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			ONE:

			THE MAN ON THE CLIFF
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			1.

			June 11, 2 p.m.

			Seconds to decide.

			Swerve left? Swerve right?

			A steep drop into brush? Or a narrow shoulder that ends in a cliff wall?

			Left.

			Instinct.

			Colter Shaw spun the wheel of the rental Kia sedan hard, braking intermittently—he couldn’t afford a skid. The vehicle, which had been doing forty along this stretch in high mountains, plunged into foliage, narrowly missing a collision with the boulder that had tumbled down a steep hillside and rolled into the middle of the road before him. Shaw thought the sound of a two-hundred-pound piece of rock rolling through brush and over gravel would be more dramatic; the transit was virtually silent.

			Left was the correct choice.

			Had he gone right, the car would have slammed into a granite outcropping hidden by tall, beige grass.

			Shaw, who spent much time assessing the percentage likelihood of harm when making professional decisions, nonetheless knew that sometimes you simply had to roll the dice, and see what happened.

			No air bags, no injury. He was, however, trapped inside the Kia. To his left was a sea of mahonia, otherwise known as Oregon grape, benign names both, belying the plant’s needle-sharp spikes that can penetrate cloth on their effortless way into skin. Not an option for an exit. The passenger side was better, blocked only by insubstantial cinquefoil, in cheerful June bloom, yellow, and a tangle of forsythia.

			Shaw shoved the right-side door open again and again, pushing back the viney plants. As he did this, he noted that the attacker’s timing had been good. Had the weapon fallen sooner, Shaw could easily have braked. Any later, he’d have been past it and still on his way.

			And a weapon it must have been.

			Washington State certainly was home to earthquakes and seismic activity of all sorts but there’d been no recent shivering in the vicinity. And rocks that are this big usually stay put unless they’re leveraged off intentionally—in front of, or onto, cars driven by men in pursuit of an armed fleeing felon.

			After doffing his brown plaid sport coat, Shaw began to leverage himself through the gap between door and frame. He was in trim fit, as one who climbs mountainsides for recreation will be. Still, the opening was only fourteen or so inches, and he was caught. He would shove the door open, retreat, then shove once more. The gap slowly grew wider.

			He heard a rustling in the brush across the road. The man who’d tipped the rock into Shaw’s path was now scrabbling down the hillside and pressing through the dense growth toward Shaw, who struggled further to free himself. He saw a glint in the man’s hand. A pistol.

			The son of a survivalist and in a manner of speaking a survivalist himself, Shaw knew myriad ways of cheating death. On the other hand, he was a rock climber, a dirt bike fanatic, a man with a profession that set him against killers and escaped prisoners who’d stop at nothing to stay free. The smoke of death wafted everywhere around him, constantly. But it wasn’t that finality that troubled him. In death, you had no reckoning. Far worse would be a catastrophic injury to the spine, to the eyes, the ears. Crippling his body, darkening the world or muting it forever.

			In his youth, Shaw was called “the restless one” among his siblings. Now, having grown into a self-professed Restless Man, he knew that such incapacity would be pure hell.

			He continued to squeeze.

			Almost out.

			Come on, come on . . .

			Yes!

			No.

			Just as he was about to break free, his wallet, in the left rear pocket of his black jeans, caught.

			The attacker stopped, leaning through the brush, and lifted the pistol. Shaw heard it cock. A revolver.

			And a big one. When it fired, the muzzle blast blew green leaves from branches.

			The bullet went wide, kicking up dust near Shaw.

			Another click.

			The man fired again.

			This bullet hit its mark.

		


		
			2.

			June 11, 8 a.m., six hours earlier

			Shaw was piloting his thirty-foot Winnebago camper through the winding streets of Gig Harbor, Washington State.

			With about seven thousand inhabitants, the place was both charming and scuffed around the edges. It was, to be sure, a harbor, well protected, connected to Puget Sound via a narrow channel through which pleasure and fishing craft now glided. The Winnebago motored past working and long-abandoned factories devoted to manufacturing vessels and the countless parts and accessories with which ships were outfitted. To Colter Shaw, never a sailor, it seemed like you could spend every minute of every day maintaining, repairing, polishing and organizing a boat without ever going out to sea.

			A sign announced the Blessing of the Fleet in the middle of the harbor, the dates indicating that it had taken place earlier in the month.

			
				PLEASURE CRAFT NOW WELCOME!

			

			Perhaps the industry was now less robust than in the past, and the organizers of the event wanted to beef up its image by letting lawyers and doctors and salesmen edge their cabin cruisers up to the circle of the commercial craft—if that geometry was in fact the configuration for fleet blessing.

			Shaw, a professional reward seeker, was here on a job—the word he used to describe what he did. Cases were what law enforcement investigated and what prosecutors prosecuted. Although after years of pursuing any number of criminals Shaw might have made a fine detective, he wanted none of the regimen and regulation that went with full-time employment. He was free to take on, or reject, any job he wished to. He could choose to abandon the quest at any time.

			Freedom meant a lot to Colter Shaw.

			He was presently considering the hate crime that had brought him here. In the first page of the notebook he was devoting to the investigation, he’d written down the details that had been provided by one of his business managers:

			
				Location: Gig Harbor, Pierce County, Washington State.

				Reward offered for: Information leading to the arrest and conviction of two individuals:

				—Adam Harper, 27, resident of Tacoma.

				—Erick Young, 20, resident of Gig Harbor.

				Incident: There have been a series of hate crimes in the county, including graffiti of swastikas, the number 88 (Nazi symbol) and the number 666 (sign for the devil) painted on synagogues and a half-dozen churches, primarily those with largely black congregations. On June 7, Brethren Baptist Church of Gig Harbor was defaced and a cross burned in the front yard. Original news story was that the church itself was set on fire but that was found to be inaccurate. A janitor and a lay preacher (William DuBois and Robinson Estes) ran outside to confront the two suspects. Harper opened fire with a handgun, wounding both men. The preacher has been released from the hospital. The janitor remains in the intensive care unit. The perpetrators fled in a red Toyota pickup, registered to Adam Harper.

				Law enforcement agencies running case: Pierce County Public Safety Office, liaising with U.S. Justice Department, which will investigate to determine if the incident is a federal hate crime.

				Offerors and amount of reward:

				—Reward one: $50,000, offered by Pierce County, underwritten by the Western Washington Ecumenical Council (with much of that sum donated by MicroEnterprises NA founder Ed Jasper).

				—Reward two: $900 offered by Erick Young’s parents and family.

				To be aware of: Dalton Crowe is actively pursuing the reward.

			

			This last bit of intelligence wasn’t good.

			Crowe was an unpleasant man in his forties. Former military, he opened a security business on the East Coast, though it wasn’t successful and he shut it down. His career now was freelance security consultant, mercenary and, from time to time, reward seeker. Shaw’s and Crowe’s paths had crossed several times, on occasion violently. They approached the profession differently. Crowe rarely went after missing persons; he sought only wanted criminals and escapees. If you shot a fugitive while you were using a legal weapon in self-defense, you still got the reward and could usually avoid jail. This was Crowe’s approach, the antithesis of Shaw’s.

			Shaw had not been sure he wanted to take this job. The other day, as he’d sat in a lawn chair in Silicon Valley, he had been planning on pursuing another matter. That second mission was personal, and it involved his father and a secret from the past—a secret that had nearly gotten Shaw shot in the elbows and kneecaps by a hitman with the unlikely name of Ebbitt Droon.

			Risk of bodily harm—reasonable risk—didn’t deter Shaw, though, and he truly wanted to pursue his search for his father’s hidden treasure.

			He’d decided, however, that the capture of two apparent neo-Nazis, armed and willing to kill, took priority.

			GPS now directed him through the hilly, winding streets of Gig Harbor until he came to the address he sought, a pleasant single-story home, painted cheerful yellow, a stark contrast to the gray overcast. He glanced in the mirror and brushed smooth his short blond hair, which lay close to his head. It was mussed from a twenty-minute nap, his only rest on the ten-hour drive here from the San Francisco area.

			Slinging his computer bag over his shoulder, he climbed from the van and walked to the front door, rang the bell.

			Larry and Emma Young admitted him, and he followed the couple into the living room. He assessed their ages to be mid-forties. Erick’s father sported sparse gray-brown hair and wore beige slacks and a short-sleeved T-shirt, immaculately white. He was clean-shaven. Emma wore a concealing, A-line dress in pink. She had put on fresh makeup for the visitor, Shaw sensed. Missing children disrupt much, and showers and personal details are often neglected. Not so here.

			Two pole lamps cast disks of homey light around the room, whose walls were papered with yellow and russet flowers, and whose floors were covered in dark green carpet, over which sat some Lowe’s or Home Depot oriental rugs. A nice home. Modest.

			A brown uniform jacket sat on a coat rack near the door. It was thick and stained and had LARRY stitched on the breast. Shaw guessed the man was a mechanic.

			They were doing their assessment of Shaw as well: the sport coat, the black jeans, the gray button-down shirt. Black slip-ons. This, or a variation, was his own uniform.

			“Sit down, sir,” Larry said.

			Shaw took a comfortable overstuffed armchair of bold red leather and the couple sat across from him. “Have you heard anything about Erick since we talked?”

			“No, sir,” Emma Young told him.

			“What’s the latest from the police?”

			Larry said, “He and that other man, Adam. They’re still around the area. The detective, he thinks they’re scraping together money, borrowing it, maybe stealing it—”

			“He wouldn’t,” said Emma.

			“What the police said,” Larry explained. “I’m just telling him what they said.”

			The mother swallowed. “He’s . . . never. I mean, I . . .” She began to cry—again. Her eyes had been dry but red and swollen when Shaw arrived.

			He removed a notebook from his computer bag, as well as a Delta Titanio Galassia fountain pen, black with three orange rings toward the nib. Writing with the instrument was neither pretense nor luxury. Colter Shaw took voluminous notes during the course of his reward jobs; the pen meant less wear and tear on his writing hand. It also was simply a small pleasure to use.

			He now wrote the date and the names of the couple. He looked up and asked for details about their son’s life: In college and working part-time. On summer break now. Lived at home.

			“Does Erick have a history of being involved in neo-Nazi or any extremist groups?”

			“My God, no,” Larry muttered as if exhausted by the familiar question.

			“This is all just crazy,” said Emma. “He’s a good boy. Oh, he’s had a little trouble like everybody. Some drugs—I mean, after, well, after what happened, it’s understandable. Just tried ’em is all. The school called. No police. They were good about that.”

			Larry grimaced. “Pierce County? The meth and drug capital of the state. You should read the stories in the paper. Forty percent of all the meth in Washington is produced here.”

			Shaw nodded. “Was that what Erick did?”

			“No, some of that Oxy stuff. Just for a while. He took anti-depressants too. Still does.”

			“You said, ‘after what happened.’ After what?”

			They looked at each other. “We lost our younger boy sixteen months ago.”

			“Drugs?”

			Emma’s hand, resting on her thigh, closed into a fist, bundling the cloth below her fingers. “No. Was on his bike, run into by somebody who was drunk. My, it was hard. So hard. But it hit Erick in particular. It changed him. They were real close.”

			Brothers, Shaw thought, understanding quite well the complex feelings the relationship generated.

			Larry said, “But he wouldn’t do anything hurtful. Never anything bad. He never has. ’Cepting for the church.”

			His wife snapped, “Which he didn’t do. You know he didn’t.”

			Shaw said, “The witnesses said it was Adam did the shooting. I haven’t heard where the gun came from. Does Erick own one? Have access to one?”

			“No.”

			“So it would be his friend’s.”

			Larry: “Friend? Adam wasn’t a friend. We never heard of him.”

			Emma’s ruddy fingers twined the dress hem. A habit. “He’s the one did the cross thing too, burning it. And the graffiti. Everything! Adam kidnapped Erick. I’m sure that’s what happened. He had a gun and made Erick come with him. Hijack his car, rob him.”

			“They took Adam’s truck, though, not Erick’s.”

			“I was thinking about that,” the mother blurted. “Erick did the brave thing and threw his keys away.”

			“He had his own bank account?”

			The boy’s father said, “Yes.”

			So they wouldn’t know about withdrawals. The police could get that information, what branches he’d been to. Probably already had.

			“You know how much money he has? Enough to get very far?”

			“Couple thousand, maybe.”

			Shaw had been examining the room, observing mostly the pictures of the Youngs’ two boys. Erick was handsome with bushy brown hair and an easy smile. Shaw had also seen pictures of Adam Harper, posted as part of the reward announcement. There were no mug shots, though in both of the photos in the press he was looking into the camera with caution. The young man, whose crew cut was blond with blue highlights, was gaunt.

			“I’m going to pursue this, try to find your son.”

			Larry said, “Oh, sure. Please. You’re nothing like that big guy.”

			“Didn’t like him one bit,” Emma muttered.

			“Dalton Crowe?”

			“That was his name. I told him to leave. I wasn’t going to pay him any reward. He laughed and said I could stuff it. He was going after the bigger one anyway, you know—the fifty thousand the county offered.”

			“When was he here?”

			“Couple days ago.”

			In his notebook Shaw wrote, D.C. present at offerors’ house. June 9.

			“Now, let me tell you how I approach this. It won’t cost you anything unless I find Erick. No expenses. If I locate him, you’ll owe me that $900.”

			Larry said proudly, “It’s $1,060 now. One of my cousins came through. Wish it was more but . . .”

			“I know you’ll want me to bring him home to you. But that’s not my job. He’s a fugitive and I’d be breaking the law if I did that.”

			“Aiding and abetting,” Emma said. “I watch all the crime shows.”

			Colter Shaw tended not to smile but when meeting offerors, he occasionally did, to put them at ease. “I don’t apprehend. I deal in information, not citizen’s arrests. But if I can find him, I won’t let the police know where he is until there’s no chance he or anybody else’ll be hurt. You’ll need a lawyer. Do you know one?”

			The regarded each other once more. “Fellow did our closing,” Larry said.

			“No. A criminal lawyer. I’ll get you some names.”

			“We don’t have . . . I mean, we could work out a home equity thing, I guess.”

			“You’ll have to. He needs good representation.”

			Shaw reviewed his notes so far. His handwriting was small and had once been described as balletic, it was so beautifully drawn. The notebook wasn’t ruled. Shaw didn’t need guidance. Each line was perfectly horizontal.

			For another twenty minutes Shaw asked questions and the couple responded. Over the course of the interview, he noted that their adamant view that their son was innocent seemed objective; they simply could not accept that the son they knew had committed this crime. The idea bewildered them. The sole perp had to be Adam Harper.

			When he felt he had enough information for the moment, he put away the pen and notebook, rose and walked to the door. The parents agreed to send any new information they heard from the police or friends or relatives Erick had contacted for money or other help.

			“Thank you,” Emma said at the doorway, debating hugging him, it seemed. She did not.

			It was the husband who was choking up. He fumbled whatever he was going to say and just gripped Shaw’s hand. Larry turned back to the house before the first tear appeared.

			As he walked to the Winnebago, Shaw was reflecting on the one subject he had not mentioned to Emma and Larry: his policy not to accept a reward from family members if the search revealed that their missing loved one was dead. No reason to even bring up the possibility, even though it seemed more or less likely to Shaw that their second child had been murdered as soon as Adam found he had no more use for the boy.

		


		
			3.

			Why should I talk to you?” the man scoffed.

			Dressed in a faded jacket of cracked brown leather, jeans and boots, Adam Harper’s father, Stan, continued to stack cartons of motor oil on a dock. He was a ship’s chandler, an outfitter, and apparently getting an order ready to load onto a delivery boat when it arrived back in the berth.

			The air was richly scented, pine and sea waste and petroleum.

			“I’m helping Erick Young’s family find their son. The last the police knew, he and Adam were together.”

			“You’re after that reward, I’ll bet.”

			“I am, yes. Now, is there anything you can tell me about Adam that could help? Where he might go? Friends, relatives he’d be staying with?”

			“Put that away.” Nodding at the notebook and pen in Shaw’s hand.

			Shaw slipped them into a pocket.

			“Don’t have any idea.” Harper was solid as a tree, with sandy-gray hair and a rosy complexion, nose slightly ruddier than cheek.

			Erick’s family had offered money for someone to find their fugitive son; Stan Harper had not. As far as Shaw knew, he might hope his son successfully escaped from the law. There was no reason for him to say a word. Still, he wasn’t stonewalling. Not exactly. Three stacked cartons later, Harper turned. “He was always a problem. Moods this, moods that. Said it was like bees buzzing around him all the time. Made it hard on us too, you can believe. He didn’t get that. It was all about him. Trouble at school, counsellors calling all the time. Had some fights, him and me.” A glance toward Shaw. “But that’s fathers and sons. Happens to everybody. Easier for us when he quit school and started working trades. Day labor, mostly. If he was on staff, he’d get fired in a split.”

			Shaw would tread lightly with his next question. Bigotry, he’d found, was often handed down from parents to children like hair color and heart trouble. He had no problem calling out a racist, but at the moment his mission was to gather information. “The incident at the church? The cross, the graffiti. Did he ever talk about doing anything like that?”

			“Never heard him. But I gotta say, me and him, we didn’t talk about much of anything. After Kelly passed—after my wife passed—he went even further away. Hit him hard. I was like, it’s coming, her passing, and I tried to get ready. Adam, he just didn’t think she’d ever . . . Denied it, you know?”

			“Any friends in supremacist groups? Was he a member of any community like that?”

			“What’re you, like a bounty hunter?”

			“I make my living finding people.”

			Whether this answer satisfied or raised questions, Shaw couldn’t tell. Harper hefted two big cartons at once with little effort. They must’ve totaled fifty pounds.

			Shaw repeated the question about neo-Nazis.

			“Not that I ever heard but he was . . . you know, was impressionable. He met some musicians once, and for a year that was all he was going to do. Be a heavy metal star. That was the whole world to him. Then he gave it up. Was going to build skateboards and sell them. That went no place. Fell in with a bad crew in high school, shoplifting and drugs. He did whatever they wanted.

			“You know, when I heard from the cops about the church, I wasn’t surprised. Not like oh shit surprised. I figured he’d snapped. I could feel it coming. Since his mother died.”

			Stan walked to the edge of the dock and spit, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

			“That Erick kid, you oughta check him out.”

			Shaw replied, “He doesn’t seem to have any connection with supremacists. No history of hate crimes.”

			Harper’s eyes narrowed. “You know, Adam took off for a while. He was away for three weeks, a month, I don’t know. After we lost Kelly. He just disappeared and when he came back he was different. He was better, his moods. I asked him where he’d gone. He said he couldn’t talk about it. Maybe he hooked up with some of those assholes then.”

			“Where?”

			“No idea.”

			“Can you give me the names of friends I can talk to?”

			A shrug. “Couldn’t tell you. He wasn’t a boy, you know. He had his own life. We didn’t chat on the phone, like he did with his mama.” Harper received a text and then replied. Looked over the still water of the harbor. Then back to the cartons.

			“Was he straight?” Shaw asked.

			“You mean . . . like, not being gay?”

			Shaw nodded.

			“Why you wanta ask something like that?”

			“I need all the facts I can get.”

			“Only ever saw him with women. None of ’em for very long.” A sigh. “We tried everything with him. Therapy. Yeah, that was a joke. Medication. Always the most expensive ones, naturally. And that was on top of Kelly’s bills too. Doctors and hospitals.” He nodded toward the shack that was the corporate headquarters for Harper Ship Services, Inc. “I look like I can afford Cadillac health insurance?”

			“Nothing worked for Adam?”

			“Not much. Just being away wherever he went, that three or four weeks.” The crowning carton was placed on the stack. “Maybe he got a kick out of learning to burn crosses and spray paint churches. Who the fuck knows? I got paperwork to do.”

			Shaw gave him a card with his number on it. “If you hear from him.”

			The man slipped it into his back pocket and gave a cynical smile, which meant: Helping you get your blood money.

			“Mr. Harper, I want to get both of them back safe.”

			Harper turned but paused halfway to the shed.

			“It was so damn frustrating. Sometimes you just wanted to shake him and say, ‘Get over yourself. Everybody’s got the blues. Just live with it.’”

			

			—

			Back in the Winnebago, Shaw brewed a cup of strong Honduran coffee, poured in some milk and sat down at the table.

			He spent the next half hour or so calling some of the Youngs’ relatives. They were sympathetic but had no helpful information. Then on to Erick’s friends. Those willing to talk could offer no insights into where he might have gone and generally expressed dismay that he’d been implicated in a hate crime. One classmate, however, said that since his brother died “he’s just like . . . he’s not really himself, you know what I mean?”

			Shaw spoke to Tom Pepper, a former FBI special agent and a friend with whom he rock-climbed occasionally. Pepper may have been retired but he was just as connected in law enforcement now as he had always been and was current on a robust security clearance. He also enjoyed staying in the investigation game and Shaw sometimes called Pepper for an assist. He now asked for the name of somebody involved in the investigation, either in the Pierce County Public Safety Office or the local FBI field office.

			A reward seeker’s relationship with the police is complicated. Law enforcers have no problems with tip lines, like Crimewatch, whose purpose is to gather information from those who have personal knowledge of an incident. Cops are, however, reluctant to give much assistance to an active investigator like Shaw. Reward seekers, as opposed to tipsters, have been known to muddy up cases, occasionally even resulting in a suspect’s escape when police were close to an arrest. Seekers also sometimes end up injured or dead, which complicate a cop’s life to no end.

			Still, Pepper’s name carried some weight and so did his assurance that Shaw wouldn’t get underfoot and could even possibly prove helpful. The Pierce County detective running the case, Chad Johnson, spent ten minutes filling Shaw in on the details, which Shaw recorded in his notebook. Johnson provided particulars on Adam Harper, supplementing what the young man’s father had said.

			When they disconnected, Shaw made another cup of coffee and flipped through the notebook.

			
				June 7. Around 6:30 p.m. Erick Young went to the Forest Hills Cemetery on Martinsville Road in Gig Harbor. This is where his brother, Mark, who died sixteen months ago, is buried. He went to the gravesite frequently.

				At some point shortly thereafter, Erick was seen in the company of Adam Harper in the cemetery, according to witnesses. Erick had no apparent prior connection with Adam.

				At around 7:30 police responded to reports of a shooting at Brethren Baptist Church. Victims—a lay preacher and a janitor—reported that two suspects, later identified as Adam and Erick, had placed a cross in front of the church and set it on fire. The church was also defaced with Nazi swastikas and obscenities.

				When the preacher and janitor ran outside to try to tackle the suspects and hold them for police, Adam drew a gun and shot at them, hitting both.

				The suspects fled in Adam’s ten-year-old red Toyota pickup truck, registered in Washington State. Erick’s car was found parked near the cemetery.

				None of Erick’s social media posts suggest racist leanings. Adam has no FB, Twitter or Instagram account.

				Neither is gay; unlikely there was a sexual encounter.

				None of Erick’s other family members or friends have heard from him. There is no particular location he might have run off to that his parents and friends know of.

				The authorities were forensically able to link the defamatory graffiti on the Brethren Baptist Church to similar incidents in Pierce County over the past year and a half.

				The suspects are believed to still be in the Tacoma area, since both Adam and Erick emptied savings accounts over the past several days, and there have been two sightings of the pickup via video surveillance. Probably gathering money for a long-distance escape from the area.

				Erick Young has been working part-time in a rehabilitation center for troubled youths and getting a B.A. at a local community college. He excelled in math, history and biology. But after his brother’s death, he became moody and his grades dropped and attendance at work became a problem. His girlfriend broke up with him because of his moods. Parents described him as “confused and vulnerable.”

				Adam Harper has a history of depression and other emotional problems. A drifter. He’s taken classes at community college but never graduated. He’s worked trades most of his life.

				He has been arrested on shoplifting and minor drug possession charges. He has no obvious history of white supremacist or racist organizations, though father pointed to his disappearance for 3 to 4 weeks out of town. Hooked up with a group then?

				Adam has few friends and the ones the police contacted, as well as a couple of family members, were unaware of anyone or anyplace he would be inclined to flee to.

				His residence, a small apartment on the east side of Tacoma, was searched. There was no evidence of any extremist affiliation.

				Firearm used in the shooting was a Smith & Wesson .38 Police Special, registered to Adam’s father.

				Neither of the suspects’ phones are active.

				Both men have passports. Erick’s is still in his parents’ home.

				A video of a currency exchange showed two men, in sunglasses and wearing hoodies, changing $500 U.S. into Canadian. They matched the general builds of the suspects.

			

			Shaw scanned these notes, sat back, closed his eyes, digesting what he’d read, drawing conclusions about the incident and the people involved.

			His phone hummed. It was Chad Johnson.

			“Detective?”

			“We’ve got them, Mr. Shaw.”

			Fastest reward job on record. No money. But the good news was that he could now return to his other mission: tracking down his father’s secret.

			Echo Ridge . . .

			“Anybody hurt? Did they resist?”

			A pause. “Oh, we haven’t apprehended them yet. I mean, we’ve located them. They’re in Adam’s pickup. There was a sighting of it headed north on I-5. Then they turned off on surface roads and were still heading north. Making for Canada, of course. We’ve got a taskforce on the apprehension detail. Ten person.”

			The last word stumbled out. Johnson had recently been trained not to use the male gender if possible, Shaw guessed.

			“Should get them in the next hour.”

			“Good.”

			“Sorry about the reward, sir.”

			He didn’t sound too sorry, Shaw thought. Maybe the Ecumenical Council and the high-tech wunderkind Ed Jasper were contributing the bulk but the rest of the cash would have to come out of his budget.

			Shaw thanked him. He sipped a bit more coffee, then sent a text to Mack McKenzie, his D.C.-based private eye, requesting three items of information. Shortly after, she responded, answering all of them with the level of detail that she was known for.

			Shaw read the reply closely and, after scanning a map, fired up the Winnebago’s engine. He pulled out of Harper’s parking lot, surveyed the vehicles nearby—those parked, as well as those in motion—then drove onto the uneven road. He steered east out of Gig Harbor, his GPS directing him to a trailer camp, where he’d park the Winnebago and Uber to a car rental agency to pick up a sedan or SUV. He edged the camper as far over the speed limit as he dared without getting pulled over.

			He couldn’t afford any delays. Time was vital.

			An hour later Shaw was steering his rental Kia along a mountainous route fifty miles east of Tacoma in the beautiful country approaching Mount Rainier National Park. Winding roads, panoramic views, verdant forest, formations of rock shiny and pitted as wet bone.

			He eased out of a climbing switchback and onto a straightaway, a hillside face on his right, and began to accelerate.

			Then a moving shadow caught his attention.

			The boulder was cartwheeling toward the road directly in front of him.

			Seconds to decide.

			Swerve left? Swerve right?
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			June 11, 2 p.m., present time

			This bullet hit its mark . . .

			A golden eagle, troubled by the sharp crack of the pistol rolling through the valley, lifted off and descended away from the human disturbance in stately urgency.

			Colter Shaw glanced down, noting the sizable gunshot hole in the Kia’s right front tire. The car knelt.

			Now free from the vehicle, Shaw pushed through the forsythia and watched the shooter walk across the road, dusting away pollen and burrs from his sleeves and jeans.

			Fully bearded, Dalton Crowe was two inches taller than Shaw’s six feet even. Broad shoulders, ample chest, both encased in a black and red plaid lumberjack shirt. Camo overalls. His belt was well tooled, and well worn, shiny and unevenly dark. The holster for the long-barreled revolver was cowboy style, brown and glossy and chrome studded.

			Each of the men had bestowed scars upon the other, about the same number, the same length, the same depth. The bruises had long fleshed away. The confrontations were not intended to be lethal but simply to derail the other’s success in finding the suspects in reward jobs. In one instance, Crowe wanted to stop Shaw so he could get one hundred percent of the money for an escaped prisoner; Shaw wanted to stop Crowe from gunning down the trapped, unarmed man.

			Crowe ambled across the road and looked at the tire. “Hmm.”

			“You fired in my direction,” Shaw said. His tone was scolding only; he hadn’t felt himself in much danger. He’d known to a certainty that the rock-tipper and shooter was Crowe and not the suspects, Adam Harper or Erick Young.

			For a big man who would look right at home in Hells Angels’ attire, Crowe had an eerily high voice. “Nup, Shaw. None of that. I was saving you from a snake.” He was from Birmingham, Alabama, and came equipped with the accent. “Timber rattler and a damn big one.”

			Shaw glanced down. “Don’t see him.”

			“Aw, I just fired to scare him off. Which I did, as you can see. I like all of God’s creatures, rattlers included. Sorry about your tire.”

			Shaw looked at the boulder, completely blocking the highway.

			Crowe didn’t bother to spin a tale about that.

			“These boys’re mine, Shaw. Adam and Erick. I’m going to find ’em and I’m going to bring ’em in. I got to Gig Harbor ’fore you did. So, dig yourself out and head on home.”

			“How’d you find me?” Shaw asked.

			“I’m the best, that’s how.” Crowe slipped his gun away. Shaw wondered if he ever twirled it on his finger like gunslingers do in the movies. Shaw had once seen somebody shoot himself in the armpit doing that. Human stupidity has no bounds.

			“You heard my piece. That’s all there is to it. I’ve got a yellow Volkswagen to catch up with.”

			Shaw’s brows compressed. “How’d you know they were . . .” His voice faded, as if he’d slipped up, confirming a fact that Crowe hadn’t known for certain.

			“Haw. Now get that tire of yours fixed, call Triple A or man the jack yourself.” Crowe looked around, at the boulder, then back to Shaw. “On these roads, in that breadbox of a car . . . you could come to real grief. Not from me, of course, saving your ass from rattlers. But somebody aiming at you. I’d hate to see that happen.”

			The threat delivered, Crowe turned and plodded up the road, then disappeared into the bushes. A moment later his silver SUV drove onto the road, on the other side of the boulder, and turned away from Shaw and the rock. A hand appeared from the driver’s window of the Bronco. The gesture seemed to be a wave but it might have been ruder.

			He called 911, reporting the fallen boulder to the state police. The obstacle was in the middle of a straightaway and could be seen fifty yards away from either direction. Still, Colter Shaw was hardwired to save people from disaster, even if it was their own failings that put them in peril. Someone cruising along while texting might deserve the air bag slap; his or her children did not, however.

			Shaw spent a few minutes checking the tires and backing out of the razorish weeds. It took some rocking and some tire spinning but eventually the car rolled onto the road again.

			Once on the asphalt, he changed the tire and searched the wheel wells. He found the GPS tracker Crowe had hidden. He clicked the off button and stowed the device in his backpack.

			Then he turned around and sped back the way he’d come, the exact opposite of the direction that Dalton Crowe was headed. Shaw checked his map and estimated that he should intercept Erick Young and Adam Harper in less than a half hour.
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			It had taken some effort, and time, but the problem of Dalton Crowe had to be eliminated.

			The man’s assessment of his own skill—“I’m the best”—was just plain wrong. Crowe was a functional, not talented, tracker, and he was just plain lousy at surveillance. Shaw knew Crowe had been dogging him from the moment he’d arrived in Gig Harbor. He’d noted the silver SUV as soon as he’d arrived at the Youngs’, parked at the curb several doors away, in front of a house with a FORECLOSURE SALE sign in the lawn. Not necessarily suspicious. He merely tucked the observation away.

			When he’d left, he’d pulled past the SUV and seen the driver bending toward the glove compartment, as if avoiding being seen. Then the Bronco had pulled away from the curb and followed the Winnebago all the way to Adam’s father’s chandler business on the waterfront.

			It was obviously Dalton Crowe, who would have been staking out the Young residence since he’d arrived in the harbor town on the chance that the boy, known to be still in the area, would return.

			At that point, Shaw’s mission had doubled: get rid of Crowe, then find Adam and Erick.

			Shaw had come up with a plan to do both.

			The Public Safety Office believed the young men were headed north from Tacoma, presumably en route to Canada, given the currency exchange intelligence.

			Shaw was eighty percent certain, however, that Adam and Erick were not in the red pickup.

			Anticipating the suspects’ most logical plan, Shaw had sent the email to Mack. The questions he’d posed were:

			
					
					What neighborhood in Tacoma has the highest gang activity?

				

					
					Where’s the main bus station in or near that neighborhood?

				

					
					Where are cars likely to be taken for chopping in the Seattle-Tacoma area?

				

			

			The reply had been: the neighborhood of Manitou, a Western Express bus terminal on Evans Street, and any number of places, though there was a concentration of junkyard/chop shops on the south side of Seattle.

			Shaw believed that they’d donned costumes and exchanged U.S. dollars for Canadian to trick investigators into thinking their destination was north. That alone wasn’t enough, though. They had to keep the law’s focus on Adam’s truck. Since Erick worked with troubled youths, he was likely familiar with the underworld of Pierce County. He would have known where to leave the pickup—with the keys “hidden” under the front seat or in a wheel well—where it would quickly be perped by some bangers and driven to south Seattle for butchering into parts.

			Meanwhile, Adam and Erick had walked a few blocks to the bus station on Evans Street, bought tickets and left town.

			After leaving Harper’s seaside company, Shaw had driven the Winnebago to a campground east of Tacoma, and parked it there. He’d Ubered to a nearby car rental agency and gotten the Kia, which he’d then driven into the Manitou neighborhood, with Crowe clumsily tailing all the way.

			Shaw had parked in front of the Hermanos Alverez bodega. He had gone inside the store, and for a twenty-dollar bribe and several bags of groceries he didn’t need, bought the right to slip out the back door.

			From there, to the bus station, at which the ante increased significantly, and it cost him five hundred dollars to learn the destination of the tickets the two boys had bought—a little town called Hope’s Corner, eighty miles southeast of Tacoma, near Mount Rainier National Park.

			This fact was good news. They were both alive.

			He’d returned to the car, out the bodega’s front door, dumped the groceries in the trunk. When he pulled into traffic, Crowe’s SUV was not far behind. It had been while the car was parked in front of the store that Crowe had clamped on the tracker.

			Then the fun began.

			Shaw had driven a circuitous route in the general direction of Hope’s Corner, though he had stopped every fifteen miles or so, buying water or coffee or snacks or yet another unnecessary road map. And always asking the clerks and customers the same question.

			“Say, you noticed a yellow Volkswagen bug coming through here? It’s my two buddies. We were going fishing at Wuikinuxv Falls but there’s been a change of plans and I can’t reach ’em. Those boys’re just not picking up their phones.”

			The point of this exercise was to misdirect Crowe as to the suspects’ means of transport and their destination. Now, having used the boulder to clear the field for himself, the man was speeding in pursuit of a gaudy, nonexistent car, to a town whose name was hard to pronounce and harder yet to spell . . . and that lay in the exact opposite direction of Hope’s Corner, where the suspects really were.

			Colter Shaw now rolled past the Hope’s Corner WELCOME TO sign and surveyed the burg. The downtown embraced a diner, a mechanic’s garage, a general store and two gas stations, one of which was also a bus way station; it would be there that the suspects disembarked.

			The tiny place also featured an overlook from which you got a grand view of Mount Rainier, the tallest peak in the state. It was designated a Decade Volcano, one of the most hazardous in the world. Shaw knew this because he and Tom Pepper had once considered climbing. But while the threat of eruption wasn’t a deterrent, the surfaces were. They were largely ice and snow, and that made for a specialized technique that didn’t interest them much.

			Shaw steered the Kia into the pump area of the larger gas station, refueled and examined the damage to the car from his boulder-avoiding plunge. Cosmetic only. Expensive, of course. But Shaw wasn’t concerned; he always bought the loss/damage insurance. When finished at the pump, he drove the car into a shaded spot at the side of the general store. Climbing out, he went to the trunk, opened it and, after looking round and seeing no humans or security cameras, removed his concealed carry weapon—a single-stack Glock 42, the .380 caliber, in a Blackhawk holster. He chambered a round and fitted the holster inside his right waistband, making sure the securing hook snugly held his belt; the fastest draw in the world is pretty useless if the holster comes along for the ride.

			Now, to determine where exactly were the suspects.

			Shaw considered the timing. The bus was scheduled to arrive thirty minutes ago. Had they hiked out from Hope’s Corner? Had they met some friends near here?

			Neither Adam nor Erick appeared to be neo-Nazi but what if they were operating undercover? After all, the defamatory and racist graffiti had persisted in Pierce County for more than a year, and no one had been caught. Now that they’d been identified and were in the open maybe they’d come here. Washington State had an unfortunate history of hate groups and white supremacist organizations, Shaw knew from several reward-seeking jobs on the West Coast. There were nearly two dozen active extremist groups in the state, including two KKK chapters.

			From the overlook, Shaw gazed at the massive expanse that could easily hide a militia compound.

			Or had the boys simply panicked after the shooting and fled as far as their money would take them, or to the home of a friend who’d shelter them—a friend that no one back home knew about?

			So, Shaw told himself, assess.

			The odds that they had arrived, disembarked and hiked out into the wilderness? Fifteen percent. This territory would require some serious gear and a level of fitness and knowledge of the outdoors that the young men didn’t seem to have.

			The likelihood that they were planning to meet somebody to drive them elsewhere? Forty percent.

			Hitching down one of the crossroads that went east and west out of Hope’s Corner? Possible, though a challenge; there was little traffic on either road. He gave it twenty percent.

			Sheltering with a friend? Fifteen percent.

			There was another option as well. Were they still here, in Hope’s Corner?

