fine, I‟ll have one too.” John closed his own menu and placed it 

on top of Andy‟s. He seemed reluctant to speak with the waiter hovering. 

 Rick poured a cup of coffee at the bar and set it down in front of Andy, then headed for 

the kitchen as a busboy arrived with a tray holding glasses of water and a basket of sliced 

sourdough with a little ceramic crock of butter. Andy waited until he was out of hearing then 

leaned forward. 

“Okay, John, what is this all about? What‟s the big secret and why do you need my help 

as „a writer and a physicist,‟ in that order?” 

John Chalk‟s mouth jerked upward in a twitchy little half-smile. He scanned around the 

restaurant, but late in the lunch hour on a Tuesday the Roadhouse was almost empty. “I have to 

sort of sneak up on it. What if I told you I could do magic?” 

“You don‟t mean card tricks, bending spoons, sawing sexy assistants in half, I assume?” 

“Nope. Real magic.” 

“Define real magic. Spells? Wands? Demons?” 
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“Let‟s say…an ability to transcend the laws of physics, at will. Without using any 

recognizable type of physical interaction.” 

Andy considered that for a few seconds. “ If you were a stranger on the street and told me 

that, I would assume that you were a con artist or a nut. Which you have obviously considered. If 

you, my old physics buddy John, told me that, I would assume that either you had been conned 

or that you were having me on. Are you telling me that?” 

“Not quite – but you see my dilemma. I have discovered something that looks like 

magic.” 

“Come on, John, I‟ve read my Clarke! „Any sufficiently advanced technology is 

indistinguishable from magic.‟ Why this reference to the occult from a practicing physicist?” 

“Because it isn‟t a technology – or I don‟t believe it is. It appears to be a talent.” 

“Do tell. And only you have this mysterious talent, I presume? You are having me on!” 

John shrugged. “No, I‟m not, but I don‟t expect you to believe that for a while. I came to 

you because – whatever is going on – I need you as a witness. A trained skeptical observer who 

can describe what he sees in a way that will be credible to scientists, and can be understood by 

laymen. And who also will trust me and give me the benefit of the doubt, at least for a while. It‟s 

a damn small set, Andy. Just you.” 

Andy cleared his throat. “Benefit of the doubt…Okay, I‟ll nibble. I assume that a small 

demonstration is in order?” 

“Let‟s eat first. I‟m hungry and…well, let‟s just eat first. Can I ask what happened with 

you and Kate, or is that out of bounds?” 

Andy‟s immediate urge was to tell him to mind his own business, but he managed to 

suppress it and wait before he answered. John had known Kate; it was only fair that he would be 

curious. Kate had become part of the group when she‟d moved in with Andy - not a physics 

student, but usually along for skiing and other outings. That didn‟t mean that he had to provide 

sordid details, however. 

“Kind of. Short version, we didn‟t talk enough, grew apart, splitting up was her idea, but 

in the end I agreed she was right. She‟s somewhere in Nova Scotia now. How about you, did you 

ever marry that girl you were seeing at Stanford, Stephanie?” 
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“No. Not married, don‟t expect I ever will be. I tend to get wrapped up in things, and 

women don‟t seem to tolerate it very well. Are you still in touch with any of the others from grad 

school?” 

“Just Dennis Ruggels in the Bay Area. A few Christmas cards and emails. I heard Ron 

Cowan is teaching at the Naval Academy, do you ever see him?” 

They continued the who‟s where exchange until the salads arrived, then concentrated on 

eating. Andy felt an undercurrent of impatience, awareness of an artificial deferment of a 

moment of truth, but he dutifully consumed his chicken and romaine until finally John pushed 

his half-finished plate aside.  

“Okay, that‟s enough. Let‟s get on with it.” John looked around, studying the few faces in 

the café. He gave a quick little nod, as if he were committing himself to something irrevocable. 

“A very small demonstration. And then we get out of here and go someplace private, a place you 

choose. Have you got a pen?” 

“Here.” Andy reached into his shirt pocket. 

“Put it on the table. I don‟t want to touch it.” 

“Okay.” It was a standard black plastic ballpoint. Andy started to set it down, but John 

said “Take the cap off,” so he popped it off, put it on the barrel of the pen and laid the pen on the 

table. 

John looked at the pen and his eyes seemed to focus at a distance - and the pen rose to 

balance upright on its point. It stayed there, steady as a flat rock, for perhaps ten seconds, then 

floated – it was the only word Andy could think of – back down to lie on the table again. 

Andy snatched up the pen and stared at it, then at John. “I don‟t know how you did that, 

but it‟s a hell of a trick.”  

John stood up. “Isn‟t it? But now we have to go.” John dropped a more than sufficient 

bill on the table and they rose. Andy didn‟t think anyone had noticed them except Rick the 

waiter, who hurried over. 

“Is there a problem with your food?” 

“No, it‟s fine, but something has come up,” John answered. “Keep the change. Come on 

Andy.” John was clearly agitated and anxious to leave, looking around again as he started for the 

door. Andy shrugged at Rick and followed. 
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Outside Andy started toward the parking lot, but stopped. “John, was that an illusion of 

some kind? I can‟t possibly have seen what I thought I saw.” 

“No illusion, it was real. Where‟s your car? I know I sound paranoid, but I don‟t want to 

hang around. I have the feeling that people are looking for me.” 

“What people? How did you get here? Do you have a car?” 

“Nope. Taxi. Made him drop me in the parking lot under the freeway, too. Wherever 

we‟re going, we‟re going together, so you can drive.” 

Andy wanted to ask a thousand more questions right then and there, but he held them and 

walked swiftly to his three-year-old Honda. John got in as soon as he had the doors open. 

“Where are you staying?” Andy started the car and looked around, but there was nobody 

else nearby. 

“The St. Francis, downtown. I‟ll take a cab back when we‟re done.” 

As they pulled out of the driveway Andy asked again, “What people?” 

“I don‟t know. I‟m pretty sure there is somebody, but I just don‟t know who, yet.” 

It took ten silent minutes to drive from the restaurant to Andy‟s house up on a ridge 

between Corte Madera and Mill Valley.  

“This is your place? Very nice.” 

“Thanks. My folks built it, back in the day when ordinary people could afford a house 

here.”  

Andy pushed the button on the garage opener and eased in. Like many Californians, 

having no basement or attic, he used the garage for general storage, although his wasn‟t as full as 

some he had seen. The house had a two-car garage; he parked on the right, where there was a 

door leading outside. The left was half-filled with miscellaneous „stuff‟ on shelves. He got out of 

the car, crossed the open space in the middle and dug in a box of camping gear while John 

slammed the car door and came around the back. Andy led John inside the house through the 

door at the back of the garage, closing the overhead door with a pushbutton on the wall as he 

passed. The garage entrance was on the middle level, and Andy continued down to the taiko 

room, to the small table set against the wall. He uncapped his pen and set it on the table. 

“Do it again.” 

John got the faroff look and once more the pen rotated upward to balance on its point. 

Andy blew out a gusty breath. 
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“Goddamn you, John Chalk, if this is a stunt of some kind…” He reached out with his 

left hand and pushed against the top of the pen with one finger. It tilted, but resisted, as if 

attached to a spring. “So. Not a hallucination or purely optical effect. I can feel it.” With his right 

hand Andy lifted the compass he had picked up in the garage. The needle swung and settled, 

pointing toward what he knew to be the north wall. The needle kept pointing that way as he 

moved the compass around and over the erect pen. “Not a magnetic field, no supporting 

filaments. What if we change the object?” He quickly stepped over to the shime daiko and 

returned with a tapered bachi. Putting it on the table he gestured with his hand; show me. The 

pen settled and the wooden stick rotated upward. 

Andy put down the compass, picked up the pen and took a notebook from the 

bookshelves next to the table. “Better start recording, I guess.” He frowned at the pen in his 

hand. “No residual heat or chill, feels normal…writes OK. Why did the pen stop when the stick 

started? Does it only work on one object at a time?” 

“No, I just figured I‟d take one step at a time. The maximum number depends on the 

weight of the objects. It takes concentration, and if I get tired or distracted I can‟t do it.” 

“So, mass matters.” Andy scribbled. He reached out again with his left hand and pushed 

against the top of the stick, left, right, forward, back. “It feels like the resisting force is 

symmetric and gets greater as the deviation from vertical increases – a horizontal potential well. 

How much mass can you handle?” 

“I don‟t know. Maybe twenty-five pounds right now. I seem to be getting stronger, like 

building muscle strength through exercise.” 

Andy laid down his pen. “John, that‟s impossible. Direct mind control of antigravity 

through some power generated in the human body? Telekinesis? Give me a break!” 

John sighed and the stick settled to a normal horizontal position on the tabletop. It didn‟t 

drop with a clatter, Andy noted, just gently reclined. 

“I know, Andy, but whatever you want to call it, it‟s an observable effect. As Holmes 

says, „Eliminate the impossible and whatever remains…” 

“We can‟t eliminate the impossible!” Andy broke in, “This is impossible!” 

“No!” John‟s voice was sharp. “It doesn‟t fit within any physics we know, but it is 

observable! It can be investigated rationally and systematically. It isn‟t a delusion, or an illusion, 

or a hoax. It is replicable, at least by me. It doesn‟t depend on whether the observer believes. It‟s 
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real, Andy, and I need someone to corroborate the observations.” He gave a rueful little laugh. 

“We can figure out what to call it later.” 

“How did you discover this ability?” 

“Let‟s get into that later. Right now I want to concentrate on getting an unbiased 

description of the observable effect.” 

Andy stared at John, absently tapping a don-doko with his pen. If there was a trick being 

played here, he couldn‟t see it. Yet. So John was right, observe and record. 

“Okay, we need a plan of investigation. Accelerometers to measure the force being 

exerted. Detectors through the complete EM spectrum, plus particles. Various shielding 

enclosures. Video gear for recording. I‟m sure we‟ll think of other stuff. And a range of objects, 

different masses and compositions. Speaking of range, how far away does it work?” 

“Again it depends on the number and mass of the objects, but meters, maybe tens of 

meters.” 

“ And you get tired? How quickly? How long can you keep a stick upright?” 

“I don‟t know. Hours. I‟d get bored before I got exhausted. Supporting maximum mass, 

maybe ten minutes. “ John yawned and worked his head back and forth, as if his neck were stiff. 

“ And right now I‟m tired from traveling, so my limits would be reduced. Sorry, I didn‟t sleep 

much last night. I took the earliest plane I could get out of Dulles.” 

 “Okay, why don‟t you go upstairs and take a nap while I get some instrumentation 

organized? In fact this will probably take days; you can stay here if you want.” 

“You live alone? Since you and Kate split up? Or maybe that‟s something else I 

shouldn‟t ask.” 

“It‟s okay. There‟s someone – Rachel Hollander. She stays here - sometimes. Mostly, I 

guess, but there‟s nothing formal. She has her own place. She‟s on a business trip right now, but 

she‟s back in a couple of days. You‟ll meet her then.” 

“Well, let‟s wait until after that to talk about me staying here. I am wiped, though. Just 

call a cab for me and I‟ll head back to the hotel. They should be willing to let me into my room 

by now.” 

“You already know what it will cost if you came out by cab. I don‟t mind driving you in.” 
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“I can afford it, Andy. I can afford to pay you for your time and the instrumentation, too. 

I brought cash. Here.” John reached into his jacket pocket and brought out a bulky zippered cash 

wallet like those used by banks. “There‟s fifty thousand in here.” 

It was way too much. Andy stared at John‟s unblinking eyes for a long moment. 

“Go ahead, take it. I pulled a big chunk of cash out of my stock portfolio, just for 

emergencies and contingencies. Don‟t worry, there‟s more.” 

Andy accepted the wallet and hefted it. “I‟d still rather drive you, and I need to pick up 

some basic electronics. I‟ll get the serious stuff from Dennis Ruggels over at Berkeley 

tomorrow.” 

“Okay, I‟ll take the ride. Thanks, Andy.” 

Andy thought he meant for more than the ride. “Don‟t thank me yet, John. I am going to 

be a very damn skeptical observer indeed.”  

The ride was quiet. Most of the traffic on 101 was coming the other way, out of the city 

in the usual late afternoon crawl. The air was clear and the sun was low enough to give the light 

a touch of the golden cast that came late in the day, though sunset was still hours away. The 

marine layer was charging in, though, and as they climbed the grade above Sausalito they passed 

a fogfall, thick mist tumbling over the ridge through a notch, flowing down the slope, and 

evaporating before it reached the roadway. When the layer was deep the fog came in as a high 

wall, drowning even the highest hills under a rolling ocean of mist. When the layer was 

shallower, like this, it surged against the coast ranges in a silent flood, sneaking through the low 

places, jetting through the Golden Gate as if it were a nozzle pointed at Berkeley. Coming out of 

the tunnel they could see the orange bridge towers poking above the incoming river of fog, and 

by the time they were on the bridge visibility was down to a couple of car lengths. 

“Summer in the Golden Gate” Andy offered, but John didn‟t respond and Andy felt like 

an idiot, recalling that John had lived in Palo Alto and knew the fog. The layer lifted, or they 

dropped below it, leaving the road clear as they rattled down Doyle Drive through the Presidio. 

The elegant old officers‟ mansions were now filled with everything from nonprofit groups to 

animation studios, feeding the northbound frenzy on Doyle. Andy got off at Lombard, by the 

eternally crumbling dome of the Palace of Fine Arts. “The Saint Francis, you said?” 

 “ Yes, but I don‟t want you to drop me there. Drop me in North Beach.” 

Andy glanced over, surprised. “Why North Beach?”  
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John was looking out the side window. “I like North Beach. And I don‟t want anybody to 

see your car near my hotel.” He turned to face Andy. “Just a precaution.” 

“So where should I pick you up tomorrow?” 

“Don‟t. I‟ll rent a car. I think I can find your place, and if not I‟ll call for directions.” 

Precautions against what, Andy wondered, but said nothing as they rolled down Lombard 

and turned onto Van Ness. He took the Broadway tunnel, with its sign requesting silence that 

always caused the teenagers to honk. Just another example of the law of unintended 

consequences, or maybe the tendency of the perversity of the universe to a maximum, he mused. 

Physicists loved laws of nature, even, or especially, facetious ones. It was the way they thought. 

You weren‟t supposed to be able to break a law of nature at will. What was John Chalk doing? 

 

Andy managed to pull over in a bus zone and John opened the door. “This is fine. Look, 

I‟ll see you tomorrow around noon. Don‟t worry if I‟m a little late; I have some things I need to 

do. Thanks for the ride.” John got out, closed the door and went around the back of the car. An 

arriving bus honked menacingly and Andy pulled away, watching in the mirror as John headed 

toward the corner by the City Lights bookstore where an intermittent stream of cabs disgorged 

tourists. Or maybe he was just going to the bookstore. Andy shrugged and put his attention back 

on the traffic as he began to work his way back toward the bridge. He could pick up a decent 

digital video camera cheap on the way home. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Prasad Gupta knocked twice at the polished oak door and waited. Even though the 

secretary had cleared him at reception and sent him back, he waited for the word, as always. It 

did not do to interrupt Wendell Murchison. Many things were considered and decided in this 

office, and even with his clearances and his position as a Senior Associate, Prasad had a need to 

know only about the specific matters assigned to his attention. Mr. Murchison had made it quite 

clear from the beginning that no phone conversations were to be overheard, no visitors glimpsed, 

no documents perused out of curiosity. It had seemed strange at first – unexpected in what was 

ostensibly a political action organization – but it had quickly become evident that the Veritas 

Foundation served many purposes. Most importantly, it was where Wendell Murchison operated. 

The wait seemed longer than usual and Prasad glanced around. Most of the building was 

finished and furnished in the utilitarian style of modern Washington offices, but Mr. Murchison‟s 

suite was something else. There were thick oriental carpets, marble-topped tables, fresh flowers 

in antique vases of Chinese porcelain. It was the lair of a managing law partner or an ex-Senator 

turned lobbyist. This was the vision that kept young men like Prasad at their desks long past 

dinner and sent them pre-caffeinated to six-AM breakfast meetings. He allowed himself the 

luxury of imagining how he would furnish such a suite when it was his. 

The familiar voice from the speaker grill said “Come, Prasad,” and Gupta refocused. He 

opened the heavy soundproof door and entered the innermost office, closing the door firmly 

behind him, as always. The office was as large and luxurious as the anterooms promised, with 

furniture of old wood and rich leather, one wall lined with books on built-in shelves. They were 

mostly history books, he knew, with heavy emphasis on the ancient world and on the history of 

religion. The desk was centered, facing the door where he had entered, with another door beyond 

it. He had noticed in the past that the familiar Washington photo wall was missing in Mr. 

Murchison‟s office, but he assumed that this was a gesture of discretion. He didn‟t look around 

this time, but concentrated on the man behind the vast mahogany desk. Wendell Murchison was 

sixty-something, nearly bald, not terribly large, initially unimpressive; Prasad knew better. Each 

time he entered this office it was an opportunity to make his value known, to step up the ladder, 

but it was also a risk. Mr. Murchison was not patient with his subordinates. 

“You have heard from Singapore, I gather?” 
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“Yes, sir. Wu confirms that Souvanophong quit his job, left Singapore, and entered the 

monastery at Chiang Mai last month. His coworkers say that he had been expressing more and 

more disaffection with what he called „crass material values‟ over the last several weeks. Wu 

reports that the man who first claimed that he saw Souvanophong levitate now admits that he had 

been drinking at the time, but still swears that he saw it. The monks at Chiang Mai refused to 

provide any information, but Wu managed to bribe a local farmer, who supplies the monastery 

with fruit, to snoop around. The farmer says the monks are in something of a panic because,” he 

took a note card from his pocket and read from it: “ „the Old Master and the New Master have 

gone ahead without them.‟ Wu arranged for the local anti-terrorism authorities to visit the 

monastery, and they reported that Souvanophong and the senior monk had left the compound. 

The police put out an alert at the Embassy‟s request, but there has been no sign of them. 

Souvanophong has disappeared, I‟m afraid.” 

“So Chalk is our only lead.” 

“Yes, sir.” Prasad hesitated, then continued in a carefully diffident tone. “If I may, this 

seems like a great deal of effort to base on a report from a probably drunken observer who claims 

to have seen a miraculous levitation and to have heard the words „John Chalk was right‟ from 

Souvanophong. Do we have additional information? Something that might help with the 

search?” He left the words „Something you‟re not telling me?‟ unspoken. 

Murchison narrowed his eyes and Prasad immediately wished that he‟d kept his mouth 

shut. “You don‟t believe it, do you Prasad? You don‟t think it‟s possible.” 

Prasad shifted his weight. “It seems a low probability, sir.” 

“Yes. Nevertheless, we will pursue it. I have my reasons. Continue surveillance on Chalk, 

but keep it light. Don‟t alarm him. Put out a global alert for Souvanophong; detain-for-

questioning, do-not-injure. Put it out through the FBI, so it has some official status.” 

“Very good, sir.” Prasad‟s tone carried a verbal salute, perhaps even a short stiff bow, 

though he remained immobile. 

“Thank you, Prasad. That‟s all for now.” 

“Yes, sir.” Prasad turned and opened the door, mentally cursing himself for a fool, then 

closed it from the outside and took several deep breaths. You do not climb the ladder by 

questioning the judgment of the man at the top, he knew that. He would have to be doubly 

diligent and hope that fate offered him some morsel of information that he could deliver, 
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something to confirm Murchison‟s strange conviction that this report of an unphysical 

phenomenon was accurate. It couldn‟t be, but that no longer mattered. He headed back to his 

office, making up a story for the FBI about why they wanted to talk to Souvanophong. 

 

 

# # # 

Interlude, 1958: 

 

A county fair was a natural trouble magnet for ten-year-old boys, and Wendell Murchison 

didn‟t need much to draw him. The main difference between him and the other boys was that he 

prowled alone, while most of his contemporaries moved in packs or suffered the shame and 

boredom of confinement to a family group. Wendell didn‟t like groups; there was always some 

blabbermouth to get you caught. Since his mother had gotten sick in the last year, he‟d been 

pretty much on his own when he wasn‟t in school, and that was okay with him.  

It wasn‟t a bad fair, even with the heat and dust of a dry Oklahoma summer. He‟d 

watched some amateur rodeo and seen the display of the new ‟59 cars. He‟d broken a little better 

than even playing marbles. He‟d tried ring toss and decided it was a gyp. He‟d eaten cotton 

candy, a corn dog and a snow cone. Now he was exploring the side show and menagerie. Not 

from the front where the shills and barkers worked, but in the back where the carnies lived. 

Mostly they seemed to live in old cars and older trucks and beatup house trailers and raggedy 

tents. There was nobody around because they were all working the booths and cages. 

He slipped along among the dented vehicles and patched tents, sneakin‟ peeks, as he 

called it. Next to one trailer there was an awning set up, with a canvas wall on the windy side. He 

heard music and muted thudding noises, so naturally he had to investigate. When he snuck 

around the corner of the trailer he could see that the music came from a portable phonograph, the 

kind that looked like a little suitcase. The thudding noises came from the skinniest man he‟d ever 

seen, who was trying to tapdance on a sheet of plywood laid on the dirt. The man was dressed in 

a work shirt and grimy jeans, and he wore work boots, which weren‟t helping his tapping any. 

The boy snickered, hunkering down to watch, but his elbow struck a metal canteen cup he hadn‟t 

seen, and the skinny man saw him and stopped. 

“What‟re you doing there, boy?” 
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He stood up. “Nothin‟. Just lookin‟ “ 

“Lookin‟ to steal somethin‟, I‟d bet. Get on out of here. Rubes ain‟t allowed in the back.” 

“I wasn‟t stealin‟. Are you a dancer?” 

“Don‟t look like much of a dancer, now do I? I just clean the cages and do what needs 

doin‟. And I ain‟t gonna be a dancer if you keep me from practicin‟. Now get.” 

The boy withdrew from the skinny man‟s glare and headed back to the shows and 

attractions. This was a boring place to sneak, anyway. There was nobody to catch and if he did 

they wouldn‟t be around long enough to worry if he told, so they wouldn‟t pay him anything. 

Not like Mrs. Morton. The dollar a week was good, but the best part was seeing her blush every 

time she paid him. He hadn‟t told anyone else how he‟d seen her down on her knees in her 

kitchen kissing Fred Gordon‟s dick, but he could, any time he wanted. If he told Mrs. Spoder, the 

church organist, everybody in town would know inside of an hour. Man, wouldn‟t she blush 

then! 

He went out toward a small stage where various performers worked for whatever the 

crowd would drop in the hat. There was a juggler who was pretty good, working five flaming 

torches, and then a magician who wasn‟t; you could see him palming the cards if you knew to 

look. There was a small crowd here, and the boy kept his hand on his money in his jeans like Pa 

told him, so he wouldn‟t get his pocket picked. A young man with red hair, maybe high-school 

age, snorted at the magician and shook his head, then caught the boy‟s eye. “He stinks, don‟t 

he?” The older boy said it softly, not heckling, just saying. 

“He can‟t do card tricks, anyhow.” 

The fellow cocked his head. “You know about magic?” 

“Some.” 

“Want to see some real magic?” 

“Like what? Are you a magician?” 

“Yep. The real thing, too.” 

“How much?” 

“Won‟t cost you a penny.” 

“Are you going on stage next?” 

“Naw. You gotta pay to use the stage. But come on, I‟ll show you.” The red haired 

teenager led the way out of the crowd and the boy followed him. They walked toward the big 
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Revival tent set maybe ten yards from the stage. It was empty and quiet, the preaching not 

scheduled to start for over an hour yet. Inside the older fellow turned and surveyed the boy. 

“You got marbles in that sack,” he stated, pointing at the cloth bag tied to the boy‟s belt 

and a belt loop on his jeans. “You mind if I borrow them?” 

The boy hesitated, then nodded. “Okay, long as you give „em back.” He untied the strings 

and held out the bag. 

“Just dump „em out, and hold out the bag.” 

The boy opened the bag and poured out the marbles on the straw and sawdust. 

“Now watch.” 

The marbles rose into the air and began to circle like the juggler‟s balls, except that they 

never touched the teenager‟s hands. He put his hands behind his back, for emphasis, and grinned. 

“What do you think?” 

“Pretty neat! How do you do it?” 

“Like I said, magic.” The marbles now chased each other in a figure-eight pattern, then 

rose and began to orbit the older boy‟s head, like a halo of sputniks, or the stars when Elmer 

Fudd got hit with a frying pan in the movie cartoons. Then, one by one, the marbles dove into the 

bag in the boy‟s hands. “It‟s my God-given talent. I‟m a miracle worker. I don‟t want to do 

shows, I want to be in the Revival and save souls for Jesus.” 

“Do you now?” The voice was deep and rich and powerful and came from behind the 

boy, who turned and found himself looking up at a large man in a black suit and string tie. The 

man let the tent flap fall and stepped all the way in. “Well, this is the place for that. I am the 

Reverend Jordan Parnell and this is my Revival. You say that you‟re a miracle worker? What‟s 

your name?” 

“Johnson, sir. Albert Johnson. Named for the tobacco.” 

The Reverend Parnell smiled. “Well, then, Prince Albert, what kind of miracles can you 

perform?” 

“Dump „em out again,‟ Albert instructed, and the boy hastily complied. True magic and 

miracles might be even better than sneakin‟. 

The marbles repeated the halo effect, went back into the bag, and Albert waited for his 

applause. 
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“Nice grabber, son…never seen that one before. Couldn‟t see the threads, even from 

here. Can you Heal?” 

“What do you mean, Reverend?” 

“Can you perform a miracle of Healing? Or make someone just plain feel better?” 

“Well, no, I don‟t think so. I can make almost anything move almost any which way, 

though, just by prayin‟. It‟s a gift from God, Reverend, and I believe I am called to preach the 

gospel.” 

Reverend Parnell frowned, then shook his head. „Not in my tent you aren‟t. Look Albert, 

people don‟t want to watch tricks, they want Healing. You can‟t do Healing, what good are you 

in a Revival? Healing, hosannahs and troubling the heathen, those are the sure things. Stick to 

magic shows.” 

Wendell spoke up for the first time. “Do you know a preacher named Brother Alton?” 

The Reverend frowned. “Why, I believe I do. Another itinerant man of God. Has he 

passed through here lately?” 

“Last spring. He said he could Heal people if they prayed for it.” 

“Yes, prayer is the key. Go along now, you fellows, beat it, I got to get ready to preach.” 

Albert looked like he wanted to argue, and Wendell decided that he had seen enough. 

Whatever Albert was going to say, it wasn‟t going to work on Reverend Parnell, he could see 

that. He looked at his new wristwatch and announced “I‟ve got to get going. I don‟t want to be 

late meeting Pa.” He dashed out holding the marble bag and headed for the Ferris wheel, the 

agreed meeting place.  

He was only a couple of minutes late, but his father was waiting. “Sorry, Pa.” 

“That‟s okay, you were close. We have time for some supper before the Reverend starts. 

Here, your Ma thought you might like to look at your books before the meeting.” His father 

handed him three comics, two well used and the other looking brand new. The new one was 

Children’s Illustrated Bible Stories; the others were Alexander the Great, one of the History 

Series books his mother subscribed to for his benefit, and The Story of King Arthur. Naturally 

she hadn‟t sent any really good ones, like Superman. Still, Alexander was okay, with battles and 

conquering an empire, and in King Arthur there were not only battles, but Merlin the Magician.  

“Pa, I saw somebody do real magic, like Merlin! He made my marbles fly around in a 

circle.” 
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Pa pinched the top of his nose, like he had a headache. “Wendell, there isn‟t any such 

thing as real magic. Merlin is a fictional character, made up. There are only miracles, found 

through Jesus. Was this a Jesus miracle?” 

“No, I guess not. It sure looked real, though.” 

“I‟m sorry Wendell, I‟m afraid somebody probably played a trick on you. Come, let‟s 

eat.” 

They ate barbecue beef sandwiches and the boy described his afternoon at the fair, 

leaving out sneaking. They went into the big tent early, but it was already a quarter full, with 

people in choir robes bustling around near the altar and podium. He didn‟t want to go to the 

Revival at all, but he knew Pa wouldn‟t let him out of it. His father chose seats near the back, as 

always, and they settled down to wait and read, his father with a Bible and the boy concentrating 

on Alexander. 

The service started with the choir singing, and then everybody stood up and sang a hymn. 

The boy didn‟t know the words, but he dutifully stood and faked along. The Reverend Parnell 

came out in a white robe, said a prayer, and then got to the heart of the matter. 

“I know that many of you have come here tonight for Healing – and welcome to you all. 

Healing and praising the Lord are what this Revival is all about. So don‟t be shy, don‟t hold 

back! Who will be the first? Who will show the way? Please, brothers and sisters, let the 

rejoicing begin!” 

“I will, Reverend.” The voice came from the right front and a man in a wheelchair rolled 

forward. “Can you heal my legs? I haven‟t been able to walk since I had the polio.”  

“If you have faith, friend, all things are possible. Come forward!” 

Wendell couldn‟t see very well but the man in the wheelchair rolled to the center facing 

the altar. Reverend Parnell stepped down from the podium and placed his hands on the man‟s 

shoulders. “By the power of Lord Jesus we pray…let this man be healed. Let him rise up and 

walk! Be Healed!” 

The Reverend stepped back and the man in the chair slowly lifted himself by his arms, 

rocked forward, then rose to his feet and took a step. He turned to face the audience with a 

glorious smile and raised his arms to heaven “Praise the Lord!” The boy saw his face clearly 

now, for the first time. It was the skinny tapdancer. 
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“Praise the Lord indeed!” The Reverend picked it up smoothly. “Friends and neighbors, 

will you not open your hearts and wallets so that this Revival can reach out to others in need? 

Will you not offer your support?” The choir started another hymn and men with long-handled 

baskets stepped forward from the tent walls and waded into the audience.  

As his father reached for his wallet Wendell tugged at his sleeve. “Pa, it‟s a trick! Just 

like that Brother Alton last spring, when he promised to cure Ma. Don‟t give „em anything!” 

“Wendell, that‟s a terrible thing to say! We have seen a true miracle here, not some trick 

with marbles! Reverend Parnell Healed that man before our very eyes. Your mother was 

doubtful, but now she must come. I will bring her tomorrow, and the Reverend will restore her, 

and she‟ll get better.” 

His father stopped and drew a breath, then took a dollar out of his wallet and waved it at 

the nearest basket passer. 

The boy looked around. Some of the men and most of the women were feeding the 

baskets, and a line of people with canes, crutches, wheelchairs, bandages and tremors was 

forming in the center aisle. He counted people in a row and rows in the tent. There were four 

hundred in the audience, he estimated. If half of them gave a dollar each, that was… two hundred 

dollars. Two hundred dollars a night was pretty good. He wondered if this time the Reverend 

really could cure his mother; she sure did cough a lot now. Probably not, if he was just tricking 

people to get their money. Like Brother Alton, who took their money and said Ma was still sick 

because he and Pa hadn‟t prayed hard enough. Doc Schubert had said she had something called 

lung cancer, and there wasn‟t any way to fix it. He supposed she‟d die soon, and that scared him 

some, but he‟d already sort of got used to her not being around. Anyhow, with her stuck in bed 

she couldn‟t catch him sneakin‟ peeks. He settled back in his chair and read again how 

Alexander cut the Gordian knot. 

# # # 

 

Murchison tapped a finger on his knee impatiently as he scanned the daily news 

summaries on the computer monitor. Coverage of the Army of God was still skeptical in tone in 

too many newsrooms. Ellsworth was still holding up funding in the Senate. Past time to 

eliminate that particular roadblock. 
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An electronic ping announced the arrival of a priority email and he popped up the 

window. It was from Prasad. 

Sir: 

Surveillance reports that John Chalk has gone to 

California, purchasing a ticket at the last moment. They 

suspect that they have been made. Chalk has been reacquired 

in San Francisco, but operatives there report a lack of 

cooperation from local law enforcement. The police are 

insisting on a warrant before installing a phone tap at 

Chalk’s hotel. Should we comply? 

Gupta 

 

Murchison picked up the phone and punched the second speed dial button. Prasad picked 

up on the first ring. “Of course we will not comply! I have no intention of revealing sensitive 

information to some local judge who can‟t hold his tongue, nor will we waste time inventing 

something. Tell surveillance to go directly to the hotel management and request access to the 

internal switch for all hotel phones. Remind them as to who we are.” 

“Yes sir.” 

Murchison hung up and shook his head, returning to his news scan. Prasad still had much 

to learn. The whole point of gaining wealth and power was to be able to ignore the rules. Some 

people learned that earlier than others. 

 

# # # 

Interlude, 1965: 

 

The layout room was a mess, as usual. It was an office with a glass wall on one side, a 

large table in the middle, a side counter, and no chairs. There was crumpled paper all over the 

floor and the counter. This was the place where the pages of the News Gazette were laid out and 

pasted up each day, and nobody tried to keep it neat during the process. Cleaning up afterward 

was Wendell‟s job, and he hated it. Working at the newspaper was a coveted summer job, 

reserved for those about to start their senior year at the high school, but after a month he couldn‟t 

see why. The Principal had said this was a special opportunity because his Ma was dead and his 
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Pa was crippled by the stroke and he was a smart boy who deserved a chance, but it didn‟t look 

like much of an opportunity to him. He was supposed to be a copy boy, but that seemed to mean 

gofer and janitor, and he didn‟t plan to spend his life taking out other people‟s garbage. 

 He moved the waste paper barrel, a large open-topped cardboard drum mounted on 

casters, and bent to pick up a sheaf of discarded photos off the floor. As he stood up he took 

another long look at Laurie Samson‟s legs. She had another of the summer jobs; receptionist for 

Jack Miller, the Editor. She sat at a desk in front of his office and sideways to the layout room. It 

was hot, and behind the presumed privacy of her reception desk she had hiked her skirt up high, 

above her stocking tops. He‟d tried to date Laurie, but she had the hots for Jimmy Woodruff, like 

most of the good-looking girls in their class. Jimmy didn‟t need a summer job. 

The door that led to the reporters‟ bullpen opened and Pudge Wilson came in headed for 

the Editor‟s office. Pudge was really named Henry, but with his build he couldn‟t avoid the 

nickname. He was from Chicago, two years out of college, and acted like he thought he was 

smarter than the local kids. Wendell thought he must have been out on a story, because there 

were sweat patches under the arms of his shirt and his tie was tight. Around the office Pudge 

always wore his tie loose and his sleeves rolled up. Pudge mumbled “Hi, Laurie” and angled so 

he could see whether Jack was alone in his office. Since he was, Pudge sailed right on past 

Laurie without stopping, and closed the door behind him. 

“C‟mon, Pudge, at least knock at the doorjamb on your way through it.” Jack‟s voice 

came through the other doorway, the one that connected his office to the layout room. That door 

was half open and Wendell could see inside as he moved his barrel and bent down for another 

pile of paper. 

“Sorry, Jack, but I got something on the Mexican girl they found out past the stockyards 

yesterday. The coroner says she died of blood loss and complications from a botched abortion.” 

“So? Girls die from abortions around here every summer. Especially Mexican girls who 

have to go to the cheap outfits.” 

“Christ, Jack, she was only fourteen!” 

“Look, Pudge, sex with fourteen-year-old girls is illegal, and abortions are illegal, and 

nevertheless the girls keep getting knocked up and wanting abortions. One more dead Mexican 

girl won‟t change anything.” 
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“This one might. She was seen the day before, getting into a car driven by one Jimmy 

Woodruff, one of the local high school kids. He can lead us to the abortionist. It‟ll be a big story, 

Jack, you gotta let me follow up.” 

“What makes you think the boy will help you?” Wendell thought Jack sounded sort of 

strangled, but he couldn‟t see the Editor‟s face. As if Jimmy would ever tell anything! 

“If he was the father he‟s guilty of statutory rape. If he doesn‟t cooperate, I‟ll threaten to 

put his name in the story.” 

“There won‟t be a story, Pudge.” 

“Why not? That story about the abortion mills in the Houston paper last year was 

nominated for a Pulitzer!” 

“Pudge, how long have you been in town?” 

“A year, since they transferred me from the Little Rock paper. Why?” 

“Jimmy Woodruff would be James M. Woodruff, Jr. Son of James M. Woodruff Sr., who 

is the owner of Woodruff Holdings, which owns Simcoe Communications, which in turn owns 

various properties including newspapers here and in Little Rock. You need to do a little more 

homework, Pudge.” 

“Oh shit. So the kid gets a free pass?” 

“For the rest of his life, probably. Go find another story.” 

Wendell picked up the last of the paper and shoved it down into the full barrel. There‟d 

been a rumor about Jimmy getting some girl in trouble, but nobody knew who. As he rolled his 

barrel out past Laurie he looked at her bare thighs again and wondered if there was any way to 

use what he knew against Jimmy. Getting Jimmy out of the way would give him a better chance 

of getting into Laurie‟s panties. If he were rich like Jimmy, she‟d probably be begging for it. He 

let himself think about that at some length as he rolled the barrel out to the dumpster. 

# # # 

 

Finished with the news summaries Murchison pulled up the latest report on the 

investigation of Senator Ellsworth. The man was openly gay, which closed off a number of  

normally effective stratagems. Where was he most vulnerable? 

The email icon pinged again and he opened the window, prepared to be annoyed if it was 

Prasad again, but this time the sender line read „E. Swivett.‟ 
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Mr. Murchison: 

I have just received a call from FBI HQ. It seems that 

Mr. Gupta has instructed them to place one Sanjay 

Souvanophong on the highest priority anti-terror watch list. 

Souvanophong has a current security clearance and FBI 

requests clarification. 

Swivett 

This time when Murchison picked up the phone he punched the first speed-dial button. 

As before he heard only one ring. 

“Swivett, sir.” 

“Earl, what is the problem? So what if Souvanophong has a clearance? Tell them we 

want him!” 

“Yes, sir. The problem is that since they provided the clearance they need a reason. To 

cover their own asses. Can we give them a reason?” 

“Make one up!” 

“Yes, sir…it would be good if we had a plausible and consistent story, even better if it 

were true. I…well, I don‟t like lying to the Bureau, sir. Plus it‟s a sin.” 

“Earl, I would have thought you would have learned to deal with divided loyalties by 

now. Your primary responsibility is no longer to the Bureau, it is to me. Is that clear?” 

“Yes, sir, I understand that.” 

“Good. The truth of a story has no meaning except in the mind of the audience, and not 

all audiences can accept the same truths. Tell the FBI that Souvanophong may reveal potentially 

devastating information about a new kind of weapon. That is as much truth as they need. Our 

work is in the service of a higher truth. If you are troubled by what you think is a sin of lying, 

I‟m sure that Reverend Thiebault can ease your mind. Now, do you think that you can remember 

who you work for?” 

“Yes, sir. My apologies. I‟ll take care of the Bureau inquiry immediately.” 

Murchison hung up and returned to the report on Ellsworth. Earl would never understand 

that truth mattered far less than belief, and there was no point in explaining it further. It would 

always be one of Earl‟s limitations. 

 

# # # 
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Interlude, 1988: 

 

The Reverend Michael Hawkins paced. He knew he shouldn‟t, but each time he sat and 

tried to compose himself the anger and outrage overwhelmed his commitment to serenity. Pacing 

revealed weakness, but it felt better. In any case, no one could see him but the receptionist and 

she was reading a magazine with Pat Robertson and Vice President Bush on the cover. When he 

turned toward her he fixed his eyes on the logo on the wall behind her. The Truth Network - 

what a crock that was! He took the five steps permitted by the small waiting room and turned 

back toward the window. Still sleeting. What in God‟s name had he done to be here, in Tulsa, in 

winter, in a sleet storm, about to have his life ruined? He had only taken four steps toward the 

window when the phone on the reception desk buzzed. He cut his circuit short and spun around. 

She already had the receiver at her ear. The woman was young and pretty, but her pink sweater 

set and pearls could have come straight from the 1950‟s. 

“Yes, Mr. Murchison? Yes, He‟s still here. Yes, sir, right away.” She set the receiver 

back on the cradle and looked at him poker-faced. “Mr. Murchison can see you now. Please go 

in.” She didn‟t even get up to open the door. 

Hawkins took the deep breath anyone would take before facing his nemesis and strode 

toward the door to the inner office. He opened it, entered, and closed it a little too firmly. He had 

to turn to his right to face the room‟s sole occupant. Wendell Murchison sat behind a large, old 

mahogany desk, watching his entrance with ill-concealed amusement. 

“Have you come all the way from Des Moines just to cool your heels and slam my door 

Mr. Hawkins?” 

“Reverend Hawkins!” 

“Not for much longer, I suspect, but that‟s none of my business.” 

“Well it‟s your fault! You have made it your business to ruin me, to drive me out of my 

church, all with a pack of lies.” 

“Really. Reverend Hawkins, why would I harbor ill will toward you or your church? You 

are accused of statutory rape, as I understand it. Seems like there is a lot of sinning going on 

among television preachers these days. Your church will undoubtedly do better with your 

successor. In fact, I have a man in mind. Very charismatic. Fellow by the name of Warren 

Thiebault.” 
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“Now you listen – I‟m not like Bakker and Swaggart, the ones that got caught with 

prostitutes. I‟m faithful to my wife! I‟ve never been with another woman since we married, let 

alone with a fourteen-year-old girl. And I haven‟t gotten rich from my show, either. All we do is 

televise our Sunday service on the local cable access channel.” Hawkins clamped his hands on 

the back of a visitor chair to keep them from shaking. 

Murchison leaned back and spread his hands. “Then you should have no problem. Why 

have you come to me?” 

“Because it‟s your doing; your man spread the lie! I never touched that girl. And what did 

I ever do to you?” 

Murchison said nothing for a moment, then sat up and folded his hands on the desk. “You 

really have no clue, do you? I‟m a businessman, Hawkins. Do you know what is happening in 

the cable television industry right now? It is consolidating. Whoever builds the biggest network 

of systems is going to get very rich. I mean to be that person. The way I‟m going to do it is by 

buying up regional cable companies – like the one that serves Des Moines. You opposed our 

acquisition of that company, didn‟t you? Vocally and publicly, even in your sermons?” 

Hawkins felt lightheaded. So Janet had been right. She‟d told him it was about the 

money. She was the hardheaded one, his wife, while he only wanted to serve God and his flock. 

But this was so unfair! “Is that really what this is all about? You‟d ruin a man of God with a lie, 

just to make money?” He glared at Murchison, looking for signs of the Devil, but the man looked 

ordinary, just a fortyish businessman behind a beatup desk. 

“Oh, I‟m not ruining you, Reverend Hawkins, your parishioners are doing that. They 

have chosen to believe the reports of your indiscretions with the young woman in question – a 

parishioner herself isn‟t she? You could have probably gotten away with it in New Orleans or 

San Francisco, but not in Des Moines.” 

“But I didn‟t…”  

“And why should anyone care about the fate of a small-time TV preacher who doesn‟t 

even try to make money at it? You are a grasshopper caught in a hailstorm, Hawkins. All you can 

do is get out of the way, crawl under something and hide.” 

“Hide? Where can I hide? I‟m a preacher, a man of God!” 

“You keep saying that. Do you truly believe in God, Reverend Hawkins? Have you 

prayed that this burden might be lifted from you?” 
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“Of course I believe. I believe with all my heart and soul. I pray every hour of every 

day.” 

“It doesn‟t seem to be doing you much good, does it? There‟s probably a lesson for you 

in that, somewhere. You can slam my door again on your way out, if it‟ll make you feel any 

better, but your time is up.”  

# # # 

 

A different chime pinged from the computer at the side of the great desk and Murchison 

turned to look at it. A line of text in an IM window from the receptionist announced the arrival of 

his luncheon guest. Murchison rose and went through the door behind the desk. It opened onto a 

short hallway. To the left was his personal bathroom, equipped with a shower, a clothes closet, 

granite counter tops, and an array of his favored hygiene products. He washed his hands and 

continued to the end of the hallway where another door opened into the private dining room. 

Guests arrived through the door on the opposite side, and one such was looking admiringly at a 

chipped marble head in the Greek style, mounted on a pedestal under a spotlight. 

“Hello, Byron, glad you could make it.” Murchison crossed the room and offered his 

hand. 

Byron Calhoun took the hand briefly. “Always good to see you, Wendell. This is new? 

Authentic?” He nodded his head at the sculpture. 

“Probably not, I‟m afraid. It was supposed to be a contemporary head of Alexander, 

picked up somewhere in Turkey by a British viscount during the peak tomb robbing years of the 

Empire. I bought it from a descendant who wanted more than the British Museum would pay. 

According to the experts it‟s at least two hundred years post-Alexander. What will you drink?” 

Murchison stepped toward the small bar at the end of the room. There were two dining tables, 

one in the center that would seat eight, and a smaller one against the window and next to the bar, 

that was now set for two. 

“A glass of that lovely Montrachet, if you still have some.” 

Murchison smiled, took a bottle from an ice bucket, and filled two waiting glasses. “You 

are reliably predictable in your drink, Byron. I had them open a bottle in anticipation. Here you 

are.” 

Calhoun accepted the glass and took a sip. “As is your luncheon menu, I presume?” 
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“Of course. Steak, potatoes and greens, always.” 

“Yes. Tournedos Rossini, potatoes Dauphinois, and radicchio with walnut oil last time, as 

I remember.” 

“Something simpler today. Please, have a seat.” 

“Thank you Wendell. Good of you to have me.”  

Byron Calhoun was ten years younger, and taller, perhaps six-two. He was tennis-player 

lean, with still-thick dark hair only sprinkled with gray, and, if anything, more money, yet he 

deferred to Wendell Murchison. It was an act, Wendell knew. Calhoun was old money and good 

manners and breeding, and on at least two occasions he had bankrupted a rival with that 

deferential smile still in place. He had inherited a banking empire and then quietly acquired 

energy assets throughout the nineties. He now controlled very large accumulations of the two 

things that mattered most in the world: capital and oil. Because his interests and Murchison‟s 

were orthogonal, not competing directly, they had been able to collaborate on a number of 

projects, focusing primarily on influencing tax and trade regulations. He was renowned for his 

ability to assess the minimum required bribe in any situation. 

They sat and, without visible or audible signal, the door to the kitchen opened and a 

waiter entered with salad plates bearing wedges of iceberg lettuce topped with thousand island 

dressing. He set them down and disappeared without a word. Calhoun eyed the salad, then 

looked up at his host. 

“Simpler. I see.” 

“Taste it,” Murchison invited, smiling. 

Calhoun picked up his salad fork, dipped it lightly in the dressing, and lifted it to his 

mouth. “Oh, my! That is remarkable. What‟s in it?” 

“Marco won‟t tell me. He‟s a prima dona, but he knows I won‟t fire him. Wait „til you 

taste the steak sauce and the ketchup with the French fries.” 

Calhoun set his fork down and took a sip of his wine. “Luncheon with you is always a 

pleasure, Wendell, but I have to ask. To what do I owe the pleasure this time?” 

Murchison took up his fork and knife and cut a bite of lettuce. “A proposition, of course. 

What do you think of the way the President is handling the war?” He crunched on the lettuce as 

Calhoun digested the question. 
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“So far it has been quite profitable.” Calhoun cut into his own salad before he continued. 

“The price of oil is up nicely, as we anticipated, and he is protecting the fields and the 

infrastructure. We have positions in some of the defense contractors that have also done well, 

although not as well as they were doing before Congress insisted on the new procurement 

oversight. On the whole I think it‟s going well. Why?” Calhoun put the section of lettuce in his 

mouth and crunched in turn. 

“Well, as you say, Congress likes to get in the way – some do at any rate. You tried to 

remedy that last year, didn‟t you?” 

Calhoun nodded, chewing, and frowned. He swallowed. “Yes. We supported a primary 

challenge against Ellsworth, but there was a stink about corporate contributions. More niggling 

rules about how a man can spend his money. Again, why?” 

“Byron, at the moment we have the same problem. The same Democrats who imposed 

the procurement regulations and support the campaign finance limits are opposing funding for 

the Army of God. It would benefit us both if they were defeated. Or saw that they are likely to be 

defeated if they don‟t change their tune.” 

“True. Although I have to say that I have some misgivings about your Army of God and 

this religious war thing.” 

“Why? When it‟s over we will be firmly in control, no more of this silly dependence on 

puppets who insist on a show of autonomy. And surely you see that the jihaddis must be 

destroyed?” 

“Oh, I see that alright. I‟m just not sure that we want to encourage the puritanical urge. 

Those people do like to make rules.” 

“Come, Byron, rules are not for the likes of us. You have been to Rome, to Saint Peter‟s. 

The popes who built the Vatican were not encumbered by rules. They had visions of glory and 

the wherewithal to achieve them. Surely we are not lesser men?” 

“Not as long as the oil keeps flowing. Very well, Wendell, what do you have in mind?” 

“Ellsworth and a few other House and Senate Democrats would be in very deep trouble if 

their constituents began losing jobs. I would like you to use your influence on companies in 

which you have large holdings to encourage them to consider relocating plants and facilities out 

of the states and districts of the people we will target – to consider it very publicly. The reasons 

don‟t matter; we‟ll make the real reason clear through back channels.” 
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“And in return?” 

“The Truth Channel will begin a campaign to repeal all limits on corporate political 

contributions, as violations of free speech.” 

Calhoun dipped his fork into the salad dressing, not bothering with lettuce, and savored it 

for a long moment before he smiled. “I like it. They will be forced to rail against the corporations 

at the same time their voters are panicking about losing their jobs. I‟ll want the repeal campaign 

to continue even if they go along with your Army of God, though.” 

“Of course. Through the next election.” 

“Done.” 

“Thank you, Byron.” 

The kitchen door opened again and the waiter emerged with two platters, followed by the 

chef holding a pair of sauce boats amid the perfume of sizzling beef fat. “Gentlemen,” the chef 

proclaimed as the waiter delivered the platters, “ribsteak of Kobe beef with French fried potatoes 

in three colors, accompanied by my own steak sauce and ketchup.” 
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Chapter 4 

 

“Enough!” said John. The ten-kilogram plate clanked as it dropped onto the stack. “I‟m 

wiped and I think you are too. We can do it again tomorrow. With the camera turned on.” The 

taiko room had been turned into a chaotic but functional physical laboratory, the drums pushed 

against a wall to make room for the instruments and their tangle of cables. John stood in the 

center of the mess facing a stack of barbell weight plates, surrounded by antennas, microphones, 

photodetectors, a Geiger counter, a rack of data recorders and amplifiers, and a digital video 

camera on which the red light was unfortunately not glowing. 

“You‟re right. Sorry,” Andy admitted, rattled. He had to do this correctly he scolded 

himself. Precise procedures, proper documentation, replication, statistics, error bars – all the 

signs and sigils of serious science had to be there, even if the topic of investigation was patently 

impossible. Especially then. “You‟ve already done all of this, haven‟t you?” 

“Yes. But nobody was watching, so we have to do it again.” 

“Has anything changed?” 

“More mass, longer range, that‟s about it.” 

”Okay, yes, enough. Let‟s shut down the electronics and get a beer.” 

John began punching power switches and Andy trudged upstairs, muttering. “No EM 

emissions anywhere from the radio to the UV. No thermal signature. No effect of grounded 

screening; it works in or out of a Faraday cage. Works through a Lucite box. Location doesn‟t 

matter. Jesus, what the hell is he doing?” He opened the refrigerator, grabbed two bottles of Red 

Tail, and was wondering whether John would want a glass, when the phone bleeped. 

“Hello, this is Andy.” 

“Hi it‟s me. I‟m still in Denver. I just finished a meeting with some really annoying 

people and I started thinking about this weekend.” The warm feminine voice was more welcome 

than he would have been willing to admit, at least to the people who had expected him to fall 

apart after Kate left. He had put up a protective wall of cool self-sufficiency, but Rachel had 

been patient and the wall had been weak to begin with. Now they were at a stage of 

unacknowledged commitment, sliding toward „serious‟ whether he was ready or not. 

“Hi! Sorry to hear about the meeting. Are you still coming back Friday evening?” 
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“Yes, although I might try to get an earlier flight. They won‟t be expecting me back in 

the office until Monday. I was thinking about all the deliciously naughty things you could make 

me do if I took the afternoon off.” 

Andy felt the familiar nervous tingle that came when Rachel talked about sex. Kate had 

never talked about sex, at least not with him. “Sure, that would be great…but I‟m sort of working 

on something.” The instant he said it he knew it was wrong; too abrupt, not being open, not 

letting her in. She caught it, too, of course. 

“Andy is something wrong? Are you up against a deadline or something?” 

“No, no! I‟m sorry Rachel, I didn‟t mean that I don‟t want you to come back early – I do. 

Look, there‟s a guy I knew in grad school, John Chalk. He‟s found something…weird going on. 

He came to see me and we‟re trying to figure it out. If I sound irascible it‟s probably because we 

aren‟t making much progress.” 

“What kind of weird?” 

“I don‟t think I can explain it on the phone; you have to see it. Look, how about if you 

come out late Friday afternoon? You can meet John and see the problem. We‟ll have dinner, 

pack John off to his hotel and spend the rest of the weekend on fun and games.” 

“Now that‟s more like the kind of response I had in mind.” The warmth was back. “Okay, 

I think there‟s a flight that gets in around three. Let‟s plan on finishing dinner early.” 

“Absolutely. See you Friday.” Andy hung up the phone and decided that glasses were not 

called for. He picked up the Red Tails and headed back downstairs, feeling much happier than he 

had when the phone had rung.  

John was sitting outside on the deck that jutted out over the steep slope, watching a pair 

of turkey vultures circling with minimal effort above a big bay tree that grew by an almost- dry 

creek at the bottom. In another month there wouldn‟t even be puddles. A breeze, warm still, 

jingled the wind chimes hanging from an iron hook and ruffled John‟s hair. Andy handed him a 

bottle. 

“Don‟t see much Red Tail on the East Coast – thanks.” John accepted the bottle and 

sampled it. “Good beer. I heard the phone. Has something come up?” 

“That was Rachel. She‟s on a business trip in Denver and she was thinking about coming 

back early on Friday, if I wasn‟t going to be busy.” 
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“And you would rather not be busy if it‟s all the same to me.” John grinned. “I get it. 

Well, we can knock off by noon on Friday, and I‟ll head back to the hotel.” 

Andy shook his head. “I told her late afternoon would be better. You can meet Rachel, 

we can have dinner, and then I‟ll throw you out.” 

“Did you tell her? About me, about what we‟re doing?” 

“I hinted. But I do plan to tell her, and I want you to demonstrate.” 

John studied the circling vultures for a few seconds. “I thought we wanted to keep it quiet 

until we have a good story to tell. Is she a scientist?” 

“Nope. She works for a small venture capital firm in Mill Valley, analyzing deals. She‟s 

smart, and right now I don‟t want to start keeping secrets from her. At least, not new ones. I trust 

her to keep quiet until we‟re ready to go public. Which we emphatically are not. You‟ve 

convinced me that what you do is not a hoax or sleight of hand, but I have no idea what is 

actually happening.” 

“What will you tell her?” 

Andy sighed and settled into the other deck chair. “I don‟t know. Let‟s see how she 

reacts.” He drank some beer. “You know you haven‟t told me anything yet about how this came 

about. How you discovered your new talent or who else knows about it. You don‟t have to, of 

course, but it might help.” 

“You know I started this little company called NanoFlash?” 

Andy shook his head. “I kind of lost track of you after Stanford.” 

“Well, NanoFlash developed a technology for photo-decontamination of chembiowar 

residues on the battlefield. The Pentagon loved it and one of the big players bought us. I pretty 

much retired, but still worked on a few projects as a consultant. A little over a year ago they 

called me to help them catch a guy they suspected of scientific fraud. They were working on a 

new nanofabrication technique and this guy, Sanjay Souvanophong, was the project scientist. 

The technique involved deposition of multiple layers of materials that I‟m not allowed to talk 

about, but the final step involved removing a sacrificial layer that separated two subassemblies. 

And only Sanjay could make that final step work.” 

“He was faking the reports?” 

“No. It really did work when he was there, but only when he was there. They thought he 

was holding out on them, not revealing the full process. They accused him of fraud and theft and 
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industrial espionage and blackmail and all kinds of things. Sanjay got pretty upset. He‟s a devout 

Buddhist and he kept saying that he would never risk his karma for money. So he stopped 

coming to work and nobody could make the process go.” 

Andy smiled. “Oops. Once again management scores bullseye on foot.” 

“Yeah. So, I agreed to shadow him in the lab and document the process independently, 

the company agreed to apologize and give him a bonus, and Sanjay agreed to come back to work 

and not sue the company.” 

“And Sanjay showed you how to do your tricks?” 

“ No. Sanjay had no idea that he was doing anything other than being extra careful in 

following procedures. I watched him for a week, learned to do exactly as he did. When he did it, 

it worked; when I did it, it didn‟t.”  

“So what happened?” 

John didn‟t say anything for a few seconds and Andy had the sudden suspicion that he 

was trying to invent something plausible. 

“It‟s hard to describe. You know the feeling you get when you think someone is watching 

you, only nobody is there? Sort of a prickling feeling?” 

Andy shrugged. “Sure, I guess so. It seems to be a pretty common experience.” 

“Well, at one point, while Sanjay was running the procedure, I whipped around, 

absolutely sure that someone was sneaking up behind me. I actually strained a muscle in my 

neck, I turned so fast. But - nobody there. A couple of days later I had the same prickling 

sensation at the same point in the process, and because my neck was sore, I remembered. On the 

next run I was watching for it, and sure enough, it was there. I sort of snapped at Sanjay, asking 

him what he had just done. He looked a little embarrassed and said that he hadn‟t done anything, 

just prayed like he always did at that point, and apologized for praying aloud. Except he hadn‟t. 

We were doing video and audio surveillance on each run, and Sanjay hadn‟t said a word.” 

“So you did a control experiment where you told him not to pray?” 

John shook his head. “How could you verify it? Plus you have to remember that Sanjay is 

a physicist, too – well, actually an engineer by training, but he certainly wouldn‟t claim that 

prayer could affect the experiment. It was just his little cultural idiosyncrasy and he was 

embarrassed to admit it. I figured he was doing something to the setup unconsciously that he 
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associated with prayer. Something so subtle I hadn‟t seen it. But I never for a moment doubted 

that it was something physical.” 

“So?” 

“I worked on getting to know Sanjay. He‟s from Thailand, Thai father, Indian mother. 

Went to school in India, then to MIT for graduate work, so that gave us a sort of bond. He‟s a 

pretty smart guy and a pretty nice one, and he was just as frustrated as I was. He really wanted 

me to figure out what was going on. Eventually I asked him to tell me what he was thinking 

about at each step of the process, and I watched his whole body as he did it. It turned out that he 

was actually envisioning the physical changes in the materials as he went. He didn‟t speak in 

terms of adjusting the oven temperature, he spoke in terms of freeing the molecules. And he was 

going through the procedure exactly the way I did it, exactly as described. Nothing extra. It was 

driving me crazy.” 

“Yeah, I can imagine.” Andy thought it was already driving him crazy after only one day 

of testing. “What was the breakthrough?” 

“Simple enough, really. I tried it again and again, getting more and more frustrated, 

envisioning the processes, and finally on one trial, when Sanjay would have prayed, I swore. I 

swore at the stupid molecules in the sacrificial layer to separate. And I felt the prickling and I 

could…sense…somehow where the molecules were and I …pushed them, in my vision. I can‟t 

describe it any better than that. And it happened.” 

John drank some beer and looked at him, waiting for a reaction. “That‟s quite a story,” 

Andy said finally, for lack of anything better. Surely John didn‟t expect him to swallow that. 

“And you don‟t believe it for a moment.” John sighed. “Well, I don‟t suppose that I 

would either.” 

“I assume that you didn‟t tell that story to company management?” 

“No! I‟m not that self-destructive. I showed them that I could make it work…sometimes. 

After some practice I found that swearing wasn‟t necessary, in fact any emotion was distracting 

once I learned to focus. It turns out that Sanjay‟s sort of Buddhists pray calmly, so that worked 

for him. He always denied that there was any such effect, by the way. Told me it was just like the 

claptrap the monks taught him about yogis flying, and no self-respecting MIT grad could believe 

such a thing. He thought I had just finally learned to run the procedure carefully. So I told the 

company that the process worked, but it was too finicky for a production environment and they 
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should try something else. Sanjay quit and took a job in Singapore, so they didn‟t really have 

much choice. And I set up a lab in a warehouse and started trying to figure out what I could do 

and how I could do it.” 

“John, you‟re telling me that, whatever it is, this talent,…it can be learned?” 

“Well, I learned it. I mean, I never did anything like that before I met Sanjay.” 

“Do you think just anybody can learn it?” 

“I don‟t know.” 

“Do you think I could learn it?” 

John shrugged. 

Andy felt a tickle of the old resentment from grad school, the juvenile cry of „not fair‟ 

that had threatened to bubble up when he‟d had to struggle mightily to accomplish what John did 

with ease. Even without giving it voice the feeling embarrassed him. He was sorry he‟d asked. 

He tilted his bottle and found it dry. “Let‟s go upstairs and get something going for dinner. And 

another beer. I definitely want another beer.” 

 

“I never knew you played drums.” John was standing at the foot of the stairs. He was still 

holding the physics journal he had pulled out of his briefcase to read after dinner, the kind of 

journal that Andy no longer even pretended to read. 

Andy put down the bachi he had been using to practice on the tire drum. He hadn‟t heard 

John coming down the stairs, even though the practice drum was nowhere near as loud as the real 

thing. “I didn‟t, until recently. I took up taiko a few years ago, after we went to a concert, and 

then when Kate left…it helps me to keep focused. There is something sort of spiritual about it. 

And the sound is great, of course. Here, listen.” He retrieved his bachi, moved to the chu-daiko, 

settled into his stance, and played a quick, loud fragment from the piece called „Aun‟. He played 

with enough power to make the floor vibrate, though not at full force. 

“Wow…I see what you mean. You feel it as much as hear it.” 

“And that‟s just one drum. In performance we might have eight drummers playing in 

unison.” 

“Where do you play? Don‟t the neighbors object?” 

“We practice in an old gym in Sausalito, and yes, sometimes the neighbors object. Mostly 

we perform outside at local festivals, or occasionally in a hall somewhere. My favorite was up at 
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Green Gulch, in the zendo. It has a really resonant wood floor, and it was like we were playing 

inside of an even bigger drum.” He put the bachi down again. “Sorry if I disturbed you. I like to 

practice after dinner.”  

“That‟s okay. But I thought of another way to demonstrate the effect. Have you got a 

couple of light bulbs?” 

Andy headed toward the stairs. Back to work. “Incandescent or fluorescent?” 

“Incandescent. Plain old light bulbs, so there‟s no question of a hidden Tesla coil, or 

anything.” 

Andy led the way back up to the kitchen, where he turned to the pantry, opened the door, 

and reached for a low shelf. He turned back, closed the door, and laid two sixty-watt bulbs on the 

table. John got the faroff look and the two bulbs rose into the air and hung there. Then the one on 

the left winked on, just as if it were sitting in a lamp socket. The bulb on the right remained dark. 

“You‟re broadcasting an electric field?” 

John shook his head. “If I were, both bulbs would light up. I‟m oscillating the electrons in 

the one bulb but not in the other, using non-electrical forces. It‟s like I‟m grabbing all the free 

electrons in a rigid cloud and shaking them back and forth.” 

Andy sighed and sat down. “You want to tell me how that‟s possible without repealing 

the quantum uncertainty principle?” 