			Shaw had donned his brown sport jacket. To make sure his concealed stayed concealed, though, he took the added step of untucking his shirt. His pistol permit was valid in the state but he didn’t need the attention that would ensue if someone spotted the grip of his weapon.

			He began a stroll through the town, eyes scanning for the two.

			They weren’t in either gas station.

			The general store was next. He stepped onto the low, saggy wooden porch and pushed inside, hand low, near the gun. No Erick, no Adam.

			He entered the restroom, which he had to use anyway; they weren’t there.

			The establishment was a combination store and restaurant, where a half-dozen diners sat at a chipped linoleum counter. He snagged a can of Fix-a-Flat, being spare-less now, and perched on a stool to order a turkey sandwich and a large coffee to go. When the order was up he took the bag and the can to the register. He handed the check to the middle-aged man in a beige polyester shirt embroidered with a pattern of chains.

			Shaw set down a hundred dollar bill.

			The man grimaced. “Sorry, mister, I can’t change that.”

			“I don’t want change.”

			Eyes cautious now.

			“The son of a friend of mine’s run off. I’m helping find him. He was with another guy. Think he might’ve come in on that bus from Tacoma.”

			One of the reasons Shaw shaved before a job, polished his shoes and dressed in a sport coat and pressed shirt was to give the impression of legitimacy. The sort who really would help a friend find a boy. He shot the man another stage smile.

			“Here’s his picture.” He displayed a photo of Erick. The boy was in his football uniform.

			Shaw wondered if the clerk watched the news from Tacoma and had heard of the shooting at the church. Apparently not. He asked only, “What’s he play?”

			“He’s a receiver,” Shaw vamped. “Can catch a pass one handed.”

			“No.”

			“He can.”

			“Why’d he run off?”

			Shaw shrugged. “Being a kid.”

			The bill vanished into the man’s pocket. “Yeah, they were here, thirty minutes ago. Bought some food and water. Bought a disposable phone too. And a prepaid card for the minutes.”

			“You overhear where they were going?”

			“No.”

			“Where could they get from here on foot?”

			A who-knows shrug. “There’re a dozen cabins in the foothills.” Another shrug meant: good luck finding them.

			“Any towns in walking distance?”

			“Depends on who’s walking. It’s a trek but there’s one they could make in a day. Snoqualmie Gap. Used to be called Clark’s Gap. After Lewis and Clark. But got itself changed to Snoqualmie. That’s a word, Indian word. Means ‘fierce tribe.’ Some folks were pissed off they changed it. You can go too far, this PC crap.” He’d looked Shaw over, perhaps registering “Caucasian” and guessing it was okay to offer the comment—not knowing Shaw did in fact have some Native American in him. “Funny thing is, don’t make no difference either way.”

			Shaw didn’t understand. He shook his head.

			“Lewis and Clark never got here, and the Snoqualmie River’s nowhere near either. So might as well call it New York, Los Angeles or Podunk. Maybe those boys were headed there.” He frowned briefly. “You know, there’s this place in the mountains outside of it—Snoqualmie Gap. Some people ask for directions.”

			“Place?”

			“This retreat.”

			“Separatist thing? Neo-Nazis?”

			“Don’t think so. More, some New Age bullshit. Hippies. You’re too young.”

			Shaw had been born in the Bay Area long after flower children and the Summer of Love, 1967. But he knew about hippies.

			He looked at a map on the wall. He saw Snoqualmie Gap, a small town, about ten miles from Hope’s Corner. Quite a hike in the mountainous terrain.

			“Where’s the retreat?”

			The clerk squinted. “About there, I guess.” Tapping a valley in the mountains beside a large lake. Shaw estimated it was six or seven miles from Snoqualmie Gap, accessed via a state route and then the narrow and eerily named Harbinger Road.

			Walking, it would take them three to four hours to get to Snoqualmie, and another three to get to the retreat, if that’s where they were headed.

			“I didn’t see much traffic on the way here. Going that way, to Snoqualmie, could they hitch a ride?”

			“Somebody could. They couldn’t.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“That guy with your friend’s son? I wouldn’t pick him up on a dare. Something about his eyes.”

			Shaw thanked the man and started for the door.

			“Hey, mister?”

			He turned.

			The clerk was frowning. “You forgot to pay your bill.” He looked at the check and said, “That’s eleven twenty-eight you owe me.”
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			In ten minutes Colter Shaw’s job was over.

			He found Adam Harper and Erick Young on Old Mill Road, about two miles from Hope’s Corner and still a ways to go to Snoqualmie Gap.

			Shaw stopped on a narrow shoulder and looked down, to his left. Here the road was made up of switchbacks because of the dizzyingly steep grade. It descended to a valley in which a river glistened, blue and silver. On the other side, the road rose into the hills once more.

			The young men were fifty feet below Shaw. They were trudging along like college kids on a weekend hike. Each had a backpack. Adam was holding a large refillable water bottle. Erick pointed to the steep uphill climb they’d have once they crossed the bridge. Adam said something and Erick nodded.

			Strolling, not a care in the world.

			Shaw carefully examined them; he couldn’t see the profile of a pistol, or a protruding grip, in the pockets of either.

			Erick dug into his backpack pocket and pulled out a plastic bag. Jerky, Shaw believed. He ate a piece and offered some to Adam, who declined with a shake of his head. The suspects came to the end of the straight portion of the switchback and followed the road, curving to the left. Shaw watched them emerge. They got halfway along this stretch of road and stopped where it swelled with a broad shoulder on a cliff. It was a substantial drop; boulders had been placed here to serve as guardrails. The two sat down on one of these, the size of a park bench. Erick ate more jerky. Adam made a phone call.

			Shaw examined his Rand McNally map and discovered that they were in Hammond County. He placed a call to the sheriff’s office. He was connected to the sheriff himself, a man named Welles, and explained about the crime in Pierce County and told him that he’d just found the two suspects. The sheriff hesitated a moment, taking in the information, then asked for Shaw’s location.

			“I’ll be at the intersection of State Route Sixty-four and Old Mill Road.”

			“Okay, sir. Let me check this out and we’ll be there soon.”

			Shaw turned the Kia around and drove back up Old Mill to the intersection, about a half-mile away. He preferred to meet the law enforcers in a place separate from Erick and Adam’s actual location. He didn’t know the procedures—or style—of the deputies here and didn’t want them blustering up, sirens wailing, acting all tough cop. That might spook the pair into shooting . . . or taking to the brush. If that happened it would be a true chore to track them, especially if they split up. And, equally worrying, this was dangerous territory: steep cliffs, hazardous slopes, torrential rapids. The river below was beautiful. Shaw knew it would be cold as January metal and guessed the speed of the current was twenty miles per hour.

			Shaw parked where Old Mill and the state route met and soon three official vehicles and one private—a mud-stained SUV—arrived. Shaw and the men climbed out. Five of them. They varied from youthful twenties to middle age. Welles, the sheriff, was around fifty, rotund. Blond hair and—curiously, given the shade of the strands on his head—his eyes were brown as aged leather.

			All wore gray uniforms, except the tallest, a lean and bony bearded man in green-and-black camo, his dark tan baseball cap sitting backward on his head. He radiated military and, at early forties, he might’ve recently retired. You serve twenty and you’re out. A faded name tag sewn onto his jacket was crooked, cut from one uniform and stitched onto his hunting garb. DODD, J. The SUV was his. He appeared to be civilian, though Shaw noted a blue light affixed to the Pathfinder’s dashboard. While the others gazed at Shaw and his sport coat and city shoes with curiosity, Dodd’s gaze was expressionless.

			Welles approached. A paw of a hand embraced Shaw’s. “You BEA?”

			“No.” Shaw had never considered being a bond enforcement agent, whose days were usually spent tracking down bail-jumping druggies—men, usually, who were stupid enough to hide out at their parents’ or girlfriend’s bungalow.

			He explained about the reward.

			This raised an eyebrow or two.

			He expected the next question to be “How much?” But that query wasn’t forthcoming. Instead, one of the deputies asked, “You don’t bring ’em in yourself? Why call us?” A solid, jowly man, Welles had a fitting voice, like distant thunder.

			“I don’t apprehend. I only find the whereabouts. The rest is up to the person or agency offering the reward, or local law enforcement.”

			The sheriff said, “My, that sounds formal.”

			“Say, Sheriff, we get any?” one of the younger deputies asked.

			“Any what?”

			“Of that reward?”

			“Tell me, Bo: you didn’t go and find anybody, did you?”

			“Just asking.”

			“Now, now.” To Shaw, Welles asked, “You armed, sir?”

			“I am. I’ll show you my ticket.” He slowly extracted his wallet and displayed a Utah concealed carry permit, which was recognized in Washington State.

			“Do me a favor and keep your piece tucked away, will you?”

			“Sure. My job’s pretty much done here.”

			Another deputy: “You tracked ’em all the way here from Gig Harbor?”

			“I did.”

			Welles said, “I checked with the Pierce County public safety chief. He confirmed they’re fugitives and there’s a reward. He didn’t know about you.”

			“I was in touch with a detective there, not the sheriff. Chad Johnson.”

			“He told me these boys shot up a man of God, burned a church.”

			“Partly true. There was a burning cross, and they defaced the place. Some graffiti. No fire damage to the building itself. A janitor and a lay preacher were wounded.”

			“They skinheads or Nazis or what?”

			“They don’t seem to be. The main suspect’s Adam Harper, late twenties. I can’t piece together Erick’s role. He’s only twenty.”

			“Whatever,” Sheriff Welles muttered, waving aside one or two of the persistent mosquitos, “the warrants’re for both of them.”

			“That’s correct.”

			“Any trouble from ’em on the way here?”

			“None that I saw or heard about.”

			“Why are they headed this way?”

			“No idea. Maybe meeting some friends. And I heard there’s a retreat near Snoqualmie Gap. Maybe they were headed there.”

			Welles considered this. “Yeah, there is that place. I don’t know much about it. Different county, not our watch. Anybody?”

			None of his officers was familiar.

			Welles said, “If it’s a church thing, they might be planning to shoot it up too.”

			A deputy said, “Or Thompsonville. A couple of churches there. Long walk, but they could hitch.”

			Welles looked pensive. “Thompsonville. Yeah. That’d be a target for sure.” He clicked his tongue. “Men who disrespect Christ? That’s baked into the bone. They have mischief in mind, I guarantee it. All right, we’ll take over from here, Mr. Shaw. You said they’re armed.”

			“Have to assume so. It’s a .38 Police Special.”

			“Mule kicker,” somebody said.

			“Where can we find them?” Welles asked.

			“Last I saw they were taking a break. They were headed down into a valley about two klicks from here.”

			“A valley?”

			Shaw noted that the sheriff’s eyes met Dodd’s, whose head dipped a fraction of an inch.

			Shaw said, “You have a map, I can point it out.”

			Welles muttered to a deputy nearby, the youngest, “Glove compartment, kid.”

			With a brisk nod the officer scurried to the sheriff’s squad car and disappeared inside. He returned with a map, handing it to Welles, who unfurled the sheet on the nearest car hood, underneath which the engine ticked as it cooled.

			A lover and collector of maps, Shaw studied this one carefully. The crisp, unstained paper explained that the sheriff and probably the rest of the deputies didn’t get out here much. This rugged terrain was within the county they oversaw but much of the land was state park. Shaw supposed that the rangers were the main law enforcers. There was also a national forest around here, with boundaries that ran in and out of the county’s turf.

			Looking down at the map, he tapped a site. “They were there, having some water and food. I don’t know how long they were going to rest, though even if they started hiking again right away after I left, they couldn’t be more than a half mile north.” Another tap. “That’d put them about here, at the farthest.”

			Welles turned toward his men. “Here’s what we’re gonna do. They’re moving north. I want somebody to circle around to Abbott Ford, fast, get ahead of them and come back south. TJ and B., you do that.”

			“Sure, Sheriff.”

			“Me and Jimmy’ll go north.”

			One deputy said enthusiastically, “So we catch ’em in a pincer movement.”

			Which wasn’t exactly what the sheriff was describing.

			“Exactly.”

			The sheriff turned to gaunt, unexpressive Dodd. “And you get yourself up Scatterback. On the ridge. Get a good position. To cover us.”

			“K.” The lean, laconic Dodd asked Shaw, “They have long guns?”

			“No.”

			Dodd gave a nod.

			Welles folded the map. “’Preciate your help, Mr. Shaw. You’ve earned every penny of that reward.” A faint laugh. “Though easy for me to say; I’m not the one writing the check.” The smile faded. He looked over the deputies. “Gentlemen, I am serious now. We’ve gotta stop ’em. The chief in Tacoma told me victims at the church there were black, true, but they were still children of God. Now, let’s get to it.”

			Shaw returned to the Kia. He heard a whisper of “Reward.” And some chuckles. As he sat in the driver’s seat he watched the sheriff and the uniformed deputies walk to their cars, which soon sped off, leaving a haze of mustard-colored dust behind them.

			Dodd remained. The man loped to his personal SUV, lifted the tailgate and uncased a big-bore Winchester rifle, fitted with a Maven telescopic sight—an expensive one, probably equal to one of the deputy’s paychecks. He opened a metal ammunition box and lifted out a package of bullets. Big ones, .308. Sniper rounds.

			The wiry, unsmiling man began loading the magazine. His eyes, which had been dead until now, brightened considerably as he clicked each lengthy, lethal slug home.

		


		
			7.

			As Shaw sped back down Old Mill Road to the place he’d left Erick and Adam he thought:

			Never underestimate the power, for good and bad, of religion.

			This was not one of his father’s rules; Shaw had come up with it himself over a decade of reward-seeking. (He had significantly supplemented the Never rulebook since Ashton Shaw’s death, some years ago.)

			He understood what God’s protector, Sheriff J. Welles, had in mind. The sheriff’s and one other car would block the road south, while the third would do the same from the north, boxing Adam and Erick in. Dodd, on high ground, would understand that his instruction to “cover us” really meant “shoot to kill.”

			Maybe Adam would lift his hand in surprise at the officers’ presence.

			And Dodd would drop him with one of the big rounds.

			“I observed a threat to the officers on the ground and I acted accordingly.”

			And Erick?

			He’d instinctively turn to the wounded Adam.

			Another shot.

			“I observed the second suspect reaching for the weapon of the deceased individual and I was concerned that he would use lethal force against the officers who were present.”

			And there would be no body cams or witnesses to give a different story.

			Having seen the look that passed between Dodd and Welles and guessing what they had in mind, Shaw had tapped a spot on the map miles from the shoulder on Old Mill Road where the two young men actually were.

			What exactly he would do when he found Erick and Adam, he couldn’t yet say. But he knew he had to keep them out of the reach of Welles and his Christian soldiers.

			He now piloted the Kia back to the hill where he’d parked when he spotted the two for the first time. Shaw backed off the road into thick, stalky growths of pine and sedge and tangled brush. The vehicle was hardly an SUV but it did have four-wheel drive and if he kept it on packed earth he was confident it wouldn’t get stuck.

			Leaving his jacket in the car, he climbed out and rearranged brush to obscure the vehicle yet more, then he walked to the road’s edge, looking down the steep, grassy slope to the shoulder where the boys sat, about sixty feet below. Now, he tucked his shirt in, exposing the Glock on his hip, facilitating a fast draw.

			He studied Erick and Adam. They still were sitting on the roadside boulder, facing the road and the hill beside it, not the spectacular view behind them: the rocky valley and gushing river at the bottom of the ten-story cliff. When Adam turned, Shaw could see that, yes, he did have the pistol; sitting had pushed the grip slightly out of the pocket of the close-fitting jeans. This was good for Shaw. Adam’s Smith & Wesson featured a hammer, which was notorious for catching when one drew it quickly.

			The suspects were speaking to each other. Then conversation paused at the sound of a default ringtone. Adam pulled out the mobile to take the call. He looked around, orienting himself and noting a road that branched off Old Mill. Shaw’s impression was that the boys were expecting someone driving from that direction. The Rand McNally was in the car but he called up the GPS map on his phone. The road was Highland Bypass: narrow but a good shortcut to Snoqualmie Gap.

			This added a complication. Who was coming to meet the suspects? How many were there? If Shaw’s undercover theory was right, might they be armed extremists?

			How long until they arrived?

			And when would Welles and his deputies assume the young men had slipped out of their trap—or figure that Shaw had lied for one reason or another? A half hour tops, he guessed.

			No time to waste. He’d have to get to the young men, disarm Adam, and zip-tie their hands. Then, into the Kia and get the hell out of Hammond County.

			I deal in information, not citizen’s arrests . . .

			Not this time.

			Picking his footsteps carefully, Shaw worked his way down the hill to the road on whose wide shoulder the two sat. From behind a tree, he assessed the scene. To approach them straight on, either from across the road or from the asphalt itself, he’d have to cover an unprotected field of fire. He’d be some distance away when he’d call for them to surrender, which might encourage Adam to draw and shoot. He was probably a better shot than Adam but that wasn’t certain, and in any event the last thing Shaw wanted was a firefight.

			Odds of success with that option: thirty percent. Not good enough.

			Stay under cover and just call for them to surrender?

			No, they’d shoot or run, probably both. The cops would hear the gunfire and move in, guns ready. Dodd would move to high ground and target them with his heavy weapon.

			That tactic had only ten percent success rate.

			Take them by surprise, from behind?

			Yes, the best option.

			Of course, that approach carried a complication of its own: “behind” was essentially a cliff face a hundred feet above the rocky valley floor.

			When the boys were looking away, Shaw, crouching, hurried across the road and peered over the edge. The face was not a smooth sheet of vertical rock. It cantilevered downward at a forty-five- or fifty-degree angle to the rocky floor below. There were ledges and shelves and outcroppings along the way.

			Shaw recalled a book he’d read as a boy about warring Native American tribes. Flinging enemies from cliffs was a popular way for tribal people in mountainous regions to dispatch their victims. Let gravity do the work. Saves arrows and effort. The human body can withstand an impact of about thirty-five to forty miles an hour if the surface you land on has some give. You achieve that speed in about ten to twelve yards of free fall. Farther than that, combined with a rock landing, you’ve pretty much had it.

			Never tense up in a fall.

			Ashton would remind the children of this rule before he had them jump from eight-foot-high ledges onto the ground. You would have far less damage from impact if you went rag-doll limp. Shaw had been on a reward assignment one time when a kidnapper tried to escape from him by leaping from one roof to another. He missed and fell thirty feet to the grass. The man was uninjured, except for a broken pinkie. The EMS tech confirmed that a likely reason for this was his completely relaxed state—thanks to half a bottle of vodka.

			If Shaw lost footing, he would tumble the hundred-foot length of the cliff face. Possibly fatal but more likely, he foresaw, broken bones. The fact was he would prefer death to a cracked back or neck—and being forced to live out his life the opposite of itinerate: chairbound.

			He would go over the side, execute a free solo descent for about ten feet, then climb sideways and ascend behind them. He’d move in fast, disarm Adam and have them zip-tie each other’s wrists.

			If he wasn’t heard, wasn’t spotted.

			And if he didn’t fall.

			He had no chalk or climbing shoes. He knew how to climb barefoot but he needed to keep the Eccos on. If it came to a pursuit on the gravel-strewn road, he wanted the protection.

			He estimated this approach to offer a seventy-five percent success rate. Importantly, of course, the twenty-five percent failure possibility incorporated more than simply not collaring the boys; it embraced a debilitating if not lethal tumble to the valley floor.

			But no other choices.

			So get to it.

			Now.
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			Shaw looked down, studying the face he would have to negotiate to come up behind Adam and Erick.

			It was what climbers loved: craggy and cracked. He now did what all good climbers do first: planned his route. He lay on his belly and backed toward the edge, his feet finding outcroppings he’d noted before and memorized. Descending from the top of a cliff was always more difficult than ascending; you can’t brush or blow off the dirt covering hand- and footholds. Without chalk on your hands, even a faint dusting of soil can be deadly. Shaw usually rappelled to the ground, rather than climbing.

			He started down. Farther, farther, his feet searching for places to support his weight. His hands gripping rocks and branches to hold him in case his shoes slipped. Finally he was far enough over he could look down, which was a huge relief. Now, thanks to rocky protuberances, two- to three-inch cracks and a conveniently placed—and sturdy—branch, he descended the eight feet to the ledge.

			Then he moved sideways slowly to the spot just below where he estimated the suspects to be. The ledge angled downward and the boulder on which they sat was at this point about twenty feet above him. He looked up and plotted his climb. He reached up and brushed soil from a handhold, then gripped and pulled himself up. He kept his hip against the rock, which brings the shoulder close too, which in turn meant that his body stayed vertical—the best way to climb. He was edging with his feet, and using cracks into which he’d insert his hands and spread his fingers and palms. Then he’d bend a knee, find a foothold and straighten his leg to move up a foot or so at a time.

			Not too fast. Fast is noise. Fast is mistakes. Fast is the black muzzle of a gun awaiting you at the crest.

			He came to a smooth portion of the face that was about five feet square. On a normal climb, he would “smear”—use the soles of his shoes for traction by keeping the heel down and pushing the rubber hard against the face. You need good handholds for this, and while there were adequate ones here, he didn’t trust the street shoes for the maneuver. He executed a side pull to go around the smooth portion, then up a rough slab with plenty of handholds, then he did another side pull, in the other direction, to put him back on vertical course.

			Now he was three feet below the crest. He rested for a moment and controlled his breathing, preparing himself for the contortion that was coming next: a mantle—the maneuver climbers use to top out at the summit. He gripped a crack with his left hand, brought his left foot then right up to a nub nearly even with his elbow. His right hand aiming for an outcropping near the top, he extended both legs from the crouching pose and rose to the edge, grabbing the rock he’d sought.

			Shaw slowly lifted his head. He half-expected to find Adam aiming at him.

			No, the suspects were ten feet away, still facing in the other direction.

			Adam: “I don’t know. Probably twenty minutes. They weren’t sure.”

			“My parents’re going to be worried.”

			“I keep telling you: this’ll be worth it.”

			“I just wish I could get them a message.”

			“Not after that shit at the church.”

			Shaw’s left hand found a secure oak sapling and he pulled himself to the surface, breathing hard . . . while trying to do so silently. This was not easy.

			He crouched, tapped the Glock with his hand to remind himself exactly where it was holstered. He then moved toward them, glancing back and forth from Adam’s hands to the ground in front of himself, aiming for the most quiet places to step.

			Nine feet, eight, seven. Shaw paused as the boys looked up the road.

			Were the neo-Nazis approaching?

			Or Welles and his band?

			Don’t worry about it now.

			Just like he’d planned the ascent, he planned the takedown.

			And executed it.

			Keeping his Glock in the holster, he came up behind Adam and in a fast, firm gesture gripped the stubby revolver, pushing downward first so that the hammer wouldn’t catch and pulling it free.

			“The fuck!” Adam rose and turned. Before he could even draw back to slug the intruder, Shaw’s fist slammed into his gut. The young man grunted and dropped to his knees, cradling his belly.

			Shaw pocketed the Smittie and drew his Glock, aiming toward, though not at, Erick.

			“No, man, please . . . No!” His eyes were wide. “Who—”

			“The fuck,” Adam repeated. “I’m going to puke.”

			“Then do it and get it over with. We don’t have any time. You’re both in danger.”

			“You hit me.”

			Erick whispering, “Who are you? What’s—”

			From his back pocket, Shaw handed Erick two of the zip ties he always carried with him. “On his wrists, hands in front. Then do your own. Now.”

			Wide eyed, Erick took the off-white nylon strips. He glanced at them, figuring how they worked.

			Adam grunted, “You’re a cop, you gotta identify yourself. Otherwise an arrest isn’t legal.”

			“That’s not true, and I’m not a cop.” He said to Erick, “I’m here because of your parents.”

			“Mom, Dad?”

			He pointed at the zip ties. “Now. I’m not going to tell you again. There’re men nearby who want you dead. I can save you. Do it.”

			Erick eyed Adam, who rose slowly. He said nothing but looked both sick and disgusted.

			“You have to—”

			“The wrists. Now!”

			Erick zip-tied Adam and then held his own hands out to Shaw.

			“No, do it yourself.”

			He did, and Shaw gave a tightening tug. Their hands secured in front of their bodies wasn’t as secure but it was a safer way for them to climb to the Kia, which was fifty feet above them on the steep hill.

			Adam said in a harsh, desperate voice, “Please, man. Let us go. You have to! This is all fucked up. You don’t understand.”

			“We’ll talk later. Now, move!” Shaw gestured them along the road. “We have to get up that hill.”

			The three of them broke into a jog, Shaw ready to grab or trip either of them if they tried an escape.

			Erick whispered, “My parents?”

			“They offered a reward to find you.”

			This seemed to bewilder him.

			“I couldn’t call them. The police would be tapping their phones.” A nod toward Adam, who was apparently the source of this warning.

			“I’m parked on top of that hill.” Shaw gestured. “We have to get up there now.”

			“Who wants to hurt us?” Erick asked.

			“Local deputies. I thought they’d arrest you and hold you until detectives got here from Tacoma. But I’m pretty sure they want to kill you instead.”

			“Why?”

			“Later. On the drive.” They were almost to the spot where they could start the climb to Shaw’s car.

			He said, “I saw you on your phone. You were calling somebody to meet you here. Who?”

			“Nobody.”

			The young man was lying—a conclusion that was obvious both from his tone and from his glance at Highland Bypass, the road from which presumably the “nobody” would soon emerge to meet the boys.

			Shaw glanced at Erick, who said only, “I . . . Nobody.”

			Didn’t matter, Shaw supposed, as long as they were out of the area in the next few minutes.

			At the shallowest portion of the hill, where Shaw had walked down from his car, he had them stop. He pointed. “Up there. Climb slowly. The grass can be slick.”

			Erick looked up and began to climb, his palms ahead of him gripping large clumps of grass and plant stalks to pull himself forward. He slipped and Shaw climbed up a few yards to help him to his feet.

			Shaw glanced at Adam. “You. Now.”

			The young man was looking around him. Shaw wondered if he was going to sprint down the road, and he tensed and readied himself to pursue.

			“Hey, dude!” Adam called out. Erick looked down at him. “Remember what I told you. Your brother and everything? It’ll be all right. I promise.” A gentle smile crossed his face. He was muttering some words. One was “Goodbye”—and then something else that Shaw couldn’t hear.

			He started sprinting away—but not up the road. He sped directly toward the cliff’s edge.

			“Adam! No!”

			Erick cried, “Hey, man, what’re you doing?”

			Shaw ran after him.

			Adam didn’t hesitate. He reached the cliff at full speed and launched himself into the air.

			Breathing hard from the run and the shock, Shaw stopped just shy of the edge and watched the young man spiral to his death.
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			Sheriff Welles’s car eased to a stop on the shoulder of Old Mill, near the boulder the suspects had been sitting on.

			A hundred feet below, Adam’s body was lying facedown, utterly broken, one leg twisted at a horrible angle. Blood pooled and glistened brightly in the sun, mocking the nearby river.

			The sheriff climbed out of his sedan. The passenger door opened as well, as another man got out. It was Dodd, the sniper. His face was just as emotionless as before. Or was it? Did he register just a hint of disappointment that he hadn’t had a chance to shoot any heretics?

			Both men hitched their belts simultaneously, as if it were procedure to do so upon exiting an official vehicle in Hammond County. They walked toward Shaw, the sheriff’s shoes scraping on the asphalt. Dodd wore rubber-soled hunting boots; his transit was silent.

			When they stopped they too turned their gazes to the valley floor far below. The other deputies were there, near the bridge over the speedy river. Shaw would have thought they might cover Adam’s corpse. But no. Then he realized: Why bother? No passersby to shock. A blanket would also interfere with the selfies. He felt a wave of disgust, watching them click photos.

			What the hell had happened? Killing himself? Adam must’ve understood that he’d get a fair trial back in Pierce County. Also, he might have hoped for a chance to escape from Shaw, given that he was only in wrist restraints and Shaw’s transport wasn’t a paddy wagon but a Kia sedan.

			Why just give up and leap so casually to the flinty ground below?

			Shaw was furious with himself. He knew that Adam was unstable. He should have kept the man closer to him, though he’d hardly expected his lightning-fast sprint to the cliff’s edge.

			Welles said, “So. Guess they weren’t where you sent us.”

			When would the man ask why Shaw had zip-tied the prisoners and had taken custody when he’d told them specifically he wasn’t here to apprehend? He wondered if he himself would see the inside of the Hammond County lockup.

			Dodd asked, “Where’s the other one?”

			“After Adam jumped I went back for Erick but he was gone.” Shaw pointed to a trail that led into the woods. “Went down there.”

			“You zip-tie him too?” Welles asked.

			“Yes.”

			The sheriff was looking over the shoulder and the cliff. “He jumped, did he?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Not an accident, you sure?”

			“No. We weren’t near the edge. He had to run for it. I have no idea why.”

			“Where’s the weapon?”

			“It wasn’t on him when I found them,” Shaw lied.

			All three men gazed downward for a moment more, then Welles looked in the direction Shaw had pointed, the trail down which he’d said Erick had escaped. The sheriff asked, “You’re certain he went that way.”

			Meaning: You lying to us again?

			“Positive.”

			The sheriff seemed to believe him. “Okay.” He pulled a walkie-talkie off his belt. “Jimmy?”

			Clatter. “Sheriff.”

			“You and somebody, head over to Morgan Road. The second boy’s probably gonna show up there, a half hour or so. He’s on the logging trail. He’s in zips.”

			“His feet?”

			“Of course not his feet. What’s he doing, hopping like the Easter Bunny?”

			“Sure, Sheriff. Roger that.”

			Welles slipped the unit back onto his service belt. “We’ll track him down. No hurry. Even if he gets scared and hides, don’t suppose a punk like that, from Gig Harbor, knows the lay of the land here. He’ll get hungry and break for the road, sooner or later. We’ll get him.”

			Welles added in a low voice, “You sure pulled one over on us, Mr. Shaw.”

			Here it comes.

			Welles gave a wry smile. “But don’t you worry, sir. We’ll back you up.”

			Dodd nodded and offered a semblance of smile. Shaw could tell it was an alien expression for him.

			Welles stuck his hand out.

			Mystified, Shaw gripped the lawman’s palm.

			“I’m proud of you, sir,” Dodd said.

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Oh, I know, you have to play it that way.” Welles gave a knowing grin. “I was thinking, at first, gotta say, I thought you were trying to send us in the wrong direction so you could snag those boys and get ’em to a do-gooding liberal lawyer.”

			“Fuck them,” Dodd muttered.

			Welles’s voice was now dropping in decibels even further, as if spies, or reporters, lurked. “I mean, you’re a sharp one. Calling us in the first place and reporting them boys here, and then sending us off.” He snapped his finger. “You made it all seem on the up-and-up.”

			Dodd: “Was smart.”

			Welles frowned. “Course, I woulda liked to do the honors myself. But we all got the result we wanted, didn’t we?” A nod toward the cliff’s edge.

			Shaw now realized his meaning. The sheriff and his deputies believed that Shaw had planned this out—killing the boy intentionally and making it look like a suicide: wreaking private vengeance upon the preacher shooter.

			As disgusted as it made him feel, Shaw gave a smug smile. “Oh, I could hardly say that now, could I?”

			“Lips sealed.”

			Dodd the sniper said, “Sir, I must say, I do regret not being able to end that sinner’s life. But, if I was the one to handle the task, he never would’ve felt an instant of pain.”

			A bullet travels at close to three thousand feet per second.

			“But, thanks to you, that sad excuse for a human being had a most unpleasant time between you shoving and him hitting.”

			Shaw gave an amused frown. “Oh, you’re thinking I shoved him. I’d never do that. He jumped.”

			Welles said, “And that’s what our report’ll show. You’ll still get that reward of yours?”

			“I will.”

			“God bless and well earned. A shame they both couldn’ta jumped. Like a pact, you know? You see that some.”

			Shaw said, “Keep in mind, it was Adam did the shooting. Not Erick.”

			“I’ll do that.” Welles shook his head, smiling. “Sharp one you, I was saying. You let that boy run off first ’fore you took care of Adam. Right? No witnesses. Naw, that boy’s hide is safe. But I assure you he will have a most uncomfortable time in our hospitality suite. I promise you that. I mistook you, sir. At first. Dressed up like you were. We get people from not around here who don’t see eye to eye with us. Look down on us some.”

			“A shame, that,” Shaw said, fully in his role.

			“Thinking you were one of those city sorts, even with that piece of yours.” He nodded toward Shaw’s waistband, where his Glock resided. “But you’re one of us.”

			How we hear what we want to hear and see what we want to see.

			“Where do you pray?” the sheriff asked.

			“First Baptist.” Shaw said, “The wife and I’ve been going there for years.”

			He picked that denomination because even if Welles was inclined to check, there’d be thousands of them throughout the country.

			And all good churchgoing men need the wife.

			Welles nodded to Dodd, then lifted a hand when the deputy didn’t seem to understand. “Oh, right.” He dug into his pocket and handed Shaw a napkin. Inside was the bloody zip tie that had been cut off Adam’s wrists.

			Welles said, “Thought it might go better that wasn’t found. A zip-tied man could jump off a cliff but . . .” His sun-brown face creased more than it already was. “Just better not to raise any questions. The inquest’ll be handled here. Which is good. The coroner’s one of us. Poker buddy too. It’ll go good. Don’t you worry about nothing.”

			“Appreciate that.”

			Ironic that the sheriff’s and medical examiner’s “cover-up” report would present what actually happened.

			He jumped, did he . . . ?

			“Okay, we’ll get on finding that other boy. He’ll probably surrender. There are mighty bugs this time of year. And, course, snakes. Now, that is a most unpleasant way to go. Just ask J. P. Gibbons, my predecessor. Spent a bad last month. ’Cept, I guess you can’t ask him anything now.”

			“Was he a man of God?” Shaw asked.

			“Not enough, it seems. You take care now, Mr. Shaw.”
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			Shaw watched the sheriff’s squad car amble down the road, rocking on the tortured asphalt.

			He walked to the edge of the cliff once more and looked down. The sight remained difficult; Adam’s body still lay, uncovered, where it had landed. The deputies lounged about, waiting for the coroner. Two played cards on the hood of a squad car.

			Shaw climbed the steep hill and returned to the Kia. He’d just arrived when he heard the sound of an approaching vehicle from the Highland Bypass—the road on which Adam seemed to have been expecting visitors. He’d forgotten about them.

			Armed neo-Nazis?

			He’d have to call Welles. However unpleasant the man and his crew might be, Shaw wasn’t going to let them be ambushed. From the shoulder here, gunmen would have a turkey shoot.

			He checked the Smith & Wesson. In the five-round cylinder were four spent shells. One live slug remained. He slipped the gun back into his pocket. In the Glock, there was one in the chamber and six in the single-stack magazine. Returning to the brush for cover, he pulled out his phone and prepared to call Welles.

			A black van pulled into view and braked to a stop on the shoulder, near where Adam and Erick had been sitting. On the side was the mathematical infinity symbol, a logo of some sort. The door opened and two men and two women got out.

			Not Nazis.

			More like . . . Amish.

			They were wearing identical uniforms—dark slacks or skirts and powder blue shirts and black slip-on shoes. Only one variation in costume: two of the men wore unmarked baseball caps, and one of this pair had orange sunglasses. Most of them seemed to wear necklaces. He expected crucifixes but, no, it was something else, which he couldn’t see from this distance. Shaw supposed they were from the retreat near Snoqualmie Gap, the one that Adam and Erick were apparently headed for.

			The driver stepped from the van too. He wasn’t tall but was quite broad and built like a wrestler—though not the lean, zero-body-fat athletes Shaw had competed against in college. He was clearly in charge and looked around impatiently, then barked orders. The others fanned out.

			A soft cry. One of the women was staring down the cliff. She’d seen Adam’s body on the road below. She was compactly built, a brunette with dark curly hair. Her hips were broad, though she was otherwise slim. An alluring face. Not a model’s; more like that of a thoughtful, art-house actress. Her eyes were light, though he couldn’t tell the exact shade. Her complexion ruddy.

			The driver, a man and the other woman joined her and gazed down at the corpse. Unlike the brunette, they glanced down without any reaction. Utterly nonchalant. The driver actually grimaced, irritated, as if the trip here had been a waste of time. He shooed the others back to the van. The brunette remained where she was, though, wiping tears. The driver strode up to her, taking her roughly by the arm. He was angry and he whispered something, his face dark. She bowed her head submissively, nodded. A reprimand. Why? For displaying emotion at the death of someone? Possibly a friend? She and Adam might have had a connection in the past.

			The driver continued to whisper. More nodding. He glanced to the van and when he noted that the others weren’t looking his way, he moved his hand from her arm to her neck, the backs of his fingers. Then around to her throat, where, it seemed, he touched the chain or necklace. The hand then started down her chest. She turned abruptly and walked to the van. He frowned and called after her. Shaw caught the words “. . . or demerits.”

			She paused, looking crestfallen, then continued into the vehicle.

			Looking around once more the blunt man called out softly, so as not to draw the cops’ attention. Shaw caught what might have been two names: maybe “Jeremy.” Definitely “Frederick.”

			Not far away there came a rustle and a snap of footfalls, as the man in the orange sunglasses trooped down the hill. Apparently he’d stepped away to look for Adam and Erick before learning of Adam’s death. Had he seen Shaw? Maybe. At the van he stopped and looked back. Shaw crouched. The man climbed inside. The engine started and the driver made a careful three-point turn and the curious assembly vanished back the way they had come.