“I want to but I can‟t. Yet. I have a thought, though. In your magazine article about the 

acceleration of the universe you talked about the dark energy field, the force that‟s pushing the 

galaxies apart faster and faster. That seems to require some sort of pervasive energy field with 

repulsive gravitational properties. Maybe this is the same thing.” 

“Or maybe the astronomers are wrong. Or maybe there‟s an observational problem. But, 

yeah, that seems to require an undetectable field of some kind. People have speculated that dark 

energy is related to the quantum fluctuations of the vacuum, the zero-point energy. I wrote a 

piece about that, too, trying to explain that a vacuum really isn‟t empty, that it has an inherent 

energy because of virtual particles appearing and disappearing. The problem is that the numbers 

seem to be off by about a hundred orders of magnitude between the vacuum energy and cosmic 

dark energy. In any case, nobody has a workable theory for what dark energy is, and even if it 

does exist, how could you manipulate it?”  
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“I might remind you that all of the physicists in all of history have been wrong about 

some part of physics all of the time – if only because there is still stuff we don‟t understand, like 

dark energy. But, yeah, that‟s the crux, whatever it is, how come I can manipulate it?” 

Andy leaned forward. “What does it feel like, John? What makes it tangible?” 

“It‟s a distinctive sense; I can‟t describe it by analogy any more than I could vision or a 

sense of smell. It has to be an energy field, it‟s always there. There are two steps in manipulating 

it. The first is perceiving the field. The second is a sort of gathering or amplification and 

rearrangement of the field, and using it to affect the objects of interest.  

“Does the intensity vary? Are there monopoles? Charges? Sources and sinks?” 

John stared off again, then shook his head. “I can‟t tell. The strength varies, but not by 

much. There are local fluctuations, but I‟ve never found a real hot spot. The gradient varies, too, 

so it isn‟t like there‟s an equivalent of magnetic north you can always point to.” 

“I can‟t point to anything, John. I haven‟t felt a thing. Put the light bulbs down, would 

you?” They settled, both dark. “Not a thing. Have you tried a functional MRI to see if some 

particular part of your brain is involved?” 

“No, I haven‟t talked to anyone else except Sanjay about this. It sounds like you don‟t 

believe it‟s a hoax anymore, but I expect that everyone will have that initial reaction.” 

“If it‟s a hoax you‟re wasting it on me – but okay, I‟m willing to operate on the 

assumption that it‟s new physics, at least for the moment.” 

 

Thursday went no better, except that they became more systematic in their experimental 

procedures. Andy finished the day still utterly mystified, although they had managed to quantify 

the mass and range limits of John‟s current abilities. This kind of pains-taking taxonomy was 

more akin to eighteenth century natural science than twenty-first century physics. They needed to 

generate some testable hypotheses, but so far they had nothing. The dark energy explanation had 

a certain appeal: why not attribute all mysteries to one underlying cause? The problem was that 

all the properties of dark energy acceleration seemed to work on an extra-galactic scale, and 

John‟s range was from the quantum scale to tens of meters. How could they be the same thing? 

Andy watched, no longer incredulous, as the log floating in front of the fireplace bobbed 

silently up and down as if afloat in an ocean below the mounted print of Hokusai‟s Great Wave 

Off Kanagawa, the towering foam seeming about to devour distant Mt. Fuji. He felt as if this 
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mystery was devouring him, leaving him floundering amid the waves. The log was oak, and 

heavy. He had carried it in himself an hour before, as the chill had come in with the fog. 

Easterners were eternally amused at the idea of burning a fire on a warm night in summer, not 

knowing that warm nights were seldom part of the plan in coastal Northern California during fog 

season. Andy got up and rearranged the fire with a poker, then went to the sideboard and got out 

the bottle of Glenmorangie. He poured what the Scots would call a large whiskey and turned to 

offer one to John, but John was concentrating. Two logs now bobbed by the fire; a combined 

weight of perhaps thirty pounds. They rose and settled, first in unison, then alternately. A third 

joined them, and they danced for a minute or so until John set them gently on the floor. Look, 

Ma, no hands, Andy thought, sourly. 

“That looks good.” John nodded at the bottle and Andy poured another. He took the 

glasses in one hand and the bottle in the other and walked over to sit across from John in front of 

the fire. He set the drinks on the low table and leaned back. 

“You‟re getting stronger? Well I don‟t know if strong is the right word. You can handle 

more mass, more objects? 

John nodded. He reached for his glass and took a sip of scotch. “Yeah. I have another 

trick, too, that I haven‟t shown you. Watch the fire.” 

The fire was burning well, flames wavering up and down along the full length of the 

three logs above the glowing ashbed. Then the left side went out, the flames seemingly sucked 

down into the wood, while the right side roared higher, the ashglow remaining eerily uniform 

beneath both sides. Andy watched silently until the flames on the right subsided to normal and 

the left side began to flicker again. John said nothing, an annoyingly smug little smile inviting 

comment. 

“Maxwell‟s Demon?” Andy guessed after a moment‟s thought. 

“Right – very good!” 

“You can actually see which molecules are moving faster and redirect the hot ones from 

one side to the other?” 

A shrug. “See, feel – sense somehow. I need a new word.” 

“You manipulated the individual molecules? John, the numbers are…are…I‟m getting 

tired of saying impossible. Ridiculous?” 
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Now John was shaking his head. “Not single molecules. You‟re right, there are too many. 

More like…an energy membrane with two polarities. On one side it slows molecules down, 

while on the other it speeds them up by giving them a tiny kick.”  

Andy found John‟s faintly smug look supremely annoying, but he held his tongue. His 

own anger annoyed him more, and he knew the cause. He was envious and frustrated, just like at 

the worst moments of school when John Chalk grasped immediately, intuitively, what Andy 

Taggart struggled so desperately to understand. Well, he‟d let that pass; that was another life. 

Better to be envious than awestruck, which seemed to be the other possibility. 

  “John, as far as we know, nobody else can do what you do. Some people would call it a 

gift, I guess. What do you want to do with it?” 

“I dunno. Win a Nobel?” 

“Well, yeah, but besides that.” 

John shook his head. “I‟ve been thinking about that for weeks and I just don‟t have an 

answer. The first thing that would occur to most people is probably to get rich, but I‟ve already 

done that and it‟s sort of boring. Maybe I made money too early to appreciate it. Plus, so far I 

don‟t really see how to do very much with this gift. Sure, the first time you see something 

levitate it‟s pretty astonishing, but what can I do that‟s really useful? Be part of a semiconductor 

assembly line? I can‟t see myself doing stage shows. I could become an excellent thief, I 

suppose. Unless I can turn it from a gift into a technology it doesn‟t seem like it amounts to 

much in practical terms.” John cocked his head and smiled a little mischievously. “Granted, it‟s 

going to be fun shaking up the physics establishment.” 

 “Well, let me ask you a question that other people are going to ask. Do you hear voices? 

Do you feel that there is some purpose in this gift?” 

“You mean is it divine intervention? Is God calling me? Am I the second coming of 

Christ or a new prophet, a Messiah?” The sarcasm increased with each question. “Come on, 

Andy, I‟m a physicist! The only uses I have for the words „god‟ and „jesus‟ are intellectual 

discussions, lamenting the state of Western society, and swearing. I am not divine, I don‟t hear 

voices, and my only purpose is to figure out the nature of the physical phenomena at hand.” He 

emptied his glass and reached for the bottle to refill it. 

“Other people might not see it that way.” 
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“Don‟t tell me you‟ve become a believer! I seem to remember that you had damn little 

use for religion in school.” 

“No, I haven‟t, and I still don‟t like preachers. But the world is full of people who 

believe, people who want to believe, and people who tell everybody else what to believe. You 

are going to be the biggest monkey wrench in their machine since Mary Baker Eddy, or Joseph 

Smith, or maybe Mohammed.” 

“But it isn‟t about me, Andy! It mustn‟t be. This is unknown physics, sure, but it‟s some 

kind of physics. This can‟t be the only time someone has experienced it, even if it hasn‟t been 

recorded as physics. We need to document it and report it. As physics! Even if we don‟t have a 

complete theory for it.” 

“A theory? We haven‟t got an educated guess. Without an explanation we will go down 

in the history of physics with Pons‟ and Fleischman‟s cold fusion. You will have to demonstrate 

it over and over, submit to endless repeated tests, and in the end it won‟t matter to the religious 

believers or to the physics establishment. Each will fit you into a standard prepared box, one 

labeled prophet, the other labeled charlatan…or maybe nutcase.” 

John stared into the fire. Andy could see the muscles along his jaw clenching and 

releasing. 

“You‟re right,” he said, after a minute or so. “I should have seen that. Well, I suppose I 

did see it, sort of. I know somebody has been watching me and following me recently.” He 

turned. “It scares me, Andy, instinctively. I‟m afraid that whoever it is knows there is something 

different about me, not just about what I know. I don‟t want to be that kind of different.” 

Andy‟s residual envy died. What do you do if people start asking questions about you and 

you can‟t explain what‟s happening? No plausible story, no alibi. John wasn‟t just looking for 

scientific collaboration. John was also here because he was thinking about running. That‟s why 

he‟d brought the money. 

But, even with cash, where could you run in the security-obsessed world of the twenty-

first century? To be different in even name or culture was to be suspect. To acknowledge having 

unique personal powers akin to the miraculous would invite a level of scrutiny and loneliness 

that he, too, would run to avoid. But then, if it was just physics it couldn‟t be unique, or even 

unprecedented. 
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“Look, maybe you aren‟t so different, John - like you said, this must have happened 

before. In fact, maybe this is exactly how people got to be prophets!” His sudden moment of 

insight made him lean forward. “Think about it. There are lots of stories about prophets. Doing 

miracles was the sign of being a prophet. Wait here a minute!” 

Andy got up and almost ran to his bathroom, grabbed the scale from the corner by the 

shower stall and almost ran back. He put the scale down. “Let‟s see if you can levitate. Stand on 

the scale and see if you can lift yourself.”  

John got up and stepped onto the scale. “Okay…it feels weird; I have to try to lift my 

body, not „me‟.” He closed his eyes in concentration, then relaxed and opened them. “Nope…too 

heavy.” 

Andy raised an eyebrow. “The scale reading dropped by seventy pounds. If you keep 

getting stronger you‟ll be able to walk on water pretty soon.” 

John stepped off the scale. “Oh great! That‟s just a dandy idea!”  

They sat down again. “You know,” Andy continued, “maybe that‟s why all the 

established religions warn against false prophets. I always figured it was a message to watch out 

for fakes trying to tap the collection plate, but maybe not. Maybe they were worried about real, 

but unauthorized, „prophets‟ who could do miracles just as well as the authorized ones. Maybe 

there have been a bunch of guys like you through history. After all, a real prophet could generate 

a much bigger threat to the church power base than a charlatan could – easier to establish a 

competing religion. And look what happened when Islam came along. Look what‟s happening 

now.” 

“Don‟t call me a prophet, please.” John stared at his newly refilled glass. “Is that true? 

All the religions caution about false prophets?” 

“ Well, certainly Judaism, Christianity, and Islam do, although miracles are evidence of 

divinity in all three. And the Sikhs deny even that. They acknowledge that seeming miracles can 

be performed, but they believe that a truly holy person would not do such a thing. They teach 

that miracles are born out of pride and ego. In fact the definition of a false prophet is quite 

consistent across all religions, and it has nothing to do with the authenticity of reported miracles. 

It always comes down to whether the guy agrees with whatever the religion says is the truth. 

Which is, of course, what the preachers tell people to believe.” 

“How do you know all this about prophets?” 
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“I don‟t always write about science, or anyway not just science. I just finished an article 

on creationist views of science and why fundamentalists reject scientific explanations of the way 

the world works. I did a lot of background reading.” 

“Well, I repeat, there is no divine intervention at work here and I‟m not going to claim 

I‟m some kind of emissary from God, prophet or otherwise.” 

“ It might not be a voluntary position, John. Unless we can figure out how this works I 

think you are going to have problems with both the believers and the preachers. Physicists may 

be the least of your worries. Although that Maxwell‟s Demon thing would really drive old 

Harwell nuts. You remember how he used to put his hands behind his back and proclaim that the 

laws of thermodynamics were the equivalent of the hand of God? Used the same line every 

year.” 

John returned his grin. “Yeah, I remember. You used to mimic him after a few beers.” 

“Not one of my better ideas; I think he heard about it. Do the fire thing again, that was 

just amazing.” 

John shrugged and gazed into the fire. Once again one side flared while the other 

subsided, but this time the difference was even more pronounced. The flaring side remained 

separated by an invisible wall, but the flames seemed to expand upward – and outward. What 

had been leaping flames quickly became a glowing growing ball with one flat side. And then the 

flattening disappeared.  

“John?” 

“Shit! I‟ve lost it! I don‟t know what …why is it still growing?” 

The fireball was pulsing now, but it wasn‟t decaying, it was amplifying. The next pulse 

pushed it beyond the firescreen and the paint on the mantel began to scorch and smoke. 

“Can you damp the oscillation?” 

“I can‟t touch it, Andy! It‟s like a sealed-off pocket!” 

The entire mantel was smoldering now and the heat was becoming uncomfortable. Andy 

vaulted over the back of the couch and took three long strides to the pantry door. He yanked it 

open and grabbed his fire extinguisher from the clips on the back of the door, and when he 

turned back the fireball had begun to char the carpet in front of the hearth and Hokusai‟s Great 

Wave was burning on the wall. 
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Andy came around the couch and triggered the extinguisher, white CO2 vapor jetting into 

the fireball. He had to kill that before he could deal with the secondary fire. The glowing sphere 

pulsed twice more and then died out. He could hear water running in the kitchen as he raised the 

vapor plume to the mantel and the wall above it, and by the time John arrived with a full pitcher 

the extinguisher was about done. 

“Throw it…this thing is out of gas!” 

John didn‟t hesitate, drenching the burning print accurately and completely. The water 

flowed down onto the mantel and the last flame fizzed out. 

Andy stood there looking at the mess, smelling the reek from the melted and charred 

patch of carpet that still smoked. John went for a refill as he crushed out the remaining embers of 

the carpet with the bottom of the empty CO2 canister. When John returned Andy took the pitcher 

and poured the water on the carpet just to be sure. 

John finally broke the silence. “God, Andy, I‟m sorry. Nothing like that has ever 

happened before.” 

Andy sighed. “That‟s probably what Sobrero said when the nitro blew. What did 

happen?” 

“I‟m not sure. Maybe some kind of feedback between the field and the thermal energy 

concentration. Who‟s Sobrero?” 

“Ascanio Sobrero. He discovered nitroglycerine in 1846 and lived to tell about it. Taught 

Alfred Nobel how to make the stuff. Another piece I wrote, on the history of explosives. A lot of 

people experimenting with explosives died. Sobrero was lucky and so are we.” He toed the 

carpet. “Well, there‟s no structural damage, just a big mess. We learned something important and 

survived. Whatever you‟re doing, it‟s potentially dangerous, so we have to go more cautiously. 

No more playing with fire, at least not in the house.” 

“No. Was the print valuable? I‟ll replace it and pay for the damage.” 

“It was just a reproduction. Come on, this isn‟t as bad as it looks, let‟s clean it up.” 
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Chapter 5 

The Reverend Warren Thiebault never appeared in public without his clerical collar, but 

as usual he loosened it as soon as Prasad closed the office door behind him. He didn‟t look 

entirely happy, but he took a seat without invitation, Murchison noted, a sign that Warren felt 

sure of himself and his position, that he had completed his assignment. The private Thursday 

morning meeting was a regular event, but Warren sometimes acted as if it were a trip to the 

dentist; that generally meant that something had not gone as planned. Murchison laid the report 

he‟d been skimming on his desk. 

“Good morning, Warren. You look well. I trust that your preliminary meetings with the 

possibles have been fruitful?” 

“Morning Wendell. Fruitful in that they are all flattered to have come to your attention, 

yes. They understand that nobody can win the nomination without your support and all are eager 

to have it. It may not be as easy to pick one as last time, though. Several expressed some 

discomfort about your arrangements with the current administration. They are jealous of their 

prerogatives even when they don‟t yet have them. The smart ones want to court the evangelicals 

without making a commitment to the Army of God. The dumb ones offer to make you Vice 

President. Hill is still my first choice, but even he keeps making noises about wanting to be his 

own man.” 

Murchison smiled. “Everyone wants to be his own man, Warren, even those who know 

they never will be. One of the possibles will figure it out – someone always does. The one who 

wants to be President more than anything, to live in the White House and ride in the motorcade, 

who doesn‟t care about the difference between real power and the trappings. One of them will 

see the wisdom of an accommodation. 

 

# # # 

Interlude, seven years earlier: 

 

The Governor stood before the door feeling naked without his normal phalanx of aides. 

They served many purposes; some were name-whisperers, others people-pushers, but in all 

things they served the higher purpose of reminding him of his place in the universe. A high 

place, and destined to be higher still, but the path to the Oval Office led first through this empty 
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corridor and the room behind this closed door. He wasn‟t even the first to face the door tonight; 

he knew for a fact that he was the third. Still, he would be received. Many who had the same 

dream would never reach the door at all. He drew himself upright and knocked. 

The man who opened the door was also alone, which was a relief. “Come in, Governor, 

come in. I‟m Wendell Murchison. I‟m glad we could find time for a little chat. I know how 

closely your time is scheduled.” 

It was a pretense and both knew it, but the forms must be preserved. In fact, the single 

reason for the Governor or any other serious contender to attend the Candidate Forum of the 

Council for a Christian Nation was the opportunity to gain the backing of Wendell Murchison. 

The speech had to be good, all the correct touchstones duly visited, the crowd had to respond, but 

these things were routine. The interview was what mattered. He would have scrapped anything 

on his schedule that conflicted. 

The Governor stepped forward and laid on his best politician handshake, smiling warmly, 

meeting the eyes, firm grip of brotherhood. “Mr. Murchison, I am too. I‟ve looked forward to 

meeting you for some time now.” 

“Please, have a seat.” Murchison gestured toward a pair of worn leather armchairs in the 

corner of the office. They faced each other across an antique cocktail table inlaid with an 

American eagle, like the one on the Presidential seal. The table held a coffee service for two. “I 

enjoyed your speech earlier. I trust you and your people are enjoying the reception?” 

The Governor sat, though he did not lean back. “Wonderful reception, Mr. Murchison. 

Plenty of champagne. Not that I partake any more myself, of course. That was an earlier time in 

my life.” 

“Yes, I know. Please call me Wendell. If we are to work together you must see me as a 

friend.” Murchison sat in the other chair and regarded him. “Would you like some coffee?” 

“No, but thank you, Wendell. I did get a snack and some coffee at the reception.” Coffee 

could be spilled and he didn‟t need the distraction. 

“I asked you to visit with me because I believe that you are one of the few viable 

candidates running for the Party‟s nomination for President. I have a great interest in seeing that 

the best possible candidate rises to the top, and I can bring considerable resources to bear to 

ensure that this happens, once I have identified that candidate. Would you mind answering a few 

questions?” 
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“Not at all. Fire away.” 

“Realistically, what do you think your chances are?” 

The Governor took a long breath. “With your support, a lock for the nomination and 

pretty good for the general election. Without it, fifty-fifty for the nomination and no better for 

election. I know my liabilities. Some people think I talk funny. Varner and Jenkins are both 

polling better among likely voters in the primaries, and I know that both have been to see you, 

but I have a little stronger support among the evangelicals. You know as well as I do that‟s 

where the decision will get made.” 

Murchison smiled very slightly. “I have indeed met with Senator Varner and Senator 

Jenkins. They are both good men, but they lack a certain fire, a depth of commitment. Tell me, 

Governor, what do you think is the greatest challenge facing the next President?” 

His hopes rose, but the question was too open-ended; he didn‟t know the required 

response. “Well, there are a number of them, Wendell, there‟s the economy and health care and 

jobs, and terrorism of course, and the price of oil.” He stopped, nervous, looking for a cue. 

“In my view, Governor, there is one paramount issue. We are facing all-out war with the 

Muslims. It will come; indeed it must come. So I‟ll ask you, if you are President, are you willing 

to do what it takes to win that war? Get your hands dirty? Break some rules? Will you take that 

fight to the enemy?” 

“Well of course, Wendell, if the country is still at war I‟ll do whatever I must. I‟m 

certainly not going to lose a war.” 

“That isn‟t my question.” Murchison leaned forward and pinned the Governor with his 

eyes. “I asked if you will do what it takes to win. Intelligence. Covert operations. Interrogation. 

No more pussyfooting and pretending to play nice.” 

“You‟re asking if I have the guts?” 

Murchison‟s smile widened. “In a word, yes.” 

“Yes I‟ve got the guts. If it comes to that.” 

“Oh, I‟m afraid it will, Governor. It most certainly will. This is a historic moment and 

great changes are coming.” 

“How can you be so sure?” 
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“You have only to read the papers, Governor. Or watch the news. Or listen to the people 

out there.” He waved vaguely in the direction of the reception. “In politics as in war it is 

important to have the guts. Do you understand that? Others have had qualms.” 

“You‟re referring to Varner‟s Senate campaign two years ago?” 

“In part. What do you think happened in that campaign?” 

“Quint Harrison kept dodging rumors that when he was a platoon leader in Viet Nam he 

abandoned a patrol under fire. He claimed he‟d gone for reinforcements after they lost their 

radio, returned with a second fire team and rescued the patrol, even carrying one man out when 

they were both wounded. The guy, Jim Kelly, lived and confirmed Quint‟s story, but it didn‟t 

help.” 

“How do you think that happened?” 

“They say…” The Governor paused, choosing words. “They say that Varner‟s people 

orchestrated a whisper campaign among Christian veterans‟ groups that Harrison was a fag and 

Kelly was his lover. They say that the rumor was spread after Kelly and Harrison appeared on 

Brian Dugan‟s show on the Truth Channel. They say that you were behind it.” 

“I was. It worked quite brilliantly. Does that bother you? Do you have qualms? Senator 

Varner seems to have developed some.” 

“No. I want to win, Wendell.” 

“Good. This election cycle is too important to allow qualms. In fact, it is too important to 

end with the election. I will expect you to follow my guidance, Governor.” 

“You mean you want a position in the administration? No problem, name it.” 

“Not a public position, Governor. Something advisory. But I will expect that the advice 

will be heeded, and I will expect a certain amount of authority and resources to be at my 

disposal. The Senators had some misgivings about that. Do you?” 

The Governor hesitated. This was the opportunity. Cede some authority, make the deal 

and lock the others out. Bet that Murchison could deliver both the nomination and the election, 

then live with the deal. In or out. “No, Wendell. You know my positions on the issues. We work 

with the same people.” He made his own vague wave at the door. “I have no misgivings about 

that arrangement.” 
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“Also good. One last point. You alluded earlier to a previous time in your life, in which 

you partook of champagne and a number of other things. You have gone to considerable lengths 

to ensure that inconvenient mementoes of that period do not turn up, I gather.” 

The Governor automatically donned the practiced soulful look he always did when the 

topic was raised. “That was before. When I was born again I put that all behind me.” 

Murchison‟s smile was indulgent. “Yes, being born again is a wonderful thing for a 

politician. You might almost think they invented it. Nevertheless, it is extremely difficult to erase 

all traces of past history. You will be an excellent candidate and President so long as no such 

mementoes resurface. That would be disastrous. We will want to pick your running mate with 

some care, just in case.” 

The Governor swallowed. What did the man have? He tried an admiring smile. “You 

know, Wendell, I sure wouldn‟t want a man like you working for the opposition. You just tell me 

what you think we ought to do.” 

Murchison nodded. “Excellent.” He rose, extending his hand. “I look forward to working 

with you, Governor. We will make a formidable team.” 

The Governor rose in turn and reran the handshake routine. The two-handed version this 

time. “We will indeed, Wendell. Thank you for your support. Will there be an announcement?” 

“I don‟t do announcements, Governor. However, I think you will find my methods 

effective. I will be in touch.” Murchison opened the door and ushered him out. 

The Governor bounced a little as he walked back down the corridor toward the reception. 

Done it. Sealed the deal. He was going to be President. 

# # # 

 

Warren continued with his briefing. “They are all impressed with what you‟ve 

accomplished, Wendell, in a fuzzy sort of way. Everyone I saw was very concerned that the 

terrorists might hit us again, on what they hope will be their watch, and they are leery of being 

blamed for letting down our guard. They all assured me that they would continue the „successful 

policies of the current administration,‟ as somebody put it. In fact, they probably have a false 

sense of security because nobody has hit us since Los Angeles, and clearly most have no idea 

what is really involved in our counter-terror operations. Should we inform them?” 
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“No. All they need to know at this point is that our program is effective and that they 

would be wise to make sure that it continues. Better if they don‟t know the details.” 

 

# # # 

 Interlude, Four years earlier: 

 

“He knew! That son of a bitch Hamid knew! And Fredericks said we couldn‟t torture 

U.S. citizens!” The President smacked his palm on the report lying on his desk, as he had done 

three times already. “Three shipping containers full of fertilizer and fuel oil sitting next to a 

loaded tanker in Long Beach harbor. Fire raining down from the sky on Los Angeles, hundreds 

dead, more injured, people blaming me for it, and he knew! We could have stopped it, Wendell, 

if we had broken one man. I told Fredericks to use any methods he needed, but he pussyfooted 

around and now that son of a bitch Hamid is sitting in his cell laughing at us! And Fredericks 

holds a press conference and gets on a pedestal and says that as Attorney General he could not 

legally order the torture of eight U.S. citizens on the chance that one of them might know 

something. Well, he isn‟t Attorney General any more, by God!” 

“No. Have you settled on a replacement? Would you like me to provide additional 

names?” Murchison had come prepared and opened his leather-bound portfolio 

The President sagged back into his chair. “No, Wendell, the list we have is fine. It‟ll 

probably be Foley, but it doesn‟t matter. Whoever it is will have to go before the Senate and say 

whether he would or would not have ordered the torture, and either way he answers he gets 

slammed. Either he would have broken the law or he would have let people die, and we can‟t 

win. There must another way to handle this, Wendell.” 

Murchison snapped the portfolio closed. “There is, Mr. President. Blame it on poor 

intelligence and sympathize with the impossible choice facing the former Attorney General. 

Promise it will never happen again. Set up a new Domestic Counter Terror Intelligence Office in 

Homeland Security.” 

“Won‟t we face the same questions there?” 

“Of course. Secretary McCluskey will promise to obey the law. The actual interrogations 

can then be contracted out. No government personnel need be involved.” 

“But who will actually run it?” 
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“I will, Mr. President. We‟ll tell McCluskey his budget is going up. That will make him 

happy. Then we write a no-bid contract to Freedom Services to provide confinement and 

interrogation services. We can call it housing and counseling if you prefer.” 

“What is Freedom Services?” 

“A subsidiary of a holding company that I own. This will never happen again, Mr. 

President. I‟ll see to it.” 

“Alright, Wendell. I‟ll tell McCluskey to give you whatever you need.” 

“Tell him that we will need facilities, perhaps somewhere near Yucca Mountain or the 

Desert Test Range…no, never mind, Mr. President, you have more important things to deal with. 

I‟ll explain it to McCluskey.” 

# # # 

 

Murchison leaned forward and put his hands on the edge of the desk. “What about the 

crucial issue, support for the Army of God? Who is willing to get behind it publicly?” 

Warren frowned and put on his going-to-the-dentist expression. “Only Hill, which is why 

he remains my first choice. The others waffled. Some claim to worry about constitutional issues 

in supporting an irregular force. Others argue that it would be more efficient to expand the 

regular army. They acknowledge the contribution of the paramilitary forces, but they aren‟t yet 

willing to commit to a citizens‟ army of the size you envision. They just don‟t like it, Wendell, 

even after we‟ve spent two years trying to build it up.” 

“Idiots. You and the others are always preaching that God works in mysterious ways, 

why can‟t they see that this is one of those ways?” 

“They don‟t see the need, they think we are winning the war.” 

“Just because there have been no more attacks here? The enemy is weakened, now is the 

time to crush him. I have prepared for too long to miss this opportunity.” 

 

# # # 

Interlude, two years earlier: 
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Of the four men in the room, the President of the United States was perhaps the most 

powerful and easily the least capable. He could move armies, indeed mountains, if someone 

would just tell him where and when. That was the collective job of the other three. 

“Don‟t know why we bother with conventions anymore. Everything‟s in the barrel with 

the lid hammered down. They liked the speech last night, though, didn‟t they?” 

“Yes Mr. President. You delivered it in great style, and the response coordinators were 

really tight.” Douglass Woodman spoke with the sincerity of a professional manipulator. The 

President had stepped on half of his applause lines, but the coordinators had been ready. First 

rule for campaign managers; don‟t let the candidate screw up the message. “And the reason we 

have the convention is to energize the base, just like everything else in the campaign. The base is 

what matters. “ It was a daily catechism now. 

“I tell you Douglass, you do not have to worry about the base.” The Reverend Warren 

Thiebault had delivered the keynote speech two nights before, „…a classic sermon thundering of 

fire and brimstone, worthy of Cotton Mather,‟ according to the New York Times. Woodman 

hated the Times, of course, and the writer had used that jeering ironic style they all did. “The 

faithful are the base, and they will neither waver nor wander. They are steadfast because they 

understand that God calls them to war and the President is His instrument. They will vote, and 

their sons will fill the ranks.” 

“Only if the damn Democrats quit stalling on the Army of God.” 

„Mr. President, please, it‟s the Force Expansion Bill. I know it‟s just us here, but we want 

to make a habit of using the official title.” Woodman couldn‟t hide his impatience this time. 

“Screw that, Doug. It‟s the Army of God, a million new soldiers to teach the damn 

Muslims once and for all that Christianity is the true religion and that Mohammad was a damn 

fake! Just like Wendell says.” The President nodded at the fourth man. 

“I know, sir, but that language is just a little strong for some of the Senators who have 

close races, and our polling suggests that it tends to energize the Democrats‟ base. We don‟t 

want to do that, sir.” 

“Bunch of wimps!” 

The fourth man now spoke for the first time, quietly and authoritatively, as usual. “They 

are a bunch of wimps, Mr. President, but Doug is correct: we don‟t yet have the strength to force 
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the issue in the Senate. Let us say rather that Mohammad was „misguided‟. At least until after the 

election.” 

“Well, if you say so, Wendell. But whatever we call them, we need those troops. The 

generals are on my ass daily since we deployed all that armor to Israel and Pakistan and Saudi.” 

“We will get the troops. If not in the regular army this year, then in the voluntary units. 

The Nixon Brigade performed quite well last month against the Palestinians in Jordan. The 

voluntaries may not have the training of the regular army units, but they do just fine against the 

jihaddis as long as we keep them armed and supplied, and the Israelis are being quite cooperative 

in that. You just concentrate on the election and listen to Doug.” 

“I want to win both the election and the war, Wendell. Christian victory is gonna be my 

legacy, just like you said. How‟s the money?” 

“Money is not a problem. It‟s coming in faster than we can spend it. You should have 

plenty left over to build your library.” 

“Gonna be a damn big library. Bigger than Reagan‟s!” 

Woodman spoke up again. “Mr. President, if we could just concentrate on the Sunday 

speech for a few minutes. You‟ll be surrounded by military families, shaking hands and hugging 

moms- some will be getting emotional. You need to be watching the director – in the green shirt, 

just like all the other times. When he signals like this,” Woodman waved his hand in a circle in 

front of his chest, “ it means time to start. That‟s when you go to the podium. The teleprompter 

will be to your left this time. Now, Warren has written a new section, about the duty of 

Christians to fight for the faith, that we want to go over. Here‟s the text.” He handed three pages 

of typescript to the president, who sighed and put on the reading glasses he never wore in public. 

 

“I‟ll leave you boys to it.” Wendell Murchison rose and headed for the door as Thiebault 

began to read aloud. Outside, the security detail occupied the corridors in all directions, as 

instructed, and the leader sprang to his feet from his chair opposite the door. Murchison waved 

him back. “They will be a while yet.” He turned to the man standing next to the chair. “We‟re 

done here, Earl.” Like the others this man wore a dark suit, a conservative tie, and a nearly 

invisible earpiece. He also wore two lapel pins; an American flag and a gold cross. 

“Yes, sir.” The bodyguard fell in at Murchison‟s right as they walked toward the 

elevators. He didn‟t speak again until the box was moving. “Mr. Murchison, I‟ve been thinking 
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about joining one of the voluntary brigades, maybe the Goldwater Commando. How would you 

feel about that? I wouldn‟t want to cause you any hardship.” 

“Feeling the need for a little vengeance, Earl?” 

The bodyguard absently touched his abdomen just below his liver. It was a gesture he 

made often, seemingly without knowing. “No, sir…well, I guess maybe a little. I was praying 

with Reverend Thiebault last night and it came to me that I should be doing more in the fight for 

Christ. Not that Christ can‟t take care of Himself!” he added quickly. “Just…I know I‟m newly 

Saved, but I do believe that the end times are near, and I felt like I should be doing more. Like 

maybe my part in the Plan is to be on the battlefield.” 

“Are you saying you‟ve had a Revelation, Earl?” 

“No, sir, more like a feeling, maybe a sign from God. And Reverend Thiebault says that 

each of us must bear personal responsibility for killing the false prophets. I‟m ready to do my 

share.”  

“I see. Why an assassination squad?” 

“I have the training, sir. From the Bureau and before, in special ops. I can do it – it won‟t 

bother me to kill them.” 

“Do you hate them all, Earl? You already killed the one who shot you.” 

“I don‟t hate them in a personal way, sir, but they have chosen the wrong side in the Final 

Battle. Wrong side, wrong religion, wrong god. It‟s up to us to take them out.” 

The elevator stopped and the doors opened on another security detail controlling the 

lobby. 

„I‟m sorry, Earl, but I can‟t let you do that. I‟ve come to depend on you, and I can‟t spare 

the time to train a replacement bodyguard. There are many ways to serve God and contribute to 

the effort. Not all are flashy and get your story on television, but they are all heroic. You pray 

some more and see if God won‟t let you go on working for me.” 

“Yes sir.” 

# # # 

 

Murchison sat back in his chair and picked up his report but kept his attention on 

Thiebault. “Have you anything else, any other insights as to who can be swayed?” 
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„I‟m afraid not, Wendell. If I cannot sway a man with scripture and passion I must leave 

him to those with other tools. If Hill will not do, where are we?” 

“We will simply have to apply some of those other tools. The next President will be the 

public face of the greatest empire in history. With proper leadership the Army of God will 

destroy the Islamists – and this time we will do it the old fashioned way: conquest, occupation 

and annexation. The Army of God will never go home, it will move in. A great victory followed 

by cheap oil – what President could ask for more? It should be temptation enough for one of 

them and I don‟t really care which one it is. Thank you, Warren. For next week, would you 

check with the commanders of the training units and prepare an update on current strength and 

readiness?” 

“Certainly. I should have the new motivational material for the recruiters ready for 

review by then as well.” Thiebault stood and refastened his collar. 

“Very good. See you next Thursday.” Murchison turned his attention back to the report as 

Thiebault let himself out. Once the Army of God deployed in full force anyone who wanted to be 

the next President would have no choice but to support it. 
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Chapter 6 

 

Friday was about the same as Thursday, except for a couple of hours of excitement when 

it seemed that one of the SQID magnetometers had detected a signal. Andy tweaked and repeated 

and adjusted, but he couldn‟t get it to reproduce. Eventually he and John had to conclude that it 

was one of those anomalies that bedevil experimentalists everywhere: a transient signal of 

unknown origin, a glitch. Not even part of the background noise. Now Andy was concentrating 

on laying out a graph on the computer screen, adding the day‟s data to that already accumulated. 

Actually the day‟s lack of data, since all of the instrument readings were nulls (excluding the 

glitch). None of their tests showed signal above background, with increasingly narrow error bars 

as the number of trials grew. He didn‟t hear the door open. 

“Andy?” 

He recognized Rachel‟s voice, coming from upstairs. John looked over at him and he 

realized that Rachel hadn‟t bothered to knock or ring the bell. Well, she usually didn‟t, hadn‟t for 

the last couple of months. He supposed that it said something more about their relationship than 

he had told John, but he was unwilling to make explanations. Let John think what he would. 

“Down here, Rachel,” he called, and in a moment she appeared at the foot of the stairs. 

She looked good, her hair a little different, still shoulder length, but a slightly redder shade of 

auburn than it had been the day before she left. She was not quite slender, but taut and muscular, 

and she wore her jeans tight enough to belie the recently celebrated thirty-fifth birthday. Her 

aloha shirt and puka-shell necklace were souvenirs of the birthday trip, which had included 

Andy‟s first scuba dives. She had told him that the present she wanted most was for him to come 

with her to explore the tropical reefs, part of her campaign to share all of her passions with him. 

He wanted to kiss her, and he thought she wanted to be kissed, but not in front of a stranger. 

“What happened to the fireplace? Are you okay?” 

“I‟m fine, just a little accident. We‟ll get it cleaned up in a couple of days. I like the hair.” 

That got him a smile that said it was the right thing to say, and rewards would come later. “John 

Chalk, meet Rachel Hollander.”  

Rachel turned toward John, prepared to extend her hand. “John, nice to…” She stopped, 

staring at the three pieces of wood that hung in the air. They settled quietly and John extended 

his own hand. 
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“Rachel? Nice to meet you, too.” 

She took his hand briefly, eying the wood. “That was real? This is the weird thing you 

mentioned the other day?” 

“Yes,” Andy replied, “and the more we study it the weirder it gets. It‟s like a stage magic 

trick but without the proverbial smoke and mirrors. It should be impossible. Physics says it is 

impossible.” 

“Known physics,” John broke in sharply. “The fact that it doesn‟t fit with existing theory 

doesn‟t invalidate the observed phenomenon.” 

“We can‟t detect any kind of – what?” 

Rachel was stifling a laugh. “You guys. Scientists. You have to be able to explain 

everything.” She poked one of the oak splits with a sandaled toe. “Do it again.” 

John took a breath and the firewood rose. “Magic!” Rachel said, sounding oddly 

triumphant. “You‟re a magician. A thaumaturge I would presume, since you don‟t seem to be 

talking to any dead people and I don‟t see any pentagrams.” 

“A what?” 

“A thaumaturge, Andy. As opposed to a necromancer or a sorcerer. Didn‟t you play 

Dungeons and Dragons? Historically people distinguished between different kinds of magic. 

Thaumaturgy is sort of everyday working magic. Necromancy is magic based on the spirits of 

the dead. And sorcery is the black magic kinds of stuff, good and evil and demons and all that.”  

Andy gave her a long look. “And this doesn‟t bother you?” 

“Well, I can‟t say I ever expected to encounter any of them in real life, but if I have to, 

thaumaturgy seems like the least threatening option.” 

“No, I mean it, this doesn‟t bother you?” 

Rachel shrugged. “People have believed in magic for a long time, Andy. I grant you, it 

doesn‟t fit with modern science and technology, but I don‟t understand quantum physics either, 

even after I read that article you wrote. So no, it doesn‟t bother me. Should it?” 

Andy sighed. “Well, it‟s certainly going to bother people in the science community. 

Come on, put the wood down, John, and let‟s order Chinese takeout.” 

“Sounds good to me. And I think Rachel just gave us a name. The theta effect – for 

thaumaturgy.” 
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As they cleared the table after dinner and closed up the little cardboard pails with the 

leftovers Andy caught Rachel‟s eye, and her smile made him start thinking about how to get 

John to leave. John was sitting and staring at a pair of cheap breakapart chopsticks. They rotated 

in opposite directions above his placemat. 

“Is this a newly acquired skill or have you always been able to do it?” Rachel asked. 

John started and the sticks clacked onto the placemat. “Sorry. Didn‟t mean to be rude. 

Newly acquired.” He sat up straight and reached into his pocket and brought out a cell phone, 

then hesitated and put it back. “Andy, can I use your phone? I want to call the hotel.” 

“Sure, go ahead.” Andy nodded at the handset in the mount on the kitchen wall. 

“Have you got one with a cord?” 

“Another precaution?” John nodded. “Upstairs in the office.” 

“Thanks.” John got up and left the room. 

“What was that all about?” 

Andy shook his head. “I don‟t know. John is being real skittish. He hasn‟t really told me 

why, just that he thinks somebody is watching him.” 

“You haven‟t really told me anything, yet.” 

“I know, I‟m sorry. I will, later.” 

“Is he married?” 

“No. Why, are you interested?” he teased. 

“Nope. I‟m taken. Or I hope to be, before too much longer. In both senses of the word.” 

She stepped up and put her arms around his neck and waited for him to kiss her, which Andy 

promptly and enthusiastically did. The kiss continued and was on the verge of turning passionate, 

when they heard footsteps coming down the stairs. They let go and moved back apart, and 

Rachel was picking up the placemat and chopsticks when John came back through the doorway. 

“That was strange. You didn‟t tell anyone I was staying at the Saint Francis, did you 

Andy?” He didn‟t wait for Andy‟s headshake. “I asked the concierge to let me know if anyone 

came around looking for me, but not to tell them I was a guest. Tipped him pretty good, too. He 

says an Indian guy came by asking for Dr. Chalk. The concierge swears he told the guy I wasn‟t 

staying there. But there was a voice message for me. It was from someone named Prasad Gupta, 

saying that he represented a Wendell Murchison, that they had heard about my recent work, and 

that he wanted to meet me to discuss it. I didn‟t tell anyone where I was staying.” 
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Rachel turned from the trash where she had dropped the chopsticks. “Gupta and 

Murchison? God, that‟s a weird coincidence. Murchison‟s name came up the day before 

yesterday when I was in Denver.” 

“Hey that reminds me, did you get what you needed out of the Denver trip?” Andy felt a 

prick of guilt for not asking earlier. Pay attention to what matters to her, he chided himself. 

Rachel squinted and wrinkled her nose in a something-smells-bad face. “Yeah, pretty 

much. The company has a nice little piece of technology, and the patent looks solid, but the 

people! Tom Harkell, the president, comes on like a cross between a football coach and a used 

car salesman. I kept wanting a long pole I could use to push him away. Plus, he‟s a right-wing 

political shmoozer – kept telling me how tight he is with Murchison‟s people, and how his buddy 

Bill Hill is going to be the next President. Then there‟s the marketing VP, Kent Sloane. He kept 

selling me his resume, but he „hadn‟t yet completed‟ an analysis of the competition I asked for 

two weeks ago. I think we‟d be crazy to invest in these guys.” 

“But who‟s Murchison?” John persisted. 

“”Wendell Murchison is …I guess kingmaker is as good a term as any. He bankrolls 

right-wing political candidates, and he likes to operate behind the scenes. He seems to specialize 

in stumble-tongued, bellicose Western governors, including our current fearless leader. Bill Hill 

is the governor of Oklahoma, which is where Murchison came from, and is rumored to be next in 

line.” 

“I gather that you are a Democrat?” 

Rachel tilted her head. “I don‟t like anybody very much in politics, John, at least lately.” 

“Sounds like you really don‟t like this Murchison. How come?” 

“Personal reasons…well, professional, I guess. A year or so back we were setting up a 

deal to invest in a biotech startup that had a promising cancer therapy. The protein in question 

was identified in fetal tissue, but they had a way to synthesize it. Murchison threatened to have 

his cable network talk show flacks start a publicity campaign to stop this „unholy perversion of 

medicine built on death,‟ as they called it. Scared the other investors away and the deal died.” 

“Murchison is the Truth Channel guy?” Andy interjected. “When you said Oklahoma I 

figured oil.” 

“No, Murchison made his money in commodities trading and media. The Truth Channel 

is just a small part of it.” 
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“So why would he be interested in John?” 

“Could be about money, could be about politics. He likes both. Are you going to meet 

Gupta, John?” 

“I don‟t know yet. I want to think about it. Look, I‟m going to head back into town. I‟ll 

call you in the morning, Andy.” John looked worried. “Nice to meet you, Rachel.” 

“Nice to meet you too, John.” 

Andy let John out and came back to the kitchen to find that Rachel had moved to the 

TV/sitting/fireplace area, that she had dubbed the lounge. It would normally have been called the 

family room by the real estate people, but that had never seemed right to him, given the absence 

of a family to begin with, so he had adopted the name. The carpet still stank, but it was bearable 

with the windows open, and it wasn‟t so cold this evening.  

“From the looks of the taiko room this thing with your friend John must be a big deal. 

How does he do it?” 

“I don‟t know. He doesn‟t either, really.” 

“How did all this get started?” 

 “Out of the blue last week I get an email from John Chalk, whom I haven‟t seen in ten 

years. He says he needs my help as a „writer and physicist.‟ John Chalk never needed my help 

with any kind of physics. He shows up and does impossible things. So two questions keep 

bugging me. Is this all some kind of complicated trick or plot? And why me? Even if it‟s all true, 

why me? Does that sound paranoid?” 

“Maybe, a little. I thought you and John were old friends. Not really?” 

“Friends, yes, but…there‟s a pecking order in grad school, an informal hierarchy. John 

was at the top and I was well down. It shows up in who asks whom for help. I asked John, John 

didn‟t ask me.” 

“But that was then. You do different things now. I don‟t know John, but he seems 

worried. Maybe he remembers you as the one who kept digging until you got the answer. You do 

that, you know.” 

“I suppose. It‟s the bulldog approach to learning: stubborn persistence in place of 

intellect. I thought I had given all this up, that I would never do research, and it‟s exciting to try 

to get back into it, to study something that‟s potentially a big deal. But at the same time, it looks 
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crazy and I don‟t understand what he‟s doing. Ah, Rachel, I‟m glad you‟re back. I‟ve been 

feeling inadequate the last couple of days.” He settled into the sofa next to her. 

“Don‟t. I have faith.” She paused. “I have a lot of faith, Andy…and I could be here all the 

time, if that‟s what you want.” 

Andy felt large butterflies. He had known this conversation was coming soon, welcomed 

it, but he was still afraid of saying the wrong things. 

“You mean get married. Knowing that I‟ve been married and I wasn‟t particularly good 

at it.” He drew a big breath. “This is where the guy heads for the door to avoid a commitment, 

right? Rachel, I love you and I want to be with you, but I‟m afraid that if we get married I‟ll 

screw it up again.” 

“Well, we could take it in steps. I don‟t mind living in sin. What makes you think it was 

your fault with Kate?” 

“She pretty much said so.” 

“She might not have been the most objective observer.” 

“She had a pretty compelling case. I was working on a project, a book. I‟d been working 

on it for a year and I was caught up. Maybe „obsessed‟ was the right word; it was her word, 

anyway. I was taking speed, working in twenty-four hour bursts, then crashing. Stupid, but I did 

it. I‟d go a week without speaking to her. It ended one day when I went to the bank machine for 

cash to buy the speed for the next week and the account was empty. She was waiting when I got 

home. She told me she wasn‟t going to live this way anymore, she had met someone, and she 

was leaving. The someone was a woman.” 

“Does that make it worse, that she left with a woman?” 

“I know, I know. It shouldn‟t, but somehow it does. The failure feels worse, like I failed 

in bed in addition to being a jerk.” 

Rachel took his hand. “C‟mon, Andy, we answered that question on our second date. As 

for being a jerk, I wouldn‟t have let you do that to yourself. I won‟t. The important question is, 

do you wish that Kate were still here?” 

He almost made the automatic denial, but stopped. This mattered; he owed her a 

considered answer. Why was he hesitant? As usual, as soon as the question was properly framed 

the answer was evident. He shook his head, smiling, looking into her eyes. “No, I don‟t. My ego 

got bruised because I messed up and I wish I hadn‟t, but I‟d rather live with you.” 
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“Deal.” She squeezed his hand. “You think John is smarter than you, but I don‟t care if he 

is or not. You have this sort of …utterly reliable tenacity. I noticed it the first time we met, in the 

windsurfing class at Bodega. You‟ll figure out what John is doing, eventually. I do have faith.” 

“And all the time I thought it was just kinky sex for the fun of it. When would you like to 

move in?” 

“Now…but my apartment lease runs another month, and we‟ll have to figure out how to 

merge our stuff, so I guess I‟ll just keep visiting until then. And it is kinky sex for the fun of 

it…speaking of which…” 
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Chapter 7 

 

DON-doko, DON-doko, DON-doko, DON-doko, doko-doko, Doko-Doko, DOKO-

DOKO, DOKO-DOKO, beebeep, beebeep…beebeep, beebeep. Andy laid his bachi on the tire 

drum that he had moved out onto the deck and picked up the phone. It was almost noon and he 

had been expecting to hear from John all morning. 

 “Hello, this is Andy.” 

“Andy, it‟s John. I‟ve spoken with Prasad Gupta. He wouldn‟t tell me who he has been 

talking to, or exactly what he knows, but he knows I have been working on something unusual. 

He said that Murchison has received information suggesting that I am working on concepts with 

implications for national security. He said Murchison is intrigued.” 

“Did you … give him a demonstration?” John seemed to be choosing his words carefully, 

and his caution was contagious. 

“No, it was a phone conversation. I told him I was working on what we call the theta 

effect, hinted that it could be profoundly important, but I didn‟t tell him what it is. Funny, giving 

it a name was a good idea – makes it seem more ordinary.” 

“So what do they want?” 

“Murchison wants me to go back to Washington and brief him…with a demonstration of 

what we have. If they think it‟s potentially useful – which sounded like he meant as a weapon – 

they are prepared to provide initial research funding of ten million dollars.” 

“Did you agree?” 

“I stalled. Murchison sounds…well, I‟d rather we do this by ourselves.” 

“I don‟t know, John. It might be a good thing.” 

“Really? I‟m surprised. I thought you‟d be against it.” 

“John, I‟m stumped. I can‟t imagine how to describe the effect in a publication. A 

refereed report is out of the question without instructions for replication, and even a popular 

magazine piece won‟t get by a good editor without commentary from an external expert. We 

need to get some other people involved.” 

“I‟m not sure I agree, Andy. I‟d prefer to have at least a tentative theory before we go 

public.” 
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“John, you said they want to see what we have. We don‟t have anything. You do.” He 

hesitated, then plunged on. If they were overheard, so what? “We don‟t just need a theory, we 

need a testable theory, and so far we‟ve got zilch. You say you think it involves tapping a 

pervasive energy field using a previously undescribed sense and a way to manipulate that field. 

Nobody in physics is going to believe that without independent, objective evidence. At the very 

least we need to do every kind of brain scan there is, to see if something in your head changes 

when you do your thing. That means major facilities, which means a proposal. Although I 

suppose we could just claim that you‟re nuts and that we want to diagnose the disease.” 

“Not funny. What do you want to do?” 

“I think you should agree to the meeting. With Murchison‟s clout you can do the 

investigation right. You know damn well that sponsorship buys credibility for research.” 

“What if he doesn‟t want to do the investigation right? This is private money, he may 

want to control the research.” 

“You can always say no. I think you have the upper hand in the negotiation; if Murchison 

is intrigued he can‟t do anything about it without you.” 

“If I do it you‟re coming, too.” 

Andy felt a surprising ambivalence about it. If they figured this out it was going to be the 

kind of important physics he had given up hope of ever doing, redemption unlooked for, indeed 

unimaginable. How could he even contemplate not participating? Yet so far he had made no 

significant contribution, felt no ownership. He had no story to tell, no argument to press home. 

How could he stand up and defend work that would inevitably be assailed as hokum? “Sure, 

John…if you think I have something to contribute. I can talk about the investigation to date, I 

guess. But I don‟t really have much to add…it all comes down to a demonstration.” 

“They want you there. I told Gupta that I had been working with you on understanding 

the theta effect. I may have given them the impression that you are just as … knowledgeable 

about it as I am.” 

Andy pondered that for a few seconds, thinking about the guarded description that John 

must have given. “Well, so much for dropping you off in North Beach. When do they want to 

have the briefing?” 

“Next week some time. They‟ll let me know by this evening. I want to fly back tomorrow 

if we are going to do this. Can you leave that soon?” 
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“No, I‟ll need a couple of days. I have a meeting with an editor on Monday and I need to 

arrange to get the house fixed up.” 

“Okay. I‟ll email you the details when I get them. They offered to cover expenses, so 

travel as comfortably as you like. And remember to send me the bill for the repairs.” There was a 

pause. “Andy?” 

“Yeah?” 

“I‟m sorry. About the house and about asking you to come to this meeting. After what 

Rachel told us, I guess you might not want to be involved with these guys, but I don‟t want to do 

it alone.” 

“Don‟t worry about it. Can‟t be any harder than defending a dissertation, right?” 

“I guess. Talk to you later.” 

Andy hung up, wondering if John had gotten the joke. Probably not. John Chalk‟s 

defense had been a triumph. Andy Taggart‟s had been grueling, gruesome and in doubt until the 

very end. It felt strangely satisfying to hear that John felt frightened enough to need him for 

support, even though he couldn‟t imagine what help he could provide. Theta effect or…well, 

magic was impossible. By definition. But whatever they called it, he was strictly an observer and 

recorder. It would be John‟s show. 

He went upstairs and changed into running clothes. Rachel had gone back to her 

apartment to begin the „pre-merger triage of stuff‟ as she‟d put it. He supposed that he should be 

doing the same thing, but not right now. He needed exercise and running would clear his mind. 

The road leading up to his house and continuing up the ridge was too steep for anyone but a 

dedicated masochist to run on, though. He went into the garage and punched the button for the 

door opener. As he was backing the car out he noticed a cable company truck just up the hill 

from his driveway. One man sat in the driver‟s seat while another worked in the access pit where 

the underground wires and pipes all came together. No phone poles in this neighborhood. The 

guy in the truck waved and he waved back. 

Andy went to his favorite running place, the paths along the flats by Richardson Bay. 

There was a cool breeze off the high tide as he began his warm-ups, carrying smells of mud, 

seaweed, and the iodinic edge that everyone identified with salty water. He‟d welcome it once 

he‟d worked up a sweat. The path along the bay was sometimes packed dirt and sometimes a 

boardwalk raised above the marshy flats. On a sunny Saturday afternoon it was fairly crowded 
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with runners, walkers, bikers, skaters and moms pushing strollers. Kate had wanted kids early 

on, but it had never seemed convenient, and then they‟d begun the mental and emotional 

separation and neither of them had mentioned it any more. Rachel was younger, but they would 

have to decide soon. He swerved to dodge a stroller full of twins. 

Andy went three miles, then walked another quarter as his heart and breathing slowed. 

Back at the car he drank water from his bottle and toweled off. Feeling virtuous, he got in and 

drove home. 

The utility truck was still there, and as he pulled in the workmen appeared at the side of 

the garage where the utilities entered the house. He ran the window down. 

“Everything okay?”  

The men looked fitter than the average utility worker, one with an almost military buzz 

cut. The other wore a ballcap with the cable company logo that also appeared on their work 

shirts. The one with the cap answered. “Yeah, no problem, we‟re just upgrading the cable 

service. You‟re all set. Have a good one.” 

Andy parked the car and hurried inside. Having been upgraded once before, with 

unfortunate consequences, he immediately went around the house turning on all his electronics. 

Both TVs still worked, without apparent improvement. His internet connection was still up. The 

phones still had dial tones. The only anomaly he found was that he‟d left the computer on among 

the rack of instruments in the taiko room. How could he have missed that? The power-on LED 

was glowing red, obvious from across the room. Bad switch, maybe. He shut it down now, but 

the switch felt normal. 
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Chapter 8 

 

The planes were full, now that the latest round of mergers had reduced the number of 

flights again. The only available first class reservation on UnitedAmerican required a connection 

in Denver. Andy didn‟t really mind; he disliked being on airplanes. Traveling from San 

Francisco to DC used up an entire day no matter how he did it, and at least this way he didn‟t 

have to endure five unbroken hours of jet drone and bad air. 

The Denver airport was fairly pleasant for an airport in any case, he reflected, as he 

wandered along the concourse. If you didn‟t have to get from one end to the other in a hurry, of 

course. He stepped out of the flow of travelers and looked around, noticing things that he 

normally ignored. The fossils in the stonelike slabs of the floor and the embedded shapes of 

shiny metal, for example. It was an odd juxtaposition, and he wondered if the fossils were real, 

dug out of rock only to be emplaced in concrete. The one by his foot seemed to be some sort of 

coiled nautiloid thing. Probably not real, he decided. The structures would be too unpredictable 

to support the wear on an airport floor.  

A kid, a boy about eight, had discovered the game of going the wrong way on the moving 

walkway, adjusting his pace so that his velocity precisely canceled that of the belt, and he stayed 

in one place. Andy laughed at himself for seeing the boy‟s game as a physics problem, and 

sympathized when a harried looking woman, clearly the mom, came alongside on the stationary 

side of the rail and told him to stop that and behave. 

As he scanned around the purposeful commotion Andy felt a prickling, as of hairs 

standing up at the back of his neck. It was the feeling John Chalk had described, and he stared 

hard at the people passing nearest to him, looking for any sign of unusual manifestations. After a 

moment he realized that the source of his unease was the only other person near him who was 

standing motionless. A very fit looking guy in jeans and a pale yellow polo shirt was looking in 

the window of the store just past the restrooms, at a display of southwestern style jewelry. Andy 

could see nothing unusual about him, any more than the others. Why him? And then a memory 

popped; the guy had been on the plane from San Francisco. 

“You‟re getting paranoid!” he scolded mentally. Lots of people from that plane were 

scattered throughout the concourse, making connections for wherever. Perfectly reasonable that 

one should be nearby. His people-watching mood broken, Andy rejoined the stream of travelers. 
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At a break between the people-movers he crossed to the opposite side of the hall and stepped 

onto the rubber belt, heading back the way he had come. Not too long before his next flight 

started boarding, and he might as well wait at the gate. He rode past maybe a dozen boarding 

areas, traversing two belts, then walked back a few yards to his gate. It was starting to fill up, but 

he found a seat with an abandoned newspaper and settled down to read the sports section. 

About fifteen minutes later the gate agent announced that boarding would begin and that 

first class passengers were welcome to board at any time. Andy dropped the scavenged paper 

back on the seat as he rose and headed for the jetway door. As usual there was a crowd of 

economy class passengers forming near the line for the ticket scanner, impatient to snag space in 

the overhead bins. Andy‟s scalp tightened as he edged his way through with the rest of the 

privileged, carefully not staring at a column off to the left. It seemed that Yellow Polo was also 

connecting for Washington. 

Andy found it even more difficult than usual to relax during the flight to Dulles 

International. Granted, there was food and a decent amount of space in first class, but the food 

was insipid flavorless stuff and the space did nothing to take his mind off Yellow Polo, 

somewhere back in cattlecar economy. After a few tastes he motioned for the flight attendant to 

take the tray. He opened his laptop, plugged it into the seat‟s power jack, and pulled up the email 

he had downloaded before leaving. It said that he would be met at the airport, which was nice, 

and that he would be staying at the Crystal City Marriott, which was not. He remembered Crystal 

City as a sterile rectilinear jumble of pale buildings, all made of concrete and glass, jammed into 

a pocket between the Potomac, the Pentagon, and Reagan National Airport. Buildings full of 

obscure government agencies and defense contractors. Well, it was convenient to the Pentagon, 

so that made sense. The email also gave a list of those attending the meeting. In addition to John 

and Andy, the Participants listed included Prasad Gupta, Wendell Murchison, and four others. 

Two names he knew; Dr. Jerome Miller and Dr. Neal Gordon. Jerry Miller had been John‟s 

thesis advisor, and one of Andy‟s favorite professors. He was at the University of Maryland now. 

Neal Gordon was the current president of the American Physical Society. The other names he 

didn‟t recognize, and since the seat provided connectivity as well as power, he googled them. 

Dr. Charles Seacrist was a professor of physics at Oklahoma State University, and the 

geography instantly made Andy suspect that he was a Murchison crony. Yes, there it was, 

Seacrist was on the board of directors of the Project for a Trustworthy Government, along with 
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Murchison. Andy had never heard of it, but the name was ominous, given what Rachel had told 

them about Murchison‟s politics. 

General Peter Storvik was an Air Force brigadier. He showed up on a DARPA web page 

as military liaison to the Anomalies Section. It looked like he had spent time in several vaguely 

described research organizations. On another web page he was identified as a colonel assigned to 

the Directed Energy Weapons Laboratory a few years before. 

Below the Participants were two names labeled Administrative; Mary Swanton and Earl 

Swivett. A secretary and a go-fer, presumably. The email gave the time and place for the meeting 

as ten AM the next day at „500 Crystal Avenue, Secure Conference Facility, Tenth Floor.‟ 

Andy realized that he was unconsciously tapping a rhythm on the edge of his foldout 

table and stopped. Even in first there wasn‟t that much space. It wasn‟t a bad list, he decided. 

Technically capable people, anyway, and he supposed that the General was inevitable. Anything 

that could be weaponized would be, and even if most of John‟s tricks with the theta field didn‟t 

seem very menacing, he had to admit that the potential was there. Assuming, of course, that 

anyone else could do it at all.  

When the flight arrived at the Dulles midfield concourse Andy was one of the first ones 

off, but he remained near the arrival gate loitering and scanning the other passengers as they 

spilled out of the jetway. Yellow Polo duly appeared, moving with the flow, not hurrying. He 

ignored Andy and continued with the rest toward the subway shuttle to the main terminal. Andy 

loitered some more, visited the restroom, studied the arrival and departure monitors. By the time 

he finally sauntered toward the shuttle platform most of the passengers were coming from the 

other direction, off different flights. 

At the main terminal he headed toward baggage claim. He would not have been surprised 

to see Yellow Polo there, but the man was not in sight. What was in sight was a black man 

holding a sign that said „Taggart,‟ and standing next to him, John Chalk. 

“John! I didn‟t expect to see you here.” 

“Well, I figured I‟d come along for the ride. Speaking of which, this is Bill Green. He 

runs a car service that I use on occasion. Murchison offered us one of his people, but I told him 

I‟d rather use Bill. Gives us a little more privacy.” 

Andy shook hands. “Pleased to meet you.” 

“If you‟ll point out your bags, sir, I‟ll collect them.” 



 

 83 

Andy looked around, hesitating. 

“Something wrong, Andy?” 

“There was a guy on the plane; I sort of thought he was following me. I don‟t see him 

now, though. Bill, there‟s just one bag, that gray one with the yellow tape on the handle.” 

“Good trick; easy to spot. I‟ll be right back.” Green moved quickly to intercept the bag as 

it rode the carousel and was back in under a minute, the bag rolling behind. “This way, 

gentlemen.” 

He led them up the ramp that opened onto the limo parking area. Over to the left was a 

line of people being parceled out to a line of cabs by a dispatcher. A flash of yellow caught 

Andy‟s eye, but it turned out to be a woman in a yellow dress. One cab stood a little apart from 

the lineup, and a man stepped into it as Andy and John reached the crosswalk. He was wearing a 

blue windbreaker, which seemed odd in the wet Virginia heat, and a baseball cap. Andy thought 

it could have been Yellow Polo, but maybe not. He told himself he was being an idiot, but the 

uneasiness persisted until they were in the car and inbound on the Dulles Access highway. 
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Chapter 9 

 

The Secure Conference Facility was a box in the middle of the building. There was a 

large outer office behind a glass door, with a reception desk, a waiting area with chairs and 

magazines, and a side counter with coffee and pastries. Behind the reception desk was a heavy 

looking door bearing the words „No Entry Without Escort‟ and an electronic lock. The 

receptionist looked like a secret service agent, with the brush cut and the earpiece and the sense 

that he could move very fast in any direction at any moment. Andy immediately thought of the 

man in the yellow polo and looked closely. No. Different person, but the same presence, as if 

they had been trained in the same school. 

Andy stepped up to the outer door and placed his hand against the print reader. The 

things were ubiquitous now that the national ID database had been implemented, and there was 

the usual disembodied voice saying “Andrew Taggart – acknowledged”, as the door opened 

automatically. It closed quickly behind him and John waited patiently for his turn at the scanner. 