			Shaw climbed into the Kia and fired it up. He drove slowly back up Old Mill in the direction he’d come. He passed through Hope’s Corner and then five miles farther until he was out of Hammond County.

			There he pulled over onto the shoulder and climbed out. He walked to the rear of the car and used the remote to pop the trunk. He looked down at Erick Young, who was blinking against the bright blue sky.

			Shaw said, “Let’s get you out of there.”
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			He was driving fast, though only a few miles over the limit. He didn’t need to be stopped by any associates of Sheriff Welles, even if he had the apparent blessing, one might say, of the man. He was glancing in the rearview mirror; nobody was pursuing so far.

			His mind returned to the brunette who, unlike her companions, had reacted with such shock and dismay to Adam’s death.

			Who was she and what about the group she was with? Was it the retreat he’d heard about?

			Hippies . . .

			Erick, in the passenger seat of the Kia, whispered, “Why would he kill himself?” The young man was staring out the window. His hands were now zip-tied behind him. Shaw was still armed and didn’t want to risk a wave of desperation within the boy driving him to lunge for the weapon. Or to leap from a car in motion.

			Saving Erick Young from the deputies had been a gamble, though he could hardly leave him to be found and arrested by Welles.

			“Come with me,” Shaw had called to Erick, after Adam had jumped. “Fast.” He’d helped the shocked young man up the hill to his car and opened the trunk. “Get in and stay quiet. You stay with me and I’ll get you back to Gig Harbor. Your parents. Find you a lawyer.”

			“Okay,” the young man had replied, his voice a whisper.

			With yet another county between them, Shaw began to relax. He checked the navigation system on the car. It would be an hour and a half back to Pierce County. Shaw had plenty of gas in the car and water for them, and they didn’t need food. As for a restroom, it would be brush by the roadside. There was no unsuspicious explanation to a gas station clerk as to why your traveling companion was zip-tied when you carried no badge.

			“They were going to hurt us, you said? The police?”

			“That’s right. They weren’t interested in just arresting you.”

			“Who are you?”

			Shaw reminded him about the reward offered by his family, and the one offered by the county.

			“Mom and Dad wanted you to catch me?”

			“They wanted you brought in safe. Running with an armed fugitive was a stupid idea.”

			“It’s just . . . I had to go with him.”

			“Why?”

			“I just did.” Looking at the pines zipping past. “He jumped,” Erick repeated. “Why would he do that?”

			“Maybe he couldn’t take going to prison.”

			“But we didn’t do it.”

			The most popular defense in the world. Shaw asked, “Which part?”

			“All of it. I mean, yeah, Adam shot those guys. But it was self-defense.”

			This caught Shaw’s attention. “Tell me about it.”

			“Okay, there’s this cemetery where I go to. To visit . . . Well, my brother died last year.”

			“Mark. I heard. I’m sorry.”

			“I kind of go talk to him, you know.” The boy seemed embarrassed. “Sounds stupid but I do.”

			An image of Shaw’s own brother, Russell, floated into his thoughts. “No, not stupid at all.”

			“I was standing by his grave and I was crying, I guess.” He glanced at Shaw and saw a sympathetic face. “Adam was there too. He walked over to me. He was . . . I knew he was kind of weird. But he seemed like he was worried about me. He asked if I was all right. I told him about Mark. And he didn’t say anything at first, then he pointed to a grave. It was his mother. He said when she died he got all fucked up.

			“He said there was this group. They had a place in the mountains. It had helped him a lot. He said maybe him and me, we could go there together. You spend, I don’t know, three weeks or a month or something. Like therapy, I guess.”

			Shaw remembered Adam Harper’s father telling about the young man’s improvement after spending some time away from Tacoma. This would have been what he was referring to.

			“I thought, can’t hurt to try. Nothing else was working. He said it was expensive but I said I could get some money. School was out and I could take time off work, so I said, ‘Sure.’ Then, all that shit went down at the church.” He was breathing hard. “Oh, man . . .”

			“Go on, Erick.”

			“We were walking back to our cars and talking about when we could leave and go to this place when we saw the fire. We went to see what it was.”

			“The cross in front of the church?”

			“Uh-huh. Like the KKK, you know? These two men came out and one of them—the janitor, William, I heard—he had a gun, and he starts shooting at us.”

			Shaw frowned. “He fired first?”

			“Yeah. I’m on the ground and Adam’s screaming, like, ‘Stop, we didn’t do it!’ But he just keeps at it. Adam pulls out his gun, the one you got, and he shoots back and we run. I saw the news later and it didn’t say anything about them shooting first.”

			If it had happened as Erick said, then the janitor had committed a felony; you can’t shoot a nonthreatening trespasser. If you weren’t preventing use of deadly force, it’s a crime to even display the gun, let alone pull the trigger. After the janitor was hit, he probably gave his gun to the lay preacher and told him to hide it. An unregistered weapon, Shaw supposed.

			Shaw asked, “What was this group he was talking about?”

			“It’s something Foundation. Up in the mountains somewhere, where we were headed. Some of them were coming to pick us up. I kind of lied when you asked. But Adam said there was nobody, so I didn’t know what to say.”

			“You were saying its like therapy?”

			“I guess. It’s expensive and you have to pay up front. That’s why we didn’t book outta town right away. I needed to get some cash together. At first I was thinking scam, you know. But Adam was all: no, it’ll really work. It helped him get over his mother’s death and there were some problems with his father too. Adam really wanted me to feel better. It was important to him.” His voice grew muffled. He was crying. Shaw pulled over, put his gun and holster in the lockbox in the trunk and helped Erick out. He rezipped his wrists in front of him and offered the boy a wad of napkins from the food he’d bought earlier.

			They resumed the drive.

			Miles rolled past before Erick said, “I don’t know whether it was crazy or not. I wanted to try it. I just miss him a lot, my brother. Every day. You ever feel that way, Mr. Shaw?”

			He didn’t answer. He slowed for a speed trap, easing through Evansville right on the nose at thirty miles per hour.

			Soon the Kia was back up to sixty-five.

			Picturing the brunette, her reaction. And the others’ glazed, sheeplike gazes as they looked at the corpse far below. Shaw asked, “The people Adam called to get you? Did he mention who they were?”

			“I don’t remember if he did. I didn’t pay much attention when he was on the phone.” Erick’s lips tightened. “I’m going to go to jail, aren’t I?” He wiped his eyes again.

			Colter Shaw had once thought of practicing law. When the family, for their own safety, abandoned the San Francisco Bay Area for eastern California, his father had carted along hundreds of books, many of them legal volumes. As a boy, Colter devoured them. He liked casebooks in particular, the compilations of trial decisions, many of which read like short stories.

			From his knowledge of criminal law, Shaw knew Erick was in trouble, certainly, even if his story was true. At a minimum: flight, obstruction of justice, aiding and abetting, but he’d have a good chance of acquittal or a suspended sentence. His prints would not be on the Smith & Wesson. The police might find the janitor’s gun and could locate the bullets in the ground near where Adam and Erick had been. Under interrogation, the janitor—if he lived—or the lay preacher might recant their account and tell the truth. There might be witnesses supporting Erick’s story.

			Shaw said, “You’ll have your day in court.”

			“Lawyers’re expensive, aren’t they?”

			“Good ones are.”

			This discouraged him. He asked, “How far to home?”

			“An hour, little under.”

			“I’m going to sleep, I think.”

			“Are the restraints too tight?”

			“No.”

			“I have to leave them on.”

			“Sure.” The young man closed his eyes.
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			Shaw pulled his phone out of his pocket and, hesitating only a moment, placed a call.

			“Hello.”

			“Is this Stan Harper?”

			“Yeah. Help you?”

			“It’s Colter Shaw. I talked to you earlier about your son.”

			“I remember.”

			Shaw had had these conversations several times in his career. There was no way to buffer them. “Mr. Harper . . . I’m sorry to have to tell you that Adam died an hour ago.”

			No response.

			“He took his own life.”

			“What?” A gasp.

			“I was going to bring him and Erick in to surrender to the police.”

			“But you said . . .” The voice faded.

			“I know I did. I’m sorry.”

			I want to get Adam back safe . . .

			“Did he shoot himself?” Perhaps the thought of a son using his father’s own weapon to end his life was unbearable.

			“No, he jumped off a cliff.”

			“Jumped?” The voice said he didn’t understand.

			“The police will be in touch so you can make arrangements.” When the man said nothing more, Shaw continued, “Mr. Harper, I’ve been speaking to Erick Young. It’s possible they were both innocent.”

			“They didn’t burn the cross, didn’t shoot anybody?”

			“Adam fired, yes, but it might have been self-defense.”

			“So he would have gotten off?”

			“Seems likely, or been convicted on minor charges.”

			“Then why did my son kill himself?”

			“I don’t know the answer to that.”

			Silence rolled up. Through the phone Shaw could hear a ship’s horn, the caw of an angry seagull.

			“Mr. Harper?”

			Five more seconds of silence, then the man disconnected.

			

			—

			You ever feel that way, Mr. Shaw . . .

			As he drove, Shaw silently responded to Erick Young: More often than that, actually.

			Colter Shaw and Erick Young shared this in common: mourning for their brothers. Dead, in Erick’s case. As for Shaw’s, Russell was long gone, though dead or alive, Shaw had no clue.

			Ashton and Mary Dove’s three children assumed very different personalities. Their daughter, Dorion, the youngest, was the clever one. Colter was the restless one. Russell, the oldest, was the reclusive one.

			Ashton Shaw died years ago—ironically, just like Adam Harper, tumbling from a cliff in a foreboding place known as Echo Ridge. That death, however, had decidedly not been a suicide. Not long after their father’s funeral, Russell had disappeared. Colter Shaw made a living by finding people, and he was good at this profession. Yet Russell had managed to elude him since that day. Neither Mary Dove nor Dorion had had any contact with son or brother in all those years either.

			A father’s loss is tragic, especially under suspicious circumstances. At the end of his life, though, Ashton was growing increasingly demented and paranoid. Shaw—a teenager during those times—recalled moments when the man grew dark and dangerous. His death may have been premature but it seemed a natural conclusion to the complicated life he’d embraced in his later years.

			Russell’s disappearance had been much harder on Shaw. The absence was bad enough but aggravating that sorrow were certain questions. First, was he alive or dead? Mourning is a different process in each instance.

			And then there was the so-very-difficult question of what drove Russell away from the family.

			Shaw had resigned himself to the fact that his brother was gone forever and did what he could to cope with that pain. He’d noted how hopeful Erick had sounded when he talked about this group, the Foundation, and how their brand of therapy might dull the loss. Treatment like that, however, was not a remedy that had any appeal whatsoever to Colter Shaw.

			Odd how a rewards job in the wilderness of Washington State triggered memories and emotions with roots from a very different life, in a very different era.

			Ah, Russell . . . Where are you? What are you doing at this moment?

			If you’re doing anything at all.

			Now, as Erick dozed beside him in the sedan, Shaw piloted the smooth-driving vehicle west.

			Forty-five minutes to Tacoma.

			His brother and father occupied his thoughts for a good portion of the drive.

			Other images intruded occasionally. The group of curious men and women in their blue and black garb.

			The brunette in particular, her run-in with the thickset bully.

			And, of course, Adam Harper.

			Whose death rested squarely at Colter Shaw’s feet.
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			He thought it best to take Erick Young directly to the Pierce County Public Safety Office to surrender.

			He’d considered reuniting him with his family and then calling the authorities but the case was already fraught with changing narratives and actors. He did, however, call the boy’s parents ahead of time and tell them that Erick was all right, and that they should meet him at the PSO.

			Shaw’s private eye, Mack, had tracked down a seasoned criminal attorney and sent Shaw the man’s number. The two had a brief conversation about the nature of the crime and what Erick had told Shaw on the drive—his version of the incident at the church, which Shaw believed.

			“Well, this’s one for the books,” the lawyer, Bob Tanner, had said in a courtroom-ready baritone.

			Shaw had left it to the attorney to coordinate with the parents and the detective about the surrender to the authorities. Now, in the rental, parked a few blocks away from the Safety Office, Shaw felt his phone hum.

			“Mr. Shaw?” said Tanner.

			“Yes.”

			“I’m here in the back of the station, with Erick’s parents. The detective you talked to, Johnson, he’ll be handling the processing. I know him. He’s a good man. No games, no showboating, no perp walks. The press is still in the dark.”

			“We’ll be there in five,” Shaw told him and disconnected. “Erick, you ready?”

			The boy was looking at an old-fashioned diner. Acme Chili and Sandwich Company. “Mark and I went there, I guess, a couple of times. We had brown cows. You know what that is?”

			“No.”

			“A root beer with ice cream. Like we were kids again. And fries. Yeah, I’m ready.”

			Shortly, they were pulling up behind the old redbrick building—an early twentieth-century police house if ever there was one. Erick’s parents stood beside two older men, both large and unsmiling and in dark suits. The lawyer’s garb was more distinguished, though the other’s was accessorized by a shiny gold badge on his belt.

			Shaw climbed out and helped Erick from the car, the detective lifting his eyebrow at the restraints. Shaw cut the zips off and soon the boy was in proper cuffs, hands behind his back. Then the detective looked toward Erick’s mother and nodded, a prearranged signal for a permissible hug. She threw her arms around him. His father stepped forward and embraced the two of them.

			“Sorry, Mom. I’m . . . sorry.” The boy’s eyes swelled with tears.

			Crying as well, Emma Young stroked his cheek.

			Detective Chad Johnson was a calm man in his forties. He said to the parents, “We’ll get to processing. He’ll be arraigned and there’ll be a bail hearing. He’ll be able to call you at some point soon.”

			Shaw went to the rear of his car and opened the trunk, where he’d put the paper bag holding the Smith & Wesson he’d taken from Adam. “Detective?”

			“Yessir?”

			“It’s the weapon.”

			Johnson took the bag.

			“You’ll want my prints for comparison.”

			“We have them, Mr. Shaw.”

			When you get a concealed carry permit, your prints are scanned and sent to a national registry. Interesting that the detective had gone to the trouble already.

			Shaw added, “It hasn’t been discharged since I’ve been in possession.”

			“That’s helpful to know. We’ll want a statement from you about Adam Harper too.”

			“Anytime.”

			Johnson and Erick started away, along with the attorney. Erick stopped, turned back. “Mr. Shaw. Thank you. You, like, saved my life.” Then, without waiting for a response, he was led by the detective through the station’s back door.

			Shaw returned to the parents. He said, “I don’t know how it’s going to fall out. His story’s different from what we thought at first.”

			“Mr. Tanner told us. I checked him out. He’s a good lawyer. Really good.”

			Mack’s connections were always really good.

			“Somebody else burned that cross.” Emma’s face was staunch. “I knew it. And that poor boy, Adam. He was innocent too. Self-defense. But he still killed himself. What on earth was that about?”

			What indeed?

			Picturing him diving from the ledge, the leap, the arc, the fall.

			Picturing too the smile on his face just before.

			A voice from the street in front of the PSO. “Where is he? Ah, I’ll bet that’s him there!”

			The man turned out to be short, round and dressed in a dark, pinstripe suit. His age was around fifty. With him was a woman in a pink and yellow floral dress and a black cotton coat that covered only three-fourths of the frock. She was around the same age as her companion.

			“Mr. Shaw. You’re Mr. Shaw?” He walked past Erick’s parents.

			“I am.”

			The man and the woman were both smiling. Their eyes were intense.

			“I’m Lucas Slarr, executive director of the Western Washington Ecumenical Council.” He thrust a hand out and they gripped palms. “This is Kitty McGregor, WWEC president.” She too shook, just as firmly as Slarr, though more enthusiastically. They nodded to the Youngs, clearly not caring who they were. Shaw was the hero in this feature film.

			“Kitty, do the honors.”

			She withdrew an envelope from her sizable beige purse. “Mr. Shaw, we’ve received confirmation from Hammond County that you successfully apprehended Adam Harper.”

			“I found him, yes.”

			Slarr added, “And the Public Safety press office here said that Erick Young’s been brought in.”

			McGregor said, “The terms of the reward offer had nothing to do with the fact that one of the suspects in that terrible crime died. That wasn’t your fault.”

			No, he thought, it was entirely my fault.

			“On behalf of all the churches in the western Washington area, I’m pleased to present you with this.”

			Shaw took and opened the envelope. Inside was a certificate on parchment paper, 5 by 7 inches, depicting a radiating cross and an image of Jesus in the center, looking earnest and kind and more than a little Aryan.

			
				To Mr. Colter Shaw, for courage in championing the cause of Jesus Christ Our Savior.

			

			In addition to the parchment sheet of paper, there was a check in the amount of $50,000.

			In the law of contract, a binding agreement can be made by an offer and an acceptance—with words only. Fred promises to loan Sam money, and Sam promises to repay. Bang, that’s a contract, enforceable by both sides.

			But a reward is a special kind of contract; it’s unilateral, meaning that it does not become binding until the reward seeker completes the job. Shaw had had no obligation to pursue the young men but once he’d succeeded, a contract magically came into existence, and he was owed the money.

			That the facts at trial would probably show that the Ecumenical Council had posted a reward for tracking down the wrong individuals did not negate Shaw’s right to the money. They’d wanted Adam and Erick, and that’s whom they got. Shaw had collected perhaps three hundred or so rewards over the years. He didn’t think he’d ever earned one for a crime the suspect had not committed. Under other circumstances he might have returned it, or a portion, but not today.

			Slarr: “Do you think in the last minutes of his life, Adam repented his sins?”

			Shaw suspected not, largely because it appeared he hadn’t sinned at all. “One can only hope.”

			“Amen,” Kitty McGregor said. They shook Shaw’s hand again and walked up the alley.

			As he turned back to the Youngs, he heard a booming voice. “You son of a bitch!”

			Colter Shaw had only a few seconds’ warning before the palm slammed into his back, knocking him forward. Not quite to the ground but almost.

			He turned to face a furious Dalton Crowe.
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			Oh my,” Larry Young said.

			He seemed to be considering confronting the man but Dalton Crowe outweighed Erick’s father by fifty pounds. He was intimidation personified. The big, swarthy man shot him a warrior’s glare and Larry stayed put.

			Shaw regarded Crowe calmly. He knew that the man wasn’t going to do more than try to rough him up a bit—especially given that they were within shouting distance of the Public Safety Office.

			The Youngs now relaxed somewhat, noting that Shaw didn’t seem troubled by the slap or bluster or glowering face.

			“Dalton,” Shaw said pleasantly.

			“You led me on a wild goose chase.”

			A phrase coined in Romeo and Juliet, by the witty and doomed Mercutio. Wild goose chase . . . While there was no TV in the Shaw household on the Compound, the children read and read and read. And often acted out plays, Shaw’s specialty being Henry V.

			Crowe continued, “There was no yellow fucking Volkswagen Beetle. That wasn’t sporting. You owe me that money.” A nod toward the check in Shaw’s hand. “That’s mine.”

			He reached for it. Shaw leaned forward and looked with utmost—and unnerving—calm right into Crowe’s eyes. The man eased back.

			Shaw could very well have waited until later: the privacy of a hotel or in his Winnebago or in the Youngs’ own living room. But because Adam Harper had died under his watch, and because Erick Young was sitting scared as a mouse in a holding cell and because Shaw’s shoulder still hurt from Dalton Crowe’s love tap, he decided that now was the perfect moment. He pulled his fountain pen from his jacket pocket. He looked to the Youngs. He asked, “Your bank account, it’s joint?”

			“Our . . . ?”

			“Your checking account, both your names on it?”

			“Oh.” Emma looked perplexed. “Well, yes. But—”

			Crowe grumbled, “What’s this?”

			Shaw endorsed the check over to the Youngs and handed it to Larry. This is why he had no intention of returning the reward.

			“The fuck?” Crowe snapped.

			Shaw said to the couple, “Tanner won’t come cheap.”

			Emma said, “I know. But we’ll get a bank loan. We can’t accept this.”

			Crowe: “They can’t accept it.”

			“It’s done,” Shaw said.

			Crowe bristled, then seemed to sense this was a battle he could not win. He pointed a finger at Shaw. “I will get you for this, my friend.” He stalked off down the alley.

			Larry waved the check. “If there’s any left over—”

			“Get Erick some help. Better therapy than he’s had.”

			“We will,” Emma whispered.

			Shaw wanted to be gone. He said goodbye to the Youngs and walked back to the rental car. In his mind he heard the exchange between Stan Harper and himself.

			Then why did my son kill himself?

			I don’t know the answer to that.

			He now supplemented his response: Not yet.

		


		
			15.

			Through the windshield Shaw stared ahead at the redbrick walls of the Public Safety Office. He powered up his router and computer and went online, then composed an email to Mack.

			He started the car and pulled out of the alley.

			A half hour later he was back at the Tacoma RV park, after dropping the poor Kia at the rental company, offering a mea culpa that was heartfelt but not of much significance, given the damage waiver. The new paint job would be on Hertz. The clerk was unfazed.

			Stepping inside the homey Winnebago, he was thinking of what lay ahead. As he’d sat in that comfortable lawn chair in Silicon Valley not long ago, he’d been considering which of the two missions to strike out on: going after the reward for Erick and Adam, or driving back to the Compound in the Sierra Nevadas and pursuing the mystery involving his late father.

			A professor and amateur scientist—both the political and the natural variety—Ashton Shaw had made a discovery, one so significant and controversial that his life and those of his colleagues were put in danger. He warned his associates about the risks, and promptly moved his wife and three children to a large spread in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. There he learned survival skills and trained the children in the same edgy arts.

			Ashton appeared to the world to have given up exploring his discovery, while all the time secretly continuing to pursue it. He would travel to places unknown, presumably looking into more details surrounding his finding—whatever it might be.

			Shaw might have put his father’s concerns and secretive efforts down to the man’s growing breaks with reality had not several incidents occurred. First, there was Ashton’s untimely death and the deaths of several colleagues. Second, just last week, Shaw’s own close call with the people he believed were responsible for the deaths. They were a ruthless woman named Braxton and her hired killer, Droon, whom Shaw had been thinking of earlier. Shaw had evaded the pair and learned that his father’s discovery was hidden somewhere on the family land, near where Ashton had died, Echo Ridge.

			Shaw needed to find the secret. What on earth could it be? Something that exposed corruption in the government? Evidence of other crimes? An invention, maybe a drug that could topple a big pharma company? A military mystery?

			He didn’t try to guess.

			Never speculate without substantial facts.

			A good rule, one of his father’s. Shaw followed it closely much of the time.

			Yes, the secret was a burning question and, now that the reward job here was done, his plans to return to the quest would have put him on the road at first light.

			Would have . . .

			The quest would have to wait. Plans had changed.

			Because of an image seared into Colter Shaw’s mind; Adam Harper’s eerily calm leap into eternity.

			His phone dinged with an incoming email. He read the thread, which began with his query to Mack.

			
				To: MMack333@dcserversystem.net

				From: ColterShawReward@gmail.com

				Re: Request for information

				Please find any available information about a self-help-style organization called “Foundation” or “the Foundation.” Logo is an infinity sign. There’s a facility located near Snoqualmie Gap, Washington State.

				To: ColterShawReward@gmail.com

				From: MMack333@dcserversystem.net

				Re: Request for information

				Probably the Osiris Foundation, a California C corporation (for profit; unusual, since most of these organizations prefer 501(c)(3) status, nonprofit). Link to the home page for their website is below. Self-help operation of some kind. Very little information on Clearnet, nothing on the dark web. No Wikipedia listing. No social media accounts—Facebook, Twitter, YouTube. That is unusual too. I found several online ads for the organization on websites offering help for bereavement, terminal or serious illness, depression and anxiety. Likely the Foundation wants to control its public image and employs scrubbers to eliminate references online.

			

			Shaw scrolled down to the link and clicked on it. He was directed to the site’s home page.

			
				∞

				THE OSIRIS FOUNDATION

				Where the Yesterday Is the Key to a Better Today and a Perfect Tomorrow™

				Are you depressed, grieving because of losing a loved one, anxious, troubled, lonely, overwhelmed? Are you plagued by regret and the bad decisions you’ve made?

				The Osiris Foundation may be just what you’re looking for. We’ll teach you to make fundamental changes in your approach to life so that you’ll find the happiness, contentment and comfort you deserve. You’ll never be troubled again.

				Our program, called the Process™, is an intensive three-week course at our beautiful mountainside camp in Washington State. The Process™ brings together traditional spiritual teaching and modern medical and psychological methods. It’s helped hundreds of people achieve a happy and contented life.

				Read the testimonials of those who have successfully completed the Process™ by clicking here: Testimonials.

				Contact us for an application by clicking here: Applications.

				About our founder and director: Master Eli created the Osiris Foundation four years ago. Orphaned at a young age, he graduated from prestigious schools and pursued a successful career in business. But he was troubled by all the suffering and discontent he saw around him: both professional and personal. He sold his businesses and traveled the world, studying philosophy, theology, medicine and science. From those experiences, he developed the Process™. Master Eli oversees the training at the Osiris Foundation camp from May through September. In the fall and winter months, he travels to the Far East, meditating, and studying with renowned spiritual leaders.

			
			Mack’s email continued:

			
				Eli is probably David Ellis, 41. His internet presence is largely scrubbed too. No web or social media imprint I could find. But corporate and government filings link him to the limited liability corporations that own the Foundation. History of real estate development and running brokerage houses in Florida and California but no records of filings since the inception of the Osiris Foundation. No criminal record.

			

			He read the promo piece again and recalled the uniformed crew in the van parked on the ridge where Adam had died. Smelled like a cult.

			An impression borne out by another link Mack had included: to an article from The San Francisco Daily Times. The story was about cults preying on the vulnerable for money or sex, or simply because the leader was hungry for the power that comes from adulation and obedience.

			The piece was long, and the author dissected a number of cults. There was a mention of the Osiris Foundation, though a very brief one.

			
				Some organizations appear to be cults, as they have charismatic leaders, demand absolute loyalty, teach spiritual or emotional advancement and require significant financial commitment. However, they are so shrouded in secrecy that it is impossible to say exactly what they are: predatory cults taking advantage of the vulnerable and gullible, or legitimate self-actualization groups. Among these are WayForward and the Thompson Program, both of which are in California, and the Osiris Foundation, in Washington State.

			

			Shaw decided to call the article’s author, Gary Yang, and see if he could tell him more about the Foundation. But when he scrolled to the next page of Mack’s email he read:

			
				Note that Yang was killed in a robbery outside his town house in the Mission District of San Francisco.

			

			The death had occurred one week after the article had appeared.

			Never accept coincidence at face value.

			Shaw put a connection between the reporter’s death and the article at forty percent, high enough that he felt it was worth looking into.

			He went online and called up news stories about the crime. Yang’s killer was Harvey Edwards. He’d shot Yang after demanding his wallet. Then he fled. He was subsequently shot to death by police. A day laborer at the time of the robbery, Edwards had a troubled past, including criminal convictions for assault, burglary and drug possession.

			On the surface, the murder seemed to be a typical mugging gone bad. Shaw wasn’t convinced. Why shoot someone who’d cooperated and handed over his cash? He did some more searching. He found next to nothing about Edwards, only several social media photos from years ago. The killer wasn’t what Shaw had expected. Not a sullen or shifty visage, not a glare of suspicion and anger. He was good-looking, athletic, cheerful of expression. The images were of him on a beach somewhere, squinting into the sun, smiling. An attractive blonde sat beside him.

			Shaw was about to log off when he froze.

			In the photo Harvey Edwards was wearing a necklace. It was a thin black cord, and from it dangled a piece of jewelry: a purple infinity symbol.

			The logo of the Osiris Foundation.
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			Tom.”

			Shaw was sitting at the banquette of the Winnebago, speaking to his friend, the former FBI agent Tom Pepper.

			The man asked, “We still climbing Two Wolves Face? Weather permitting.”

			“Weather? Don’t you worry,” Shaw replied. “I’ll hold the umbrella for you”

			“Haw.”

			The three-hundred-foot cliff, in the Sierra Nevada chain, had been on their free-climb to-do list for some time, and they’d planned it for August.

			Shaw said, “Need the name of another detective.”

			“Tacoma?”

			“No. This one’s in San Francisco.”

			“Hmm. Lot of homicides out there. Lot of detectives. You know, Colt, you’d think, being so pretty, the Bay, the bridges, Ghirardelli Square, all those old hippies singing Jerry Garcia, nobody’d want to tap anybody.”

			Shaw explained about the journalist.

			Pepper grunted. “Now, that pisses me off. Free press has to stay free. And alive.”

			“I need the lead detective.”

			“Give me five.”

			Shaw brewed a cup of coffee. He made the beverage as he always did: the old-fashioned way, boiled water poured through a filter. Capsules were not his favored technique; convenience always comes at a price. He added some milk. One sip, two. Pepper called back with a name and number. Shaw wrote it down, thanked his friend. A third sip, then he punched the number into his phone.

			“Detective Etoile.” A rich, vibrating baritone. Shaw imagined that that voice could shake confessions out of suspects within a dozen words.

			“This is Colter Shaw.”

			“Oh, Mr. Shaw. Yes, your associate, Tom Pepper, just called.”

			Associate. Somewhat true. Shaw let it stand.

			“This’s about the Gary Yang murder?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Mr. Pepper said you’re a private investigator.”

			This too was close enough. Shaw said nothing about his reward-seeking work.

			“Detective, can I ask how the murder happened?”

			“It was pretty straightforward. Plenty of witnesses. The victim was approached outside his townhome, robbed and shot. The suspect fled. Responding officers cornered him in a convenience store. He didn’t surrender. There was a firefight. He was killed. No one else was injured.”

			“Edwards had no history of violent crime?”

			“No history of arrests or convictions for violent crime,” Etoile corrected.

			“I’ve found out that Yang had written an article about cults. One of the groups he mentioned was the Osiris Foundation in Washington State. I think Harvey Edwards was involved with it.”

			Etoile was silent for a moment. “The implications being that (a) the robbery was a cover-up for a hit and (b) others might have been involved.”

			“Did you find anything in the investigation about the Foundation? Literature? Anything with an infinity sign on it?”

			“Like the number eight on its side?”

			“That’s right. It’s their logo.”

			“Nothing I recall. But we didn’t toss . . . we didn’t search Edwards’s place much. No need. You heard the facts. Homicides don’t get any more open-and-shut than that. You’re probably interested to know if we looked at the new stories that Yang was working on, for possible motives.”

			Shaw said, “And the fact you raised the point tells me no, you didn’t.”

			“Correct. Like I said, open-and-shut. What is this group, Osiris Foundation? Like the Manson Family?”

			“Doesn’t seem to be. Talks about self-help. That kind of thing.”

			“And what exactly is your interest, Mr. Shaw?”

			“One of the followers of this outfit killed himself. Adam Harper. Tacoma Public Safety has the details. And I saw another follower, a woman, I didn’t like the way she was being treated.”

			“What’s her name?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Silence in response to this too.

			“I just want to make sure nobody else connected with this outfit gets hurt.”

			“You clearly have some law enforcement experience, sounds like, so you know once a case’s closed, brass treat it like used chewing gum.”

			“I’m sure.”

			“I’ll ask some questions. Give me your contact information.”

			Shaw did so and thanked him.

			They disconnected the call.

			More coffee. He looked up a third website that Mack had sent. There was a “Contact Me” email address at the bottom of the page. Shaw composed a brief note and sent it off. He wondered if he’d hear back.

			Three minutes later, he did.

		


		
			17.

			Osiris Foundation? Not one I’m familiar with.” The person looking back at Shaw, via Skype, was a handsome businesswoman sort, with trim hair, a dress blouse and gold chain around her neck. Middle age. “And, frankly, I’m familiar with most of them.”

			Anne DeStefano was among the top cult experts in the country. A doctor in psychology, she advised law enforcement about such organizations, testified as an expert in trials, and deprogrammed—“de-brainwashed,” as she put it—followers who’d escaped from cults and other oppressive organizations and individuals.

			“What does this Foundation do?” DeStefano was in her Los Angeles office. Shaw could see a half-dozen certificates from various institutions and schools on the wall behind her.

			“You have another computer?” Shaw asked.

			“Yes, a desktop.” She glanced to her left. “You sending me an email?”

			“No. There’s a website.”

			“I’ll just Google it.”

			“They scrub their name from search engines and social networking sites.”

			DeStefano lifted an eyebrow. “That’s a technique you see with some of the more troublesome cults. What’s the URL?”

			Shaw recited it and DeStefano turned away, typing on the other keyboard.

			Eyes to the left, she read the Foundation’s homepage. “Hmm. Hard to say from this. Most true cults want you and your loyalty for life. A three-week session? More like a dude ranch or yoga camp. Have some fun in the country, listen to lectures, sit around a campfire and sing ‘Kumbaya.’ At worst, you’ve wasted some time and money. But then there’s ‘Osiris’—the Egyptian theme. That’s a bit occult. And Master Eli. A lot of the more culty leaders give themselves titles like that. You know anything about him?”

			“Not much. His data’s scrubbed too. Was a businessman a few years ago, then gave it up to run the Foundation. I saw some of his followers. They were all wearing matching clothes.”

			“Then it’s not your typical self-help outfit. But that doesn’t mean it’s a cult.”

			“What exactly is a cult?” Shaw asked.

			DeStefano chuckled. “Somebody once said a cult is a religious or a social movement that you don’t happen to like.”

			Shaw smiled.

			“Well, what’s a cult and what isn’t?” she mused. “For me, it’s like that Supreme Court justice who said he wasn’t going to try to define porn but he knew it when he saw it. People with common interests and goals get together every day. You could say a sports team with a mesmerizing coach is a cult. You could say the Catholic Church is a cult. The Shriners, the Lions Club, the Masons. Me? I define a cult as a group that presents a potential physical or mental danger to the members or those outside.

			“I borrow my test from a book by Margaret Singer and Janja Lalich, Cults in Our Midst. For them, a cult, one, controls the environment of the followers; two, has a system of rewards and punishments; three, creates a sense of powerlessness among the followers; four, uses fear for control; five, promotes dependency on the leader or cult; and, six, has a mission to reform followers’ behaviors.

			“There’s another element too: nearly every cult is headed by a single controlling leader. He—it’s usually a man—has a consuming ego, attacks his enemies, lashes out in anger, has an absolute belief that he’s correct, won’t listen to advice or criticism, is paranoid and craves worship and adulation.”

			DeStefano’s eyes cut left to the second computer. “This Osiris Foundation?” She shrugged. “Can’t really say without more information. It seems to fall into the category of a personal improvement and transformational cult—the least harmful. Usually the followers are people who’re sick of their jobs or can’t find satisfactory romance. The leaders’ll use hypnosis, meditation, dream study and encounter sessions to change your outlook on life. The lack of a social media presence is troubling, though. Are they hiding anything?”

			“You mentioned categories of cults. What would those be?”

			DeStefano stretched back. “The majority are religious, drawing on traditional sects, hybrids or made up out of whole cloth. Then the political ones—we can thank 8chan and the internet for most of those. There are business-oriented cults that suck in members for get-rich-quick schemes. Then the really bad ones: racist, like the KKK or Aryan Nations. Militant separatists. White supremacists. Psychopathological cults—Charles Manson, for instance. Black magic. Satan worship, animal and human sacrifice. There are more of these than you’d think.”

			The deprogrammer leaned forward and eyed Shaw. “Can I ask why you’re interested?”

			He told DeStefano about the murder of the journalist Gary Yang and the likelihood that the killer had been a member of the Foundation.

			This drew a frown. “Yang wrote an exposé on it?”

			“Not really. It was just one reference to the Foundation. But the piece suggested that the group might be a cult. Yang was killed a week after the article ran—by someone who probably had been a member.”

			“So the killer either wanted to get revenge for what Yang wrote, or he was afraid that Yang might be planning to write more, maybe revealing some secrets.”

			“I was thinking that.”

			DeStefano thought for a moment. “There’s a phenomenon in all organizations called the isolated negative. Let’s take a benevolent group whose purpose is to help people, Transcendental Meditation, for instance. Something like that. The leader or teacher’s not on any power trips, truly wants to better people’s lives. There’s no abuse, the fees are reasonable, its programs are uplifting and positive and effective. No control. You meet every Tuesday night and go out for cocoa after.

			“But the group exists to help people who, to a greater or lesser degree, are troubled—otherwise, they wouldn’t be there in the first place. Right? That means the membership contains a higher percentage of individuals more likely to act out, sometimes violently. That goes against the entire purpose of the cult but they don’t care. Those individuals are ‘isolated negatives.’ I’ve seen them in completely harmless organizations. They’re fine . . . until they snap and assault and sometimes kill fellow followers or outsiders.”

			“There was another death involving a member. He killed himself.”

			Her brow furrowed at this news. “Do you know why?”

			“History of depression. Lost his mother recently. He was about to be arrested, though I think the charges would have been dropped. He should’ve known that. Still, he took his own life.”

			“Some cults—especially the transformational ones like this Osiris outfit seems to be—can be tough on the unstable. Encounter sessions can amount to institutionalized bullying.”

			That word resonated. He explained about the treatment of the brunette by the driver of the van.

			The woman was silent for a moment. “Mr. Shaw, I get your concern. But, my two cents: there’s something that happens when people fall under someone’s spell. Jim Jones convinced over nine hundred followers in his Peoples Temple to murder hundreds of children and then kill themselves with poisoned fruit punch—not Kool-Aid by the way, another brand. Up until 9/11, it was the largest civilian loss of American life in a single non-natural event.

			“Charles Manson told four of his followers to slaughter complete strangers in the most gruesome way they could and they didn’t blink twice before doing just what he asked. David Koresh, founder of the Branch Davidians, convinced his followers to battle it out with the FBI. Seventy-five people died. Warren Jeffs was the head of a fundamentalist Mormon cult. They believed in polygamy and marrying children as young as twelve. He had eighty-seven wives. He’s now in jail for life.

			“Cults brainwash. There’s another name for brainwashing: menticide. Murder of the mind and the personality.” A wave at the offstage computer to her left. “This Process that the Osiris Foundation talks about might’ve turned its members violent or even homicidal. Even if it’s beneficial on its face, it could still be home to dangerous isolated negatives.

			“I haven’t even touched on the hundreds of anti-cult organizations out there. They attack cults, the cults attack back. And cults fight one another, competing cults. It’s a running battle, often physically dangerous.

			“So, Mr. Shaw, the situation is filled with risk.” DeStefano lifted her hands. “My advice is this: if you don’t have a personal stake, just stay away. I mean it. Far away.”

		


		
			
				[image: ]
			

			TWO:

			THE BEST IS YET TO COME

			
				[image: ]
			

		


		
			18.

			June 15

			Colter Shaw was driving the pickup truck along a gravel drive, past a modest sign, purple type on a white background:

			∞

			
				THE OSIRIS FOUNDATION

			

			Shaw continued toward the main entrance, through a narrow gap in a rock formation that was fifty feet high. It reminded him of a scene in a series he’d read and reread as a boy: The Lord of the Rings. The image that had come to mind was the forbidding entrance to some ancient kingdom. Shaw noted that a rockslide here—at the hand of nature or man—would effectively block the only way into and out of the Foundation by vehicle. He had pored over maps of the area; no other roads, not even old logging trails, serviced the Foundation’s camp.

			Once through the rock wall he saw ahead of him a six-foot-high chain-link fence. He drove to the guardhouse beside the motorized gate. The shack was about ten feet by ten feet. A chimney protruded, which told Shaw the gate was manned constantly, whatever the hour; evenings would be chilly in this mountain valley, even in the summer. He recalled that the Foundation camp was closed in the fall and winter. Harbinger Road would be impassable for much of the colder months.

			A solidly built man in black slacks and an odd gray shirt—a tunic that reached to mid-thigh—stepped up to Shaw’s window. He wore the curly earbud of security people and TV talking heads, and a walkie-talkie rode on his hip. Out of instinct, Shaw scanned the uniform, if that’s what it was, but could see no outline of a weapon because of the loose cut of the cloth. On the man’s chest was a tag that read ASSISTANCE UNIT.

			“Afternoon.” The man offered an easy smile.

			“Hi,” Shaw said. “I have an appointment.”

			“Name?”

			“Carter Skye.”

			A pad was consulted and its touchscreen touched, and Shaw’s undercover identity was recognized.

			“Good to see you, Mr. Skye. Now, you have any weapons, liquor or drugs with you, or in the vehicle?”

			“No. Just clothes, shaving kit, the usual.”

			Another touch to the pad.

			He’d been honest about his possessions, if not his name, and it was just as well. Across the parking lot were two men in similar uniforms, carefully searching an SUV. One held a mirror on a long handle, examining the undercarriage. This was how security forces searched for bombs, and drug agents for controlled substances.

			The guard walked to the back of the Silverado and jotted something on an envelope, license plate number and make probably. If anyone checked—not that there’d be a reason to—the truck had been leased in a corporate name. Suitably anonymous and hardly suspicious. He handed the envelope to Shaw. “Park anywhere, put the keys inside and go through the main gate. There’ll be somebody there to direct you. Be sure to keep your application form with you.”

			“Got it.”

			Another tap on the touchpad screen and the gate opened with a faint grind.

			After parking, he climbed out and foraged in his backpack for the application, slipped it into the inside pocket of his tattered windbreaker. He also wore a wrinkled white T-shirt, faded blue jeans and scuffed Nocona boots, dark brown. Picking up the luggage, he turned toward the camp entrance. The chain link wasn’t the only barricade protecting the Osiris Foundation. Shaw was looking at a tall, pressure-treated stockade fence. The gate in this barrier was made of dark metal bars and over it were words in wrought iron:

			
				YESTERDAY, TODAY, TOMORROW

			

			The gate’s panels, each six feet wide, were open. He walked through them and a man who could have been the first guard’s brother gave him a smile, took the key envelope and his luggage and directed him through a metal detector.

			On the other side, Shaw turned back to him. The guard pointed to a path and said, “Follow that into the camp. Administration is the third building on the left.”

			He reached for his backpack and gym bag.

			“We’ll take care of that for you, sir.”

			“I’ll hang on to ’em.” A bit diffident. Carter Skye had some rough edges.

			“We’ll take care of them, sir.” Another smile. Of sorts. No way in hell was Shaw getting the bags. He hesitated. Then exchanged them for a claim check.

			The guard tapped his touchpad.

			Shaw followed the footpath for about a hundred feet through woods fragrant with pine and eucalyptus and jasmine. When the foliage ended, Shaw stopped and examined what lay before him.

			The Osiris Foundation’s camp nestled in a valley of grass and woods, about thirty or so acres in total. High, rocky cliffs covered three sides and, to Shaw’s left—which was east—stood a forest crisscrossed with paths. Beyond that there was a steep drop-off. Though you couldn’t see it from here, on the other side of the cliff was the large lake he’d seen on his maps. Through the trees he could see in the distance a spectacular panorama of mountains.

			Shaw counted scores of buildings, most of them single-story. One, though, dominating the southern end of the camp, was larger than the others. It had three floors and was crowned by an octagonal glass gazebo. This structure was on the back boundary of the compound, south. Shaw could guess who lived there.

			All of the buildings, which had peaked roofs to stave off snow-weight damage, were fashioned in log-cabin style but had not been constructed on-site from hand-hewn timber; the pieces were too even and well seated. These were the result of prefab kits. Shaw knew the process. The whole camp could have been set up in a month, and the bill would have been substantial.

			He thought of the place as a camp because that was how it was described in the material he’d been sent with the application. Having just finished a job in Silicon Valley earlier in the month, he found the word curious; there, most corporate grounds were called campuses, as in college. Camp had a different connotation. There was summer camp, of course, but also boot camp. Detention camp too.

			And then, chilled at the thought, Colter Shaw realized that the arching words in wrought iron over the entrance gate were reminiscent of yet another facility, infamous, from the past century.

			The place was, at the same time, beautiful and unsettling. Anne DeStefano, the deprogrammer, had warned him to stay away. But he couldn’t. He hadn’t shared with her that he did indeed have a personal stake.

			Adam Harper—who had risked everything to eradicate Erick Young’s sorrow—had died because of him.

			And he now knew the death couldn’t be because of the crime at the church, which was a justifiable act of self-defense.

			Everybody’s got the blues. Just live with it.

			Adam’s father’s ironic phrasing. But sometimes you just couldn’t live with it, and Shaw should have known that.

			His death was a question that had to be answered.

			Another image lingered too: the brunette, alone among those at the site of Adam’s death who was so deeply saddened by his demise. And the hulking van driver’s whip-crack words to her . . . a correction of some sort. Then her shrinking, in revulsion, from his unwanted touch. Was she too at risk, like Adam, because of something at the Foundation?

			Were other followers endangered as well?

			Shaw’s career as a reward seeker, no, his essence was about survival. Saving lives. Finding the kidnap victim, the imperiled runaway, the serial killer stalking the sales clerk or college coed. And here he’d failed. Adam was dead. He needed to know why. And he needed to know if anyone else here was at risk.

			Shaw looked at what he was doing as a reward job like any other, just without the reward. He’d come here to investigate. And, if anyone needed rescuing, he’d rescue them. If abuse needed to be exposed, then that’s what he’d do.

			“You’re looking for Administration, Mr. Skye?” A voice from behind. It was another gray tunicked man. Also smiling. Also with still, careful eyes. He scanned Shaw’s rough-and-tumble outfit carefully, even though the metal detector would have reassured him that Shaw had nothing threatening on his person.

			And how does he know my name?

			From the tablet, of course, which he now slipped into a small shoulder bag.

			He muttered, “I see it. Just looking over the place. Nice view.”

			“Yessir.” The man remained impassive.

			Shaw took the hint—the equivalent of a cop saying, “Move along”—and continued down the path. He passed a building marked LUGGAGE STORAGE, then a larger one, ASSISTANCE UNIT.

			The next was Administration. It was larger than the others he’d just passed. He walked into the spotless, stark lobby and was greeted by a brunette at a reception desk. She was in her early thirties. Her outfit was the same as those worn by the women in the van who had driven down Highland Bypass to pick up Adam and Erick: pale blue top and black skirt.

			And she wore a necklace—a purple infinity sign, just like Harvey Edwards had, the killer of the San Francisco journalist. Almost certainly answering the question of whether he’d been affiliated with the Foundation. This would be the necklace that the followers in the van had worn—the ones he couldn’t identify clearly in the distance.

			Down a long corridor behind her, Shaw noted doors marked INTAKE, BUSINESS AFFAIRS, PLANNING, MEDIA. There were other offices too, though the corridor was dim and he couldn’t read those signs from here.

			Yet another tablet was consulted. “Mr. Skye, go right on in.” Nodding to the INTAKE door.

			This was an equally pristine room, about forty-by-forty feet. On the white-painted walls were unimaginative photos of sunsets or sunrises. On the back wall was stenciled in black ink:

			
				THE OSIRIS FOUNDATION

				WHERE THE YESTERDAY IS THE KEY TO A BETTER TODAY AND A PERFECT TOMORROW™

			

			On the side wall was another:

			
				THE BEST IS YET TO COME

			

			At the receptionist’s desk, near the door, sat another woman, presently on the phone. She was a blonde in her late twenties. She smiled and held up a just-wait-a-sec finger. Three other desks lined the back wall, and two were also occupied by young women, looking over their own pads. The tablets were mounted in stands so they could be viewed like monitors. These women also wore the blue and black outfits, along with the infinity jewelry. The only difference among them was in nail polish and accessories. All three women in the room were attractive and had radiant smiles and calm eyes. They, like everyone else Shaw had seen so far, were white.

			There were several other applicants present as well. At the far desk was a balding man in a business suit, answering the employee’s questions. Speaking with the woman in the middle desk was a couple, apparently married, both middle aged and looking mildly embarrassed. They too were providing information, which was being recorded on this worker’s tablet. There was a third desk, on the far right, unoccupied. A tablet sat on this desk too, facedown.

			When the receptionist hung up, she said, “Welcome, Mr. Skye.” She glanced at the pad and hesitated briefly. His sense was that she’d noted it had taken him a bit longer than normal to walk from the parking lot to Administration, as he’d stopped to assess the place.

			“Your Intake specialist has been called away. It’ll just be a moment or two. There’s a bench outside. The weather’s not too bad today. Why don’t you wait there? I’ll come get you when she’s returned.”

			He didn’t have much choice. There were no chairs in Intake or the Administration lobby.

			“I guess. How old’s this place? Buildings look new.”

			“Oh, I don’t really know. It’ll be ten minutes, tops.” Another of those smiles.

			Shaw stepped out of Intake. As he passed the initial receptionist and nodded, she too smiled back. He noted that she turned her tablet slightly away.

			On the porch he was greeted by the damp scent of pine sap once more, which never failed to take him back to his youth. In this instance, the memory was of stripping off his belt, slapping it around a tree and using it as a climbing sling to escape from what was pursuing him. Bears climb too but unless they’re really hungry they can be as lazy as anyone else. This one debated for a minute, seemingly confused about a prey that could both run and climb—and do both quickly. A new breed of predator maybe. Might be trouble. The creature had wandered off.

			Musical tones rang out through the camp, the well-known opening fifteen-note theme of the “Ode to Joy” choral movement of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. They were played on a synthesizer, in a low register. The last note stretched out until it faded to silence. Then a woman’s soothing alto called out through speakers, “The time is four-thirty p.m.”

			Just as he was about to sit on the rustic bench on the porch, he stopped, hearing an urgent call from behind the Administration building. It was a man’s and it was raw and troubled. He couldn’t make out the words at first. Then louder:

			“No! No! Stop!” Followed by a faint cry: someone was in pain.
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			Shaw glanced about and saw no one was nearby—and no security cams, at least none visible, pointed his way.

			He walked along the side of the building, ducking when he passed windows. He crouched behind a thick stand of myrtle and camellia, which was in brilliant red bloom.

			In a grassy strip that separated the buildings on the east side of the camp from the woods, a slim blond man in tan slacks and a blazer and T-shirt stood between two others, big men, both in the gray tunics and both wearing ASSISTANCE UNIT badges. They gripped the civilian by his upper arms, as a third man approached.

			It was the driver of the van that had come to collect Adam and Erick, the one who’d dressed down the brunette and tried to grope her.

			Also tunicked, he was about five-six, with thinning brown hair. Broad chested, swarthy of complexion. A placid, unflappable look on his face. He wore two badges. In addition to ASSISTANCE UNIT, there was SUPERVISOR. Unlike the other Assistance Unit men Shaw had seen, he wore an infinity amulet; his was silver.

			Another person was present as well: a young woman similar in build, age and appearance to those Shaw had just seen inside the Intake room, wearing the same outfit as they. Maybe the third desk was hers, and this was to be his specialist.

			There was one difference, though, between her and the women inside. She was not smiling and her eyes were cold, contracted dots.

			The supervisor walked forward. He regarded his tablet and then nodded to the two guards. They released their grips. The man in street clothes slumped and rubbed his arms. “What’s this all about? They just assaulted me!”

			The supervisor looked over the captive. “Mr. Klein, I’m Journeyman Hugh. I’m in charge of the Assistance Unit.” The voice was calm, a monotone. “Now, you’ve tried to gain access to the Foundation illegally. On the application, which you signed, it states clearly that entry under a false identity is prohibited and any attempts to do so will make you guilty of trespass.”

			False identity? Shaw tucked that away.

			“There’s some mistake. My name is Briggs. You saw my ID. You’ve got me mixed up with somebody. This is embarrassing. And frankly, I’m pissed off. You can’t touch me like that. I know my rights.”

			Hugh nodded toward the woman. “Journeyman Adelle here was interviewing you when a facial recognition scan came back with your real identity.”

			Oh, hell. Hadn’t figured on FR.

			Adelle said, “It was doubly confirmed.”

			Hugh said, “You’re Jonathan Klein, an investigative reporter for NewsCircle. We run sixty-point facial recognition. The algorithms are rarely wrong. To confirm, though, we called the publisher of your newspaper and were told you were away on assignment for a week, and when I called your house—”

			Klein gasped. “My house? How did you—”

			“—I got your wife to tell me you were away for a week in the mountains of Washington State on a story. She wasn’t sure where.”

			“You fucker.” Klein leaned forward, his palms balling up.

			The two large men in tunics looked at their boss for direction. Hugh shook his head. “What we do here at the Foundation is provide intense self-help treatment for individuals who are coping with a number of problems. Their issues are extremely sensitive. I’ve read your rag. Like most media, you take things out of context and inflate and distort. You’d jeopardize the treatment of people in our care just to sell a few internet ads. We care too much to let that happen.”

			Klein snorted at this claim. “You’re not getting away with this.”

			“Here’s what comes next, Mr. Klein. You never arrived here. You’ll drive back through Hope’s Corner and keep going twenty miles, then turn around, head in this direction and drive off the road.”

			Klein blinked in surprise. “Hold on a minute.”

			“Make it look real. The crash, I mean. When you get out of the hospital, and back to work, you’ll move on to other stories and you’ll make sure that no one from your news site tries to cover the Foundation again. I don’t know how you’ll do that but that’s in your lap.”

			“Hospital?”

			Hugh handed his tablet to Adelle—then lunged forward and, before the reporter could lift a protective arm an inch, Hugh delivered a palm-open blow to Klein’s nose. The reporter barked a scream. Hugh then pointed to the man’s mouth as he glanced at one of the Assistance Unit men, who stepped behind him and wrapped his hand over Klein’s lips. Hugh moved closer, gripped the reporter’s left wrist, and twisted—Shaw, a champion wrestler in college, knew what was coming. He didn’t hear the sound as the shoulder popped from the socket; dislocations are loud internally but not to the world. Klein’s second scream was higher pitched, though muffled from the slab of a palm pressed against his face. He sagged.

			Hugh gestured and his man lowered his hand, withdrew a tissue and wiped Klein’s blood from his fingers. Hugh adjusted his stance, centered himself briefly and, lightning fast, drove a fist into the reporter’s cheek. This time Shaw could hear the bone break.

			Klein went out for a moment. The Assistance Unit men kept him upright.

			Hugh leaned forward. “Can you hear me, Mr. Klein?”

			“Wh . . . why?” He spit blood. He was crying. “No more. Please, please . . .”

			“Can you hear me?”

			The reporter started to lift his arm and wipe the blood that streamed from his nose and mouth but screamed again; he’d used the arm with the dislocated shoulder.

			Hugh grimaced, apparently irritated at the sound. “You understand what I said?”

			“No stories.”

			“And no police. Other than to tell them about your accident. Because if you say anything more”—he gestured at Klein’s shattered face—“there’ll be consequences.”

			“No, no, please.” Sniffing. “I’ll do anything.”

			Hugh nodded to the others.

			The men guided the staggering reporter into the forest behind the Administration building. Shaw could see that they turned left toward the parking lot. Apparently there was a path there that ran north and south, hidden by foliage. Via this route they could get to the lot and not be seen by anyone in the camp. Shaw backed away through the bushes and returned to the front of the Administration building.

			This changed everything.

			Hugh and the other three might be the isolated negatives the deprogrammer had told him about. After all, Hugh seemed to take the reporter’s incursion like a personal violation, and his sadistic response was absurdly out of proportion. Everyone else in the camp could be helpful professionals. Still, the fact that anyone here would resort to violence like that, when they could easily have called the police to report a trespasser, told Shaw that this was no place for anyone vulnerable and suicidal.

			He’d stumbled when it came to protecting Adam Harper. He needed to find out how much danger the other members here were in.

			Of course, there was a problem.

			Facial recognition . . .

			The initial application to the Osiris Foundation required a picture; it made sense to match that against the applicant who arrived in person. But they were using recognition software that prowled through public—and likely private—databases to weed out undesirables and catch intruders, like reporters and spies from competitors.

			If the FR system failed to identify him, he’d stick with the original plan: participate in the Process himself and see what this place was all about—find out if Adam had been bullied enough that he found suicide a better alternative to dealing with the police.

			Of course, if the recognition came back labeling him as Colter Shaw, he supposed he could just sprint for the gate, make a camp in the surrounding woods and reassess from there.

			Forget the luggage. He’d lose his computer but he’d lost computers before.

			Never put inanimate objects before your hide.

			So, leave the truck, sprint to the parking lot and vault the chain link, take to the forest. Follow Harbinger Road back to Snoqualmie Gap. Call Mack, have money wired. Then buy what he needed and trek back here, setting up a base nearby, and start his surveillance.

			That is, if he weren’t beaten so badly that would not be an option.

			The front door opened. It was the Intake receptionist. She seemed to take note that he was standing, not sitting on the bench. “Please come in, Mr. Skye.”

			He was glancing toward the path that would take him back to the parking lot. He saw three tunicked Assistance Unit guards standing in a circle in front of their building. How many were there in total? And how many subscribed to their boss’s bare-knuckle approach to security?

			“You all right, Mr. Skye?”

			“Yeah. Fine.”

			“Please follow me.”

			She led him to the third desk. He sat in the chair previously occupied, he assumed, by the now-severely-injured investigative reporter. It took a few seconds to spot the pinhole cameras. The one recording him was in the letter M of TOMORROW on the wall behind the third desk.

			The back door opened and in walked the blond woman he’d seen outside.

			She sat down, placed her tablet in the stand and touched it to life. Her lips smiled. Her eyes remained concentrated dark circles, like gun muzzles.

			“Mr. Skye, I’m Journeyman Adelle. Let’s get started, shall we?”
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			Handing over the application form he’d downloaded and filled out, Shaw noted a trilogy of blood spots on the side of Adelle’s blue blouse, just below her right armpit. Hugh’s blow to Klein’s nose had been powerful, the spatter significant.

			The Intake receptionist got a call. She said to the other women, “The gate’ll be closed for a half hour.”

			Adelle said, “I know.”

			Shaw asked bluntly, “The gate? Everything all right?”

			Her glance contained a hint of cautious curiosity. Why would he ask? “Everything is fine.” She corralled a smile and continued to keyboard on her tablet.

			Well, he figured, play your part for now. So far, his joints and cheekbones were intact and Adelle was smiling, even if that smile had no more substance than her makeup.

			The woman spread his application in front of her and began transcribing information from it into the tablet.

			There’d been an initial online process, in which Carter Skye had sent the picture of himself and a brief memo about why he sought admission to the three-week-long Initial Training Period at the Osiris Foundation.

			He based Skye’s life on both the San Francisco journalist’s killer, Harvey Edwards, and Adam Harper. Skye’s history was one of depression and anger. He’d had run-ins with the authorities, drug offenses, occasional fights. He was “on the spectrum” somewhere: OCD, attention deficit, Asperger’s, anger issues. His romantic relationships had all ended quickly and presently he doubted that he and the woman he was seeing would be together for much longer. (This portion of the play was inspired by someone else, Margot, and was largely nonfiction.) Skye’s job—like Shaw’s after college—was working in the forestry business, surveying. Both Shaw and his alter ego liked the solitary nature of the work. He was a drifter, working temporary assignments. He didn’t do well with bosses.

			The next day he’d received an email from the admissions director reporting that if he wanted to attend the session beginning the following Monday, he should complete the attached and bring it to the camp, along with a nonrefundable application fee of $1,000 and, if he chose to sign up for the course, the full fee would be $7,500.

			Adelle posed a few questions, which he answered quickly—he’d memorized Skye’s bio, backward and forward.

			The camera in the letter M was minuscule but to Shaw it was like a sniper scope aimed his way. He kept his head down at first but then gave up on the suspicious posture. It didn’t matter. He was sure the lens was of the highest resolution and already had recorded a dozen perfect, rich-pixel images of him. They were being carried by clever software through databases. Perhaps a digital eyebrow was presently being raised regarding a curious lookalike, one Mr. Colter Shaw.

			If he got busted, how would it play out? They’d presumably take him to the clearing and do the same thing as they’d done to the reporter, beat him and then get rid of him. Shaw would come up with a story. Yes, he used a fake name but he was embarrassed about seeking help. He’d be passive. They’d let their defenses down. He’d incapacitate Hugh first. The supervisor was talented in Eastern martial arts but Shaw’s father had taught the children grappling, and Shaw’s wrestling skills from college had never left him. He’d use surprise to get the man on his back fast and relieve him of any weapons—a gun, if he was lucky. Then, covering them, he’d sprint for the woods.

			Shaw found himself tense.

			Then he thought of one of his father’s Never rules.

			Never give away what you’re about to do.

			He relaxed and sat back.

			He’d fight if it came to fighting, escape if it came to escaping, continue the performance if the facial recognition autobot gave him a pass. Now, stick to the role: troubled guy in his thirties unhappy with life and hoping for a quick fix.

			Shaw noted Adelle’s nails were the same shade as that of the three dots of dark blood. What would her reaction be if she noticed the stains tonight? Would she be troubled at the memory of the beating, or would she think it was all in a day’s work?

			She finished transcribing the information and slipped the paper application away in a drawer. “Now, if you decide to go forward with the ITP you’ll discuss the financial arrangements with your interviewer but I’ll take the application fee now. How will you pay?”

			Cash—in that amount—is automatically suspicious. In the post-9/11 world, anonymous credit cards are hard to come by; banks and Homeland Security remain vigilant. But checks? Not so difficult. Shaw dug in his wallet and handed over one for $1,000 already made out to the Foundation. It was drawn on one of his LLC accounts but his PI, Mack, had ordered starter checks and had printed on them Skye’s name and a post office box number.

			Adelle put the check in the drawer too, ticked another box on the tablet. She started to turn toward him but at that moment her eyes flicked back to the screen and she froze.

			Had an inquisitive bot returned the message: He’s really Shaw, Colter, 7832 Vista Trail Road, Okachee, FL, professional reward seeker?

			The woman came to life and tapped some more on the tablet then, tellingly, turned it over, as she’d done before stepping outside to watch the reporter’s pounding. Apparently his interview was over; the applicants at the other two desks were still in the chairs where they’d been for forty minutes.

			“If you’ll excuse me for a moment.”

			Shaw shrugged.

			Adelle vanished through the door to the back. She started to speak to someone on the other side before the panel closed.

			Shaw glanced at the front desk. That receptionist was no longer there. He noted that one of the Intake clerks—at the desk next to Adelle’s—glanced at him quickly, then returned her attention to the couple who was still being tableted. They seemed less awkward than before. At the far end, the bald man still was morose.

			And his strategy of claiming an innocent motive for the pseudonym? He decided to rethink it. If the facial recognition had in fact returned a positive, Hugh would probably have guessed a reward seeker was akin to a soldier of fortune or a mercenary. Maybe working for a competitor. The expert, Anne DeStefano, had told him about the rivalries among cults. Shaw might be considered more of a threat than the reporter.

			Then the back door was opening and the person walking through it was not blood-spattered Adelle but Hugh himself. Closer now, Shaw could see that the man was not handsome, his face pocked, his nose broken and badly set long ago. But he wore a bulletproof confidence. His shoulders were broader than the earlier view had indicated and his thighs thicker, hands meatier.

			“Hello.” A pleasant voice, calm as could be.

			Shaw nodded, standing.

			Never fight from a position lower than your opponent’s.

			“I’m Journeyman Hugh.”

			“Carter Skye.”

			The palm that Shaw shook was thick with calluses. Many martial artists spend hour upon hour punching and kicking bowls of dry rice and gravel to sheathe-up the striking portions of appendages. “If you wouldn’t mind following me, please, Mr. Skye.” Nodding toward the back door, the one through which reporter Klein had presumably walked to meet his fate.

			Shaw glanced toward the front door. Twenty feet away.

			No. Play it out.

			He’d be oblivious till the end, then use surprise to try to take Hugh and the others. Get into the woods. They’d chase. That was fine. The wilderness was his world.

			At the door Shaw paused, his eyes doing an “After you.”

			Never let your opponent get behind you.

			Hugh wasn’t going to make an issue of position. He had plenty of backup, not to mention lethal hands. The man walked through the door first, and Shaw followed.

			They’d bypassed the main reception area of the Administration building and Shaw found himself walking down the dim corridor he’d seen earlier, extending to the back of the building.

			At the end of the hallway, Hugh stopped beside an unmarked door and typed a number into the code pad, waited for one green light. Then he typed another. Shaw had never seen this type of lock before. Hugh pushed the door open, meaning Shaw should precede him, and this time he did. As he walked forward, he brushed Hugh’s right hip, trying to feel for a firearm. None. And the man was right-handed; that was the side on which a trained shooter would holster his gun.

			Never cross-draw a pistol.

			Inside, Shaw looked around. This was a very different room from Intake. The walls were painted violet and hung with bas-reliefs, paintings and plaques. Egyptian was the motif. A deity—Osiris, probably—was depicted in many. Shaw tried to summon what he’d learned in high school about Egyptian civilization. He was unsuccessful.

			At one end of the room was a large wooden desk, behind which sat a tall-backed chair made of shiny dark-brown leather, affixed to the frame with brass buttons. Across from the desk were two matching chairs, though smaller, and a round table between them. Against the right side wall was a couch, also matching, in front of which was a coffee table. The furniture legs ended in talons gripping metal balls.

			Shaw grunted. “Weird place.”

			“Have a seat, please.”

			Shaw half-expected Hugh to use his real name.

			He sat in the chair across from the desk.

			Was this where the initial “interview” of the reporter had occurred? It was hardly the spot for interrogations; the place resembled the office of an Egypt-obsessed CEO running a small but successful medical or office supply company.

			The door opened and Shaw found himself looking at a pudgy man wearing the male version of the regulation uniform: blue shirt and black slacks. The infinity amulet he wore was, like Hugh’s, silver. His face was moon round and his thinning hair was combed back, accenting the shape of his head. He wore disks of glasses, also contributing to the spherical image. In his thick hand was yet another tablet, in which he was absorbed as he walked to the desk and then behind it.

			The man eyed Shaw up and down. “We have a few things to talk about, sir.”
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			Shaw rose and separated his feet and rocked forward—a fighting stance.

			“No, no, no. Sit, my friend.”

			After a moment Shaw did, though he kept his weight forward, poised to leap. The pudgy man looked around. “Some room, isn’t this? Elegant. Small, though. Do you know where the word ‘claustrophobia’ comes from?”

			Shaw eyed him, said nothing.

			“‘Claustro’ is Latin for ‘bolt,’ as in bolting the door. And who doesn’t know what ‘phobia’ is? All those Jeopardy! questions. Do you watch Jeopardy!?”

			“No.”

			“Of course you don’t. No time. Busy, busy man. So, I apologize for the”—he lifted his arms—“windowless chamber. Master Eli is security minded. Insists that we all be. You, me, all God’s children. Our Assistance Unit boys sweep for listening devices. Did you know that you can buy high-tech bugs on Amazon, of all places? And get next day delivery if you order within four minutes and seventeen seconds.”

			Shaw eyed him warily because that’s what somebody of Skye’s background, suspicious of authority and being in a closed space like this, would do.

			The man seemed genuinely cheerful. However, Shaw thought: he’s softening me up. Shaw kept part of his attention attuned to the door behind him. He wondered if Hugh might come up with a Taser or choke hold, which when properly applied can render one unconscious in six seconds. Death rarely takes longer than ninety.

			He glanced around, as if viewing the room. The head of the Assistance Unit had left silently.

			Curious.

			The man’s fat fingers typed on the tablet. Then he looked back to Shaw. “I’m Journeyman Samuel.”

			Shaw looked for improvised weapons. The chair, the tablet, a pen. All would work. None well.

			And “Journeyman” again. What was that about? It was a title, obviously, not a name—but what did it indicate?

			More reading on the tablet. “There are certain applicants that Master Eli likes to flag, Mr. Skye.”

			So they believed his fake identity.

			Shaw offered silent thanks to Mack McKenzie.

			Colter Shaw had had occasion to use false identities in the past; it’s not illegal if you’re presenting yourself as someone else to private citizens, and if you’re paying your way. Mack was an expert at ginning up documentation to turn you into someone else: driver’s license, non-active credit cards, employer ID and insurance, and shopper loyalty and AAA cards.

			The real problem isn’t the documentation, though. It’s the damn internet, the place where everybody first turns to see if you’re really who you say you are.

			Shaw hadn’t anticipated facial recognition but he had guessed that his cover would be checked, and Mack had worked hard to shore it up. When he’d decided to go undercover, she’d placed a call to one of her specialists: a “massager,” he billed himself. His bots would roam the Clearnet and dark web and eradicate or deeply bury references to his clients. Shaw’s own reward-seeking website was temporarily suspended and many of the news stories about him were either scrubbed or weighted down with so much autobot baggage that his real name sank to the bottom of Google and Bing and Yahoo.

			At the same time, the savvy software would flood the web and social media sites with a phony identity: in this case, real and Photoshopped pictures of Shaw—as Carter Skye—on vacations, in news stories (fake news was de rigueur nowadays, of course, and so very easy to produce and place), employment and education records, blogs, Twitter and Facebook posts, Instagram, Snapchat. Like pregnant spiders, these bots would populate that ethereal world with gigabytes of data about Carter Skye.

			Like Adam Harper, Skye had a troubled background—petty crimes. And like Harvey Edwards, there’d been some violent offenses in his past, assaults, including one with a deadly weapon.

			Samuel now looked him over, a grandfatherly gaze. “People like you are perfect for the Foundation. You’ve got a bit of a past, if you know what I mean.”

			“You mean, the law?” Shaw frowned. “Half of it was trumped up. Cops give you shit. I don’t put up with it.”

			“Understood, understood. See, some people come here on a lark. Not really committed. You’re the kind of person that’ll keep your head down, do the work. You want to get better. I can feel it. You’d be a credit to us. And”—he lowered his voice slightly—“Master Eli likes those in his flock who are, let’s say . . . presentable. And you, Mr. Skye, are not hard to look at.”

			A bit of flirt laced Samuel’s words. Shaw gave a cautious nod, simultaneously acknowledging the man’s meaning and gently rejecting the overture.

			The matter was settled, and no harm done.

			“This means, I’m pleased to tell you, that if you want to sign on for the training, you’ll be placed in our expedited program. We feel you’d be an asset to the Foundation.”

			“Well, I . . . Sure. Why not?” Still wary.

			“Excellent. Now, let’s get to the nitty-gritty, shall we?” In the manner of all good salesmen, Journeyman Samuel devoted himself entirely to the task. He set the tablet down and looked Shaw in the eye. “The Process is expensive but you get—”

			“—what you pay for.”

			“Indeed, indeed, indeed! Master Eli is committed to making the Process available to everyone so he’s created an ingenious fee structure. Yes, there’s a large payment for the ITP, the Initial Training Period. The seventy-five hundred you saw on the application. Master Eli knows it’s substantial but that guarantees commitment. You put that kind of money into anything, you’ll follow through. Think about those health club memberships—you force yourself out of bed at five a.m. not because you want to work on your pecs but because you don’t want to waste those two thousand buckolas. Am I right?”

			He charged ahead without waiting for Shaw’s response. “Now, if you’re satisfied with the Process, the Foundation offers one-week refresher training sessions. Most people return at least two or three times a year.”

			“What’s that cost?”

			“Two thousand a week. But we offer a lifetime enrollment plan. You pay a nominal fee for expenses—a few hundred—every time you attend and you agree to leave the Foundation five percent of your estate when you die. For that, you can come back as often as you like. I’d recommend that. A number of people sign up.”

			Shaw gave a scoffing laugh. “Maybe it’s something to think about. I don’t have any money. It was all I could do to scrape together the seventy-five hundred. But a will? I don’t even have one.”

			“We’ll take care of that for you.”

			“Well, you really want five percent of a 2006 pickup and my CD collection, be my guest. But . . . well, is there a guarantee of some kind about this Process?”

			This brought a smile to Samuel’s round face. “As you’ll see, a guarantee wouldn’t really be practical. But once you go through the Process, you’ll know that it works. Depression, loneliness, anxiety . . . They’ll be things of the past.”

			“I don’t want drugs. I got into trouble before.”

			“None of that. What you need to cure your ills is already within you. Master Eli simply gives you the skills to fix yourself. And it works. Oh my, it works. So, Mr. Skye, I’m pleased to say that you’ve met all the criteria for the training. I do hope you’ll sign up. However, first . . .”

			Samuel extracted from the top desk drawer a single sheet of paper. “You’ll have to be comfortable with the rules. Master Eli has found that the Process works best when we’re on a smooth ship. Or a tight ship. Whichever one, you get the idea.” Samuel chuckled.

			Then the smile vanished, as he grew serious. “And I must tell you: infractions do have consequences.” He slid the piece of paper toward Shaw.
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			Welcome, Companions!

			The cornerstone of your training, the Process™, is a completely immersive experience. Master Eli has developed a series of simple rules to guarantee that you will get the most you possibly can from your time here. We ask that you follow them at all times.

			
				The Rules

			

			
					
					You cannot leave the camp for any reason during your three-week ITP (Initial Training Period). There is a medical team on-site, which can provide treatment for nearly all illnesses and accidents. If necessary, we have access to excellent local medical care.

				

					
					You cannot make or receive any phone calls or emails during the ITP. You will leave your cell phone, computer and other electronic devices with the Assistance Unit. We have arrangements to get messages to you, in the event of a true emergency at home.

				

					
					You will wear your provided clothing and your amulet at all times.

				

			

			Provided clothing? Required jewelry? Shaw was once more wondering what he’d gotten himself into.

			
					
					You will not consume alcohol or use drugs, other than prescription medications.

				

					
					In the Osiris Foundation, we are not “members” or “followers.” Staff, trainers and trainees are to be referred to as “Companion.” We use given names only and precede them with the status of the Companion you’re addressing: Novice, Apprentice or Journeyman. Those in the Inner Circle should be referred to as “Journeymen.” Using these titles is in keeping with the Foundation’s philosophy of equality among genders, sexual orientation, races and nationalities.

				

					
					You will not engage in relations with other Companions or staff.

				

					
					You should spend your hours of Introspection meditating and reflecting in solitude, not groups.

				

					
					You cannot leave your dormitory between the hours of 10 p.m. and 6 a.m. This is because of the risk presented by wild animals.

				

			

			Shaw had an amusing image of a hungry wolf noting angrily that the time was 9:45 in the evening; he’d have to wait fifteen minutes for dinner.

			He skipped to the end of the rules.

			
					
					Once you have completed the training, you may tell others about the benefits of the Foundation but nothing about the Process™ itself or the specifics of your training. You will not post anything online regarding the Foundation, the staff or your experiences here.

				

					
					You will do nothing to disparage the integrity of Master Eli, the staff, the Foundation or the Process™.