There had been quite a few injuries when the systems first went in, as people tried to piggyback 

to avoid the scan and got hit by the door. This one was especially heavy. Bulletproof, Andy 

suspected. The systems produced a strange sort of staccato line dance at the checkpoints as 

people waited, then stepped forward in unison, then waited for the door to cycle. There had been 

lawsuits over the injuries, but the Fourth Revised Patriot Act had quashed them and any other 

claim of damages resulting from “mandated homeland security measures of any kind.” 

There were four men in the waiting area already, and one came forward as John cleared 

the door. He was dark skinned and clearly of Indian ancestry, but his accent was purely 

American, probably Southern California, Andy thought. 

“Dr. Chalk, Dr. Taggart? I‟m Prasad Gupta.” They shook hands in turn. “I‟m very 

pleased you could be here today, and more importantly, Mr. Murchison is pleased. He wanted 

me to thank you for clearing your schedules. He‟ll be with us in a moment. In the meantime, let 

me introduce you to the others. Dr. Miller I think you know?” 

John took the lead. “I certainly do. It‟s good to see you again, Jerry. Been too long.” 

“And you, John.” Jerry Miller took John‟s hand and put his other hand on John‟s 

shoulder. “I don‟t know what you and Andy have been up to, but they told me it is potentially 

pretty big stuff. Andy, great to see you, too.” 
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 Andy shook hands and suddenly realized he was the only one in the room not wearing a 

tie. Well, he was the writer from California. John was wearing a checked shirt that reminded 

Andy of graph paper, blue lines on white, and a dark blue tie. Gupta wore a tan suit with a green 

tie. Jerry had on the northeastern academic formal uniform: navy blazer, khaki slacks, light blue 

shirt, good loafers. His tie had sailboats on it. He must be about fifty now, Andy thought. Maybe 

he has a pretty nice boat. 

“Dr. Neal Gordon, President of the American Physical Society, Dr. John Chalk and Dr. 

Andrew Taggart.” 

Gordon stepped forward and shook hands with John. “Pleased to meet you, Dr. Chalk.” 

He turned. “Dr. Taggart and I have met. He interviewed me for a magazine article a year or so 

ago. Good to see you again.” 

Andy shook hands and noted again that Neal Gordon looked more like a lobbyist than a 

physicist. Well, in a sense he was; he was the head lobbyist for the physics “community,” as they 

liked to call it, which really meant the big-bucks grant holders. Tall, lean, gray-haired, Gordon 

wore corporate-academic formal, with a blue suit, white shirt, rep tie, and wingtips. Andy tried to 

imagine him mingling with the tweedy assistant professors and sweatshirted postdocs on campus 

and couldn‟t see it.  

“And this is General Peter Storvik. General Storvik is on loan to DARPA for the moment 

from…his regular assignment.” 

Storvik stepped forward, smiling. “Which Prasad is not at liberty to disclose. Pleased to 

meet you, Dr. Chalk, Dr. Taggart.” The general was in uniform: Air Force blue. He seemed 

young for a general, even a one-star, but Andy supposed that the seemingly permanent war on 

terrorism and a specialty in weapons research would be good for a military career. 

Andy looked around. “Are we waiting for one more?” 

“Dr. Seacrist? He is inside with Mr. Murchison. They should be ready for us in a 

moment.” Gupta glanced at the receptionist, who murmured, then looked up and nodded. “Even 

so. Some ground rules, gentlemen. This facility is both heavily shielded and actively 

countermeasured. Leave your phones and wireless devices here at the desk. They won‟t work 

inside and they might be damaged. Obviously, no personal recording devices are permitted. 

There is a restroom within the facility, so don‟t let that be a concern. Please follow me.” 
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Gupta led the way to the desk, where he laid down his phone. Andy watched as the others 

deposited a collection of phones, PDAs, comm devices and palmtops. It reminded him of 

cowboys in a Western, checking their guns at the bar. He added his own cell and followed. 

The heavy door opened outward, and a man stepped out of the opening and held it. He 

could have been a cousin of the receptionist, and Andy wondered if the look was a result of the 

training or a prerequisite for admission. The group filed in and the security man closed the door 

behind them. Andy heard the lock engage and a hum from the internal ventilation systems. The 

door and the wall had been nearly a foot thick, he guessed. The room was surprisingly large. 

There was a conference table, a podium and a wall screen, as expected, but there was also a bank 

of seats like a small amphitheatre. A door behind the podium must lead to the bathroom, Andy 

supposed. It was the only other door, and there were no windows, of course. 

Gupta led them to the conference table where three people were seated. One, the only 

woman in the room, sat in front of a keyboard and screen built into the table. She remained 

seated, but the other two stood as the group entered. 

“Gentlemen, let me introduce Dr. Charles Seacrist. Dr. John Chalk, Dr. Andrew 

Taggart,” Gupta indicated. “The others you have met, I believe.” Seacrist nodded his head and 

extended his hand. “Charley Seacrist. Pleasure to meet you both.” Seacrist was older, mid-

sixties, maybe, with wavy white hair and jowls. His look was Bible belt formal, as Andy 

immediately christened it; black suit, white shirt, blue and red neat tie, and an American flag 

lapel pin. 

“And this is our host, Mr. Wendell Murchison.” 

“Welcome all of you, and thank you for participating in our gathering today.” Murchison 

came around the table to shake hands. “Especially you, Dr. Chalk. I have been looking forward 

to meeting you in person.” He gripped John‟s hand a little longer than he had Andy‟s, looking at 

him with evident curiosity. Murchison was the best dressed of the lot, as befitted a man of 

wealth. His suit looked custom tailored, almost hiding a small potbelly. His tie had a subtle and 

complex pattern in colors that perfectly complemented the faint pattern in the material of his suit. 

Andy wondered who dressed him. The look was finished off with a monogrammed shirt and 

heavy gold cufflinks. And cowboy boots, black and highly polished. Murchison was nearly bald 

on top, with vanishingly thin lips and wire-rim glasses, and without the boots he would have 

been short, yet Andy got the impression of a large and powerful man. The hand he had shaken 
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had been bigger and stronger than he had expected. “Let me also introduce Ms. Mary Swanton, 

who will be our recorder today, and Mr. Earl Swivett, who is in charge of our security team.” 

Which meant Murchison‟s bodyguard, Andy realized. The woman, Mary Swanton, gave a nod 

and a wave, and Swivett assumed a stance against the wall behind Murchison‟s chair as his 

principal sat back down.  

“Well, shall we begin?” Murchison gestured at the table. In front of each chair was a 

yellow pad, a gold pen, a glass, and a bottle of water. At the end of the table by the podium was 

an array of objects, including a wooden dowel about an inch thick, a hefty DC phone directory, a 

rectangular aluminum tray, a light bulb, a barbell, and what appeared to be a hockey puck. The 

last item puzzled Andy. He and John had specified the list of props after a long phone discussion, 

but the puck was an addition. Well, they had emphasized a diversity of compositions – maybe 

somebody thought rubber rounded it out. “As Prasad has told you in requesting your attendances, 

we have reason to believe that Dr. Chalk and Dr. Taggart have made a discovery of major 

importance. You have all worked with me before on various projects and I would like your 

opinions. Dr. Chalk, you have the floor.” 

 John went to the podium and the others took seats. Murchison and Seacrist were on the 

operator‟s side of the table with Mary Swanton. Jerry Miller, Gordon and the general sat across. 

Andy went to the far end and sat near the podium, though pointedly out of reach of the test 

objects. The remark about “various projects” made it sound like they all owed Murchison 

something, maybe grant support for Jerry, political backing for Gordon and a career boost for the 

General. Seacrist was the ringer, though; clearly he‟d been associated with Murchison for a long 

time. He had the feeling that a show was about to start, in more ways than one. 

“I think I might as well just start with a demonstration,” John began.  

Knowing what was coming, Andy watched the audience, who now all leaned forward. 

The dowel rose into the air and twirled like a baton, then settled back, the trick that Andy had 

now seen so many times that it looked entirely ordinary to him. 

Neal Gordon was the first. “Parlor tricks, Dr. Chalk? Sleight of hand? Very skillful, I‟m 

sure, but to what end?” 

“How did you do that John? Andy, are you working some sort of apparatus for him?” 

“No, Jerry. It really is what it looks like. Here, I‟ll move.” Andy got up and walked to 

stand behind Miller. 
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“Then what…?” 

“Patience,” John counseled. The dowel rose again and zipped across the table to hover in 

front of Gordon. “Examine it, please.” 

Gordon reached up and grabbed the wood, attempting to wave it like an oversized laser 

pen. It swayed, but returned to position and he grunted. “What…feels like it‟s on springs. 

Alright, Chalk, what the hell is going on here?” 

“Patience!” John repeated, smiling slightly now. 

The bulb lifted and lit up. The phone book opened and individual pages turned. The 

phone book jumped onto the tray, the dowel and barbell joined it, and the tray flew the length of 

the table and back. It stopped in front of Gordon and slowly rolled over, the book, dowel and 

barbell remaining glued in place. 

Gordon stared at the collection on the tray for a few seconds, then looked up at John 

quizzically. “Very well, assume that it is not a parlor trick. Perhaps an attempt to extract funds by 

devious means? An adhesive on the tray…but how would you move the tray? Did anyone watch 

his hands?” 

“I did.” It was Gupta. “He hasn‟t touched anything. Would you mind stepping away from 

the podium, Dr. Chalk? Just to eliminate possibilities for deception?” 

“Certainly.” John stepped to the side and raised his hands. “Believe me, I understand 

your skepticism.” 

Gordon passed his hands through the air around, above and beneath the tray, then leaned 

down to look under the table. “No hidden supports or devices.” He noted as he came back up, 

acknowledging a test passed. “Whatever it is, the mechanism isn‟t obvious.” Andy had to smile; 

“not obvious” was physics jargon for a worthy problem. 

“John?” Jerry coaxed, “Really…tell us what you‟re doing.” 

“I‟m manipulating a pervasive energy field to generate directed forces. I hypothesize that 

the field may be the universal dark energy field that drives cosmic expansion, or in some way 

related to the quantum zero-point fluctuations…or both.” 

“But manipulating it how?” 

“With my mind. I can feel it by direct sensory perception and…shape it.” 

“Telekinesis?” Gordon leaned back as if to distance himself from a repulsive idea. 

“Spoonbending? Now it does sound like a hoax.” 
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“ Now wait a minute, Neal. If John and Andy were other than who they are, I‟d agree 

with you, and recommend a professional debunker. But they are who they are, and I think they‟re 

sincere. Andy, do you concur with John‟s explanation?” 

Andy took a deep breath, remembering oral exams. Speak precisely. “I agree that the 

effects are real, not stage magic. John can produce the effects repeatedly, at will, under a variety 

of conditions. I have been unable to detect any conventional forces or fields at work.” 

“A moment.” Murchison interrupted, leaning forward. “Security – any signals?” 

A disembodied voice replied. “No, sir. No transmissions at all internally. Nothing but the 

usual noise externally. Full spectrum.” 

Murchison nodded and Andy continued. “As to the hypothesis, I have no evidence. It 

seems as good a starting point as any for investigation.” 

“You say that you haven‟t detected conventional forces.” Gordon was leaning forward 

again, a dog with a scent. “Does that mean that you have undertaken a systematic investigation 

of this…phenomenon?” He reached out and poked the tray with a fingertip. It didn‟t move. 

“A limited one, yes. It isn‟t electrostatic, or magnetic. It doesn‟t generate EM fields. It 

isn‟t gravitational, or if it is, it is somehow directional, not isotropic. No alpha or beta radiation 

emitted, and I think no neutrons, though my equipment isn‟t very sensitive for that. I have a 

summary report and the raw data on disk.” 

Jerry picked up the gold pen as if he were about to make a note, but only began to doodle 

a set of nested boxes. Andy recognized the doodle from sitting next to the professor at colloquia 

given by visiting physicists; it meant Jerry was playing with an idea. “You know, Neal, it might 

not be as crazy as it would have sounded a few years ago. We know there is something out there 

that acts like anti-gravity, accelerating the expansion of the universe. The cosmology guys are 

comfortable with the existence of some kind of field that we can‟t detect in any other way. 

Whatever it is, it‟s presumable pervasive, so there‟s no obvious reason it wouldn‟t be all around 

us. The hard part is the idea that John can somehow interact with it without some sort of device.” 

Peter Storvik spoke up. “Have you ever heard of John Hutchison, Dr. Taggart?” 

“No, I don‟t think so.” Andy looked at John, who shook his head. 

“Hutchison was a fake!” Gordon put in. 

“He claimed to be able to do something similar, but he needed a bunch of electronics to 

do it, and it wasn‟t reliable. Claimed to be able to move really massive objects, too.” 
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“There are always people who want to believe in anti-gravity machines and perpetual 

motion, General. That‟s why hoaxes work. Although anti-gravity is no longer so far outside the 

intellectual pale, I suppose, as Jerry points out.” 

“Well, Hutchison had a number of people from the national labs convinced it was real. 

He seemed to be able to create an anti-gravity field or something very much like it. The reports 

make some pretty wild claims, but since it couldn‟t be confirmed…you say this is repeatable, Dr. 

Taggart? “ 

“Endlessly, until John gets tired. There seems to be some internal energy expenditure 

involved.” 

“How much force are we talking about?” 

“Well, in our first measurements John was able to handle objects up to about forty 

pounds. The limit has been increasing and is now at about a hundred pounds for sustained 

levitation.” 

“Range?” 

“Maybe twenty meters. Also increasing, but slowly.” 

“May I have the tray please?” It moved over in front of Storvik. “Without the cargo, 

please.” The tray settled to the table top and the general gingerly removed the phone book, 

barbell and dowel glancing at John as he lifted each one. He picked up the tray and walked to the 

far end of the room, by the theatre seats, where he propped it on the arm of the end seat. 

“Can you hit that with the hockey puck, Dr. Chalk? Hard?” Storvik stepped back a couple 

of paces. 

The rubber disk lifted, then blurred, and there was a loud clang from the far seats, 

accompanied by the crack of breaking wood. Storvik, who had ducked away at the sound, picked 

up the badly dented tray and examined the seat. “Well, that was pretty hard. Broke the frame of 

the seat. Was it ballistic?” 

“No. Like a homing rocket, accelerated all the way with midcourse corrections. I could 

have done ballistic, but I never could throw strikes. I‟d probably have hit you instead of the 

tray.” 

Storvik returned to the table, carrying the tray, which he silently handed to Gordon for 

examination. “Can you fly?” 

“No.” 
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“Not yet,” Andy amended. “John weighs about one eighty.” 

“Can you teach other people to do this?” 

John exchanged a look with Andy. “Not so far.” 

“Can you read minds?” 

“No. 

“Can you make lightning?” That one had not occurred to Andy, but he supposed it should 

have, since Storvik had worked with directed energy weapons.  

“Maybe,” John answered, “On a small scale.”  

“Could you stop a man‟s heart from across the room?” 

John flinched. “I suppose so…probably, by crushing his chest.” 

Storvik gave him a hard-eyed smile. “There are a variety of weapons in the world, Dr. 

Chalk, with a variety of uses. Some are weapons of mass destruction, some are weapons of very 

specific destruction. I‟m interested in them all.” He turned to Murchison. “But if he can‟t train 

others, it‟s a problem. That would have to be a high priority in the program. Of course, we could 

always use him as an individual contributor under very controlled circumstances.”  

“Now just a second. I understand the military interest, but if we are to believe Chalk, 

there is new physics here. We can‟t even begin to think about weaponization until we understand 

it.” Gordon also looked at Murchison. “And I don‟t believe that it could be limited to one 

individual. That would not be physics, it would be magic. Or a hoax.” 

Charley Seacrist had gone pale at the clang of the tray and become more and more 

fidgety during Storvik‟s questioning. Now he interrupted. “What is wrong with you people? You 

have just witnessed a miracle and you talk of weapons? And you, Dr. Chalk, you astonish me. 

You discuss the miraculous calmly, as if it were the most worldly of events, speculating about 

universal energy fields. Why do you say nothing of the ultimate author of this, the One who has 

chosen you and marked you out? Why do you say nothing of the Lord?” Like the others, he 

turned to Murchison. “Wendell, this is truly wondrous, a sign from God, a new Prophet as the 

Bible promised. We must spread the good word, we must!” Seacrist was not just animated, he 

was illuminated, and Andy suddenly wondered how he had ended up teaching physics. Where 

the others were skeptical, he was an immediate believer, not just accepting the reality of John‟s 

demonstration, but enfolding it, and John, into a narrow Biblical cosmology that scorned 



 

 92 

skepticism. What would be the point in studying physics for a man who believed in a god who 

could change it at a whim? 

“Now, Charley, simmer down.” Murchison‟s voice had acquired a twang and a cadence 

that went with the boots. “We can‟t go proclaiming the man a Prophet of the Lord without even 

hearing his message.” He patted Seacrist soothingly on the arm. Turning to John his voice lost 

the accent. “Do you have a message, Dr. Chalk?” 

“I‟m afraid not. I am not a prophet. I haven‟t heard from your god, Dr. Seacrist, or 

anyone else‟s. This is physics.” 

“And yet you say that only you can accomplish these feats, you have been unable to teach 

others. I assume that you have tried?” This last was directed to Andy. 

“Yes we have tried. I have been unable to … perceive what John describes.”  

“Doesn‟t that give you pause, Dr. Chalk? That doesn‟t sound like physics to me. That 

sounds like magic. Or a miracle, as my friend Charley puts it.” 

“I assure you that it is not,” John replied immediately and firmly. “But, it is certainly new 

physics and we don‟t understand it yet. That‟s why we are open to your offer of funding for a 

rigorous and thorough investigation.” 

Neal Gordon and Jerry Miller nodded in agreement, but Seacrist wasn‟t done. “You 

belittle the One God at your peril, Dr. Chalk! You should be on your knees giving thanks to the 

Lord for His gift and begging to know His will and the task He has given you!” He paused, 

leaned forward, and lowered his voice. “Or perhaps you are not a true Prophet. Perhaps it is not 

God who has chosen you after all, but Satan. The Bible foretells that that there will be many false 

prophets in the endtime. The power to do miracles can come only from the Lord or the Devil. 

You must declare for one or the other.” 

Andy remembered John‟s derision of religion and true believers from school, and 

cringed, but the anticipated flame did not come. 

“I…apologize if I have offended you, Dr. Seacrist.” John did not look very sorry, Andy 

thought, but at least he hadn‟t fried the guy, verbally or literally, which was suddenly a 

disquieting possibility. “I can only tell you that I have received no communications from anyone 

other than ordinary human beings.” 

“You…” Seacrist began again, but Murchison laid a hand on his arm. “Let it rest, 

Charley. General, your thoughts?” 
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“Well, you have both private and public funds available at your discretion, and the 

Department is not going to tell you what to do. However, there are some clear national security 

implications here.” Storvik looked at John, then Andy, then back at Murchison, “Regardless of 

the current number of…operators.” 

“National security is all very well, but…” 

“Let it rest, Charley!” Murchison took a deep breath, looking hard at John. “In fact, let‟s 

take a recess for half an hour. Security, stand down and open up.” 

Swivett left his wall and moved to the door. He opened it and they all filed out, silently, 

under Gupta‟s watchful eye. Coffee and doughnuts were set out on the counter, and Jerry Miller, 

Neal Gordon and General Storvik headed that way. Gupta and Seacrist followed Murchison out 

through the glass door and down the hall, leaving Andy and John alone. They retrieved their 

phones and moved toward the corner farthest from the doughnuts. 

 “Well, that was fun,” John observed, acidly. “Maybe we should just bail and keep 

working by ourselves.” 

“We can‟t, John. We need access to facilities, and more important we need credibility. 

Jerry and the general seem convinced you are for real, and Gordon seems willing to consider it, 

now. But Seacrist! Why is he here, anyway?” 

“Murchison‟s buddy and maybe self-nominated conscience. You did warn me, Andy.” 

“Yeah, but I didn‟t expect it at this meeting. I thought he was going to be just another 

physics prof. I guess it‟s possible to be rigidly religious and a physicist at the same time; you 

read about people like that, but I‟ve never understood it. And maybe he wasn‟t self-nominated. 

Maybe he said exactly what he was supposed to say.” 

“Excuse me? Dr. Chalk?” 

It was a woman‟s voice, and when he turned Andy saw that it was the secretary, Mary 

something. She was thin, with shoulder length brown hair pinned back at the sides, and plainly, 

almost severely, dressed in a black skirt, white blouse and gray cardigan sweater set off by a 

bright red scarf. 

“I know we weren‟t really introduced. I‟m Mary Swanton.” 

“Nice to meet you.” John touched her hand briefly. She hesitated, looking flustered, and 

Andy put out his hand in turn. “Andy Taggart. Do you work for Mr. Murchison at the network?” 
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“Oh, no. I‟m with the Veritas Foundation. So is Mr. Swivett,…well, most of the time. I 

mostly work with Dr. Seacrist. I only work for Mr. Murchison on Foundation matters, not his 

other things.” There was another pause. 

“Was there something?” John‟s voice was gentle, if a little impatient. The woman was 

clearly nervous. 

“Well I saw what you did, and when the General asked…could you really stop someone‟s 

heart?” 

John‟s face twisted. “Not a nice thought. I probably could but I wouldn‟t want to.” 

“But you could. You can Heal, can‟t you?” The capitalization was audible. 

“No…I mean I‟ve never tried…no, I can‟t Heal,” John finished hastily, catching Andy‟s 

eyes and rolling his own upward slightly. 

“But if you could stop a heart you can change bodies.” She took a breath. “Please, my 

daughter has cancer, Dr. Chalk. The doctors say her chances are fifty-fifty, but she‟s weakening. 

She‟s only ten. Please, can you help her?” 

John put out his hand and touched the woman‟s arm. “I‟m truly sorry to hear that, I am, 

but I don‟t know what I can do for her.” 

“Please! Just see her, touch her, pray for her. You have the Gift, I saw it!” 

Andy watched emotions flash across John‟s face; frustration, embarrassment, pity. 

“Look, it doesn‟t work that way. I‟d have to be able to…” He stopped, thinking, and for an 

appalling moment Andy thought he was going to agree. Then John sighed. “Maybe someone will 

be able to, someday, Mary. Maybe I could learn to do a kind of radiation therapy or something. 

But right now I don‟t know enough about medicine, about anatomy, to even try. I‟d probably 

injure her, maybe even kill her. I‟m sorry.” 

“Ask the Lord, Dr. Chalk! You can ask the Lord for guidance. He has given you a gift, 

and if you ask, He will show you the meaning and the purpose.” 

“Mary, I would help your daughter if I could, really, I would, but I can‟t. There is no 

miracle here, no divine intervention. It‟s just new physics, and it will take time to learn about it.” 

“Please, Dr. Chalk! I saw what you did. I saw the miracles with my own two eyes! 

Perhaps the Lord is speaking softly, but you must listen…you must! I believe that you can Heal 

my Jennie, I can feel it. If you believe, if you accept Jesus, you can do it.” 



 

 95 

“Mary, I‟m sorry, but you‟re wrong. Doctors are the ones to help your daughter, 

physicians, not physicists. And not faith healers. I can see that you are worried for your daughter, 

and I hope that your church is some comfort to you, but placing faith in me will not help her.” 

John took a step away and turned. “Andy we need to talk about the grant proposals. Please 

excuse us, Mary.” John grabbed Andy‟s arm and pulled him toward the doughnut counter. 

“Grant proposals?” 

“I had to say something. God, that poor woman. She‟s desperate, creating hope out of 

nothing. I can‟t help her and she‟s going to think I‟m an uncaring shit because I wouldn‟t try.” 

He stopped suddenly. “Should I have pretended, Andy? Would it be better to let her think I tried 

and failed?” 

“I don‟t know, John, but think of this: suppose you pretend and the girl pulls through? 

Then where are you?” 

“In deep trouble – it would never end. You‟re right, that‟s not a good outcome.” 

They had just gotten coffee when Gupta reappeared at the door. He cleared the ID check 

and when the door opened stepped through. 

“If I could have your attention, please. Something has come up and Mr. Murchison will 

be occupied for some time. Dr. Miller, Dr. Gordon, General Storvik, if you would be so kind as 

to write up your observations, impressions and recommendations from this meeting and forward 

them to me via secure email, we would appreciate it. Thank you all. Dr. Chalk, Dr. Taggart, 

would you come with me, please?”  

They left their coffee cups and followed Gupta down a sterile office corridor to an 

unmarked door, which he opened. On the other side was a large office, nicely but not 

sumptuously appointed. There was a single large desk, a sofa, a conference table, two 

upholstered guest chairs and a black leather judge‟s chair. Wendell Murchison was sitting in this, 

watching a video recording of John‟s demonstration on a large flat-panel screen mounted on a 

side wall. Andy looked around, wondering if this was the great man‟s own office. Probably not; 

nothing personal, no wall-of-fame, no executive desk toys, no zen sand gardens. No mementos of 

any kind were evident. He caught movement at the edge of his peripheral vision and turned to 

see Swivett close the door and take position next to it. The man was disturbingly quiet. 

Gupta indicated the guest chairs and John and Andy sat. Murchison tapped a key on the 

keyboard in front of him on the desk return, freezing the playback, and swiveled to face them. 
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“Dr. Chalk, what I just watched was truly remarkable. So much so, that it causes me a 

problem. You describe your discovery as new physics – the theta effect. From General Storvik‟s 

questions I think some of the potential weapon applications are obvious. As with every 

discovery, the weapons come first. It would be very easy to justify a government research 

program on that basis. However, you also acknowledge that at this point only you can produce 

this effect. Frankly, that strains credulity. If this is just physics.” 

 Murchison leaned back in his high-backed chair. “Alternatively, perhaps my old friend 

Charley Seacrist is right. Perhaps this is magic, divinely or otherwise inspired. In that case the 

government can have nothing to do with it – at least not yet, not publicly. That would make it a 

matter for the private sector, perhaps for the Veritas Foundation. But the Foundation would have 

to be assured that your advent is accompanied by appropriate messages. To be impolitely blunt, 

messages of divine inspiration and support for the true Christian faith. Without such assurance 

the Foundation could not be involved.” 

“Well, wait. You‟re assuming that there aren‟t others, that this ability can‟t be taught. I 

know of at least one other, and I learned it, so it can be taught.” 

“Yes, Mr. Souvanophong. We have been unable to locate him since he first described his 

work with you to an associate of Mr. Gupta‟s in Singapore. Unable to locate a Registered 

Individual in the International ID Program. That in itself is astonishing if he is still alive.” 

“Still, there must be others. Recorded history only goes back about seven thousand years, 

and humans haven‟t evolved much in that time. We have all the stories of magic and prophets. 

What if, as Andy suggested, some of them were real, people who had theta-effect abilities? Even 

if the ability requires genetic predisposition, like perfect pitch or photographic memory, the 

incidence in the population shouldn‟t have changed in seven thousand years. And population has 

increased maybe ten-million fold since the time of Jesus. There must be thousands, maybe 

millions, of people who can do this, at least potentially. Maybe everybody can, to some degree.” 

Andy wasn‟t sure that he appreciated the attribution, but he recognized the argument. It 

was based on one that had been part of the astrophysics course they had taken, the Principal of 

Mediocrity: if you have a sample of one out of a vast population, it stands to reason that there are 

more like it out there. Or as Enrico Fermi had famously asked about extraterrestrials, “Where is 

everybody?” Which was the same question Murchison asked. 
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“So you say, Dr. Chalk, but where are these thousands and millions? Unless and until you 

succeed in teaching others to access the theta field, as you call it, I am inclined to consider you a 

unique case. We are at war, I would remind you - a war of faith, whether the fools at the New 

York Times want to admit it or not. A new prophet, come to inspire and lead the righteous forces 

of Christianity – that would be the most powerful weapon you could give your country. If I were 

you, Dr. Chalk, I would search my soul. I would pray to the Lord for guidance. Why don‟t you 

think on it for a night, and we can speak again tomorrow.” 

The discussion was that suddenly ended, and both Gupta and Swivett stepped forward. 

“Mr. Gupta will take you back to your hotel, gentlemen, and call for you in the morning.” His 

tone was so authoritative that Andy half expected to be taken by the arm and frogmarched out of 

the building, but Gupta was perfectly polite about it. They walked normally back to the elevator, 

Swivett following. When the elevator arrived, they stepped in and Gupta punched for the parking 

level, but John reached out and poked the lobby button. “It‟s a nice day, and only a few blocks. 

I‟d just as soon walk.” 

“Suit yourself, Dr. Chalk. Please be available from nine o‟clock tomorrow morning. I 

will call you when Mr. Murchison is ready for you.” 

The elevator opened into the lobby, and John walked quickly to the front door, like a man 

in a hurry to leave. Andy took long strides, keeping pace. They paused outside, Andy half 

expecting to see one of the security types following, but nobody else came out. 

It was not a nice day, of course; it was hot and sticky and smoggy as usual in Washington 

in the summer, and they walked slowly once they were on the sidewalk. 

“Well, that didn‟t go so well. In fact, it kind of feels like a setup, now.” John loosened his 

tie and opened his collar. 

“Sorry. I thought it might be a way to gain some backers.” 

“Not your fault. Murchison was already on my trail, and I agreed to the meeting.” 

“Maybe Jerry and Neal Gordon will help us do a proposal to NSF.” 

“I doubt it. You heard Murchison; having only one operator „strains credulity.‟ The NSF 

guys would get killed by Congress if they wrote us a grant, and they won‟t take the chance. 

Which means that I have really got to figure out how to teach this, or find other people who can 

do it. I don‟t like the choices of being a pet prophet or a trained dolphin in some black weapons 
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program. You know, the population argument about theta practitioners really should hold; they 

must be out there.” 

“Well, not necessarily. One important thing has changed since the year zero BCE.” 

 “That being?” 

“Churches. Organized religion. Inquisitions. Witch hunts – and not metaphorically. They 

may not have changed the gene pool, but they have made it abundantly clear that unblessed 

prophets and miracle workers have short life expectancy.” 

“Oh. Right. Thanks for trying to cheer me up.” 

“Anytime.” 
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Chapter 10 

 

Andy woke to the sensation of bright lights in his eyes and the helplessness of being 

surprised in bed. The room lights came on and the flashlights went off and he recognized Swivett 

as another man closed the door. The bedside alarm read 4:30. 

“Not here, sir,” Swivett said into the air, then paused. “Yes, sir.” He looked down at 

Andy. “Where is Chalk?” 

Andy‟s instinct to respond with indignation and a smartass remark was swamped by 

adrenaline. He remembered bolting the door. “I don‟t know. I haven‟t seen him since dinner.” 

“Get up. Get dressed. Come with me.” 

Andy rose cautiously, glad he had slept in his boxers. “Can I pee first?” He kept the anger 

out of his voice with difficulty, and even so got a sharp look. 

“Quickly. Leave the door open.” 

Andy used the toilet and threw some cold water on his face, breathing deeply as he 

toweled off. Keep cool; belligerence would not help here. He quickly pulled on jeans and a polo 

shirt and stuck his bare feet into his boat shoes. “Okay…” he began, but Swivett and friend were 

already moving. 

They didn‟t say anything as they waited for the elevator, nor during the ride down. They 

stopped on the mezzanine and this time he was frogmarched, around a corner and into a small 

conference room where Murchison was waiting. 

“Sit down, Dr. Taggart.” Andy sat. “Can you tell us where to find Dr. Chalk?” 

“No. I assume from all of this that he isn‟t in his room. I haven‟t seen him since we 

finished dinner. He said he was going for a walk. I came back to my room and worked on an 

article.” 

“Yes. You two had dinner at Taverna Cretikou in Old Town Alexandria, then returned 

here by cab. Dr. Chalk walked to the Metro. It seems that he went to the Pentagon City mall and 

did some shopping. The cleaning crew found his clothing in a men‟s room two hours ago. All of 

it, including his shoes, his socks and his underwear. It took some time for the police to determine 

the owner. He left his cell phone, his computer, and his luggage in his room. The computer 

memory and hard drive have been wiped clean and overwritten at least twenty times; any data 

that was there is probably unrecoverable.” 
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“It sounds like he doesn‟t want you to find him. Like he was afraid you had planted a 

tracking device on him.” 

“Yes. It does.” Murchison made a face. “And we should have. However, at the moment 

he is not visible to us. The FBI will begin monitoring his finances and we may find him that way. 

Did he give any indication at dinner that he was planning to flee?” 

“No, not really. He wasn‟t happy with the choices you offered him yesterday. How come 

the FBI is in on this? I thought you were a private sector investor.” 

“Don‟t be naïve, Dr. Taggart. I told you yesterday that the national security issues were 

obvious. Mr. Swivett is, in fact, a special agent assigned to assist me; „seconded,‟ as the Brits put 

it.” Murchison leaned forward. “You say „not really,‟ so he must have given some indication that 

he was planning something. What was it?” 

“I don‟t see that it‟s any of your business.” 

Murchison kept his eyes on Andy. “Would you excuse us, gentlemen?” Swivett and the 

other security man left the room without a word. 

“Dr. Taggart, it would really be in your best interest to cooperate. I can bring quite a lot 

of resources to bear. Among other titles, I am a Special Counsel to the President. Be assured that 

I can speak for him. It is your duty as a citizen to cooperate.” 

“Like hell it is! If John doesn‟t want to work with you, if he doesn‟t need your money, 

who are you to tell him what to do? Or me, for that matter?” 

“I am the man who can make your life wonderful or miserable. Understand, we cannot 

allow John Chalk to operate uncontrolled. You saw the reactions of Charley Seacrist and Mary 

Swanton. If John Chalk is going to work miracles, they are going to be Christian miracles. I 

remind you again, we are at war with terrorist organizations that seek the downfall of 

Christianity, and of America. What would it mean to have a new prophet – an American 

Christian prophet?”  

“Except that he isn‟t a prophet and this is just some kind of physics we don‟t understand, 

as inconvenient as you may find that. John isn‟t going to lead any religious wars.” 

“Let‟s leave that up to him, shall we? Where is he, Dr. Taggart?”  

Andy sighed. “I truly don‟t know. He was really focused on finding other people who 

have experienced the theta effect. He was thinking maybe there are some kernels of truth buried 

in the piles of New Age crap. Or maybe somewhere some spoonbender is the real thing. But how 
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would you find them among the charlatans? Neither one of us had a way, and he was kind of 

depressed about it when he went for his walk. That‟s all I know.” 

“I am not sure that I believe you. We‟ll leave it for now, but I want to hear from you the 

instant you hear from Chalk. If I find out that you have been lying I will make you regret it. Both 

you and Ms. Hollander.” 

Andy jumped at Rachel‟s name. “What has she got to do with this?” 

Murchison‟s smile was openly nasty. “Nothing…so far. I‟m sure you want to keep it that 

way.” 

“Does the President know that you threaten innocent citizens in his name? I think I want 

a lawyer.” 

Murchison laughed at him. “Oh, by all means, get a lawyer. Have you listened to our 

President lately? The President knows what I tell him he knows, and thinks what I tell him he 

thinks. He knows that the forces of evil threaten Christian civilization and that with my help he 

will be the savior of the free world. The majority of voters in this country call themselves 

Christians, Dr. Taggart, and they know it too. We are at war with terrorism, if you recall; if you 

were to be designated as a suspected terrorist I don‟t think a lawyer would do you much good. 

The current…holding arrangements make the old facilities at Guantanamo and Bhagram and 

Abu Ghraib look like Club Med. Even if Ms. Hollander enjoys capture fantasies in the bedroom, 

I doubt that she would care for the real thing.” 

Andy swallowed. If Murchison knew that… ”I‟m not lying. I don‟t know where John is.” 

Murchison rose and leaned forward, his hands flat on the table. “Do not for a moment 

allow yourself to hope that my scope of action is limited by gentle Christian scruples. Religious 

war is still war. I mean to have John Chalk. If you give him to me you will be rewarded. If you 

try to thwart me you will be punished. Find him for me, Taggart, or suffer for it. Have I made 

myself clear?” 

“Yes.” Andy knew his voice sounded weak and pathetic, but all he wanted at the moment 

was to get away from Murchison. “Can…may I go now?” 

Murchison walked to the door and jerked it open. “Earl!” Swivett stepped into the room. 

“Take Dr. Taggart back to his room. Give him your card.” Swivett produced one; not an FBI 

card, but one that identified him as Director of Security for the Veritas Foundation. “Dr. Taggart 

is going to be getting in touch with you very soon about Dr. Chalk. Aren‟t you?” 
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Andy nodded. His knees were shaky as he passed through the doorway. 



 

 103 

Chapter 11 

 

Andy felt jittery and lightheaded as he sagged onto the side of the bed. Probably the 

adrenaline hangover, he thought. It was not yet six AM, and he considered just going back to 

bed, but he knew he wouldn‟t sleep. He checked for messages on his cell, the hotel phone and his 

email, but there was nothing from John. There was an email from Rachel offering to meet him at 

the airport. Reading it, he knew that he didn‟t want sleep or breakfast or even coffee. He just 

wanted to go home. John Chalk could fend for himself. 

He called the airline and found that the best he could do was a flight leaving at three PM; 

nonstop, first class. Good enough, this time nonstop was what he wanted. He booked it and 

emailed Rachel with the flight number and arrival time; it was too early to call. Well then, time 

to kill, maybe breakfast would be a good idea after all. He called room service and ordered eggs 

with sausage and grits – something he would never have ordered at home. While he waited he 

watched the Truth Channel on TV. They were doing an interview with a civil liberties lawyer, 

and the anchor clearly didn‟t like the man‟s position at all. He was almost shouting, interrupting, 

accusing the lawyer of everything short of treason and implying that as well. It was a relief when 

they broke for a commercial. The network logo came up with their motto: „The Truth Channel – 

Because You Know The Truth When You Hear It.‟ Andy turned it off. He was grateful to find 

that a copy of the Post arrived with breakfast. 

After eating he called Bill Green.  

“Can you take me to the airport at around one?” 

“Yeah, I can do that. Just you?” 

“Yes, John left early. You haven‟t heard from him?” 

“No, I haven‟t. You want me to pick you up at the hotel?” It sounded like he thought that 

was a bad idea for some reason. 

“Um, no. Tell you what, I‟m going to the museums, the Smithsonian. How about I call 

you at 12:45 on the cell phone and let you know where I am? It‟ll be someplace on the Mall.” 

“That should work. That way I don‟t have to worry about parking. See you then.” 

It was contrived, and it certainly wouldn‟t stop Murchison from questioning Bill if he 

thought it worthwhile, but for some reason it made Andy feel better. 
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Andy tossed his rollaboard into the trunk of Bill‟s car on the semicircular drive on the 

Constitution side of the National Gallery of Art, and climbed into the back. He had checked out 

of the hotel (bill „already taken care of‟) and ridden the Metro to the Mall, where he had walked 

and watched. There were a number of men around with the same watchful look as Swivett and 

his friend in the yellow polo, but none of them stayed near him for long as he meandered. A cop 

had looked suspiciously at his suitcase as he sat on a bench near the sunken sculpture garden and 

told him he couldn‟t take that into the museums, but as long as he stayed out of the buildings 

they‟d let him alone. Bill turned right onto Constitution, then right again on Fourth in front of the 

startling white blade of I. M. Pei‟s East Wing building. The stone at the sharp corner was 

smudged by all the hands that had tested the edge, as if it might actually cut. Right again 

immediately, onto Madison and back past the museums. Bill seemed to be looking in the mirror a 

lot, but Andy couldn‟t tell if anyone was following them. A final right on Fourteenth brought 

them back to Constitution at the light. This time they turned left. Bill didn‟t say anything as they 

rolled up Constitution to the Roosevelt Bridge, nor as they crossed the Potomac. It wasn‟t until 

they were on I-66 westbound out of Arlington that Bill said “This is for you. Found it on the 

front seat this morning.” He handed back an envelope marked simply „Andy‟. Inside was a single 

sheet of paper, handwritten. 

Andy: 

I‟m sorry, I hope they didn‟t hassle you too much. I didn‟t think they would let 

me go if I just asked. I think the only way to get my life back is to find more theta-actives 

and then go public as a group. If Murchison‟s people can‟t find Sanjay, I probably can‟t 

either, so that‟s a dead end. I don‟t fancy chasing down spoonbenders or hanging out with 

the vortex people in Sedona. Right now I don‟t know where to look, but I can‟t believe 

that I‟m the only one. Maybe I‟ll just sit and hope they find me. You might not hear from 

me for a while. When Murchison asks, tell him I‟ve gone on a pilgrimage. 

 

And thanks. 

J.C. 

Andy refolded the note and tapped the edge against his thumbnail. His first instinct was 

to destroy it, but obviously Murchison would want to see it if he knew about it. The smart thing 
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would be to tell Murchison about it himself; it might buy him some goodwill, or at least some 

time to decide what to do next. Not right away, though. He could do that much for John, give 

him a day or two. It was pretty obvious that Murchison could and would crush him if he offered 

any active resistance. That still left the time-honored option of covert passive resistance. The 

thought made him feel a little more courageous, which amused him. Funny how self-esteem 

always trumped objectivity. He put the note in his jacket pocket. A call from California would be 

soon enough. 

 

Rachel was waiting outside the security checkpoint – the „Meeting Point‟, according to 

the overhead sign. Her hug and kiss were enthusiastic, more so than Andy expected in such a 

public place. He returned them as strongly as he could, aware that they stood between the cranky 

passengers, who had just spent five cramped hours in too-small seats, and the luggage carousels. 

Andy broke the kiss when someone jostled him from behind. A large woman in tight pink pants, 

with short hair an unlikely shade of orange, glared at him. 

“Come on, we better move before we get trampled. Thanks for coming to meet me.” 

“I don‟t mind. How did it go?” 

“Not so great. I‟ll tell you in the car.” 

They retrieved Andy‟s suitcase – miraculously one of the first ones to be spat out- and 

made their way down, under, and up into the short-term parking garage. As they cleared the 

cashier‟s booth and Rachel began working her way across the lanes of traffic and onto I-380, 

Andy told her about the meeting, John‟s departure, and the ominous exit interview with 

Murchison. 

“The thing that scares me is having them know about our sex life…about you liking to be 

tied up. How could they know that? They had no reason to put me under surveillance before John 

showed up. And since then we‟ve only been together two nights. Did they bug the bedroom?” 

“They might have, if they knew where John was…or they might have just been checking 

up on me back when we were looking at that biotech deal. It‟s not like I‟m the only bedroom sub 

in the Bay Area, for god‟s sake. And girls do talk.” 

“You seem less concerned than I thought you‟d be.‟ 
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Rachel gave him a crooked smile, a tilt of her head, a shrug, then went back to dodging 

traffic. „There‟s no such thing as privacy anymore, Andy. Why fight it? The white-bread-only-

and-vanilla-for-everybody crowd can disapprove of me all they want.” 

“I‟m glad to hear you say that, but I think these bastards could make life pretty 

uncomfortable.” 

“They really scared you, didn‟t they?” 

“Yeah, they really scared me. I don‟t even know how they got into my room, but they 

didn‟t knock first. There‟s no place to hide, no recourse or redress; this is the Government 

coming down on me. John was right to run.” 

“Did he leave you any kind of message?” 

“Yes, he left a note with the driver, Bill Green.” He read it to her. 

“Finding others…what makes you so sure that there are others?” 

“There must be. We know of two, John and Sanjay, though Sanjay denied having any 

thaumaturgic abilities – and thank you for the word, by the way. Anyhow, with roughly seven 

billion people on the planet the odds are pretty good. It gives all the stories of miracles and 

poltergeists and people with paranormal and occult abilities a degree of potential credibility, too. 

The question is where to look for the real thing in a sea of fakes, poseurs and wannabes.” 

Rachel was quiet for most of a minute. “What if you‟re wrong? What if there‟s only one 

at a time? Maybe the power passed from Sanjay to John. What if he really is the only one?” 

Andy thought about it. He thought that John had mentioned a period when both he and 

Sanjay had been able to make the semiconductor separation work, but he wasn‟t sure. And it was 

a weak argument in any case; a transference could presumably take some finite period of time. “I 

suppose I can‟t disprove that. Are you suggesting divine intervention? A god with a warped 

sense of humor who bestows the power without the message and the instructions?” 

“Sure, why not? Maybe He or She or It doesn‟t like what religion has produced so far and 

is getting set to reboot the system. Or we could invent some sort of science-fictiony parasite 

thing moving from host to host. The question is still: What if John is the only one?” 

Andy sighed. “Then John is in deep shit. We‟ll never convince anyone that this is just 

new physics. And you just wrote an extension to Clarke‟s Dictum: Any sufficiently rare ability 

with magic or technology is indistinguishable from divinity.” 

“I think divinity has to involve something more than magic.” 
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“I didn‟t think you were religious, Rache. Do you believe there is a divinity, a God?” 

“Well, I‟m not religious in the sense of going to church. Or temple – my dad was Jewish. 

My mom is lapsed Catholic. Really lapsed, after she found out about the priests and the little 

boys. I studied all the stuff about being a Jew when I was a kid, though. That‟s where I first 

heard about magic. All the ritual magic, the Kaballah stuff, comes out of the Jewish oral 

tradition. It was all presented as „This is what Jews believe,‟ though, not „You are a Jew and this 

is the truth.‟ They left that up to me and I never felt like any religion was the right one for me. 

But I guess I do sort of believe in God.” She glanced over at Andy. “Not that I believe that John 

is a prophet. If you guys say what he does is physics, I‟ll take your word for it. But I‟ve always 

felt that there is something…bigger. Something having to do with spirit and the part of being 

human we can‟t measure. It‟s a completely non-rational conclusion, and intellectually 

indefensible, so there‟s no point in debating it. I don‟t even talk about it except with my mom.” 

Andy put his hands up. “I wasn‟t going to argue with you. I used to do that with people 

and it just got them mad at me. Lots of people seem to have an intuitive belief in God.” He put 

his hands back on his legs and stretched his back. “I don‟t know if there‟s a God or not. But if 

there is, I‟m pretty sure that He or She or It doesn‟t operate by saying to somebody „I‟m only 

going to talk to you. You tell everybody else what to do because I said so.‟ That‟s just way too 

humanly perverse.” 

Rachel smiled again and shook her head. “Well, no, that doesn‟t really seem very likely, 

I‟ll admit.” 

There was another long pause. “So what are you going to do?” 

Another sigh. “I better tell Murchison about the note. But I have no idea where to look 

for John, and I don‟t want to. I hope he finds some other theta-actives and lets me write the story, 

but until then I want nothing to do with him. He‟s better off on his own.” 
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Chapter 12 

 

Andy waited until the next morning to call Murchison, or more precisely, Earl Swivett, 

Director of Security, Veritas Foundation. The card was his only link. In truth he had no real 

desire for conversation with Murchison, so having Swivett pass the message would be just fine. 

He dialed and it was answered on the first ring.  

“Swivett.” 

“This is Andrew Taggart. I received a note from John Chalk, and I thought Mr. 

Murchison would want to know about it. It‟s short, you can copy it down as I read it to you.” 

“Wait one.” There was a click as the phone went on hold, and then a few bars of patriotic 

muzak played. A recorded theatrical voice began. “Thank you for calling the Veritas Foundation. 

While you are waiting we‟d like to tell you a little about our mission and our program. The 

Veritas Foundation exists to promote wider understanding of the truth of God‟s Word, as 

revealed in the Holy Bible. Our programs are designed to combat the teaching of the Godless 

doctrine of evolution, and to encourage the righteous and forthright proclamation of Christian 

values and Christian faith in all aspects of American society. Veritas provides funding and 

assistance, including speakers and media kits, for community-based organizations seeking to 

return Jesus Christ to a central place in our schools and other public institutions. We also…” 

Click. “Dr. Taggart, this is Wendell Murchison. Mr. Swivett informs me that you have received a 

communication from Dr. Chalk. 

“Yes, that‟s right. He sent me a note.” 

“Read it, please.” Andy did so, verbatim. “A pilgrimage…do you know what he means 

by that?” 

“I have no idea.” 

“He can‟t leave the country, we‟ve made sure of that. If he uses credit cards or any form 

of electronic access to his funds we will trace it immediately. How did you receive this note?” 

Andy told the story as Bill Green had told it. “Well, we will speak with Mr. Green, but after two 

days of contamination I doubt that the note has any remaining evidentiary value. Two days. You 

should have brought it to us immediately, Dr. Taggart. Why didn‟t you?” 

Not having a good answer, Andy told something close to the truth. “It had been a bad 

morning. I wanted to get home. And the note told me nothing about how to find John.” 
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“A bad morning? Dr. Taggart, you have no idea how bad a morning can be.” The hint of 

an Oklahoma drawl was suddenly back. “Maybe I wasn‟t clear. We are goin‟ to find John Chalk 

and we are goin‟ to make him understand that the only miracles recognized in this country are 

Christian miracles. I expect your cooperation in the matter – your enthusiastic cooperation. Do 

you understand me?” 

“Yes, I understand. If I hear anything else from John I‟ll call Swivett immediately.” 

“You do that. You want to be careful, Dr. Taggart. Life can get messy.” Murchison hung 

up. 

Andy took a big breath and blew it out slowly. Messy. Right. He could only hope that 

John would stay lost. 

 

 

The first pilgrim arrived at nine the next morning. Andy was in the office searching the 

web for information on miracles when there was a chirp from the new front-door motion detector 

he‟d installed the night before, followed by the buzz of the doorbell. He hurried downstairs, 

imagining perhaps another communiqué from John, but it was a young woman carrying what 

looked like a bible. 

“Yes?” 

 “Hi…I‟m looking for John Chalk?” 

Andy grimaced. “Aren‟t we all. He isn‟t here. Why are you looking for him?” 

“To help him. My cousin Mary says he‟s a healer who‟s blocked because he can‟t hear 

God. She says if we can help him find Jesus and listen to God, he can heal her Jennie. So I came 

to help him.” 

“Your cousin is Mary Swanton who lives in Washington, DC?” 

“Yes, sir, only she lives in Virginia, Lorton Virginia.” 

“What‟s in Lorton?” Andy stalled. What could he tell this girl? And how many cousins 

did Mary Swanton have? 

“Used to be a prison, but now it‟s just a suburb. Do you know when Mr. Chalk will be 

back? Should I wait?” 

“No, he isn‟t staying here. What‟s your name? Did you come all the way from Virginia to 

look for him?” 



 

 110 

“I‟m Sara Jacobsen…and no, I only came in from Manteca, out in the valley. Mary‟s my 

cousin on my mother‟s side. Do you know where Mr. Chalk went? It‟s important; Jennie‟s real 

sick.” 

“No, I don‟t. I‟m sorry about Jennie, I was there when your cousin told John about her. 

Maybe she‟ll get better. Did Mary call you and ask you to find John?” 

“She sent an email. I got here first „cause I live closest, I think.” 

“She sent it to others in your family?” Andy wanted to groan, but he held it. 

“Family, church…maybe everybody she knows. It was a long list of addresses. She says 

John Chalk is a true healer, the strongest she‟s ever met, and it‟s our task and test to help him 

hear God and free him.” 

Andy did groan. “Look, John isn‟t here, and I don‟t think he‟ll be back. No, I know he 

won‟t be back. Would you send an email letting everyone on Mary‟s list know that? I know you 

want to help Jennie, but it won‟t do any good for a whole slew of people to come here looking 

for John.”  

Sara gave a small smile and looked at the doorbell button. “Yeah, I can see where that 

could get old for you. I‟ll send it, but it might not do much good. A true healer and this is one of 

the last places he was known to have been…people will want to look.” She hesitated. “If you 

were with him…is John Chalk a new prophet? Not just a healer, but a true prophet who can do 

miracles?” 

Andy wanted to tell her that there was no such thing as a prophet, that it was all a scam 

cooked up by a bunch of power hungry priests a few thousand years ago. Except, he wasn‟t so 

sure any more. Maybe some of the miracle stories were accurate, at some level, and the priests 

had simply spun them for their own advantage. And there was no point in trying to convince this 

young girl that she might be wrong, her faith misdirected.  

“No, Sara, John is not a prophet. He‟s just a physicist. Please do send that email, won‟t 

you? Thanks.” He shut the door before she could reply. 

 

It began in earnest the following day. At eight, while Andy was cleaning up from his 

usual minimal breakfast, the sequence of motion-detector-doorbell sounded again. When he 

opened the door he found a half-dozen young men, all wearing crisp white shirts and black 
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pleated slacks. One, the oldest looking, stepped forward. “Is John Chalk here?” He had an accent 

Andy couldn‟t place, sort of European sounding. 

“No, he‟s not, and I don‟t expect him back, ever. Please go away and don‟t bother me.” 

“But he was here, yes?” The man closed his eyes and clasped his hands on the inevitable 

Bible. “Yes! He was here! I can feel it – I can feel his workings!” Andy stared. Was it possible? 

Was there some residue, some perturbation of the theta-field that this guy could perceive? “Yes, 

Lord! I hear you! Your Prophet John Chalk has been here, has worked miracles, here!” The man 

fell to his knees. “Praise the Lord, brothers! This is holy ground!” 

“Actually, it‟s my house. Who are you and what do you know about John Chalk?” 

“We are the Brotherhood of the Blessed Miracle. We have come to witness and praise the 

New Prophet, as revealed to us by Sister Mary Swanton.” 

“Uh huh. What is it you think this prophet did and where do you think he did it?” 

“He is a Healer, as Sister Mary said. He caused a blind man to see, right here.” The man 

patted the front porch where he knelt. “I can feel it.” 

A fake, then. “No, he didn‟t, you‟re making this up. John Chalk is not a prophet, and in 

any case he is not here. Now please leave.” 

The kneeling man shook his head violently. “We will not! He has been here and he may 

return. We will keep a vigil. Pray with me, brothers.” 

Andy ground his teeth as the entire group knelt at his door. They began chanting in what 

sounded like Latin. “If you want to keep a vigil you will damn well do it off my property. You 

have ten seconds to move before I call the cops.” 

The leader stopped his chant and looked up, baleful. “I know you, unbeliever. I have 

marked you. Your time will come.” Andy raised his hand, which held a cell phone. “But it is not 

now,” the man added quickly, getting to his feet. “Come, brothers, we will keep vigil from the 

street, which is free to all.” They all rose and followed him in single file, hands folded and heads 

bowed, out to the street. There was a graveled parking area for the county open space trail 

system across from Andy‟s driveway, where a white van with a black cross on the side was 

parked. One of the brothers entered the van and came back immediately with a stack of black 

cushions. The group passed out the cushions, arranged themselves on the gravel in front of the 

van, placed the cushions on the ground, knelt on the cushions facing Andy‟s house, and began to 

chant again. 
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Andy closed the door and locked it. Then he disconnected the doorbell and turned off the 

motion detector. 

By mid-afternoon Andy had to concede that his plan of ignoring the vigil was not going 

to work. The trailhead parking area was a flat of perhaps thirty feet backed by a hill covered in 

tall grass and weeds with a trail leading up to a fence. The flat was now occupied by several cars 

and the hillside grass was trampled down. The vigil group had grown to something over a dozen, 

and the supplicants were now working in shifts. Supporters were bringing in food and someone 

had taped a large sign to the side of the van. It read: “Free the Prophet John Chalk.” 

Andy told himself that the irony was delicious, striving for the feeling of cool, detached 

amusement that would let him feel magnanimously superior, but the anger was stronger. He 

thought about simply getting in the car and driving away, but the prospect of leaving his house 

empty and undefended was daunting. What if they broke in, occupied the house, and declared it a 

religious shrine? Who would evict them? He imagined anguished claims of persecution, defiant 

assertions of higher laws, frenzied prayers for divine relief from oppression by the unbelievers. 

The adrenaline buzz was strong by the time he opened the door, checked that his keys were in his 

pocket, waited for it to latch behind him, and walked down the steps. 

 “You!” he called out at the leader of the Brotherhood, as he reached the street, “what the 

fuck do you think you‟re doing? I‟ve told you, John Chalk isn‟t here, there‟s nobody to free! If 

he were here he‟d tell you he is no prophet of your god or anyone else‟s. You people are nuts, 

crazy, delusional! This isn‟t worship, it‟s mutual mental masturbation! Well, take your goddamn 

circle-jerk circus somewhere else. Go witness for Jesus in Tehran, for all I care, but get out of 

my life! John Chalk is not here!”  

Andy was across the street now, shouting at the high priest, or whatever he called 

himself. The chanting had stopped and two men were hurrying from the van toward the 

confrontation. Big enough to be bodyguards or goons, he realized. He knew he needed to regain 

his temper if he was going to be in a fight, so he took a deep breath and stopped, glaring at the 

priest and watching the support troops approach without looking directly at them. 

“You are a blasphemer as well as an unbeliever – I am not surprised. You know nothing 

of prophets and you deny God; your punishment will be long.” The priest seemed to take 

pleasure in that thought. “If the Lord has chosen John Chalk as His instrument it is so no matter 

what anyone says. If he cannot hear the Word of God yet, we will pray for him and help him 
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learn to listen. You will not deter us.” The two guards had arrived and reached toward Andy, but 

the priest put out his hand, as if to block them. “No, do not touch him, let him spew.” 

“Lay a finger on me and you‟re looking at an assault rap.” Andy knew he was blustering, 

and he could see that they knew it. He took another deep breath and stood erect from the fighting 

stance he had dropped into without thinking about it. This wasn‟t going to work. His anger was 

just feeding the priest. The man was a fake, but he apparently felt no discomfort in his hypocrisy. 

Andy gave up. “You‟re causing a public nuisance and I‟m calling the police.” He turned quickly, 

gravel crunching, and headed back across the street. A solitary onlooker moved to meet him and 

Andy saw that it was George Peavey, his upridge neighbor. 

“What‟s all this about, Andy?” 

“Hi George. Bunch of religious fanatics claiming that an old friend of mine is a prophet 

manqué, or something. He isn‟t even here, but they have to make a big deal. I‟m calling the 

cops.” 

“Don‟t bother, I already did. Is your buddy some kind of minister or something?” 

“Hardly,” Andy snorted, “He‟s a physicist, doesn‟t even believe in God, let alone any 

particular religion. I think these idiots just want some attention.” 

“Yeah, well, I‟ve always thought that a man should be allowed to believe whatever he 

wants, but they ought to make it illegal to talk about it in public. Save a lot of wear and tear, you 

know?” 

“It‟d be okay with me, but the ACLU probably wouldn‟t like it.” 

“I suppose not. Well, good luck with it.” 

The police arrived about three minutes later in the usual show of lights and noise. Four 

officers in two cars. Three of them moved to the vigil side of the street, while the fourth 

approached Andy and George. “You live here?” 

“He does,” George pointed with his thumb, “I live up there.” The thumb swung in an 

uphill arc. “I called it in.” 

“So what‟s going on?” 

Andy replied. “It started this morning when a bunch of them showed up looking for a 

friend of mine, John Chalk. Who is not a prophet, and has nothing to do with these guys. They‟re 

just chasing a crazy story.” Well, it was crazy, without a plausible physical explanation. “On top 
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of which, he isn‟t here. I told them that and they started this…whatever you call it. 

Demonstration.” 

“Okay.” The notebook came out. “Let‟s start with some details. Your name is?” 

“Andrew Taggart. I live right here.” 

“So tell me what‟s happened since this morning.” 

Andy told it mostly straight, editing only his confrontation with the cult leader. As he was 

finishing, one of the other officers came across the street. “Excuse me.” The officer taking 

Andy‟s statement, a sergeant, stepped away and conferred. When he returned he closed his 

notebook. 

“Mr. Taggart, these Brotherhood people claim that they are exercising their religious 

rights. Now, I never heard of them, but that doesn‟t matter. They‟re on county property without a 

permit, but they aren‟t trespassing on you. We could push them on the permit issue, but it would 

just raise a big stink. You say this John Chalk is gone for good?” 

“Yes, as far as I know.” 

“Well, as long as they stay over on that side, I‟m afraid you‟re stuck with them. You 

might want to rent some nice loud movies and hope their enthusiasm fades quickly. Maybe you 

could start a rumor that Mr. Chalk has been seen somewhere else?” The sergeant winked.  

Andy thought about it. Sedona, maybe. Then he shook his head. “I don‟t think it would 

work. Somebody sent them here and I doubt they would believe me if I tried to send them 

somewhere else.” 

“Well, I‟m sorry I couldn‟t be of more help to you.” 

“Yeah, thanks anyway,” Andy murmured, staring at the van as the officer walked away. 

Somebody sent them here indeed. How did Mary Swanton know where to send them? Or was 

this what Murchison meant by messy? 

 

 

On the third morning his phone woke him at seven. He missed Rachel immediately, 

although he had been the one to suggest that she stay at her place until the vigilists went home. 

He had stayed up late listening to old jazz and drinking too much scotch, and he felt slow and 

stupid. 

“Hello?” 
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“Dr. Andrew Taggart?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Dr. Taggart, this is Brian Dugan of Truth News. I wonder if you‟d mind answering a 

few questions? On camera.” 

“What questions? When? It‟s seven o‟clock in the morning!” 

“Yes, sir, at Truth we start early. In fact we could do it right now. I‟ve got a truck right in 

front of your home. We‟re doing a piece on the John Chalk vigil for tomorrow night‟s show, and 

we‟d like to get your response.” 

The adrenaline this time was like intravenous espresso. “Shit! I mean, no, I will not do an 

on-camera interview now. I just woke up. What do you want to ask?” 

“According to Brother Esteban, the leader of the Brotherhood of the Blessed Miracle, you 

tried to intimidate them into ending their holy vigil yesterday. Would you care to comment?” 

“It isn‟t a holy vigil and the guy‟s a fraud. They are deliberately harassing me.” 

“Why would a religious group harass you? Have you had conflicts with church groups in 

the past?” 

“No. You‟ll have to ask them why they‟re doing it.‟ 

“Is it true that in your confrontation you belittled religious beliefs in general, and 

Christianity in particular?” 

“No, that isn‟t true! Like I said, this Brother – Esteban you said? He‟s a fraud. He makes 

inaccurate claims about his miraculous powers, then uses that as the basis for a power trip.” 

“What do you have against Christians, Mr. Taggart? Why do you despise them…and I 

ask as a Christian myself? “ 

“I don‟t despise Christians. You are asserting a false premise. Look, Dugan, I know you 

like to play dirty debating tricks; I‟ve seen your show. Save it for the studio. Are you finished?” 

“Are you acquainted with John Chalk?” 

“Yes, I am. We were in graduate school together.” 

“Is John Chalk a prophet?” 

“Well, John doesn‟t think so.” 

“So the question has come up?” 

A trap, and he hadn‟t seen it. “You‟ll have to ask John about it.” 

“I‟d like to. Do you know where John Chalk is at the moment?” 
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“No, I don‟t.” 

“Isn‟t it a fact that John Chalk has disappeared? And isn‟t it a fact that you were the last 

person to spend time with him? Possibly the last person to see him alive?” 

“Now wait a minute! That‟s not true, there was the store clerk…how do you know he‟s 

disappeared?” 

“We have our sources, Mr. Taggart. Is it not a fact that John Chalk has been missing 

since he had dinner with you a few days ago, and that the FBI is looking for him?” 

“I think you‟ll have to ask the FBI that one. And this conversation is over.” 

Andy punched the phone off. He was sweating and his mouth was dry. He went to the 

window overlooking the street and peeked around the side of the window shade. The Truth TV 

truck was parked in his driveway, the satellite antenna raised and pointed to the south. A man 

with a microphone stood across the street, angling it back and forth between his own face and 

that of another man in the black and white livery of the Brotherhood. He had blown it, he knew 

that. Dugan would flay him. He remembered a congressman from several years before, 

effectively convicted of murder on the talk shows before the girl‟s body was found. And never 

exonerated, even after the courts convicted another man of the crime.  

Andy let the shade drop and went into the bathroom. He used the toilet, showered, 

shaved, took two ibuprofen, brushed his teeth, all the while thinking of the multiple ways 

Murchison was setting him up. He made himself a pot of coffee and drank two cups, waiting 

until after nine. Then he called Rachel at her office. 

He recounted the morning‟s developments and his own fears. “I think I need to find John. 

If he stays lost, Murchison is going to ruin my life. Our lives. At least if I‟m actively looking, 

moving around, maybe Murchison will hold off.” 

“And what if you find him? Do you turn him in to Murchison?” 

“No…I don‟t know. Hell, they‟re probably monitoring my phone. Yes, Murchison, I‟ll 

give him to you if I find him! Just call off the dogs!” 

Rachel was silent for a few seconds. “Do you want to have lunch? Talk about it?” 

“Yes, but I‟m under siege here. I don‟t want the Brethren to know I‟m gone, and I don‟t 

want them to see you. Can you pick me up in Corte Madera? I‟ll go out the back and along the 

creek until it hits the trail back in the open space preserve. Where we hiked a couple of months 

ago, with all the wildflowers. You remember where the trail head was?” 
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“Sort of…I can find it.” 

“Okay, I‟ll meet you there at noon.” 

Andy went back to the front window and looked out again. The TV truck was gone, but 

the vigil was still going. Somebody had brought in a porta-potty. He went around the house 

setting timers; one for the light in the office, another for the hanging lamp in the kitchen, as if he 

were leaving on an extended trip, although he expected to be back by dark. He turned on the 

television, making a point to select CNN rather than Truth. He turned on the radio in his office 

and opened the window an inch. 

He changed into a pair of hiking pants with a tight weave. It was getting warm out, but no 

shorts. He knew from experience what the Northern California grasses and weeds would do to 

his legs, not to mention the poison oak. He put on a short-sleeved shirt and his beat-up old pocket 

vest. The note from John went into a chest pocket. Medium weight socks and his dayhikers. 

Finally, a baseball cap; he was getting old enough to fear the sun.  

Andy checked the locks on the front door and the garage, then stopped in the kitchen to 

put a plastic bottle of water in a lower vest pocket. It wouldn‟t be a long hike, but carrying water 

was automatic. He went down to the taiko room and out onto the lower deck, locking the glass 

slider behind him. There were no steps down from the deck, but at the left side there was a 

wooden ladder built into the deck supports. His dad had insisted on an escape route in every 

direction, and Andy was reminded of it every few years when a wildfire took out houses 

somewhere around the Bay. 

He couldn‟t see anyone down in the gulch or on either side of the house, so he threw a leg 

over the rail and clambered down the ladder. The slope was steep, and stubbled where he had 

weedwhacked the grass down to the deer fence. There was no gate, but it was no problem to 

climb over and he felt a small pleasure when he jumped down and landed in agile balance. Not 

too bad for an old guy. He made his way past the bay tree down to the creek, sniffing the 

astringency of bay leaves underfoot and eucalyptus on the breeze from the old windbreak line, up 

on the opposite ridge. There wasn‟t a trail, exactly, but dogs, deer, raccoons and whatever had 

marked a thin track along the raised bank. It crumbled in places and was overgrown in others, 

but walking the bank would be easier than the loose rocks in the streambed. He turned right, 

downstream. It took him half an hour to reach the trail, and after that it was an easy stroll.  
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Rachel was waiting at the trail head, and they went to lunch in Sausalito, at the NoName 

bar, Rachel driving while Andy told her the story on the way. Since it was high tourist season the 

sidewalks on Bridgeway were crowded, but there were spaces in the parking lot by the ferry, 

behind the postage-stamp municipal park with the fountain and the statues of elephants, and the 

bar was only half full. They found a table in the back patio area and ordered sandwiches and iced 

tea. 

“So you‟ve heard about my morning, how was yours?” Andy tried for the cool, sardonic 

pose, but it came out bitter and sarcastic. And scared. 

“Andy, it sounded horrible! Does Dugan really think you killed John Chalk?” 

“I don‟t know. I don‟t think so; I think this is all just pressure from Murchison, but 

Murchison wouldn‟t tell his dogs to just pretend to chase the rabbit. They probably think there‟s 

a story there, some of them at least. And besides, Dugan wouldn‟t care. All he needs is someone 

new to shout at. My god, Rachel, I was so dumb - I walked right into it.” 

She touched his hand. “It was a trap. Would it make any difference if you hadn‟t? If 

they‟ve decided to trash you until you give John to them, it won‟t matter what you say or how, 

they‟ll twist it anyway. Do you know where John is?” 

“Don‟t have a clue. And if I did …I suppose I‟d try to talk John into negotiating with 

Murchison, but to just rat on him – that seems awfully tacky.” 

Rachel smiled. “Tacky. Yes, it does seem rather tacky, possibly even churlish. Bordering 

on uncivilized. You want me to go on?” 

Andy smiled back. “No. Save it for the Sunday acrostic. Okay, so I wouldn‟t just turn 

him over, but it would make my life easier if he would surface. If he stays lost Dugan will have a 

lot of people convinced that I had something to do with some terrible crime, even without a 

molecule of evidence.” 

“Andy, I feel the same way and I hardly even know John, but I think you need to find 

him and convince him to make a deal. I think Murchison is more ruthless than I ever realized. He 

could manufacture evidence or you could just disappear into one of those terrorist inquisition 

camps. I think he meant that literally.” 

“You found out something new?” 

She nodded. “You asked about my morning…for the last couple of days I‟ve been 

collecting all the information I can find on Murchison. There‟s a lot on the web; he‟s a public 
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figure, even if he tries to stay out of the news. There is also a sort of anti-Murchison subculture, 

mostly people claiming that he had their friends or relatives sent to the camps on false charges or 

flimsy evidence, or just because he felt like it. A posting on one web site accused him of 

„hideous personal acts.‟ I sent an email asking what that meant and the poster sent me a URL. He 

said the site would only be up for ten minutes starting at ten-o‟clock this morning, and that I 

should download the file I would find there. So I took a chance, working through an old laptop in 

case the file was some kind of virus. It was just video. Here.” She took an envelope out of her 

jacket pocket and passed it to Andy. He peeked and saw a standard memory stick. 

“What‟s on it?” 

“You tell me; I‟ve never met Murchison. Whoever it is he‟s a sadistic bastard. I couldn‟t 

watch all of it.” 

“Is the download site still there?” 

Rachel shook her head. „The domain doesn‟t exist anymore, and you can‟t ping the IP 

address.” She touched his hand again. “Andy, I‟m glad you‟re stubborn and brave and unwilling 

to betray John, but I love you and I‟m scared. Find him before these crazies decide to hurt you. 

Where would he go?” 

“He said in the note that he wanted to find other theta-actives. We thought such people 

might be associated with some of the New Age spiritual groups or non-traditional religions. He 

said something in the note…here I‟ll read it.” Andy fished the note up from his vest and unfolded 

it.  

“ „Maybe I‟ll just sit and let them find me.‟ Just sit where?” 

“Can I see?” Andy handed the note over. 

“Unless it‟s misdirection and he really was going to Sedona…” 

“I think I know!” Rachel sounded the way she did when she finished the acrostic. “People 

who pursue spiritual enlightenment by just sitting – that‟s Zen Buddhism. A very traditional 

religion. And Buddhists have a tradition of monks who can do miracles - well, magic – like what 

John can do.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“Comparative Religions 401 – and I‟ve been in school more recently than you have.” 

“John lives somewhere near DC and that‟s where he disappeared, in Virginia. He can‟t 

get through airport security without being identified, so maybe he‟s still there. But how many 
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Zen centers would there be within, say, a day‟s drive of Washington? There must be a dozen in 

the Bay Area, and we‟re talking about a lot more people on the East Coast.” 

“I‟ll check the web when I get back to the office. How do you know there are a dozen 

around here?” 

“The only thing I know about Zen Buddhists is that many of them like taiko. We‟ve done 

performances at a number of zendos.” 

“Do you want me to drop you back at the trail? It seems sort of extreme.” 

Andy refolded the note and slipped it back into a vest pocket, along with the envelope 

holding the memory stick. “I know, but let‟s do it anyway. No telling who might be in front of 

the house by now, and we don‟t want Dugan trailing you back to your office.” 

“No telling who might be in front…maybe you can counterattack on the religious 

observance issue. These Blessed Miracle people are a cult, right?” 

“I guess. All I know is that the leader lied about John healing somebody on my front 

porch. They might be nothing but hired thugs for Murchison.” 

“Maybe he‟s lying to his followers too. I don‟t know that much about cults, but I know 

somebody who might be able to help. You should talk to Mother Mike.” 

“Mother Mike? Sounds like a transgendered Irish Catholic priest.” 

“Not exactly. Michaella Shepperd is a priest, but Episcopalian. She‟s studied cults and 

sometimes helps with deprogramming kids who get sucked in. The name has a certain shock 

value, doesn‟t it?” 

“Must be a hit on the news. Where do I find her?” 

“At Grace Cathedral in the city.” Rachel looked at her watch. “She‟ll be doing counseling 

now. I‟ll call her later and see if she can meet you this evening.” 

 “Okay, if you think it might help.”  

 

Back home Andy climbed up to the deck and found his house undisturbed. He continued 

up to his office and plugged the memory stick into his computer. When the video came up there 

was no logo, no introduction. The image was blurry, shot at low resolution, maybe with a cell 

phone camera. There was sound, but it, too, was indistinct initially, dominated by what he 

identified after a few seconds as the sound of breathing. The subject of the video seemed to be a 

thin, almost emaciated man lying naked on a concrete floor and sobbing. It was shot from the 
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side and there were occasional momentary reflections as the camera wavered, as if it had been 

taken through a window. The sobbing sounds were faint and seemed almost disembodied, 

coming from farther away than the breathing. A hollow-sounding voice with that same sense of 

distance spoke.. 

“Wouldn‟t it be easier to cooperate and get this over with? You know that you can‟t hold 

out indefinitely. You‟ll be broken like the others.” 

“Please, I don‟t know, I don‟t know where he is. I would tell you if I did. I‟m a loyal 

American.” The man on the floor did not lift his head, but shook it back and forth in hopeless 

denial. 

“I don‟t believe you. He‟s your cousin, you must know something about where he is, how 

to reach him. Families talk. Family is important, yes?” 

“I don‟t. I don‟t know. Please.” The man didn‟t sound like he hoped to convince anyone. 

A fatigue-clad body with its back to the camera stepped forward and swung his right leg. The 

man on the floor jerked and groaned, and when the fatigue-clad body stepped back out of the 

frame the man on the floor had fresh blood running down his face from his skewed nose. 

“Enough. Bring the boy. Let us see how much family matters.” 

The man on the floor lifted his head quickly, his eyes wide, his red-smeared mouth 

seeming to lip-synch his words. “The boy? No, not Joseph!” 

A thin boy clad only in white underpants stumbled into the shot. He ran to the man on the 

floor and knelt, crying and cowering as the man put an arm around him.  

There was the sound of a door closing. The father and son clutched each other, looking 

around in terror, and then both began to scream. “Noo! I‟ll tell you. He‟s in Sicily..Sicily! In 

Palermo! Stop! Stop!” 

 A new voice spoke. “Now he‟s making it up. There‟s no chance Giovanni is in Palermo. 

Maybe he really doesn‟t know.” 

The voice of the interrogator replied, now not so distant. “Maybe.” 

The father and son screamed and writhed in obvious agony, although the cause was not 

apparent. 

“I don‟t think he‟s going to say anything else.” The new voice sounded nervous now. 
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“Leave them in for a few minutes longer. It‟s new and I‟m curious to see the results.” The 

father and son continued to scream, until Andy had to turn it off. The voice of the interrogator 

had sounded a great deal like that of Wendell Murchison. 

 

Andy circled the block a third time and finally found a parking space whose occupant 

was just leaving. It was warm at seven in the evening, even in the city, and the lack of fog 

suggested that it might get warmer still the next day. He left his jacket in the car and locked up. 

He had been to Grace Cathedral once before, for a wedding, and remembered the grand scale 

now as he walked past the back of the grounds that occupied the entire block. He turned right on 

Taylor and walked most of another block to the broad front steps leading up from the corner of 

Taylor and California streets. The church was indeed a cathedral in form, with two squared off 

gothic towers flanking the front entranceway and the rose window above it. One of the two 

towers contained a carillon and the bell was just finishing its seventh toll. From afar the church 

looked like it was built of carved gray stone, in artful echo of its European predecessors, but seen 

up close it was cast concrete. He recalled from his previous visit that this was the former site of 

the Crocker mansion, built by one of the Big Four, the California railroad tycoons who had ruled 

San Francisco from here on the top of Nob Hill, until the quake and fire of ‟06. Concrete had 

probably seemed a better choice than wood and stone after „06. He paused at the top of the steps, 

turned to look out over the city. A cable car was coming up California, bright in the evening sun, 

the beloved anachronism precariously draped with tourists. They couldn‟t build on Nob Hill 

before the cars, he remembered reading. Too steep for horses. 

To the right was the outdoor labyrinth. Three people walked the convoluted path in 

private bubbles of meditation, passing close enough to rub shoulders, but ignoring each other. In 

the center, at the end of the path, there was a small vase sitting on the pavement, full of purple, 

pink and white flowers, the vase tied with a purple ribbon. He‟d walked the path, after the 

wedding, but received no insight. 

The message from Michaella Shepperd had been that she would be available at the 

Cathedral from seven o‟clock on, but “at the Cathedral” seemed insufficiently precise. In the 

main building or in the offices in the cloister across the courtyard? He turned toward the main 

entrance, pausing again in front of the bronze doors covered by gilded sculptures of scenes from 

the Old Testament. In the lower left panel David was slicing off the head of Goliath while a 
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battle raged behind him. Religion and battles portrayed by a master sculptor of fifteenth century 

Florence, copied, and now proudly mounted in twenty-first century San Francisco, proclaiming 

wealth and power through the ages. He always felt uncomfortable entering churches. 

The bronze doors were flanked by ordinary glass ones, the actual entrances to the 

cathedral. He moved to the one on the left. There was no service going on at the moment, but the 

church was not empty. Two more labyrinth walkers negotiated the carpeted indoor version in 

their stocking feet, while here and there people sat alone in the pews, praying, he assumed. A 

few others walked the aisles staring up at the stained glass or examining the frescoes. It was a 

space that made him feel small, a classic cruciform cathedral plan with a long eastern nave, short 

north and south transepts forming the arms of the cross, and the alter, choir and organ occupying 

the head. The low sun streamed through the western stained glass and the vaulted ceiling was 

dimly visible far above the floor. 

Andy looked around for someone who might be in authority and saw a young man filling 

a candle rack in a side chapel. He had to cross most of the width of the nave to reach it, but he 

was hesitant to call out – it was a church, after all. He reached the chapel just as the deacon 

turned to leave. 

“Excuse me, can you tell me where I can find Michaella Shepperd?” 

“Mother Mike? Sure, she‟s in the back. Follow me.” 

Andy followed along the outer aisle, across the transept past the kneeling rail, to a side 

door. The deacon knocked and waited until a voice said “Come in,” then opened the wooden 

door. “Someone to see you Mother Mike.” He waved Andy in, and pulled the door closed as he 

left. 

“Andy? I‟m Michaella Shepperd. Also known as Mother Mike, I‟m afraid.” She rose 

from a small desk and extended her hand. “Rachel said you would be prompt.” 

Andy took the hand briefly. “Yes, thanks for seeing me, Mo…” He stopped, awkward. 

“Look, I‟m not too comfortable with titles like Father and Mother. Can I call you Reverend 

Shepperd?” 

She was of medium height, a little shorter than Rachel, maybe five-five or so, delicately 

built, with gray-brown hair worn short, but cleverly cut so that it framed her face. He guessed she 

was fiftyish. She had light greenish brown eyes of the color Andy imagined was called hazel and 

wore very little makeup, subtly applied. She looked directly at him, a little disconcertingly. He 
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thought she had a settled quality, internally grounded and prepared to meet the world; it 

reminded him somehow of a taiko drummer in stance, ready to play. She was dressed in a plain 

black blouse of something a little shiny, maybe rayon, with covered buttons and a clerical collar, 

and a plain black knee-length skirt. She was neither flirtatious nor pointedly reserved, a feminine 

priest possessed of gender but not defined by it. Now she smiled. 

“Actually, Michaella will be just fine. We don‟t use titles much in our parish except on 

formal church business. Rachel told me a little about your troubles, but perhaps you would like 

to tell me in your own words? Please, have a seat.” 

He sat down on the hard wooden chair. “How do you know Rachel?” 

“Has Rachel ever told you about her sister?” 

“Just that she has one, in Australia, I think.” 

“Yes, well I met Rachel ten years ago when Natalie got involved with a man in one of 

those polygamy sects that split off from the Mormons every few years. He claimed that God was 

speaking to him, that he was a prophet, and that everyone should obey him. He was very 

charismatic, and Natalie was sixteen and searching for something to believe in. I helped the 

family get her out from under the man‟s spell…deprogram her, as it‟s called.” 

“I guess it must have worked. Rachel said her sister was living a happy surf-bum life.” 

“Yes, and she deserves it. He almost killed her. Now, tell me what is happening to you.” 

They sat across the desk from each other and Andy sketched out the confrontation with 

the Brotherhood and his subsequent conversation, if that was the word, with Brian Dugan. She 

was a very good listener, which should have been no surprise, he supposed. “I know that I 

shouldn‟t have lost my temper, but these people can‟t possibly be serious about this vigil. They 

made up this story about John healing somebody; it‟s a flat-out lie. John can do some strange 

things, but he makes no claim that it has anything to do with religion. This Brotherhood 

organization is just making lots of noise to apply pressure for political reasons. “ 

“Yes, they do that quite frequently now.” 

“You know them? You‟ve seen them before?” 

“Not this particular group, but many others. They look like cults but they aren‟t really. 

They use religion, or the semblance of religion, to frighten and herd people for political 

purposes. A cult usually seeks separation from society; these people want to control everything. 
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They have different names but they coordinate with each other. They have tons of money and 

they can turn out lots of people very quickly.” 

“Why don‟t people see through them? Religious people, I mean?” 

“Oh, many of us do. Others…the world is pretty scary nowadays, Andy. The 

fundamentalists and the Bible literalists provide a haven that appeals to those who feel 

frightened. Their interpretation of scripture is completely wrong, of course. Invented by a 

megalomaniac preacher named John Darby in England in the eighteen twenties.” 

She said it with such absolute conviction and serenity that Andy felt the old contrary 

compulsion to argue about religion resurrect itself. “And what is the correct interpretation? Are 

they just off by a few years on the date of the Second Coming or is Revelations all a fever 

dream?” 

She just smiled gently, refusing the match. “I don‟t know, Andy. If the Bible is the word 

of God, it was transcribed by men. At the very least they made mistakes and there were parts 

they didn‟t understand. How could it be otherwise?” 

“So you – Episcopalians – don‟t believe that apocalypse is imminent?” 

“Some do, most don‟t. Personally I strongly doubt it.” 

“Why isn‟t there an organized opposition to the fundamentalists?” 

 “Because we need to keep religion and politics separate. Because we‟ve learned our 

lesson over the last three hundred years. The lesson of Europe‟s religious wars is that one 

Christian may not dictate to another that he or she is wrong in their interpretation of the Bible, or 

in the way they worship God. We may disagree, but not compel or condemn. Fundamentalism is 

a throwback espoused by people who don‟t understand history, but those of us who do cannot 

admonish without committing the very offense we condemn. All we can do is disagree.” 

“Then I don‟t see how you can help me.” 

“Andy, the way I usually help people is to talk with them about whatever is troubling 

them. I don‟t solve their problems, I help them to bear the burden and to solve the problems 

themselves. I can‟t make your demonstrators go away, I can only help you let go of your anger 

toward them. From what you‟ve told me you have every right to be angry, but it won‟t do you 

any good and it makes you feel bad. Frustrated and a little guilty. So don‟t give them that 

satisfaction. These people like confrontation, it gets their blood up. They cannot be shamed 

because they are completely insular, just as more traditional cults are. Only the opinions of the 
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group matter to them; outsiders don‟t. The best thing you can do is ignore them. But I expect that 

isn‟t what you wanted to hear.” 

Andy grimaced, then turned it into a rueful smile. “No. But you‟re probably right, and I 

guess I already knew that. Sorry to waste your time.” He put his hands on the edge of the desk 

and started to stand up. 

“Andy, everyone who comes to see me already knows what I tell them.” She reached 

across and patted his hand. “This is what I do, you haven‟t wasted my time. Stay awhile. Rachel 

tells me that you two have become close, so I‟d like to get to know you. And hear more about 

your friend John.” 

“John can‟t heal anybody; that stuff the Brotherhood is spouting is all false. But he can 

do things that look like magic, or maybe miracles. He says it‟s just physics. I don‟t know what it 

is.” He hesitated, then asked the question he couldn‟t answer. “Suppose, for the sake of 

argument, that some people through the ages have been able to perform what seemed like 

miracles, but were simply done with natural abilities. What would that mean to religious 

people?”  

Michaella leaned back in her chair and looked at him for a long moment. “You mean 

what if Jesus‟s miracles did not come from being the Son of God, but merely a son of Joseph? I 

suppose that depends greatly on the nature of each individual‟s faith. For many it is an 

impossible question, since they could never believe your premise is true and would dismiss you 

as a fool for suggesting it. For many others, like me, it wouldn‟t matter very much. The power of 

Jesus is in his message, not in the miracle stories. But for some the very suggestion is so 

blasphemous that they would be enraged. Those are the ones you are worried about?” 

Andy nodded. “If John can do seeming miracles without any connection to a divinity, 

doesn‟t that raise the question about all miracles?” 

“Yes, I suppose that it does. Are you concerned about the consequences for religion, or 

for the reporter of such an interpretation?” 

“For the reporter, and for John.” 

“I would say you are right to be worried. Still, what are your alternatives? If your friend 

John insists that he bears no message from God, how can you suggest otherwise? Without a 

message it seems unlikely that his peculiar abilities alone are evidence of divine intervention. 
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What would be the point? If that casts doubt on Biblical miracles, there is nothing you can do to 

prevent it. But do be careful.”  

“I will. Thanks.” He stood to leave. “How do you deal with fundamentalist cults like the 

Brotherhood?” 

“Most of my experience has been with people whose children have gotten involved with 

cults, so I have a limited view, and fundamentalists are more than just a cult. In the long run I 

think there is one way to deal with the problem. We have to steal their children.” Michaella‟s 

puckish grin revealed a girl within who did not know she had grown older. “Seduce them with 

music and laughter and sex. Show them that the capacity to experience pleasure is a gift from 

God, not a test. It‟s slow, but it works. These people are more interested in authority than 

spirituality, and nobody flouts authority better than teenagers.” She stood in turn. “Keep safe, 

and keep in touch, Andy. I want to meet John one day.” 

 

It was not quite dark when Andy got home, the sky stuck in the lingering twilight of June. 

He passed a Sheriff‟s Department car parked on the side of the road below the parking area 

where the vigil continued. Four of the Brethren knelt praying on their cushions while four more 

sat nearby on folding camp chairs, waiting for their shift, he supposed. A boombox played 

something religious, with a choir and organ. He punched the button on the opener as he turned 

into his driveway and the garage door rolled up. The light didn‟t come on and he made a mental 

note to put in a new bulb as he came to a stop and pushed the button again to close the door. 

The first blow struck the outside of his left knee as he stepped out of the car and 

crumpled him to the floor before he could swing the car door shut. He cried out and reached 

automatically to clutch the place that hurt, and a second blow landed just below the point of his 

left shoulder. A bolt of pain ran down his arm and the muscles stopped working. He rolled, and 

in the dim he made out two men in ski masks. One dropped to a knee and grabbed his chin, 

squeezing his cheeks to force his mouth open, and stuffed in a wad of cloth. The other stepped 

forward and struck his right shoulder. 

Andy tried to shout, tried to ask what they wanted, tried to beg for his life, but all that got 

past the gag were a buzzy moan and an inarticulate mumble. He couldn‟t move either arm as 

pain burned up and down in waves from his shoulders to his fingertips. The kneeling man patted 
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him down with one hand until he located his cell phone and tossed it across the garage. The man 

leaned down, still holding his chin. 

“You need to learn what cooperation means, Taggart. Pain is an excellent teacher and we 

are here to deliver the lesson.” 

The talker released his chin and Andy tried to roll away, but the striker hit him again, this 

time on the outside of the right thigh. Again there was shooting pain. He could see now that the 

striker held a telescoping metal wand. A riot baton. He looked for some indication of identity, 

something he could report, but they were both wearing masks, plain black sweatshirts, black 

jeans, black shoes. One, the striker, had his sleeves pushed up, but wore no watch or jewelry. 

The talker stood and took another baton from his back pocket, extending it with a metallic snick. 

Andy tried to move, to roll under the car, but only his left leg could exert any force and he lost 

that as the talker struck the same point on the outside of that thigh. He tried to scream, to curl up, 

to protect his head, but nothing worked. They beat him in turns, whipping the batons with 

practiced wrist motions, each striking a nerve center, waiting for his spastic squirming to slow, 

then striking another. Knee, elbow, shoulder, shin, armpit, back of the leg, every blow precise. 

Andy didn‟t know where the final blow had landed, he only knew they had stopped. He 

was sobbing, barely able to breathe. He thought he might suffocate, and his heart raced with 

panic in addition to his agony, before he managed to push the wadded cloth out of his mouth 

with his tongue. He couldn‟t lift either hand to pull it free. He looked around in terror before 

some detached part of his mind told him that they were gone, that he had heard the side door 

open and close. The side door he always kept locked. Well, a residential door had probably been 

no harder to open than one in a hotel. He lay on the cold cement, just breathing, for the minutes it 

took for his heart to stop pounding. He shouted for help, but the faint sounds from the boombox 

across the street told him it was useless.  

He sucked in a deep breath and tried to move, to just roll over, and groaned as new pains 

surged up and down both arms and both legs. He took mental inventory. They didn‟t seem to 

have broken any bones. They had avoided striking his face, his neck, his spine. A thoroughly 

professional beating. 

Eventually control returned and he managed to get to his hands and knees. He didn‟t try 

to stand but crawled to the door into the house. He used the doorknob for support as he struggled 

to his feet. The pains shot again along his traumatized nerves and he swayed, almost falling back 
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down. There was a light over the door and this one came on when he managed to flip the switch. 

He looked around. 

Nothing in the garage seemed disturbed. He could see his cell phone on the floor next to 

the shelves. He tried the doorknob and found it locked, then groaned again as he realized that his 

keys were also lying on the floor, next to the open car door. He kept one hand on the wall until 

he reached the car, then on the car until he reached the keys. He bent over and managed to pick 

them up on the second try. 

The shooting pains and spasms began to subside into deep, fierce aching in his arms and 

legs and ribcage as he opened the door and stumbled along a wall to the kitchen. He reached for 

the phone, intending to call 911, but stopped. What would he say? He was sure that the attackers 

had been sent by Murchison, but he had no proof, no way to even identify them if he saw them 

on the street. He should go to a hospital, get checked out, but the ambulance and the emergency 

room and the forms and the inevitable questions all seemed like too much. 

He left the phone and made his way slowly up the stairs to his bathroom. Leaning on the 

sink with one hand, he splashed water on his face with the other. He dried himself, used his teeth 

to pop the cap from the plastic ibuprofen bottle, and extracted eight tablets, which he swallowed 

dry. Still using the wall for support, he made it into his bedroom, but he had to sit on the side of 

the bed to take off his shirt and trousers. He lowered himself into bed and lay there, trembling, 

seeing the metal batons whipping through the air, until he fell asleep or passed out. 
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Chapter 13 

 

When he woke Andy thought that he could not move. His entire body throbbed and 

ached, and when he tried to move his arms the shooting pains began again. They were not quite 

as bad as before, he decided, and rolled over, grunting, to look at the clock. Seven. His legs 

seemed unlikely to ever bend, but eventually he sat up. Each of the places where they had hit him 

was marked by a collection of narrow raised bruises, almost like weals from a heavy lash, 

reddish purple and overlapping. He pushed himself to his feet, groaning, then limped his way to 

the bathroom. 

After a hot shower, some very tentative stretching, and more ibuprofen, he decided that 

he was probably capable of fixing himself some cereal and coffee. He would hold off on seeing a 

doctor, wait and see if any additional symptoms surfaced, though the shooting pains worried 

him. A doctor would probably have to report it – he couldn‟t very well claim that it all happened 

when he fell down some stairs. Bringing the police into it would be useless. He had no idea who 

had beaten him, but he was quite sure that Murchison had sent them, and there was no point in 

even suggesting that without evidence. It was another warning, an escalation of the pressure. 

Besides, if it was just bruising, even of the nerves, there wouldn‟t be much a doctor could do for 

him except prescribe stronger pain killers. 

He watched the news as he ate, debating whether to tell Rachel. Well, it wasn‟t a debate, 

he knew he had to tell her. He was just looking for excuses to avoid confessing how easily they 

had taken him. She would want him to see a doctor and call the police, and she would want to 

come over immediately, and that was the problem. Much as he would love to have her there to 

take care of him, he wouldn‟t risk having someone from the Brethren follow her home. Of 

course, by Thursday that would be a moot issue. He had to assume that the phone was tapped, 

but telling Rachel what had happened wouldn‟t be telling Murchison anything he didn‟t already 

know. He waited until she was at work to call her. 

“Morgan Technology, this is Rachel.” 

“Hi, it‟s me.” 

“Hi. Did you talk to Mother Mike?” 
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“Yes, I did. Interesting woman.” 

“Andy, what‟s wrong? You sound weird.” 

“Well, I‟m in a certain amount of pain. Two guys beat me up when I got home last night. 

They were waiting for me in the garage.” 

“Oh my god! Are you injured, in the hospital?” 

“No, I‟m at home. I don‟t think they did any permanent damage. I won‟t be moving 

around much for a few days, but I think I‟ll be okay.” 

“I‟ll take off early and come over. Is there anything you need?” 

“No. I don‟t want you to come here – well, I do, but I don‟t want them to see you. The 

vigil is still here. I just wanted to let you know.” 

“Andy, this is awful! Did you call the police?” 

“What could they do? I can‟t even describe the guys, they wore ski masks. I know 

Murchison sent them, but I have no direct evidence, and even if I did I don‟t think the police 

would touch him.”  

“What makes you think Murchison sent them?” Her voice had become guarded, and he 

realized that she was trying to remind him of the tap. 

“It wasn‟t a robbery. They said I need to learn what cooperation means – I can‟t think of 

anyone else who thinks I‟m not cooperating at the moment. Not enough to attack me, anyway. 

We know Murchison sicced the Brotherhood on me through Mary Swanton, and I don‟t think 

Brian Dugan showed up by coincidence. It was Murchison.” 

“What does he want from you? You told me you don‟t know where John is.” 

“I don‟t, but Murchison seems to think I do, or that I can find him. I guess I have to try to 

get in touch with John. Maybe he can use a lawyer as a go-between and negotiate some kind of 

deal.” No point in trying to hide it. In fact, he might as well assume that he was speaking to 

Murchison directly. You win, I‟ll try to find John. That was a bitter thought. 

“Maybe you should hire a bodyguard.” 

 “Yeah, like a movie star. Just give me a couple of days to rest and recuperate, then we 

can think about where to look for John.” 

“Andy, please, take it easy, take care of yourself. Are you sure I can‟t come over? At 

least if I‟m there I‟ll feel like I‟m taking care of you.  It isn‟t like I can hide, Murchison must 

already know how to find me. And if you‟ve forgotten, I‟m moving in on Thursday.” 
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“Yes, I‟m sure Murchison knows, but maybe the Brethren don‟t, yet. Let‟s not help them. 

And I haven‟t forgotten. Look, I‟ll call you tomorrow, give you an update. Meanwhile, let‟s 

figure out where to find John.” 

“And how to get rid of this vigil. Okay, talk to you tomorrow.” 

Andy spent most of the rest of the day lying down, either in bed or on the sofa in front of 

the television in the lounge. Every hour or so through the morning he made himself get up and 

stretch a little, but the pain prevented him from doing much else, and by early afternoon he had 

given it up entirely. He played the beating back in his mind, imagining ways he could have 

fought back or escaped, but he knew he was being foolish. He had been completely helpless – 

that had been the point, of course. It made him angry, and he tried to think of ways to strike back 

at Murchison, but that, too, was foolish. The only thing he could do was figure out where John 

was and convince him to talk to Murchison. The problem was that he had no idea where John 

might be. The Zen center hypothesis was untested. He was glad that Rachel had the wit not to 

mention that on the phone, but it might not even matter.  He thought that he should get up, go to 

a clean phone somewhere, and start making some calls to find a logical starting point, but he hurt 

too much and he didn‟t really want to know. 

At five Andy turned on the TV to catch the first local news broadcast. It was the usual 

collection of drive-by shootings, fires and freeway crashes, so he left it on but muted the sound. 

Nothing about the vigil. He unmuted and switched to local Channel Six at six o‟clock. They led 

with national news, headlined by a report from occupied Pakistan on the kidnapping, torture and 

beheading of ten evangelical Christian missionaries who had defied the U. S. commander‟s 

orders and gone into the anarchy along the former Afghan-Pakistani border, intent on “saving 

souls for Jesus.” There was a quick shot of the ten heads found on stakes in front of the 

Islamabad office of Truth News, followed by a clip of the President condemning this 

“barbarianesque and scurrillious act.” They squeezed the local news into five minutes just before 

the break, concentrating on a major fire and a gang-related shooting, followed by weather and 

sports.  

 Andy muted the sound again and switched to a third channel, catching a commercial and 

then a recap of the missionary murder story, using a longer version of the heads-on-stakes shot, 

from an angle that prominently displayed the Truth News logo on the building. This station was 
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an affiliate of the Truth Network, he recalled. They skipped the news conference clip, quoting 

the Presidential condemnation of the crime as “barbaric and scurrilous.” 

“Turning now to local news, we have our own tale of religious conflict developing here 

in the North Bay. Jane?” 

“Thanks, Dick. A peculiar confrontation occurred this morning in Marin County between 

a group of religious activists and local resident Andrew Taggart. The group, calling themselves 

the Brotherhood of the Blessed Miracle, claim that a man named John Chalk performed 

miraculous feats in the Taggart house and have begun a vigil to pray for the return of Mr. Chalk, 

whose present whereabouts are unknown. Mr. Taggart and neighbors called the police, who 

calmed the flaring tempers. The leader of the Brotherhood, Esteban Montevideo, accused 

Andrew Taggart of trying to interfere with a religious ceremony. Mr. Taggart did not return a 

call offering him an opportunity to respond.” 

“Thanks, Jane. A spectacular warehouse fire burned out of control in the East Bay for 

two hours today…” Andy pointed the remote and clicked it off. He hadn‟t checked his messages, 

but he wouldn‟t have returned the call even if he had known about it. Hearing his name 

pronounced on television in the same tone they used for accused embezzlers was sort of chilling, 

but there was no way he would trust them to tell his side of the confrontation, and certainly no 

point in getting into a discussion of John Chalk, miracle worker.  

He shuffled gingerly into the kitchen, thinking that he should eat something, but he 

wasn‟t hungry enough to make dinner. He dug around in the refrigerator and found some Greek 

olives, some peppered goat cheese, a chunk of dry-cured salami, all proceeds of Rachel‟s last trip 

to the deli. Along with some crackers from the cupboard it would do for a meal.  

He poured a glass of wine and sat at the kitchen table, trying to read the newspaper he 

hadn‟t looked at that morning, but it didn‟t hold much of interest. There was a frustratingly brief 

article on a report in Science magazine further confirming the acceleration of the expansion of 

the universe, and he thought again of John‟s hypothesis about the theta field and zero-point 

energy. Maybe the problem was scale-dependent. Acceleration was real on an intergalactic scale; 

zero-point energy was real on the scale of atoms to molecules and smaller. Maybe the virtual 

particles that constituted the zero-point field were correlated, entangled, over larger scales. That 

still left the question of how John could manipulate the field. It required an organic structure, like 

a retina or an eardrum, to respond to the field, and some kind of controlled resonator, like vocal 
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cords, to modify the field. He tried to think of an analogy, some organic means of tapping an 

energy field and using it for something else, but all he came up with were machines, like a 

photovoltaic cell or a wind-driven electrical generator. As far as he knew, organic systems didn‟t 

work that way, they used chemical reactions to produce and store energy. Still, chemical 

reactions involved molecules, so if a reaction could perturb the zero-point force, then propagate 

the perturbation to larger scales through quantum correlation…and if pigs had wings. 

Andy tore a small scrap from the corner of the back page of the newspaper and laid it on 

the table. He stared at it, visualizing its structure, the cellulose fibers crushed and matted 

together, each fiber composed of chains of carbohydrate molecules. He tried to find the 

molecules, perceive them in some way as linked individual entities, to feel the forces upon and 

between them. Again he failed. It was a scrap of newsprint on his kitchen table and it wasn‟t 

going anywhere unless he blew on it. He sighed and looked at his watch. Well, at least he‟d 

killed some time. It was almost seven. He went back into the lounge and turned on the TV again, 

switching to the Truth Channel. 

Brian Dugan practiced ambush journalism with a two-minute veneer of civility that 

convinced no one but himself. His fans touted the opening civility as evidence of journalistic 

weight, even as they salivated over the red meat to come. Those two minutes, at the top of the 

show, were devoted to a heart-warming or otherwise uplifting news story, often involving sick 

children, heroic pets, or selfless volunteers, invariably white and religious. The remainder of the 

show was split into four pieces; two opinion segments sandwiching two guests, who were always 

conspicuously announced as appearing “live with Brian.” Or, as the pieces were known in the 

critical press, the Opening Rant, the Good Guy, the Bad Guy and the Closing Rant. Tonight‟s 

show started with a segment about a fourteen year old boy who organized a fund drive in his 

neighborhood to buy comic books about the life of Jesus and send them to Pakistan “…so people 

there will know not to hate us.” The Opening Rant was against a “purportedly non-partisan” 

report to the effect that the pending cuts in Social Security payments would produce the highest 

incidence of poverty among the elderly since the Great Depression. Dugan was outraged that the 

authors would discount the undeniable benefits of the new two-percent yield, tax-free 

government bonds that the President proposed to make available exclusively to those over sixty-

five.  
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The Good Guy was the Reverend Gary Monmouth, author of a newly released book on 

the roots of the conflict between Islam and Christianity, concentrating heavily on Muslim 

atrocities during the Middle Ages, leading up to the Crusades. Dugan led him through a series of 

horror stories, then turned him loose. 

“Brian, this war is over a thousand years old. We thought we had it won, and we became 

complacent. Now we know we were wrong, and we know what we have to do. Christian 

America must be the bulwark against the radical Islamists.” 

“Surely, Reverend, you don‟t include all Muslims in that?” 

“Of course not, Brian. I am as strong an advocate of religious tolerance as any you will 

find. But there must be no doubt of our resolve, and no quarter for those who would make war 

upon the righteous.”  

The Bad Guy was an author named Barry Cordell. His book was entitled Myth Over 

Mind, and he must have been desperate for publicity to appear with Dugan. The book was about 

the history of attempts by religious groups to suppress scientific inquiry, starting (predictably) 

with Galileo, and Dugan gave him two minutes before beginning the attack by interrupting. 

“That‟s very interesting, Barry. But why did you write this particular book at this 

particular time?”  

“Because the current wave of attacks is targeting biomedical research, Brian. My son has 

Ewing‟s sarcoma – bone marrow cancer. Some of the most promising therapies for diseases like 

his are being held up because the research has become a political issue for religious groups.” 

“Now Barry, I looked at this book last night, and I have to say I found it pretty tough on 

religious believers. In fact it‟s kind of insulting. What do you have against people of faith?” 

The camera held them in a two shot, and Cordell shifted in his seat. “Nothing. It isn‟t 

intended to be insulting. I just wanted to shed some light on the tactics and strategies being used 

by some of these groups to suppress legitimate scientific inquiry…” 

“Legitimate?” Dugan interrupted again, “Who says it‟s legitimate? You?” 

“No, the scientific community.” 

“Who nominated them? Why should we let them decide how to spend our money?” 

Cordell must have known it was coming and looked determined to counterpunch. 

“Because they are the ones making the discoveries that let modern society function and keep all 

of us alive. Even you, Brian.” 
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“The so-called scientific community has no concept of morality. Some of the examples 

you cite in this book are about people taking a stand against immoral research, against creating 

monstrous unnatural life forms in hidden laboratories! Against arrogant, soulless „intellectuals‟ 

who are trying to line their pockets with the taxpayers‟ money in defiance of the expressed will 

of God! How can you say that‟s legitimate?” 

“The expressed will of God? Arrogant? You think that just because you have bought into 

a bunch of malarkey about a guy who was supposedly resurrected from death two thousand years 

ago, based on unsubstantiated stories peddled by self-designated holy men, that everybody 

should let you run their lives? That’s arrogance! If you want to bet your life on brain-dead 

superstition, go ahead, but don‟t try to foist it on me! Or on my son!” Cordell abruptly stood up, 

his head rising above camera, yanked off the lapel mike by its cord, and threw it on the desk with 

a sound like gunfire. The camera operator pulled back, probably instinctively, to keep him in 

shot, and Cordell could be heard distantly on the discarded microphone. “I knew this was a bad 

idea. People who watch you probably don‟t even know how to read!” He turned his back to the 

camera and walked off the set. 

The camera centered and zoomed on Dugan, who was smiling faintly. “Well, I‟m sorry 

about that, ladies and gentlemen. Barry Cordell seems to have a problem with Christians. I will 

pray for him and I hope you will, too. Peter, let‟s go to break.”  

The commercials seemed unusually endless this time, and Andy wondered if they had put 

in extras to fill for Cordell‟s early departure, or if he was just anticipating the Closing Rant. 

Dreading was more like it. When Dugan came back he appeared unruffled. 

“Our last story is also about the trials of being a Christian in the land of the wicked. And 

maybe about something a little more sinister. It comes from Marin County, California, across the 

Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco. For those of you who have never been there, Marin is a 

bastion of Liberalism and values-free hedonism to rival Berkeley across the Bay. Marin gives us 

American jihadis, but has no use for patriotism or devotion to Jesus. Marin is the home of 

Andrew Taggart, Ph.D., a sometime science writer. Mr. Taggart has – or had – an acquaintance 

named John Chalk. John Chalk is reputed to be a man of remarkable abilities; some say a new 

prophet, able to work miracles. There are those who believe that John Chalk has worked such 

miracles in Andrew Taggart‟s home. Among them are these people; the Brotherhood of the 

Blessed Miracle.” The picture cut to the Brotherhood kneeling by the side of the road in front of 
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their van. “The Brotherhood is an evangelical group of born-again Christians who believe that 

the end times are upon us, that new miracle workers are appearing throughout the world, and that 

their mission is to witness these miracles and to bring the good news to Christians everywhere. 

They visited Andrew Taggart‟s home yesterday morning, looking for John Chalk. Taggart not 

only would not let them in, he told them that John Chalk was gone „forever.‟ When the 

Brotherhood began a prayer vigil, Taggart confronted them and cursed them, nearly coming to 

blows with one of them. He called the police and tried to have them removed, although the 

police, to their credit, quite properly upheld the Brothers‟ right to continue their vigil. Now, this 

might be simply a case of anti-religious bigotry, except for one thing: John Chalk has 

disappeared. He was last seen near Washington DC after a meeting with senior government 

officials. The FBI is looking for John Chalk, who is now classified as a missing person. The last 

person known to have seen Chalk was Andrew Taggart. Mr. Taggart refused an opportunity to be 

interviewed on camera, but I spoke with him by telephone earlier today. He confirmed that he 

had accompanied Chalk to the meeting and that he has not seen Chalk since they had dinner 

together four days ago. He claimed to have no idea as to John Chalk‟s whereabouts or activities. 

How, then, can he know that Chalk is gone forever? He also claimed that John Chalk is not a 

prophet, but sources familiar with the recent meeting maintain that Chalk can indeed perform 

miraculous feats. Does Andrew Taggart have something to hide? Is there a conspiracy here to 

deny the existence of an American miracle worker, a saint, perhaps even a prophet of God, sent 

to assist us in our hour of need? It wouldn‟t surprise me, and it shouldn‟t surprise you. The same 

anti-religious elements who wanted to coddle the communists, the liberal left-wingers, are even 

now working to undermine…”  

Andy clicked it off, unable to stomach any more. He had the urge to get in the car and run 

away, but there was nowhere to go where Murchison couldn‟t find him. He ate the rest of the 

salami, watched a ball game, and got ready for bed. The bruises were darker and perhaps a little 

less painful. He took eight ibuprofen and went to sleep. 

By the following morning, the fifth day of the siege, as Andy deemed it, the story had 

exploded. It had gone national as soon as Dugan aired it, of course. Andy had resisted the urge to 

turn off the phone, or mutter „No comment‟ through clenched teeth. He‟d thought about getting a 

lawyer to speak for him, but ever since the phrase “lawyer up” had entered the language as a 

verb it had become an admission of guilt, at least to TV news watchers. Instead he had calmly 
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and patiently answered the questions, over and over through the day. Yes, he did know John 

Chalk. No, John was not a prophet, John was a scientist doing work Andy was not at liberty to 

discuss. Yes, he had gone to dinner with John Chalk during a trip to Washington. No, John had 

not been seen since, at least not by Andy. He couldn‟t say why the FBI was involved, but he had 

not been accused of any crime. Yes, he had demanded that the Brotherhood leave his property, 

because they were trespassing. Yes, he respected their right to hold religious observances, but 

not on his front porch. No, he had never encountered the Brotherhood before. His own religious 

views were a private matter that he did not choose to discuss. No, John Chalk had never claimed 

to be a faith healer, a psychic, or a messiah. 

The local news shows that night treated the story sympathetically, to Andy‟s marginal 

relief. One headlined their report „Besieged by Believers‟ and focused on the background of the 

Brotherhood, who turned out to be an itinerant group based in Orange County and given to 

proselytizing at shopping malls. That story hinted at “cult” without using the word. Two other 

reports were headlined “Who is John Chalk?” and asked why a religious group would think a 

former Stanford physics professor was a miraculous healer. Montevideo, the priest, had not given 

them Mary Swanton‟s name, only claiming that “one of our Sisters has witnessed his miraculous 

workings,” and refusing to say more. The only coverage hinting at something criminal came 

from Truth and their local affiliate. They used phrases like “missing Washington area scientist” 

and “law enforcement sources,” who were said to have “interviewed local writer Andrew 

Taggart, a longtime associate of Chalk” before the Brotherhood arrived. Andy was reassured by 

the local news slant until he came across the CNN report. According to that story “Dr. Andrew 

Taggart today denied the suggestion made by Truth Network commentator Brian Dugan last 

night that there are suspicious circumstances involved in the sudden disappearance of physics 

researcher John Chalk following a meeting in the Washington DC area.” After that the local slant 

would be irrelevant 

At a little after eleven-thirty on the morning of the sixth day, with the motion detector 

turned off and the doorbell disconnected, Andy was startled by the sound of knuckles rapping on 

his front door. Or maybe the fist of a policeman; the thought made him peek through the window 

before answering. But no, there was a Fedex truck in the driveway. He went to the door and 

opened. 



 

 139 

“Andrew Taggart? Personal Delivery. I need to see some ID and you gotta sign for it with 

the time and date.” The deliveryman held a package half the size of a shoebox. 

“I‟m Taggart.” Andy dug out his wallet and showed his driver‟s license, then accepted 

the proffered electronic clipboard. He thumbed the print reader and signed the plate with the 

stylus. “Thanks.” He traded the clipboard for the package. 

“You‟re welcome.” The Fedex driver nodded at the Brethren across the street. “What‟s 

that all about?” 

“Coercive meditation.” 

“Always something new around here. Have a good one.” 

Andy closed the door and took the package into the kitchen. The box was plain 

cardboard, sealed with transparent packaging tape. The address label showed the sender as 

Dragon Spoor Communications in San Jose. Sounded like video games. He used scissors to cut 

the tape. 

Inside the box, wrapped in bubble plastic, was what looked like a cell phone with a fat 

antenna larger than the phone itself attached to the back by a swivel coupling. He unwrapped it 

and stared at it. In a moment it came to him; this was a satellite phone. It was activated, the 

screen already lit up, which seemed odd. Even with the new long-life polymer batteries, why 

waste the charge in shipping? There was a text message on the display: “Push button at noon.” 

That would presumably refer to the small blinking red button at the bottom of the controls. The 

button was unlabeled. The time displayed on the phone was 11:45, the same as on his watch, so 

the delivery must have been time-specific. He‟d heard that Fedex would do that now, for a price. 

The thought of a bomb flashed in – he hadn‟t ordered a new phone - but as far as he knew his 

only current enemy was Murchison, and Murchison needed him alive. He put the phone down, 

hands suddenly sweaty, and went up to the office. He googled Dragon Spoor Communications 

and got exactly one hit, the company website. When he linked to it he got a splash screen with a 

company logo that looked like a clawed reptilian footprint, and the word “enter.” When he 

clicked on “enter” he got a password security window that said registered users had fifteen 

seconds to enter their user name and password, and began counting down. The time expired 

before he could think of anything clever to try, and the window closed. The splash screen blinked 

“Entry Denied” in yellow, then redirected him to the homepage of Homeland Security. Andy 
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killed the browser and went back downstairs, made himself a snack, opened a bottle of spring 

water, and waited. 

At noon the text message changed to “Go outside and push button now,” and the blink 

rate of the button speeded up. Andy went out onto the deck, pushed the button, and raised the 

phone to his ear. 

“Hello?” 

“Hi Andy, it‟s John. Don‟t say anything indoors you don‟t want Murchison to hear.” 

“Um, okay. I was hoping…what‟s going on?” 

 “Just listen for a minute. The object you‟re holding is an encrypted one-to-one satphone. 

I have the mate. They work off the new Chinese satellite network, don‟t have GPS or 911 locator 

functions, and are not legal for sale or use in the US. I don‟t know how long it will be before 

NSA breaks the encryption, and your whole house is probably bugged, so don‟t be too specific in 

what you say, and we better keep this short.” 

 “He‟ll find you eventually, you know. You need to think about doing some kind of 

deal,” Andy whispered, shielding the mouthpiece from the house with his body. There was a 

breeze, and maybe the sound of the wind chimes would help.  

“Not yet. Not until I find out if I can get strong enough to defend myself. I‟m nearby and 

we need to meet. I‟ve been digging into the history of miracles and prophets. There‟s a long-time 

tradition of personal magic, or something like it, in the Eastern religions. Reports of yogic flying 

go back a lot farther than the pictures of butt-bouncing races, and I think there have been people 

who could do more than just levitate. Is there anyone you know who could help find a way into 

that world? I want to talk to someone who really understands yoga, and in the meantime the 

farther I can get from Murchison the better.” 

Andy felt a small shock of excitement; maybe he could still fight back, a little. At this 

point yogic flying was no more weird than the rest of the stuff John had brought into his life. “As 

it happens, I think I do. Her name is Geeta and we can…” He stopped, looked around. “You 

remember I once told you about my favorite place for drumming? 

“I think so…the zendo?” 

“Right. She should be there tomorrow all day.”   
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“Okay, then let‟s do this. You leave your home early tomorrow and wander. Watch for 

any unwarranted attention. If you don‟t see any, meet me at the time you pushed the button, at 

the place where the drums sounded so good. Got it?” 

“I…yes, got it. Do you know what‟s been going on here?” 

“Some. I saw CNN the last couple of nights. That‟s why I sent the phone. Better get off 

now. See you.” 

“Right. See you.” There was no obvious way to disconnect, so Andy pushed the button 

again. It remained lit, but the blink rate dropped back to its original frequency. Would the phones 

reconnect if he pushed it once more or did the other unit have to be activated first? He was 

almost curious enough to try it, but suppressed the urge. Better not to perturb a working system 

when patience could provide an answer. John could tell him in person tomorrow. He wondered if 

Murchison really had his entire house bugged, maybe even outside, and if the cryptic 

conversation would be enough for them to send the goon squad back again. The smart thing 

would be to call Murchison now, tell him about the meeting, but he wouldn‟t do it. Not until he 

talked to John. 
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Chapter 14 

 

Andy looked out his front window at seven-thirty. The vigil continued, but it was smaller; 

perhaps because the news vans and satellite trucks were gone. He couldn‟t see anyone but the 

Brethren and the sheriff‟s car at the next wide spot on the road shoulder, maybe twenty yards 

farther down. He opened the front door cautiously, but nobody was lurking and nobody accosted 

him as he picked up the newspaper from the driveway. He was still stiff and sore, but it was 

getting easier to move around. He went back inside and fixed breakfast, scanning the paper as he 

waited for the coffee maker to finish. There was a two-paragraph filler on page three saying that 

the FBI refused to comment on their interest in John Chalk, identified in the story as “the missing 

physicist.” Well, at least there was no mention of Andrew Taggart, suspect or otherwise. 

At nine Andy again secured his home as well as he could against intrusion and went to 

the garage. It didn‟t seem likely that the pair who had beaten him would again be lying in wait, 

but the Brethren were another matter. He locked the doors and started the car before he triggered 

the garage door opener, and then pushed the button on the remote once more to reverse the door 

as soon as he cleared the opening. He watched it close as he backed into the street and was 

headed down the hill before any of the Brethren could confront him, if they were so inclined. He 

waved to the deputy sheriff, wondering if the cops were watching him or the vigil keepers. They 

could have cars waiting for him at the bottom of the hill; this was the only way down. No, the 

road was empty, and nobody came out of a side street after he passed. 

Andy drove to Rachel‟s office, which was in a building overlooking Highway 101, Marin 

County‟s main drag. He parked in a visitor space in the lot and went in. He‟d only been here 

once before, and the receptionist didn‟t recognize him. 

“Is Rachel Hollander available?” 

“I‟m sorry, she‟s out of the office at the moment. I expect her later this morning.” 

“I see. Well, would you give this to her when she comes in? It‟s confidential and she is 

expecting it.” Andy handed over a sealed envelope. He didn‟t dare mention his meeting with 

John on an open phone line, but he wanted Rachel to know that something was happening. Just 

in case – of what, he wasn‟t sure, but the precaution comforted him. On the note he‟d written 

only that he was going to meet a possible connection today, and that he would call her tonight or 
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tomorrow. The receptionist accepted the envelope, ran it through the usual security sniffer, 

waited for the beep, then smiled and said “I‟ll see that she gets it.” 

Andy got back in his car and watched to see if anyone followed him out of the parking 

lot. He didn‟t see anyone, but if he were under professional surveillance he supposed that he 

probably wouldn‟t. He drove along the frontage road until he reached a northbound highway 

entrance. He had time to kill anyway. 

Andy headed north on 101 past Corte Madera. On the right side of the highway the new 

Truth Book Store had recently replaced the former Barnes and Noble, featuring a large animated 

screen that alternated battle scenes from the various war zones with appeals for young men and 

women to join the Army of God. It had taken him a week to learn to ignore it. He varied his 

speed, dawdling at fifty in the slow lane, then hiking it up to seventy-five and switching to the 

leftmost lane. He was looking for any other cars that seemed to match the pattern of changes, but 

it was hard to tell. He continued on through San Rafael, over the hill and down past the Marin 

Civic Center, with its two long pink wings punctured by ascending arches of descending size and 

topped by a startlingly blue roof. Frank Lloyd Wright‟s design still looked like the world had not 

caught up with his vision of the future. He took the Terra Linda exit, wound his way back around 

to the Civic Center, and pulled into the parking lot where the twice-weekly farmers market was 

bustling as usual. Normally he would be shopping, but today he parked and waited, watching 

other cars arriving and leaving, scanning for drivers who also appeared to be waiting. Seeing 

none, he started up and made his way back to the highway. Andy kept switching lanes and 

changing speeds through Novato, across the Sonoma County line, and all the way to Petaluma, 

where he took the East Washington Street exit, turned left onto the overpass, waited out the light, 

and got back on the highway southbound. He didn‟t think anyone had completed the maneuver 

with him, so he settled into the slow lane, going with the flow, as he headed back. Maybe 

Murchison thought John was still on the East Coast and nobody was following at all. Maybe. 

John had better have a plan, though. 

His little excursion had taken something over an hour, and it was ten-thirty when he got 

back to southern Marin. He still had an hour to kill, so he continued south to the last exit before 

the Golden Gate Bridge. He waited for a gap in the traffic coming up the hill from Sausalito, then 

shot across and began climbing up onto the Marin headlands. There was no fog today and the 

tourists were thick, cars and bicycles chugging upward toward the overlooks. Andy drove all the 
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way to the top, to the empty cliff-top gun emplacements left over from old wars. Hollow and 

ominous, the old fortifications provided a vista of the bay that no camera could ever capture. 

Andy parked and got out, smelling ocean and eucalyptus. The tide was coming in through the 

strait at the bottom of the cliff, bringing along a container ship. The air was clear enough that he 

could see past the tops of the towers of the Golden Gate Bridge and the city of San Francisco, 

Alcatraz and Yerba Buena Islands and the Bay Bridge, all the way out to the cranes of the Port of 

Oakland where those containers would be offloaded. In the other direction, past Point Bonita, the 

ocean was empty except for the distant nubs of the Farallon Islands and one more ship, probably 

waiting for a pilot boat.  

 He could imagine the soldiers with their big guns, first cannons, later huge naval rifles 

designed for battleships, waiting for a Confederate or Spanish or Japanese fleet to show up so 

they could blow it to bits. Nobody ever had, and none of the guns had ever been fired in battle, 

but the thick gray-painted concrete walls spoke unmistakably of purpose and vigilance. He 

wondered what the planners of these massive walls would have made of suicide bombers and 

beheaded missionaries. Suicide attacks were not new, attacks that targeted civilians were not 

new, yet the current war seemed different. He supposed it was because it was so difficult to 

strike back. In the old wars the place where he now sat would have been in the shadow of a 

massive gun barrel ready to be trained on the nation‟s enemies. Now there were no fleets to be 

sunk, no massed armies to be crushed.  

General Storvik probably imagined John creating squads of flying, thunderbolt-wielding 

superheroes out of cartoons, while Murchison wanted to use John as a new “Christian” prophet 

to lead armies of the self-righteous, but in either case, where were the enemy forces? How could 

they hope to win such a war? No wonder John had run. 

Andy walked away from the old gun emplacements, trying to shake his funk, looking for 

solace in sun and water and rock and trees. John had gotten him into this mess, but it wasn‟t 

really John‟s fault. Wherever John was, whatever he could do, the guy wasn‟t trying to use it to 

coerce anyone else. When he‟d left the house this morning he‟d been determined to try to get 

John to turn himself in, or at least communicate with Murchison and get Andy out of the line of 

fire. That wasn‟t a reasonable expectation, he saw now. Whether the war was winnable or not, 

the burgeoning Army of God was changing the fabric of the country, perhaps irretrievably; a 

slow-motion coup-d‟etat. The Army of God was Murchison‟s instrument and he intended to use 
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it. Murchison would not negotiate, he would simply try to force the outcome he desired. It wasn‟t 

a matter of getting Murchison to leave him alone, the question was whether he could stay out of 

the interrogation camps without putting John in. He would have to give Murchison something, 

maybe feed him disinformation while John looked for other adepts. 

 John seemed to think that if he were not unique, if there were other adepts, it would 

break the link between “miracles” and divine inspiration. But what if they found others? What if 

an adept turned out to be Buddhist – or Muslim? With Murchison fomenting a religious war on 

the back of Christian fundamentalists, wouldn‟t they just be condemning another adept to the 

same ultimatum that John was facing? Murchison would not encourage doubt in the minds of his 

holy warriors. 

 Andy looked at his watch; time to head back down. He turned and walked back toward 

his car. What happened to double agents who got caught, or, for that matter, heretics who 

wouldn‟t recant? 

The drive back to the highway was slow, the road now even more clogged by sightseers 

stalking parking spaces at each turnout and overlook. He took 101 back north, up through the 

tunnel and back down past the exit for Sausalito and Marin City to where the Coastal Highway, 

split off toward Mill Valley, Muir Woods and Stinson Beach. First, though, it had to go through 

Tam Junction.  

It always amazed him that this southern entry to Mill Valley, one of the wealthiest 

communities in the wealthiest county in California, looked like a beach town crossroads. A strip 

mall, a café, a surf shop, two gas stations and a rug merchant clustered around a stoplight. 

Andy turned left at the light, following Route 1. It headed gently westward and upward 

through residential areas, then began to twist and climb more steeply as the valley contracted into 

a wooded canyon. Narrow side roads led to clusters of mini-mansions tucked into hollows, 

surrounded by groves of huge eucalypts shedding piles of bark and oily leaves. A firestorm in 

waiting, as the papers announced every September. After three hairpin turns the slope eased to 

the north, revealing a hillside covered by closely spaced yet sprawling houses. Not estates, Andy 

thought; not enough land. Villas, perhaps.  

The road topped out at a saddle where a right turn led north to Muir Woods, Panoramic 

Highway and the ridges of Mount Tamalpais. Route 1 continued westward, over the saddle, 

beginning the descent toward Muir Beach. More hairpins, no guard rails and, on the occasional 
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hot summer weekend, a snake of cars heading for the sun, sand and sharks of Stinson Beach to 

the north.  

As he came out of a turn Andy heard the whapping of a helicopter passing along the coast 

and nearly ran off the road as his adrenaline level shot upward.  Maybe his complicated 

precautions had been useless; they didn‟t need cars to follow him! An oncoming car blared its 

horn and he swerved back into his own lane and slowed, getting his breath back under control as 

the chopper continued away to the south. 

About halfway down to the ocean an access road led off to the left toward what a 

weathered wooden sign announced as the Green Gulch Zen Center. Andy turned off and 

followed a one-lane road back into the well-named gulch under a grove of redwoods. Perhaps a 

quarter mile in, there was a stream crossed by a wooden bridge. The road crossed the bridge, 

passed a parking lot, and turned right, following the stream, to another parking lot and a group of 

low wooden buildings. Beyond the buildings the gulch widened into an open valley, whose floor 

was filled by precisely laid-out and immaculately maintained gardens. Green Gulch was a 

working Buddhist seminary, renowned as a retreat, offering its visitors a combination of 

contemplation and simple physical labor tending the gardens. As a result it was also renowned 

for the quality of its produce. 

He parked and followed a walkway among the buildings toward the zendo, the central 

hall used for prayer, classes and the occasional taiko performance. He looked in at the office 

along the way. It was occupied only by a monk reading a book. Andy opened the screen door and 

stepped inside. 

“Excuse me, do you know where I could find Geeta?”  

The shaven-headed monk had closed his book on a finger at the sound of the door and 

adopted that gravely serious look that professional religious people seem to share, but now his 

face crinkled into a broad smile. “I remember you, you played drums with Geeta when she 

brought her friends to visit. You played the largest drum and you seemed very happy. Is Geeta 

expecting you? Are you here to play some music?” 

“Not today, unfortunately. I just came to ask for some advice.” 

“She is in the gardens meditating – and weeding.” The monk glanced at the clock on the 

wall. “I can send you to her, but she will be finished in about fifteen minutes. Would you mind 

waiting? I‟m sure she will be happy to see you, but happier if she has finished her task.” 
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“I don‟t mind at all. May I wait in the zendo?” 