				

			

			Weren’t two of the Ten Commandments about not worshiping other gods and taking the name of the Lord in vain?

			Tapping the sheet, Shaw asked, “‘Companions’? What’s that about?”

			“Master Eli believes the term best captures the spirit of the Foundation. It connotes camaraderie and equality.”

			Didn’t people refer to their dogs as companions? Shaw’s sister, Dorion, had. He recalled another use of the word: he’d once rescued the teenage daughter of a prostitute, when the local police had little interest in finding the missing girl. In describing possible suspects, the hooker had referred to her clients as “companions.”

			Shaw scanned the sheet once more.

			“We can’t leave?” Frowning.

			“Master Eli has found the Process works best when you’re wholly focused.”

			“No phone?”

			“We allow one phone call to let your loved ones know that you’ll be incommunicado for three weeks. Beyond that, Master Eli likes to say that the Foundation will be your family for the time you’re here. Besides, you’re single, have no children.” Samuel knew this without looking at his magic tablet. “Well, what do you think, sir? We’d be happy to have you on board.”

			A practiced salesman, Samuel said nothing more. He knew not to oversell. He removed his glasses and cleaned the lenses with a tissue. Replacing the specs, he cocked his head and gazed at Shaw.

			As if debating, Shaw studied the desktop, noting in the troubled wood an image of a lopsided Mount Fuji. His brow was furrowed. It was a smart arrangement. Applicants had already paid a nonrefundable fee. Of course they’d sign up; who’d want to flush a thousand dollars down the drain for this ten-minute spiel?

			“Okay. I guess. And I’ll think about that, you know, will thing. For the future sessions.”

			Samuel beamed. “Plenty of time for that. And the fee? Credit card or check?”

			Shaw withdrew a second check from his wallet, made it out and handed it to the man.

			The tablet revolved toward Shaw, and Samuel indicated where he should sign with his finger.

			He did so, hoping the device wasn’t set up to capture fingerprints.

			“Now, make that phone call. And let’s get started!” Samuel slid a card toward Shaw. “This is an answering service. Twenty-four hours. Give this number to whoever you want. If there’s an emergency, he or she can call and leave a message. Somebody from the Assistance Unit will contact you.”

			Shaw placed a call to one of Mack’s burner phones, one she never picked up. The answering message was the default; it gave no name, just the number—which was helpful now, in case Hugh or someone was listening in. Shaw left a message for his “mother.” He would be away for three weeks, getting some help he needed. He’d be out of touch for that time. He gave the Foundation’s answering service number. He said he loved her.

			Samuel held out a hand, took the iPhone and, after powering it off, placed it in an envelope, which he then sealed.

			“Do you have any other devices? Wristwatch—smart or conventional? A tablet, computer? . . . They’ll be coming up with iToothpicks one of these days,” Samuel said with a wry laugh.

			“Just my laptop. It’s in my backpack. It’s off.”

			“Good.” Samuel then added, “Your luggage will remain in storage for the time you’re here. You’ll be provided everything you need.”

			That they were going to dress him rankled almost as much as the absence of communications gear.

			Another envelope appeared, similar to the one his mobile had disappeared into. “You’ll need to leave your wallet, credit cards and cash too.” He tapped a red stripe seal on the envelope. “Everything will be safe in here.”

			Because no one’s ever stolen a sealed envelope before.

			“I can see you’re troubled, suspicious. Some of our Companions, like yourself, the independent ones, have trouble with the conformity and giving up control. Master Eli has spent hours and hours determining what’s best for all the Companions. He’s decided that anything that reminds us of our lives outside the camp is a distraction. We can’t have that. So, we’ll put all this in your backpack or gym bag.”

			Shaw noted the reference to his specific pieces. And Samuel hadn’t asked for a key; he’d known they were unlocked.

			“In our four years here, we haven’t had a single incident of theft. Now! Bet you’re dying to know! Let me give you an overview of what’s going on here. The ITP. You’ll be working with a trainer. For the first week, that will be me.”

			Training. Speaking of dogs.

			What was that part of the deprogrammer’s definition?

			A cult has a mission to reform followers’ behaviors . . .

			“There are three levels in the Process. You start out a Novice.” He handed Shaw an amulet, a thin blue metal infinity symbol, on the end of a black leather string. “Put this on and wear it at all times.”

			Shaw had never worn a necklace. No jewelry in fact. He’d come close, once. That involved Margot. But in the end, his finger remained free of metal.

			“Rule Three.” Shaw recited this without looking at the sheet.

			“Ha! You’re a sharp one. Well, you start the Process as a Novice. The trainer decides when you’ll move on to the next level. That’s Apprentice. You’ll get a red amulet. Usually takes five, six days. Sometimes shorter, sometimes longer. After that, you’ll move up to the final level and become a Journeyman.

			“Most of the expedited Companions like yourself consider advanced training after the ITP is over. You can move up to the next level, and become an IC—Inner Circle.” He tapped his own silver infinity symbol.

			For, of course, another $7,500. Maybe more.

			Samuel rose, as did Shaw. “One last matter. We don’t shake hands here. We don’t embrace.”

			He moved his right hand, open, to his left shoulder. “It’s our greeting and our farewell. So much easier and more respectful, isn’t it? Do I kiss this woman, do I hug this man? Do I try a bone crusher handshake?” He now gave the gesture once more. Shaw reciprocated.

			“Ah! Like you’ve been doing it all your life. Well, welcome to the Osiris Foundation, Novice Carter.”

			Shaw sighed, like a reformed criminal suspicious that he was being robbed. “This better work.”

			The back door opened and Adelle appeared, from where she’d apparently been waiting.

			“Journeyman Adelle will show you to your dormitory.”

			Why weren’t they Journeywomen?

			“You can change, freshen up, relax. Dinner is served promptly from seven until eight. Attendance is mandatory.”

			As he followed her out, Shaw paused, turned. “One question?”

			“Yes?” Samuel asked.

			“Your website doesn’t really say anything. What exactly does this Process do?”

			With a dash of reverence in his voice, he said, “Nothing less than completely change your life . . . forever.”
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			Shaw and Adelle walked through the camp, over a gravel path. The place was now making him think of an army base, though one from the nineteenth century.

			He noted a dozen people on the rustic grounds, carrying notebooks: a middle-aged couple, several men by themselves, all in their forties or fifties. They appeared to be businesspeople. He spotted a cluster of three women, all in their twenties, Shaw guessed, looking like cheerleaders returning from practice, especially in their matching blue and black uniforms; their skirts were short, above the knee. There were several men too, in the gray tunics of the Assistance Unit, all solidly built.

			Shaw wondered about the light blue blouses and high-neck sweaters of a matching shade. Maybe because the color would be easily spotted in the forests and fields surrounding the camp. Not as obvious as orange but helpful for pursuers, in case that became necessary. This would have been an outrageous thought . . . if not for the vicious beating he’d just witnessed.

			He noted several more men and women wearing the silver amulets, then more of the tunics, who wore no necklaces. How many of the Assistance Unit, he wondered, were like Hugh and his two thugs? Maybe most people here were like Samuel, intelligent, humorous and devoted to helping those who’d signed up to battle their daily woes. Maybe they were no different from, say, some workers at the internet companies he’d met on a recent job in Silicon Valley.

			Shaw corrected himself; he’d thought: Hugh and his two thugs—and another person too.

			He was walking beside her at the moment.

			A golf cart passed. This was the only means of mechanized travel within the grounds. He spotted several of them, driven by those with the Assistance Unit, in their tunics, or by followers in the blue and black uniforms.

			“How long have you been in the Foundation?” he asked Adelle.

			“A few years.”

			Silence.

			“So you’re like full-time.”

			“I’m on staff.”

			“You like it, huh?”

			“Master Eli is a genius in providing the best solutions to the problems we all face. I’m proud to be a part of it.”

			He was curious about her personal life. An employee, she’d be here all summer. Despite Rule Six, the full-timers must have romantic relationships or at least the occasional liaison. Some might even be married. And what of the brunette on the roadside where Adam killed himself? Was she close to anyone?

			Never miss an opportunity to gather relevant facts. They’re usually better tools and weapons than hammers and guns.

			“So nobody leaves? Not even to get to town for a few hours?”

			Her answer: “The rules.”

			Shaw studied the camp carefully, looking for entrances and exits, the number of Assistance Unit people.

			And looking too for the man in the orange sunglasses, who had, possibly, seen Shaw beside the Kia near where Adam had died. Shaw now realized that he’d thought the man had two names: Jeremy Frederick. Now, he knew he’d misheard. It would’ve been Journeyman Frederick.

			“Novice Carter?”

			“Yeah?”

			“You’re admiring the camp?”

			“It’s something.”

			Had he been busted doing surveillance?

			Possibly not. Her face exuded pride as she said, “Master Eli designed it himself. He studied architecture, you know.”

			“I didn’t.” He glanced again at the peaked roofs. “So you’re not open in the winter.”

			“No. But even if we were in a warmer area, the Foundation would be closed from fall to spring. Master Eli needs that time to go to the Far East. He’s always exploring and learning and refining the Process. He says it will never be complete. He’s helped me so much. He’s the smartest and most generous man in the world. I lost my baby two years ago.”

			This was an electric jolt, all the more shocking because she delivered the stunning words with a faint smile.

			“Jesus. I’m like, I’m sorry.”

			“Oh, no, it’s all right. Master Eli made it all right. Here’s your dorm.”

			Shaw, unable to think of a word to say, proceeded with her to Building C. Like all the other living quarters, it was a long, nondescript structure with a covered porch in the front, accessed by two steps up. Like the others, the style was the faux log cabin he’d noted earlier. Four teak rockers, aged to gray, sat facing outward. Shaw followed Adelle through the unlocked front door and into a corridor, with four doors on each side. No decorations on the walls, as in the Administration hallway. Shaw’s room was the last on the left. She opened the lock—a simple one, easily picked, but this was noted merely in passing. If any staffers wanted to get in, they’d get in. As for anyone else? What did Shaw have left to steal?

			Adelle handed him the key. “You’ll find your clothing inside. They assessed you for size, and they’re always right. But if something doesn’t fit, just let someone in Admin know and they’ll get it sorted out.”

			They . . .

			“There’s a bag for those clothes inside.” She gestured vaguely toward his torso. “You can leave all that outside the door.”

			“I can’t hold on to them?” he asked, though he knew the answer.

			“I’m afraid not. It’s part of the Process. Master Eli says we should leave everything in the past behind. They’ll be laundered and waiting for you when you leave.”

			“Sure.”

			The Beethoven notes sounded again and Shaw glanced toward the window. The woman’s voice echoed from loudspeakers again. “The time is five-thirty p.m.”

			Adelle said, “They sound every quarter hour from six a.m. to ten. Master Eli feels that that’s as much time-telling as we need. He says there’s too much control by the corporations and the government. They dictate everything, even the time to the second.”

			Another, though different, they . . .

			He said, “Those clocks sure can screw around with you.”

			Adelle didn’t reply but, after a pause, she explained how to get to the dining hall and added, “Tomorrow’s schedule will be inside on your desk.” Then her eyes turned suddenly shrewd. “It’s different here, different from what you’re used to, Novice Carter. As much as you want help, because of Minuses in your life, you resist. It’s natural. However, the sooner you let go, the sooner you’ll embrace the Process and everything will be wonderful.”

			Her words had been a gentle but unmistakable leash jerk. Shaw realized that maybe he deserved it. Perhaps he’d allowed some tone of condescension to slip into his time reference. He simply could never step out of character again.

			He gave a faint exhalation—about the only apology that street-hardened Skye was capable of. “Just, this whole thing is . . . Never done anything like it.”

			Her face softened. “You’ll do fine. Master Eli has all of our interests at heart. That includes you now.” She nodded to his amulet. She turned, paused and glanced back. “And read the rules. They do take them seriously.”

			Shaw closed the door after her and looked around his room. He had never been in prison—well, not to serve a sentence, though he’d been detained a number of times—but this room was probably what a minimum-security cell would be like, the abode of check kiters and low-seven-figure inside traders.

			There was an austere bed—a futon on a raised platform—a rickety desk and a chair. Several matching lamps, cheap ones. The bathroom was small and on the narrow shelf were the basics: soap, a sealed toothbrush, a packet of disposable razors, tubes of relevant lotions, soaps and creams. Thin towels. On a shelf sat a coffee maker, and a tray of generic brands of coffee and tea and packets of sugar and Coffee Mate. A microwave too. A basket of trail bars, cookies and nuts. A small fridge contained bottled water.

			He washed his face and hands, dried off on the limp towels and looked over the room more carefully. Shaw used surveillance equipment in the reward business occasionally and knew where to plant cameras and what to look for. There’d be none here, he was sure. A webcam video of someone traipsing back naked from the shower? That could put somebody behind bars for a long time. As for microphones, those were possible, though his search revealed none. But of course they could be embedded in the walls, invisible and, if hardwired, undetectable by scanners, even if he’d had one.

			He’d just assume everything he said here was being listened to.

			Looking over his uniform, laid out on the desk. Even underwear. The articles were in the manufacturer’s plastic wrap with size tags attached: new, not laundered. He had a ridiculous thought that he’d be allowed to keep them when he left—souvenirs of My Month in the Cult.

			Shaw dressed. The outfit was comfortable and fit perfectly. They had even gotten the shoe size right. One aspect of the clothing was curious: there were no pockets. What was the point of that?

			Shaw could see no practical reason. He assumed it was just one aspect of control the Foundation asserted over the members.

			He slipped the clothing that he’d worn here into the linen bag and set it in the corridor.

			On the desk sat four 8-by-10 spiral notebooks: on the cover of each was printed, The Process™. A half dozen pens rested next to it. He opened the book, expecting a rambling treatise or a lesson plan for the next three weeks.

			Nope. All blank pages. He’d be attending lectures, he guessed, or encouraged “to journal”—a word he simply did not accept as a verb.

			Also on the desk were three sheets of paper. One was a copy of the rules. Another read:

			Day One Schedule for Novice Carter

			
				8 a.m.     Breakfast

				9 a.m.     First Discourse by Master Eli

				10 a.m.   Introspection

				11 a.m.   Training Period Building 7

				12 noon  Lunch

				1 p.m.     Introspection

				2 p.m.     Second Discourse by Master Eli

				3 p.m.     Introspection

				7 p.m.     Dinner

				8 p.m.     Introspection

				10 p.m.   Lights out and curfew

			

			The last was a small sheet meant to orient newbies:

			
				Remember, at the Osiris Foundation we are “Companions.”

				Novice (blue amulet)

				Apprentice (red)

				Journeyman (purple)

				Inner Circle—“IC” (silver)

				Those in the gray uniforms are members of the Assistance Unit—“AUs.” They are here for your help and safety.

				Always refer to Companions by their ranks and first (given) names only, never “Mr.” “Mrs.” “Ms.” “Dr.” etc.

			

			Shaw memorized this and set it down, looking over his schedule for tomorrow once more. He recalled that the hours devoted to Introspection were to be spent alone, according to the rules. He wondered if this was to keep members separate during the times they were not herded together and under the watchful eye of Eli and the minders.

			Control, of course.

			In any event, this was good for him. He wanted the freedom to roam the camp for his investigation.

			Which was exactly what came next on his agenda.
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			In unfamiliar and potentially hostile territory:

			Never be without an escape route.

			Never be without access to a weapon.

			These were among his father’s most fundamental rules.

			The unfamiliar part was a given. Hostile? Let’s just make that assumption, thank you, Journeyman Hugh.

			Shaw’s first task was attending to the escape plan. He strolled through the grounds of the camp, as innocent as a freshman on campus, examining the place. The valley wasn’t landscaped. Dotting the grassy grounds were clusters of trees and spheres of wild foliage. The bulk of the property was field, whose grass had been chopped short by a wide stand-on mower, sitting under an open tent near the Administration building. No flower beds or decorative plantings.

			The late afternoon sky was cerulean and within it floated thick cotton clouds. The sun was well behind the cliffs to the west and the air was chill, redolent of pine, lake decay and swamp gas.

			Expecting the Assistance Unit minders to be eyeing him closely, Shaw noted that they weren’t—or at least didn’t seem to be.

			He scanned the grounds for security cameras again but saw none. This struck him as odd in this day and age. But then he considered: Why bother with expensive, hard-to-maintain equipment when your flock was fenced in, miles from other human beings. A flock, by the way, that believed—or would come to believe—that it was the gravest of sins to transgress against the deity known as Master Eli.

			Rule 14 . . .

			He reflected too that there was another reason that some organizations didn’t use security cameras. They recorded evidence that the outfits didn’t want committed to digital record. Hugh would prefer his summary punishment of intruders remain a secret.

			Shaw considered how easy it would be to get his backpack and gym bag, wallet and phone. The luggage building was closed and dark now. The front and back doors didn’t seem alarmed but he’d have to be careful if he chose to break in that way; he could be seen by anyone in front of or beside the Assistance Unit. There were windows in the luggage facility, side and back; those would be the logical points of entry.

			Now, the truck keys?

			He strolled back in the direction of the gate that read, YESTERDAY, TODAY, TOMORROW. He paused beside the Assistance Unit. Inside the well-lit building, which resembled a functional police department, he could see a lockbox. Inside were pigeonholes containing the key envelopes. The box featured thick security doors and an impressive lock. He could probably bludgeon the thing open, given a crowbar or hammer. But three Assistance Unit thugs sat at desks. He guessed that the building would be occupied all day, all night.

			Forget the pickup truck.

			He strolled the perimeter, eyeing the buildings, taking note of every detail. There were a number of dormitories like his and other structures that seemed to be classrooms. Most were presently occupied, members—no, Companions, he reminded himself—were sitting in circles inside, jotting in notebooks like his.

			One building sat to the south of the dining hall. It was larger than the dorms and its windows were painted over and barred. A sign on the front:

			
				BUILDING 14
PRIVATE

			

			Two gray tunicked men sat on the porch in front, unspeaking, eyeing everyone who passed. They glanced at Shaw without reaction. He kept his eyes forward and passed by without pausing. Was it a detention facility? A storeroom, containing sensitive data? Or something dangerous?

			Weapons? Nearly every wilderness outpost had a rifle, in case of animal intrusion, but was there more? Shaw continued along the sidewalk until he was out of sight of the guards, then circled back. Like the others, Building 14 had a back door and the grass leading to it was tamped down from golf carts and foot traffic—presumably staff, making deliveries. He tested the knob. Locked and there was no give. It had a simple lock that could be picked but doing so would take time.

			The windows were gridded by sturdy iron bars, fixed to the frames with screws whose heads had been filed down so screwdrivers were useless to remove them. The paint on the glass was thick; he could see nothing inside.

			Building 14 would have to remain a mystery for the time being.

			He headed for the south side of the camp, where the large residence building was situated. He noted that the majority of people he passed wore red amulets—Apprentices, the second level in the Process training. Some were Novice blue.

			Of the two dozen people he’d observed, every one of them was white. Seemed to be out of keeping with Rule 5, but it wasn’t surprising.

			Occasionally one of the Companions would send a dewy-eyed smile his way and give that odd gesture—touching their left shoulder with right palm. Shaw made sure to return the salute in kind.

			Continuing to the back of the residence, he surveyed a tall rock face soaring eighty feet into the air. The face was amply cracked and fronted with outcroppings; Shaw could easily free-climb it—the technique of using ropes to prevent falls, not to assist in the ascent. It was also conducive to free soloing—climbing without any ropes at all—if one were so inclined. Shaw was not. Free soloing was incompatible with his central philosophy of life: survival.

			So, south was not an acceptable escape route.

			Neither was west, which was another cliff: the soaring Lord of the Rings formation whose gap he’d driven through on the driveway from Harbinger Road to the Foundation’s gatehouse.

			North was the stockade fence and the parking lot, protected by the chain link. Climbing a wooden fence, even an eight-footer, isn’t impossible. However, this one was easily ten. That would be too difficult to surmount without a ladder, of which he’d seen none. And he knew the gates would be manned, maybe all of the time. North was out.

			The eastern edge of the camp was the forest leading to the high bluff, with the lake beyond. In the clearing atop the cliff to the east, benches sat every fifty feet or so, overlooking the splendid view of mountains. Two miles or so that way—east—lay a state route, Shaw knew from studying Google and his Rand McNally. Along the highway were gas stations every ten miles or so, which meant a fair amount of traffic. Hitchhiking was a possibility, or trekking to one of the service stations and calling Mack to arrange for a ride.

			But how to walk out of camp in that direction? He walked along the cliff’s edge; the face was too smooth to climb down. He stared at the sheer bone-yellow stone, and couldn’t help but think of the two people who had died by falling from such a place: Adam Harper at Hope’s Corner and, at Echo Ridge, Shaw’s father, whose death had been engineered by those he thought of as the Enemy—the woman named Braxton and Ebbitt Droon . . . And the others who worked with them. It represented too Shaw’s missions. It rankled some that he’d had to put the search for his father’s killers on hold. But there was no choice. Whatever had driven Adam to his death might imperil others. The quest to uncover the secret behind his father’s death would have to wait.

			Turning away and continuing north, toward the front of the camp, he came eventually to the eerie gate and the tall wooden fence and followed it east. Where it ended deep in the woods a six-foot-high chain-link barrier ran from the fence to a steep drop-off onto rocks far below.

			Eli sure didn’t want anybody leaving.

			Or, Shaw reflected, entering without permission.

			There was a padlocked gate in the chain link. Shaw debated. The lock was rusted, and the gate entwined with vines, the ground around it undisturbed. No one had been here for months. He found a rock and with a half-dozen blows broke off the hasp. The gate opened freely.

			He could jog to the highway in twenty minutes.

			So, he had his escape route.

			A weapon?

			Beethoven echoed through the camp. Then: “The time is six forty-five p.m. Dinner will be served in fifteen minutes.”

			Shaw returned to his dormitory, sat on the porch and sketched out a map of the compound.

			In case the notebook was examined, he added some notes about what Samuel had told him in the initial interview—to make it seem that he was taking the whole thing seriously. When he was done, Shaw scanned the map, noting the locations of his dorm, the central square and stage, the Assistance Unit, Building 14, the three-story residence. And of course, the escape path to the east.

			Shaw was going to put his book back in his room but then remembered one of the rules.
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			Keep your notebook and a pen with you at all times . . .

			He headed for the dining hall and queued, nodding to and chatting with other Companions. And keeping an eye out for Frederick, the man with orange sunglasses, who had possibly seen him at the site of Adam’s death. Trouble was, Shaw wasn’t sure he’d recognize the Companion without the eyewear and hat.

			He searched too for the brunette.

			No sign of either.

			Had she left the Foundation?

			On the one hand, that would be a setback: her reaction at Adam’s suicide suggested they had a connection. She might help him fill in the dots about his death. On the other, it would mean she was out of harm’s way.

			Another possibility. After her rejection of Hugh, had there been repercussions? Shaw recalled the man’s face contorted with anger and then his snide smile and threat of demerits as she walked away from him, and his sadistic glow as he broke the reporter’s bones. He was a man who obviously took pleasure in inflicting pain. Was she hurt? Or worse? Was Building 14 a morgue, and the brunette’s body was stashed there, after Hugh’s retribution got out of hand?

			Anywhere else, anytime else, that idea would be absurd. Not here. Reality was suspended within the web of the Osiris Foundation.

			The windowless, mysterious structure might very well be a house of the dead. Colter Shaw, though, suddenly learned that the woman was not a resident. Head down, she walked directly past Shaw and joined the end of the dining hall line. Without a word of greeting to anyone, she opened her densely filled notebook and began to write.
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			The iconic fifteen notes composed by the nearly deaf German genius sounded, echoing through the cool, dank evening.

			“The time is seven p.m. Dinner is being served. All Companions please report to the dining hall.”

			The doors opened and the crowd of about seventy shuffled into the brightly lit room that resembled any one of a thousand school cafeterias around the world. The smell was of grilled meat or fowl. The perfume of Lysol could be detected.

			Just inside the doors was a large board: a seating chart. Since everyone—all three levels of Companions: Novice, Apprentice and Journeyman—stopped to look, Shaw guessed that Eli shuffled diners around. Was there a strategy to this? Maybe helping out newcomers who could benefit from the company of mentors.

			Or keeping potential troublemakers separated.

			Or was it merely another muscle flex on Master Eli’s part?

			The majority of Companions were men in their thirties, forties and fifties, many with wives of about the same age. The next most common were young women, twenties and thirties. Shaw had expected more hippies—or hippies 2.0. At last, he noted a few Latinxs, Asian Americans and African Americans. A total of five.

			Shaw spotted his place, Table 4, near the door, the opposite end of the room from the buffet line, which was on the far wall, near the kitchen. Shaw ignored his assignment and held back, watching where the brunette was going to sit.

			She made her way to Table 7, several away from his. She sat, never looking up from her notebook. The pages were thick from the moisture of hands, humid air, ink. It seemed that she’d filled almost every page.

			The tables were segregated by rank. Most of the diners wore the red amulets of the second level. There were three tables of Journeymen, and two of Novices. The Inner Circle Companions, sporting silver amulets, were not seated but stood against one wall, chatting among themselves.

			When most people were seated, Shaw strolled up to Table 7 and sat, leaving one empty chair between him and the brunette. He nodded to the others: an older man, another who was tall and slim, and two women in their late twenties or early thirties. They regarded him with cautious politeness, as if he’d accidentally stepped into the wrong private dining room at a nice restaurant.

			He turned to the brunette. “I’m Novice Carter.”

			She looked up, blinking in surprise. Her pale gray eyes dipped to his blue amulet and grew wide with concern. She seemed speechless.

			“How’s it going?” Shaw asked, giving the shoulder salute. He looked around. “What’s on the menu. Doesn’t smell too bad. Haven’t had a hot meal for a couple days, unless you consider a Big Mac hot.” He whispered, “Wouldn’t mind a beer, but I guess the bartender’s off duty. Permanently.” He laughed at his own feeble joke.

			“I’m . . . I’m sorry but this is an Apprentice table.” She pointed to her red infinity sign. Her eyes held his momentarily, then fled to the oilcloth.

			“Huh?”

			She stammered a repetition. “An Apprentice table.”

			“Oh.” He lowered his arm, feigning confusion.

			“What do we have here, Apprentice Victoria?”

			A familiar voice: Adelle’s. She’d changed her blouse. No blood. “Novice Carter.”

			“Journeyman Adelle.” He frowned. “Something wrong?”

			Victoria said, “I’m sorry, he just—”

			Adelle: “There are assigned seats, Novice Carter.”

			“There are?”

			“The chart.” She pointed.

			“Oh. Hey. Wasn’t paying much attention.”

			She chided, “It’s one of the rules.”

			Read them carefully. They do take them seriously . . .

			“And Apprentice Victoria, you must remember that if someone breaks a rule, you call an AU or an IC immediately.”

			Shaw recalled his cheat sheet: IC was Inner Circle. AU, Assistance Unit.

			Adelle was continuing to speak to Victoria, her voice dull-edged but firm. “If you don’t call one of us right away . . .”

			“That’s a violation of the rules too. I know that!” Victoria’s eyes were cast down. “I was caught off guard. I was journaling . . .”

			“It’s a minor infraction. I don’t think I need to call Journeyman Hugh in for a decision.”

			“Oh, thank you, ma’am.”

			Hell. Shaw realized how his little tactic here had nearly gotten her disciplined by the very person he was trying to protect her from. He resolved to be more careful.

			Victoria winced. “And I won’t say ‘ma’am.’ Or ‘sir.’”

			Shaw recalled the rule.

			“That has been a mistake of yours in the past. Not grievous but something to watch.” Adelle’s head cocked a small degree. “And he doesn’t need to know about this either.”

			The reverential emphasis told Shaw that Adelle was probably referring to Eli.

			“Oh, thank you, Journeyman Adelle.”

			Her breathless submissiveness galled Shaw, especially as Victoria seemed several years older than Adelle.

			Victoria returned to her notebook. Her hands were tremoring.

			Adelle accompanied Shaw to the seating chart. “There you are, Novice Carter. Table Four.”

			“I’ll take a look at those rules again.”

			With a nod, she peeled off and headed to a Journeymen’s table.

			He found a place and sat. Pitchers of water and iced tea were on the table, which was set with cheap metal utensils and paper napkins. Like all the others, this table was covered with a dark purple cloth. Shaw suddenly realized that the colors of the lower-level amulets, blue and red, combined to make purple, the shade of the Journeymen’s infinity signs. Maybe purple represented something significant in ancient Egypt—he still didn’t know how Osiris figured in the scheme. Or maybe the shade was part of Eli’s personal mythology.

			Shaw greeted the other Novices at his table. There was a couple in their sixties, Walter and Sally. The balding man from the Intake office earlier that day was Henry. He was fit, his grip firm—they shook hands before mutually recalling that it wasn’t allowed.

			Shaw whispered, “You ever done anything like this before?”

			“Never. Little bizarre. You from here, Washington?”

			“No. California. Travel around a lot. I’m a surveyor. Forestry.”

			“I live on the East Coast.” Henry looked around the room and his morose expression from earlier that day returned. “Hope this works.” He fell silent.

			The others at Table 4 were Todd, a sullen man in his early thirties, crew cut, trim. He was inked, probably a sleeve, but Shaw couldn’t see more than an inch’s work at his wrist, disappearing under the uniform. Abby was a pretty brunette with a somber face and fidgety manner. She couldn’t’ve been older than nineteen or twenty. A tanned, curly-haired man in his late twenties sat hunched forward over the place setting. His name was John.

			At 7:10 the Inner Circle Companions, equal numbers men and women, stepped away from the wall and fanned out, each sitting at a different table. Apparently they were chaperones.

			Or guards.

			Spies was another option, Shaw supposed.

			The Inner Circle Companion assigned to Table 4 approached, striding stiffly. The mid-thirties man sported hair that was perfectly trimmed and gelled into a businessman coif. He stood erect and looked them over. He said in an oily, practiced voice, “Greetings, Novices. I am Journeyman Quinn. And I’m proud to be your table host for this evening.” His glasses were of the sort you don’t see much: wire frames with half lenses.

			He touched his left shoulder with his right palm. Ignoring the absurdity he felt, Shaw did the same. He summoned a shy smile—as if proud to be part of the family, even if a newcomer.

			Quinn made a show of lifting the iced tea pitcher and the water, one in each hand, and leaning close to the diners. “Preference for a beverage?”

			Shaw opted for tea. Quinn poured for everyone—the other ICs were doing the same—and then he sat.

			A voice from the overhead speakers announced: “Let us give thanks.” Most knew what was coming and spoke along: “For what we are about to receive, our thanks to you, Master Eli, and all that you have taught us, you are teaching us, and you will teach us. From the Yesterday, a better Today. From the Today, a perfect Tomorrow.”

			Shaw and Henry mouthed along as best they could. He noted that Quinn was watching them make the effort. Then the voice from above called out, “The best is yet to come!”

			Applause filled the room, though not what you’d hear at the end of a concert. Several of the Inner Circle had started a coordinated slow clapping of their cupped palms, carefully timed, one strike per second. This lasted for a very long half minute.

			“Now, Journeymen may approach the buffet.”

			The senior Companions did so. Only when they had filled their plates and sat down was permission granted to the Apprentices. Finally the Novices.

			Control . . .

			The food was what Shaw had expected: steam table chicken, hamburgers, vegetarian lasagna, salads and side dishes. Parker House rolls, butter. He was hungry from the effort of the trip here and his quick-march surveillance of the camp, so he piled the plate high.

			As he ate, Shaw would glance at Victoria. Her brunette hair was in double braids, disappearing down her back. The ends were bound in thin red ribbons, the bows carelessly tied. Her face oval in shape. Over her blue uniform blouse she wore a blue vest. No wedding ring or other jewelry. Shaw scanned the room; no one wore any, it seemed, none that he could see. Surely some of these people were married. Maybe they’d had to check their rings, like the cell phones. Getting rid of reminders of the outside world. He couldn’t tell if Victoria was wearing makeup. Her face had the slightly ruddy shade he recalled from the other day. Maybe a tan.

			Shaw looked away just as she lifted her head and started to glance his way, as if she’d felt she was being observed. He struck up a conversation with his tablemates. He and Henry were the only Novices at this table to start today. Abby had been here for ten days. John, Sally, Walter and Todd had been studying the Process for a week. Shaw noted that Walter did the talking for the couple; Sally was retiring and uncertain. Abby was constantly in fidgety motion, Todd was suspicious, John was rueful.

			When they had finished the main courses and were toying with substance-less devil’s food cake for dessert, Quinn wiped his mouth and set down the napkin.

			He looked over everyone with his cool lizard eyes. Finally, he said, “Now it’s time to share.”
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			I’m Walter and this is Sally.”

			Quinn tilted his head, a corrective tap.

			“Ah, I meant to say, Novice Walter and Novice Sally. My apologies.”

			With thin white hair and slim build and only a faint swelling of belly, Walter had the mannerisms and serenity of a successful businessman transitioned to retirement. He now explained as much: “We’re from Chicago. I owned a manufacturing company that made parts that went to Detroit and disappeared into cars. I wouldn’t’ve made ’em if the government didn’t say they had to be in your horseless carriages, so I did, and that put the kids through college, thank you very much.”

			The sharing, the Inner Circle Quinn had told them, was about letting the others know why you’d come to the Foundation, what you hoped to get out of the experience. This helped “facilitate the Process.”

			Walter continued, “Now, I do some consulting, which means, gettin’ paid to shoot my mouth off. And Sally’s such a good gardener that she’s got green fingers in addition to thumbs.”

			Sally smiled at the mention of her name. Gray haired, a heart-shaped face, the woman was trim too, with wattles at the chin. Maybe a recent weight loss. Shaw wondered about cancer, but her skin had a healthy pallor.

			Walter continued his narrative, to make sure she didn’t have to chime in. “I’d say she’s got green toes, but that’s an unfortunate image, so we’ll let it go. We’ve been married forty-two years and have three children and four grandchildren.”

			A frown crossed Sally’s face as she looked down at her left hand, resting on her husband’s. She was gazing at her naked ring finger, and her eyes darted about, panic filling her face. She’d be thinking the piece had gone missing. Walter didn’t notice.

			Shaw understood why they were here.

			Walter confirmed this with: “We’ve had a few health issues that’re making life a little tricky and we read about the Foundation when we were doing some research about getting ourselves a little better. We heard how people said the Process makes them happier. Who doesn’t need more happier in their life? So here we are.”

			Sally whispered to her husband, lifting her left hand. He smiled and told her something in return. She grew calm again, comforted that her missing engagement and wedding rings were accounted for.

			Alzheimer’s . . .

			Quinn said, “Thank you, Novice Walter. And, Novice Todd?”

			“Yeah, that’s me.” The man ran his hand over his short hair. His eyes brown, his complexion dark—Latinx, maybe, and definitely military, Shaw decided.

			“I’m from San Diego. Encinitas. Did a couple of tours. Was all right, no big shit. But I lost a couple of buddies overseas. Kind of, everything kind of went to hell when I got back.” He unbuttoned his cuff and exposed his skin. It wasn’t a sleeve tat, it was a knife and the words EVER FORWARD. A gothic typeface. “Did some VA shit. Some private docs. Nothing helped.” He shrugged. “Heard about this thing in a bereavement group. Thought I’d give it a shot.”

			“Very good, Novice Todd. But remember . . .”

			“Yeah, yeah. Sorry. Not ‘thing.’ The Foundation.”

			“You’ll learn.”

			“Medicine didn’t work, doctors didn’t work. I hope the Process will.”

			“Is it, Novice Todd?” Quinn asked, head back, eyes down, looking at him closely over his half-rimmed glasses. “Do you think it’s working?”

			“I think so, yes.”

			There was a hesitation in his voice. If Shaw noticed it, so did Quinn.

			“Thank you for that. Now.” Quinn turned to the slim, bald man beside Shaw. “Share.”

			“I’m Henry. Novice Henry.” He was embarrassed. “This is my first day.”

			“Welcome, Novice Henry.”

			“I’m a researcher for a drug company in RTP—Research Triangle Park, outside of Raleigh, North Carolina.” A deep breath. “I . . . uhm, I lost my wife eight months ago.” His voice trembled. He brought it under control. Flustered for a moment, he gave a hollow laugh. “I work on oncological drugs. You know, chemotherapy drugs. Karen had cancer. A different kind from what I specialize in. But it’s kind of ironic, I guess, so I thought I’d mention it.” A look toward Quinn.

			The IC encouraged, offering that smile that everyone on the staff here was so good at—partly embracing, partly distant.

			Henry swallowed and said, “It’s kind of hard to cope. Every day is hard. So. That’s what I’m hoping to fix. I’ve tried bereavement groups, therapy, drugs. They’re not working all that great. Maybe this’ll be better. Tomorrow will be better. That’s what they said.”

			“Very good, Novice Henry. Now, you, Novice Abby.”

			“That’s me. Uhm . . . This is my second week. You know, same old. You’ve heard it.” She seemed edgy, upset. She played with her food. Hadn’t eaten much.

			“Our new Novices haven’t,” Quinn said evenly. “Please enlighten them with your tale, Novice Abby.”

			Eyes down, she was digging one fingernail into a cuticle. “Just, stuff, you know.”

			“Go ahead. Remember: don’t shy from the Minuses. You can do it. Master Eli says you’ve made good progress.”