“Of course, there is no group using it at the moment. I will send her there.” 

Andy went back out and rejoined the graveled path. It was quiet; the zendo was sheltered 

in a group of redwood trees and he could hear them rustle in the breeze. He stopped and removed 

his shoes at the beginning of the long wooden porch where the small sign told him to. Like any 

other church, this place always made him feel that he should speak softly and move slowly, 

although he did not bow to the small statue of the Buddha, as he had seen others do. It wasn‟t 

always a solemn place; he remembered the enthusiasm of the audience when invited to 

participate in some basic drumming after the performance. The sliding wooden door leading into 

the main room was half open and Andy poked his head in. A single figure sat cross-legged on the 

floor in front of the larger statue at the center of the space, but facing the door. It was John.  

Andy stepped past the threshold and looked around, expecting to see others but the room 

was otherwise empty. He slid the door closed behind him.  

“Was anyone else here when you came in?” 

John shook his head. “I snuck in after the last class left. It‟s good to see you, Andy. How 

are you?” 

“Stiff and sore, but coping – sort of.” He had to take a long breath to keep from shouting, 

venting his anger and fear and frustration. John was the cause, but it wasn‟t John‟s fault. 

“Murchison sent a couple of guys to convince me to cooperate. They beat me up pretty good 

with a couple of those telescoping riot sticks. A professional job – no marks on my face. Just 

aches and numbness and shooting pains and…never mind.” Andy stepped farther inside and 

leaned gingerly against the hip-high raised platform that ran most of the way around the room.  

“Jesus, Andy, I never thought they‟d…I‟m sorry. What did you tell them?” 

“I didn‟t tell them anything. They didn‟t ask, they just kept hitting me.” 

 “Will you be okay?” 

 “How do I know? I think so.” He took another long breath. It wasn‟t John‟s fault, but 

John was the only one who could do anything to stop it. “What‟s been happening with you?” 

“Still learning – look.” John got the focused look that Andy thought of as looking inward 

and rose a foot above the floor, still cross-legged. He wobbled a little, moved sideways a few feet 

and landed. “The translation is still a problem „cause I‟m not quite sure where my center of mass 

is at any given time.” 
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“Congratulations. I assume you‟ve tried it on water? I would think that‟s the traditional 

test, no? Possibly tap dancing in the bathtub?” 

John smiled. “Of course. I didn‟t try dancing, but walking on water is actually easier than 

flying. If you leave a little residual net weight you can use the surface tension for traction, like a 

water strider. I can imagine a whole new class of Olympic sports.” His face turned serious again. 

“Something funny happens when I get a high enough field concentration to lift myself, though. 

The field gets sort of …resistant, like it‟s reached a critical mass or something. It gets really hard 

to contain it.” 

“Have you found anyone else?” 

“Not yet. You‟re pissed at me, aren‟t you?” 

“Yeah, I‟m pissed! But mostly I‟m scared. They beat me like it was something they had 

done before, a lot. Murchison wants you pretty badly, and he knows where to find me. Why 

didn‟t you take me with you when you ran?” 

“I didn‟t think you‟d want to go along. You have a career, a house, a girlfriend…and it 

had to be done right then or it wouldn‟t have worked.” 

“How did it work, anyway? How did you get back to California?” 

“You remember that plane ride we took back in school? Well, I still have a license, and I 

belong to a flying club. Basically we co-own a plane and hangar space.” 

“The FAA wasn‟t looking for you?” 

“They probably were, but I didn‟t file the flight plan. A buddy of mine flew to Reno and I 

deadheaded. They don‟t usually search small aircraft at small airports – there‟s nobody to do it.” 

“Why Reno?” 

“You can buy just about anything in Reno for cash. I bought a pickup truck from a guy 

who wanted one more night at the crap table.” 

“Are you staying here?” 

“No. I‟ve been moving around, visiting various yoga and meditation centers. Reading 

up.” 

“You think the tales of flying swamis are true?” 

“I think some tales from many religions might be true, at least in part. I think you were 

right, Andy, there have always been people who use the theta field instinctively, some better than 

others, and the adepts became known as magicians and miracle workers.” 
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“So are you going to tell me now that all the Biblical miracle stories are factual? Jonah 

lived in a whale and Joshua stopped planetary rotation?” 

 “No,” he chuckled, “at least not any more than the news on the Truth Channel is factual. 

The stories were written down hundreds of years after the purported events, by people with an 

agenda, just like today. As far as I can tell, no modern religious doctrines were written down 

until religion came to be a basis for secular power.” 

“So which miracles are true? I mean, you can lift your own weight now and you can walk 

on water, but how do you part the Red Sea or feed the multitudes? Matter transmutation?” 

John shrugged. “We‟ll never know if any of them are true. People exaggerate. I doubt all 

the feeding miracles were accurately reported. Maybe you could do it in principle, but the 

complexity of assembling a large mass of biologically useful material from the molecular level is 

mind- boggling. You couldn‟t just start with sand and end up with bread and fish. You can see 

how people might wish it were true, especially in times when food was hard to come by. And 

raising the dead – I don‟t see how you could deal with tissue decay on a large scale, but people 

would certainly want that to be true. I don‟t think the miracle stories are a useful guide to the 

details.” 

“Okay, so we posit that such adepts have been around for a long time, some with stronger 

abilities than others, and regular people made up stories about them. Again, where are they? Why 

haven‟t the wizards become conquerors?” 

“Maybe because there are better tools for that task. You saw Storvik; he wasn‟t all that 

impressed. I might be able to kill a guy with a hockey puck or a rock, but can I kill a thousand 

guys at once with a thousand separate rocks? Not now, maybe not ever. So if you‟re a young 

conqueror on the rise you‟d do better to learn how to lead the thousand guys. Maybe having 

wizards around is good for scaring the peasants and motivating the troops - they‟re always 

advisors to the king, aren‟t they? - but for sheer bloody conquest an army is better. And even 

though I‟m getting stronger, I still can‟t deliver as much energy on a target as I could by 

physically throwing a grenade. Anyway, theta-adepts, thaumaturges if you will, don‟t seem to 

have been especially successful at becoming rulers, but I do believe that they provided the 

underpinnings for the spin-doctors who invented organized religion as a power base. Lots of 

people have been telling magic and miracle stories for a long time, as Rachel said.” 
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“But not a lot of people have been doing them lately. You couldn‟t do them until 

recently. None of the self-proclaimed mystics and psychics have been able to withstand skeptical 

inquiry. You haven‟t found anyone else with the ability. I‟d think that would worry you.” 

“Of course it worries me!” John got to his feet and began to pace back and forth, three 

steps each way, just as Andy remembered him doing in school. “To someone with scientific 

training I look like a fraud, to someone with religious training I look like a prophet for God or 

the Devil, and all I can do is insist that I‟m exploring new physics.” He stopped. “And that 

explains why there are no credible modern reports. A thousand years ago you could call yourself 

a magician and be respectable, but once rational thought caught on and the churches claimed all 

knowledge, you‟d have to hide the ability, or buy into your locally dominant religion and call it a 

miracle, become a saint.” He started pacing again. “And most people who have the ability – and 

that could be everybody as far as I know – most of them don‟t ever discover it. I wouldn‟t have, 

except for Sanjay. Plus it hurts to try; I got terrible headaches at first. Thus it makes sense that I 

could be the first self-aware, skeptical, scientifically trained adept.” 

Andy smiled. “Nice argument; very plausible. It still won‟t convince Mary Swanton that 

you haven‟t been touched by God. People don‟t want to know your process of analysis. They 

want to know how the facts as you perceive them fit into the truth that they already possess. And 

this is all beside the point; Murchison wants a prophet for his own reasons.  So what are you 

going to do?” 

John threw up his hands and dropped onto a wooden bench. “Keep hiding. Keep looking. 

Keep investigating the phenomenon on my own. Keep trying to teach it to others. What else can 

I do?” 

It wasn‟t enough. “Give in? Let Murchison co-opt you? Make a deal and say the words?” 

Andy goaded. “You have to do something.” 

John blanched. “Could you please not say that? Even being devil‟s advocate? I know they 

hurt you and scared you, and they sure as hell scare me, but that is not an option.” 

“Then, what? Even if you find…disciples?” John‟s head snapped up. “Okay, okay, other 

adepts, then. Even if you find them, Murchison will still come after you. Between his captive 

religious fanatics, the Truth News bunch, and the guys with clubs, he can make your life 

miserable – believe me.” 
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The sliding door opened and a short vaguely Asian looking woman stepped in. Her head 

was shaved like that of the monk in reception and she looked closer to sturdy than delicate, 

especially in her denim work shirt and baggy tan cotton trousers with dirt on the knees. “Andy? 

They told me that you were looking for me. Have you come to practice the duet which we 

performed so badly last week?” Her accent had that musical cadence and touches of British 

pronunciation that came with learning English in South Asia.  

“Hi Geeta. No, although that would be a good thing for us to do. I‟d like you to meet my 

friend John. John, this is Geeta. She‟s one of the other taiko players, a student here at Green 

Gulch, and a ...yogini? If that is the right word?” 

“Yogini?” Geeta laughed. “Well, perhaps in California that is the right word. And I am 

no longer just a student, I have become ordained. I am very pleased to meet you, John. But 

Andy, if not to practice, why have you come to see me?” 

“To ask about yoga. You once told me that you had studied what you called real yoga 

before you came to the US?” 

„Yes, at home in Kashmir. It is part of becoming a spiritual person.” 

“You studied with a Buddhist monk?” 

“Yes, but yoga is part of many religions. It goes back to the beginning, before Hindus, 

before the Buddha, even before the Vedantas.” 

John said, “Forgive me, I don‟t know much about this. Are there different kinds of yoga 

in different religions?”   

Geeta nodded, smiling. “Most Westerners know little about yoga – they think it is a style 

of exercise. There are many kinds of yoga and different religions emphasize different practices, 

but they are all paths to the same goal. Hindus believe in many gods, Muslims in only one, 

Buddhists may believe in many, one or none, but in Kashmir all practice yoga. It is not the form 

that matters, but the detachment. Even Jesus practiced yoga. Did you know that he is buried in 

Kashmir?” 

Andy looked at John, wondering if visiting Geeta had been a mistake, if John would 

dismiss her, but John was leaning forward, intent. 

“Christians would say that he is not buried at all,” John answered. „Why do you say Jesus 

practiced yoga?” 
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“That is why he survived. When he was nailed up he entered samadhi – a trance, through 

yoga he had learned as a boy living in India. The trance made him seem dead so that he could be 

rescued. He recovered and went back to India where he taught for many more years. He is buried 

in Srinigar. This is well known in Kashmir.” 

If there really was a Jesus, an adept like John, why had he let himself be nailed up at all? 

Andy wondered. It gave a whole new meaning to the question “What would Jesus do?” 

“I have never heard that,” John said, “though I suppose it is easier to believe than 

resurrection. It‟s very difficult to decide what to believe about religious stories.” 

“Yes. And in many places, including Kashmir, one can be killed for choosing the wrong 

god and believing the wrong stories. For people who do not wish to fight about such things it is 

better to be a Buddhist and concentrate on one‟s own enlightenment. Yoga helps in this.” 

Andy came to the point of the visit. “Is there anyone locally who teaches real yoga?” 

Geeta shook her head. “Anyone who claims simply to teach yoga in this country is an 

aerobics instructor. Only those who provide spiritual guidance would teach true yoga techniques 

as part of their wisdom.” 

“Well, that is what we‟re after.” 

“Have you decided to become a spiritual person, Andy? There are times when we drum 

when it seems that you relinquish yourself a little. This is good!” 

“Drumming may be good for Andy, but I‟m afraid that this is mostly for me,” John 

answered. “I need to learn more about yoga. For my own well-being.” 

Geeta bobbed her head and frowned. “Have you found a spiritual tradition that is 

comfortable for you? Have you begun to meditate?” 

John shook his head. “I‟m afraid that I don‟t have time for that. I need to learn about 

levitation – yogic flying.” He rose about a foot, still in a seated position. 

Geeta‟s eyes and mouth widened. She knelt and placed her hands together and bowed 

low, saying something in a language Andy couldn‟t identify. When she lifted her head again she 

was trembling. “I do not understand. This comes only with great refinement of the spirit - yet 

you do not even meditate? This seems not possible.” 

John gave Andy a crooked, bitter smile and let himself settle. “Everyone seems to say 

that. What do you mean by refinement of the spirit?” 

“But if you know nothing of even this most basic thing how is that you are able to fly?” 
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“I don‟t really know, Geeta. I am hoping that you can help me understand it. Are there 

written stories about these flying yogis?” 

Geeta took a deep breath, visibly calming herself, back straightening, shoulders relaxing, 

before she replied. “I am sure that there are. Lama Rongtse taught them to us beginning students 

as warnings. There is a famous story of one of the Buddha‟s disciples, the Venerable Pindola 

Bharadvaja, who discovered that he had achieved this ability. The Buddha chastised him for 

becoming distracted from true spiritual refinement and predicted that Pindola would have to 

experience several more cycles of samsara before he reached nirvana. Flying is yielding to a 

temptation.” 

“Are there stories of yogis doing other things with this ability, perhaps becoming strong 

enough to lift great weights?” 

“There are folk tales of magic in Kashmir as there are everywhere, but these have nothing 

to do with yoga or spirituality. To attempt to become stronger in this way would only be to stray 

further from the correct path.” She took another deep breath. “And yet what we were taught must 

be incorrect, for here you have found this ability without even knowing of the path.” Geeta rose 

to her feet. “I do not understand this.” 

“But somehow yoga can lead to flying, that‟s what you were taught?” John stood up as 

well. 

“Yes.” 

“Is there a book I can read, something that might help me understand?” 

“There are many books, but true understanding requires study with one who has gone 

before, a guide and personal teacher.” 

“Would you teach me?” 

“I regret that I cannot. Within Buddhism there are many traditions. In Ladakh I studied 

with Lama Rongtse, a teacher of Vajrayana Buddhism. I‟m afraid that I was not a very good 

student in those days – I was impatient. Lama Rongtse suggested that I follow another path. 

Westerners would say that he rejected me, and at first I resented it, but it was an act of wisdom. 

Zen is a better path for me, as he recognized. I did not study with Lama Rongtse long enough to 

learn the exercises. In any case, what would be the point? You can already fly.” 

“Geeta, what if flying is something that everyone can learn to do, whether they are 

spiritual people or not? What if yogis learn it as a sort of byproduct of their search for 
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enlightenment, through some of these exercises? Is there anyone in this area who teaches the 

Vajrayana path?” 

Geeta didn‟t answer immediately and Andy wondered if she was unsure, or simply 

unwilling to help. Temptations were probably not to be encouraged, in any religion. When she 

spoke her tone was disapproving. “There is a man, Nandana, who claims to teach Vajrayana. He 

teaches in Golden Gate Park near the Rose Garden once a month in the afternoon. If he is still 

keeping to the same schedule he should be there a week from today. Would you like me to call 

him and introduce you?” 

Andy caught John‟s eye, and saw the warning headshake. “That would be very kind, 

Geeta, but perhaps you should just tell him that a friend of yours is curious about his teaching, 

without mentioning John or flying. We don‟t want to offend him.” Or use John‟s name on a 

telephone. 

“Alright Andy. There is also a man who calls himself Dorjit. He teaches a mishmash of 

religious traditions, including some Vajrayana techniques. I think he is a charlatan, but Nandana 

treats him with some respect. Dorjit has his own ashram near Big Sur.” 

“Let‟s start with Nandana,” John said. “And thank you Geeta. Thanks very much.” 

Geeta looked at John for a long beat. “You are welcome, if it helps. I think you would be 

better off if you did not pursue this path, but it is your choice.” She pivoted a quarter turn. 

“Please excuse me now, Andy. I must meditate on what it means when a teacher is incorrect.” 

Geeta turned her back to them and left through the sliding door.  

A pain shot down Andy‟s left leg and he shifted his weight to the other foot. At least they 

were coming less frequently.  He heard faint voices coming from outside, but nobody else came 

in. Still, it was time to get moving. “John, what do you want me to tell Murchison? I have to give 

him something soon. It can‟t wait until next week. I can‟t take another beating. If they even 

threaten, I guarantee you I will tell them everything I know, including the phone.” 

“I understand. I couldn‟t stand up to torture either. We‟ll make sure you don‟t know very 

much, certainly not where I‟m going from here. Call him. Tell him … I‟m in California and I can 

walk on water. And that it has nothing to do with divinity, and I‟m not a prophet. He‟ll have to 

make do with the prophets he already has.”  

“Murchison will want more.” 
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“Tell him I‟m down south visiting Hindu and Buddhist meditation centers. Which will be 

true, at least for a little while.” 

“So how did I find this out?” 

“Where did you go this morning?”  

“The headlands, the farmers market, up 101…” 

“The farmers market…I accosted you there, knowing that you shop there every week. I 

told you that I have a line on another adept, one stronger than I am, somewhere around…Ojai. 

I‟ve gone south to find him and try to convince him to teach me. I don‟t know how long it might 

take, but I plan to call you when I find him.” 

“You better stay away from Ojai. You know this will make them follow me if they aren‟t 

already.” 

“Probably, for a while. Just be boring. Go to the next farmers market. Don‟t let them find 

the phone. Meanwhile I need you to buy some gear for me. We have to assume that the yoga 

thing may be a blind alley. I think I may be able to build an objective detector for theta adepts.” 

“How?” 

“It depends on the hypothesis that the theta field is somehow connected to the zero-point 

vacuum energy. You remember a few years ago when people started to measure the Casimir 

effect - proved it was real and the theory gave the right strength?” 

“The force between two conductors in a vacuum due to the zero-point quantum 

fluctuations? I always thought that was one of the weirdest things they ever taught us. It only 

shows up if the conductors are within something like a micron of each other, doesn‟t it?” 

“Right. Some guys at Bell Labs figured they could use the Casimir effect to make a super 

sensitive atomic force microscope, for measuring the shapes of extremely smooth microscopic 

surfaces down to distortions in the positions of individual atoms. Part of the ongoing effort to 

shrink everything, especially computers. The idea is that the vacuum potential energy is constant 

in time, so you can measure changes in separation between a probe and a sample by measuring 

the force on the probe tip as you run it across a surface, just barely out of contact.” 

Andy made the leap. “Except what if the vacuum potential isn‟t constant but the 

separation is! Yeah, I see. How do we control the separation?” 
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“The Bell Labs guys made a chip designed for the tip of the AFM, and they must have 

some way of calibrating it for a known separation. We just leave it in calibration mode and look 

at the changes in the force due to other factors.” 

“And we see if it can detect you, and, if so, we can use it to find others. John, that‟s very 

good – assuming that it works on you. I‟ll call Bell Labs and…” 

„No. Call Dennis Ruggels, have him call the Labs. NSA is probably scanning phone 

traffic for your name at this point, and certainly for mine. In fact, you probably ought to visit 

Dennis in person.” A door banged somewhere outside the zendo. “Look, people will be here 

soon. The phones are set up to allow a connection in a five-minute window every four hours, on 

the hour, starting at noon. Call me when you have the chip. You‟d better go; the sooner you call 

Murchison the better the chance he will buy your story.” 

“Right.” Andy winced as he stood up from his leaning position, but John remained 

seated. “Are you staying? No, never mind, I don‟t want to know.” 

“Andy…if you have to tell them the truth I‟ll know you didn‟t have a choice. I probably 

don‟t have a right to ask you to stay involved at this point, but there‟s nobody else, so please, just 

try a little longer, okay?” 

“I‟ll do what I can, John.” 
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Chapter 15 

 

Andy drove straight home, or as straight as Marin County roads would allow. The 

sheriff‟s car was still there and so was the vigil. He poked the garage opener and eased in, put the 

car in reverse and looked around. Nobody. He poked the button again and stayed in the car until 

the overhead door hit the cement, then put the car in park, turned it off and got out. He unlocked 

and looked around as he made his way to the phone in his office, but the house was undisturbed. 

As before Swivett answered on the first ring. “Swivett.” 

“This is Andrew Taggart. I have just seen and spoken with John Chalk. Put me through to 

Mr. Murchison, please.” 

“I‟ll check.” 

The Veritas Foundation spiel came on again and he wondered if Swivett actually had 

priority access to Murchison. Perhaps only on certain matters; it seemed unlikely that a Swivett 

would know enough about all of Murchison‟s operations to exercise judgment. If John was of 

overriding importance maybe he wasn‟t just a potential weapon. Maybe he was a potential rival. 

“You will have to hold for a couple of minutes. He‟s busy.” 

“Okay…How is it that a special agent is assigned to provide security for a religious 

foundation? What happened to the separation of church and state?” 

“A lot of people think they got separated a little too far. I was willing to resign to take the 

job at Veritas, but Mr. Murchison told me he would prefer that I retain my badge. The Director 

got a call from the President and that was it. I‟m kind of a special case.” 

Roger that, Andy thought. “So how did you come to be involved with the Foundation?” 

Swivett hesitated. Andy thought he was going to tell him it was none of his business, but 

the agent answered. “I got shot. Badly. I thought I was going to die. The docs in the ER thought 

so too – I could see it in their faces. So I prayed – for the first time in my life, I really prayed, to 

be forgiven. And Jesus came into me and I knew that I was forgiven, and I didn‟t die. The docs 

said it was a miracle that I made it.” 

Andy found himself wishing that physicians would speak more precisely. “I‟ve heard 

trauma doctors say that there‟s a sort of an edge, where one body will die and another won‟t, and 

they don‟t know which is which until after. Sounds like you‟re one of the lucky ones.” 
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“Not luck!” Swivett sounded irritated now, and paused. “Look, I know you‟re still one of 

the lost. You can‟t accept that there is one, and only one, route to salvation. If you ever find it 

you‟ll understand.” 

That didn‟t seem to leave much room for discussion, which was probably just as well, 

Andy decided. Physiology, thaumaturgy or divine intervention, how could you tell? The only 

observable was that the man lived when he thought the doctors expected him to die. 

“Yes, well…then what? How did you get involved with Veritas?” 

“Do you know who the Reverend Warren Thiebault is? 

“Yes, I saw him on the news the other day.” 

“He is a great man. He visited the hospital while I was recuperating and prayed with us. I 

knew I wanted to change my life and asked him for guidance. He showed me where the battle 

will truly be fought and sent me to see Mr. Murchison. End of story.” 

“Look, I‟m sorry if I‟ve offended you. You have every right to your religious beliefs, 

even if I don‟t share them, I recognize that.” 

Swivett was not mollified. “You people…‟Every right to your religious beliefs‟,” he 

mimicked. “Get it into your head. There is only one belief that matters, and that is acceptance of 

Jesus into your heart. Everything else is wrong. Read the Bible, it‟s all there in God‟s Word.” 

“But…the Bible is contradictory. How do you decide what parts to believe?” 

“I believe all of it. Every word. If you can‟t handle that, it‟s your problem, not mine. Mr. 

Murchison is ready for you.” 

There was a click and an abrupt change of voice. “I trust you have been prompt this time, 

Dr. Taggart. When and where?” 

“At the Marin Civic Center farmers market, about an hour ago. I felt a tap on my arm and 

turned and there he was.” 

“An hour ago…he isn‟t with you now?” 

“No.” 

“Did you see him leave? What was he driving?” 

“He left on a bus, heading for central San Rafael, according to the destination sign.” 

Andy spun his story carefully, fighting the urge to embellish. Just answer the question. 

“Did he tell you how he reached California?” 

“He said something about hitching a ride on a private aircraft.” 
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Murchison sighed, audibly annoyed. “Yes, our great loophole. We can search them at the 

airports, but heaven forbid we should come between a man and his toys. Why did Dr. Chalk seek 

you out this time?” 

“To apologize for getting me into an unpleasant situation – and to send you a message. 

He said to tell you he can walk on water now and it has nothing to do with divinity, but maybe it 

does have something to do with spirituality. He thinks that some of the stories about the Indian 

yoga masters bear investigation, and that some of the Christian miracle stories might be true.” 

“A physicist actually said that?” 

“Yes…I know it sounds strange.” 

“What are his plans?” 

“He was going to look for a yogi he‟d heard of, someplace near Ojai. He thinks this guy 

might be another adept – a stronger one, who can teach him.” 

“And what will he do if he finds this guru?” 

“It depends on what the guy can do. If he‟s an adept it would mean that others can 

do…what John does. And that a way to teach it might be through…non-Christian spiritual 

practices.” 

There was a moment of silence. When Murchison replied he used the quiet voice and 

precise diction of a man controlling his anger. “That cannot be permitted. Did he tell you how to 

get in touch with him?” 

“No. He said he‟d get in touch with me after he finds the yogi, maybe set up some more 

tests. I‟ll call as soon as I see him or hear from him.” 

“I will be in San Francisco by noon tomorrow. Come to the Fairmont Hotel at four 

o‟clock. We are going to go over every detail of your meeting with Chalk, Dr. Taggart. I mean to 

find him.” 

“Alright, I‟ll be there. Look…I‟m cooperating, how about cutting me some slack on the 

vigil and the news coverage?” He held his breath…had it been too much? 

“Very well – it seems to have served its purpose. Earl, make the call. And get your people 

moving.” 

“Yes, Mr. Murchison.” 

The phone went dead and Andy looked at it worriedly after he hung up. Murchison 

seemed to have bought the story, but it had never occurred to him that Swivett was still listening 
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in. He suspected that the agent was quite good at detecting lies. He would have to be very careful 

in inventing details for the meeting. 

It was mid-afternoon now, and he remembered that he had promised to clear some space 

so Rachel could start moving in this evening. With the promise that the harassment would end, 

maybe they could get on with their lives. Except, of course, that the house was bugged. She had 

probably assumed it from Murchison‟s original revelation, but he had to remind her. He wasn‟t a 

good enough actor to fool her if he had to keep censoring what he said; she would know 

something was wrong. But they couldn‟t talk about John in the house, except to confirm the story 

he was selling to Murchison.  

 He went into his bedroom and contemplated his closet…their closet. Rachel‟s rolling 

suitcase stood in the corner of the room, but not in the closet; that crossed a boundary of some 

kind. He hadn‟t let himself realize how much it mattered that she was moving in. Remembered 

pain from Kate‟s departure made him cautious, he supposed. The thought made him feel a little 

jittery, aware that if things went wrong, for any reason, there would be no easy way out. Well, 

things just couldn‟t be allowed to go wrong. He couldn‟t lie to her, not now. They could move 

out, but that would only alert Murchison. Like John said, be boring. But he had to let her know 

about the bugs. 

 He began to pull clothes off hangers; shirts he had never liked, pants that would never fit 

again, no matter how much he worked out. It was a big closet, so between discards and 

scrunching stuff together it was pretty easy to clear half for Rachel. The dresser was another 

matter. There was only the one; Kate had taken the other. Even after he tossed all of his worn T-

shirts, frayed pajamas and thin-at-the-heel socks he could clear only the top drawer. Well, they 

would just get another dresser. She would probably want to change other things, too, maybe all 

the rest of the furniture. Different art on the walls – although that would almost certainly be an 

improvement. Her tastes were more sophisticated than his.  

The Brotherhood packed up and left at five, leaving only a plastic bag of trash by the side 

of the parking area. Rachel arrived at about six, trailing a larger rolling suitcase.  

“Let me get that.” 

“I‟ve got this one. You could bring in some of the things on hangers from the car, though. 

If you feel up to it. How are you feeling today? How did you get them to go?” 
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“Better. The aches aren‟t as bad as yesterday. In fact, much better, now that the 

Brotherhood is gone, which happened about an hour ago. The „how‟ is a longish story. I‟ll get 

your stuff.” Andy held up the pad of paper he‟d picked up as soon as he‟d heard her car. He‟d 

written on it „Pretty sure the house is bugged. Be careful what you say. John is back and they 

think I am going to turn him in.‟ He held out the pad and a ballpoint. 

“Just don‟t overdo something and hurt yourself.” Rachel took the pad and pen and wrote 

“I thought it would be. To hell with them.” 

Andy took the pad back and tore off the top sheet, which he crumpled and put in his 

pocket. “I‟ll take it easy, I promise.” On the clean sheet he wrote “OK. Just accept everything I 

say about John,” and handed the pad to her. 

Rachel took the pad again and scribbled, handed it back, and winked. It said “Right. And 

later, in the bedroom, we can give them another loud performance.” 

Andy tore off that sheet, added it to the first in his pocket, and headed for the door. 

Obviously Rachel was going to take to this better than he was. 

He went out to her car and gathered an armful of women‟s clothing from the back seat. 

He carried it up to the bedroom and found Rachel unpacking the suitcase, piling slips and bras 

and panties on the bed. He carefully hung her clothes on her side of the closet, turned and found 

her looking at him with a sympathetic, if slightly awkward smile. 

“Does it feel strange to share a closet again? It does to me.”  

“Yeah, sort of. And we‟re going to need a new dresser.” 

“Oh, I‟ve known that for a month. I‟ve been planning for this ever since I claimed the left 

side of the bathroom counter and a shelf on the shower rack. We‟re taking a bigger step, but it 

isn‟t like we didn‟t see it coming.” 

He walked over and put his arms around her. “It‟s a good step.” 

“I think so, too.” She returned the hug and kissed him, at first lightly, but it rapidly 

changed into something more serious, even urgent, so that Andy was a little surprised when she 

pulled back. “Mmm, yes, you get the rest of the stuff from the car and I‟ll clear off the bed.” 

There wasn‟t much more this trip, just a cardboard box and a light gym bag full of shoes. 

Rachel met him at the door. “The box goes in the kitchen.” 

“What‟s in it?” 
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“Things I can‟t live without, mainly my everything pot and my coffee mug, and some 

food.” She disappeared with the bag of shoes, so Andy took the box into the kitchen and opened 

it. The pot was a large enameled cast iron casserole, bright blue, and the mug had a cutesy 

leprechaun on it. Oh, well, he would get used to it. There was also a full freezer container labeled 

“Sp. Sauce,” a package of linguine and a bottle of red wine. 

Rachel came back in. “I‟ll do dinner - later. As you see, I came prepared.” 

“Should I open the wine now?” 

“Nope.” She took his hand, raised it to her lips, put one finger in her mouth and ran her 

tongue around it. Then she moved it down between her legs, under her skirt. “I took my panties 

off…Sir.” 

 

 

They drank wine and waited for the pasta water to boil in the blue pot while Andy told 

her guardedly about his meeting with John and the phone call to Murchison, sticking to the story 

he had told on the phone. The crumpled sheets of notepaper had gone into the fire, along with the 

one on which he‟d written “John has a plan. Long shot but we have to try it before they find 

him” while she‟d been filling the pot.  “… So Murchison insists that John is needed to serve as a 

prophet to lead the new crusade, and John is off looking for other adepts, still saying that he is 

not a prophet.” The pad and pen were on the coffee table in front of them.  

“Did you see the news this afternoon?” 

“No, why?” 

“The police arrested a couple of hundred anti-Muslim demonstrators over in Oakland at 

the trial of that Palestinian woman who was caught trying to bring in a hundred kilos of Semtex 

disguised as frozen shrimp last year. One of the Christian paramilitary groups hijacked two of the 

police vans and released the prisoners. Killed four cops.” 

“All in the name of God.” Andy shook his head 

Rachel nodded. “Yes. I almost wish John were a divine messenger, sent to tell all the 

killers they‟re wrong and God is not on their side.” 

Andy reached for the pad and wrote “For real or just for the bugs?” Rachel took the pen 

and circled “for real.” Well, he‟d promised to cooperate, but if he and Rachel pretended to be 
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converts it would sound like they were talking for the bugs, and Murchison damn well knew he 

was cooperating under duress. 

“I suppose that„s basically what he would say, but unfortunately it would just be John 

saying it.” 

“How would anyone know?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Here‟s a man who can do miracles. If he said God spoke to him and told him that 

religious wars are wrong, who would know if it was true or not?” 

“Just John, I guess. But who would believe him?” 

“Well, I might.” 

“Are you serious?” 

“Andy I know you don‟t believe, but I think there is a … call it a spiritual center. It 

doesn‟t have to be an anthropomorphic entity with a booming voice. Just something that 

communicates the difference between right and wrong. Isn‟t somebody who speaks about right 

and wrong and backs it up with miracles a prophet?” 

Andy began to rehearse the logical arguments in his head, and then told himself to shut 

up. Rachel was moving in and he didn‟t need to pick that fight. Especially in front of the unseen 

audience. “I suppose that‟s a reasonable working definition. I think of right and wrong as 

something that people worked out over time and pass along to their children. We – people - 

argue about right and wrong all the time.” 

“That‟s why I wish we had a real prophet, somebody who could say „This is the answer, 

now stop arguing!‟ An authority. Maybe John can be the authority we need.” 

“Well, I don‟t think he wants the job, and I don‟t think it would work in any case. Even if 

John were a miraculous authority figure, people of faith would still have to decide whether to 

believe him, as opposed to the traditional version…whether to believe in him. Why believe in the 

new guy?” 

“Because he can do miracles that you can see with your own eyes. And because we need 

someone new.” 

“Yeah, the old prophets aren‟t doing us much collective good these days, are they? 

Whatever they were.  John says there is no divine message and the „miracles‟ are just physics. I 

guess you can try to talk him into playing the role of prophet as peacemaker, but you‟ll have to 
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get in line behind Wendell Murchison, and he has other plans.” He was pretty sure she had meant 

exactly what she‟d said, but the audience needed to be reassured that they would get the first 

shot.  
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Chapter 16 

 

 

Marin County has only two high-traffic highways of any length. US 101, the freeway, 

runs south to north from the Golden Gate Bridge to the Sonoma County line and beyond, while 

Sir Francis Drake Boulevard runs west to east, first from Point Reyes to Point Reyes Station, 

where it disappears. It reappears a few miles south in tiny Olema, reputed epicenter of the 1906 

earthquake, and then runs across the county to marginally larger San Quentin, where the gas 

chamber still stands ready. Along the way Sir Francis Drake collects upscale commuters, 

funneling them onto the southbound freeway where the roads cross at the edge of the Bay in 

Larkspur, which is where Andy and Rachel turned onto the boulevard eastbound toward 

Berkeley.  

Sir Francis Drake wound between a shopping center and the ferry terminal, slipped over a 

hill with a police shooting range where bullets occasionally went astray, passed the prison, and 

officially morphed into I-580 on the approach to the Richmond-San Rafael Bridge, where traffic 

slowed to a fitful crawl past cranes working on the latest seismic retrofit project. Traffic was 

making about five miles an hour, but Andy could see that it speeded up beyond the merge. 

 They were in a loaner with a noisy exhaust that Andy had picked up when he‟d delivered 

the Honda to his mechanic for an impromptu and somewhat premature brake job; if the house 

was bugged presumably his car was, too. As soon as they had pulled out into traffic he‟d told 

Rachel the real story of his meeting with John, leaving out the technical details of the detector. 

Her only comment had been “What happens if John can‟t find any other adepts, is there a Plan 

B?” To which he had responded “I don‟t know.” Since then Rachel had been quiet. 

“Do you think they‟ll ever tear that place down?” Rachel asked, staring out at the old 

prison‟s tan stucco veneer and red roofs. 

“Maybe if it falls down in the next quake. The politicians argue about it every few years, 

but it never happens. If they do, they‟ll turn it into a historical theme park like Alcatraz, build 

houses, and complain because the traffic got worse.”  

“Oh, you‟re in a good mood. Aren‟t you happy that the vigil people went away? I am. 

Even if the house is bugged. I missed you. I‟d got myself all ready to move in, complete with an 
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evening of serious debauchery, and then they spoiled it. Although last night was a pretty good 

improvisation for a man in your weakened condition.” 

Andy grinned. “Don‟t distract me, Rachel. If I have an accident on the bridge in this 

traffic they might just heave us over the side.” 

They were starting out onto the causeway now. Andy thought the Richmond Bridge was 

one of the strangest looking highway contraptions he had seen. It had none of the soaring 

grandeur of the Golden Gate or the audacity of the Bay Bridge, no tall towers and graceful 

cables. The Richmond was a truss and cantilever bridge rather than a suspension design, which 

meant that it looked like something built with an upsized erector set. And it wiggled. This first 

causeway shot straight out just above water level with side-by-side lanes. Then the bridge turned 

to the right and began to climb, ever-longer legs reaching down to the Bay bottom. The 

eastbound lanes ducked under the westbound, and the trusses rose to enclose them. Now the 

bridge angled left, then more left. It went over a high point on two widely separated supports that 

defined a shipping channel, looking like an old railroad bridge. It descended slightly, then went 

up again over a second ship channel. Finally it sloped steeply down to a landing at the Richmond 

toll plaza, among refinery tanks and an oil loading dock. It had been described variously and 

called the “roller coaster” bridge when it opened in 1957. Andy‟s favorite was a snake on stilts. 

“I‟m happy that the vigil has been called off, but I wouldn‟t be surprised if Murchison 

puts the pressure back on. He‟s pissed that John was smart enough to disappear, and I‟m his most 

convenient handle on John. Plus, I lied to him.” Traffic was moving more freely as they climbed 

up the ascending section, but it was still too closely packed for Andy to look at the view. Brake 

lights flashed three cars ahead and he lifted off the accelerator, but it was momentary. “Sooner or 

later he‟ll send Swivett and friends back, even if I can send him off in the wrong direction at the 

meeting this afternoon. In the meantime I need to run some errands for John.” 

“Which would explain why we are driving to Berkeley in life-threatening traffic.” 

“Yes. Why did you want to come along?” 

“I told you, I missed you.” She reached over and patted his leg. “It was bad enough when 

you got beaten up, but when you left me that note it really scared me. And now I‟m scared even 

more. I‟m not going to wait around to see if you show up at the end of the day. Whatever you 

and John are going to do, I want in.” 
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Andy glanced over at her. She wanted in. In on the secret, in on the action, in on the 

planning – in on what? He didn‟t ask. Whatever it was, it felt good. 

 “Won‟t they miss you at the office?” 

 “They didn‟t really need me at that conference today anyway; we aren‟t going to fund 

any of the presenting companies. Jeff barely even complained.” 

Andy hadn‟t met Jeffrey Morgan, Rachel‟s boss, but she made him sound more like an 

accountant than a venture capitalist. 

“Well, technically we‟re going to visit an un-funded seed-stage technology company, so 

he shouldn‟t complain too much.” 

“I thought your friend was a professor.” 

“Part time. Dennis Ruggels teaches freshman physics three days a week, but he‟s 

fundamentally an inventor. The best lab guy I‟ve ever known; anything from micro-machining to 

robotic sample processing, Dennis makes it work. He has a little one-man shop where he works 

on his big ideas so he won‟t have to share the profits with UC.” 

“Has he made big profits?” 

“Not so far.” 

They passed above Red Rock and began rolling down the eastern slope of the bridge, 

traffic spreading out and moving at the limit or faster. 

“Why are we going to see him?” 

“I borrowed a bunch of instruments from him when I began running tests on John. I‟m 

taking some of them back. But more importantly, I need to get him to buy a special microchip for 

me without telling him why.” 

“You don‟t trust him?” 

“No, he probably doesn‟t trust me. Dennis doesn‟t trust anybody. He‟s been involved in 

the world of killer apps, the next big thing, stolen ideas, stealth-mode startups and intellectual 

property disputes so long, he once described himself as a „connoisseur of mendacity and 

misdirection.‟ He certainly wouldn‟t believe me if I told him the truth about John and the theta 

field. He‟s more likely to help me and keep quiet about it if I let him follow his instincts.” 

They passed through the toll plaza without stopping - tolls were still paid in only one 

direction on Bay Area bridges – and Andy relaxed a little in the lightened traffic. Two-deck 

bridges in quake country made him uncomfortable. Traffic slowed again at the I-80 merge, as 
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always, but they got off at Gilman. Andy wound through side streets between the railroad tracks 

and San Pablo Avenue, where old warehouses and industrial buildings had been recycled into 

everything from software firms to handcraft workshops to ethnic food producers. The industrial 

areas bordered crowded neighborhoods of apartments and small houses, with shops whose signs 

bore a minimum of three languages, and air that smelled of a mélange of cuisines. They parked 

in the only space marked for visitors at the side of a recently painted cement block building that 

had once been a fish market. 

Andy got out and opened the trunk, lifted out a crate of carefully packed electronics, set it 

down and closed the trunk lid, then used the remote to lock the car. He picked up the crate and 

walked to where Rachel waited at the nearest door. It was white-painted metal, set into a heavy 

frame, and bore the words „Ruggels Research‟ in black, neatly edged with gold. The door was 

locked, but there was a pushbutton, which Rachel pressed. Andy couldn‟t hear the result, but in a 

few seconds Dennis‟s voice issued from a tiny speaker grille set above the button. 

“Yes?” 

“It‟s Andy, Dennis. Sorry to be late, the bridge is a mess” 

The door opened and Dennis looked out, then swung it open all the way. “Coulda told 

you the bridge was gonna be a mess. Here, let me have that before you drop it.” Dennis stepped 

forward, took the crate from Andy, noticed Rachel, and stopped. “You didn‟t tell me you were 

bringing company.” He turned and went inside with the crate, leaving Andy and Rachel to 

follow. 

They entered a small office with a desk and chair, a computer workstation, a well-used 

sofa, two guest chairs and a bank of filing cabinets. An inner door behind the desk was open, and 

through it Andy could see the large laboratory space in the former loading dock where Dennis 

actually worked. Dennis was dressed as always in a white lab coat open over jeans, a tee-shirt 

and sneakers. He had been large, soft and balding since Andy had known him in grad school, and 

his look hadn‟t changed much; less hair it seemed. He stepped into the lab, set the crate on a 

bench, came back into the office and shut the inner door. He glanced at Rachel again, then at the 

papers on the desk, and quickly closed an open manila folder. 

“Dennis, this is Rachel Hollander, a friend of mine. She just came along for the ride. 

Look, I need…” 

“Stop! Rachel Hollander…of Morgan Technology Ventures?” 



 

 169 

“Um, yeah.” Andy waited for a second, puzzled. “Have you two met?” 

“No. I make it a point to know the personnel of every venture capital outfit in the Bay 

Area. You brought a VC in here unannounced?” 

“What‟s the big deal? This isn‟t official, she‟s a friend.” 

“I‟m sorry to be rude, Ms. Hollander, but would you mind waiting outside?” 

“Like hell she will! What‟s your problem, Dennis?” 

“There are things I am working on that other people would pay a good deal to know 

about.” Dennis deftly pushed his papers and files into a neat pile, which he picked up and placed 

in the top desk drawer. He looked at the computer, but the screen saver was running. 

“I‟d be happy to sign a nondisclosure if you‟re concerned.” Rachel sounded a little 

amused. 

“You know very well that an NDA is not worth…well.” Dennis took a deep breath. “I 

keep this room pretty well sanitized. It‟s probably okay as long as we stay out here. Look, I 

apologize. I‟m a little sensitive about these matters. Let‟s start over. Dennis Ruggels. Pleased to 

meet you, Ms. Hollander.” Dennis extended his hand. 

“Rachel, please. Nice to meet you.” Their handshake was brief, but polite. Andy thought 

Rachel was now definitely amused. 

“Have a seat. What‟s happening, Andy?” Dennis dropped into the desk chair. 

They sat in the other two chairs. “I brought the squids back. Worked fine, eliminated a 

hypothesis. Have you got a portable scintillation rig?” 

“Excuse me. Squids?” Rachel was losing the struggle to keep a straight face. 

“Superconducting quantum interference device. Squid. Very sensitive magnetometers. 

Yeah, I‟ve got a scintillation meter, Andy. What kind of radiation are you looking for?” 

“Not sure. I also need you to order something special for me. A Casimir-effect AFM 

chip. I think the only source is the Bell Labs group, and you did some work with them, didn‟t 

you?” 

Dennis nodded slowly, staring at Andy. “Why not order it yourself? This is for whatever 

you and Chalk are working on?” 

“Yeah. I think it‟s better if the order comes from an established company. There are 

already people paying way too much attention to John and me.” 
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Dennis kept nodding and staring. He picked up a pen and began tapping the point lightly 

on the desktop. Not an absent tapping, but a very precise vertical motion. Everything those long 

fingers did was precise, Andy remembered. 

“So you‟ve become a believer – last time you wanted to figure out if Chalk was messing 

with your head. And now a Casimir chip. I heard Chalk did pretty well with his startup a couple 

years back. You were barely safe to leave alone in a lab, but Chalk was pretty good. Not as good 

as me, but pretty good.” Nodding, staring, tapping. “So you‟re building something. A prototype. 

It deals with small-scale structure. And you‟re hanging out with a VC.” Quick look at Rachel, 

back to Andy, still nodding and tapping. He stopped tapping and leaned forward. “Look, can I 

get in? If you‟re building stuff, you know I can help. I don‟t need a big piece, just a taste.” 

“There‟s nothing to get in on - yet.” Andy spread his hands. “Honest, it‟s still purely 

exploratory. I‟ll make you a promise if you like; if and when we get a convincing proof of the 

concept we‟re working on, we‟ll show it to you and let you decide if you want to become 

involved. Until then it‟s just a wild speculation and I don‟t want to embarrass myself. Will you 

get me the chip?” 

“Well, shit.” Dennis laid down his pen. “Okay. I don‟t exactly believe you, but I‟ll play 

along. You got any idea what a Casimir chip costs?” 

“No, but I‟m pretty sure John can afford it. It‟s really his project. Just tell me how much 

and I‟ll get you the cash.” 

“How do you know I won‟t inflate it?” 

“Because you‟d rather find out what we‟re working on, and you know I can check the 

price.” 

Dennis raised his eyebrows and smiled. “Touche. Curiosity keeps me poor.” He got up. 

“You want anything else besides the chip and the scintillation rig?” 

“Not today.” 

“Then excuse me a moment.” 

Dennis opened the lab door just wide enough to slip through and closed it quickly behind 

him. 

“Why didn‟t you just make something up? Tell him you were working on a cure for 

Alzheimer‟s or something?” Rachel kept her voice low, but she was obviously trying to stifle a 

giggle, whether at Dennis or him Andy wasn‟t sure. 
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“Because he would have wanted a detailed description so we could argue the technical 

merits.” Andy kept his voice low in return. “When I first came over to borrow gear I told him 

that John was working on something that sounded crazier than cold fusion and I was determined 

to prove that it was bogus.” 

The door opened and Dennis came back carrying a metal case about the size of a 

salesman‟s sample carrier. Again he closed the door quickly. “Here you go. It‟s shock padded, 

but try not to drop it. I‟ll give you a call about the chip.” 

Andy and Rachel stood, and Andy took the case from Dennis. It was lighter than he‟d 

expected. “Thanks, Dennis…a discreet call, if you don‟t mind. And ask them to overnight the 

shipment.” 

“You‟re getting as bad as me. Okay.” Andy started toward the outside door. “One 

thing…Rachel, could I have your business card?” 

“Of course.” She opened her shoulder bag and extracted a silver card case, handed a card 

to Dennis and put the case back. “I thought you didn‟t like venture capitalists?” 

“Well, you never know, I might need one some day.” 

When they were outside with the door closed behind them Rachel put her hand on 

Andy‟s arm. “That is a very strange man.” 

“Not for a physicist,” he answered with a shrug, smiling. “We are a pretty skewed 

distribution.” 

Andy walked around to the back of the car, unlocked the trunk, and put the metal case 

inside. As he closed the lid there was a shriek and the door of a house backing to the parking area 

banged open. A dark haired teenage girl in jeans and a cropped t-shirt ran down the steps 

barefoot. She spotted Andy and Rachel and shouted at them, first in a language Andy didn‟t 

understand, then in English. 

“Help! He‟ll kill me!” 

As the girl ran toward them a man came through the door. He was older, with a short 

black beard, wearing loose pants and a plaid shirt, and waving a meat cleaver. He bellowed 

words in what sounded like the same language, his rage the evident cause of the girl‟s terror. She 

screamed again and ran faster. 

“Andy?” Rachel‟s voice had that rising now-what-do-we-do inflection, and he looked 

quickly for a length of wood or pipe or something that would serve to block the cleaver, but saw 
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only plastic bottles and paper. He took two steps to the other side of the car, found nothing 

better, and it was too late. 

“Help me, please!” The barefoot girl slammed into the side of the car, using it to stop her 

momentum, then grabbed Andy, clinging to his right arm, using him as a shield.  

“Let go!” Andy tried to jerk his arm free and step away from the car as the bearded man 

slowed, cleaver raised, howling unintelligible words of vituperation at them and taking aim. He 

freed his arm with a second jerk and lifted his left hand to try to deflect the cleaver, and in his 

peripheral vision he saw Rachel moving. Her hand came out of her bag with a small cylinder. 

She raised it and fired a stream of liquid into the bearded man‟s face. 

The words lost their rhythm, turned into a choking scream, and the face of rage became 

one of agony. Rachel sprayed him again and he dropped his weapon, raised his hands and began 

rubbing frantically at his eyes. His scream broke into a series of wheezing moans and he dropped 

to his knees, then his side, covering his face with his hands. Andy took one step and kicked the 

cleaver aside, then spun away, holding his breath, as the cloud of stinging vapor ballooned into 

his own face. 

“Pepper spray. Works exactly as advertised.” Rachel was flushed and breathing quickly, 

but kept her eyes on the man writhing on the ground as she and Andy backed away. They were 

upwind, which helped. “We should call the police.” 

“No, don‟t.” The girl was leaning against the wall near the car, standing on one foot. The 

other was bloody, probably cut as she ran across the parking lot, Andy thought. 

“Why not? You‟re hurt.” He nodded at her foot. 

“It‟s just a cut. If you call the police my whole family will be humiliated.” 

“Who is he?” 

“My uncle. My father‟s brother. He‟s from Pakistan.” 

“Was he really trying to kill you?” 

She nodded. “He‟s very …religious. He only arrived two days ago, on his first visit, and 

he started bossing around, telling everybody what to do. Have you heard of honor killings?” 

“Yes.” 

“He said that my father had no honor, had dirtied his family‟s honor. They had a big 

fight. Then today he saw me…kissing my boyfriend, and he lost it. He called me…a bad name. 
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He grabbed the chicken chopper from the kitchen and tried to hit me. My brother grabbed his 

arm, and that‟s when I ran.” 

New sounds now, a louder moan from the uncle and a call from the house. 

“Suri?” 

The girl waved. “That‟s my brother.” 

Two boys – well, young men, Andy saw – came from the house, walking quickly but not 

running. Both were dressed like American college students, with dark hair and light brown 

coloring. One looked a little older than the other, perhaps early twenties. 

“Are you okay, Suri?”  

“I hurt my foot, Sami, that‟s all. This lady pepper sprayed him.” 

“You really should call the police.” Rachel put the spray cylinder back in her bag. The 

cloud of droplets had dispersed and settled. 

“No, please, we‟ll take care of it.” Sami and the younger boy – the boyfriend, Andy 

thought – picked up the bearded man by his upper arms and drag-walked him back toward the 

house. 

“Thank you. I don‟t…I mean…I didn‟t think that could happen here. Not in 

America…not in Berkeley. Thank you.” Suri smiled, shy and awkward in a way that Andy 

suspected she would have thought weak and old-fashioned as recently as two days ago. “Thank 

you.” She took a limping step, but when Andy moved to help her she shook her head. “I‟m okay, 

really.” She made her own way back to the house. 

“I didn‟t know you carried pepper spray.” 

Rachel took a deep breath and blew it out. “I‟ve never had to use it before.” She pointed 

to the cleaver. “What should we do with that?” 

Andy looked around. There was a dumpster beside the building. He walked over, pushing 

the cleaver with his foot, until he could kick it under the dumpster and came back to the car. 

“Let‟s hope he doesn‟t find something worse.” 

Rachel said nothing as they drove back toward the bridge, and Andy respected her 

silence. He could still picture the uncle‟s face flashing from rage to fear as the chemical spray 

found his eyes and mucus membranes. He paid the toll and accelerated out of the plaza, onto the 

upper deck. Rachel shifted in her seat, turning a little toward his side. 
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“What kind of religion tells men to kill their wives and daughters and nieces for having 

sexual feelings? Or not even having feelings, just for being around when another man decides 

that he feels like raping someone? That the man‟s honor has been sullied, so the woman has to 

die! What kind of religion says that?” 

“Hey, don‟t get mad at me, I‟m glad you hosed the bastard.” 

“I‟m not mad at you, I‟m mad that he exists! Bad enough that some Muslims think Islam 

says the rest of us should be killed, but their own people, their own families?” 

“I agree, it‟s probably the scariest religion in the world…but I don‟t like any of them very 

much. Just like you feel about politicians.” 

“Oh, come on! You really don‟t think suicide bombers and honor killings are off the 

scale?” 

“Why are you trying to pick a fight with me?” 

“Because…because I was terrified. I‟m upset, and you‟re here, and I‟m glad you‟re here, 

and I love you. I‟m sorry Andy.” 

“It‟s okay. I‟m glad I‟m here too.” He hesitated. It was the closest they‟d yet had to a 

fight and he wasn‟t sure she could let it go that quickly. “For whatever it‟s worth, I don‟t think 

the Koran teaches honor killings. I‟d bet he got that from his father, his brothers, his „tribe.‟ 

Religion filtered through a subculture.” 

“You don‟t think the imams condone it?” Her voice had an edge again, and Andy tried 

for a calmer tone. 

“Okay, maybe some do, but…when you were deciding whether to be Jewish, did you 

read about it in books or did someone tell you about it?” 

“Both. The books – the Torah and the Talmud – are really confusing. You read the books, 

then you read the books about the books, then the rabbis interpret.” 

“So it‟s ambiguous. I think priests, imams, tribal elders, fathers and brothers have way 

more influence on zealots than the book versions of religions.” 

“So you think our current war with Muslim fanatics is just an aberration and if the 

ayatollahs went away everything would calm down?” 

He sighed. “No, I‟m not that optimistic. I just think that religion has always been a good 

excuse for killing whoever the tribe tells you are the enemies. The Muslims just seem to do a 

better job of making sure nobody questions what the bosses say. Like you said, what kind of 
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religion tells you to kill your own family? What kind of culture does it take to make men do 

that?” 

There was a long silence, and when Rachel spoke her tone was softer. “Well, there‟s 

always the story of Abraham, of God telling him to kill his son as a test of faith. That‟s in 

everybody‟s books.” 

“Yeah. I wonder who invented that one?” 
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Chapter 17 

 

“I need to get right back on the road if I‟m going to make it on time for the meeting with 

Murchison at the Fairmont.” Andy gently set the case containing the scintillation counter on the 

floor of the taiko room next to one of the electronics racks. “Do you want me to drop you off at 

your place or at work? Or do you just want to hang around here?” 

Rachel shook her head. “None. Why can‟t I go with you?” 

Andy looked around, then took her hand and led her out onto the back deck, all the way 

to the railing. “Rache, it‟s going to be hard enough to lie convincingly with an FBI agent in the 

room.” He kept his voice at a murmur. “I don‟t think I can pull it off if you‟re there too.” 

“Then I‟ll just go along for the ride and wait for you in the lobby.” 

“What if they see you and insist that you come along? Or question you separately? We 

haven‟t made up a detailed story that we can both tell. They‟re sure to trip us.” 

“Then let me drive and drop you off. I‟ll hang around somewhere close by until you call 

me. I just don‟t want to be separated. Not after this morning.” 

He put his arms around her. “Okay. Together.” 

Neither said much as they drove into the city. Andy was rehearsing the details of his 

story, what John had been wearing, exactly what had been said about Ojai. All the bits and pieces 

that would make the story convincing but useless. Rachel turned left off Van Ness at Clay, then 

cut over to the right on Polk to make another left onto California, trying to stay out of the cable 

car lane. He thought of Michaella Shepperd as they passed Grace Cathedral, of her tolerance for 

differing expressions of religion. Hard to be tolerant of a man waving a cleaver. 

Past the cathedral the elegant Nob Hill hotels were lined up on the right. All this had 

burned in the fires of 1906; the mansion where Collis Huntington had lived at what was now 

Huntington Park, across from the Huntington Hotel; the opulent homes of Leland Stanford and 

Mark Hopkins on grounds now occupied by opulent hotels bearing their names. Along with 

Charles Crocker these had been the Big Four, the men who built the railroad over the Sierra and 

became the wealthiest men in San Francisco. Only the Flood mansion, the ominous, deliberately 

intimidating pile of dark brown sandstone now occupied by the Pacific Union Club, and the 

gutted walls of the then newly-built Fairmont Hotel had still stood on Nob Hill. The Fairmont 

was on – no, it filled - the next block on the left. 
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Rachel turned left onto Mason and immediately right into the semicircular driveway 

leading under the ornate porte-cochere topped with flags. Two doormen hurried to meet them, 

while a man with the look of one of Murchison‟s security clones watched from the steps. Andy 

didn‟t think he worked for the hotel. 

“Checking in, sir?” asked the one on Andy‟s side. 

“No, meeting a guest.” 

“Very good, sir. The valet will take care of your car.” 

“No, that‟s alright, I‟m just dropping him off,” Rachel told the one on her side. She 

turned to Andy. “You‟ll call me on the cell when you‟re done?” Andy nodded, took a breath, and 

got out. He went up the steps and paused at the revolving door, listening to the fading exhaust 

noise from the loaner as Rachel continued around the semicircle and back into traffic, and, he 

hoped, safety, at least for the moment. He suppressed the urge to run after her and pushed 

through the door. 

The entry was flanked by snarling lions carved from pink stone, each holding a ball under 

a raised paw. Possession mattered here. The lobby was vast and old-looking, even though it had 

been redecorated recently. There were massive columns and corner pillars of patterned marble in 

shades of tan, ochre and brown. Baroque gilded moldings topped the walls, separated coffered 

ceiling panels, and framed mirrors. The floor lamps looked dangerously ancient, though they 

were undoubtedly recent reproductions, and the furniture looked artfully aged. It all spoke of old 

money in large denominations. 

Andy crossed a thick rug laid over the marble floor and headed toward the polished 

mahogany concierge desk. 

“May I help you, sir?” 

“I‟m Andrew Taggart. I‟m here to see Wendell Mur-.“  

The concierge raised his hand like a traffic cop. “Excuse me, sir, but he prefers that we 

use his name as little as possible when he stays with us. You are expected. You left your car with 

the valet?” 

 Andy shook his head. “I didn‟t bring a car.” 

 “Very well. Front!” A bellman stepped up briskly from somewhere behind the desk. 

“Show Mr. Taggart to the Tower Suite. He is expected, but I‟ll call ahead and alert the security 

people.” The concierge reached for a telephone. 
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“Please follow me, sir.” The bellman led him into what a sign identified as the Laurel 

Court. It had three twenty-foot domes side by side covering a restaurant on the left, a bar on the 

right, and a pair of curved staircases descending in the center. They walked past the stairs, out 

another doorway at the rear, and down a long corridor. The elevator bank stood next to the exit to 

a roof garden. 

They rode up in silence to the top floor of the tower, the newer part of the building. When 

the elevator stopped and the door opened, it revealed a greeting party; Earl Swivett and one of 

the security clones. The bellman did not step forward. “Mr. Taggart is here.” 

Andy stepped out of the elevator, which promptly closed behind him. The unnamed 

security guard brought up a magnetometer wand. 

“Spread your arms and legs, just like at the airport.” Andy complied. The wand buzzed 

over his pocket change and cell phone and the guard patted him down, making him glad he had 

not brought John‟s phone. Finally the guard presented a wireless print reader on which Andy 

placed his hand. It beeped and the guard looked down at a concealed readout. 

“He checks out.” he said to Swivett. 

“And I recognize him. I‟ll take him. Come on, Taggart.” 

Swivett led him across the small elevator vestibule to a polished wooden double door 

mounted with a heavy brass handle. He knocked, inserted a card key and pushed the door open. 

“Go on in, he‟s expecting you.” 

Andy concealed his surprise and relief that Swivett would not be participating in the 

interview and entered the suite. 

He should have known from the lobby, but it still staggered him. The main room was 

huge, with tall windows bowing out one entire wall so that he seemed almost afloat in the air 

above San Francisco. The view encompassed the city, the bridges, the bay, the islands, and 

beyond. To call the carpets and furniture elegant was simply inadequate. The Big Four would 

have been at home in this room. And in the middle of it all stood Wendell Murchison. 

“Come in, Dr. Taggart, come in. From the look on your face I take it you have never 

stayed in the Fairmont Tower Suite. It‟s quite nice, isn‟t it?” 

Murchison was wearing a different suit, but the boots looked the same, shiny black with 

high heels and pointed toes. His coat was unbuttoned, so that the rounded belly was evident, 

along with the suspenders that kept his waistband above it. Andy eyed him warily; the pleasant 
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welcome was not what he had expected. Murchison waved him toward a sofa facing the 

windows. “Please, sit down. Would you care for something to eat or drink? I understand you are 

partial to single malts. We have some excellent bottles.” He pointed toward a sideboard bearing a 

tray of canapés and a cluster of liquor bottles, eighteen-year-old Glenmorangie prominent among 

them. In front of the sideboard to the right were five fat aluminum Halliburton attaché cases.  

Andy shook his head. “No, thanks. I wasn‟t expecting that this would be a social 

occasion. Aren‟t you the guy who just had me beaten up?” He moved to the sofa and sat, 

Murchison taking an adjacent armchair. “What more do you want to know about my encounter 

with John?” 

“Well, the incident in your garage was regrettable. Someone got overzealous, and I 

apologize. And your „encounter‟ isn‟t really why you are here, Dr. Taggart. I think you lied 

about that encounter yesterday, and you‟re prepared to lie about it some more today. I don‟t 

really care. The important matter is that you are in contact with John Chalk. I want you to 

convince him that he should accept his calling and take his place as the leader of the Army of 

God.” 

Andy desperately held his best poker face, although he feared it wasn‟t good enough. 

With no alternative story maybe it was best to just go along without admitting he‟d lied. “Look, I 

told you, I‟ll help you find him if he gets in touch with me again, but I don‟t think there‟s any 

way to convince him to do that.” 

“Think of one. He doesn‟t need money – is he a patriot? Does he understand that his 

country is at war? For that matter, do you? Do you understand the duty of citizenship?” 

“I understand it and so does John. He‟s done work for DoD. I just don‟t think making it a 

religious war helps. Religious wars just go on and on, never resolved, each generation nursing 

grudges of the last. John wouldn‟t support a religious war even if he shared your religion, and he 

doesn‟t.” 

Murchison rose and went to the windows, then turned. “You‟re wrong, Dr. Taggart. 

Religious war is the very best kind of war. It inspires self-sacrifice and civic cohesion. This war 

is the best thing to happen to this country since World War Two. It reminds Americans that they 

have a common heritage, a Christian heritage – or it should. A heritage of power and victory. It 

is time to reassert that heritage. With John Chalk‟s help there is an opportunity to crush the 
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Islamists, to shake their will and faith, to convince them that God has chosen the other side. It 

would be the greatest victory in all of history.” 

“That isn‟t going to work; their leaders are just as wrapped up in their version of truth as 

you are in yours. They‟ll just claim that John is working for the Devil, or something, won‟t 

they?” 

“Initially, certainly, but faced with authentic miracles and a message of divine inspiration 

the followers will begin to doubt.” 

“Except that John denies any divine influence. We‟ve been over this. It‟s just physics.” 

“How can you be sure?” Murchison left the window and returned to his chair, leaning 

forward. “How can you be entirely sure? There is, after all, just one man who can perform 

miracles. You are not a religious man yourself, I take it? You don‟t believe in God?” 

Andy was immediately inclined to lie, just to deflect the argument, but he thought better 

of it. There wasn‟t any point in pretending. “Not really, no.” He put a touch of defiance into it, 

then retreated. “I mean, I know the arguments, you can‟t prove it either way, and I understand 

that lots of people believe on the basis of feelings and faith, but empirically there is no evidence, 

no need of a god to explain the observable universe. So I don‟t believe in one.” 

“A pity. Perhaps one day you‟ll change your mind. Many people do. I don‟t suppose that 

you have studied the history of Christianity, the miracles of the Saints?” 

“No.” 

“You should. There have been many saints, many martyrs in the history of Christianity. 

Men and women who willingly died for their faith. I recommend the Dialogues of Pope Gregory 

the Great. And perhaps the life of Saint Constantine.” It was said with a touch of derision, or 

maybe amusement at Andy‟s ignorance. “You take some pride as a scientist in remaining open-

minded and objective, yet you dismiss the possibility that John Chalk‟s gift is of divine origin 

without examining it – you and Chalk both. Open his mind, Dr. Taggart. Convince him to 

consider the possibility. I will make it worth your while.”  

Andy wanted to end the conversation; there was no point in this. Murchison only 

believed in Murchison. “Mr. Murchison, I said I‟ll help you find John. I just don‟t think I can 

convince him that he is a messenger from a god neither of us believes in.” 
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Murchison leaned back and looked at him as if at a disappointing child. “Who are you to 

decide if God is involved here? You really haven‟t accomplished very much in your life, have 

you?” 

“I‟ve done alright.” Andy was appalled to hear the whine in his own voice. 

“Really, Dr. Taggart? Earning that title was your high point, wasn‟t it? Since then, what - 

one paper in a professional journal, third author? Unable to obtain a job in research. Unable to 

hold a job in teaching. Reduced to writing popular science articles for an audience that spends 

more time reading about movie star divorces. Is that really what you had in mind when you 

started?” 

The thrust was so quick, so accurate, that Andy could not defend himself; for a moment 

he couldn‟t breathe. His own secret doubts spoken, almost the very words that woke him on bad 

nights – Is this all you can do? – words he wouldn‟t let himself voice. He sat silent, feeling the 

heat climb his face, realizing his mouth was foolishly open for a protest that was useless. What 

could he say? It was true. “Well, no, not exactly, but…” 

Murchison leaned forward again. “Face it, Dr. Taggart. You chose the wrong profession. 

You‟ve failed at science. Chalk is using you as a recording secretary. He makes the great 

discovery, you get to go along for the ride. Isn‟t it time you tried something else?” 

Andy swallowed. “What did you have in mind?” 

“Dr. Taggart, I don‟t think you understand how the world really works. Achievement 

through intellectual merit is a myth. Rewards of great wealth and power do not go to the most 

brilliant and gifted – just look through your own magazines. Wealth and power go to those who 

recognize opportunity and capitalize. You have such an opportunity before you at this moment. I 

am willing to give you a place in my organization and pay you ten million dollars, in return for 

John Chalk‟s willing cooperation. Loyalty is all well and good, but it should yield something in 

return, don‟t you think? Isn‟t it better to be loyal to someone or something that benefits you?” 

Andy squirmed. He found he was actually momentarily tempted. After all, he had no idea 

what John was really doing, and John wouldn‟t be able to hide much longer if Murchison wasn‟t 

buying their story. That thought was followed immediately by pure, bitter shame. Selling out a 

friend was surely the lowest of acts, and whatever his mixed feelings about John‟s talent and 

good fortune, he was surely a friend. Momentary temptation or not, he couldn‟t permit himself to 

be the kind of person who would do that. The shame led to anger, the urge to spit in Murchison‟s 
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face… but he couldn‟t do that either.  He knew he couldn‟t hold out under questioning by the 

men with the batons…and they would go after Rachel. They would force him to lie to John, to 

pull him into a trap. In order to help John, to protect him at all, he would have to accept the offer. 

It would only be a ruse to buy time. Still, he squirmed. 

“Maybe wealth and power aren‟t all that great. Aren‟t Christians supposed to reject 

covetousness?” 

“Who do you know who has them and would give them up? And don‟t try to spin the 

Bible – you haven‟t had the right education for it. You have no idea what it means to be 

Christian, or to be powerful. Do you think the President of the United States is powerful?” 

“Isn‟t he?” 

“The Presidency is nothing. No politician has true power in a democracy.” Murchison 

made a wiping motion with his hand and settled back in his chair as if he had made a point. “In 

the old days princes and popes could remain in power long enough to build great personal 

fortunes and public empires, even to achieve what the ancients prized most and called „glory.‟ 

No more, not elected politicians. The very concept of glory is beyond them. Now those with a 

will to power must work behind the scenery of politics. We have no titles, we do not hold office; 

instead we create and own the office holders. We can build our fortunes and empires, but glory is 

gone, banished to the history books. However, even without titles there is a hierarchy of power. 

Not everyone stays in the Tower Suite. I am offering you a place near the top, along with enough 

wealth to enjoy it. That, and the chance to return glory to the world, and to win a share for 

yourself. One opportunity seized makes more opportunities appear- that is why the rich get 

richer. Seize this one.”  

 Murchison got up and went to the sideboard, picked up one of the silver cases and 

returned to his chair. He placed the case on the cocktail table in front of Andy and opened it. It 

was filled with currency. “There are one million dollars in cash here, another million in each of 

the other cases, five million in all. A down payment; you will receive the balance when Chalk 

and I reach an agreement.” 

Andy looked at more cash than he had ever seen before – if it was real. But he had to 

assume it was real, just as he had to accept it, had to accept Murchison‟s offer, had to agree to try 

to turn John. There was no alternative. Whether he delivered on his end of the deal was another 

matter. All he needed to do was pretend it wasn‟t real, tell himself that he wasn‟t really taking 
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the bribe. What would life be like as one of Murchison‟s underlings? That thought should be 

enough to steady his nerves. 

He met Murchison‟s eyes. “I‟ll probably fail. John has strong feelings about religion.” 

“Courage, Dr. Taggart! You have God on your side now, and anything is possible. If you 

fail, don‟t let it be for lack of effort. Remember, this is only the down payment.” Murchison 

patted the stacks of bills, then closed the case, rotated the dials on the combination lock and 

pushed the case a couple of inches toward him. “Whatever the outcome, the five million is yours, 

but it‟s small change compared to the rewards for success.” 

Andy stood and reached for the silver case. He forced himself to mold his face into what 

he hoped was an expression of wary acceptance, though he felt like he was wearing a mask of 

clown‟s makeup. “Alright, I‟ll give it a shot – assuming that I hear from John again. What kind 

of …position did you have in mind?” 

“In this game, Dr. Taggart, titles and portfolios are irrelevant. Only proximity to power 

matters. Rest assured that you will answer only to me. Now, you‟ll want some help with your 

new luggage.” Murchison rose, stepped to the door, and opened it. Swivett was waiting, along 

with the bellman, standing by a luggage cart. “The five silver cases go down to reception where 

Ms. Hollander will be along shortly to pick up Dr. Taggart. Earl, send someone along to see that 

they arrive.” The bellman nodded and rolled the cart into the suite. He took the case from Andy‟s 

hand and loaded it, along with the other four. “You should have no difficulty remembering the 

combination, Dr. Taggart. It is Ms. Hollander‟s birth date. I look forward to hearing from you 

very soon.” Murchison closed the door without offering his hand. 

Andy followed the bellman and the cart into the elevator, accompanied by the guard who 

had wielded the magnetometer. Nobody said anything. When they arrived in the lobby Andy 

dialed Rachel on his cell phone. 

“Andy?” 

“I‟m done, you can come and get me.” 

The loaner turned the corner from California Street within two minutes and pulled up in 

front of the door. The security man at the front door and the guard stood and watched, while one 

doorman held the lobby door open and another opened the passenger-side car door. The bellman 

asked Rachel for the keys, opened the trunk and loaded the five Halliburton cases in, and 
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slammed the lid. Rachel accepted the keys back from the bellman, but when Andy reached into 

his pocket the man raised his hands and backed away. 

“No gratuities please, sir. We have been well cared for by your host.” 

Andy got in the car and found that he was trembling as Rachel once again negotiated the 

semicircle and turned toward home. He just stared out the window and took deep breaths to calm 

himself.  

“Are you okay?” 

“Yes. It wasn‟t quite what I expected, but it‟s done.” 

“You sound strange.” 

“It was a strange meeting.” 

“What‟s in the trunk?” 

Andy had to swallow before answering in a whisper. “Five million dollars in cash. And 

keep your voice down. I have to assume that the cases are bugged. That exhaust noise should 

cover us, but be careful.” 

“Murchison gave you five million dollars? For what?” 

“To turn John. To convince him to go along and play pet prophet. It‟s a down payment. If 

I succeed I get another five million and Murchison hires me and puts me on a power trip.” He 

didn‟t look at her, didn‟t want to meet her eyes. 

“And you…oh. You had to, didn‟t you?” 

“Yeah. He told me I‟m a failure.” He could hear the rage and frustration thickening his 

voice, feel it pounding in his head. There was no point in trying to hide it from Rachel. He turned 

toward her, still trying to keep his voice low. “Worthless in my own right, but possibly valuable 

as a traitor, so he magnanimously offers to buy me instead of having me beaten. And in one 

sense he was right, I have failed, and it still hurts, and he knew that – and I still had to agree with 

him and take his money, or just give John up, right there.” 

“Do you think Murchison really believes that you can convince John to agree to work for 

him?” 

Andy sighed and tried to let the rage flow through his brain and out his fingertips. It 

didn‟t work, but he began to be able to think again. 
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“No. I think Murchison is playing games, trying to split us, maybe make me careless. I 

think he expects that sooner or later one of us will make a mistake that will lead him to John, and 

thereafter he will do his own convincing.” 
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Chapter 18 

 

The phone call from Dennis came two excruciating days later. Not being able to speak 

openly, the need to burn their notes, the simple awareness of being on stage every moment were 

cranking his nerves tighter every hour. He was jumpy, unable to concentrate. Rachel had gone to 

work out of frustration and boredom. He spent his time drumming, watching the news, working 

out, and speculating about miracles and magic. He should have been looking for his next 

assignment, but the cash that John had left took that pressure off. He would not touch the money 

in the five silver cases sitting against the wall behind the shelves in his garage. Dennis informed 

him that FedEx had delivered “the package” and that Andy could pick it up the next day, since 

this was one of Dennis‟s teaching days and Dennis would be spending the afternoon in a lab 

watching sullen teenagers damage perfectly good instruments. 

Andy checked his watch; 11:45. He went down to the taiko room, where his practice tire 

drums were stacked in the corner. He lifted off the top one and turned the bottom one over. 

When he peeled back the tongue of tape from the last wrapping, a half-moon of the entire 

multilayered head folded back with it, cut as subtly as he had been able with a utility knife. He 

reached inside and retrieved the satphone that he had taped against the inside of the tire tread. He 

took the tire drum out onto the balcony and began tapping a one-handed practice beat. As before, 

the red light began to blink faster just at noon, and he pressed the button and put the phone to his 

ear with his free hand. 

“This is Andy…anybody there?” 

“I‟m here, Andy. Have you got the chip?”  

“Tomorrow morning,” Andy said, consciously keeping the one-handed beat steady and 

loud. “It‟s in Berkeley.” 

“Good. Bring it with you to the park. I found one of Nandana‟s flyers. He finishes his 

session at two, so we want to be there by one-thirty. Don‟t let them follow. I‟ll find you.” 

The entire conversation had taken fifteen seconds. Andy exchanged the phone for a 

second stick and continued his drill using both hands. He didn‟t have anything else to do. 

The next morning Andy and Rachel duplicated the drive to Berkeley in silence, a pad and 

pen on the console of the Honda between them. In the heavy traffic it was impossible to use the 

slow-and-go lane changing maneuvers he‟d employed on the trip to Green Gulch, so Andy drove 
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straight to Ruggels Research. Getting out of the car he looked over at the house that Suri had 

burst from, but there was nothing to see today. What had they done with the uncle? He had an 

urge to knock on the door of the house, just to ask if the girl was okay, but he knew he couldn‟t 

do that. The family would be ashamed of the uncle and the uncle was already ashamed of the 

girl, and maybe, if there was any justice, of himself. Somehow Andy doubted that. Very 

religious, Suri had said. 

Rachel remained in the car.  

“You don‟t want to come in?” 

She shook her head. “No point in making Dennis panic again. But be quick, okay?” 

“Okay. I just want to return this counter,” he said for the presumed microphone as he 

took the unused scintillation meter from the back seat. 

He pushed the bell, and announced himself in response to Dennis‟s surly “What?” Dennis 

let him in, then went back to his desk and picked up the phone handset lying there, an old corded 

model. 

“I gotta put you on hold” Dennis told the receiver, “be right back.” He pushed a button on 

the base unit. “Sorry I can‟t chat. Possible investor. Amateur. There‟s your package.” He pointed 

with the phone handset. “Like I told you, you owe me three grand, plus fifty bucks shipping.” 

Andy set the scintillation counter on the desk and took the envelope out of an inner 

pocket of his vest. “Pretty big package for a microchip.” 

“Lots of bubble wrap and a manual.” Andy pulled the envelope back a little and looked at 

him. “Yeah, I opened it. Had to be sure they sent the right thing, didn‟t I? Don‟t worry, I didn‟t 

break it.” Andy completed the handover of the cash and picked up the box, retaped, he noted.  

“Listen, if you need help with that you‟re gonna call me, right?” 

“Right. I remember.” 

“I gotta get back with this guy,” Dennis waved the phone, “but let me know how it‟s 

going, okay?” 

“I will. Thanks Dennis.” Andy reached for the door handle as Dennis punched the hold 

button. 

“I‟m sorry about that, George, something I had to deal with…no, another matter entirely. 

No, you‟re the only one I‟m speaking with about this particular opportunity.” Dennis waved him 

emphatically toward the door, so Andy quickly opened it and stepped outside. 
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As Andy settled behind the wheel Rachel pushed the pad toward him. It said “Police car 

went by. Didn‟t stop.” He reached over and took the pen and wrote “Not worried about police – 

maybe others.” 

Andy started up and backed around, then pulled out into traffic. He went around the 

block and headed back toward I-80, where he waited out a red light. When it changed he 

watched his mirrors, checking the vehicles that made it through the light onto the on-ramp on the 

same cycle. A red Porsche, a beat-up pickup carrying landscaping tools, a delivery van, a blue 

Toyota sedan, a motorcycle – and stretching the yellow, a gray Crown-Victoria, the classic 

government car. 

Andy floored the accelerator and moved two lanes to the left, joining the fast traffic, 

found a hole, then looked in his mirrors again. The motorcycle blew past on his right, the 

Porsche on its tail. The others were lost in the lane jockeying as cars moved right, slipping 

between trucks as they headed for the exit lanes. The Crown-Vic suddenly appeared, moving left 

into the same lane he was in, four cars back. 

Andy accelerated again, passing a tanker, then cut right into the exit lane and slowed 

down. He could see Rachel turning toward him, alarmed, but he was concentrating on his 

mirrors. The tanker passed him and then so did the Crown-Vic, two lanes to his left, speeding 

toward Sacramento. Andy took the exit that merged into I-580 westbound and breathed a sigh. 

He looked at Rachel and shrugged. 

They were heading for the wrong bridge now, so Andy took the next exit that would let 

him turn around. As he waited to make the left back onto the highway he thought about aircraft, 

but he couldn‟t see any. He headed back toward I-80, settled into the middle lane and checked 

the traffic behind. A Volvo wagon and a tractor-trailer rig. He slowed and moved right, letting 

the Volvo pass – and in the mirror saw another car force its way to the right. A blue Toyota, four 

cars back. 

Andy told himself to stay calm; the world is full of blue Toyota sedans, but he could feel 

his pulse speed up again. He reached over for the pen. Rachel turned her head, eyebrows raised, 

then steadied the pad while he scribbled awkwardly as he drove. “Blue Toy. Following?” He 

handed her the pen and sped up, moving left again. They merged back onto I-80 westbound, in 

lighter traffic now, with rush hour finished. Two more lane changes. Was the Toyota gone? No, 

it emerged from behind a transporter full of pickup trucks. Same lane, four cars back. It seemed 
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sort of clumsy for the FBI, or any other government agency, but the blue Toyota did seem to be 

following. 

Even though it was no longer rush hour, there was still a jam at the Bay Bridge toll plaza. 

Andy considered his options as they rolled slowly forward in the Fastrak lane reserved for 

electronic toll payers. He could abort the meeting or he could try to lose the tail in the city. In the 

passenger seat Rachel leaned over and wrote “Still there?” The Toyota was still four cars back, 

also in the Fastrak lane. He nodded. She wrote again “Now what?” He took the pen. “Try to 

lose.” 

There was no hope of a quick getaway. Traffic was slow from the toll plaza onto the 

bridge because of repairs in the left lane forcing everyone to the right, and Andy found himself in 

the far right lane. He turned his outside mirror until he found the Toyota, now five cars back and 

one lane left. He couldn‟t see if the driver was alone or not. If there was a passenger his scheme 

might not work.  

He turned on his left blinker and moved gradually to the leftmost through lane, easing 

into an incipient gap and gaining a sharp horn blat from a black SUV as he cut in. He waved, 

then allowed a Corvette to slip in front of him, earning a longer blast. The Toyota was now only 

three cars back and a lane to the right. It, too, slowed to make a hole, keeping separation. The 

exit for Yerba Buena and Treasure Islands was coming up, if he could time it right… Andy let 

two more cars in ahead of him and the SUV driver leaned on the horn; Andy could see his mouth 

working, swearing at him. The Toyota was now two cars back in the lane to the right. There was 

only the driver. Andy slowed more, letting another gap grow, watching the mirrors. Ten more 

feet. The blue Toyota was almost abreast now, just to his right… Andy whipped the wheel to the 

left, accelerating into the left exit for Treasure Island. The driver of the black SUV gave a final 

horn blast and a single-fingered wave and charged forward. The Toyota was level with the exit, 

but in the second lane, blocked by the SUV and being carried forward by the traffic. Just before 

the SUV closed it out Andy got a clear look in the mirror. The driver was Dennis Ruggels. 

Andy drove to the parking lot of the administration building left over from the old 

Treasure Island exposition and got out, motioning for Rachel to join him. He left the box in the 

car. When they were away from the car Rachel spoke. 

“Do you think there was just one following us?” 

“I don‟t know…but it was Dennis in the Toyota.” 
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Rachel shivered in the cutting wind. “Then Dennis is working for Murchison? What did 

you tell him about meeting John?” 

Andy ran it back in his mind. “Nothing. You were there the last time we met, and we 

didn‟t mention John on the phone. He couldn‟t know about today, he must be guessing.” 

“Now what?” 

“He‟ll have to assume that we might be meeting John out here, so he‟ll have to turn 

around and come back when he reaches the end of the bridge – probably right about now. So we 

get back in the car and continue into the city. He can‟t see us because he‟ll be on the lower deck 

and we‟ll be on the upper, so he‟ll be stuck out here. Good thing he didn‟t have help he could 

drop off to see which way we went. Come on.” Back in the car and heading back onto the bridge 

Andy wondered what Murchison had told Dennis, what he might have offered. Dennis had 

always talked about getting rich. 

Andy parked the car in the city garage on Mission and put on a cap. He took out a 

pocketknife and cut the tape on the shipping box, then removed the contents and unwound the 

bubble wrap. He looked the chip over carefully, but it was snug in its holder with no protruding 

wires to indicate a bug. He wrapped it again in a single layer of bubble plastic, fanned the pages 

of the accompanying documentation, then dropped both into a large vest pocket. He discarded 

the rest of the packaging in a trashcan on the way out.  

Andy and Rachel crossed to the front of the Marriott Hotel and caught a cab as two men 

climbed out in golf shirts with plastic badge holders hanging from their necks. “The DeYoung 

Museum, please,” Rachel requested as Andy pulled his cap brim low. Cabs had cameras. 

They waited in front of the perforated rust-colored façade of the new museum until the 

cab pulled away. “Let‟s walk a bit,” Andy suggested, looking at his watch. “We have forty-five 

minutes to kill.” They wandered hand in hand, trying to look merely like the lovers they were, 

meanwhile scanning everyone who came near them as they circled the building. 

“I didn‟t notice anyone,” Rachel said softly, even though nobody was within ten yards. 

“Me either. Okay, let‟s go.” 

They turned away from the museum and crossed the Music Concourse to the Japanese 

Tea Garden, then set out for the Conservatory of Flowers, walking purposefully now. Most of the 

people in the park seemed to be tourists in new-looking souvenir fleeces and sweatshirts, 

carrying guidebooks. It was a beautiful day, the air scented with flowers and eucalyptus and 
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mown grass, and it felt incongruous to keep looking over his shoulder and wondering if they 

were walking into a trap. A man in a broad-brimmed sun hat with a guidebook seemed to be 

keeping pace with them on the other side of the street, and Andy sped up, squeezing Rachel‟s 

hand. The man fell back, waiting at a crosswalk as Andy and Rachel moved away. Nothing there, 

Andy thought, relieved. 

They passed the Conservatory and took a paved path next to a sign reading “Rose 

Garden.” Before they reached the roses they came to a small open space with picnic tables and 

benches. On the grass at the far end an elderly man in loose white cotton clothing led a group of 

six in a series of yoga poses. Andy pointed to a bench and they sat. The elderly man spoke to his 

students between poses, but they were too far away to hear what he said. 

“Where‟s John?” Rachel asked, looking around. 

“He said he‟d find us. We‟re a little early.” 

A guided tour group approached on the path from the Conservatory, the guide wearing a 

green t-shirt that read “Volunteer” in large yellow letters, and reeling off facts and figures about 

Golden Gate Park as she walked. As the group passed, the last member stopped next to Andy and 

Rachel. John was wearing a broad-brimmed sun hat and carrying a guidebook. 

“Hi Andy, Rachel. As far as I could tell nobody followed you.” 

“Somebody tried, John. Dennis. We lost him on the way into town. Here‟s the chip – I 

don‟t think he tried to bug the package, but I dumped the rest anyway.” Andy reached into his 

vest for the wrapped chip and manual. 

“Dennis? Are you sure?” John tucked his guidebook under his belt behind his back and 

put the chip and manual in his pants pocket. 

“It was Dennis. Murchison isn‟t buying the Ojai gambit. He‟s in town. He probably 

offered Dennis a lot of money. He gave me five million bucks to try to get you to cooperate and 

play prophet, with a promise of five more and a cushy job if I succeed.” 

John looked directly at him. “And are you going to try?” 

“Nope. Murchison is really starting to piss me off. I‟ll burn that money before I spend it.” 

“But I‟m going to try something else,” Rachel interrupted, standing up. “What if you call 

Murchison out as a fraud, taking advantage of Christians? What if you tell the world that fighting 

over religion is wrong, that you are the new prophet come to end the wars? Wouldn‟t that be a 

good thing to do?” 
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John grimaced. “I‟ve thought about it. I don‟t think so. First, I‟d have to spend the rest of 

my life living a lie, and I don‟t think I‟m very good at that. Second, it would be a short life. 

Murchison would have me killed.” 

“Can‟t you protect yourself?” 

“I‟m trying to learn how, Rachel, but it seems like I‟ve reached some sort of limit. I can 

lift myself, break things, do a little chemistry, but that‟s about it. A sniper, a bomb - there are lots 

of ways they could get me. That‟s why I need to find a teacher. That‟s why I want to talk to 

Nandana.” He tilted his head toward the old man in white. 

Most of the yoga students were packing up their mats and water bottles now, though one 

was having an animated conversation with the teacher. 

“We had better get moving before he leaves,” John continued. “I don‟t want anyone 

reporting a levitation, so I need some warning if people are coming. Rachel, can you watch from 

this end of the path? Just shout or clap or whistle if somebody is heading our way.” 

“But…Okay.” Rachel sat back down on the bench. 

“Andy, come with me. You can watch from where the path goes over that little rise, just 

beyond Nandana. Come on, we need to catch him.” 

John started toward the far end of the picnic area and Andy hurried along a step behind. 

They reached the man in white just as the last student disappeared over the rise. 

“Excuse me,” John called out, as the man reached down to pick up a cloth shoulder bag 

from the ground, “Are you Nandana, the yoga teacher? Can I talk to you for a moment?” 

The old man straightened and turned to face them as they arrived; Andy was surprised to 

see how old. He had unconsciously judged the teacher to be a fit sixty by the way he moved, but 

another twenty years showed on his face. “A friend of mine suggested that we speak with you,” 

Andy told him. ”Her name is Geeta – did she call you?” 

The old man nodded once, gravely. “I am Nandana and I am a teacher. Geeta told me that 

two strangers would seek me out today. She said that she could not tell me why. Why?” 

“Because I need to learn more about yoga – and flying. Andy?” John nodded toward the 

path leading to the rise. 

Andy went to the top and looked over. Turning back he shook his head. He was about ten 

feet away from the two men, and he could see Rachel at the far end of the little meadow, but 

nobody else. He could barely hear Nandana ask again “Why?” and … was that another voice, 
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somebody coming? He spun to look over the rise again, but the path was still empty. Had Rachel 

called? He spun back, but Rachel was sitting still on her bench. False alarm; he was just being 

paranoid. How in the hell had he gotten himself out here playing cops and robbers with a 

magician and a megalomaniac? This was crazy. He turned his attention back to John and 

Nandana just in time to see John settle back to earth. Well, that should take care of the “why.” 

“I need to learn to protect myself,” John told the yoga teacher. “Is there anything in your 

tradition that would help me to become stronger?” 

Nandana was facing away, so Andy couldn‟t see his expression, but he sounded agitated. 

“I have heard of only two living lamas who have reached such a stage of refinement that they 

could do this. Who are you?” 

“That doesn‟t matter,” John said, grasping the old man‟s arm. “These lamas - could they 

carry others? Could they use their power in other ways?” 

Nandana pulled his arm away. “You Westerners have no understanding. Students come to 

my classes to learn the asanas and ignore what I teach them about finding the path within. Now, 

you come. You have found an ability that requires more spiritual refinement than I can hope to 

achieve in this cycle, even though I have lived long, but you think only of gaining greater power. 

How could a truly spiritual person obtain more power when the path requires that such things be 

set aside? You have come to this by some other path that I do not understand. The path of the 

Yogi does not lead to the pursuit of power of any kind, except power over oneself. Strength does 

not matter. Protection does not matter. Survival does not matter. I cannot guide you in these 

things.” The old man gave John a short stiff bow of his head, picked up his shoulder bag, and set 

off toward Rachel‟s end of the path. 

Andy walked down from his post to rejoin John. As he reached him, John stepped 

forward, kicked a pinecone lying on the grass and said “Shit!” Andy waited in awkward silence, 

beckoning to Rachel as Nandana passed her. 

“We‟re running out of options, John.” 

John raised his head and turned. “We still have Dorjit – and the detector, if it comes to 

that. Somebody else, somewhere, must be able to use the damn field.” 

Rachel arrived and put her hand on Andy‟s arm. “No joy, I take it?” 
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Andy shook his head. “Not from that guy. Look, John, you said something earlier about 

doing chemistry with the field. Do you mean you can change matter around? Maybe that could 

lead to a device or a defense of some kind.” 

 “All I can do is distinguish molecules of different kinds. I can‟t change them, just move 

them around, like Sanjay did.” 

 “Are you seeing some kind of emissions, like radiation?” 

“No, it‟s more like a reflection, or an alteration in the field. It‟s like a …a tomato. In 

physics terms, you know it‟s there because it selectively interacts with the flux of ambient light, 

announcing itself to anybody with color vision as a round red object. You don‟t think about that, 

you just use your eyes and think „tomato,‟ not „lemon.‟ However it works, I can con the 

difference between, say, nitrate and carbohydrate.” 

“Con?” 

John shrugged, maybe a little self-consciously. “I needed a word. It isn‟t exactly seeing, 

and „perceiving‟ is too long, so I call it conning.” 

“Excuse me,” Rachel interrupted, “Is this really the time for another academic 

discussion? I know it‟s interesting, but Andy and I are living in a bugged house, Andy has been 

badly beaten, and Murchison is back in town. What are you going to do, John? Even if you do 

find your other adepts? What if nobody has ever been stronger than you are now? If you can‟t 

defend yourself you have to make some kind of deal. We can‟t keep this up much longer.” 

Andy took her hand again and squeezed gently. He could feel the tension in her body, the 

suppressed anger and fear, but this wasn‟t the time for a fight, either. 

“So what kind of chemistry can you do?” he asked, trying to cover the awkward moment. 

“Not much. I can‟t tell one carbohydrate from another. But Andy, this is important, even 

if it sounds academic. It explains how perception and use of the theta field – thaumaturgy – could 

have evolved. Did you ever actually read Darwin‟s Origin of Species?” 

“Long time ago. Why?” 

“Darwin talks about how eyesight could have evolved. He argues that all it takes is a 

chemical that responds to light, either by generating a potential or changing its reactivity.” 

“Right…right! Then you get an eyespot containing a concentration of the chemical – like 

rhodopsin – linked to a nerve, and selection does its work. So this really could be just a normal 

biological function?”  
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“Yes! If different molecules have different potentials in the theta field you could have a 

similar mechanism.” 

“I can see that you could develop a sensor, but I still don‟t see how you could develop an 

actuator – something to manipulate the field remotely.” 

“Life manipulates other fields; we‟ve known that since Galvani. Electric eels can 

modulate their fields to both detect and kill their prey. Birds and bees use magnetic navigation. 

Why should life not evolve abilities to modify other ambient fields?”  

 “Not „life,‟ John; you! Just you!” It came out bitter, freighted with envy and frustration, 

before he could stop it. Andy locked his teeth together and drew a long breath before he spoke 

again. Rachel was right; they needed a solution, not an explanation. “I‟m sorry. I guess 

Murchison got to me more than I knew. And now Nandana turns out to be a bust, and Dennis has 

turned on us…” Andy paced three steps away and came back. “John, regardless of how many 

people have this talent, you have it. It has to be good for more than parlor tricks. What are you 

going to do with it?” 

“What‟s more important is what I won‟t do with it. I won‟t kill people for the government 

or lead crusades, and I won‟t set myself up as the latest messenger from God. I won‟t be turned 

into some freak who performs on command! I don‟t know everything I can do yet. Some kinds of 

healing might be possible if I can learn to recognize different kinds of cells and tissues. I can‟t 

make cells grow, but I should be able to disrupt bacteria and cancers. Would that cure 

somebody? I don‟t know. That‟s where I am right now – I can move things and break things. Not 

really much of a talent. Am I supposed to save the world or something?” 

“Yeah, I guess. I mean, superhero or messiah, it‟s the same story isn‟t it? One special 

individual is chosen and dedicates his life to saving mankind from superhuman forces of evil. If 

you won‟t wear a halo, how about some tights and a cape?” Andy had to pause again to control 

his anger. This was stupid, he had no grounds to demand anything from John. “Okay, I didn‟t 

mean that, there‟s no moral imperative in a scientific discovery. It‟s just weird that it‟s only 

you.” 

John had turned away, but now he spun back and threw his arms wide. “But there is a 

moral imperative! It‟s in every comic book, every fantasy novel ever published. It‟s why people 

invent messiahs. Well, for once in my life I don‟t want to be special.” 

“It doesn‟t matter what you want, John, you are special, at least for the moment.” 
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John dropped his hands. “Look, I‟ll be happy to save the world all by myself if somebody 

can tell me how, but I haven‟t got a clue. If I did the messiah thing, like you said, Rachel, told 

everyone to live righteously and stop killing each other, do you really think it would work? I 

don‟t. Killing each other, chasing after wealth and power by any means, being short-sighted and 

greedy, these are what people do, in spite of all the religious teachings in the history of the 

world. How can manipulating the theta field change that? Murchison just wants to use it as a new 

tool in the same old ugly game. You should see that better than anyone, Andy: he‟s trying to use 

you as a tool to get me to cooperate. I can‟t save the world. If I can‟t find someone to help me get 

stronger, I may not even be able to save myself.” 

A crow cawed in a nearby tree and Andy had the hollow feeling of being on the wrong 

side of an argument. Well, back to practicalities. “You have equipment to build the detector? A 

lab?” 

“Yes. You don‟t want to know where. I already have the basic instrument set up. I just 

need to add this.” John patted his pocket. “Since we‟re keeping the chip in calibration mode, I 

don‟t need much equipment.” John pulled out his guidebook. “Give me another day. I‟ll meet 

you at noon at the Ferry Plaza farmers market on Saturday. Hang out near the steps. And after 

Dennis today I think we‟d better start being more careful, so don‟t drive in. Take the ferry and 

change your looks on the way.” John started toward the Conservatory. “Hang in there.” 

Andy and Rachel waited until John was out of sight before Andy took her hand again, as 

much for his reassurance as for hers this time, and turned the other way. “Come on, we can get a 

cab out on Fulton.” He wondered what John thought was going to happen if they did find another 

adept. Or two. Or twenty. He was sure that Murchison would take all he could get. 
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Chapter 19 

 

The ache in his back told him that he had lost his center, so Andy stopped. He hadn‟t 

drummed seriously since the beating, and he was rusty. Speed drills on the shime-daiko were his 

least-favorite type of practice, leading to pitiless exposure of the shortcomings in his technique, 

but they were effective. He drank some water, stretched, breathed deeply for a couple of minutes, 

and began again. The drill was mindlessly simple, just endless repetition of the phrase called 

“dorotsuku.” Four beats; the first accented, the others not, like the Indian drums in old TV 

westerns. The phrase was repeated four times and the tempo then increased, until it got hard. 

Play it as fast as you can, as long as you can, keeping the accents strong and every beat clean. To 

play it for any length of time the key is to be relaxed, centered, grounded; the bachi gripped 

lightly between thumb and forefinger, just behind the balance point, the other fingers opening 

and closing as the sticks rise and fall, playing from the wrists. Or so Sensei Yoshida had taught 

them. Breathe. Be mindless. Don‟t think about John. Don‟t think about Murchison. 

 He took it to the fastest tempo he could manage without straining. Now, keep the tempo 

and change the volume. Louder, the accents stronger, bachi tips moving through a greater arc, 

using the bounce. Then softer, more difficult than loud, muscles struggling to keep the motion 

precise, the accents sharp, as the drum whispered. Back up to a crescendo again, keep it going – 

and stop on a final maximal accent - DON! Andy breathed deeply as that last note faded.  His 

forearms burned, but that was good. Better than the back. 

He laid down his sticks and wiped his face with a towel. Drumming might take his mind 

off John momentarily, but it didn‟t last. What if the detector didn‟t work tomorrow? What if John 

really was the only one? What if Murchison found him? 

“Hello?” Rachel was standing halfway down the stairs. 

“Hi! I didn‟t hear you come in.” 

“I‟m not surprised. You were going pretty good there.” 

“Yeah, my version of meditation. And it helps with the residual numbness and zingers 

from when they hit me. Any more activity across the street?” 

“No news vans, if that‟s what you mean. There‟s a car, though.” 

“Let‟s just ignore them. I‟ll be right up.” He put his bachi away carefully and picked up 

his towel and water bottle. The reconnected doorbell rang as he reached the first step.  
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When he got to the top of the stairs Rachel was at the open door, talking to someone 

outside. She heard him and turned as he moved toward her. “Andy, this woman says she met you 

and John in Crystal City. I told her that John isn‟t here, but maybe you should talk to her.” 

The door opened wider and Andy saw a thin woman in an unfashionably long floral print 

dress holding a very skinny child with very short hair by the hand. Mary Swanton. 

“Dr. Taggart, I‟m sorry to barge in on you, but I‟ve got to find John Chalk. I‟ve got to. 

Can‟t you tell me where he is?” 

“Rachel this is Mary Swanton. And I think you must be Jennie?” The young girl nodded 

her head, smiling shyly. She was emaciated, skin on a skeleton, with bony knobs at every joint, 

and big, hollow-set, undefeated eyes that darted from him to Rachel. “This is my friend, Rachel 

Hollander. Please, come in.” 

Mary stepped inside, still clutching her daughter‟s hand, and Rachel closed the door. 

Andy thought that Mary must be younger than Rachel, but her face was pinched, the lines around 

her mouth already deep, the vertical creases between her eyebrows already set. It was the face of 

a young mother watching her child die. 

“Did Mr. Murchison send you?” Andy put a touch of respect into the name for the benefit 

of the mikes. 

“No. He gave me time off and loaned me money for the plane tickets, but he didn‟t send 

me. Please, John Chalk is my last hope. Is he here?” 

“No, he isn‟t here, Mary. I don‟t know where he is.” Well, not exactly; it wasn‟t quite a 

lie.  

“I need him to heal Jennie. We‟ve pretty much run out of other options.” 

“I don‟t think he can heal people, Mary, in spite of the things that you saw him do.” Not 

yet, anyway. How long did the girl have? “Did the doctors explain why Jennie is sick?” 

“Glioma of the hypothalamus and distributed astrocytomas. Brain tumors.” 

“Mary, John isn‟t a physician. He doesn‟t know anything about brain tumors. Have the 

doctors been treating her?” 

“Chemotherapy, radiation – they didn‟t do any good, only made her sicker and made her 

hair fall out. It‟s just coming back, that‟s why it‟s so short.” She touched the girl‟s head with her 

free hand and looked down. “Jennie always had beautiful hair. Now they want to try some new 

experimental drug that won‟t work either.” She looked back up at Andy, determined. “It doesn‟t 
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matter how much they know about brain tumors, they can‟t heal her and John Chalk can. I know 

that.” 

“Mary, John has never healed anyone, not of so much as a headache or a hangnail. I think 

you‟d be better off listening to the doctors.” 

“The doctors!” Mary spat the word back at him like wine gone to vinegar. “The first 

doctor said she had headaches because she needed glasses. The second said they were from stress 

at school. The third said migraines. The fourth…you have no idea how many doctors I‟ve 

listened to. It wasn‟t until Dr. Wu sent her for a brain scan that they found what they should have 

looked for all along. By then it was too late, of course. They‟re all very sorry. Enough. The only 

way to save my daughter is to put my faith in God and John Chalk.” 

Andy looked down into Jennie‟s hollow eyes and almost gave in. Maybe John could give 

it a shot. Except he wouldn‟t get the chance. If Andy brought him in, Murchison would scoop 

him up before John ever saw Jennie.  

“Mary, I understand that you are desperate…I‟m sure that I would be, too, in your place. 

But…hoping for a miracle is the same as giving up. Doctors are imperfect, but they know more 

about helping sick people than anybody else does. Certainly more than John.” 

“What do you know about miracles? You aren‟t even a believer, are you? God tests the 

faithful from time to time, and I believe that this is my test. If I pray hard enough John Chalk will 

hear his Calling.” 

The quaver in Mary‟s voice told Andy that she was trying to convince herself at least as 

much as she was him. He didn‟t know what to say. Her faith in a God who would intervene 

through John, send a miracle, was her last crumbling shield against the cruelty of her daughter‟s 

disease. It would be no act of kindness to deprive her of that shield. His faith in science told him 

that whatever slim hope Jennie had lay with the experimental treatment. He had no particular 

faith that it would work, only that it was the better option. If Mary closed off that option by 

pursuing her miracle man…better to try to get her to take Jennie back to the doctors. He thought 

about the bugs, but Murchison didn‟t expect him to believe in John, he‟d just paid him to 

convince John to lie. 

“Mary, it doesn‟t matter if I believe, or if you believe. John says there is nothing divine 

about his discoveries. He just doesn‟t know how to heal people – he told you that in Crystal 

City.” 
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“He must learn. If he accepts Jesus, God will teach him. Jennie needs him to heal her, so I 

need to convince him. Please, can‟t you let me try? Won‟t you help me find him?” 

“People don‟t learn that way! It takes time. He‟d have to study, learn about anatomy, 

experiment, make mistakes. What he does isn‟t magic, it‟s a physical process.” Andy‟s voice 

trailed off. He could see he wasn‟t going to convince her; he still wasn‟t entirely convinced 

himself. 

“What kind of a man are you that you won‟t help me save my little girl‟s life?” Mary 

pulled the girl against the front of her dress, her voice rising. 

Andy spread his hands wide. “I‟m just an ordinary man, Mary. John is a little less 

ordinary, but he‟s just a man, too. The only way I know to save Jennie‟s life is to go back to the 

doctors and try the new medicine.” 

“Mom?” Jennie was jerking at her mother‟s clenched hand. “Mom, you‟re hurting. Let‟s 

go home, Mom. I‟ll take whatever medicine Dr. Wu says. It‟ll be okay, let‟s go home.” 

Mary caught her breath and opened her hand. “I‟m sorry, honey, I didn‟t mean to hurt 

you…is your hand okay? I just…I just…” Tears started and she put her hands to her face. “Oh 

please, God, please!” she got out, but then broke into sobs. 

Andy took one awkward step, but Rachel was ahead of him, taking the stranger into her 

arms, as women do when another has too much trouble to bear alone. “Oh, Mary, I‟m so sorry,” 

she said, “I have seen John Chalk do some remarkable things, but if he says he can‟t heal Jennie 

I would have to believe that he knows what he‟s talking about. I wish he could, too, but John has 

to decide for himself who he is. I don‟t think we get a say.” 

Mary sobbed for several seconds more before she could regain control, and Rachel 

continued to hold her, stroking her hair as Mary would have for Jennie. Finally Mary pushed 

away, unzipped a pocket on her bag and took out a packet of tissues. She slid one out, blew her 

nose, dabbed her eyes, recomposed herself. “Are you a born-again Christian, Ms. Hollander?” 

“Please, just Rachel…and no, I‟m not. Just a believer who prays from time to time.” 

“Well, thank you. Forgive me for going to pieces. You‟re right. I have accepted Jesus 

into my life and I ought to trust Him…even when it‟s hard. I apologize for troubling you, Dr. 

Taggart.” She took Jennie‟s other hand this time, gently. “Come on Jen. Let‟s get you home so 

Dr. Wu can see how you‟re doing.” 
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The door had barely closed when Rachel rounded on him. “Can he? Can he heal that 

girl?” 

“I don‟t think so. Not without going to med school first. Perhaps a neurosurgeon who 

could use the field could do it.” Andy put his finger to his lips and waved his other hand around 

in a circle. Rachel grabbed the notepad and a pen. “Then I hope to God John finds a way to teach 

it.” She paused, then wrote “Murchison actually believes it‟s more important to have John go to 

war as a Christian prophet than to find/make more people who can use the field?” 

Andy took the pen, but he was slow to reply. “I thought if John finds more adepts 

Murchison will just draft them into his war along w/ John,” he wrote. He paused, then scribbled 

“but now I don‟t think he wants more at all. One is exactly what he needs. A new Son of God 

that he can control. Even better than a President.”  



 

 202 

Chapter 20 

 

Ordinarily the Saturday farmers‟ market at Ferry Plaza in San Francisco did not attract 

heavy traffic from Marin via ferry, the locals preferring Sunday‟s extravaganza at the Marin 

Civic Center. However, this Saturday there was an afternoon Giants game, so the parking lot at 

the Larkspur ferry terminal was nearly full. The terminal itself resembled a wing with struts, a 

slanted roof that looked like a giant sheet of opaque white bubble plastic supported by triangular 

trusses of metal tubes. There was a line for the 11:10 ferry, which suited Andy just fine. He 

stepped out of Rachel‟s BMW holding a small backpack by one strap and leaned back in. 

“Right on time. See you around six tomorrow night.” 

“I wish I didn‟t have to go. I‟ll be worried the whole time that those goons who beat you 

up will come back.” 

“No reason they should – I‟m cooperating now, remember. Part of the team. This is your 

weekend to visit your mother in Santa Rosa, so that‟s what you should do. She‟s counting on 

you, isn‟t she?” They hadn‟t said much during the short drive to the ferry, assuming that the 

BMW was bugged along with everything else. 

“Yes. And I‟ll feel guilty if I don‟t go, so I can‟t win. You have all your stuff?” 

“Yes.” 

“Be careful. See you tomorrow.” 

Andy closed the door and stepped back, and the BMW pulled away from the passenger 

drop. He also wished she didn‟t have to go, but it would be better if he met John alone. 

The Larkspur to San Francisco ferries were considered the most civilized commute in the 

area, for those who could accommodate the schedule. The twin-hulled catamarans took half an 

hour to make the trip, which was faster than a car during rush hour. The only problem was that 

they didn‟t run all that often; that and the fact that one had to get from the Ferry Building to the 

final destination, which generally meant a subway or bus ride. Still, the comfort was hard to beat, 

with fold-down trays at the airline style seats, a bar and a cafe counter. The seats were arranged 

so that some were in rows, some in facing pairs with a narrow table suitable for work or card 

games. The Friday happy hour trips were legendary. 
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Andy found a seat near the bathroom and stowed his daypack underneath. He had five 

minutes to wait before departure and spent it examining the other passengers. He didn‟t 

recognize anyone, and nobody seemed to be paying him any attention. 

The engines started up and through the windows he watched a deckhand in a blue 

jumpsuit cast off a heavy mooring line. The ferry backed out slowly, past a strange metal 

sculpture that Andy took to be Sir Francis Drake since it seemed to be waving a sword. They 

spun around in the turning basin and headed down the channel, marked by pilings stained white 

by perching cormorants and gulls. He could see San Quentin up ahead on the left. The boat 

passed an old empty guard tower, then newer ones, occupied, and finally the high cell blocks 

themselves, where Andy could see prisoners in orange jail suits in the yard behind the razor wire. 

The boat sped up as they cleared the point, running parallel with the Richmond Bridge for a 

while, then turning south.  

Andy picked up his daypack and went into the bathroom. Inside, with the door latched, he 

opened the pack and took out a windbreaker and baseball cap, both bearing the Giants logo. 

From the pocket of the jacket he took a pair of very large, very dark sunglasses, oversized so 

they would fit over regular eyeglasses. Checking in the mirror he assured himself that the cap 

and glasses completely obscured his upper face. A zipper baggie yielded two fat sticks of tightly 

rolled gauze of the sort used by dentists. He inserted one into each cheek next to his upper teeth. 

In the mirror his face was now rounder and softer, the cheekbones less defined. He zipped the 

jacket halfway, slung the pack over one shoulder, and opened the bathroom door. Without even 

looking back at his seat Andy went down the adjacent stairway to the lower deck, walked 

forward to the coffee bar, and then turned back to check the stairway. Nobody else came down, 

so he found another seat. 

They passed the hills of Tiburon on the right, with the marine biology research lab 

looking like an old cannery at the water‟s edge and mansions preening above. The shoreline 

curved abruptly west, away from the boat, and he was looking through Raccoon Strait to the 

Golden Gate Bridge. Now they were alongside Angel Island. No mansions here, just old barracks 

and a dock. Andy wondered if this had been the immigrant processing station. Someday he and 

Rachel would have to take the tour. Between Angel and Alcatraz they crossed a line of foam at 

the edge of the current from the Sacramento River, headed out the Gate. Now the city was 

coming up fast, looking surprisingly small from the water. The boat didn‟t slow until they had 
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passed the last of the massive old piers, odd-numbered ones here on the north side, and the Ferry 

Building was almost abeam, where they turned toward the old Port of San Francisco sign. Not 

much of a port anymore; all of the cargo shipping had moved to Oakland. 

Andy joined the throng, neither the first nor the last off the boat, trailing a group of vocal 

Giants fans in similar outfits. Ahead, where the walkway from the dock to the plaza ended, there 

was the usual line at the machine that dispensed bus transfers, and the flow of people was 

compressed, the crowd denser. There, just beyond the exit, stood the two crew-cut men with the 

cameras. 

Andy knew what they were using – the system was called FaceRec. It used digital 

cameras linked by wireless internet to a central computer and database. An operator in a van 

would be getting reports on a field computer as the central computer found matches between 

passing faces and those in its databank. He could see the white van out near the Gandhi statue. It 

had another camera mounted on a mast. The limitation of the system was in the face recognition 

software. If the scanned face was ambiguous – shielded, perhaps by large dark glasses – it could 

take several seconds for the system to determine that it could not find a high-probability match. 

The mast camera scanned the crowd, recording for later analysis, while the handhelds used by 

the agents were operating in real time. The agents would choose individuals to be scanned, but in 

a fast flowing crowd they couldn‟t get them all. 

Andy closed up with the other Giants fans, made sure his cap was pulled low and took 

out his cell phone. The software relied on identifying the unique facial geometry of eye 

positions, noses, chins and cheekbones. He raised the phone to his face and began his one-sided 

conversation. 

 “Hi, hon, I just got off the ferry. I‟ll meet you at the ball park.” 

 He was only about five feet back from the squeeze point now, the crowd about ten 

abreast, shuffling forward. He turned his head to keep his raised hand pointed toward the near-

side agent, blocking his chin. Three feet. He saw the far-side agent fix on a target ahead of him, 

freeze for the shot, then scan in his direction. He raised his other hand to cover his ear. 

“I can‟t hear you real well in this crowd…Tell your Mom I‟m sorry she didn‟t feel well 

enough to come to the game.” 
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He was through, the crowd spreading from the choke point like spray from a nozzle, but 

he made sure that he stayed with the baseball fans, chatting on the inactive phone, not looking 

back. Especially at the far-side agent, the one he had once seen wearing a yellow polo shirt.  

Andy put the phone away and turned toward the side entrance to the Ferry Building. 

Since the renovation a few years back it had become foodie heaven, the interior opened up into a 

three- story arcade with the ground floor devoted to open stalls interspersed with cafes and 

restaurants. The caviar bar had closed, but there were still three separate places to buy pedigreed 

olive oil. The upper floors were open in the middle, forming a long atrium with skylights. Andy 

wandered down the central passage of the arcade, stopping now and then to examine the organic 

lettuce or accept a sample of fruit from one of the smiling shills. It was jammed, but he saw no 

other agents scanning faces. He put his oversize shades in his pocket 

At the middle of the long hall doors led out to the front of the building and the heart of 

the Saturday madness. The plaza swarmed with both locals and tourists perusing the wares of 

another fifty or so food vendors set up at outside stalls for the farmers‟ market. A cooking 

demonstration was going on in front of the broad steps leading up to the second floor offices and 

the clock tower. Andy couldn‟t see the clock from here, but his watch said 11:50, so he joined 

the crowd around the cooking show. It involved a lot of chopping and dicing and a wok, but he 

wasn‟t really paying attention. He put his glasses back on because the sun was bright, but he 

couldn‟t see any scanners here, either. A three piece Cajun ensemble of guitar, fiddle and 

washboard played at the curb, decently enough that the traditional open guitar case looked to 

have more than seed money in it. The music was more interesting than the cooking, so he 

wandered over and listened all the way through the next piece, which obligated him to drop a bill 

in the case. He dropped in a five, which earned him a “Thanks, man!” and when he turned 

around John was there. 

“Any company?” John‟s voice sounded a little slurred, presumably from the same sort of 

cheek pads Andy wore. With his sharper features they made John look like his face was swollen 

from gum surgery. His sunglasses were more stylish than Andy‟s, wraparounds, and according to 

his cap, he was a Dodgers fan. He was carrying a brown paper lunch sack. 

“FaceRec at the ferry terminal, nothing since then.” 

“That‟s all I saw, too. Come on, I brought you some lunch.”  
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They made their way back inside the Ferry Building, went straight through to the back 

and out to the rear deck, facing the boat basin. At the far left, quieter, end they snagged a bench 

on the corner of the pier from a family just leaving. Andy leaned back against the railing in the 

corner, scanning for signs of undue interest. John sat on the bench, set down his bag and opened 

it. 

“The detector works. Here.” John handed him a gray plastic box about twice the size of a 

cell phone. It had a progressive LED indicator at the top, one of those displays where the bar gets 

longer or shorter. There were two small knobs with stick-on labels next to them. Noise and 

Alarm. There was a sliding switch on the side labeled Power. 

“I used a vibrating cell phone battery, so the alarm is silent. You can adjust the setting 

with this.” John pointed to the Alarm knob. “This other one sets the noise rejection level. Turn it 

on.” 

Andy moved the power switch and the bar display lit up, the end of the bar flickering 

back and forth. “Is that the result of people using the field?” 

“Possibly, but it‟s mostly just noise, both fluctuations in the zero-point field and plain old 

noise in the electronics. Just crank the sensitivity down with this.” John pointed to the other 

knob. Andy turned it counterclockwise and the bar diminished. He turned it until the flickering 

was barely visible at the low end of the scale. “Now watch.” John looked around quickly, and 

then a half-empty Coke can, one of two left on the bench by the departing children, lifted into the 

air. The bar on the detector shot halfway to the other limit and held there, while the box began 

buzzing softly and vibrating in Andy‟s hand. The Coke can sailed over the railing and dropped 

into the bay, and the box became still. “I set the alarm threshold at what seemed to be an 

unmistakable change in the field.” 

Andy stared at the ripples from the can. He was absolutely certain that someone was 

standing behind him, even though he also absolutely knew there was nothing behind him but that 

same cold green baywater. There had been something funny about the can as it flew, a wavering, 

as if he had been looking through heated air. And the approaching voices he‟d imagined in the 

park…excitement surged through him. “Move something else!” 

“Huh? Andy, there are a lot of people around, I don‟t think we should fool with the 

detector too much more right…” 
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“I don‟t care! Just move something! That.” Andy‟s hand was shaking as he pointed at the 

other soda can. 

“Are you…” John stopped, eyes widening. He turned to the second can and when it lifted 

Andy was sure. 

“I can see it John! I can see the field. It‟s a kind of distortion surrounding the can, a 

glittering – no not exactly glittering, but somehow it seems bright.” 

The can flew over the railing and the distorted region flew with it, a moving mirage. It 

disappeared and the can fell to join the first in the water. 

“Yes, I‟m certain. It was like heat waves over hot asphalt. I saw it move with the can and 

then it went out – sort of dissipated, when the can fell. It must be the field, John!” 

“Andy, that‟s fantastic!” John hastily looked around, then continued in a quieter state of 

agitation. “This changes everything! It shows that the ability to interact with the field really can 

be acquired. I didn‟t teach it to you, you somehow developed it on your own, probably just by 

being exposed to strong theta fields. It has to be a normal function. And that‟s how we get free of 

Murchison! We show that this is natural, not evidence of divine inspiration, not a sign of a 

prophet to lead his religious war. We set up a school and teach it to as many people as we can. 

And we‟ll use his own damn money to do it!” 

“Go slow, John. Remember the fireplace? This is dangerous – not to mention what 

students might do after they learn it. Where do we set it up? How do I keep Murchison from 

finding out? He isn‟t going to give up just because I can see how the miracle works. They‟re 

watching me and looking for you. You said it yourself, I can‟t just run and hide.” 

“Maybe you can for a little while. I think it‟s time to visit Dorjit, the other yoga teacher 

Geeta mentioned. Remember she said he runs his own ashram? Well, he‟s on the web. He claims 

to teach a „distilled form‟ of yoga and he‟s originally from New Jersey. His place is near Big Sur, 

south of Carmel on Route 1. Maybe we can stay there for awhile and figure out how to teach this 

ability.” 

 “I remember Geeta said that Dorjit was a charlatan. From New Jersey? Why go there?”  

“Because maybe he isn‟t. I‟ve been bumbling around in the dark. It‟ll be nice to have you 

bumbling with me, but if there‟s any chance he really knows something we have to check him 

out. Besides, we need a place to work and Big Sur is as good as any. When can you drive down 

there? In something other than your own car.” 
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“I guess the day after tomorrow. If we‟re going to stay there I‟ll want to bring Rachel, 

and she won‟t be back until tomorrow night. I‟m not going to leave her alone with Murchison in 

town.” 

“Of course. I was planning to visit Dorjit to ask him to teach me, but now…anyway, I 

reserved a cabin for the retreat starting tomorrow night, but I‟ll arrive a day late. Here are the 

directions.” John pulled an index card out of his pocket and passed it to Andy. 

“A place to work…try it one more time. Just to confirm.” 

John looked around and focused on the brown paper sack sitting on the bench. It lifted a 

few inches, then settled quietly back down. 

“Yes! The same effect. God, John, it‟s real! I mean…I knew it was real, but to actually 

see it…‟con‟ it was the word you used, wasn‟t it?” 

“Yes…” John paused, looking a little embarrassed. “Andy, I can‟t tell you what a relief it 

is to know you can con the field, that we can demonstrate that it‟s just something physical, not 

miraculous. Not just me.” 

Andy‟s excitement faded. “I‟m glad you‟re relieved; I can‟t say that I am. I suddenly feel 

less like the scientist and more like the guinea pig. It‟s like the difference between knowing how 

a nuclear bomb works and knowing how to build one, isn‟t it? People tend to take more notice.” 

The pictures from the memory stick flashed through his mind. “It makes it more personal, now. 

Well, I guess it was personal all along judging from the FaceRec crew.” 

“Yeah. I suppose I‟d better go to a movie or something until they quit. What about you?” 

Andy stood up. “I‟m going to the ball game. That‟s my cover for the whole trip, so I 

might as well play it out.” He stood up and slung his daypack. 

“Take the detector. You‟ll be in a big crowd. Maybe people do things with the field at 

low levels, even unconsciously. Set the threshold low and see if you get any signals.” 

“You think people use the field to help catch fly balls?” 

“I‟m not ruling anything out now that we have two coincident examples.” 

“Okay, John.” Andy dropped the plastic box into his jacket pocket. “See you the day after 

tomorrow.” He turned away. 

“Wait a minute. You might as well take this, too.” 

Andy turned back and accepted the paper bag John offered. 
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“I told you, I brought you some lunch. Just don‟t try to eat with those things in your 

mouth.” 

# # # 

 

Andy sat at his kitchen table staring at the detector and the scrap of newsprint he‟d torn 

from the leftover Sunday morning sports page. The Giants had lost the previous day and the 

detector had not registered any signal until he took the threshold right down to the noise level he 

and John had found at the Ferry Building, which was no signal at all. He‟d taken a bus back to 

the Larkspur ferry terminal, leaving the detector on as the bus crossed the city and surfed the 

traffic wave across the bridge and up 101. Still no signals. By the time a cab dropped him at 

home he was wondering if the detector was still working at all. Once again he focused his 

attention on the theta field around him. It was there most of the time now, had been since the 

seventh inning, despite the lack of a signal. Had it really always been there, as John argued, a 

sense simply ignored? Why would people do that? The field had seemed nearly uniform at the 

ball game, and it was the same here, like still fog, with only occasional, seemingly random swirls 

of higher or lower concentration. The passing crowd of bodies had shown far more structure, 

surging and stopping, marked by gaggles and gaps, but the field had remained unperturbed. As 

unperturbed as it remained now in spite of his best efforts to shape it, direct it, use it to move 

something. 

It had been thirty hours since he had become aware of it, conned it, in John‟s word. 

John‟s work had shown as flows and clumps, structures and purposeful movements, a cloud 

surrounding the can. There was nothing like that here, no stirrings he could relate to his own 

intent. The scrap of paper hadn‟t budged. Still, the field was there, it was real! He had hardly 

stopped trying, except when a headache had struck and he‟d had no choice. Easy to understand 

the metaphor of the third eye, even though it had nothing to do with light; when he got tired the 

headache came and it was as if a shutter snapped closed. He‟d found that he could open and 

close that shutter deliberately, as well. That was interesting. It was like vision but unlike hearing 

or smell, a sense you could switch on and off. He was tired now, the headache lurking again as 

he alternated between the joy of this new thing and frustration that he could not match John‟s 

abilities. It was a relief when he heard the door open, knowing Rachel was back. 
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“Hi, it‟s me,” she called, and he heard the wheels of her small rolling overnight bag on 

the flagstones of the entry. He got up and went to meet her. 

The way the smile lit her face warmed him even more than he expected. Her hug and kiss 

were brief, but eloquent with that relaxation that says I made it, you‟re here, I‟m home. He 

released her, stepped back, reached for the bag. 

“How was your trip?” 

“The usual. Traffic. Mom‟s doing fine. How was yours?” 

Andy shook his head and placed a finger to his lips. He left her bag in the kitchen, picked 

up the Casimir detector, and led her out onto the upper deck. The wind chimes on the lower deck 

jangled and clanged in the chilly breeze that was bringing in the fog, and Rachel wrapped her 

arms across her chest. 

“What is it? What‟s that thing?” she whispered. 

He moved to the corner of the deck nearest the chimes before he replied and kept his 

voice soft. “It‟s a field detector, but …I can see the field, the theta field. I saw it yesterday, when 

I met John, and I‟ve been able to see it ever since. I can‟t do anything with it yet, but I can – well 

it isn‟t exactly seeing, but it‟s more like seeing than anything else.” He told himself to calm 

down, but he was almost shaking with excitement, and Rachel reached out to put a hand on his 

arm. 

“Does Murchison know?” 

“No.” 

“Did John teach you?” 

“No, it just happened. I think we were right, the ability is latent in everybody to some 

degree, and it shows up when they‟re exposed to high field strengths. Like opening your eyes 

when there‟s enough light to see.” 

“Does that mean I‟ll get it too?” She made it sound like a social disease. 

“Maybe…probably.” He stopped. “You don‟t sound very happy about that.” 

“I‟m not. Look what Murchison is doing to you already, not to mention John. Look at us, 

whispering on the deck so they won‟t hear us. How will we live? Andy, I know you think of this 

as a topic for science, but it‟s a power, an individual power. There aren‟t a bunch of people 

walking around using that power. Why? I think because if you do, you get beat up or killed. 

Unless you say the words and let the church – some church - own you. You say you can‟t do 
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anything with it yet…what if you stop trying? Just leave it alone, give Murchison nothing to 

discover?” 

Andy took a long breath, staring down at the dry creek bed. He‟d thought about it all day, 

about all the stories of dangerous, forbidden knowledge that no one had the wisdom to reject. 

There were no stories about people who heroically rejected knowledge, no “No, thanks, 

Prometheus, don‟t care for any of that fire” story, no “I‟ll pass on the apple, Eve” story, no 

“Splitting atoms is unwise, I‟ll study something else” story. Maybe nobody made up such stories 

because they wouldn‟t make very good stories, but he thought there was a deeper reason. 

Curiosity is built into human beings; we can‟t suppress it, even when we know it‟s dangerous. 

That‟s what the storytellers knew. We can‟t do it, we can‟t decide not to know, and perhaps that 

really is our curse, an evolutionary one if not god-pronounced. At least, he couldn‟t do it. 

“I can‟t Rachel.” He looked back, into her eyes, now truly whispering. “It would be like 

not learning to read because some of the books are supposed to be sinful. Hell, those are the ones 

I‟d most want to read.” 

“I thought – hoped - we were going to have a regular life, Andy. Sneak up on getting 

married, think about kids. That won‟t be possible.” 

“Not right away, but eventually, when there are enough people using the field so it 

becomes normal. If all it takes is exposure to high field strengths it should spread like…like an 

infection, once we start consciously working at it.” 

“Nice thought. You think Murchison won‟t notice? He‟s ruthless, he‟ll call up a religious 

frenzy against us if you challenge him.” 

“But if it‟s accessible to everybody…” 

“Andy you don‟t understand the power of faith, of belief. Especially when it‟s reinforced 

by a group. We‟ll be branded as heretics, infidels, Satanists, unhuman – every form of „them‟ 

ever invented. People will hate us.” 

“Rachel…I hope you‟re wrong. I hope that when people understand that the field is just 

part of the way the universe works and see what can be done with it they‟ll get past the 

superstition. But…” He stopped and swallowed, remembering what Michaella Shepperd had 

said. “But you might be right. I can see that you wouldn‟t want to risk that. Maybe…maybe if I 

don‟t work on the field when you‟re around and you avoid John…I mean you don‟t have to 

become an adept just because I…” 
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“Andy?” 