			Her eyes widened slightly, and she seemed moved that the leader of the Foundation had commented about her.

			“Go on.” Quinn nudged.

			“Okay, like, I’m in college, studying communications.” She didn’t make eye contact with anyone. “So. The thing is, at home, it’s kind of sucky. I stay away as much as I can. I got in with this crowd. I mean, they’re okay. Sort of okay. But there was some Oxy action, you know. Other shit.” She stopped abruptly.

			Quinn pulled a smile, fast as a gunslinger. “It’s all right. Say what you feel.”

			“They got me into all kinds of stuff. Like, finally I got clean. It’s not so easy. And I’m pretty freaked that I’ll lapse. You know, go back. I’ve got this friend and her mother came here and it was, like, it helped her. So I kind of sent my application in and I got accepted.” She shrugged, then slouched back in her chair. “And it’s pretty cool. Master Eli is, like, the best.”

			“Thank you, Novice Abby. And, Novice Carter?”

			Shaw spun his fictional account of hard times, not being able to hold down work, his emotional problems. He channeled Adam Harper and Harvey Edwards, along with some of the tougher fugitives he’d pursued in his reward-seeking business. He skirted the criminal past—largely because he hadn’t written a very detailed script about that portion of Skye’s life.

			Shaw stuck with the tale that Carter had a family history of depression. The drugs, the anger issues. He always started out hopeful with a girl, but then—he gave a thumbs-down—he’d hit the road and never see her again. “Trying to outrun the blues, I guess. Sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t.”

			“Good,” Quinn said. “Thank you for that.”

			John, the thirty-something, had no professional issues. He was a successful coder and software designer in Los Angeles. He liked his work. He was good at it. Then his voice dropped in volume. “So, a year ago I was on PCH—Pacific Coast Highway—with my buddy. My best friend. I was hotdogging in my Porsche.” His voice caught. “We went off the road, hit a tree. He was killed. I didn’t get a scratch . . . Not a goddamn scratch. I’m trying to get over Dale. It’s not so easy. My trainer says I can. Master Eli too. He says I’ll be okay. Eventually. I believe them.”

			“You should,” Quinn said. “He’ll take care of you. You’ll be all right.”

			As Quinn looked them over, Shaw wondered: Could a human being sit up any more upright?

			“Very good, everyone,” Quinn said. “You can be confident that the Process will bring you comfort. Would you like some more beverage, Novice Carter?”

			He’d noted that Shaw’s iced tea was half empty.

			“No. I’m good. Thank you, Journeyman Quinn.”

			Conversation at the table resumed—but only momentarily. A silence descended in the room, punctuated by Companions’ whispering. Eyes had turned toward the front of the dining hall. Through the windows, Shaw detected movement along the path leading to the building. It was hard to make out anything specific in the dusk. Lamps on wooden poles lined the paths but the illumination was subdued and yellow. The lanterns added to the nineteenth-century feel.

			A whisper: “Is that him? Is he coming in?”

			“Sometimes he does at dinner.”

			“Let’s hope.”

			“Here he comes!”

			Two AUs opened the door, and in walked an entourage, led by a man in a white tunic. He strode slowly into the hall. Spontaneously, the slow, rhythmic clapping of earlier broke out.

			Master Eli paused, smiled and offered the shoulder salute to his flock.
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			Shaw knew from Mack’s research the man was forty-one. He seemed younger. Though not tall, he was in solid, sportsman’s shape, perfectly proportioned. When he walked he was perfectly upright.

			His broad, handsome face was well tanned. The eyes were piercingly blue, similar to Shaw’s though lighter, ethereal, and the upper lids dipped slightly, imparting what was sometimes described as bedroom eyes. The thick black hair was carefully trimmed and parted on the side. It was a politician’s cut. He wore an infinity amulet; his was gold.

			Shaw glanced at those who’d accompanied him. The two AUs who’d opened the door for him had watchful eyes and were, Shaw supposed, bodyguards. Also, there was a woman in her mid-forties with auburn hair. She too wore a white tunic, and her amulet was purple.

			Entering last was a young, diminutive balding man, about Eli’s height, in the standard blue Foundation uniform. He too wore a purple amulet and carried a thick notebook—leather bound, not like the ones the Companions had been issued. Eli paused and turned to him, whispering. The man drew a pen and jotted in the opened book. He had eager rabbit eyes.

			As Shaw scanned the crowd, the differences in the reactions among those present as they looked the leader’s way were intriguing. Most of the Novices were curious about the man to whom they were paying $7,500. Those with purple and red amulets gazed his way with adoring eyes and some seemed to puff up, in hopes of being seen by the man. Those with the silver necklaces, the Inner Circle, didn’t look at him at all but studied the crowd, as if gauging their reactions.

			Shaw took in the bodyguards. One was broad and dark, not particularly tall. The other was angular and well over six feet and had the stern, lined face and gray crew cut of a former drill instructor. It was impossible to imagine either of them smiling. Shaw named them Squat and Gray. Like the AUs, they wore gray tunics and no amulets.

			Why protection? There’d been the metal detector, the safety of the checked luggage and car searches, facial recognition. How much danger could a self-help guru be in?

			Eli circulated, smiling and pausing at tables, leaning down to speak with various Companions. Once, he gave a hearty laugh. Later he picked up a woman Apprentice’s notebook and read a page, while she blushed.

			He moved on. Shaw heard him say in response to a question, “I came up with that myself! No, really. It was my own idea.” Then: “Nobody else could figure out how to do it. It wasn’t easy, but I did.”

			As Eli looked their way, many of the Companions offered the shoulder salute. Sometimes Eli returned it, though usually he just nodded—the way a military officer chooses to respond to an enlisted man’s salute or not. Shaw’s impression was that the dining hall was an off-duty area and there was less formality here than during the daytime.

			The auburn-haired woman who accompanied Eli was attractive, with high cheekbones and carefully tended brows. She wore purple lipstick and foundation makeup. Her posture was good and her walk studied. A former model maybe.

			Eli would whisper to her occasionally. She’d give a smile or offer a reply.

			A voice in Shaw’s ear: Walter’s. “That’s Anja.”

			“His wife?”

			“Don’t know about that. Nobody gives away very much here. But whoever she is, she supposedly helped him found the place.”

			“And the bald kid?”

			“Journeyman Steve. Personal secretary, keeper of the details. I’ve never seen him without that notebook. Carries it around like a mother with her baby.”

			Shaw would have to be careful. He felt a tendency to fall into his real identity around Walter; he liked the man. He couldn’t afford to trip up.

			When Eli came to Victoria’s table, she grew nervous and animated. Her face radiated a very different self, one of adoration. She could look his way only for a few seconds without breaking eye contact, and she seemed breathless. Her face was flushed. While Shaw sensed she was taciturn by nature, now she engaged Eli in a nonstop monologue, as if—should she fall silent—he’d escape.

			Steve whispered to Eli, who silenced him with a wave of the hand and continued his conversation with Victoria. She wanted to show him something she’d written; she held her notebook out. He read the passage silently, then bent close and spoke to her. She beamed and saluted; he did the same. Victoria seemed deeply moved by this. Her adoring eyes followed him as he left.

			I prefer another name for brainwashing: menticide . . .

			Then Eli moved toward Shaw’s table.

			“Greetings, Novices Walter and Sally, Abby, John and Todd. And, Novices Henry and Carter—welcome on your first day here.”

			Impressive. He knew them all.

			They all mumbled various forms of hello. Shaw gave the shoulder salute, which brought a smile to Eli’s face. “Novice Carter, in our expedited program.”

			“That’s right, Master Eli. I was surprised. I didn’t exactly excel in school. I’ll do better here. I promise.”

			“When I created the Process, I decided we needed to make special arrangements for some of our Companions. I have every confidence in you.”

			This comment drew murmurs from the nearby tables. Eyes turned on Shaw. Some seemed impressed and pleased for him. But there was jealousy too.

			Shaw himself was troubled that he’d drawn attention, the last thing he wanted. He noted Victoria looking his way.

			Eli glanced at the picked-over dinner plates. “I hope you’re finding the meals acceptable. Remember, the fulfillment that the Foundation promises is emotional and psychological, not gastronomical.” Drawing gentle laughs. “Good luck with your training. I’ll see you tomorrow. You’re going to love what I’ve got in store for you.”

			The entourage moved on.

			A young redheaded woman nearby called, “Thank you, Master Eli. For everything. I’m so . . .” Concluding words eluded her.

			“It’s Apprentice Andi. Am I right?”

			“Yes . . .” The redhead was breathless. She mouthed, “Thank you.”

			“Thank you for being a part of the Foundation family.”

			Shaw whispered to Walter, “He’s memorized everybody’s name.”

			“Not exactly,” the older man said. “Gets prompts from his shadow.” A nod toward Steve.

			Eli and his entourage left via a side door, and conversation within the dining hall resumed immediately. Many of the Companions seemed to be dissecting what Eli had said and to whom.

			Shaw looked toward Victoria. Her head was down, as she jotted notes.

			The lights dimmed, simultaneously with the loudspeaker tones outside, then the keeper of the clock’s melodious voice: “The time is eight p.m. Dinner is concluded.”

			The Companions rose, bused their own dishes into gray bins and ambled out the doors. Shaw did the same.

			The sun was down and a faint iridescent blue glow filled the sky. Bright stars radiated, visible because of the muted lamplights. The air, steeped in pine and wood smoke, was bracing.

			Shaw paused just outside the door, looking about, as if to orient himself, though he knew exactly where he was and in what direction his dormitory lay. He was looking for Victoria. His excuse to speak to her would be to apologize for getting her into trouble because of his breaking the rules.

			After a few minutes, though, the hall was empty of Companions; only the cleaning crew remained. She hadn’t passed him.

			Then Shaw spotted her, walking up the steps to her dorm, across the central grounds from his. How had she gotten there? It had to be via the side door, the one that Eli and those with him had used, even though doing so meant a longer walk. It was almost as though she’d been intentionally avoiding Shaw.
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			June 16

			After breakfast the next day, Shaw strolled across the grounds as the brilliant rising sun poured over the landscape.

			He’d planned on eating quickly and then approaching Victoria afterward. But he’d arrived late. He’d had to return to his dorm for his notebook; an AU had noticed him barehanded and reminded him of the rule that you kept your notebook with you at all times. “You might,” the man said, “have an insight.” As if speaking of finding a pot of gold.

			By the time he was back in the hall, Victoria had left. Only ten minutes? Maybe she’d forgone the steam-table food—understandable—and had picked only juice, coffee or tea.

			The tones of “Ode to Joy” filled the camp.

			The angelic voice: “The time is nine a.m. All Novices please report to the Square for Master Eli’s First Discourse.”

			A command, Shaw noted. The word please didn’t mitigate.

			A moment later: “All other Companions who wish to hear Master Eli may attend as well.”

			The Square was a fifty-by-hundred-foot clearing in the portion of the camp near Eli’s residence. At the south side was a broad stage, whose backdrop was a purple banner with the words in dark gold: YESTERDAY, TODAY, TOMORROW, the same as the wrought-iron gate topper. Above the middle word was a large infinity symbol, also gold.

			The stage was about thirty feet across and bare except for three armchairs at the far right. Anja sat in one, Steve in another. The chair closer to center stage was higher. A throne.

			Shaw looked for Victoria. He couldn’t spot her in the crowd, which numbered maybe eighty or ninety people. Some of the Companions were chatting, some were silent and serious, some had smiles on their faces. In the center were the Novices, Apprentices and Journeymen. On the outskirts were the Inner Circle Companions, about two dozen of them. They were arrayed in fact in a circle.

			The entire camp appeared to be here, even though attendance was mandatory only for Novices.

			Synthesizer music suddenly filled the air: this time the entire “Ode to Joy” theme from Beethoven’s Ninth, a more rousing and, yes, joyous composition could be found nowhere in the classical repertoire. The ICs began clapping in time to the music, and Shaw realized that the meter was that of the clapping from last night. Everyone, including Shaw, joined in.

			For a minute or so the musical notes echoed through the valley, then they ended abruptly—though the clapping did not. The ICs kept it up, encouraging—requiring—the whole assembly to do the same. Finally Master Eli strode onto the stage, arms raised, radiating a smile. Anja and Steve were on their feet too and slapping their palms together like everyone else.

			Not all of the ICs were participating, though. Some held tablets and from time to time made notes or took videos of Eli and the crowd.

			Voices in the audience would yell “Master Eli!” There were cheers and impassioned cries whose words Shaw couldn’t make out because of the cacophony.

			Eli would occasionally point to someone in the audience and smile or give the shoulder salute.

			Then to everyone: “Greetings, my dear Companions!”

			Some in the audience cried out in response. The Inner Circle began calling, “Greet-ings, greet-ings!” lifting their arms and clapping in that 4/4 meter slap of palms. The ICs would make forays into the crowd to make sure the other Companions kept up the recitation. This rally-esque frenzy set Shaw on edge but he played along and kept a ridiculous smile plastered to his face as he recited the word over and over.

			Eventually the clapping and chanting petered out.

			“What a gorgeous group you are! Gorgeous!” Eli walked closer to the edge of the stage, which was about six feet high, unnecessarily lofty; though he wasn’t tall, he could easily have been seen from the back of the square if the platform had been half as high.

			“Welcome to my Discourse. First one. First time’s always good, right? You’re going to love it. I guarantee you that. All you Novices out there . . . you’re going to love it.” He looked to several Journeymen near the front of the stage. “Aren’t they going to love it?”

			The men and women seemed delighted to have been singled out. They nodded and beamed.

			“Sure you are. See? I’m telling you.”

			Clapping. Shaw’s hands were already stinging. He’d grow calluses if this kept up. His eyes met John’s, and the man gave a faint smile and flapped his hands, as if they stung. Shaw nodded back.

			Walter and Sally approached Shaw. He was surprised when Sally said, “Morning, Novice Carter.” That she’d retained Shaw’s name clearly pleased her husband.

			“What’ll this be?” Shaw asked, glancing toward the stage.

			Walter said, “Introduction to the Foundation and the Process. Meet the master. It’s for the newbies but, well, if you didn’t guess, Eli likes big audiences. I heard they take note about who doesn’t show up.”

			The infamous They.

			“It’s not a bad idea to sit through it again, though. The Process can be a little . . . ungraspable at first. If that’s a word.”

			“Ought to be, if it isn’t.”

			Eli walked slowly left to right, every eye following him, then he returned to center stage. He wasn’t in the sun, yet his face and white tunic glowed. There were no obvious stage lights but looking back Shaw saw several large halogens half-hidden in trees. There was no sound or light booth; it appeared that the beams were operated by a computerized system that followed him automatically wherever he moved onstage.

			Eli began speaking in a soothing baritone. “The Today that we live in is so brief. In the whole scheme of the Universe, it’s fleeting. A blink. You know what I mean?” He snapped his fingers. “There. Uh-oh. Missed it. Here, then gone. That’s why we can’t waste a second, not one single second, on regret, unhappiness, sorrow, anxiety, depression, mourning. Not one damn second. All those bad things that plague us. Can’t waste time.”

			Murmurs of agreement.

			“Nobody’s immune. They’ve plagued me, troubles have, I’ll tell you that.” He repeated slowly, “Bad things. Oh, the stories I could tell you about my past, my youth. Everything I’ve been through. Nobody’s been through harder times than I have. I know you’ve checked me out some. I know you’ve Googled me, right? Of course you have!”

			Which wouldn’t have done much good, since your minions acid-washed your presence right off the web.

			Eli pointed to the crowd. “You’re smart, you’re the smartest! You’re gorgeous!”

			“We love you, Master Eli!”

			Applause and cheers. He calmed them with a smile and a palm-down gesture, the way you’d still a jumping dog.

			“‘Googled’! How’s that for a word? In my day, we didn’t say, ‘I encyclopediaed somebody.’ Or ‘I libraried them.’”

			The crowd laughed and Colter Shaw, who had grown up in a tech-free home, decided that at last he and Eli agreed on something.

			“So. Fellow Companions, for those who don’t know what Google is, I’m going to tell you a little bit about Master Eli. My parents passed when I was young and I endured a series of foster homes. It was a difficult time for me, terrible. Abuse, deprivation. Living on the streets. I was beaten, I was robbed.”

			The hushed pedal tones of sympathy rose from the grounds.

			“Some of you may not believe it, looking at me now, but I was in bad shape. And—you’re my friends so I’ll share with you—I have no trouble sharing. So I’ll share with you that there were some bad people who took advantage of me. Some very bad people. The worst. They forced me to try drinking, try drugs. Oh, I stopped that. I knew that wasn’t good for me. I could do that, I could stop. It took strength but that’s one thing I have. Oh, I’ve got strengths you wouldn’t believe.

			“I can tell strong people. I can tell by looking who’s strong and who isn’t. I can see you’re strong too, aren’t you? I can see it. So I stopped all that bad behavior. I woke up one morning and said, ‘This isn’t right.’ And I kicked all the bad things out, the bad people. Nobody was going to get anything over on me ever again. I used my willpower and, bang, kicked all the bad stuff and bad people out.

			“I turned my life around. I graduated from high school in three years, valedictorian. I was captain of all sorts of clubs and teams. Football. You like football? I see the men out there, I’m looking at some players, aren’t I? I can spot you. And I’ll bet you ladies like to go to a game too now and then, right? Sure you do. That was my sport, football. Quarterback. Track and field too. I have a hundred trophies.

			“I got a business degree from one of the best colleges in the country, graduated at the top of my class. Summa cum laude. I started companies, a dozen of them. They all did great. I made a ton of money, hired a ton of employees. Successful! All my companies. They were perfect, they were gorgeous! I made money hand over fist!”

			Shaw scanned the crowd. Mostly adoring faces. But some perplexed expressions too, among the Novices. Shaw finally spotted Victoria, in the back. Like everyone else, her notebook was tucked under her arm, freeing her hands for the clapping. Her face gazed at Eli with adoration.

			“But all the time I was leading the team to championships, a dozen championships, two dozen, all the time I was running my companies, the loneliness and depression were always there.

			“My life was loneliness, sadness. Missing my parents, missing my fellow foster brothers and sisters—I’d bond with them and then I’d be taken away from them. You know what that’s like, don’t you? Losing someone? Sure you do. You know how that stays with you, like a headache that just won’t quit. Like that splinter in your finger you just can’t get out.

			“And it wasn’t just me in pain. It was everywhere: people being discontented. In business, in their marriages. I didn’t know what to do about it. I tried that therapy stuff. You ever try that?”

			Bobbing heads.

			“Doesn’t work so great, does it?”

			Mutterings of agreement.

			“Like everybody else, I muddled along. I did the best I could. I made money. And I kept thinking I’ll just have to live with it. But I felt so helpless, right? You know that, don’t you? Of course you do.”

			“But then . . .” Eli eased closer to the edge of the stage. He looked his parishioners over, catching one Companion’s eye, pausing, then another’s. His next words were whispered. “But then something happened. Something big. It was a day in June. Very much like today. I can picture it now. I can see it perfectly. I was with some business associates driving to a meeting at one of my factories in the countryside.” He held his right hand up, palm out. “And in a flash . . .”

			Of the hundred people in the Square, not a soul made a single decibel of sound.

			“In a flash . . . an oncoming car crossed the centerline and rammed us. Head-on.”

			Gasps. Cries of “No!”

			“Three people died.” He shook his head. “Three people . . . And I was one of them.”

		


		
			29.

			You’ve heard of near-death experiences, right? Sure you have. You read about them all the time. See them on TV. Don’t you?”

			More nods, whispers of “Yes.”

			“The doctors told me later that what I experienced wasn’t near-death. It was death itself. I actually died.”

			This stirred up hushed buzzing from the crowd.

			“They’d never seen anything like it before. Well, naturally.” A broad smile. “I’ve got to do things different. Anybody can get near death. But I was the real deal. That’s me. I don’t fool around. The docs, they’d given up on me. Then what happened?”

			A Companion near Shaw whispered, “I came back.”

			Eli: “I came back.”

			The man beside Shaw, a Journeyman, knew Eli’s Discourse so well he could recite it. He wasn’t alone. The audience contained a dozen other lip-synchers.

			“Those doctors, they told me later they’d never seen anyone fight so hard to come back to life. I was one for the textbooks, they said. Some of them wrote about me. I’m in famous medical journals. Oh, they changed my name, of course, so I wouldn’t be mobbed, but I’m there.

			“And do you know why I fought so hard?”

			“Tell us!”

			“Why, Master Eli?”

			Many of these responses seemed to be coming from the Inner Circle Companions. Premeditated, of course, though they gave the impression of spontaneity.

			“Why did I fight so hard?” A whisper once more: “Why did I come back?” Pointing now to the Companions in a slow sweep. “For you. Because I had learned something in that terrible experience. I had learned how to bring an end to your unhappiness.

			“Right then, coming out of the anesthetic, staring at the light above the operating table”—he lifted his hands high above his head—“I knew what I had to do. I had to give up pursuing money and success. I would use all my talents from school, from sports, from business and turn them to a new life goal. To eliminating the sorrow and mourning and the loneliness that I saw all around me. And it doesn’t matter how successful you are. In Hollywood. On Wall Street.”

			Eli fired a smile toward Shaw.

			“In the forestry business.”

			Slick . . .

			“So I sold my companies—at huge profits, by the way. I got every last penny, so I could fund this place. I traveled the world to study philosophy . . .”

			Another voice near Shaw was speaking simultaneously with Eli: “. . . religion and science and medicine. I worked day and night . . .”

			“I once worked twenty-six hours in one day! How did I do that? Can you imagine how I did that?”

			Whispers, “The time zone.”

			Eli laughed. “The time zone. I gained two hours flying east to west. I studied all the time. Study, study, study. Some of the beliefs I rejected, some I liked. Everywhere I went I looked for people who were happy and those who weren’t. And finally . . . finally I learned the secret to overcoming depression and anxiety and that feeling of loss. And I created the Osiris Foundation.”

			A wave of clapping, begun by the well-oiled Inner Circle, as coordinated as the Rockettes at Rockefeller Center.

			Lifting both his arms, quieting the audience. “Do you know why I’ve named our group after Osiris?”

			“Tell us!” came a shout.

			“We love you, Master Eli!”

			“Ancient Egypt, 2500 B.C., Osiris was a god, murdered by his brother, who cut the body into pieces and scattered them over Egypt.”

			Shaw half-expected the audience to start booing Osiris’s evil brother but they remained silent.

			“Now, get this. Are you ready? Osiris’s wife and her sister traveled the country, found the pieces and bound them in cloth—that’s where the practice of mummification came from, by the way. So Osiris . . . after the parts were put back together, he became even more powerful. He became god of fertility and of the underworld. He controlled birth and death. What a gorgeous man!

			“That’s why I named our family the Osiris Foundation—because Osiris was dismantled and then reassembled into someone new. Someone stronger, more content, happier. I mean, hey, the god of fertility? He’d have to be pretty happy with that job, wouldn’t you think? Sign me up for that one!”

			Eli was eating up the laughter.

			“Well, that’s what I’m going to do for you. I’ve created a way to take you apart and reassemble you into the person you should be. Happy, content, productive, loving and loved. And how do I do that? Somebody tell me. I want to hear it!”

			A chorus shouted, “The Process!”

			Fierce clapping, not in rhythm to Beethoven or any other piece of music. Just feverish applause.

			“And what does the Process help us do? What does it help us get back to? Somebody knows the answer! Somebody out there. The Process helps us get back to our . . .”

			“True Core!”

			“See, I said you were the best! I knew it! Our True Core. Some people call it your soul, some people call it your spirit . . . But those words carry a lot of baggage. Let’s get rid of that and call it your True Core. It’s who you really are, who you were born as. You can look at it like a beautiful garden that over the years has been built on. Now there’s an ugly concrete building, dirty clapboard walls, covered with a rusty tin roof. Graffiti. There’s trash in the yard.

			“But the garden’s still there, the roots living under the ground. The Process tears down the clapboard, cuts up the roof, jackhammers the foundation, carts it all away. It opens up the garden once more.

			“Through the Process you ‘true up.’ That’s what I call it, tearing down that ugly building and starting over. Like Osiris.”

			A chant: “True up, true up, true up!”

			The whisper beside Shaw: “From the Yesterday, a better Today . . .”

			Eli called out, “From the Yesterday, a better Today . . . From the Today, a perfect Tomorrow.”

			“You’re our Guiding Beacon!”

			“We love you!”

			Eli raised his arms over his head again, shouting, “The best . . . is yet to come. The best . . . is yet to come!”

			The ICs whipped up the frenzy: “The best . . .”

			The crowd responded, “. . . is yet to come!”

			Eli strode off the stage, to his two awaiting bodyguards. Then he vanished. Anja and Steve rose and followed.

			The call-and-response chanting filled the valley and, somehow, Shaw felt the words resonating in his chest.

			“The best . . . is yet to come!”
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			Never be obvious.

			In other words: keep a low profile. This is how Colter Shaw was presently following Victoria through the camp.

			At the end of the Discourse, he’d noted her eyes wide with adulation, staring at Eli. When he walked from the stage, she turned and clutched her notebook to her chest, then headed to the woods bordering the eastern side of the camp.

			Shaw had followed. He watched her in the reflection of windows. Watched her in his periphery. Watched her shadow when he couldn’t watch her actual form.

			She now entered the woods and started up the hill, on the top of which was the bluff overlooking fifty miles of majestic panorama, anchored by soaring peaks. Victoria’s head was down, framed by ringlets of hair.

			She was climbing steadily to the bluff. The steep incline didn’t slow her. Shaw followed with sufficient distance so that if he happened to step on one of the branches or crisp leaves he was trying to avoid, she probably wouldn’t hear.

			Shaw himself now heard a snap; the sound was from behind him. He stopped quickly, crouched and looked back. Though the foliage was thick—sage, holly and serviceberry—it wasn’t so dense that it would obscure the pale blue tops or gray tunics of a Companion or an AU following. Still, he saw nothing. He waited a moment longer. No more noise, no motion. If anyone had been following him, he or she had vanished . . . or had gone silent.

			Should he double back and see? No, he decided.

			He glanced up the hill. Victoria was no longer in sight.

			He continued east, climbing toward the grassy bluff on the other side of the woods. When he got to the top he spotted her on one of the benches overlooking the view. Her notebook was open, though she wasn’t jotting in it. She was staring out.

			Deciding not to walk onto the bluff from the same trail she’d used—she’d think he was following her—he retraced his steps a dozen yards, once again looking for anyone surveilling him. He saw no one. He found another path up to the bluff and hiked up this one, emerging on the bluff well to Victoria’s right.

			He walked close to the edge himself, surveying the cliff once more. In the full light, he decided, it was still a bad one for climbing, certainly for a descent. You’d have to rappel. He reflected that the surface was similar to that of Echo Ridge, which he had never climbed but had in fact executed a high-speed rappel to get to the base. He never was quite sure why he did. The body that lay, shattered, in the dry creek bed below was long past saving.

			Turning, he glanced Victoria’s way. Her eyes were on him. Her reaction was curious. She looked down to her notebook quickly. His impression was that she felt guilty, as if she’d been caught daydreaming when she should have been writing in the journal.

			Shaw squinted and walked closer. “You . . . from last night.”

			“Novice . . .”

			“Carter. And you’re . . .” Frowning at his feigned defective memory.

			“Apprentice Victoria.” They did the shoulder salute; hers was reluctant. She wasn’t pleased at his presence.

			He said, “Didn’t remember. This whole place is kind of weird. Or maybe I’m not supposed to call it ‘place.’” Her gray eyes were mesmerizing.

			“What do you mean?” Her voice was abrupt. She wasn’t nearly as timid as last night, though Shaw wasn’t the dangerous Hugh or all-powerful Eli.

			“Somebody called the Foundation something like that last night and got corrected.”

			“There’s no rule about not calling the Foundation the ‘place.’” She returned to her journal.

			He looked over the distant mountains. “This isn’t a coincidence. Me coming up here.”

			“I know. I saw you looking at me at the Discourse.”

			“Just wanted to say sorry. I screwed up. Got you in trouble.”

			Silence bled between them.

			Shaw finally said, “That curfew—ten o’clock. Do they really have bears and wolves here, you think?”

			“I don’t know. You hear howls sometimes.”

			A moment passed. “Anyway. Screwed up. Sorry. That Hugh—I met him. He’s pretty . . . tough. Wouldn’t want to get on his bad side.”

			She didn’t stiffen at the mention of his name—which Shaw had dropped to begin to build an alliance between them. But her eyes stopped scanning her notebook for a moment.

			Victoria then softened. “There weren’t any serious consequences. I was careless. It was my fault.” She glanced down at her open notebook, which was filled with dense jottings, a few sketches too. Clumsy ones. Her handwriting was abysmal. “Last night at the table, I had a thought about a Plus. A good one. It felt important and I was concentrating on that.”

			“A ‘Plus’?” And hadn’t somebody referred to a “Minus” too?

			She was confused for a moment, then nodded. “Oh, that’s right. You haven’t met with your trainer yet.”

			“No. That’s next.”

			“You’ll find out. I can’t say anything. We can’t give away any of the Process to a new Companion.”

			He sat. He wasn’t close but her shoulders narrowed.

			“This is all pretty strange,” he said.

			Colter Shaw was taciturn by nature but he found that being talkative was a helpful tool in his reward-seeking efforts. Chatting put people at ease and gave him a chance to gauge reaction to his words, maybe exposing subjects to probe. He continued to ramble. “I’ve never done, you know, group therapy. And this place seems so . . . I don’t know what to call it. Focused, maybe. Intense. I thought it’d be more casual. Free to come and go, maybe play some Frisbee.”

			“Master Eli feels that to true up you can’t be distracted. You need to be contained for the Process to work. He says the genie gets his power from the lamp he’s confined in.”

			“I like that,” Shaw said. He fell silent and looked at the distant peaks. The view was similar to the vista as seen from Echo Ridge, though there the mountaintops in the distance were like rotting teeth. Here, they were gentler, their light gray summits rising above skirts of green forest. He pivoted toward her.

			“He’s something, Master Eli. I get restless usually. Don’t like to just stand around. But I could listen to him for hours. And that experience he had, the death experience.”

			“Oh, Master Eli is the smartest and most generous man in the world.”

			Which were, Shaw believed, the exact words of blood-spattered Adelle.

			“This better work. I don’t have a lot of options, you know. I’ve tried everything. Meds, shrinks. Nothing really works.” Shaw lifted a hand and let it rest on his thigh. He sighed.

			Don’t overact.

			Victoria asked, “All your life? Have you had problems all your life, or did something happen?”

			He told her about Carter Skye’s lifelong issues—wrong side of the tracks, dabbling in drugs, fights, glancing involvement with gangs when he was doing day labor. “Been in jail. Have to tell you.”

			She had no reaction to this.

			He told her that what caused the nosedive recently was the death of his father in a tragic accident. If she’d asked, he would have assigned the tragedy to a car crash, not the truth: a tumble from ten stories in the air. That would be a bit close to home.

			Victoria didn’t ask.

			“I hope this works.” He watched her face closely. “Guy I knew told me about it. Adam Harper. You know him?”

			“No.”

			Shaw couldn’t tell if she was telling the truth. There’d been the slightest of hesitations before the word. If she in fact had not known him, that would be a setback. He’d hoped to learn more about the young man and what had happened in his stay at the camp.

			His death was a question that had to be answered . . .

			She absently riffled the notebook pages. Her fingernails were pink. “The Process’ll help. Just takes work.” Her face grew animated. “Master Eli’s Second Discourse is this afternoon. It’s so . . . inspiring. You’ll see. Everything’ll be made clear.”

			“Why’re you here?” Shaw supposed it was okay to ask. Journeyman Quinn had urged them to share last night. Maybe being candid was part of truing up.

			She answered without hesitation. “I’m the director of a private library in Portland. I’ve loved books all my life. I have a degree in library science. One in philosophy too.”

			One of Shaw’s father’s hobbies, a curious one certainly but—to Ashton—exciting. Shaw, as Skye, asked, “You . . . I mean, they give you a degree for that?”

			Victoria continued without responding, “I was married to a great guy, had a beautiful son. Everything was going . . . perfectly.”

			Shaw had already spotted the past tense verbs.

			“Last year I was visiting my mother. She’d had surgery. Don and Joey were home. They were watching a movie in the den. A superhero movie. So they’d shut the lights out. They think—the police think—that the man who broke in thought the place wasn’t occupied. They’d paused the movie to get some snacks. He walked into the house. He got spooked when he ran into my husband and son. He started shooting. He didn’t need to. But he did.”

			Her voice was as emotion-free as Adelle’s when she’d told him about losing her baby.

			“Goddamn. Sorry. How’re you . . .” His voice faded.

			“Then came the drinking. Some painkillers too, but mostly the bottle.”

			And here Shaw had been joking about bartenders last night.

			She said, “I have days, hard ones. Really hard. It all comes back to me.”

			Like when she saw Adam, lying dead on the rocks below her. He could picture her face.

			“But I’m working on it.” She tapped the notebook.

			He was going to continue the conversation, get to know her better, but he’d lost track of time. The heavenly tones sounded and the voice gave the hour and echoed: “Novices, report to your trainers.”

			When he hesitated, she looked slightly alarmed. “You can’t be late. That’s rule—”

			“Twelve. I’ve learned some of them.”

			He’d hoped for a smile.

			Shaw waited a moment but she’d returned to her notebook once more, and he had ceased to exist.
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			Walking down the hill, along the path bordered with trees and bushes, Shaw noticed a golf cart pull up to the back of Building 14.

			What was inside the structure?

			He veered off the path and crouched behind a dense boxwood, which radiated its characteristically tart smell. The three men inside climbed out. He was curious why they were not wearing amulets though their outfits were the regulation blue and black uniforms. That was a breach of the rules.

			One looked up and down the grassy area behind this building and the dorms. He nodded. Another unlocked the back door, while the third, donning work gloves, picked up a cardboard carton from the back and carried it inside. They all marched in and the door closed.

			He was still curious if there might be weapons inside. The box seemed heavy and was being carried gingerly; ammunition?

			From the angle, Shaw hadn’t been able to see clearly, though he believed he caught a glint of metal before the door closed.

			He returned to the path and walked across the Square to Building 7, where he would meet with his trainer, Samuel. He entered the building. A whiteboard on an easel reported that his session was in Room 4. He knocked and it opened.

			“Hello, hello, hello! So good to see you again, Novice Carter. Come in, come in!”

			Round, cheerful Journeyman Samuel gave the shoulder salute—Shaw did the same—and gestured him to an armchair. Samuel sat in a facing chair. There were small tables beside each. Shaw’s held a bottle of water and a box of Kleenex. In the back of the room was a desk. No windows. The walls—purple, of course—were barren of decorations. The space was small, confining, the air close.

			The genie gets his power from the lamp he’s confined in . . . 

			Samuel sat, crossed his legs and took a pad of paper, which he set on his lap. No electronic tablet here. He picked up a pen.

			“How’s your time here going?”

			“Okay. I guess. I don’t know. Just a few hours. But what Mr. Eli—Master Eli—said this morning? I kinda liked it.”

			Is this what Carter Skye, the troubled forestry worker, would say?

			Yes, he decided.

			“And you’ve got more in store for you this afternoon.”

			Shaw stretched back and examined the room. “Kind of, you know, weird to me. I don’t do so good joining things. End up getting in fights and kicked out.”

			“Of course it’s weird. At this stage, for you, it’s like summer camp. Don’t really know the lay of the land. Did you go?”

			Shaw’s character uttered a scoff.

			Samuel nodded broadly. “I never did either! Mum and Dad couldn’t scrape together the moola. I had to work. In a soda shop. You?”

			Young Colter had worked almost every day of his younger years—around the Compound. Hunting for dinner, dressing game, repairing fences, cutting firewood, and learning how to grapple a man twice his size to the ground and disable him with a knee in the solar plexus.

			“Odd jobs,” he said.

			“A boy who wasn’t afraid of getting his hands dirty! We need more of that, don’t we? This generation, I tell you.” A sour face appeared. “Okay. Let’s get started.” Samuel looked him over closely. “Now, remember, the Process is how you true up, uncover your True Core. You’re probably thinking it’s intimidating, overwhelming. Well, it’s not, not at all. That’s Master Eli’s genius. You don’t need to study Sanskrit or memorize the Bhagavad Gita or recite passages from the Talmud or hold some bizarre yoga pose for hours. Master Eli has made the Process accessible to everyone. Your work is simple as can be.”

			“And what is that?”

			Samuel stared into Shaw’s eyes. “All you have to do is tell me the truth.”
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			I’ll ask you about your life—personal and professional—and we identify those aspects where you have strong feelings.”

			Samuel made a fist. “Really strong thoughts and feelings. Passionate. About people, places, situations, work. Every interaction and reaction you have. The bad feelings—anger, fear, sorrow—and the good ones—joy, love, comfort. We call them—how clever is this? The Minuses and the Pluses.”

			So that’s what they were.

			Samuel said, “The important thing is that you feel them intensely. I hate this, I love that.”

			“And then?”

			The man lifted his hands, palms up. “Then you meditate on what we’ve identified.”

			“And that, like, tears down the clapboard house and lets the garden of our True Core grow.”