He stopped. Rachel smiled a little wistfully and reached up, put her finger to his lips as he 

had done with his own. 

“Shut up. We‟re past that, so just shut up. You are going to do this, so we are going to do 

this. Together. Now could we please go inside? I‟m cold.” 
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Chapter 21 

 

Andy very nearly missed the sign altogether, and the worn tires on the ancient Buick he‟d 

gotten at the Rent-a-Wreck franchise in San Rafael smoked as he hit the brakes hard, glancing 

fearfully at the rearview mirror in case some other driver had snuck up on his tail. The highway 

was still empty. The sign was about two feet square, set on a fence post next to a dirt road 

leading up into a canyon. It was carved from a slab of redwood with a shiny finish and painted 

with a black and white yin-yang circle and the word “OneHeart.” As described, it was about 

halfway between the Carmel bridge and the point where the coastal highway turned south onto 

the Big Sur coast proper. If you weren‟t looking for the One Heart Spiritual and Meditation 

Center you could mistake it for the kind of sign that marked artists‟ studios along this stretch. He 

turned left onto the dirt, driving slowly because of the ruts; according to the directions it was 

almost a mile in. 

“The field is still there?” Rachel asked, as if she were inquiring about cell phone 

reception. 

“Yes, no change. What makes you think it might go away? Wishful thinking?” 

She reached out to brace herself against the dashboard as they bounced over an especially 

nasty rut. “This thing has no springs at all, does it? I guess maybe, but I don‟t really expect it to 

go away. And if it did I know that you‟d try to get it back. I‟m just not used to thinking of you as 

some kind of wizard yet.” 

“I‟m not. All I can do is perceive the field, I can‟t do anything with it. John is going to 

have to explain that part again before I go curing any sick children.” All the way down from San 

Rafael they‟d been having a slow-motion conversation about what might be done with the field, 

broken by long silences. Every fifteen minutes or so he checked to see if his perception of it had 

changed, but so far it was just the same. 

The ruts dived into a wooded canyon beside a deeply cut creek bed. After a quarter mile 

the canyon narrowed and the road veered right, diagonalling up and over a ridge covered in dry 

chaparral. On the far side of the ridge the ground dropped away a little, and the canyon opened 

out into a bowl backed by a ridge, its face and crest notched by the stream, suggesting higher 

terrain beyond. This hillside was forested in mixed oak and pine, with taller redwoods along the 

stream banks. In the bottom of the bowl there was a parking area, nothing more than a patch of 
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gravel in a field of dry grass, with maybe two dozen cars, Beyond the cars was a landscaped area 

leading up to a low wooden building that looked vaguely Japanese in style, made of posts and 

beams with the roof extending out over a wide wooden walkway. Up the hillside Andy could see 

small cabins scattered among the trees, linked by neatly bordered paths.  

“How long do you think we‟ll be staying?” Rachel asked, looking dubiously at the 

cabins. 

“I don‟t know. We‟ll have to wait until we talk to Dorjit.” 

“The swami from New Jersey?” 

“So John says.” 

Andy turned into the graveled parking area and found a space at the far end next to a 

compact pickup truck with oxidized paint and Nevada plates. John had written on the card that 

they should find cabin twelve, so he and Rachel got out and headed for the building, following a 

sign with an arrow and the word “Reception.” The landscaped area consisted entirely of rocks, a 

classic Zen garden. Areas of carefully raked riverstones surrounded three larger boulders, one 

reddish black volcanic, one of black-flecked white granite that could have come from the Sierra 

crest, and the third of gray-green serpentine. The riverstones were rounded lozenges, separated 

only by color in patches of dark gray and almost white. A sinuous path of larger cobbles set into 

a tan bed of decomposed granite threaded the garden, leading visitors to a set of low wooden 

steps. The steps mounted to the walkway and a closed wooden door. Next to the door was 

another sign with an arrow pointing left. There was a small office at the far end of the walkway, 

unattended, with a sign on the door that said “Please wait. Be comfortable. It will not be long.” 

Next to this door were a bench and a wooden rack containing maps of the grounds, so Andy 

helped himself and they began to navigate up the hill toward cabin twelve. When they found it, 

John was sitting on the tiny veranda. 

“Good timing. Did you miss the turn?” 

“Almost,” Andy acknowledged. 

“Nobody followed?” 

“Not on the route we took. Where is everyone else?” 

“Meditating. People seem to do that a lot here. In about fifteen minutes I am told that 

they will gather in the sanctuary for group meditation and today‟s class with swami Dorjit. We 
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seem to be the only outsiders here for the retreat. It must be kind of a closed community, which 

is probably good.” 

“I assume you didn‟t use our real names?” Rachel asked, poking her head inside. 

“Of course not. You‟re the Smiths, I‟m Jones. This place is run like they‟ve never heard 

there‟s a war. No ID check, and they take cash. Andy, have you been able to touch the field at 

all?” 

“Not so far. This sort of reminds me of Green Gulch.” 

“Sort of, but it isn‟t a Zen center. Dorjit‟s version seems to include a blend of Buddhist, 

Hindu and other non-Western traditions, with some special California twists. Fits right in with 

the Big Sur vibe.” 

“Have you met him?” 

“Not yet. He‟s in seclusion until after the class. His assistant told me that today‟s class is 

a little unusual in that some of the students will be facing a test.” 

“Of what?” 

“He didn‟t say. Could be recitation, could be flying around the room. We‟re just 

supposed to remain quiet and respectful and observe. You have the detector.” It wasn‟t a 

question, more like an item on a checklist, and Andy took the box out of his vest pocket. 

“This won‟t prove anything with us in the room.” 

“I know, it isn‟t a definitive experiment. But I‟m going to be as inactive as I possibly can, 

and this way if anything happens we‟ll have three independent observations from me, you and 

the detector.” 

“Worth a try, I guess.” Andy turned the power on. “Looks like just background now.”  

“I‟m a little worried about the vacuum cell holding. Let‟s test it.” 

“Okay…here.” Andy laid a pen on the floor. It rose into the air, the LED bar surged 

halfway across, and the box jittered in his hand. “Works fine.” The pen dropped and Andy 

retrieved it, tucking both pen and detector into the inside breast pocket of his vest.  

“If you do that in front of a roomful of people won‟t they talk about it when they leave? 

Won‟t Murchison find us?” Rachel asked. 

“Probably, which is why we need a private meeting with Dorjit…” John was interrupted 

by the sound of a gong emanating from the main building. “Whoops, time to go.” A second tone 

rang and faded, then a third, each echoing from the opposite hill. 
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The doors of the cabins began to open and people emerged. They were all dressed alike, 

in dark blue robes of the style worn by Buddhist monks, and sandals. Their heads were shaved, 

and each carried a small wooden begging bowl cupped in two hands. They didn‟t speak. 

John, Andy and Rachel joined the end of the amorphous procession as the students made 

their individual ways to the large building. Trailing behind, they waited until all of the students 

had entered, then removed their shoes next to the row of sandals, and quietly slipped into the 

large wooden-walled room. The floor was covered with evenly spaced woven grass mats, one for 

each student. There must have been twenty or so. At the front, facing them, was a larger mat 

occupied by an older man, though how old Andy could not have said. Like the students his head 

was shaven, but his robe was a coppery saffron yellow. His mat was flanked by burning incense 

in brass holders. Behind him stood another monk in a red robe, an attendant, Andy guessed. Each 

student sat cross-legged on his mat with the begging bowl placed in front of him or her. They 

pressed their hands together and bowed five times in unison, the master bowing in return each 

time. They began a chant in what Andy thought sounded like an Asian language as the three 

observers settled as inconspicuously as they could onto the floor at the side of the room. 

The chant continued for perhaps five minutes, with variations and changes of language, 

ending with a call-and-response in Latin. None of the students looked at the visitors. Finally the 

students fell silent and the master spoke in English, a slight Jersey accent still evident. 

“Each of you knows the nature of your own journey. Each of you knows the next step in 

your journey. Your journeys are not the same, and your steps are not the same. Yet we journey 

together. We combine our energies so that those who are ready to take a step today may draw 

strength, to return it to those who will be ready to take a step tomorrow. Let us begin.” 

The students and the master sat straight-backed, in lotus position, eyes closed, silent. 

There was no coughing, no sound but breathing and a faint birdcall from outside. The silence 

continued until Andy was afraid that he would be the one to break it accidentally. And then there 

was a wooden clack, as if one of the begging bowls had rocked. John‟s head snapped around, 

searching. Andy felt the Casimir detector shake briefly against his ribs and sensed a wavering in 

the air above the students. None of the students moved. None changed expression. Andy couldn‟t 

tell which bowl had moved, if one had. He covered Rachel‟s hand with his own and looked at 

John, who raised an eyebrow. Andy nodded. John gave a quick nod in return, then searched the 

faces. Andy waited for him to settle on one, but he didn‟t. There was no further sound or signal, 
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but after another two minutes Dorjit opened his eyes, placed his hands together and bowed. The 

attendant behind him raised a small gong and struck it once. The students in turn relaxed, placed 

palms together and bowed. 

“The journey continues for each of us. Today‟s portion is done.” Dorjit rose, turned, and 

left through the door behind him, followed by the attendant. The students went through various 

brief stretching and breathing routines, each rising when ready and departing through the main 

door. The three waited impatiently until the last student left, then followed him out. They didn‟t 

speak until they had their shoes on and were on the path back to the cabin. 

“What happened? You guys acted like it was something important but all I heard was a 

little noise.” 

“Somebody in there triggered the detector. Could you tell who it was, John?” 

“No. Not a clue. But it was somebody, Andy, somebody in that room besides us!” 

“The detector agrees. When can we talk to Dorjit?” 

“The assistant said he would send for us after…” He stopped, held up his hand, listening. 

Andy became aware of a faint engine noise. He looked toward the access road, but no moving 

car was visible. The sound grew louder, then resolved into the unmistakable whapping of 

helicopter blades as three aircraft rounded the hillside. One settled toward the road, blocking it, 

while the others hovered over the open area between the parking lot and the sanctuary. 

“The proverbial black helicopters?” Andy‟s mouth was dry. 

“I‟d call it more of a dark blue, but I think you have the idea,” John answered. The blue-

robed students had been jolted out of their serenity and were hurrying away from the descending 

choppers, looking backward as they went. “Mr. Murchison, I presume.” 
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Chapter 22 

 

Rachel had her cell phone out, but the look on her face said it was no use. 

“No signal. Maybe I can use the phone in the office.” 

“To call who?” Andy asked as she dropped her cell back into her bag. 

“A lawyer.” Rachel set off running for the reception office. 

“How did they find us so fast?” John asked as the choppers came to a hover. “You said 

nobody followed?” 

Andy shook his head. He had to raise his voice to be heard above the rotor noise. 

“Nobody. We came the long way around, through Hollister and Salinas. Nobody could have 

planted a locator; I picked out the car, got in, drove off the lot, picked Rachel up at the airport. 

No way they followed us.” 

“Dennis?” 

“Dennis doesn‟t know about this place.” 

The two nearer helicopters set down at either end of the parking lot. Three men jumped 

out of each, four of them in combat gear and carrying assault weapons with scope sights. They 

took firing positions behind cars at the two ends. The other two wore suits and headed toward the 

sanctuary. Murchison and Swivett, Andy had no doubt. He and John were at the far end of the 

sanctuary, near the office, where the path to the cabins began. There was nowhere to run.  

 John looked at the advancing intruders, lips compressing. “Well, we might as well get 

this over with. I‟m not going to do it, and Murchison needs to hear it from me, I guess. Come on, 

Andy.” He started back along the wooden walkway, to where the steps came up from the garden 

of stones, Andy a step behind. Before they got there, Dorjit and the red-robed attendant emerged 

from the main door. Dorjit looked perturbed and hurried down the steps to meet Murchison in 

the middle of the garden path. The attendant remained on the walkway watching Andy and John, 

his face immobile. 

“Who the hell are you and what do you think you‟re doing? This is my ashram! People 

come here for serenity, to meditate. What are you doing coming in here with helicopters and 

guns? You think we are growing pot or something? Try the next valley over.” Dorjit pointed 

west and flapped his hand. 
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Murchison strode up to the monk and stopped, examining him. He looked much as he had 

in Crystal City and at the Fairmont, except that today he wore what looked like lizard skin boots 

and sunglasses. He removed the sunglasses and put them into his inside pocket before he spoke. 

“You would be Frank Dacosta, lately known as Dorjit? Originally from Bayonne, New Jersey?” 

“That‟s right…I prefer Dorjit. What do you want with me?” 

“With you? Nothing. You seem unaware of the value of information,” Murchison said 

with a smug little smile, glancing at the attendant on the walkway, “but that is a common failing. 

Your property taxes are due next month and the sheriff thinks there is something funny going on 

out here, but there are no complaints against you. I have come for two of your guests. Those 

two.” Murchison pointed at John and Andy, watching from the top of the steps. 

Dorjit turned to look. “I don‟t know these men. They are visitors, not students. Take 

them, it is nothing to me. Take them and leave us in peace.” He stalked up the steps past the 

attendant, who hesitated, then hurried after. 

Murchison laughed and stepped forward. “Doctors Chalk and Taggart, reunited at last. I 

must say, your choice of sanctuary seems rather uninspired. I am very disappointed in you, Dr. 

Taggart, though it is useful when people are predictable. You have squandered a unique 

opportunity – unless of course you have succeeded without informing me?” 

Rachel came out of the office. “The phone is dead.” She stopped, looking at Murchison. 

“Yes, I‟m afraid so, Ms. Hollander. Since I received the call informing me that your little 

gathering was taking place today. Well, Dr. Chalk? Did Dr. Taggart convince you? Are you 

ready to accept your place in God‟s Plan, as so many have done before?”  His tone was sarcastic, 

and Andy could see Swivett frown. 

John walked down the steps and out to where Murchison stood in the sun. Swivett stood 

just behind Murchison and a couple of feet to the right. Andy followed John and took a similar 

position to his left, feeling like a second at a duel.  

“Sorry, that isn‟t going to happen. I haven‟t heard from any gods, and I don‟t think 

anyone else ever has either.” 

“And yet your abilities have increased. You are able to walk on water, or so Dr. Taggart 

informs me. Should you not be grateful to God for such a gift? Or perhaps Dr. Taggart lied,”  

Murchison goaded. 

“I‟d give you a demonstration, but this river‟s a little dry,” John snapped in return. 



 

 220 

“Oh, simple levitation will do. We will stipulate the water.” 

“You don‟t believe me?” John focused, as Andy had come to think of it, and rose 

smoothly into the air, hovering silently at an altitude of a foot. The wobbly sparkles of the field 

surrounded him like a nimbus. He had his hands at his sides, slightly raised, in a posture that was 

startlingly reminiscent of sacred paintings and old Bible illustrations Andy recalled, of Jesus 

walking across the waters. He wondered if John was intentionally mocking Murchison in return, 

until he saw the slight shifts of John‟s hands. Not mocking but maintaining his balance, like a 

wire walker without a pole. He heard Swivett suck in a hissing breath. 

“So - a veritable miracle-worker! A prophet in our time of trial; God truly works in 

mysterious ways.” There was no hint of awe or worship in Murchison‟s voice; Andy heard only 

triumph and anticipation. “With you to lead, we will put indomitable courage in the hearts of 

Christians and craven doubt in the souls of the infidels! An unmistakable sign of victory for the 

godly and divine retribution on the sinners. We must consider how best to reveal you…” 

Murchison stopped as John dropped with an audible thump and a grunt, spreading his 

arms farther as he caught himself. “Forget it! I told you there is no god involved here, just 

physics! There is no divine message, and there is no way I am going to lead your goddamn new 

crusade! You think walking on water is a big deal? Hell, I‟ll bet there are a bunch of people who 

have done it. If Jesus was one of them, maybe he used it to pull in the crowds for his speeches, or 

sermons, or whatever they were. Maybe he had a message of his own, about how people should 

treat each other, or how they should live together in harmony. Maybe he said the message came 

from whatever God he believed in. We‟ll never know, because all we have now is the approved 

version, as concocted by a bunch of power mongers a few centuries later. Well, it‟s bullshit and I 

will have no part of it. This. Is. Just. Physics!” 

Swivett was leaning slightly forward and Andy could see his jaw muscles working. “Sir 

we must not listen to this...” He stopped abruptly as Murchison held up his right hand in front of 

the agent‟s face without looking. 

“Not now, Earl.” He was looking calmly at John, like a chess player in the middle game, 

assessing options and possibilities. “Dr. Chalk, I cannot let this opportunity pass. Your country 

needs you. If you have no message to offer, we will provide you with one. In fact, that is a 

preferable approach; less risk of ambiguity. Best not to confuse the sheep. We will make it worth 

your while of course. You can enjoy wealth, fame, power beyond most men‟s wildest fantasies.” 
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“You want me to lie.” The contempt in John‟s voice was so vitriolic that Andy 

involuntarily took a step away. “You want me to lie to a bunch of poor benighted born-again 

dupes so you can use them to make a bigger war. Who am I supposed to be, God‟s other son? 

You fucking hypocrite! You‟re not a believer; no real believer would advocate lying about God! 

You people aren‟t chosen by God, you‟ve chosen yourselves. You‟re trying to put yourselves in 

power over everyone else, a reincarnation of Hitler‟s brownshirts, a Christian Taliban! It doesn‟t 

bother you to ask me to lie about being a prophet because you know that the whole thing is a 

lie!” 

Murchison remained calm. “My beliefs are not relevant here. And I don‟t really care 

what…persona…you choose to assume, as long as it is credibly Christian and you do your job.” 

Swivett stepped forward, half-turning to his left, toward Murchison. “Sir, you can‟t…we 

can‟t…Deuteronomy, like Reverend Thiebault told us…It‟s our job! Our duty!” 

“Not now, Earl! What do you say, Dr. Chalk, do we have a deal?” 

“No!” Swivett‟s shout of denial carried as much pain as determination. “Deuteronomy! 

He‟s a false prophet and we have to kill him!” His hand went to the back of his waist and 

whipped forward holding an automatic pistol. He pivoted a little to his left, squaring himself, his 

left hand coming up to steady his right, and Andy flinched as the point of aim passed across his 

own body then steadied on John. 

John raised his hands defensively, the Casimir detector buzzed against Andy‟s ribs, and 

he saw John surrounded once more by the nimbus of the gathering field. Before John could reach 

out with it, Swivett fired.  

Andy could see the field flowing in the nimbus, could see space twisting as John used it 

to slow the approaching bullet, strands of energy clinging and stretching like a web of chewing 

gum, as the shape of nothing warped along the trajectory. The bullet slowed, did not penetrate, 

but struck John in the chest like a fist, knocking him a step backward. 

 The strands of energy coalesced into a pulsing blob in front of John, tendrils extending 

and retracting, like the fireball except now pure dark energy – or whatever the stuff was. Then 

one tendril shot out directly toward John‟s head and the rest streamed after it. John only had time 

for a single “Damn,” combining wonder, chagrin and fear, before the leading tip reached him. 

There was a noise a little like the pistol shot, but sizzling like a large spark or a small 

thunderbolt, and the jet of energy entered John‟s head. John jerked backward spasmodically this 
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time, flinging his arms wide as he toppled. The sound when his head hit the boulder had a 

crunching quality that turned Andy‟s stomach.  

“John? John!” Andy scrambled toward the motionless body. He could see no entry 

wound, although he had clearly conned the spike of field energy passing into John‟s head. A 

trickle of scarlet blood emerged from beneath John‟s head and ran across the white granite. Andy 

reached out, intending to check for a pulse, but he was shoved aside by Swivett, still holding the 

gun, with Murchison barely a step behind. He sagged back, feeling detached, as Murchison 

extended a hand over his head and pumped his fist twice, as if signaling. Swivett was kneeling 

beside the body now – surely a body. Surely John was dead, between the field shorting out 

through his brain and the impact of his skull on the rock. 

“Is he dead?” Murchison demanded. “Have you killed him?” 

Swivett laid his pistol aside and began passing his hands over John‟s chest and abdomen. 

“There‟s…there‟s no wound! I hit him, center shot, but there‟s no wound!” One hand moved up 

to the throat. “He has a pulse, sir.” 

“Get the medics moving, idiot.” 

Andy felt tightness in his chest and realized that he was holding his breath. He let go; 

breath, clenched fists, everything, and sat on the ground watching John‟s blood drip off the edge 

of the boulder. He could still con the field, he realized, and he felt a tension, like trying to focus 

on fine print, as he strained to make his eyes cooperate. A fine iridescent mist scintillated 

everywhere around him, but there was no trace of John‟s field concentration.  

Swivett had his hand raised to his mouth. “Medics, right now. Bring a stretcher.” He 

lowered his hand and picked up his automatic, staring at it. “I don‟t understand. It wasn‟t a 

misfire, it kicked. There‟s no body armor. I know I didn‟t miss.” He turned toward Andy. “What 

happened, Taggart?” 

Andy just shook his head and got to his feet. It didn‟t seem useful to explain. 

“Mister Swivett, you will pay for this!” Murchison was flushed and shaking as he 

rounded on the security man, hissing the sibilants. “I want that man alive! Why did you fire 

without orders?” 

Swivett had jerked reflexively to military attention at the first word. “Sir, he was 

blaspheming and the Bible says…” 
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“I know what the Bible says! It does not say that you are capable of making decisions! It 

does not say that a fool should assert himself in the presence of his betters! It does not say,” 

Murchison continued, his voice now low and murderous, “that you can flout my authority and 

frustrate my plans with impunity. Surrender your weapon.” 

Swivett raised the gun that he was pointing at the ground, reversed it, extended it toward 

Murchison, and when it was taken from him returned his hand to his side. His eyes never left the 

horizon. Andy shut out the field and wondered what to do with the detector. For the moment 

nobody was looking at him except Rachel. He shook his head at her, then quickly reached into 

his pocket, plucked the detector out and dropped it on the ground behind him. He felt for it with 

his heel, found it, and put his weight on it, relieved to feel the plastic crunch under his foot. 

“Chalk was important, Mister Swivett. He had a role to play. I had uses for him. That 

man could walk on water – what can you do?” 

“Sir, God would not have…” 

“God would not have? Listen, you jackass, when you walk on water, then you can talk to 

me about what God would or would not do. It isn‟t going to happen. You are a worm. Your place 

in the world is to do as you‟re told by people with brains. We only know of two people who were 

capable of performing convincing miracles. One disappeared and you probably just killed the 

other one because you‟re too damned dumb to see beyond Deuteronomy. You think just because 

you got born again you‟re equal? There‟s people above and people below, Mister Swivett. That‟s 

true in life, it‟s true in heaven, and it‟s true in hell, which is where I am personally going to send 

you.” 

Two agents with rifles came running up from the parking area, Andy assumed in 

response to the fist pumps. Two others jumped down from the nearest helicopter and sprinted 

toward them, one carrying a cloth holdall marked with a red cross, the other a folded stretcher. 

The armed guards arrived first. They deliberately avoided looking at Swivett, he thought, though 

they seemed truly uninterested in John. They stopped and waited without comment. 

The medic with the holdall – a bulked up first aid kit, Andy now saw – skidded as he 

stopped on the crushed stone pathway, then knelt next to John and did a quick survey before 

reaching for the carotid pulse point with one hand and gently behind the head with the other. “I 

heard one shot but there are no obvious bullet wounds. Was he shot in the back of the head?” 

“No, he fell.” Andy figured it was the minimum required information. 
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The medic nodded, still probing gently. “Feels like a depressed skull fracture. He‟s alive, 

but he won‟t be much longer outside a hospital. The closest one is in Monterey. Closest secure 

facility is at Hunter-Liggett, but it‟s fifteen minutes further. Might not have the fifteen. Your call 

sir.” 

“Take him to Monterey. I don‟t want him to die, you understand me?” 

“Yes sir, but the odds are pretty bad even if we do get him to a hospital.” 

“Then go now. And I want twenty-four hour surveillance.” 

“Yes, sir.” The other medic had unfolded the stretcher and the two now positioned it next 

to John and carefully lifted him onto it. As they moved away Murchison turned to the guards. 

Swivett was still standing at attention. 

“It seems we have a traitor among us.” Murchison said it smoothly, a judge passing 

sentence. “Clean that up.” He instructed, pointing at the bloody rock. “Dispose of this one 

quietly,” pointing to Andy, “along with the woman. And take Mister Swivett here to IPF at Little 

Iraq.” 

One guard handed his rifle to the other and took plastic zip cuffs from a belt pouch, then 

moved toward Swivett. The guard with the rifles slung one, gave Rachel a quick look, and 

pointed the other halfway between Andy and Swivett. “Got them - go ahead.” 

“Assume the position,” the man with the zip cuffs barked. Swivett looked at the rifleman, 

who swung slightly in his direction. Andy had a thought about running, but there was still 

nowhere. Swivett knelt, then lay face down, hands crossed behind the small of his back.  

“Permission to speak, sir?” For the first time Swivett sounded uncertain, maybe even 

frightened. The guard looped the plastic around his wrists and tightened it with a practiced 

motion. He took a compressed gas hypodermic injector from another pouch and placed it against 

the back of Swivett‟s neck. 

Murchison held up a hand. “About what?” 

“Maybe there were more than two, sir. When Chalk…rose up, Taggart had that same 

funny look on his face. He knows something. Why did they come here? Maybe there‟s still a 

way, sir.” 

“Well, Dr. Taggart?” 
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“Andy?” Rachel called, sounding terrified. She took a step and the rifleman snapped 

around, fired a shot into the wooden wall below her feet and snapped back, all in one motion, 

like a soldier firing a salute at a funeral. Rachel froze as the report echoed away. 

The rifle was pointed directly at him now, and quiet disposal sounded permanent. “I…I 

can see the field. I can‟t work with it like John could, but I could see what he was doing.” He 

looked directly at Swivett. “He stopped your bullet, but the field …got away from him and 

shorted out, like a spark discharge. If he dies you still killed him.” 

“Never mind that. I will deal with Mr. Swivett. Why did you come here? Is the monk, or 

whatever, also a miracle worker?” 

Andy glanced up at the walkway, where Dorjit and several students were standing just 

inside the doorway, watching. If he gave Dorjit to Murchison would they let Rachel go? Dispose 

of. Quietly. And it wasn‟t Dorjit‟s fault. “Not that I could see. Just another charlatan.” 

“Do you think you can learn to work miracles? To save your life?” 

“I…yes, maybe. In time.” If it doesn‟t kill me like it probably killed John. Still, no choice 

at the moment if he wanted Rachel to live. 

“I don‟t have time. Well, we will give you some incentives and see what happens. Very 

well. Three for IPF.” Murchison lowered his hand and Swivett jerked as the hypo spray fired. 

The guard rose, taking another loop of plastic from his pouch, and took a step toward Andy. 

“What is IPF?” He numbly dropped to his knees and then lay forward on the stones and 

decayed granite of the pathway. 

“Why, IPF is the Interrogation and Persuasion Facility, Dr. Taggart. The people there are 

experts on pain and fear. I don‟t think you will like it. Nor will Ms. Hollander.” 

“Rachel! Wait , don‟t…” The plastic cinched down on his wrists. “You don‟t need to do 

that!” The hypo spray hammered the side of his neck and he immediately began to feel dizzy. 

“Like I said, Dr. Taggart. Incentives.” 
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Chapter 23 

 

The engine roar had barely subsided and the rotors were still whining down when Andy 

felt the tension change in his bonds. He had only regained awareness a few minutes earlier and 

found that chains had replaced the zip cuffs. He couldn‟t move and he couldn‟t see. A moment 

later hands at each elbow jerked him upright. He tried to take a step and stumbled, the leg chains 

bringing him up short. As the guards caught him he realized that his manacles and shackles were 

still attached by a short chain that passed through an anchor at his waist. He couldn‟t reach the 

hood that blinded him and he could move forward only in short shuffling steps. There was a 

ramp of some kind leading downward from the chopper to what felt like sand and gravel. He 

shuffled quickly and awkwardly, trying to avoid falling on his face. Wherever he was, it was hot. 

The surface changed to concrete or asphalt- something harder. Another ramp, rising, and 

he heard a door open. He crossed a threshold, staggering again, and the slope changed to slightly 

downward. The guards jerked him to a stop and released him. He heard them move back and 

away, until the door closed. There was no sound but his breathing and heartbeats. The sweat and 

vomit smells of the hood now mixed with new notes of urine and feces and disinfectant and a 

faint sharp tang that he recognized after a moment as gasoline. 

There was a soft click, like a relay closing, and instantly he was in agony, flames burning 

every part of his body. He screamed and dropped to the concrete, rolling, trying to snuff the fires. 

“Put it out, put it out!” The pain was everywhere and he rolled and writhed, knowing that with 

his hands fastened he could only reach a small part of his body, that the burns on his face and 

back and legs would be horrible. 

It stopped. No water, no blast of CO2 or Halon, it simply stopped. Andy lay gasping as a 

voice commanded “Unhood,” and the door opened again. Hands unfastened his hood and pulled 

it off, and he blinked tears away, squinting in the sudden brightness as he frantically examined 

his body. His clothes were intact. There was no char, no smell of burning. The guard turned 

without a word and stepped out through the door again. 

He was in a small high-ceilinged room, perhaps the size of a racquetball court. The floor 

was bare cement sloping to a central drain. A strip of mirror ran the width of one wall; an 

observation window, he was sure. Above it there was a small railed opening, like a balcony. In 
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each ceiling corner there was an antenna, a dish, perhaps a foot across. In the center of the 

ceiling was a harsh fluorescent light and a speaker grille. 

“What…” Andy‟s voice was a croak and he had to stop and swallow. “What was that?” 

Murchison‟s voice came from the balcony where he now stepped forward. “That was 

your introduction to the Motivation Center. Or, as some call it, the Agonizer. Aren‟t the wonders 

of physics truly amazing?” 

“Physics?” 

“Submillimeter wave radiation. We developed it during the Iraq war a few years ago, 

after the Abu Ghraib farce. Based on some silly-ass Marine Corps non-lethal weapon program 

called the Active Denial System. Their idea was to make you run away. Our idea is that you 

can‟t run away. Guards, clear the facility. Prisoner interrogation, need-to-know basis. My 

authority.” 

A few seconds later the door opened again and Murchison entered. He was dressed as he 

always seemed to be, in suit, tie and cowboy boots. Andy‟s heart slowed and he managed to sit 

up. Murchison stood above him at a long arm‟s length. 

“You remember we were speaking of incentives, Dr. Taggart? The Motivation Center is 

all about incentives. I want to see you working miracles in the very near future. I want to see you 

making your utmost efforts. I want you to succeed. When there is progress you will be rewarded. 

When I become impatient or less than satisfied with you, you will come here. Since there is no 

lasting physical damage, the pain can be inflicted repeatedly and at length. The psychological 

effects can be rather profound, however. You should keep that in mind with regard to Ms. 

Hollander, as well.” 

“Please, I‟ll do what you want, don‟t hurt her.” 

“She is on her way here right now, so you had better get started. I want a convincing 

miracle in two weeks, Taggart. I want you walking on water in thirty days. Do you think you can 

do that?” 

“I don‟t know. I‟ll try.” He shivered, his skin still tingling from the effects of the 

radiation. And they had Rachel… “I‟ll try very hard!” A lame thing to say, but he couldn‟t think. 

It had taken John weeks to learn to focus enough field strength to lift himself. 

Murchison shook his head, mouth twisted in a smile of triumphant contempt. “Yes you 

will. And to make sure you pay attention, I have assigned a watcher.” He stepped back, opened 
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the door, and let Swivett into the chamber. “Mr. Swivett deprived me of John Chalk. You are his 

opportunity to redeem himself. Incentives, Dr. Taggart. Mr. Swivett has incentives, too. If you 

fail his life is forfeit, along with yours. Mr. Swivett will ensure that you try very hard indeed.” 

Andy struggled to stand up as Swivett approached. He had reached an awkward crouch 

when the former security man took a last long stride and kicked. His foot caught Andy 

unerringly in the crotch, collapsing him back to the cement floor, groaning in waves of pain and 

nausea. 
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Chapter 24 

 

Andy lay on his side, naked, eyes squeezed shut, taking deep breaths and struggling to 

endure the appalling ache in his testicles and groin. Additional guards had come in as he lay 

curled up and retching on the cement floor. They had unchained him, stripped him, dragged him, 

stumbling, out to a cage in the open air, and dropped him. He opened his eyes now, wiping away 

tears and sat up. It was still hot, although he was in shade. 

He examined his cage, still breathing slowly and deeply. The floor was again plain 

concrete, sandy and gritty under his bare buttocks. The sides were open wire mesh reinforced 

with steel bars every two feet or so. There was an open hole in the floor; his toilet, he realized 

from the stench. The roof overhead was solid and broad. Looking out he saw that one roof 

covered a group of four cages. They did not share their mesh walls but were separated by three-

foot wide gaps. The mesh was too fine to allow a hand to penetrate and was woven with what 

looked like some kind of sensor wires. Not that it would have done any good if he could have 

reached through; the surrounding cages were empty. There was a board walkway, also beneath 

the roof, on what he decided was the front, as defined by a door. There was a bench on the 

walkway. Looking farther, he could see a bench in front of each enclosure. For interrogators, he 

supposed. 

He was in a desert, the kind with rocks and scrubby plants, not sand dunes. Maybe 

Nevada? He had no idea how long he had been unconscious in the helicopter. Beyond the block 

of cages he could see other similar groupings, and in the center of the compound a solid-walled 

two story building. That was where he had come from; the Motivation Center, the Agonizer; 

both accurate names. On the perimeter was a high fence, with razor wire and guard towers 

occupied by men in desert camouflage fatigue uniforms, carrying assault rifles. There were 

floodlights on tall poles. He was naked in a cage in a military prison in a desert. Escape did not 

seem a likely option. 

His breathing eased as the pain receded, and he shifted slightly to relieve the irritation 

from a sharp twig he was sitting on. A hot breeze carried dust and other debris. It would be cold 

at night. At the back of the cage, opposite the door, was a metal-framed slot at floor level, big 

enough to pass the plastic foam food tray that sat halfway through on a short shelf. Eating did not 

interest him; he was still queasy. 
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There was absolutely no choice. He had to learn to use the field. He recalled the 

gathering, the concentration of the field, as he had seen John do it. Just make a wish, like in fairy 

tales? He let himself perceive the field around him and visualized it lifting the food tray. The tray 

remained on the shelf. Okay, wishing wasn‟t it. 

He concentrated on the field itself. Were there patches where it seemed brighter? Yes, 

although „brighter‟ wasn‟t really right. He closed his eyes and located a region of this brighter 

stronger field. As he conned it more intently he realized that there was a flow; the field was 

stronger here because of a convergence. He let his awareness sink deeper into the field and 

something changed in his perception of it. Now the flow was pushing him…and he pushed 

back…and the flow changed, the convergence now a divergence. No, he wanted a stronger field, 

so he pushed the other way…and the flow changed again, the field now compressing further, 

stronger than the original concentration. 

So, how to apply force to an object? Andy focused his attention into his field 

concentration and changed the flow back and forth, in and out, so that the point flared and 

dimmed in his mind. Could he make a second without losing the first? He let his focus of 

attention broaden and deepen, like looking beyond and between a pair of flickering flames so as 

to observe both simultaneously, and split the point of convergence in two, pushing the pieces 

apart…and then there were two points, two nuggets where the theta field was compressed. It was 

a struggle to hold both, like trying to hold two thoughts at once, and his head began to throb. No, 

not two independent points but details within one greater shaped structure. The two points 

stabilized, but his head hurt even more. 

An object. He opened his eyes and the nausea worsened as he strained to fuse his two 

sources of perception. He touched the floor and found a bit of grit, not even sand, but coarse 

dust. He held it on his fingertip and moved his field concentrations so it was between them. 

Moved? How had he moved the field? He felt himself beginning to separate from the field as his 

concentration slipped, and discarded the question. Moved, somehow. Take it on faith. The two 

points bracketed the dust grain and he pushed the flow back and forth between them. Make it 

stronger…did the speck move? Yes! He switched the direction of flow faster and the grain 

vibrated back and forth on his fingertip. He could feel it; he could even see it. He increased the 

amplitude, temples hammering, and felt something new. The grain seemed suddenly to push 

back, to become heavy. Inertial resistance…the grain now had enough momentum that he could 
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feel resistance when he changed directions. But he didn‟t want to bang the grain around like 

some microscopic shuttlecock, he wanted to move it, to place it. 

Andy shrank his two-point structure and placed it within the grain. Again there was 

resistance as the field interacted with the mass of the grain, but if he did it slowly there was 

penetration. His perception changed as the scale shrank and he felt like an extension of himself 

was inside the grain, shaking it, like spinning a ring of keys around a finger. He shook it farther, 

faster, until the pain in his head overwhelmed him. As he withdrew and his perception of the 

field faded, he felt the grain fly apart, crumbling under the stresses. Andy groaned, clutching his 

head and rolling onto his side as his perception of everything faded. 

 

He awoke to the sound of a stick banging on metal bars. It took a moment to recall where 

he was, but his nakedness brought it all back. The sun was nearly down, there was a stronger 

breeze, and the desert heat was radiating away, a night chill already promised. The banging came 

from the rear of the cage where a pair of impatient guards stood – no, a guard and a fetcher. The 

guard carried the stick, another riot baton, while the fetcher pushed a cart stacked with cardboard 

boxes. 

“Move it Sleeping Beauty,” the guard commanded, “Learn the drill. Tray in the slot, like 

you found it. You against the front wall, butt on the floor, hands on your head. Do it now.” 

Andy hadn‟t moved the tray, so he crab-scuttled to the front side of the cage, sat and put 

his hands on top of his head. He was suddenly very hungry. 

The fetcher withdrew the tray, opened a cardboard box, dumped the contents onto the 

tray, added a plastic bottle of water and tossed the empty box into a bin on his cart. The guard 

simply watched Andy. 

“Can…can I have a blanket or something? It‟s getting chilly.” 

“No blanket. No clothes. No hot food. Not until you give the man whatever he wants. I 

don‟t know, I don‟t care, I don‟t want to hear your sad story. Stay there.” 

The fetcher replaced the tray and moved the cart, heading for the next block of cages. The 

guard stepped back, then leaned forward to bang the bars again. “That‟s your signal. Move any 

sooner and you miss the next meal. Bon appetit.” He turned and walked after the cart. 

Andy rose to his feet, stretching, and took the few steps to the food tray. There was a 

sealed pouch labeled „Chilimac‟, a cookie wrapped in plastic, a box of raisins, and a plastic 
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spoon. Not even a full MRE ration. Five sheets of toilet paper. He picked up the tray, carried it to 

the point farthest from the toilet hole and sat down to eat. 

He ate as slowly as he could, drawing it out, while the sun disappeared and the lights 

came on. They were bright, but they didn‟t shine directly into his cage. He replaced the tray in 

the slot and settled back down where he had eaten, hugging his knees to his chest.. The headache 

was gone, so he cautiously opened himself to the theta field. It was the same as before, although 

the field concentrations, the fluctuating hotspots, seemed more distinct now. He chose one and 

extended into it, reaching out to make it grow. Easier this time. He tried to move it to the meal 

tray, use it to lift a bit of the cookie wrapper, but his sensation of connection faded out. Too far 

away? He got up and fetched the balled up scrap of plastic and brought it back, laying it on the 

floor. This time he made one focus, embedded it in the target, and matched the size of the focus 

to the plastic pellet. Now make it stronger…until he could feel the mass of the pellet. Finally he 

aligned the sense of the field, its direction, so that it was pointing upward. The pellet quivered, 

then rose slightly from the floor. His temples began to pound again, and this time he took the 

warning, releasing the field immediately. The ache was there, but dull, not the pole-axing pain 

he‟d felt earlier. Give it a rest and try later. He shivered. He had nothing else to do and this 

looked to be a long night. 

Andy tried again three times before dawn eventually arrived. He didn‟t really sleep, 

dozing fitfully between attempts, headachy and shivering. For the third he had abandoned his 

plastic pellet for a strand of spider silk drifting from a web in the ceiling corner above him. It had 

less mass than the pellet, but the shape presented an entirely new problem. He had to continually 

change and refine the shape of his field focus as the fiber flexed and drifted on the air currents, 

maintaining enough contact with the material to feel the twists and internal strains. It was like 

learning to walk on a gently pitching boat; at first demanding a sweaty concentration, but 

gradually becoming automatic. He had his arms wrapped around his knees, teeth chattering, 

utterly exhausted, when the guard and cart pusher arrived. 

Breakfast was a plastic cup of gluey oatmeal and a pouch of orange juice, both at chilly 

ambient temperature. As the sun and the temperature rose he stopped shivering and began to 

hope that he could sleep, but as he replaced the tray he saw a trio of figures approaching along 

the front walkway. Two wore fatigues, but the one in front wore jeans and a polo shirt. Swivett. 
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They stopped in front of the cage door. “Mr. Murchison wants you.” Swivett inserted a 

flat metal electronic key in the lock and the door swung open. The two guards, both large and 

intimidatingly muscled, entered and approached Andy. “If you cooperate and walk, you‟ll find it 

more comfortable. If they have to carry you you‟re likely to get banged around some. Your 

choice.” Andy stood docilely as they gripped his arms on either side, and moved without 

resistance. They walked him out of the cage and along the walkway toward the same building 

he‟d been hauled out of the day before. They took him back into the same room, where 

Murchison was waiting on the balcony. 

“Stand by outside,” Swivett told the guards, and they released his arms and went back 

through the door, where Swivett took position. Andy tried to ignore his fear and the shame that 

came from being naked and helpless, but it didn‟t work. He managed to avoid covering his 

crotch with his hands. 

“Have you made any progress, Taggart?” 

“A little…I learned last night to move things, to lift them. Small things.” 

Murchison took a plastic pen from an inside coat pocket and dropped it on the floor. 

“Good. Show me.” 

It was too heavy, he knew it was too heavy. “I need something smaller than that.” Andy 

looked up, pleading. 

“Try.” 

Andy licked dry lips and assembled a field focus around the pen, but when he tried to 

move it the pen didn‟t even twitch. He tried to pull in more field, increase the flux, but he knew 

it wasn‟t enough. Again the pen didn‟t move. His head began to throb, and he looked up at 

Murchison. “I can‟t…not yet.” 

“That‟s unfortunate, Dr. Taggart.” Murchison raised a finger and Andy heard a noise 

behind him. He turned to see Swivett closing the door as he left. His mouth went cotton dry as he 

turned back. “That‟s very unfortunate.” Murchison took a step back and again the relay closed 

somewhere. 

The burning sensation began once more. It isn‟t real, he told himself, you can fight it. 

You aren‟t damaged, just endure the pain. His stoicism lasted all of two seconds. “Ahhh! God, 

turn it off! Please turn it off, please!” He fell on the floor, covering up instinctively. “Noooo, 
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please!” The burning seemed to come in rhythmic pulsing waves and he heard himself screaming 

in a hideous, endless, counterpoint. 

Andy didn‟t know how long it continued. When it stopped his throat felt raw and he was 

sobbing, huddled on the floor. The burning was instantly gone but he could still feel the residual 

tingling and the sting from the numerous scratches and abrasions caused by the rough cement 

beneath him. He lay there, gasping, and heard the door open behind him. 

“Take him back,” Murchison‟s voice ordered from above. “And Taggart – I want to see 

progress. Perhaps when you return here tomorrow you will have something worthwhile to show 

me? I certainly hope so.” 

The two guards came in and hauled Andy to his feet. The burning may have left no 

physical aftereffects, but he was wobbly and almost grateful for the support. They returned him 

to his cage and pushed him in. There was a bottle of water on his food tray and he drank half of it 

before he curled himself into a wretched defeated ball and lay there, simply breathing, until sleep 

came. 

When he woke it was hot and bright and the wind was swirling dust and grit through the 

cage. He sat up gingerly, but there were no physical wounds from the morning other than his 

abrasions. He recalled reading somewhere that the brain formed no memory of the physical 

sensation of pain, but the memory of his terror and humiliation was bad enough. And Murchison 

had spoken of another session the next day. He had to get stronger, pull in more of the field. He 

looked around the cage for an object to practice with, something that would be notable, and 

regretted that he hadn‟t thought to grab the pen Murchison had dropped. There was nothing on 

his tray but the water bottle, and that was hopeless. Although, if he emptied it…Andy took the 

cap off and drank the remaining water, swishing some around in his mouth to rinse the taste of 

the dust. He placed the plastic bottle on the floor in front of him and conned the theta field. It 

was as before, a veil of fluctuating energy points flickering on and off without organized 

movement. He searched for a stronger node, but then had another thought. He needed to 

concentrate the field to generate more force; that meant he needed to start with a wide net. 

Instead of focusing on a single point he opened himself to an unfocussed perception of 

the field all around him. It felt like extending something outward, like listening instead of 

looking, and he followed that analogy until he began to feel that he somehow contained the field 

out to as far as he could reach. He didn‟t know how far that was, but it wasn‟t just within arm‟s 
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length. When he tried, it seemed he could reach a little farther, so he strained to find the limit. A 

slight thumping in his temples warned him, and he stopped, no longer reaching but now 

gathering. The field now seemed structured, as if it had filaments, or like iron filings aligning 

over a magnet. He pulled his attention inward, tightening like a weight lifter preparing for a 

supreme effort. The field flowed inward with him, surrounding and infusing the object of his 

focus, the bottle. It was stronger than any fluctuation now; if it had been light it would have been 

a star shining in the daytime. Andy shaped the field to the contours of the bottle, became aware 

of the substance of the bottle as a resistance to the field…and lifted. The bottle rose. 

Andy stared, then closed his eyes, then stared again. He was doing it. It was easy…sort 

of. The field lifted the bottle, the hard part was containing the field. He raised the bottle higher 

but it felt no different. He reshaped his focus so that there was an upward part, that supported the 

bottle against gravity, and a moving part that pushed against the neck of the bottle. The bottle 

began to rotate in midair! Now if he added a second rotation… The headache came with only a 

single warning twinge this time, and cut off his field perception as if a switch had opened. He 

whimpered as the bottle clattered on the floor and hunched down with his forehead pressed 

against his drawn up knees. He sat that way for several minutes, unmoving except for his 

consciously deep breaths, holding off the pain and listening to his thudding heart as it slowed and 

the pounding in his brain gradually diminished.  

Eventually Andy raised his head and blew out a sigh of relief. He wished he had some 

more water. Have to wait a while before he tried again. Still, he had done it, a macroscopic 

demonstration of manipulation of the theta field. When he showed them they wouldn‟t burn him 

again. Surely they wouldn‟t. And he would ask for some clothes. He lay down on his side, 

stretching out against the cramp of his fetal curl. Might as well sleep now, in the heat. Try again 

later. 

 

He sat leaning against the mesh and watched the guard and the cart pusher approach. He 

was hungry and thirsty, but awake and alert this time. They didn‟t hurry, but they made no other 

stops; he seemed to be first on their route. He had heard screams and curses from somewhere in 

the middle distance during the afternoon, but he could see no other prisoners. The voices had 

been male; he hadn‟t a clue where Rachel might be. He supposed that he was a secret, even from 

the guards; presumably only Murchison and Swivett knew he was anything other than an 
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ordinary detainee. He could change that, right now, but he didn‟t see how it would give him any 

advantage. He had succeeded once more in lifting the empty bottle that now lay on his tray. 

Maybe more importantly, he had stopped before the headache came. He hadn‟t felt any stronger, 

but it came easier and he had been able to relax a little and monitor his own condition. The cart 

was only about twenty yards away now and he clasped his hands on the top of his head. Be 

careful, follow the rules, pay attention, don‟t get burned again…Please, God, don‟t let them burn 

me again. Idiot – why pray if you don‟t believe? Different guard, same cart pusher. Hurry, damn 

it! 

The flunky pulled the tray through the slot, tossed the empty bottle into the cart bin, 

dumped a box onto the tray, added a full water bottle and replaced the tray in the slot. Nobody 

spoke. Andy wanted to ask for extra water but didn‟t dare. The cart began to move away and he 

leaned forward, then caught himself and waited until the guard, almost as an afterthought, 

whacked the bars with his stick. Andy forced himself to go slowly as he crossed the cage and 

picked up the tray. Eat slowly. Save some water. Practice, so you can show them in the morning. 

Maybe get some clothes. Don‟t get burned. 

This second night was colder than the first, but he found he could ignore his discomfort 

when he concentrated on manipulating the field. During one of his shivering, headache-mandated 

rest periods he remembered John‟s trick with the fire and wondered if he could use it to keep 

warm. When he conned the field again he tried to get his perception down to the molecular level 

and was surprised when it was easy. Selectively directing the faster, warmer molecules turned 

out to be not so easy however. He could tell they were there but he couldn‟t figure out how to 

influence them selectively, as a group. Eventually he gave up and returned to his bottle, now a 

quarter full of water. The process had become automatic now, but he strained to extend his 

gathering range to encompass the additional field needed to lift the greater mass. He hadn‟t been 

able to pull enough for a half-full bottle, but this he could manage. Once again he worked on 

shaping the focus, dividing it to produce separate force components. It was like learning a new 

rhythm; he had to think about the details at first, but as he practiced it became a patterned whole, 

like a song. He rested, goosebumped and shivering, and practiced, alternately, all night. He had 

to be able to perform in the morning. Had to. 

Swivett and the guards arrived an anxious half hour after Andy finished his pitiful 

breakfast. He had stopped practicing at dawn, wanting to be sure that a headache was not 
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imminent. Swivett approached the door, saying simply “It‟s time.” He opened it and held it as 

the two burlies entered and grasped his arms as before. He was frightened, but also eager for the 

opportunity to show what he had accomplished, to earn a pat, and perhaps a treat. Two days had 

reduced his aspirations to whipped-dog level, he realized, ashamed at his weakness. But don‟t 

burn me, please don‟t let him burn me.  

They hustled him back along the walkway and into the Motivation Center without 

speaking. Again the guards withdrew, and Andy found his knees and hands shaking as he looked 

up at the balcony. Murchison appeared after a very long ten-second wait. 

“Well?” 

“Yes, I can do it. I‟ll show you. Please don‟t…don‟t burn me.” 

Murchison‟s smile again blended contempt with triumph, as if the victory had been too 

easy. “It is a wonderful instrument, is it not? In the old days they could roast a trouble maker 

only once, and death provided eventual escape if one had sufficient strength of will. Imagine 

what Tomas de Torquemada, the Inquisitor, could have accomplished with this.” Murchison 

waved a hand proudly, then reached inside his suit jacket. The pen rattled at Andy‟s feet. “Now. 

Show me now.” 

Andy drew a breath, gathered the field and focused it, his mouth dry. Was a pen heavier 

than a plastic water bottle? He shut everything but the pen and the field out of his mind. The pen 

rose from the cement and bobbed in the air between Andy‟s head and Murchison‟s feet. 

Murchison stared at the pen for several seconds, long enough for Andy to worry that it 

was not enough and begin to sweat. Finally Murchison nodded. “Very good. Motivation and 

incentives, Dr. Taggart, that‟s all it takes. Now let‟s discuss the next phase of your training.” 

Andy blinked and sagged a little with relief. “I‟ll cooperate…but I need to sleep. I need 

clothes and a blanket.” 

“Mr. Swivett, get him a suit and a blanket…a used blanket. We don‟t want him getting 

too comfortable.” Andy heard the door open and close behind him. “I‟m curious. Is it difficult to 

keep holding the pen up?” 

“Not…not physically, but it gets harder to keep concentrating.” 

“Then put it down and listen. You failed to live up to our earlier agreement, but I am 

willing to forget that. You heard the offer I made to Chalk. I make the same offer to you. Chalk 

was unnecessarily refractory; I hope that you will prove more malleable. We have an opportunity 
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to correct a historic mistake by simultaneously crushing the Muslims and restoring Christianity 

as the basis for government around the world. We have already begun assembling the forces 

needed, to be known as the Army of God. I want a bona fide prophet to motivate that army, to 

lead it, and to quiet the doubters. You can be that prophet. Preach the gospel as instructed, 

perform your miracles, make them believe. That‟s all it will take.” 

Andy let the pen drop to the floor. He had known it was coming, but the bald statement 

still startled him “But the army answers to the Pentagon, the President. Why do they need a 

prophet?” 

“This army will be different. Many things will be different soon. People in this country 

cling tenaciously to the illusion of power called democracy, but real power has always belonged 

to the few who can take it and use it. The illusion has been a convenient arrangement for over 

two hundred years, but it is no longer useful. There is now a significant competing force that 

plays by different rules – old rules. So, we must adapt. Rationality has given us weapons, but it 

saps the will. It‟s time to recall the old lessons, the old understanding of duty, place, sacrifice and 

heavenly rewards, the old respect for leadership and authority. The meaning of glory.” 

“I don‟t think many people will believe me if I say that God sent me. It 

sounds…delusional.” 

“Oh, they will believe. People want to believe. The issue is guidance. Why let everyone 

make up something to believe on their own? Churchmen have been steering belief for a long 

time, Dr. Taggart. How do you think the Bible got written?” 

“I‟ll say whatever you want – I know I don‟t have a choice…but will people really buy a 

second messiah?” 

Murchison laughed. “Why not? They bought the first. Many will doubt, but enough will 

buy it if properly packaged. If you play your part well. And if we marginalize the skeptics. The 

best, highest faith is blind faith. Churchmen have also taught that for a long time.” 

Swivett came back in carrying a set of orange cotton scrubs, like those worn in hospitals 

but heavier, and a pair of flip-flop sandals. No underwear. Andy hastily pulled on the drawstring 

trousers. “The blanket is outside‟” Swivett commented, poker faced. “It stinks too much to bring 

it in.” As soon as Andy had pulled the shirt over his head Murchison spoke again. 

“You have made a start Dr. Taggart, and you have been rewarded. Keep making progress 

and there will be further rewards. You will be brought back here every second day. You know 
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what will happen if your progress is not satisfactory; let us not dwell on that. When you can lift a 

full water bottle above your head and hold it for ten minutes, you will get a clean blanket and hot 

food. When you can do the same with a ten kilogram weight you will get a visit with Ms. 

Hollander – not conjugal, but still. Show me that you are ready to play your role and life will get 

better. Much better.” 

Andy stepped into the shower shoes. “I‟ll need weights to work with…at least an extra 

water bottle to begin with.” 

“Mr. Swivett will see to it. You had better get back to work.” 
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Chapter 25 

 

The blanket that Andy had picked up outside on the walkway was thin and filthy, and it 

did indeed stink. He was still glad to have it when the sun went down. He had slept much of the 

day and practiced lifting his extra water bottle. Having clothes improved his mood considerably, 

but he was still in the cage, and dinner was still meager and cold. If he was to get out, if he was 

even to survive, he would have to collaborate. He tried to imagine himself preaching words he 

knew to be lies, to a crowd of adoring fanatics bent on killing other fanatics. Imagined listening 

to them, on their knees praising the Lord, unaware that the author of their crusade was as 

profoundly corrupt as any licentious pope or laughing-to-the-bank televangelist; unwilling to 

believe even the possibility of such corruption. He recalled the way Murchison had said the word 

“churchmen” as he might have pronounced “lawyers” or “bankers”; just another category of 

strivers. Would he become like Murchison, coolly and cynically using the hunger for God to 

manipulate lives? Nasty thought, that. Not someone Rachel could love. Would she understand 

that he‟d had no alternative? He thought of seeing her, and his stomach churned at what might 

have been done to her. He sighed and swore softly, aloud, startling himself. Well, he was stuck. 

Might as well get on with it. 

 He sat up and reached for his water bottles, intending to pour a little more water into the 

one that he used for practice, and felt something touch his face. He lifted a hand to brush it away 

and realized that it was another strand of spider silk, trailing from the web of one of the two 

spiders that shared his cage, living in opposite ceiling corners. The owner was active, adding or 

repairing strands of the web. It occurred to Andy that he hadn‟t tried moving anything living 

with the field. It might be a little tricky; John had said it felt weird to lift himself. 

He assembled his focus and reached up for the spider and instantly discovered that this 

would indeed be different. Every part of the spider was moving all of the time, and it was a far 

more complex shape than a simple strand of silk. He tried to lift it by matching his focus to the 

supporting feet, but they kept moving, and he had no idea how to push against them in the 

direction of the creature‟s center of mass. He softened the focus and let it encase the spider, 

trying to sense how it moved. He began to pick up its rhythms, movements of limbs, flexing of 

thorax. Andy gently began to shift the shape of his focus, dancing with the spider without 
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exerting force. The spider‟s movements were efficient, even graceful, with pattern and pace and 

purpose. It had a heartbeat!  

He carefully contracted and firmed the dynamically shifting field focus, becoming more 

and more attuned to the spider‟s being, until he was stopped by a sense of dislocation and 

merging, of being both spider and Andy. The pulsing sense of life that he felt within the spider 

filled him with awe, almost euphoria, like a boy on his back under a summer night sky, 

pondering his own place in the vastness for the first time. It was a transcendant feeling, the kind 

of oneness of spirit described by mystics and holy men, a giddiness of sharing. If the field could 

do this…! He delicately, cautiously, floated the still-wiggling spider down from its nest into the 

palm of his hand. It didn‟t matter that he was in a cage; he felt a deep sense of connectedness, 

that the field linking him to the spider made him one with all, from great to small, from clouds of 

accelerating galaxies to the blue-green blood pulsing through the heart of this wondrously 

delicate eight-legged, eight-eyed killing machine. Who cared what or where the field was, or 

how someone could touch it, or how that ability could have evolved? If it made him feel like this, 

perhaps there was a God. 

Andy reached out in all directions, recalling that sense of falling upward into the night 

sky, of reaching out for an unknowable but undeniable greater Something. He conned the field as 

deeply and completely and receptively as he could, seeking some sense of presence, of intent, of 

inclusion; the solace of knowing that he was not alone.  

There was nothing. Just the numberless sterile flickerings of the theta field. 

His euphoria crashed as suddenly as it had soared. So. Same old absentee deity, same old 

empty promise. Same old world of predators and prey. Spiders and flies and people with shoes. 

He still felt a connection to the spider in his palm, and he softened the field focus, wondering 

what the spider would do. 

It bit him. 

Andy cursed and clamped down again, lifting the spider into the air, legs waving. He 

mashed it against the ceiling. No hands; wouldn‟t do to let it bite him again. He waited, fearful, 

but there were no signs of the swelling or pain or numbness that might indicate serious venom. 

Gradually he relaxed and pulled his smelly blanket close. He‟d try to get back to sleeping at 

night. 

# # # 
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Lifting the weights took no physical exertion, but now that he was practicing during the 

day and sleeping at night it was hot; sweat ran into Andy‟s eyes and soaked his orange shirt. He 

had come to think of the practice sessions as workouts and the sweat seemed appropriate. He was 

sitting on a folded clean blanket on the floor of his cage. A cloth bag filled with sand hovered at 

eye level in front of him. It was labeled “10 kg,” one of a set the rest of which were lined up 

along the mesh wall. Swivett had provided them two days before, or maybe three. The day the 

guard had brought him the clean blanket. The day after he‟d been burned for not yet being able 

to float the full water bottle. Since then he had been working harder, enduring the headaches 

until the ability to sense the field shut down. He knew that was about to happen and gritted his 

teeth, straining to maintain the gathering flow. He felt it go and the sandbag dropped to the floor. 

He leaned his head back against the mesh and took deep breaths, eyes closed, waiting for the 

pounding to fade. 

“Better. Eight minutes and change that time.” Swivett sat on the bench outside the cage 

door, watching. He came each day now, morning and afternoon, rarely speaking. Andy opened 

his eyes. “How did you learn it Taggart? First Chalk, now you - why? 

“Good works and prayer?” 

“Watch yourself, Taggart. I can still fry your ass. Or kick you in the balls again, I enjoyed 

that. You want another taste?” 

“I don‟t think Mr. Murchison would like that. We‟re making progress and that would 

probably set me back.” 

“I don‟t know why God chose you, but He did. Neither of you are believers, and Chalk 

mocked the Lord. He deserves to burn in hell, even if Mr. Murchison says he could have been a 

useful part of God‟s Plan. You promise to go along and preach the message, but you don‟t 

believe it, not for a moment. Mr. Murchison says it isn‟t important if you believe it, but the Bible 

says…” Swivett paused, looking into Andy‟s eyes as if he meant to curdle his brains, “…It says 

we shall be afflicted by false prophets and deceivers in the end times. Is that what you are?” 

 “I‟m just a guy trying to do what Mr. Murchinson wants and stay alive. Isn‟t that what 

I‟m supposed to do? What we‟re both supposed to do?” 

Swivett dropped his gaze. “Yeah. It is.”  

“You don‟t really think Murchison believes in God, do you? After what he said?” 
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Swivett looked up again. “What a man does matters more than what he says. He‟s 

building the Army of God, the Army in which I serve. Sometimes he has to say things, make 

deals…I was insubordinate. He could have had me shot right there, or fried until my brain went 

inside out. Instead he gave me a chance to redeem myself. Reverend Thiebault made me see that. 

Mr. Murchison is on God‟s side, whatever he has to say to get it done.” He sighed and one side 

of his mouth twitched. “The part I just don‟t understand is why God gave you the power. Why 

not a true believer, someone who would carry the fight to the enemy with commitment and 

force?” 

“Someone like you?” Andy kept his voice neutral, rather than challenging. He was still in 

a cage. 

“It isn‟t my place…I‟ll tell you though, I‟d be better at it. No matter how well you might 

say the words, you don‟t believe. You won‟t have the commitment, the combat spirit. You won‟t 

inspire them to joyful battle, not like a man who has truly found Jesus could do. It isn‟t my place, 

but at least if I had the power we wouldn‟t have to depend on a poser like you.” 

The disturbing thing was that he might be right – and he might develop the power. If it 

was a universal human ability, a sense, that was enabled by exposure to high field strengths, 

Swivett could very well be awakened just by observing Andy‟s efforts. Andy didn‟t like that 

thought at all, but he was in no position to ask the man to leave. If it happened Murchison would 

probably have him killed, and Rachel too. He hadn‟t thought beyond the immediate future, had 

accepted, even embraced the conditioning. Avoid pain, avoid death, save Rachel, obey 

Murchison, see Rachel. No plan, no strategy, no ideas. 

Andy sat up a little straighter and wiped perspiration from his face. “If you say so. Look, 

I need a rest. Show‟s over.” He lay down on his side against the wall on the thin folded blanket 

that was his only bed. Maybe night workouts were a better idea after all. 

 

“That‟s it…ten minutes.” Swivett sounded reluctant to admit it, making Andy wonder if 

he had stretched the time. It didn‟t matter. He wasn‟t trying to extend his reach this time, just 

letting the field do the work. It felt like he could hold the ten kilos at this level indefinitely. He 

lowered the sandbag slowly, not dropping it, then looked at Swivett through the mesh. 

“Well?” 
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Swivett took a cell phone from his pocket and pressed a single button. He waited only a 

few seconds before speaking. “Yes, sir, it‟s Earl. He made it. Ten kilos for ten minutes. Yes, sir, 

right away.” He touched another button, then put the phone away. From another pocket he took 

the flat encoded key and stepped toward the cage door. “Let‟s go Taggart. Don‟t want to keep 

the lady waiting, do you?” 

The door opened and Andy stepped through, for the first time outside the cage, 

unshackled, with only Swivett to guard him. Thoughts of escape flashed into his head, instantly 

dismissed as idiotic. There was nowhere to run and he was going to see Rachel. Swivett walked 

him past the Motivation Center to a low building behind it that he hadn‟t seen before. They 

entered a shower room. “Get cleaned up. Shower, shave, make it quick.” Andy hastily stripped 

off his clothing while Swivett took a clean set from a cupboard. He wanted to take his time with 

his first shower since he had arrived, but he wanted to see Rachel more. When he was ready 

Swivett led him to another door on the opposite side from where they had entered. 

It led into a small prison visiting room, the design instantly recognizable from 

innumerable television cop shows, with the perforated partition of unbreakable glass. Rachel was 

on the other side, with Murchison and a woman guard. She looked pale, dressed in the same 

orange scrubs, and her hair had been cut short. On each side of the window was a narrow counter 

and a bench bolted to the floor. There was not a single movable object on his side. 

Murchison spoke first, his voice slightly muffled through the glass “You see, Dr. Taggart, 

I keep my promises. You did your part and life got better. You should find that encouraging. 

Two minutes.” He made no pretense of offering privacy beyond taking a single step back. Andy 

went to the window, eyes searching Rachel for signs of injuries. There was nothing external, but 

the fine new lines around her eyes and mouth and the slight tremor of her hands spoke of 

spiritual and psychological damage that would never heal entirely, that had changed her. 

“Rachel?” He didn‟t even try to keep the fear from his voice. 

She looked at Murchison, then stepped forward and put her hand against the glass. “I‟m 

okay Andy. Pretty much. Just a little shaky. You?” 

He put his own hand up opposite hers. The glass was too thick to permit any sense of 

contact. “I‟m fine. What did they…” No. Not here. He wouldn‟t make her say it. “…did they 

hurt you?” 
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She shivered, then nodded. “I wasn‟t raped. Nothing broken. But they have this 

machine…it feels like you‟re being burned alive. They put a sack on my head and I could smell 

gasoline, and I screamed and screamed…” 

“Shh…don‟t talk about it…I know about the machine.” 

 “Can you really do what John does now?” 

“Sort of. I can lift things. Just a little thaumaturgy, nothing major.” He smiled tentatively, 

but she didn‟t respond. 

“Andy, you have to do what they want. I don‟t want you to, but you have to! I know I‟m 

a coward, but you can‟t stop them and I‟m terrified of being burned…” She stopped herself, 

squeezing her eyes shut and biting her lower lip. 

“Shh. It‟s okay, Rache, I know. I couldn‟t stand up to it either. I‟m cooperating. All they 

want me to do is float in the air and make some speeches. How bad could that be?” 

She shook her head. “Bad. I‟m not going to lie to myself. Do you see another way?” 

“No. I‟m not very good with the field. All I can do is lift things and move them around.” 

“Can you lift yourself?” 

“Not yet, but it seems like the stronger I get, the faster I get stronger. I have two weeks. 

I‟ll make it.” 

Rachel shivered again. “There‟s a building next to where they keep me. It has guards or 

something in it. Not soldiers. They laugh and play funny music and speak a language I‟ve never 

heard before. Sometimes I hear women screaming. I pray every night for a miracle. Please, 

Andy, get us out of here.” 

“Sorry, time‟s up.” Murchison raised a hand and the guard immediately stepped forward, 

took Rachel by the shoulders and marched her out the door on the far side of the glass- 

partitioned room. She stumbled once, not looking back, and Andy didn‟t try to say goodbye. “As 

you can see, her sojourn here has been difficult for Ms. Hollander, but not extreme. I think she 

would benefit from a change of scenery, don‟t you?” His mocking tone hardened. “I think we 

understand each other. You have made progress. You have been rewarded. Make more progress. 

If you give me what I want, a cooperative worker of miracles for the Army of God, life can be 

quite pleasant for the two of you. Dwell on the positive. Now, I think you have work to do, don‟t 

you?” 
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Andy spent the remainder of the afternoon and much of the evening driving himself to 

pull in more field, lift more weight. The headache came and he ignored it, concentrating on 

brightening the focus, directing more flux, until the pain in his head shut him down.  

It was dark under his roof, protected from the direct wash of the floodlights. The image of 

Rachel behind the window refused to be dismissed. Eventually he had to rest and lay down on 

his blanket. Float in the air, make a few speeches. How bad could it be? The picture felt 

incomplete, nagging at him until he tried to imagine it again, to put himself in that place, the 

prophet speaking to the multitudes. See me fly in the air. God has called you to this holy war. Go 

forth and smite your enemies. Was that actually it? Was that all Murchison wanted? Would that 

give Murchison‟s warriors some added zeal to overcome that of the would-be martyrs on the 

other side? Once he was established as the new prophet why couldn‟t he just change the 

message? But if they still had Rachel…that wouldn‟t work. Which meant that they would never 

let her go. Hostage for his cooperation until the end of the battle. And what good were a million 

more warriors in a battle without a front? “Onward Christian soldiers, marching as to war, with 

the cross of Jesus going on…” 

He sat up, skin puckering in goosebumps that had nothing to do with cold. Jesus the 

martyr. A martyr of their own to answer the jihadis. A flashpoint to enrage the faithful, to 

overcome the remaining scruples about a war of annihilation. Once he was established as the 

new prophet, they wouldn‟t need him any more. What had Murchison said that time about the 

many martyrs in the history of Christianity? Murchison didn‟t want him to win the war, he 

wanted him to die to start it in earnest. How would they do it? A bullet from an unseen sniper? A 

knife from a trusted bodyguard? Or would they go for something gory and spectacular, a 

beheading, or even another crucifixion, maybe carried out by one of the assassination squads 

dressed as jihadis?  

The adrenaline surge made him turn to his weights, conning the shimmer of the field, but 

as soon as he started to form a focus the headache smashed him. He lay down again, hands 

clamping his temples, and took deep breaths until the pain retreated. Alright. Rest. Start again in 

the morning, no matter who was watching. He rolled over and pulled the blanket around himself, 

remembering the fear in Rachel‟s eyes as he waited for sleep. 

 

# # # 
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Andy woke suddenly, knowing that something had disturbed him but not sure what it 

was. The lights were still on, but the sky showed pale above the eastern mountain rim, not yet 

bright enough to have a color. He was cold, but that wasn‟t what had woken him. He looked 

around, certain that some event had brought him up from sleep, some sound or touch. There was 

a small movement on the floor of the cage, heard more than seen. He didn‟t stir, cautiously 

allowing awareness of the theta field to grow as he stared into the darkness. It was a rat, or 

something very much like a rat; rodent teeth with a long tail. It was crouched just inside the food 

slot. 

The headache was gone and he hadn‟t tried using the field on a living creature since the 

spider. Lying immobile, he extended, gathered and began to shape his focus. He began to sense 

the rat through the field, although the rat showed no sign of awareness. The long tail was a 

problem, and he kept the focus soft, spread out, as he worked. The damned tail kept sticking 

out…well maybe it didn‟t matter. He began to firm the field, thinking about lifting all of the 

small body as one, conforming his perception to the surface, sensing whiskers and fur, picking 

up the life rhythms…except the tail felt different, bones, not skin. He stopped, thinking that the 

animal was injured, but no, there was enough light to see that the tail was intact. There was a 

moment of disorientation as his brain fused images of what he saw and what he conned, and then 

he understood. The soft edge of the field focus cut through the tail. He was perceiving the bones 

inside…and the rat didn‟t seem to notice. The skin and tissue of the tail were there, but less 

substantial than the bones. Keeping the field soft and shifting focus he found that he could sink it 

below the surface, explore the interior anatomy of the living animal undetected by his subject. 

This time he quelled the urge for a communion of life and held firm to a critical rationality. What 

would happen as he firmed the field? How would the rat respond? He chose one vertebra in the 

middle of the tail and hardened the field quickly into a clamping ring, intending to lift the rat by 

the tail as if using an invisible hand. He felt the bone crush and splinter and the rat squealed. 

Andy instantly dissolved the field concentration and released the thrashing animal, which 

disappeared through the food slot. He hadn‟t meant to injure it and felt a pang of guilt, but it 

passed. It was a rat, it hadn‟t looked disabled, and the lesson was invaluable. He remembered 

John‟s runaway fireball. He would have to be very cautious in applying such force to his own 

body. 
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Chapter 26 

 

“C‟mon, c‟mon, c‟mon, just a little more!” Andy gritted his teeth and reached out, 

straining to expand his range, draw in the little bit more field that would let him lift himself. He 

was close, he knew that; a small push with one foot floated him to the ceiling, but he couldn‟t 

stay there. The field seemed to be fighting him, resisting his effort to increase the concentration. 

It surged and squirmed, like wet clay slipping between the fingers of a closing fist, and it took all 

his concentration to keep what he had. It wasn‟t enough. He had to levitate in two days. 

Breath rasping as he sucked it in, he pushed outward one more time, felt the field in his 

concentration pulse a little more strongly, and knew he was in trouble. He refined the direction of 

the force, began the lift, but he knew where the weak point in the containment was – it was 

through him. A vision of John flashed into his consciousness, the bullet slowing, the field 

reaching for John‟s head, as it reached for his now. Andy frantically tried to split the 

concentration, direct it outward, and thus perhaps saved his life. Only a fraction of the 

concentrated field discharged through his brain; the larger portion flattened a sandbag against the 

ceiling and ruptured it. A blinding white glare filled Andy‟s head and he staggered backward 

against the mesh wall, then collapsed to the floor. 

It took several moments to realize that he couldn‟t see. Andy sat up and took deep 

breaths, trying to stifle the panic that surged in his chest. He felt around to his right and located 

his water bottle, drank in small sips, his hand shaking. Wait, rest; the body is resilient. Panic 

won‟t help. He tried to con the theta field – nothing. He felt no pain other than the usual 

headache from overuse of the field, and when he raised his hand to his face he felt no wounds or 

burns. Whatever damage had been done seemed internal. The thought of brain damage made the 

terror rise again and to his embarrassment he began to cry, at first sniffling, but in a few seconds 

sobbing helplessly. Andy let go, stopped fighting, let the fear and despair wash through him. He 

buried his face in his knees. 

“I‟m sorry, I‟m sorry, Rachel, I can‟t, I‟m not good enough, I can‟t, I can‟t, I‟m sorry…” 

 

It lasted for a few minutes, until, like a child, he exhausted himself. He became aware of 

his own voice and the adult portion of his personality reasserted control. He stopped the keening, 

wiped his face on his sleeve, leaned over and blew his nose onto the floor of his cell. He felt 
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around for the water bottle, poured some into his hand and splashed it on his face. He raised his 

dry sleeve to wipe his face again – and froze. Something had changed. He moved his arm up and 

down in front of his face. Yes, there was a sort of wobble, a sensation of motion, perhaps seen 

from the corner of an eye. He moved his hand back and forth and vaguely perceived a difference 

between where it was and where it wasn‟t. He still couldn‟t con the field, but maybe he wasn‟t 

totally blind. 

Andy took another sip of water and leaned his head back against the mesh. Maybe it was 

like the nerves in his arms and legs when they had beaten him. Maybe sensation was coming 

back. Maybe. 

Two hours later he could see again, blurrily. Sometime in the middle of the night he 

conned the glimmer of the theta field through closed eyelids. As the sun came up he lifted the 

five kilo bag from across the cell, but that was all he could manage. 

He didn‟t try to lift himself during the day, but he knew that he would have to try again. 

The situation had not changed and he had only one day left. After they fed him dinner he sat 

floating two sandbags in the air and recalled the moments before the field discharge. It had 

happened as he was attempting to gather and compress the field at his maximum reach. How did 

that process work? He looked at the two sandbags, a five and a ten. Was it twice as hard to hold 

the field that supported the ten? It didn‟t seem so. 

Andy sat up straight. He put the five on top of the ten and combined two field foci into a 

single concentration. It took only marginally more effort than holding together the field to 

support the ten. The field could be combined, two concentrations added together in the 

compressed state. 

He started over, beginning with his heaviest bag, a fifty kilo. One by one he added 

additional bags to the stack, until he was holding a hundred kilos, two hundred and twenty 

pounds. Ten pounds more than he weighed. He didn‟t dare try for more, but he was able to keep 

the field steady at this level. Superposition was the trick; it was easier to maintain a compressed 

field concentration than to form it in the first place. 

Andy settled the bags and formed a field concentration that he judged to be sufficient for 

about ninety kilos. He shaped this to his lower body and held it for a moment. It was a bit of a 

strain, but the field seemed solid and quiescent. Now he formed an incremental field focus, 
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sufficient for perhaps five kilos, and added it to the first. Still quiet. Another, smaller…and 

another. He almost cried again, with relief, as he looked down from the ceiling. 

 

On the morning of his thirtieth day at Little Iraq Andy floated a foot above the floor of 

the Motivation Center, slightly crouched, arms spread for balance. What little triumph he felt 

was quashed by Murchison‟s reaction. 

“Good. We can proceed on schedule. There was little point in revealing your abilities to 

anyone else unless and until you achieved a sufficiently impressive level to be convincing. We 

are now ready to announce the arrival of God‟s new prophet. Your little visit here has come to an 

end, Dr. Taggart. We will return you to the world of sheets and shopping malls, though not with 

the degree of liberty you formerly enjoyed. You can land now.” 

Andy weakened the field concentration a little too quickly and nearly fell as his feet 

struck the floor. 

“Looks like you could still benefit from further practice. Remember, you have a part to 

play here. I expect you to make it convincing.” 

“I‟ll be convincing. Where am I going?” 

“To Washington. An appearance before a select audience. You are going to meet your 

constituents, the men who are recruiting and training the Army of God. Some work through the 

Veritas Foundation, and that is where you will speak. Others are field commanders called back to 

hear the important announcement. All are committed holy warriors for Christ, so we will need no 

references to turning the other cheek or loving the enemy. You will be introduced as the new 

prophet, you will rise up into the air, passing above their heads, and you will speak the words I 

will give you. Nothing else.” 

“I understand. I‟ll sell it. But I want Rachel to be there.” 

“Not a chance.” 

“Look, I‟ve done everything you asked of me, haven‟t I? Intimidation worked up to now, 

but for this next step you need my cooperation – preferably my enthusiastic cooperation. Alright, 

I agree, but I need something in return. I need to see with my own eyes that Rachel is safe and 

out of this hellhole. If your initiative fails because I‟m not convincing, you lose both the time 

invested and the opportunity. It doesn‟t seem like an unreasonable request.” Softly. Don‟t make a 

show of resistance. Not yet. 
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Murchison was silent for several seconds. “Very well. Ms. Hollander will accompany us. 

However, there will be safeguards. You will not be permitted to be alone together until after you 

have demonstrated your sincerity. You will travel separately. Any suggestion of aggressive 

action by you will cause her immediate pain or death.” 

“I understand. Thank you.” 

Andy spent the rest of the day in his cage practicing levitation until he could ascend, 

move around and descend smoothly. Even with superposition he could barely control a sufficient 

field concentration, and the force balance had to be precise; he doubted that he could do much 

else at the same time. 

The following morning Swivett arrived while he was eating breakfast. The oatmeal was 

warm now, but he was more than happy to leave it behind. He was taken again to the shower 

room in the visiting facility and told to clean up. After his shower and shave Swivett provided a 

new set of scrubs, this one pale gray, and leather sandals in place of his flipflops. Once dressed, 

he was taken back outside and past the Motivation Center to a helipad. There was no aircraft 

waiting, just a humvee. 

“Get in the back.” 

Andy climbed in and sat. There were shackles bolted to the floor. “Put them on.” He bent 

forward and placed the shackles around his ankles. They were secured by simple locks, the kind 

on which the key could only be removed when in the locked position. “Hand me the keys.” Andy 

turned them and removed them, handed them to Swivett. The humvee was an extended model 

and the seat was at the very back, too far to reach the front seats while shackled. It wouldn‟t have 

mattered. The only road leading from the helipad went directly between additional cage blocks 

and was walled with the same mesh, twelve feet high, and roofed with razor wire. He wondered 

if the roof was just for him. 

The mesh corridor led perhaps a quarter mile to an airstrip. He could see a hangar, a 

control building with a tower, and two small, unmarked business jets on the apron, engines 

whining. Swivett stopped the humvee next to the nearest aircraft. Murchison stood at the foot of 

the entry steps with two guards, one pointing an automatic weapon at the humvee. Swivett got 

out and handed the shackle keys back to Andy without comment. He released himself and 

stepped down, and Murchison came forward. 



 

 252 

“Since you can now fly – or more properly not fall – and the rest of us cannot, I won‟t 

risk the possibility that you can disable the aircraft. Ms. Hollander and I will be in the other 

plane.” He nodded, and Swivett brought up one of the pneumatic hypo injectors, placed it against 

Andy‟s neck and triggered it. As the dizziness hit him Murchison stepped away. The second 

guard stepped forward and helped Swivett guide him into the plane and lower him onto a 

collapsed gurney. Whatever it is, it‟s fast, he noted vaguely, as they strapped him down. No point 

in fighting it – or them. He let his eyes close. 

# # # 

He was moving; he knew that before he opened his eyes. Memory arrived; he was still 

strapped to the gurney, hands restrained by plastic or leather hospital cuffs. Now he did open his 

eyes. He was in a shiny metal box with a bright light overhead. There were cabinets and tanks 

along one wall, an oxygen mask and an IV hook. He was in an ambulance. He turned his head 

and found Swivett sitting on a bench seat along the other wall, looking out the back window. 

Andy tried to say something, but found his mouth too dry to speak. He coughed and licked his 

lips, trying to work up some saliva. Swivett turned at the sound. 

“About time you woke up. We‟re almost there. Pain in the ass getting you off the plane 

on that thing.” 

“Could I have some water?” 

Swivett unfastened one of his cuffs and handed him a plastic bottle. Andy drank; he still 

felt sort of giddy, but the water eased his dry throat. The ambulance made a sudden left turn and 

some of the water sloshed on his cheek and ran down his neck. 

“Okay, we‟re here. Just lie quiet „til we get you upstairs. Don‟t talk to anybody.” 

As it turned out there was nobody to talk to. Swivett and another man rolled the stretcher 

out onto its extending legs, then pushed it up a ramp to an elevator. They seemed to be in a 

parking garage. Some of the spaces had signs reading “Reserved – Veritas.” 

According to the elevator lights they went up to the fifth floor. The gurney rolled along a 

corridor past closed office doors with nameplates, one designating the occupant “Director, 

Recruiting.” They stopped at an unmarked door while Swivett opened it, then went through into 

a room with sofas and easy chairs, a counter with a microwave and a coffee machine, trays of 

bread and cold cuts. The gurney stopped. 
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“Okay, you can get up now.” Swivett released the other cuff and the straps across his 

chest and legs. When Andy sat up he saw that the room had two other doors, one marked 

“toilet”, the other marked “auditorium.” It was a green room, he realized, the place where 

performers awaited their cues. “Drink some coffee – it helps with the sedative.” 

Andy got down unsteadily and walked to the counter. As he poured coffee the corridor 

door opened and Murchison came in carrying two sheets of paper. “Read this, Dr. Taggart. 

Memorize it. You have an hour. You might want to comb your hair, though I suppose prophets 

are traditionally a little unkempt. You‟ll find toiletries in the bathroom.” He laid the papers down 

on the counter. 

“Where‟s Rachel? I want to see her.” 

“Of course.” Murchison opened the door again and a guard escorted Rachel into the 

room, wearing pale gray scrubs like his own. The guard wasn‟t holding her arm very tightly and 

she jerked free, took two quick steps, and was in his arms. There were no words for how 

wonderful it felt to hold her. 

“Oh, Andy…are you okay? When they put you in the ambulance I thought you were sick, 

or injured or they‟d…” 

“Shh. I‟m alright. They just drugged me.” 

“Simply the easiest way to transport an invalid. Dr. Taggart should be fine now. And 

while your reunion is touching, it is premature.” Her guard stepped forward and grabbed her arm 

again, tight this time, yanking her roughly away from Andy. “He has work to do first. Take her 

through to the other side.” The guard pulled Rachel with him to the auditorium door and they 

disappeared. 

“The script is simple; it shouldn‟t be a problem for a man of your intelligence. You may 

rehearse it aloud if that helps. Eat something; you are probably hungry. Mr. Swivett will remain. 

I will return at six-forty-five for a final test. Showtime is seven-fifteen.” Murchison pointed to a 

clock over the auditorium door. It read six-fifteen. “Understand that simply complying, going 

through the motions, will not do. You must convince the audience that you are truly a messenger 

from God. If you fail now there will be no second chance, and you will be of no further use to 

me. Either of you.” 

“I won‟t fail.” 
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Murchison gave him a long cold look, then left through the auditorium door without 

saying anything else. 

Andy rolled several pieces of ham and cheese into a tube and ate it in three bites. He 

picked up his coffee and the sheets of paper Murchison had left, went to one of the sofas and sat. 

It was the first time he had sat on something comfortable in a month; he had almost forgotten.  

The script was indeed simple and even came with stage directions. 

On cue, rise up into the air. 

“Behold, I am come unto you bearing the Word and the Power of Almighty God. 

Just as He sent His only Son, Jesus Christ, to bring you salvation, He has sent me, His 

Prophet, to bring you victory over Evil. Together we will be the Hand of God that smites 

the wicked.” 

Move out over audience, above their heads. Circle the crowd. 

“As with the Prophets of old, the Lord has endowed me with the wondrous power 

of Miracle, even as it was in the age of the disciples, that men may mark me and hear my 

words. Just as Jesus walked upon the sea and calmed the gale, that his disciples should 

take heart, so do I walk upon the air, that you shall take heart. Yours is the final battle. 

You shall not fail.” 

Return to the stage, still airborne. 

“Some of you will doubt that what you see is real. Doubt not. As we go forth 

unbelievers will deny me as a fraud. Believe them not. This is the day and the hour. The 

messenger of God stands before you to call you to glory, to war in God‟s Name. Many 

will fall; it does not matter, for they only go on a little sooner than will all who are saved. 

Jesus brought the message of peace and love, and peace and love shall be yours on the 

other side, but first you must complete this last appointed task. The Army of God must 

destroy the legions of Satan. We will succeed, for I shall be there with you, to lead you. 

To show the world, once and for all time, that God is indeed on our side.” 

Sit. 

Andy read the script through several times, then began reading it aloud to himself, just 

louder than a whisper. He listened for rhythms, patterns of inflection, dynamics of tone and 

volume. Should it be slow and solemn, or rousing and spirited? Or some of each? See it as 

drumming; where were the sharp emphatic beats? Where were the crescendos? He raised his 
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voice and tried it again, finding the basic rhythm, beginning to hit key words harder. “You shall 

not fail!” 

Swivett banged down an empty coffee cup. 

“What? What‟s the problem?” 

“This is horrible…blasphemy! It makes me sick to listen to you. God should strike you 

dead where you sit.” 

“You plan to do it for him, like you killed John?” 

Swivett‟s grimaces melded pain, disgust, guilt, and perhaps envy. “Chalk isn‟t dead. But I 

should kill you. I should. I promised, …but I should.” He fell to his knees and clasped his hands. 

“God, help me, I don‟t understand. I know that Your Plan is beyond my comprehension, but why 

must I listen to lies in Your Name? What sins have I committed that I must hear Your Glory 

mocked and abused without striking down the abuser? Why not a true prophet?” He began 

repeating the Lord‟s Prayer, his whole body shaking. 

It was an opportunity that might not come again. He was still a little groggy from the 

drug, and if he couldn‟t perform when Murchison came back… Andy looked around the room 

for an object, began to form a focus. He saw Swivett‟s gun…and stopped. It was a smart gun, 

keyed to Swivett‟s thumbprint; he could see the biometric sensors on the grip. Even if he got it 

he wouldn‟t be able to fire it. And he didn‟t know where Rachel was. He let the field fade and 

resumed rehearsing his lines. Louder. 

 



 

 256 

Chapter 27 

 

Murchison came back at six-forty-four by the wall clock. He stopped short at the sight of 

Swivett on his knees, still praying. “Get up Earl. We don‟t have time for that now. Can you do 

what you‟re told, or do I have to get someone else?” 

Swivett stopped chanting. He was pale, with sweat on his forehead and upper lip, but he 

quickly got to his feet. “No sir. I can do my duty. Obey orders. I just don‟t understand why we 

have to do it this way.” 

“We must work with what God gives us, Earl. Do you see that? Perhaps this was for your 

benefit. You got above yourself and had to learn your place. Yet, as a result, you are part of 

something momentous. I have depended on you Earl, only you. Nobody else knows of this, 

nobody else has been entrusted with God‟s secret. You were cast down, but now you have been 

raised up. Are you ready for the next step?” 

Swivett drew a deep breath. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. I‟m alright.” He drew his weapon, 

then took a metal cylinder from his pocket and began screwing it onto the barrel. A silencer, 

Andy recognized. 

“So Dr. Taggart, the penultimate moment, and time for one last rehearsal. Show me.” 

Andy breathed deeply once, in and out. The field concentration seemed slow to contract, 

and he had a moment of panic. If the residual drug made him unable to perform…but no, it was 

there, just slow. He firmed up his first concentration and added the increment, shaped it. Being 

careful not to wobble, he rose. “Behold, I am come unto you…” 

“Louder,” Murchison interrupted. 

Andy shut out everything but holding his field concentration and the words he had to say. 

“Behold, I am come unto you bearing the Word and the Power of Almighty God!” he boomed 

out as sonorously and solemnly as he could. “Just as He sent His only Son…” he continued it to 

the end, his voice strengthening as he went, the final “…God is indeed on our side!” a ringing 

note of triumph. He let himself settle and stood still, panting a little. 

Murchison was smiling. “It will do,” he said softly, “Oh, yes, I think it will do.” He 

glanced at the clock. Ten after seven. “Time to go.”  

Murchison led the way out through the auditorium door. Andy followed and Swivett 

brought up the rear. They were in the wings of a large darkened stage, almost theatre size. Steps 
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led to a control booth where a technician sat at a light and sound board. Andy could hear the 

mutterings of a fair-sized crowd beyond the closed curtain. At center stage there was a chair, 

back and arms one solid piece, like a throne. He couldn‟t see much detail from here in the dim 

fly lights. He could see that Rachel was on the other side of the stage, ghostly in her gray scrubs. 

She was seated on a stool in the wing, out of the audience‟s sightline. A security man stood next 

to her. 

Murchison stopped at the edge of the proscenium, examining the setup, then proceeded to 

the chair. He pointed to it and spoke softly. “You will sit here Dr. Taggart. The chair is bolted to 

the floor. I will introduce you from the podium. You will rise into the air on cue, make your 

speech, pass above the audience, and return to the chair. Earl will be standing next to Ms. 

Hollander. If you deviate from the script, if you attempt to leave, or if any objects other than 

yourself take flight, he will shoot her. Do you understand?” 

“I understand.” Andy looked at Rachel. She seemed far away. He sat in the chair and 

Swivett continued across the stage. He said something to the other guard, who turned and left, 

disappearing into the darkened wing. Leaving or moving to a backup position? Swivett took his 

place behind Rachel, folded his arms and nodded. Andy could see the nose of the silencer poking 

out under his armpit. 

Murchison turned and walked toward downstage center, and the technician in the control 

booth timed it perfectly, opening the curtains just wide enough for one person without forcing 

Murchison to break stride. With the stage dark and the house lights up, Andy doubted that the 

audience could see him as anything but a vague object in the background behind the great man. 

He could see them, though. Perhaps two dozen clustered at the front of an auditorium that would 

seat at least two hundred, with a few more scattered near the back. They wore a variety of 

clothes, several in reversed collars, more in nondescript fatigues without insignia, the rest in 

leisure clothes with a preponderance of polo shirts. No ties that he could see, though Murchison 

wore a suit as usual. All men. Most looked more physically fit than the average American, with 

the exception of a rather heavy but well-tanned cleric in the front row, the flesh of his chins 

bulging above his white neck band. Andy recognized him: Reverend Warren Thiebault. Charlie 

Seacrist was sitting next to him. 

There was a burst of clapping as Murchison stepped to the podium, but he waggled a 

raised hand in front of his face and the applause never took hold. “None of that, thank you. I 
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know each of you, though you may not yet all know each other, and this is a working meeting, in 

spite of the unusual format. You men are the planning staff and the senior commanders of the 

Army of God. Some of you have already seen action with the paramilitary volunteer brigades.” 

He nodded at a cluster of fatigue wearers. “You know better than anyone what we are up against, 

the fanaticism of the enemy. Thank you for your work; there will be more. Others, like Reverend 

Thiebault here,” nodding at the front row, “have been working to get the mollycoddle Senate to 

approve official status and funding for our Army. Thank you, too, Warren.” He paused. “The 

reason for this meeting is to share with you a new development that I believe will profoundly 

change the nature of this war and ensure us a swift victory.” Murchison leaned forward on the 

lectern. Andy let his theta field perception rise to full sensitivity and merge with his other senses. 

The scintillant mist was there. “Imagine for a moment an enemy combatant in the field. He has 

minimal training, no armor or air support, but he‟s driven by deep motivation, sustained by the 

assurances of his imam that Allah wills his cause to succeed, and that his death as a martyr is his 

highest calling. Imagine how he will feel facing a better supported, even more committed 

Christian army with full faith in the true God…led into the field by a genuine, modern day, 

miracle-working prophet, bearing a God-given message of victory for the righteous, and doom 

for the heathen.” 

There was a soft rustling from the audience as Murchison paused again. 

“Some of you doubt that this could be so, naturally, but I assure you that it is. The Lord 

has sent unto us a champion to lead us against the foe, a prophet who works miracles, even as it 

was in the age of the Apostles. He is here with me today to demonstrate his power for you and to 

bring us the message of the Lord.”  

Andy assembled his first focus quickly, smoothly, keeping it soft as he sought the proper 

shape. Timing would be important in making this convincing. He set aside the last minute 

qualms that threatened to undo him. No choice. He started the second focus. 

“Gentlemen, I present to you the Prophet Andrew.” The curtains opened wide and the 

stage lights came up. Murchison turned sideways and stretched out his open hand toward Andy.  

Andy didn‟t move. The soft field focus slipped through ghostly flesh like neutrinos 

through the insubstantial Earth, just dense enough to let him perceive the shapes and textures of 

organs. Murchison caught his eye and silently mouthed “Now!” Andy found the shape and 

balance he wanted and concentrated the field, hardening the focus, applying force. 
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Murchison‟s expression changed from impatience to consternation, then to shock, to pain, 

to fear, in a continuous widening of his mouth and eyes. He let out a strangled moan and 

clutched at this chest. Andy applied more pressure, squeezing, stopping the rhythmic pumping. 

With the second focus he pinched and tore loose the four small arteries that fed the muscle. 

Murchison staggered one step and collapsed. 

There was a beat of silence, then someone in front called “Mr. Murchison?” and rose, 

craning to see. Andy still did not move from his chair. He turned his head to look for Rachel. 

Swivett had stepped out and was standing at the edge of the stage, peering at the fallen man, 

arms still folded. Still far away. Swivett saw Andy looking and snarled something, bringing up 

his gun and pivoting toward Rachel. The silencer just cleared his armpit before Swivett gave a 

high-pitched scream. The gun fell to the floor as the agent clutched his crotch and dropped to his 

knees, the soft tissues of his testicles pulped as the two pieces of the hard field focus snapped 

together. Andy felt a little sick, but there had been no time; a bullet moved too fast for him. He 

made himself finish the job, softening the focus, slipping up into the body cavity and pulling 

apart the first large vessel he found, hoping it was the femoral artery. He braced for another 

guard, but nobody moved on that side of the stage. He looked then for Seacrist, but stopped 

himself. Seacrist might suspect, but only Murchison and Swivett knew. Had known. 

Swivett‟s shriek had frozen the audience, but now they exploded, shouting Murchison‟s 

name, demanding explanations of each other. One of the men in fatigues vaulted the front row 

and hoisted himself onto the stage, kneeling next to Murchison and feeling at the neck for a 

pulse. Two members of the security detail came running from the back of the auditorium, one 

punching buttons on a cell phone as he ran. A third security man strode swiftly from the side of 

the auditorium toward the fallen agent. He looked like the one who had escorted Rachel. A man 

sitting near the back sprang up, banged the door open and ran out. 

Seacrist raised a quivering hand to point at Andy. “What have you done?” He turned to 

Thiebault, fear contorting his face. “He is not a prophet, he is of Satan, just like the other one, 

Chalk!” 

Andy rose from his chair and stepped forward. “You can‟t be serious.” 

“You struck them down!” 

“I did nothing. You saw me, I was right in front of you.” Others were gathering in a knot 

around Seacrist and Thiebault, some faces fearful, some threatening. These were believers, but 
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they had never seen a modern miracle. He had to make them doubt – or kill more. Many more, 

starting with everyone carrying a gun…it wouldn‟t work. Even two was too many. Andy moved 

to the podium.  

“There has been a mistake here…” he began loudly, trying to be heard above the noise, 

“…a mistake and a tragedy. I tried to tell Mr. Murchison that I‟m not a miracle worker, but he 

wouldn‟t listen. I have to tell you that I am here under duress. I think maybe Mr. Murchison went 

a little bit crazy, perhaps the stress of his responsibilities was too much for him.” It was hopeless; 

the hall was churning with men shouting into cell phones, arguing, pointing waving their arms, 

but the knot in front dispersed as the man in fatigues began pumping Murchison‟s chest. 

“But he said you were a prophet,” Thiebault objected, sounding like a child deprived of a 

promise. He and Seacrist were still staring at Andy. 

“I‟m sorry to disappoint you. He was wrong. I don‟t know if there is a God or not, but if 

there is he doesn‟t talk to me – I have often wished he would. The problem is, I‟m pretty sure he 

doesn‟t talk to you, either. Well, maybe he did, indirectly.” He waved a hand at the bodies on the 

floor, one dead, one dying. “You, Reverend Thiebault, would burn the world because you 

believe in the literal truth of the Bible and you have the arrogance to think the end must come in 

your time. What if you‟re wrong, too? What if death is only death, and your crusade deprives 

millions of the only life they can ever have? What if you‟ve chosen to believe in the wrong god? 

You scorn doubt as the enemy of belief, but doubt is the very basis and foundation of belief. 

Truth is a meaningless concept without doubt. As far as I‟m concerned, people should only 

believe that which has been doubted at great length and with great effort.” He found Seacrist‟s 

eyes. “You may believe in magic and miracles, but I don‟t. Like most of the world, I believe in 

physical reality. I am no prophet of God, Satan or anyone else. You‟ll have to find someone else 

to lead your war.” 

The doors at the back of the auditorium slammed open to admit four EMTs with two 

gurneys like the one he had arrived on. The EMTs were followed by a bearded man with a 

classic doctor‟s bag, and by the man who had run out. Andy found him vaguely familiar. It came 

to him in a few seconds; General Storvik in civvies. The EMTs split into two teams and ran 

down the aisles toward the stage, and the presumed doctor went toward Murchison. Most of the 

audience focused on this new drama and Andy retreated from the podium. He looked across, past 
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Swivett, looking for Rachel. She was standing, staring at him, and he went to her now. He‟d 

done what he could for the moment. 

Her hug was strong but brief. “Did you do it? Did you kill them?” She was whispering 

breathily, almost in his ear, and he didn‟t think anyone else could have heard. He kept his voice 

at the same level. 

“Yes. I don‟t think he would have let us live very much longer. I would have died in 

battle, a martyr, and you…” He stopped. No point in speculating. 

“Andy…what if you were wrong?” 

“I couldn‟t take the chance. I couldn‟t think of anything else to do, not if they separated 

us again. I‟m sorry.” 

She hugged him tight again. “I‟m not. Not after what they did to us.” She let go of him 

and he let her step back a little. “Now, how do we get out of here?” 

“I don‟t know,” he admitted. “These suits don‟t even have pockets. We need help and I 

don‟t think anyone in the hall is our friend.” 

Rachel leaned past him to look around. “Isn‟t that the woman who came to the house? 

Mary something?” 

Andy turned. Mary Swanton had not been in the audience, but she was now standing 

quietly at the bottom of the steps to the stage, near where her former boss lay, her hands clasped. 

“Mary Swanton.” 

“Let me talk to her. Come on.” They crossed the stage holding hands, circling behind the 

chair and the podium and the medics clustered around Murchison‟s body. The doctor was on one 

knee talking to the EMT who was now pressing on Murchison‟s chest, shaking his head.  

“You can quit now, it‟s over. It looks like his heart just stopped.” The doctor got up and 

hurried across to Swivett. 

“What happened here, Dr. Taggart?” Peter Storvik was looking around the stage. “Is 

Chalk here? Did he do this?” 

Andy stopped, letting Rachel go on. “No, John isn‟t here, General. He may be dead for 

all I know. Swivett shot him. A month ago.” Swivett had said that John lived, but he saw no need 

to mention that now. 

Storvik swiveled on him. “Really? I wasn‟t informed. How did that happen?” 
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“Swivett…took exception to John‟s remarks about religion.” Rachel had reached Mary 

now, had put a hand on her shoulder. The two turned away. 

“There must be more to it than that. When Mr. Murchison made his announcement I 

thought you were going to be the front man with Chalk operating behind the scenes for some 

reason. If he‟s dead…” Storvik was examining him intently. 

“I guess you could call it an act of god. Or a coincidence. You were here, they just fell 

where they stood.” 

“Yes…both of them. Have you discovered something? Was Chalk able to teach you?” 

“No.” Andy looked straight into Storvik‟s eyes. “Murchison was mistaken.” 

“Dr. Taggart, my assignment is liaison with the Army of God; I‟m a soldier, not a zealot. 

If you can contribute to the war effort, develop new technology, we very much need your help.” 

“And what if I don‟t agree? Will you do what Murchison did? Throw me in a secret 

prison camp? ” Andy could not keep the anger out of his voice, and he could see a little fear 

come into the general‟s eyes. Fine, let him wonder. “Murchison was mistaken. What you saw in 

that meeting room last month was John Chalk‟s doing, not mine. And John Chalk is not here.” 

The EMTs at the far side of the stage had loaded Swivett onto the gurney now and came 

hurrying past, the doctor trotting along with them, fingers at the patient‟s throat, monitoring what 

must be a fading pulse. Andy wondered if he should feel at least a little guilty. So far he didn‟t. 

“What happened to him?” Storvik called as they passed. 

“Not sure. Looks like massive internal bleeding. Maybe an aneurysm.” 

“Will he make it?” 

“It would take a miracle. Come on, we need to move.” The team began to trot faster, 

turning up the aisle. The other team had loaded Murchison, but they were in no hurry. 

“Mistaken. Alright, Dr. Taggart. If you say so.” Storvik had taken a step back. Andy 

thought he might have reached for a sidearm if he‟d been wearing one. “It will be interesting to 

see what the autopsy finds.” He tilted his head toward Murchison‟s body, but kept his eyes on 

Andy.  

“The doctor said his heart stopped. How old was he?” 

“Not that old.” Storvik shot back, then turned and followed as the EMTs began rolling 

the second gurney toward the door. 
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The audience was still milling around, but some were beginning to slip out. Thiebault and 

Seacrist were in a whispered discussion, occasionally shooting fearful glances at him. Andy was 

grateful to see Rachel and Mary coming toward the steps and he went down to meet them. 

“Andy, Mary is lending us her cell phone. Who should we call?” 

He thought about it. “Jerry Miller. Do you have his number? He was at the meeting in 

Crystal City.” 

Mary nodded. “Yes, it should be in the directory.” Rachel began punching buttons. 

“Thank you, Mary. How is Jennie doing?” Maybe now he really could do something for 

the girl, if he could get someone to teach him some anatomy. 

“She…the Lord took her, Dr. Taggart. Two weeks ago.” 
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Chapter 28 

 

Riding in coach again had left Andy‟s back stiff and reminded him why he did not like 

airplanes, but that was not enough to douse the warm glow of wearing real clothes and holding 

Rachel‟s hand as they strode up the slanted jetway into San Francisco International Airport. They 

were home. Granted, carrying nothing but a single change of clothing in their shoulder bags, but 

nevertheless home. Jerry Miller had been more than generous. He had dropped everything and 

come downtown to pick them up when Andy had explained the situation. They‟d had nothing but 

the scrub suits they wore. No money, no credit cards, no ID but their fingerprints, and no one in 

authority who would admit to knowing why they were in Washington or how they‟d gotten there. 

Jerry had simply announced that they would be staying with him if anyone needed to speak with 

them and walked them out. 

Murchison‟s death had thrown the administration and much of the rest of Washington 

into a frenzy of phone calls and meetings, as his organization imploded and the other players 

realigned. Andy and Rachel had suddenly become awkward anomalies to be explained. The 

news reports concentrated on the peculiarity of two nearly simultaneous deaths from what 

appeared to be natural causes, and commentators rumbled with dark suspicions. Two reporters, 

ever alert for the coincidence that reveals the conspiracy, remembered Andy‟s name and the 

coverage of the John Chalk vigil six weeks before. Andy had refused to talk to them. The 

hospital in Monterey had confirmed that John had been a patient, but would provide no 

additional information to the reporters. The FBI labeled Swivett a “former agent” and, for the 

first time in history, all FBI sources clammed up. The suspicious coincidence story made 

headlines and the news shows for the next few days, but with no leads to follow up the reporters 

went sniffing elsewhere. It took three more days to obtain temporary IDs that would let them 

travel, and during those three days not even the police wanted to talk to them.  

As usual there was a cluster of drivers just beyond airport security, each holding a sign. 

Andy had just begun to scan the names when Rachel let go of his hand. 

“There she is!” Rachel darted off to the side, and looking beyond her Andy saw 

Michaella Shepperd standing patiently amidst the crowd, her clerical collar conspicuous among 

the t-shirts. Rachel reached her three steps ahead of him and the two women hugged. 
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“It‟s so good to see you, Mother Mike!” Rachel said as he arrived, pushing back to arm‟s 

length but not yet letting go. “When you said someone would meet us I thought you‟d send a car, 

but I was hoping you‟d come.” 

“Of course I came Rachel. After you told me that your boss wouldn‟t take your call, how 

could I do otherwise? People have so little loyalty to their friends…Hello, Andy.” 

“Hello Michaella, good to see you again.” Rachel finally released her grip and he 

extended his hand. Michaella took it as firmly as she had the first time they‟d met. 

“Well, Jeffrey Morgan seems no longer to be either my friend or my boss. He had his 

admin tell me I had been dismissed because the FBI told them I had been detained as a security 

risk; he wouldn‟t even speak with me. I guess I was a little upset when I called you.” Rachel 

stepped back. “Did you have to come alone?” 

“No, the Dean offered the services of his car and driver. Mr. Hurley is waiting for us in 

the little yard on top of the garage where the limousines park. You said you would have no 

luggage?” 

Andy hefted his small bag. “Just what we carried.” 

“Then we can go.” Michaella turned and set off, Andy and Rachel falling in at either side. 

“Andy, did you find out what has happened to your friend John?” 

“Sort of. I wheedled the name of the place where he was transferred from the hospital in 

Monterey. It‟s a research hospital in San Francisco. They wouldn‟t tell me anything about his 

condition. Would it be too much to ask to stop on the way? It‟s not far off Park Presidio.” 

“Of course it isn‟t too much. We have all the time we need.” 

 

# # # 

 

Seeing a man wearing scrubs brought a shiver of memory. This set was pale blue with a 

nametag and was worn by a slender doctor who looked vaguely Middle Eastern. 

“Mr. Taggart? I‟m Dr. Tallafi.” The man extended his hand and Andy took it 

automatically. ”You were asking about John Chalk?” 

“Yes, I understand that he is here in the hospital. How is he?” 

“That‟s a little difficult to say. What is your relationship to Mr. Chalk?” 

“He‟s a friend. I was present at the time of his injury.” 
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“Ah! Then perhaps you can help clear up a few points. Please, have a seat.” They were in 

the waiting area and Tallafi pointed into an adjacent glass walled consultation room. Andy went 

inside and sat in one of the four upholstered chairs arranged around a small round table. Tallafi 

followed him in, closing the door, and sat across from him. “Mr. Chalk was struck in the back of 

the head, correct?” 

“He fell backward and hit his head on a rock” 

“Yes, that would be consistent. And this happened when?” 

“About a month ago.” 

“Yes. Mr. Chalk was brought here a week ago from the hospital in Monterey. He had 

been treated there for a depressed skull fracture and associated trauma to the brain. A near thing, 

I gather, but once the pressure on the brain was relieved, not a complex matter. According to his 

chart the surgery went well and a full recovery was expected.” 

“I don‟t understand.” 

“Nor do I, Mr. Taggart. He has not regained consciousness, and he should have. That is 

why he was transferred here, because of our research program on brain injuries. Mr. Chalk 

remains in a coma. According to his MRIs, he has no significant tissue damage or abnormalities 

of the brain. His EEG looks normal. He goes through periods of REM sleep activity, the kind 

associated with dreaming, which is a sign of normal cognitive function. He breathes easily and 

swallows when liquid is placed in his mouth. His pupillary response is normal and symmetric – 

in other words, he doesn‟t have signs of acute concussion. Yet he remains in a coma. Did he 

seem normal before his injury?” 

“Pretty much. Who brought him here?” 

“That is also somewhat peculiar. He arrived in a military ambulance, accompanied by 

armed guards. They insisted on remaining with Mr. Chalk at all times. Then, a few days ago, 

they simply left. Can you tell me anything more about Mr. Chalk or his injury? What was he 

doing at the time?” 

Andy pondered for a moment. Could he tell this doctor anything that would help John? 

Answering his question – “He was using something like magic to stop a bullet” - seemed 

unlikely to be useful. The MRI and the other tests sounded positive.  

“He was in a fight, that‟s how he got knocked backward. How long can he stay in his 

current condition?” 
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“Physically? With proper care we can keep him alive indefinitely. Since I do not 

understand the state of his brain, I cannot say as to his mental functions. A fight, you say. Was he 

struck in the head more than once?” 

Andy shook his head. “Only by the rock. Can I see him?” 

“If you wish.” Tallafi stood, but didn‟t move immediately toward the door. He stared at 

the floor, frowning. “A fight. So he would have been excited, high adrenaline level, other 

chemical imbalances…” The doctor looked up. “Yes. Come along Mr. Taggart.” Tallafi opened 

the door and crossed to the nurse‟s station, walking briskly, a decision made. 

“Nurse, please take Mr. Taggart here to see Mr. Chalk. Then schedule Mr. Chalk for a 

high resolution PET scan to look for glandular abnormalities.” He turned to Andy. “The nurse 

will take care of you. I‟m sorry about your friend, but he is alive and I have hope we will 

discover the cause of his malady. That is the first step in correcting it. The body heals, Mr. 

Taggart. The body heals amazingly well. Now, if you will excuse me?” 

Dr. Tallafi walked away. Andy followed the nurse as she came around the counter. John 

was in a private room on a cross corridor. The nurse waited as Andy stepped to the side of the 

bed. 

John‟s head was wrapped in bandages. He was wired to sensors, attached to an oxygen 

line and had an intravenous drip connected to a needle in the back of his hand. He seemed almost 

to be smiling a little. 

“John?” There was no response, of course. Andy opened himself to perception of the 

theta field. There were no unusual concentrations in the area. He was afraid to probe into John‟s 

brain, even with the softest focus he could handle, just as John had been afraid to try to heal 

Jennie Swanton. He didn‟t know enough. Still, John was alive, his chest rose and fell, his heart 

drove the glowing squiggle across the screen. It was more than Andy had been able to hope for 

in his cage. 

Andy reached out and put his hand on John‟s shoulder, feeling awkward. He had the 

absurd urge to tell John that he had succeeded, that he could use the field now, that there were, 

indeed, two of them, perhaps with more to come. Which was more foolish, talking to a man in a 

coma, or praying to a god you didn‟t believe in? He did both, of course. 
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“Get well, John.” Was there a hint of a response this time, a change of expression, a 

flicker in the field? “John?” No, he was probably just deluding himself. He closed off his field 

perception and turned abruptly away. “Thanks, nurse. I guess I‟ll go now.” 

Rachel and Michaella were waiting for him in the coffee shop. “How is he?” Rachel 

asked. 

Andy shrugged. “He‟s alive but in a coma. The doc is mystified, but they are going to do 

more tests. There‟s nothing we can do for him, so I guess we might as well go home and see if 

the emergency key is still where I hid it.” 

 

# # # 

 

It took most of the next morning for Andy to convince himself that he should call Dennis. 

When he did Dennis answered on the first ring. 

“Hey Dennis, it‟s Andy Taggart.” 

“I know that, the caller ID told me. You haven‟t been around.” 

„No. I got in some trouble.” 

“I saw something about it on the net. I had a couple searches running. Is it true Chalk got 

shot?” 

“Yep. He‟s alive, but comatose. I‟ll pack up your gear and bring it back. Do you know a 

good bug sweeping service? I think my whole house is wired.” 

There was a moment of silence. “You two really got in over your heads, didn‟t you? 

Yeah, I got a guy does my place every week. We‟ll be over in an hour.” 

“You don‟t have to…” 

“Forget that. I‟ve got some of my own stuff for finding things he sometimes misses.  

“Dennis, why did you follow me the day I picked up the Casimir chip?” 

“Look, if houses are being bugged and people are getting shot, you must be onto 

something good. Inquiring minds want to know, and we aren‟t going to talk on this line. Maybe 

hour and a half if I gotta spring him from a job. Later.” 

It was close to two hours later when the doorbell rang. When Andy opened the door he 

found Dennis and a geeky-looking kid wearing a white coverall and rolling a rack of electronics 

on a wheeled cart. 



 

 269 

“Andy, this is Jimmy. He‟s gonna get started on the low level stuff. Anything in there 

that he shouldn‟t see?” 

Andy had a momentary thought about the five silver cases full of cash. What the hell, the 

kid wasn‟t likely to turn his clients in to the IRS; not in his business. “No, it‟s fine.” 

“Then maybe you want to take a stroll and chat?” Dennis jerked his head toward the front 

yard. 

Andy stepped aside to let Jimmy pass with the cart, then went out and down the front 

steps. In his driveway were an unmarked white van and a blue Toyota sedan. He didn‟t say 

anything as he and Dennis crossed the street. The grass still showed signs from the vigil. 

“Are you gonna tell me what‟s going on?” Dennis asked. It wasn‟t a demand, just a 

question. 

„I don‟t know, Dennis. Why did you follow me?” 

“Oh yeah. That.” Dennis kicked a pebble, then picked up a twig and began fiddling with 

it, gripping the tip to hold it upright against his open palm, then sliding his thumb and forefinger 

down the stick and inverting it. “That was a neat trick out on the island, by the way. Left me 

completely screwed.” 

“Why, Dennis?” 

Dennis tossed the twig away. “Because I halfway figured you were going to keep me out 

of your thing and I wanted to talk to Chalk. Nobody puts up three grand for a part that specific 

unless they‟re pretty sure they‟re onto something. I just wanted in. I still do.” 

“So nobody put you up to it?” 

“Are you crazy? You think I would have told anybody else you had a deal going? Not 

likely!” 

“Why did you think I would try to keep you out?” 

Dennis looked him straight in the eyes. “Because I would‟ve. If I thought I had 

something really good.” 

Andy grinned. “Honest but sneaky, huh? Okay, I forgive you. And you can still get in if 

you want to, after John gets well. Like I said, it‟s his project. In the meantime I‟ll accept your 

help in getting rid of the bugs as a gesture of good faith.” 

“You‟re not gonna tell me anything?” 
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“Just that the prototype worked. We need another chip. Oh, and there‟s probably no way 

to patent the idea.” 

“Don‟t tell me that!” Dennis groaned. “Anything worth getting shot for is gonna generate 

a bunch of money somehow. There are ways, believe me. Okay, I want to keep my hand in. I 

better go see what Jimmy misses.” 

When Dennis and Jimmy left around three Andy flipped on the TV. The President had 

announced that morning that the Army of God would be incorporated into the regular military 

forces and the news channels were still chewing on the story. He settled on a show called „In 

Your Face Politics‟ that specialized in what they called “the story behind the story.” 

“Today‟s announcement was a surprise on many levels, Jeff,” one commentator enthused. 

“First, the official blessing of a militia by the federal government hasn‟t happened since the 

Spanish-American War. Second, the leader of the opposition to the acceptance of the Army of 

God, New Jersey Senator Tom Ellsworth, immediately followed with his announcement that he 

was dropping his objections, with no prior notice even to his political allies. Have we heard 

anything about that?” 

“Well, as you would expect, rumors are flying,” Jeff responded smoothly, on cue. “These 

rumors suggest that the Senator caved under pressure from unnamed industrial sources who have 

threatened to shut down facilities providing as many as a million jobs unless he went along. If 

that‟s true, it is very much „In Your Face Politics‟!” 

Andy turned it off. It hadn‟t all been a nightmare and it wasn‟t going to go away. The 

President was going to push on for his religious war with or without Murchison, maybe not even 

knowing he had been manipulated. Someone would pick up the remnants of Murchison‟s 

operation, and sooner or later he would be hearing from whoever it was; even if he never conned 

the field again, they had marked him, as the leader of the vigil had threatened. He had deniability 

for the moment, but it wouldn‟t last. 

He felt an urge for normalcy, a chore that could be finished, and got the hedge trimmer 

out of the garage. The jasmine vines along the deer fence at the side of his yard were threatening 

to engulf the side garage door. They threatened every year, but his month-long absence had 

given them a better start than he usually allowed. He had the trimming nearly done a half hour 

later when a much-used pickup truck came up the hill and turned into his driveway. He knew this 
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truck well, and steeled himself. Better to talk here than at drumming practice. He turned off the 

trimmer. 

Geeta stepped down and came slowly toward him wearing her gardening clothes. When 

she reached him she bowed low, her back almost parallel with the ground. Her face was grave 

when she straightened, and she remained bent slightly forward. 

“I have come to apologize, Andy. I think I have done you a disservice and my own karma 

a severe injury.” She stopped, as if what must come next was too hard. 

“How did you know I was back?” Andy asked, giving her a few more moments to work 

up to what she had to say. 

“I wasn‟t sure. I saw your name and picture in the paper a few days ago. We had been 

worried when you missed practice without telling anyone. The story said that you were detained 

and your friend John injured…and I realized that I was responsible. I thought I would come to 

your house each day until I found you. This is the third day.” 

“You told someone about Dorjit and OneHeart…that we might go there?” 

Geeta nodded. “A week after you and your friend came to see me another man came to 

Green Gulch. He said his name was Gupta. He looked Indian, but I think his parents must have 

emigrated when he was very young, because he did not speak English as it is taught in India. He 

met each of us as we returned from the gardens and asked if we knew of a man named John 

Chalk, who had found an easier path to enlightenment.” Geeta paused and looked away for a 

moment. “When I spoke with him he seemed most sincere. Like the others, I told him that an 

easier path would be an incorrect path. He acknowledged that this was the traditional teaching, 

but asked what if there were many paths, and the Buddha stopped looking after he found his own 

path? What if other paths were found by other teachers? He thought that John Chalk could be 

such a teacher, and he desired to follow this John Chalk, to become his disciple. I …I, too, had 

been wondering about other paths, after I saw your friend fly. I told Mr. Gupta…I told him that a 

man named John had come asking about other paths in this way. I told him that this John had 

come with my friend Andy Taggart.” 

“How did he react?” 

“He became…excited. He said that, yes, this must have been John Chalk, that he had 

tried to call Andrew Taggart, that he had left a message proposing himself as a student and 

disciple, but no one had called him back. He said that he wanted to prepare himself and asked 
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what John had said, whether he had mentioned the keys to understanding the new path. I did not 

mention flying to Mr. Gupta, but I told him that John had asked about yoga. Mr. Gupta knew 

about the different schools of yoga and asked which ones interested John, what teachers he 

respected, what studies might incline John Chalk to accept him. He was very eager…I told him 

that he should speak with Nandana and Dorjit.” She paused and clasped her hands, then looked 

up and held Andy‟s eyes. 

“This man, Gupta, did not leave you a phone message, did he?” 

“No, he didn‟t.” Andy hesitated, weighing what to tell her. Was karma a matter of intent, 

or only of actions and results? He couldn‟t recall. “I‟m afraid he lied to you, Geeta. I don‟t think 

he wanted to follow any path to enlightenment.” 

Geeta nodded once, sharply. “I think I should have known that. I‟m sorry, Andy.” She 

took a deep breath and stood up very straight. “Will you be coming to practice this week/” 

“Yes. I‟ll see you there.” 

She nodded again and got back into her truck.   

 

# # # 

 

“Did they finish? Is it okay to talk now?” Rachel looked uncertain and more vulnerable 

than Andy liked. She‟d seemed jumpy and hadn‟t slept well, grabbing him in the middle of the 

night as a night terror shook her. He hadn‟t suggested making love. Now she‟d just come in from 

having her hair done, a step back toward normal life. It was a cosmetic improvement, but still 

short from the butcher cut in the camp.  

“Should be. Dennis found one bug in the Honda that the sweeper missed, but he agrees 

that the house is clean.” 

“Why bother?” She set her handbag down on the table next to the door, the table she had 

put there for just that. “They know, don‟t they?” 

 “Storvik knows. He gave me the idea and I‟m sure he remembers. Seacrist surely 

suspects, but he doesn‟t worry me too much. He‟s locked into his own mythology, more afraid of 

me than interested in using me. He‟s convinced I‟m a creature of the devil. Thiebault may have 

suspicions passed on from Seacrist, but he‟s in no position to insist, as long as I deny having any 

of John‟s supernatural abilities. I don‟t know about Gupta. He doesn‟t seem to know much about 
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the Army of God, although he certainly knows about John. Murchison kept everything so well 

compartmentalized, it‟s possible that only he and Swivett knew about the prophet Andrew ploy. I 

hope so, anyway. That was the gamble.” He didn‟t want to admit that normal was over. Not yet, 

not until they‟d had some time for themselves, time to recover. 

Rachel crossed the lounge and sat down next to him on the sofa, her feet tucked under. 

“That‟s kind of hard to believe. He was running a big organization. And Storvik knows. What if 

he accuses you?” 

“Of what? Murder by magical means? He may know, but he can‟t say anything without 

making a fool of himself.” 

“Maybe not, but he‟ll still come snooping around. And he‟ll tell others. They‟ll show up 

again sooner or later.” 

“You‟re right, but I think it will take Storvik a while to figure out how to pitch it at the 

Pentagon. He has to make it a story about technology; if he talks to the war fighters about magic 

and miracles, his career is toast. I think we have some time.” 

She reached over and put her hand on his. “Then we should use it to decide what we want 

to do. Where we want to go.” 

“I know. I‟ve been thinking about it, but…I like it here, it‟s home. Do you want to just 

leave?” 

“No, not really. But when the whispering starts…I stopped by at the office to pick up my 

things. The FBI told them I was a traitor and terrorist, remember? I told my friends it was a 

mistake and a horrible experience, and some were sympathetic, but Morgan still wouldn‟t see 

me. So that‟s over.” 

“I don‟t think anyplace else will be any safer. I don‟t see us hiding out in the jungle 

somewhere…if jungle hideouts even exist anymore. They can pretty much find anyone anywhere 

now. Murchison was the immediate danger and he‟s dead. And we can‟t just leave John.” 

“Yes, mysteriously dead. And John is in a coma. They will be coming.” 

Andy ran his free hand over his forehead, squeezed Rachel‟s hand, and got up. He took 

two steps toward the fireplace, but then turned back. “Okay, how about we take a trip? We can 

pick up where John left off, find other adepts, start developing a community, what John called 

the school. John told me that‟s what we should do with Murchison‟s money, back before we 

went to OneHeart. We could go back to OneHeart, we know somebody there used the field.” 
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“You think what‟s-his-name will let us in after what happened?” 

“Dorjit. Either he saw John levitate or I‟ll give him another demonstration. Maybe I can 

help him get stronger or some of his students…” He was pacing now, as John had often done 

when ideas were flying, and he made himself stop. Stay grounded. “Look, if he‟s for real he 

should be happy to find another adept.” 

“Maybe. What if he doesn‟t think it‟s physics? What if he prefers that it be magic, or 

even a miracle?” 

“We‟ll deal with it. The key is that it‟s real, observable. That‟s what John always came 

back to. And it‟s not just one person, it‟s lots of people. Well, more than one, anyway. We won‟t 

be looking for people with some mystical power, we‟ll be trying to teach one person – you - to 

develop a latent ability.” 

“You seem to have a lot of confidence that this ability is widespread. You might even call 

it faith.” 

Andy shot her a sharp look. Yes, she was making fun of him, wearing her impish little 

smile. A good sign. He grinned back. “You might. Everybody‟s got to have faith in something. 

Miracles. Magic. Physics. Whatever this is, it‟s probably been around since humans evolved.” A 

memory floated up and he turned serious. “You know, Murchison told me that I should study the 

early history of the Christian church. Maybe I ought to do it. Who was Saint Constantine?” 

“The Roman emperor Constantine. He‟s a saint in the Orthodox Church.” 

“He was the first Christian Emperor?” 

“He won a battle against long odds, supposedly after he told his legions to paint the 

Christian chi-rho symbol on their shields even though they weren‟t Christians. After he became 

emperor he stopped the general persecution of Christians. He pushed them to become more 

organized and eventually used them as a power base. It was the beginning of what came to be the 

Roman Catholic Church, the most powerful religious and political organization in history.”  

Something in her voice made him look closely at her again. The smile was wider. “Okay, 

you‟re not telling me something, there‟s a catch here.” 

“It isn‟t clear if Constantine was ever really a Christian. He was baptized on his deathbed, 

in three hundred something.” 

Andy laughed. “Just in case? Like praying „Oh God, if there is a God…‟ I wonder if 

Murchison prayed?” 
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Rachel shrugged. “I think everybody prays, Andy, even if they don‟t believe. Except 

maybe John.” 

“Oh John believed. He believed that physics was enough - is enough. But no, I don‟t 

think he ever prayed.” But I‟m not that strong, he thought. I‟ll pray to Whomever, in those times 

when being alone is more than anyone could bear. He remembered the spider. What would he 

have done if there had been an answer? 

He held out his hand. “Come with me.” 

“Where?” Rachel took the hand and got to her feet. “You mean you want to go to 

OneHeart right now?” 

“Nope. Just downstairs.” He kept hold of her hand as they descended. 

“Why downstairs? Do you want to try to measure something again?” 

“Nope.” He released her hand and went to sit cross-legged on the stretching mat. 

“Andy! I don‟t get it. What are you trying to do?” 

“Practice. Now pay attention. If we‟re going to be together you need to learn to 

appreciate taiko as well as thaumaturgy.” 

Across the room two bachi rose into the air and began a strong, steady don-doko base 

beat on the gleaming Asano chu-daiko. 
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Author‟s Note 

 

This is obviously a work of fiction, and as far as I know there is no such thing as a theta 

field that people can manipulate. Other elements of the story are accurate, however. There really 

is something called (for want of a better term) “dark energy” that seems to be accelerating the 

expansion of the universe. At the time of this writing it is a mystery. There really is a Casimir 

force, as described. For an entertaining, if slightly credulous, account of efforts to manipulate 

antigravity and the energy of the vacuum, interested readers might enjoy Nick Cook‟s book, The 

Hunt for Zero Point, in which I discovered the story of John Hutchison. 

 

The technology in the book is a slight extension of current reality. Biometric systems for 

face and fingerprint recognition are being deployed as I write. Smart guns exist in prototype, and 

a smart holster can be purchased today. The “agonizer” is based on a real experimental weapon 

called the Vehicle Mounted Active Denial System; it works as described as well. I am indebted 

to an anonymous web posting for the name, derived from a concept used in the TV show Star 

Trek.  

 

For an education in the literature of miracles across many religious traditions I am 

indebted to The Book of Miracles by Kenneth L. Woodward. 