			A crinkle in Samuel’s eyes. “A man who pays attention. Some people don’t. With all kind respect to them, they fuddle about—is that a word? They fuddle and they listen with half an ear or with one ear, not both. My, witty metaphors are escaping me at the moment. But you can see what I’m getting at. You, Novice Carter, are serious about truing up and you’ve got the intelligence to do it. More important, you’ve got the grit, the edge. I like that. Master Eli likes that. He was smart to put you on the expedited track.”

			Interesting. It was Eli himself who had picked him.

			“When a Plus or Minus rears its good or bad head, we’ll jump on it and dig deeper.”

			“So just think about things in my life?”

			“Simple as that.”

			“And I’m paying for this?” he muttered.

			Samuel gave a hearty laugh. “Oh, I like you, Novice Carter. Oh, there’s a bit more to the Process. But Master Eli will share that this afternoon in the Second Discourse. Now, let’s take a look at some Minuses, shall we? We always start with those. Run-ins with the law—understand there’ve been a few of those. Problems with the parents. Those controlled substances, old demon rum.”

			He nodded at the box of Kleenex. Shaw looked at it quizzically.

			“You get a little cry-ey, it’s all right. It means the Process is working.”

			The last time Shaw had teared up was when his fifth metacarpal on his right hand—the little finger—bent in a remarkable and noisy way during a minor climbing mishap.

			Skye gave an insulted scoff. Samuel was tickled by the reaction.

			Samuel smoothed pages in the open notebook. “Let’s find out a little about you.” He asked about the darker side of Skye’s life: the reclusiveness, the drinking, the drugs, the depression, the restlessness.

			He then spent a long time asking about Skye’s job in the forestry field, what companies he’d worked for, did he have aspirations to own a business?

			“Lot of Minuses in the world of the daily grind,” Samuel explained.

			Gripping his cover story hard, Shaw tried to appear calm as he fabricated. He was hoping his memory wouldn’t fail him. He’d heard about the Method, where a theater or movie actor draws on real events and relationships in his own life as a springboard to shape the character he’s playing. But in reality, Shaw’s life had no grounding in Carter Skye’s. So his palms sweated as he spun a tale of a thirty-something man of some promise, whose emotional glitches had derailed him.

			Samuel then asked about his romantic life. He pulled out Margot’s avatar and answered the questions as they came flying toward him.

			He sipped water. Wiped some sweat.

			Without any watch or clock—and unable to hear the voice of the Timekeeping Goddess, Shaw was disoriented. Had it been an hour? He hoped the session was finished.

			Samuel flipped through his notes, nodding. Then he took his glasses off and polished them. “Remember I told you what your job was?”

			Shaw nodded. “To tell you the truth.”

			“Exactly.” Samuel now slipped the glasses back on and leaned forward. The kindly grandfather vanished. His face was cold: “Let’s cut the bullshit. Tell me what you’re really doing here.”
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			Hell, how had he been tripped up?

			To be a good liar, you need a good memory. Had he contradicted himself?

			Had he sounded too sophisticated for a former con and street hustler?

			Had the beardless Santa Claus been too disarming? Shaw too unguarded?

			But there was nothing to do but keep the show going. He conjured a perplexed look. “What do you mean?”

			“Oh, you’ve had some boo-hoo moments in your jobs.” A tap on the notebook. “And Daddy or Mommy passed down a feelin’-sad gene or two. And you got too restless for your girlfriend’s liking. But those’re mosquito bites. People don’t come to the Osiris Foundation and pay this kind of money and undergo all this work for boo-hoo. They come out of desperation. Not a single thing you’ve told me paints you as desperate.” The eyes through the round-lens spectacles bored into his. “I want to know . . . the . . . truth.”

			Without a moment’s hesitation Colter Shaw blurted, “My brother.”

			And thought: The hell have I just done?

			

			—

			
			Later, Shaw would wonder if perhaps he mentioned Russell because of the Method.

			Or maybe it was simply an improvised survival technique. He instinctively knew he had to maintain his cover—and avoid a beating and, not inconceivably, death—so he’d blurted out a credible answer to the question.

			But Colter Shaw also had to admit that maybe what had happened was this: Here in the close room, sitting before a perceptive and smart and sympathetic man, the undercover fiction had been suspended. Shaw, not Skye, was here, a Companion at the Foundation, and really was suffering from the tragedy of a missing brother. He really was undergoing the first stage of the Process in an effort to true up. He really did desire to move up to the Apprentice level, then become a Journeyman and a member of the Inner Circle, earning a coveted silver amulet.

			It was perfectly natural for him to blurt out that the main reason he was here was the consuming Minus in his life: the sorrow of his brother’s vanishing.

			He thought with some bitter irony of Eli’s story about Osiris and his brother.

			Samuel was jotting. He looked up. “Ah, yes, yes. I see in your face, Novice Carter, that we’re onto something. We get many people here about their siblings. See, that’s the trifecta of the Process. People are plagued with Minuses from love, from work and from their families. Parents, of course. What a minefield that is! My own father and mother were certainly poster parents for the ill-equipped. I am, after all, ensconced here. Master Eli truly saved my bacon when it came to Mom and Dad. But siblings too. Ever a source for joy . . . and consternation. Your brother. His name?”

			“Randall.” Too close to Russell? No matter. He had spoken; there was no going back.

			“Randy?”

			“No. Randall.”

			“Was he named after a relative?”

			Ashton Shaw had named his children after pioneers. Russell, for the nineteenth-century explorer Osborne Russell; Colter, for mountain man John Colter; and Dorie, after Marie Aioe Dorion, one of the first mountain women in North America.

			“So Randall has brought you here.” Samuel’s voice was low as he added, “Has he passed away?”

			“We don’t know.”

			“We?”

			“The family. My mother, my sister.”

			Okay, watch yourself. Get ahead of the situation.

			More water.

			“So he left home, and never was in touch?”

			“That’s it, yeah.”

			“I see. A question of to be or not to be. Or to shift from the infinitive conjugation to the present tense—is or is not. Look at that narrowing of your eye, Novice Carter. If I had a stethoscope on your chest, I suspect I’d hear a little acceleration of the lubdub, lubdub, wouldn’t I?”

			“Maybe. I guess.”

			Then the man’s eyes narrowed and the smile vanished. “You understand I joke because we’re treading through dangerous territory when we start uncovering the big Minuses. The serious ones. I want you to feel at ease. What we’re doing here is vital to truing up, to your becoming a Journeyman, free of the Minuses that have prevented you from reaching the garden of your True Core. You’re hurting, you came here to fix that. Master Eli wants to help you, he lives to help you. And we can help. We will help.”

			Samuel was right about the ticker.

			Lubdub . . .

			“Tell me about it.”

			“He was my big brother, my protector. Then he was gone. Just left.”

			“You hesitated just a wink there once again. Before ‘my’ protector. You have mettle, Novice Carter, mettle and street smarts. And you know how to use your fists. I don’t really think you would need protecting at any age. No, within your family, I suspect someone else would need looking out for. Your mother, maybe. No . . . wait. You’re the product of a strong mother too. Your sister. Am I near the mark?”

			“That’s right.”

			“And her name?”

			“Doris.”

			Too damn close. Watch it, Shaw told himself sternly, picturing again Hugh’s fierce blow to the reporter’s face.

			“So Randall was protecting her from what? Or whom? Your father? Was he . . . inappropriate?”

			“No, no, nothing like that.”

			Samuel’s tone and furrowed brow were that of an attentive and benevolent father—a man very different from Ashton Shaw, later in his life, whose shifting eyes and mouth chewy from the antipsychotics forced Shaw to look away from him. A man whose words, brilliant in his younger days, grew increasingly inane and dark toward the end.

			“Go on.”

			Shaw was thinking: I come here to find out why a man died in my care, and to help out a complete stranger, and I end up in a shrink’s session. Colter Shaw was a man who had never been to therapy, resisting even Margot’s suggestion. He recalled an incident from several years ago, his lover tossing her light blond curls off her shoulder looking over at him from behind her desk in the university archeological department. She asked him point-blank if they could go see a therapist. He’d demurred. Sometimes he thought this had been a grave mistake; sometimes not.

			Restless . . .

			“Doris was strong, is strong. But Father pushed her too far. He thought he was doing it for her own good. He was putting her in danger.”

			“At sports?”

			Ashton tried to force her, at thirteen, to rock climb a sheer hundred-foot cliff by herself at night. And that was just one of the trials the demented man had in store for his children. To toughen them up. To teach them how to survive.

			“Yes. He was pushing her too hard. He put her at risk, physically. Mentally too.”

			“And Randall put a stop to it?”

			“Yes.”

			“We’re near something here, Novice Carter. But hovering only. A troubled, dangerous father . . . an older brother looking out for a little sister. You . . . you haven’t mentioned your role in this story. Let’s talk about that.”

			Palms glistened once more.

			“Not long after the last incident with Doris, our father died.”

			“How?” Samuel asked quickly.

			Shaw paused. “At first, it looked like an accident.”

			“‘Looked like.’ That’s a loaded phrase. But it wasn’t?”

			“No. Murder or manslaughter.”

			“My. And you thought . . . ?”

			Shaw said, “I thought my brother killed him.”

			“Patricide. Well.”

			“He didn’t. We found out later who really did it. Ru—Randall had nothing to do with it. But he disappeared right after the funeral. Which didn’t make sense.” Shaw lifted his hands. “And no word since. It’s been years.”

			“And you think he knew you suspected him. And hated you for it.”

			Shaw nodded.

			“And you never had a chance to talk to him. To apologize or explain.”

			“No. All these years. I’ve tried to find him and talk to him. No luck.”

			Samuel leaned back. “What would you say was the greatest Minus regarding your brother? What hurts the most?”

			“He’d been my friend.” Shaw took a breath. “I was his. And I ruined it.”

			“Well, Novice Carter, we’ve made excellent progress on our first session. Best to give it a rest for now. We’ll break that Minus down. Grind it up like making gravel from rocks. Don’t worry. You’re doing fine. We’ll leave it there for now. Go and journal about what you told me. But don’t go far. You don’t want to be late for Master Eli’s Second Discourse. No, sir, you’ll want to hear every word.”
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			How bad was it?”

			Shaw turned.

			Victoria stood ten feet behind him.

			“I saw you come out of Building Seven. You don’t look so good.”

			Shaw shrugged.

			She gave a wan laugh and her high forehead wrinkled slightly with faint, early-thirties lines. “Who’s your trainer?”

			“Journeyman Samuel.”

			“He’s good. No hardball tactics like some of them. Still, it’s tough to be interrogated over every detail of your life. About the library business. What had my late husband done professionally, how did that affect me? What do I feel about my father being a rich bank lawyer? Do I resent him?”

			“That’s how it went. What do I know about the forestry business and logging companies? I’m a surveyor. Then there was the family stuff.”

			“That can be hard.”

			He shrugged as if he didn’t want to talk about the session any more. “How long until you’re a Journeyman?”

			“A few days, I hope. There’s still work to do. Some other steps. The Endurances.”

			Odd she used that word. Ashton Shaw insisted that the children pass survival endurance tests, one of which was Doris’s late-night climb that broke the family apart.

			He laughed grimly to himself. He’d used the fictional name. He corrected: his sister, Dorion.

			“Greetings, Companions” came the soft, male voice from behind them.

			Shaw recognized it immediately.

			They both turned. Approaching was Eli and his entourage: Anja and Steve, along with the two AU minders, Squat and Gray.

			Everyone exchanged the salute, except for Anja. She nodded and with a faint smile stepped back slightly.

			“Novice Carter and Apprentice Victoria,” Eli said. He appeared pleased to see them.

			“Master Eli.” Victoria’s voice quavered and her head dipped, as if she were in the presence of royalty.

			Shaw nodded to the man. Up close, he could see that Eli’s blue eyes were so light the color had to come from theatrical contact lenses.

			“How did your first session go today?” he asked Shaw.

			“Okay, I guess. Kind of a kick in the gut, looking at those Minuses.”

			“Oh, how well I know. But that’s the way it should be. The way it has to be, for the Process to work. I’ve planned it out carefully. I spent years fine-tuning the machine.”

			“You did a good job.”

			“You think so?”

			“I do,” Shaw told him.

			Eli’s face radiated self-satisfaction.

			“Apprentice Victoria, you’ve come a long way. The reports are glowing. I knew you were going to be a good one from the start. I can spot them. I always can.”

			“Thank you, sir.” She grimaced. “I’m sorry. Master Eli.”

			Shaw remembered that she’d gotten into trouble with sir and ma’am in the past.

			“Oh, no harm done, dear.” He smiled. “I’m having a meditation session in the Study Room tonight. Would you attend?”

			“Me? Oh, of course, Master Eli.” Her eyes widened.

			“Good. After dinner.” The man turned his attention toward Shaw. “And, Novice Carter, since you’re expedited, we’ll get you to the Study Room too. Soon. Maybe tomorrow or the day after. They’re immersive study sessions in the residence. My own brand of transcendental meditation. Came up with it myself. It’s patented.”

			Victoria said to Shaw, “It’s an honor to be asked.”

			“Yeah, well, sure. Sounds like fun.”

			Eli chuckled and looked at Steve, who smiled in response. He said to his aide, “We’ll see how fun he feels it is after all the hard work. It can be . . . There’s a word.”

			Steve supplied one. “Strenuous.”

			“Yes. Strenuous.”

			“But,” Steve added quickly, “fulfilling.”

			“Cool,” Shaw said, after running the word past Skye.

			He noticed that Anja was looking his way. The expression on her face was neutral. Did it mask suspicion, or something else?

			“A word with you, Novice Carter.” Master Eli said this in a conspiratorial tone and walked away, without saying anything to the others. Shaw followed. When they were out of earshot, he looked Shaw up and down with his silken eyes. “I have a proposition for you. Just something to keep in mind.”

			“Yes, Master Eli?”

			“There’s a special group of Companions. The most elite.”

			“Inner Circle?”

			“No, beyond them. They’re called Selects. Only one percent of Companions are picked. I do that myself, and train them personally. It can take a year or more. But they earn a salary while they undergo the training and afterward. They’re like monks, you could say. You’ve probably seen some around the camp. They have our uniforms but don’t wear amulets.”

			“I wondered about them.”

			The sullen workers he’d seen in Building 14. Maybe that was the Select training facility.

			“They have our symbol, of course. Their heads’re shaved and tattooed with the infinity sign on their scalps. Then the hair grows back.” Eli gave a soft smile. “I know this is only your first day but you fit the profile. You’re single, no children, you like to travel. Journeyman Samuel says you don’t mind working hard.”

			So they’d already communicated about him.

			“You know what it’s like to have a hard life. That’s an important factor for Selects. And they need to be fit, not the sort who’re easily intimidated. Sometimes people don’t quite appreciate our worldview. There’ve been protests. Even some altercations occasionally.”

			“I’ve found, you know, if you speak the truth, that pisses people off.”

			“You and Novice Todd are this group’s best choices for Select.”

			Shaw recalled Todd from the dinner table. The former military man.

			“What exactly would I do?”

			“Call it customer relations.”

			Recruiting, probably. Going to bereavement centers and funerals. Convincing people to sign up.

			“Yeah, I’m kind of up for it. Let me think.”

			“Of course. We’ll talk more. Oh, and we’ll keep this between ourselves. Only I and a few others are involved in the Select program.”

			“Sure, Master Eli.”

			They exchanged the salute and Eli joined the others and walked on.

			Shaw and Victoria continued their stroll along the path. She looked at him curiously. “Guess my training’s going okay,” he said.

			She seemed to want to ask more but chose not to.

			Shaw asked, “Want to get some lunch?”

			Victoria hesitated a moment but said, “I should finish journaling.” She held up her notebook, as if she were batting away his invitation.

			Shaw studied the appealing, thoughtful face.

			Art-house actress . . .

			“So the Process’s working for you?” he asked.

			“Every day here there are fewer and fewer bad moments. When I advance in a few weeks,” she said, her face bright, “I know everything’ll be fine.”

			The cult-speak amused Shaw; Companions couldn’t say they “graduate” from the training. They had to say “advance.”

			He said, “I’ll see you at the Second Discourse.”

			“I’ll be there.”

			Which wasn’t an acknowledgment that they would in fact meet in the Square.

			Without giving the salute they went separate ways, Shaw heading down toward the dining hall for a sandwich and coffee. As he walked he was thinking: The Foundation was odd and unsettling, no question about that, the regimentation, the frenzied political rally tone in the dining hall last night and in the Square this morning, Eli’s ego and need for control. Shaw decided it was safe in labelling the Osiris Foundation a cult.

			A dangerous one, though? It was hard to dismiss the murder of the journalist in San Francisco and the beating of the reporter Shaw had witnessed. Those incidents, however, now seemed like outliers, committed by isolated negatives: Harvey Edwards, in San Francisco, and Hugh, the dangerous, renegade head of the Assistance Unit. Edwards’s background suggested he was unhinged. And Hugh? Like rent-a-cops everywhere, he would enjoy flexing his authority—and his muscles, putting his little-used karate moves into practice and bullying and coming on to women.

			Eli himself was clearly narcissistic but in an almost comical way. Shaw hadn’t seen a truly dark side. He clearly was devoted to his altruistic mission to help people in pain.

			As the deprogrammer had said, Eli might not even know about Hugh’s attack or Edwards’s murdering the journalist.

			And the Process itself?

			A benign bowl of self-help homilies and off-the-shelf therapy. Shaw had no evidence to blame the Foundation for Adam’s death—the reason he was here. The young man was just plagued with an emotional grid gone astray.

			Nor was there any particular risk to Victoria or anyone else that he could see. She seemed buoyed by the Process, coming out of what had to be unfathomable depression at her loss.

			Beethoven’s notes hummed through the camp. The woman’s voice then announced, “Master Eli’s Second Discourse is about to begin.” She reiterated that the lecture was mandatory for the Novices and voluntary for the other Companions.

			Shaw cleaned away his lunch dishes and soon he was walking along the path to the Square, a dozen others nearby, heading in the same direction.

			Shaw was tempted to privately criticize them all as lemmings. But that was unfair; these Companions were like everyone else—just trying to make their way through an often unnavigable world in the truest way they could. Colter Shaw found that route in an itinerant lifestyle, tracking down felons and missing persons, climbing sheer cliffs, catching air on his motorbike—testing limits.

			Who had a lock on the right answers?

			And who couldn’t use a bit of truing up?

			The crowd assembled—trainees in the middle, ringed by ICs, like the morning’s session. Across the Square he saw Walter and Sally. He joined them. Her eyes focused on him and she smiled but cautiously. The men did the shoulder salute. Sally watched, mystified. “Oh, you boys . . .”

			Shaw said to Walter, “What’s this Second Act?” Nodded at the stage.

			The man chuckled and said, “All I’ll tell you is, it’s a doozy.”
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			The ICs began clapping and the longer version of the “Ode to Joy” reverberated throughout the valley, just as it had that morning before the First Discourse.

			Beyond the stage and Eli’s residence, the mountains and trees stood in sharp contrast, black and brown and green, to an afternoon sky of stunning clarity. The rich scent of loam and pine, tinged with eucalyptus, wafted on a lazy breeze.

			The regular clapping broke into frenzied applause as Eli walked onto the stage. His white tunic glowed once again.

			He held his hands up and quiet descended.

			It was brief, as someone soon cried, “We love you, Master Eli!”

			Sparking more applause.

			Finally, he silenced the crowd.

			“Did you Novices have good sessions today?” He scanned those wearing the blue amulets. He looked directly at Shaw.

			Shouts of “Yes!”

			One male voice, “You betcha!”

			Eli pointed. “I like him!”

			The man beamed.

			“You’re working on discovering your . . . what?”

			“Minuses!” “Pluses!” The shouted words collided.

			He turned to no one in particular, like a late-night talk show host remarking to his sidekick. “I knew this group was good. They’re stars! They’re gorgeous!”

			Eli’s reward was yet more frenzied applause.

			“You’ll tear down that bad construction in no time and start planting the Pluses in the garden of your True Core. I know you will. I know exactly how you’re doing. And you’ll do fine. I’m never wrong.”

			He fell silent.

			The crowd too.

			“This morning I told you about Osiris. What a man he was! A god. God of the underworld. God of fertility.”

			Three or four ICs held up tablets, filming.

			“Osiris. What a great guy he was. Great! Gorgeous. You know what I like about him? He came back from the dead, remember? He’s immortal.” Eli walked closer to the edge of the stage. Was it Shaw’s imagination or was the spotlight a little brighter?

			The master pointed a finger over the sea of upturned faces.

			“Just like all of us. Just . . . like . . . you.” He pointed. “Immortal.”

			Many of the long-timers were smiling. The Novices, for the most part, looked toward Eli with rapt attention but varying shades of confusion on their faces.

			“Now I’m going to reveal the secret of the Process. This is what it’s all about. Immortality. Our slogan: Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow. Yesterday, as in your past lives. Today, as in”—he raised his hands, palms up—“today. And tomorrow, as in your future lives.” He let this settle. “The Process will teach you how to live”—he pointed to the gold infinity symbol on the backdrop—“forever.”
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			A woman beside Shaw—an Apprentice—whispered, “Death is a fallacy.”

			Eli called out: “Death is a fallacy! Death is a fiction perpetuated by those in power, by politicians, by religions, by the medical community, by corporations, by the media. Death is a lie!

			“They convince you that today is your only shot at existence. They do it to control you. To sell you their bill of goods. Buy this insurance policy, take this medicine, elect that politician, buy this house. Pay a hundred thousand dollars on medical treatment. Live now, you only have one chance. Don’t waste it. Give us your money and we’ll make sure there’ll be some left for your children. After, of course, we take a little bit for ourselves.”

			On the word little he held his hands out wide, as if exaggerating the size of a fish he’d caught.

			Which brought laughter and applause.

			“They’re the ones selling you the ugly, rotten concrete and clapboard houses with rusting roofs to bury your True Core.”

			Nods and a few affirmative murmurs.

			“Immortality . . .” Eli spoke in a soft voice, which had the effect of drawing the attention of the Companions even more. “Remember I told you this morning that today is brief, it’s fleeting; it’s a blink. And that’s true. But today is only a small portion of the entire life your True Core lives, which extends from the beginning of time to the end.

			“Oh, I know, I know . . . This is a lot for some of you to take in. How well do I know that? I’ve been there. I’ve been where you are. I’ve been uncertain, I’ve been cynical. So, just listen to me. Hear me out. That’s all I’m asking. Will you listen?”

			“We’ll listen!”

			“We love you!”

			He said, “Immortality. Every society, every civilization, every religion, primitive or advanced, has their own version of it. You remember my old friend Osiris, right? We love him, don’t we? Isn’t he great? Isn’t he gorgeous?”

			Applause.

			Shaw wondered where on earth this was going. He glanced toward Walter, who looked back and nodded.

			A doozy . . .

			“The Egyptians knew that the soul was immortal. Just ask Osiris and his wife. The Greeks? There were thousands of accounts about resurrection from the dead. Souls and bodies reunited and living in Elysium. Read your Plato, one of my favorites. Have you read him? You’ve got to read him. He’s a genius, he’s a gorgeous writer. He writes about the immortal soul all the time. He’s the greatest philosopher the world has ever seen. I read him every night.

			“The Buddhists. Don’t you love Buddhism? I do. They say that when people die they transform from a physical body into an immortal body of light—the Rainbow body, it’s called—and they live forever. I love that! Don’t you?

			“Christians? Believers will go to heaven for eternity. Sinners to hell. Jesus himself, well, look at him. Died, resurrected, then went up to heaven to live with his dad forever. You read the Nicene Creed? You have to read it. It says that every dead person will be resurrected during the Second Coming.

			“Hinduism? They’ve got reincarnation. You live a good life, karma will make sure you come back in a higher place. A bad life, uh-oh. How about the Jewish people? I love people of the Jewish faith. The Pharisees believed the soul was immortal, and people would be reincarnated and, I’m quoting, ‘pass into bodies’ in future lives.

			“Islam? The Qur’an says death is the same as sleep. You awake from sleeping. You will awake from death. I could go on and on. Billions and billions of people have been convinced from the beginning of civilization that we’ve lived before this life and we’ll live again, after it. So how can it not be true?

			“But with all respect to the religions I just mentioned. They believe in immortality, granted. But there’s a problem.”

			Whispers from the ground: “If you’re Christian . . .”

			After a dramatic pause, Eli said, “If you’re Christian, what awaits you is a Christian heaven. If you’re Jewish, a Jewish one. If you’re Hindu, you will be reincarnated. If you watch TV, you’ll come back as the Walking Dead.”

			Laughs and applause.

			Someone shouted, “Zombies!”

			Eli chuckled then grew serious. “The rules for immortality have to be the same for everyone, of whatever religion or no religion. True for atheists, as well as the Pope. But each one of those religions I mentioned excludes the others. That means they all have to be wrong. I’m sorry to be blunt but that’s the way I am. I’m a blunt talker. You know that by now, right? I tell it like it is.”

			Nods.

			“Now, I have nothing against religion. Not at all. I hope you all find comfort in whatever church, synagogue, mosque or house of worship you prefer. But when it comes to immortality, all the priests and holy men and rabbis and gurus . . . they should leave the subject to somebody who knows the truth.

			“They should leave it to me.”
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			Eli looked over the crowd, most of them mesmerized.

			After a long moment: “What do I—humble me—know about the subject? Oh, quite a bit. I told you about my death experience—not near death but actual death.”

			“We remember!”

			“We love you!”

			“When I was dead, I saw things. Images. When the doctors brought me back I couldn’t stop thinking about what I’d seen. They were images of people, places that were familiar but that I’d never seen in my present life or in a movie or read about in a book. Where had those images come from? I had no idea. All I knew was that they moved me deeply. Some made me deliriously happy, some made me afraid, some made me angry. But what I felt when I thought about them, I felt intensely.

			“So I began to focus on people and places in the present—people and places that gave me the same kind of intensity. I began to meditate on them. When I did that, the images from the time I was dead came back. They were from a hundred years ago, two hundred, a thousand . . .” His voice dropped. “Imagine that! I was witnessing my past lives!”

			Gasps of astonishment, joyful murmurs.

			So this was what the Process was supposed to do. Samuel had told him to meditate on intense feelings he had in his life. Doing that, according to Eli’s mythology, would open the door to his past lives.

			Eli continued, “I told you I was orphaned when I was young. It was terrible. Devastating. I missed my parents so much. My father, Tobias. My mother, Rachel. How I missed them. When I was meditating, trying to bring those intense feelings back, suddenly I saw them again. We were together in the 1800s. And I knew then that I’d see them once more—in the future.”

			Whispers from the Companions as they turned to one another. Most, Shaw could see, were buying what he was saying.

			Eli walked to the edge of the stage and looked down at Henry, the balding man who’d been inducted at the same time as Shaw. He was the medical researcher so devastated by losing his wife to cancer eight months earlier. Eli spoke directly to him. “You can never lose anybody. Not permanently. You’ll be together again. You’ll be with them in the Tomorrow.”

			Shaw felt the same way he did when listening to Pentecostal preachers explain Bible passages to their flocks. The words didn’t follow any logic but it was clear the Companions, like parishioners, were under his spell and took the arguments as, well, gospel.

			Looking past Henry, Shaw noted another tall man, a Journeyman, looking Shaw’s way. He thought again about Frederick—the man with the orange sunglasses, who might have seen him above the cliff where Adam had died. Was this the same man? The physique was the same but, with the absence of the eyewear, he couldn’t tell.

			When Shaw glanced again, the man was focusing once more on Eli.

			“If thousands of years of religion and spirituality get the path to immortality wrong, how can I say I get it right?” A chuckle. “What do my Jewish friends say? Chutzpah! What kind of chutzpah do I have? I mean, getting one up on everybody’s God? That’s a pretty big claim. But I’ll tell you the answer. Why do I have the key to open the door to immortality? And no one else does? Do you want to hear?”

			“Tell us!”

			“We love you!”

			“Because I—and only I—know that immortality isn’t based on superstition or belief or faith or hope. It’s based on . . .” He looked over the crowd.

			“Science,” five or six ICs cried simultaneously. Shaw wondered how long the rehearsals had been.

			“Ex-actly!

			“Science. Cold, hard science. In my travels after my death experience, I spoke to doctors, physicists, engineers and neuroscientists. They all agree that our consciousness and awareness—our True Core—is a unique combination of energy impulses.

			“When your body ceases to exist, the energy that is your True Core remains. This is because of the First Law of Thermodynamics. I’ve written papers about it. Published all over the world. The First Law of Thermodynamics. And what does it say? That energy is neither created nor destroyed.

			“So our True Core is energy and energy exists forever! Immortal! And it doesn’t matter if you’re good or bad or a saint or a sinner or a primitive tribesman . . . Or a politician in Washington.” He gave a sigh.

			Earning the laughter his delivery deserved.

			“After you pass, your True Core will end up again in another body.” A frown. “How does that happen? I’ll be honest. I don’t know yet. It’s like when I was in school. I could always get the answer. I scored great on my tests. Top of my class. But I couldn’t always explain why I got the answer.

			“Someday we’ll be able to know how your True Core travels and ends up in another body. Just like flight. We never knew why for thousands of years birds could fly but eventually we learned about the shape of their wings. For now the how doesn’t matter. What does matter is that your True Core will go on. You’ll be reunited with loved ones. Oh, in different forms, but the connection and love will be the same. You won’t have the addictions, the sorrows, the illnesses you have now.”

			His eyes dipped to Walter and Sally, then to Abby. Several others.

			“This is what the Process does. You start with meditating on intense feelings from the Today and doing that will raise memories from past lives—in the Yesterday. You’ll recognize the bad habits and bad people from your prior lives and eliminate them in the Today. You’ll embrace the good people, engage in the activities that are positive for you. That’s why we say . . .”

			The ICs: “From the Yesterday, a better Today!”

			“And the Process will condition your True Core for the next life. You’ll avoid the Minuses and embrace the Pluses in the future.”

			His Greek chorus: “From the Today, a perfect Tomorrow!”

			“The best is yet to come!” Eli shouted.

			Clapping and chanting ensued.

			Now Samuel’s comment at Intake made sense:

			As you’ll see, a guarantee wouldn’t really be practical . . .

			You never knew if the Process worked until you were in the grave.

			“Now, do you see why I can take away all our pain, your depression, anxieties, mourning? Because you’ll always know that happiness, a gorgeous happiness awaits you in the Tomorrow.”

			Eli’s voice rose in volume and resonance. “There’s no death; there’s no separation from your loved ones. Everyone’s True Core moves from life to life, forever.”

			He smiled reassuringly over his rapt audience. “When the time comes for us to leave the Today, we give the Foundation’s traditional farewell.” He placed each hand on the opposite shoulder, crossing over his chest. “And we say, ‘Goodbye, until Tomorrow.’”

			That’s what Adam had muttered before he jumped to his death.

			Eli continued in a soft, droning tone: “The Tomorrow—when you and your loved ones will meet again, when you’ll begin a new life and find the happiness and comfort you deserve. Say it with me. Goodbye . . .”

			Collective joyous shouts: “Until Tomorrow.”

			“Remember, death doesn’t exist. We never say we ‘die.’ What we say is that we ‘advance.’ We advance from this life into a better one.” As he walked off the stage, he cried, “The best . . .”

			“. . . is yet to come.” The crowd erupted in applause and kept the chant going at full volume.

			But Colter Shaw didn’t hear the driving words. All that was in his head was the line Victoria had said to him just an hour ago.

			When I advance next week, everything will be fine . . .

			She didn’t mean graduating from the Process; she meant that like Adam Harper she was going to kill herself.
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			He had his answers.

			Shaw had come here to find out why Adam Harper had leapt from the cliff and learn if Victoria or anyone else—like the wounded deer that Adam had been—was at risk.

			Eli—David Ellis, the former real estate developer and stockbroker from Florida—was no simple huckster; he was killing people.

			The Osiris Foundation was a suicide cult.

			He’d wondered why Adam had offered that eerily calm smile just before he plunged to his death. Now he understood. The young man was going to be reunited with his mother. The last three seconds of his life had not been filled with anguish, as the sniper Dodd had speculated, but joy at what lay ahead in the Tomorrow.

			Shaw glanced at the Companions wandering from the Square, some talking excitedly, some pensive. He guessed that the majority of them would consider the immortality angle suspect or purely bogus, resigning themselves to having wasted a chunk of their kids’ tuition signing up for the Process.

			But there were also plenty of true believers. Shaw could see it in their eyes. Like Adam, like Victoria, they were convinced there was a better world in the Tomorrow, and they’d take their lives when confronted by too much pain. Or maybe just minor setbacks.

			What could Shaw do?

			As for law enforcement, he didn’t think a fraud charge would hold up, any more than you could claim you’d been defrauded by donating to a born-again church promising eternal life in heaven. He’d seen Hugh and several AUs beat someone but witnessing the crime wasn’t enough for a prosecution, and it was likely Klein would take to heart Hugh’s threats and stay mum. In any event, Hugh and the AUs would never implicate Eli, who might not even know about the reporter’s assault.

			He knew that Harvey Edwards had murdered the San Francisco journalist but could he tie that to Eli? SFPD Detective Etoile might be pursuing the case, though investigations like this would take a long time.

			If Shaw could get cell phone records, notes, memos . . . something to connect the homicide to the cult leader. A witness who’d overheard Eli give the command would be perfect but if there were such a person, he or she would be an Inner Circle; they’d never admit to any such orders.

			Shaw’s meditation about strategy for Eli’s downfall was postponed for the moment, however. He heard angry shouting from not far away.

			Eli, Hugh and the two bodyguards were on the tree-lined path from the stage back to his residence. They had turned and were facing curly-haired John, the Novice from Southern California, whose friend had died in the car crash. He was leaning forward toward Eli and he was angry. Gray and Squat were cautious but seemed to sense that the young man was not a major threat; either could have dropped him with a single blow. Shaw moved off the trail, remaining in the brush, and got within twenty feet of the altercation.

			Several other Companions had heard and turned, walking toward the sound. Two AUs appeared and ushered them away with stern faces.

			John said harshly, “You took her to the Study Room. She told me what happened there.”

			“Novice John,” Eli said, “this isn’t any of your business.”

			“It’s a breach of the rules. No relations with staff or Companions.”

			“That’s not what the rule is for. In the Study Room we can delve into certain elements of past lives that can be critical in uncovering the True Core.”

			“Uncovering,” John said, scoffing at the word. “Let me ask you a question: Is it only the pretty girls you delve into?”

			So that was what the Study Room was for, not meditation at all.

			Strenuous . . .

			Hugh: “You’re out of line, Novice John.”

			“I’m not out of line at all. Abby’s sixteen, for God’s sake.”

			So, the Guiding Beacon had committed statutory rape.

			Eli’s reaction was in fact no reaction at all. His face was momentarily blank, then he looked briefly to Hugh. No reaction from the head of the AUs but Steve frowned slightly then wiped the expression away. Eli said, “I wasn’t aware of that.”

			Steve said, “On her application she stated she was eighteen.”

			“Well, maybe you should’ve checked that out, don’t you think? Maybe take a look at her, and think, oh, let’s see some ID. Hm? You could’ve found her high school yearbook. They have those online, you know. Or did you just think, she’s hot, and decide not to find out her real age?”

			In a bland monotone, Eli said, “Thank you for bringing this to our attention, Novice John. I will apologize to her myself. And we’ll take measures to make sure this never happens again. I’ll speak to our admissions people.”

			John had apparently expected more pushback. He didn’t know where to go from here.

			Eli said to him, “To be honest, after this, I don’t think you’re really the right candidate for the Process. I think it’s best for you to withdraw from the Foundation.”

			“Hell, yes, I’m quitting. And that immortality babble? How the fuck can you get anybody to buy that?”

			Eli said, “We’ll send you a refund.”

			Hugh said, “Novice John arrived on one of the shuttles. We have a car to take him back to Snoqualmie Gap.”

			“What about Abby?” John asked.

			Eli said, “She’ll have to leave too, of course. We’ll have her parents pick her up. I’m truly sorry this happened. But I appreciate your bringing it up.”

			“Sorry doesn’t really fix the problem now, does it?”

			No! Let it go, Shaw thought.

			However, it was too late. In fact the young man’s fate had been sealed the instant he’d brought up the subject of Abby’s visit to the Study Room.

			Hugh looked around and made certain no Companions were nearby. In one of his slick martial arts moves, he slammed a fist into the young man’s chest. John gasped and went down hard, breath knocked from his lungs. Hugh reached into his pocket and extracted several zip ties. He bound John’s hands and feet. The man pulled his walkie-talkie off his belt and spoke into the unit. In no more than a minute, a golf cart appeared, driven by an AU. He hefted the young man and dumped him into the back of the cart then covered him with a tarp. Shaw crouched farther into the bushes and the vehicle drove into the woods, turning left onto the hidden path and heading for the main gate.

			Eli gave another nod to Hugh, who followed the cart. Eli and his bodyguards returned to the residence.

			Shaw had yet another answer: Hugh was no isolated negative. Eli was just as dangerous as his head of the Assistance Unit, and had surely been responsible for ordering Harvey Edwards to murder the journalist in San Francisco.

			Shaw turned toward the front gate too. He knew what was going to happen.

			The only question: Would he be able to stop it?
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			Shaw dogged the golf cart as it drove slowly over the bumpy forest path. He kept off the walkway and used trees and foliage for cover.

			The cart and Hugh arrived at the YESTERDAY, TODAY, TOMORROW gate. Shaw noted that no Companions were present, only some Assistance Unit men. Hugh’s walkie-talkie call had probably been to alert them to keep others away.

			At the gate, which was open, the cart stopped. The driver climbed out and looked around, flung the tarp back. He easily pulled John from the bed of the vehicle. The young man was barely conscious. He’d vomited and was groggily protesting, though he had no strength to offer even minor resistance. He was dragged through the parking lot and dumped into the backseat of an old, idling Ford, in which another Companion, a young man, sat behind the wheel. He was a Select—wearing the uniform but no amulet.

			A burly AU carried a large backpack—John’s luggage, Shaw guessed—to the Taurus and placed it in the trunk. The driver and Hugh shared some words.

			This wasn’t like the journo, who hadn’t actually discovered anything incriminating on the Foundation. A beating would suffice with him. No, John could report Eli’s sexual assault of a minor. The young man would have to die. The supervisor would be giving instructions on how best to murder John and hide the body. Maybe in one of the lakes. Maybe in a deep ravine, where the animals would make the body vanish in days.

			So, plan it out.

			Shaw couldn’t get to the car here, in the camp itself. Too many AUs.

			No phone to call the local police.

			So he’d try to stop the Ford while it was still near camp.

			He closed his eyes and pictured the map. Heading down the mountain near the camp, Harbinger twisted through a series of switchbacks for several miles. The Ford would have to take those tight turns slowly, giving Shaw a chance to catch it. Once the switchbacks ended, though, Harbinger became a straightaway where the car would accelerate to fifty or so miles per hour.

			How to intercept the car?

			Only one idea occurred.

			He’d run.

			As the Ford pulled from the parking lot and through the chain-link gate and the gap in the tall granite cliff, Shaw sprinted east to the path he’d found yesterday evening before dinner, his escape route. Instead of continuing in that direction, though, he turned north, running to the top of the rocky ridge and looking down. He could see the Ford driving perpendicular to him along the first of the switchbacks.

			Shaw surveyed the ground before him: a fifteen-degree downward slope through greenery and trees and occasional swamp. The surface was loam and rock, some grass.

			Well, get to it.

			Shaw plunged down the hillside, heading north toward the switchbacks.

			Inhaling hard, and wishing he’d had time to stretch, Shaw picked his way around the dense shrubs and over the uneven ground. No time to pace himself. He was dashing flat out—or at least with as much velocity as he could muster, given the surfaces and obstacles. Occasionally he’d have to choose: slowing to duck under overhangs or angled tree trunks or keeping the speed up while negotiating slippery or gravel-covered rock formations. And always keeping an eye out for spiny plants whose thorns could shred skin.

			Running was no alien activity to Colter Shaw.

			In the Compound, Ashton taught the children to run as a survival skill—sprinting toward prey and away from predators and disasters like floods and avalanches.

			Ashton had told them about the famous Native American runners: the Tarahumara in Mexico and the Sierra Madres. Their name for themselves is Raramuri, which means “fast runners.” They would regularly course long distances—sometimes two hundred miles—for communication and hunting.

			In college, Shaw’s wrestling coach—observing the boy’s speed in workouts—suggested he try out for track and field too, but Colter wasn’t interested. He ran for himself only. It was a comfort, not a competitive activity. Whether long distances or short, he often had the sense that he was flying, an ecstatic sensation. He alone among the siblings enjoyed running. Not surprisingly—he was, after all, the Restless One.

			Though zigzagging some to avoid spills and collisions, he largely let gravity and the direction of the slope keep him true to a downward course—like the vertical line in a dollar symbol, bisecting the S-shaped switchbacks of Harbinger Road.

			Shaw broke from the woods and crossed the first switchback, observing that the sedan had just been along here; dust was still lingering. On the other side, he plunged into the forest and flew downward once more.

			Then . . . oh, hell! His momentum took him onto a flat-topped boulder that he realized too late jutted into space.

			No stopping.

			But the eight-foot drop ended on—thank you, Mother Nature—a thick bed of loam and crunchy leaves. He hit, rolled and righted himself. Continued on.

			Sudden motion in brush to his right. Deer or wolf?

			Please, not a bear cub. Shaw could outrun many species. A pissed-off mama black bear was probably not one of them.

			One problem: the ridiculous slipper shoes the cult had issued him. If he’d had time, he would have returned to his dormitory and ripped apart a shirt to bind over his feet, like the Tarahumara’s foot covering: they would use huaraches, a skimpy cloth sandal that helped them maintain their speed and distance. Modern-day runners and doctors had studied the footgear in an effort to figure out why they were so conducive to running.

			Downward, downward.

			At the second switchback, he missed the car again but he was closer to his target this time. The dust was thicker, and he caught a glimpse of a taillight flare as the Select braked for the turn and descent.

			There was one more switchback before the straightaway. Shaw inhaled deeply and continued the race. Here, the incline was steeper and occasionally he would lose his footing and stumble before catching himself. His wrestling and grappling training helped; he didn’t fight the tumbling but used it to increase his speed.

			And as he ran he thought: What to do when he caught up with the car?

			He decided he’d use a rock to spider the windshield, directly in front of the Select. It would startle him into braking instinctively. Then another rock through the driver’s side window—the front windshield glass was tough, the side ones much less so. He’d pop open the Select’s belt and drag the man out onto the road, then jump behind the wheel himself.

			Shaw would drive to the authorities in Snoqualmie Gap. He would have preferred to wait and find hard evidence linking Eli and Hugh to the various crimes but he had no choice; he had to save John’s life.

			Once at the police station or sheriff’s department, he’d explain to the cops what he’d seen, tell them about Eli’s assault of Abby. Shaw would tell them about the Foundation’s connection with the death of the journalist, Gary Yang. He’d explain too about the beating of the other reporter he’d witnessed in the camp.

			The crimes sounded circumstantial, and some of them absurd. But he’d pitch the case as best he could.

			He was now at the third switchback, the last one. Good. He’d beaten the Ford here. There was no dust hovering on this portion of Harbinger and he could see much of the straightaway. No cars. He rested briefly, head down, panting hard, ignoring the stitch in his side. He collected two rocks from the shoulder, both about the size of grapefruits. Kneading one in his right hand, he slipped into the cover of tall grass by the side of the road.

			Waiting, ready to pitch the rock toward the driver’s side windshield.

			Going over the maneuvers in his mind.

			But then—no car.

			Another sixty seconds passed.

			Then he heard, from uphill, the sound of a collision. Crunching metal, the car’s horn sounding. It blared for a moment, then went silent.

			Shaw turned and, drawing yet another deep breath, he slogged up the hill.

			When he broke from the woods this time, he saw in front of him the Ford, which had veered off the U-shaped curve from the second switchback to the third. It had slammed into a ten-foot-high rock face just off the shoulder. The front of the car was caved in and the airbags had deployed. The vehicle had been doing no more than forty or so; why had it crashed?

			Inside the car was movement. The driver was looking calmly at John, who still sat in the backseat. He’d been tossed around and was groggy and stunned—probably more from Hugh’s earlier blow than the collision. He was slowly shaking his head.

			Shaw had to get John out before the Select tried to kill him another way. He’d engage Hugh’s hitman, take him down and bind his feet. Then he’d help John hike into town. A long way but their only option.

			Shaw sprinted toward the car, gripping one of the rocks tightly in his right hand.

			He was still fifty feet away when the Select emptied the gasoline container throughout the interior of the vehicle. The Select looked out the window and happened to see Shaw. If he was surprised at Shaw’s presence he didn’t reveal it. He gave a faint smile, gave the two-armed farewell salute, then flicked a cigarette lighter, turning the interior of the car into an inferno.

		


		
			40.

			Cars generally don’t blow up spectacularly in real life the way screenwriters and directors would have it.

			There’s not enough air in the gas tank for explosive combustion. But when a fire starts elsewhere, fuel lines and gaskets melt and the aromatic and deadly liquid flows out to add to the conflagration. This happened now. A small field of orange flames flickered near the rear of the car, and soon not only was the interior engulfed but the outside too, flames boiling, black smoke spiraling skyward.

			Colter Shaw tried once more to get close. He was driven back by searing heat and turbulent black smoke. The glimpses he caught of the occupants revealed that the thrashing had ceased.

			Goddamn . . .

			Eli had created the perfect weapon. The Selects were not “monks” at all. They were the Praetorian Guard, protectors to the death. They were a secular version of the fundamentalist suicide bomber. Convinced of a better life ahead, they didn’t care about escaping after they murdered, always the most challenging aspect of the crime.

			Shaw understood now that Harvey Edwards had been a Select and that he’d engineered the shootout with the cops so he himself would die—to advance—after killing the journalist, Gary Yang.

			Shaw realized too why he had been fast-tracked for the position himself: the fictional violent crimes he’d committed, his edgy attitude. Eli didn’t want to cure him of those demons. He wanted to exploit them.

			Anyone whom the rabidly narcissistic Eli saw as a threat was at risk: heretical Companions within the Foundation, rival cult leaders, police and prosecutors, Shaw supposed. The deaths would be apparent accidents or murder-suicides—homicide investigators’ favorite death cases. Minimal investigation, some paperwork, and on to other matters.

			He cocked his head. A noise could be heard over the flames.

			Sirens in the distance, getting closer. He walked to a rocky ridge and looked down the mountain. Flashing lights. Police, a fire truck, an ambulance. The vehicles had TOWN OF SNOQUALMIE GAP painted on the sides.

			How could they be here so quickly?

			Then he realized the answer. Of course.

			Shaw got under cover just in time. Easing down the switchbacks was the black Osiris Foundation van—maybe the same one that had transported Victoria and the others to the site where Adam had died.

			The van parked about a hundred feet from the flaming wreck. Shaw climbed higher on the hill, where he had a good view of the road below and could still stay out of sight.

			The emergency vehicles arrived. The law enforcers and the firemen and firewomen, six of them, exited. Not a soul made any effort to extinguish the burning car, though they ran lines and soaked the brush nearby. That was their only concern: a wildfire. Shaw knew that even if the rescue workers had gotten here before the flames killed the two men, they would have done nothing to save those inside.

			This was made clear when Hugh and one of the other Selects climbed from the van and walked up to the sheriff and fire chief, handing out envelopes.

			The white rectangles disappeared into pockets.

			Shaw had no doubt that the vast majority of law enforcers in the state were upright—like Chad Johnson, at the Pierce County Public Safety Office. But in the space of just a few days he’d crossed paths with two sets of bad apples: Welles and the Hammond County protectors of the church, and here, in Snoqualmie Gap, a bunch of cops who were simply on the take.

			These men and woman now lounged back, leaning against their vehicles and examining the roiling smoke and flames as the Ford burned to its chassis. The stench was unbearable—some of it from the rubber, some from the occupants.

			Shaw began his hike to the camp. He couldn’t afford to be missed. He glanced back once and looked over the scene, so similar to the one where Adam had committed suicide, in that it was a crime the law enforcers had no interest in preventing, and about which they had no desire to find the truth.

			There was one difference, however. Here, only one cop took a selfie with the burning car and the bodies inside. The rest were too busy making calls and telling jokes to go to the trouble to play paparazzi.
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			Shaw had taken care of his father’s commandment about finding an escape route.

			For the moment he had no intention of escaping, though. He would stay as long as it took to find proof of Eli’s guilt.

			But now that the battle lines were clear, he turned to satisfying his father’s second fundamental rule:

			In unfamiliar and potentially hostile territory . . .

			Never be without an escape route.

			Never be without access to a weapon.

			If he were found out in his hunt for incriminating evidence against Eli and Hugh, it would come to a fight. There was no doubt about that. And he wouldn’t simply be roughed up and told to leave. He’d be hunted down and killed.

			So, a weapon.

			A firearm would be ideal; it was a deterrent and, in his skilled hands, could wound, taking an enemy out of commission.

			He supposed there were guns in the Assistance Unit but getting inside would be next to impossible. And any weapons would probably be locked away in a gun safe.

			Though it seemed unlikely, the mysterious Building 14 might contain weapons.

			He might steal a knife from the kitchen but bladed weapons were problematic. The only practical way for someone armed with a knife to stop an opponent was to kill him. Nonlethal stabbing or slashing didn’t traumatize the body sufficiently to debilitate; to do so, significant blood loss was required and that usually was a short step away from death.

			Having just borrowed from indigenous culture in his chase to save John, he turned to the source again. In his father’s survival training, the children had made tools from wood and stone. They’d also made weapons.

			Warrior tribes of the North American continent in the nineteenth century were skilled marksmen and bowmen but it was braver and more prestigious to “count coup” in battle: getting close enough to the enemy to strike them with hand or a ceremonial coup stick—it was like a whip. Often warriors didn’t even kill their enemy; they humiliated them with a simple, harmless touch. A warrior kept a record of his coup count all his life and indicated it in carvings and on clothing.

			One of the favorite ways to both count coup and wound or kill the enemy was to use a war club.

			At the battle of the Little Big Horn, General George Custer and more than two hundred soldiers were killed. Most of those lives were lost by bullets, followed by arrows, but many soldiers were killed with clubs.

			The weapon could be lethal or just debilitating, used in close-quarters fighting and also thrown. It would be perfect for his needs here.

			Shaw had no tools so he searched the ground for shale or other brittle rock with a sharp edge. This wasn’t difficult; hundreds of rock fragments littered the forest floor. This had been glacial land eons ago. He found a piece, about three pounds in weight, with a reasonably good edge on it. This would not be the head of a club but an improvised axe to prepare the handles. He would make two weapons, he decided. It never hurt to have backup.

			The handles would be fresh, green wood, about an inch and a half in diameter. Fallen branches were tempting but they would be too brittle to use, so he needed to cut a sapling. His father had taught him that willow was best but there was none here, so he settled on another good choice: a privet stem, a species that’s often used in decorative gardens. It took only five minutes, using his shale axe, to strip a suitable trunk and chop two pieces, eighteen inches or so in length. He split the ends.

			For the head of a traditional club, smooth river rock is the best, but you need time and a hearty hammer to notch the surface for a steady fit in the handle. This wouldn’t work so he collected two pieces that had rough faces, which would allow for a fair grip within the privet.

			The head was traditionally bound into the handle with leather cord. He’d have to improvise this too. He found a growth of dogbane, which is related to milkwood. Selecting two four-foot brown stalks, he snapped them off at the base and then stripped them of their seed pods. He then cracked them open with a rock and dug out the inner core. The resulting fibrous strips were as strong as cotton rope.

			Shaw now jammed the rocks into the split at the end of the handles, and used the dogbane strips to bind the wood above and below the heads. He tested them. The rocks were held tight. The clubs felt good in his hands, the weight and balance just right. Good for fighting and good for throwing. The rock heads were five pounds each.

			But no. Not “rock.” His father would have corrected him: “It’s ‘rock’ in the wild,” Ashton said. “When it serves a human purpose—a Michelangelo sculpture or a spear tip—it becomes ‘stone.’”

			Young Colter had once asked what difference it made.

			“Never be imprecise,” his father had replied.

			Shaw now circled to the back of the eastern dormitories and hid the clubs in a pile of leaves directly behind Building C. From his room he could get to them via the back door or the window in seconds. By rights, they should dry off the ground but they’d be good enough for the next day or so. His investigation would have to move fast. He wouldn’t let anyone else die at the hands of the cult.

			The echoing tones of Beethoven filled the valley, then: “The time is six forty-five p.m.”

			Just enough time for one more errand. Colter Shaw disappeared back into the forest.
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			As he stood in the queue for dinner, Colter Shaw once again scanned around him to see if he could spot the orange-sunglasses man, Frederick.

			Was he the Companion who’d been looking at him at the immortality discourse?

			He recalled too that while he was following Victoria, he’d believed that he had been the subject of surveillance himself.

			However, if so, wouldn’t this Frederick have turned Shaw in?

			Rule 11. If you see any suspicious behavior, tell someone in the Inner Circle or with the Assistance Unit immediately. Remember: we are all responsible for the security and the Sanctity of the Osiris Foundation.

			The snitch rule . . .

			The doors opened and the cattle trod forward—now that he knew the true nature of the Foundation, Shaw’s cynicism was back. It was hard to look at those in the room and not wonder how many, like Victoria, were finding comfort in the thought of ending their lives and starting over in a perfect Tomorrow, never mind how their friends and family would be devastated by the unforgivably narcissistic act.

			The image came into his mind of the Select’s look as he poured the gasoline and set it aflame. He steadied his breathing and forced the memory away.

			Tonight, he was assigned to Table 5. He noted that John’s name was nowhere to be seen on the seating chart. There’d be a story concocted about his absence. What would it be?

			Abby and Henry were at his table too, as last night, though Walter and Sally were not. He noted them across the room. She appeared to be having a memory lapse; her face exhibited bewilderment.

			Shaw sat and struck up a conversation with the woman beside him. Novice Kate was mid-twenties, exotic looking, with long raven hair and a pale complexion. She tried to keep up her end of the conversation but Shaw could sense her depression. She’d found out about the Foundation at a grief counseling session. There was a reference to the military. A combat widow, Shaw guessed.

			When would this woman be asked to the Study Room, like Victoria, Abby and any number of the others? He realized now that most of the unaccompanied women were young and attractive.

			He glanced at Victoria, two tables away, looking down at her open notebook.

			The voice from on high announced the Journeymen could serve themselves, and the Inner Circle Companions walked to their assigned tables. Journeyman Marion was the host at Shaw’s table. She was in her forties, lean, with short gray hair and slender features. Pleasant enough but terse, eyeing the Companions at her table even more closely than Journeyman Quinn had on the first night.

			“Novice Carter?” Samuel had come up behind Shaw and was leaning down. “A word?”

			Shaw rose and followed him. Marion glanced their way. Shaw’s impression was that private conversation between trainers and Companions was, if not against the rules, unusual. She returned to her conversation with Abby, whom she was sitting next to.

			The pudgy man cleaned his glasses and replaced them. “We can discuss this more in our next session but I wanted to say one thing now. You can meditate on it. Your situation with your brother? After all you told me, I have a thought.”

			Shaw nodded for him to continue.

			“I think he didn’t want to leave. He felt he had no choice. If you pursue him now, and find him, he’s just going to keep running. But, given some time, he will come back.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“A protector sometimes protects best by leaving those who’re in his care. The way birds lead predators away from their young.” He gave his grandfather smile. “You were largely honest but not completely honest. You’ll need to fill me in a bit more.”

			Shaw gave a laugh too, both because the script called for it, and because it was true.

			“Thank you, Journeyman Samuel.”

			They gave the shoulder salute and then returned to their respective tables.

			The meal continued, as choreographed as before.

			With one exception: a napkin caught fire from one of the Sterno cans under a chafing dish. Shaw, having returned to his table with his plate of food, played the hero by grabbing a pitcher of water and dousing the minor blaze. He was greeted with a round of real applause, not the metronomical clapping of the ICs.

			When the voice announced the time as eight o’clock, Shaw was preparing to bus away the dishes, when over the dining hall loudspeaker came: “Companions, please remain in your seats.”

			Like last night, a murmuring flowed through the room as Eli, Anja, Steve and the two bodyguards entered. The ICs started the clapping and Eli smiled and raised his hands. He gave the shoulder salute.

			Accompanied by Steve, Eli walked to the back of the room where a low stage had been placed, a waist-high table sitting in the middle. Steve ducked into the kitchen and returned with a wine bottle and some glasses, which he placed on the table.

			An IC handed Eli a microphone and the master stepped onto the stage. Since everyone else was sitting, the stage was probably unnecessary but Shaw knew Eli would have ordered it because of his height.

			The clapping died. “I’d like to ask Apprentices Taylor, Margery, Ben and Marcus to come forward.”

			The foursome did and one of the two women, a stunning fashion-model blonde, fired an adoring gaze toward him.

			Eli nodded and Steve poured wine and distributed glasses. Eli lifted his. “These four Companions have completed the second phase of the Process. I’m proud of the hard work they have put into their reflections and meditations. They are an honor to the Osiris Foundation. And tonight they are advancing to the level of Journeyman. Please recite with me: From the Yesterday, a better Today. From the Today, a perfect Tomorrow.”

			Everyone did this.

			The ICs clapped and chanted, “Journey-man, journey-man.” Over and over.

			Shaw realized he wasn’t clapping—and that Journeyman Marion was eyeing him. He joined the crowd, hoping he hid the disgust he felt.

			The four new Journeymen drank their wine. Steve then handed out purple infinity amulets, and took back the red ones. Eli then addressed the room.

			“My dear Companions. You must never forget your responsibility to be vigilant. Remember that we face threats. People say we’re nonsense. They’ll try to stop us. They don’t like what I’m saying. They don’t like the truth.

			“There are the religious who hate me because what I know invalidates their superstition. There are those in the medical world who hate me because I’ve proved that this one body of ours is not all there is to life. There are self-help gurus who hate me because I expose them as charlatans. And then there are just those who hate anyone who’s ahead of his time. What do we call these haters?”

			A number of people shouted: “Toxics.”

			“Anyone who would question me, threaten me . . . betray me from outside, or within, is a Toxic. And we have to be on guard constantly. They want to stop me from helping you. They want to deprive you of what my Process can do. They want to make sure you never see the Tomorrow.”

			Angry murmuring.

			Shaw scanned the room. Just as during Eli’s bizarre Second Discourse, the one on immortality, some Companions were taking the message under advisement—but again there were plenty of troubled faces, evidence that they bought into what he was saying: that there’s an enemy out there that threatens the Foundation, the Process and Eli himself. And that therefore threatens them.

			Then, the call-and-response chant: “The best . . . is yet to come!” After the voices grew quiet, the dinner was over.

			The four walked off the stage and headed for their seats, though the blond inductee—she was Taylor—hung back, smiling toward Eli. He walked past her, directly to Victoria. Taylor took the snub like a slap to the face. Apparently she’d been thinking that the ceremony would continue privately in the Study Room.

			She returned to her place at the table and kept up appearances by chatting with all those who congratulated her, but her eyes cut frequently to the conversation Victoria and Eli were having.

			Eli whispered into Victoria’s ear. She smiled and rose. Shaw looked past them and noted someone else observing them. Anja. Her arms were crossed, her face an emotionless mask. The entourage started from the hall, Victoria with them, the guards at the rear, en route to the Study Room.

			When they were almost to the door, Victoria swayed and reached out for a table to steady herself. Frowning, Eli turned toward her. She dropped to her knees. Those left in the hall—about half the Companions—murmured or gasped.

			Eli said, “Apprentice Victoria . . .”

			Shaw heard her say, “I, something’s wrong. I—” She winced, gripping her belly. Then, supporting herself with one arm, she vomited violently.

			Two women ICs stepped forward quickly and helped Victoria to a chair. She blurted, “I’m fine.”

			“You’re not fine,” one of the women said. “Here.” She dampened a napkin and gave it to Victoria, who wiped her face.

			Her face darkened with a burst of anger Shaw hadn’t expected. Her hands were clenched. “I really am okay.”

			Eli turned to Steve and whispered, “Clean this up.”

			“I’ll call maintenan—”

			“I didn’t say to call anyone,” Eli raged. “I said clean it up.” The first instance of temper Shaw had seen in the man. The display was unsettling.

			“Yes, Master Eli.” Steve quickly walked into the kitchen.

			Victoria was breathing deeply. “I don’t know what happened. Something just hit me.” She looked down. “I’m sorry, sir . . . Master Eli. I really am okay.”

			Eli said, “Oh, my dear, don’t worry. We’ll get you to the infirmary tonight.” He was still livid—his “study session” for the evening had been ruined—but didn’t want to melt down in front of his flock.

			Victoria said, “The Study Room, tomorrow?”

			“We’ll see.” Eli put his hand on her head. “You get some rest tonight.”

			Her face still bore the blush of dismay. Her head was down.

			The IC who’d handed her the napkin took her hand and helped her up and toward the side door, after—of course—Victoria had grabbed her precious notebook.

			Eli’s attention was back on the dining hall. His eyes settled on Taylor, the blonde he’d rebuffed earlier. Her face was somber initially but then it softened, as if she were apologizing to him.

			But the debate ended quickly. His face twisted into what might pass for a sneer and he turned away. Tears glistened in the woman’s eyes.

			Shaw noted Anja, watching, with no more emotion than when Eli had picked his Study Room partner earlier.

			Then the reconstituted entourage glided out the side door, as Steve returned with mop and pail and set to work.
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			Verbena is a flowering plant that has quite the history in spiritualism.

			Ironically, given the official name of Eli’s Foundation, in ancient Egypt the plant was called Tears of Isis—after Osiris’s wife, the woman who, literally, put her husband back together.

			One variety of verbena was used on Jesus’s wounds after he was taken down from the cross, which earned it the name Holy Herb. In indigenous American culture, some tribes use it for dream divination.

			Colter Shaw was aware of verbena in its secular role: it can be used to induce regurgitation in case one ingests poison in the field. A tincture of verbena acts just like ipecac and does the job nicely—if, as always, unpleasantly.

			After he’d learned what the Study Room “special studies” were, Shaw had decided: Victoria was not going to participate. Obviously one could argue it wasn’t his business. And it was decidedly condescending of him to make the decision. But he didn’t care. He didn’t see the situation as much different from Eli’s preying on Abby. One was underage; the other suicidal and vulnerable—and both under the malignant sway of a dangerous sociopath.

			But how to stop the assault and not give away his investigative mission?

			He remembered seeing verbena flowers in the forest behind the dormitories when he’d made the war clubs. After hiding the weapons he returned to the woods and picked enough of the plant to make a proper dose. In his room he dried the herbs in the microwave then rubbed them between his palms to make tiny flakes. He didn’t think they would be particularly detectible; verbena is slightly sweet—not bitter like most emetic herbs—but has no real flavor. He wrapped the powder in a page torn from his notebook.

			Then he headed to the dining hall. He knew the correct concentration of the drug. It would do nothing worse than induce vomiting. Provided Victoria wasn’t allergic, of course.

			The odds of that?

			He didn’t play the percentage game. He wasn’t going to let a sexual assault happen and, since she was going to the clinic, the doctors would recognize an allergic reaction and respond accordingly.

			As far as administering the verbena to her, that was easy.

			Shaw set fire to the buffet table.

			When he’d gotten his plate, he’d slid a napkin near the Sterno can. As he returned to his seat, it flared up. With everyone’s eyes on the flames, he’d stepped to Victoria’s table and—reaching across it for a water pitcher to play fireman—he opened his palm, releasing the verbena onto her plate of lasagna. He could see she never noticed.

			The effects of that dosage, he knew, wouldn’t last long. She’d be feeling better already, physically. But he was sure she was still dismayed that she’d missed the chance to give herself to the man who was teaching her how to reunite with her lost family.

			As he now stepped from the dining hall into the cool, clear evening, Shaw knew she’d be hoping for another chance to visit Eli in the Study Room.

			But that wouldn’t happen.

			For her or anyone else.

			Colter Shaw would make certain of that.

			

			—

			
			Just give me one document about an offshore bank account in Nevis or Saint Thomas, Shaw thought. Maybe a video Eli filmed of liaisons in the Study Room, revealing a sexual assault. A memo hinting at tax evasion.

			What Shaw hoped for most was something linking Eli to the murder of journalist Yang in San Francisco. A phone bill, emails.

			He also wanted a list of the other Selects and where they were located. These men were, of course, time bombs.

			Shaw would ideally find something, then hike out of the camp east to the highway and get the evidence to federal or state police, not the corrupt Snoqualmie Gap cops.

			Where would be the best places to find something incriminating?

			Administration, of course.

			Building 14? He was looking at it now. Still two AUs in chairs in the front. Why the guards? And what was the purpose of the earlier furtive visit by the Selects?

			Eli’s residence too. It would probably be the source for the most damning evidence, if there were any. Eli would keep it close to home.

			He’d start with Building 14. He slipped into the strip of grass on the eastern edge of the camp and made his way to the back of the structure.

			Shaw noted no security cameras. The AUs in front were talking, which meant they were distracted. Would they patrol back here? Not likely at this time of night, but even if so, on a windless evening he’d hear them coming.

			The back door was a solid piece of wood, no windows. He examined the jamb carefully—no evidence of an alarm but, nowadays, there were so many subtle security systems, there could easily be one. The odds? He’d already been told there’d never been a theft here. Why go to the expense of an alarm? He recalled too that when the golf cart of Selects had entered the building the other day, they didn’t seem to have to shut off any security systems.

			Shaw placed the risk of alarm at twenty percent.

			Low enough to take the chance.

			As for the entry itself? Not a problem. His father had drummed into the children that there might be occasions when they would have to break the law—to escape from threats, to steal food and weapons, to survive.

			“Survival,” he liked to say, “bends the ethics.”

			And so Ashton taught Dorion, Colter and Russell the basics of lock picking. This door was as simple as they came. No deadbolt. The locking mechanism was in the knob: a tumbler for the key, a face plate, a striking plate. A pro would go in through the keyhole with a motorized lock pick. Bang, open in ten seconds. Shaw didn’t have that luxury, though he did have an alternative tool: a dinner knife, which he’d just copped from the table in the dining hall. He supposed there might be an inventory but sometimes you just had to take a chance or two.

			It was a simple if tedious job. The technique was to insert the blade, use it to slide the bolt away from the hole where it was seated in the strike plate. Then you pulled on the door hard to grip the bolt, which was spring-loaded, keeping it from popping back into the locked position. Shaw did this a dozen times, moving the bolt a millimeter each instance. Two dozen. Three.

			Finally with a last tug, he pulled the door open. No lights, no blaring alarms.

			He examined the ceiling and walls. No cameras.

			He stepped inside and eased the door shut. The place was dim but illuminated by light bleeding in from under the front door and, faintly, through the painted windows.

			Shaw looked around him. If he wasn’t so conscious of trying to remain absolutely quiet, he would have sighed angrily.

			What was the secret that the AUs were guarding and that the zombie-like Selects had carted in?

			Gardening supplies.

			That was all: bags of carrot, wheat, corn, green bean seeds and fertilizer, containers of rodent and pest killer, rakes and hoes, some gas-powered tillers.

			No firearms.

			No file cabinets.

			Discouraged, Shaw left the building and eased the door quietly closed. He listened for a moment but sensed no variation in the guards’ monotonous conversation at the front of the building. They hadn’t heard his intrusion.

			He walked to the Administration building next. There was a back door here too—the one through which Hugh’s boys had dragged that poor reporter, Klein. Through the windows he could see workers, walking up and down the corridors. Three offices were illuminated and a half-dozen people came and went. Shaw guessed selling immortality was a booming business. He’d have to try a different time.

			It was then he heard a snap and rustle in the brush. He dropped to his knees and turned toward the woods, irritated at his ridiculous light-blue costume, which even in the negligible moonlight made him stand out in contrast to the black-green grass and foliage. He closed his eyes briefly—to help focus his hearing—and listened. Yes. Another, similar sound. Not steps so much as a settling, as if a spy were crouching the same way he was, to make a smaller target of himself. He thought again of Frederick.

			Or was someone else following him?

			A killer Select?

			He remained absolutely silent.

			Nothing more.

			Get on with the task.

			The third source for incriminating evidence—the residence.

			He eased up to it, staying in the bushes. The large structure would be occupied too, of course. The two bodyguards, Squat and Gray. Steve would be somewhere in the building by now. The dressing-down in the dining hall would mean little to him. Puppies like that didn’t go very far from their masters, even after their leashes were jerked.

			Gazing at the octagon atop the building, Shaw saw Anja staring out the window over the camp, which to her was probably just a pattern of yellow lights. She was brushing her long hair absently. He didn’t see Eli.

			The fifteen notes reverberated on the cool air. “The time is now ten p.m. All Companions will return to their dormitories. The curfew is now in effect.”

			He couldn’t afford to be caught. He’d storm the castle tomorrow.

			Besides, according to the rules, the wild animals were descending on the camp, impatient, and eager for their entrees.
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			With the absence of clocks and watches, Colter Shaw didn’t know the exact time when they came for him.

			The sky was still dark and he felt as if he’d slept for only an hour; he guessed it was around midnight when his door crashed open and two burly AUs seized him by the arms and dragged him out of bed.

			“The hell’s this?” he snapped. Whether he was playing a role or not, this is exactly what anybody would have said.

			“Quiet. You’re coming with us.”

			“No. I’m not going any—”

			“Shut up.”

			One of the AUs flung his uniform and shoes toward Shaw. “Get dressed.”

			“What did I do? What’s—”

			“Get dressed. Or we’ll drag you through the camp the way you are.”

			Shaw got dressed.

			Five minutes later he was being escorted through the back door of the Assistance Unit. Gripping his arms near the threshold of pain, the men led him up a corridor and into a small interrogation room, like one of those in police departments the world over. It contained only a table and two functional gray metal chairs. These walls were not purple and did not exhibit Egyptian artifacts or paintings. They were white. It was warm inside and the smell was of pine cleanser.

			Claustro is Latin for “bolt,” as in bolting the door. And who doesn’t know what phobia is?

			Shaw was positive that one of these AUs had been present at Hugh’s beating of the reporter.

			They turned and closed the door behind them.

			Leaving Shaw to reflect on the list of offenses that had been committed by Novice Carter. The knife theft, the break-in at the gardening supply building, the verbena seasoning of Victoria’s dinner, the sprinting attempt to save John from a horrific death. It occurred to him that they didn’t really need cameras, since Eli had turned his followers into snitches to dime out any Toxics.

			Now he was sure he’d been right about being tailed. Twice: on the way to speak with Victoria, and just a few hours ago after the break-in at Building 14.

			Who was the spy? Frederick or someone else?

			The door opened and Hugh walked inside, accompanied by the AU who’d held the journalist’s mouth to stifle any cries when Hugh dislocated his shoulder. This man stood in the corner. Hugh sat and scrolled through a tablet. Glancing up at Shaw, he gestured toward the other chair.

			“So?” Carter Skye would be understandably uneasy under these circumstances. On the other hand, like Adam Harper, he’d done time, had a troubled childhood, had been a scrapper when younger. He was in rock-solid shape. The play Shaw had written did not call for the main character to be intimidated easily.

			“Sit.”

			He did, after a tang of defiance.

			Of course, there was always the possibility they had learned that Mr. Skye was a character of fiction, and that Colter Shaw was the one they’d invited into this soundproofed, windowless chamber. No one had used a name in addressing him. Which of the two alter egos did they think he was?

			If they knew he was a spy, then acting was irrelevant. It would be a fight. He was thinking of potential combat solutions to the situation when he noticed that the AU in the corner was holding a stun gun.

			Hugh looked up from the tablet; Shaw could not see what was on the screen. The supervisor said in a gravelly voice, “What’s Rule Fourteen?”

			“Don’t do anything to dis . . .” he stumbled on the word, “to mess with the integrity of Master Eli, other staff, the Foundation or the Process.”

			If Hugh was impressed by his memorization skills, the AU didn’t indicate it.

			“That word, ‘integrity.’ It has two meanings, you know.”

			Shaw blinked. “I don’t know . . . It means honesty or something, right? The hell’s going on here?”

			Hugh continued, “And it means structurally sound. Like the integrity of a ship’s hull.”

			“Does it?” He eyed Hugh closely.

			“Both of those apply to your behavior.”

			Damn it, use a name. Let me know who you’re talking to. Carter or Colter. Would it come to a fight? Him against the three here?

			Hugh flipped through his tablet. “What you’ve done is a crime against both types of integrity. You’ve betrayed Master Eli and you’ve jeopardized the Foundation itself.”

			“Still don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“We have evidence. Witnesses.”

			“Bullshit.”

			Hugh blinked.

			Shaw leaned close and snarled, “You got it, let me see it, asshole.”

			“What?” Hugh whispered, aghast. The other AU regarded Shaw warily.

			“Now! The evidence. And the witnesses. Bring them in here.”

			“You don’t talk to us that way, Novice Carter.”

			So it seemed they didn’t have the complete dirt on him. Hugh could, however, still order him Tased and beaten for the sins committed by Carter Skye.

			Rule 14 . . .

			“Master Eli does good work here. Hundreds of people lead better lives thanks to him. And you’d endanger all that by being disloyal?” Hugh nodded to the AU, who now brandished the stun gun.

			“We want to know what your motive is, who’s the Toxic you’re working for? Or are you here on your own?”

			The AU muttered, “Maybe he’s in it for the money. He’s here to steal the Process. It’s happened before.”

			“We’ll find out.” Hugh glanced at the Taser.

			The AU hit a button and a faint red light glowed like a snake’s eye caught in a flashlight beam.
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			Whatever you think I did, it’s a mistake,” Shaw said in a firm voice.

			Hugh held up his hand. The armed AU paused.

			“I came here because my life is messed up. All the issues I told Journeyman Samuel about. And when I saw what Master Eli’s done for the Companions, when I heard how he can change our lives forever, I knew I’d come to the right place. This is . . . What you’re saying is crap. You’ve got me mixed up with somebody else. I haven’t been disloyal. I never would. Master Eli is one of the most brilliant, generous people on earth.”

			Shaw rose and turned to Hugh. “I swear I haven’t done anything.” Sounding unnerved, supplicating.

			The two captors seemed to relent a bit at this.

			Which is when he spun to the right, knocked the Taser man’s hand aside and in a simple wrestling takedown, upended his opponent and slammed him to the floor.

			A curious noise came from the throat. Maybe trying to form words. Maybe just trying to breathe.

			Shaw paid no attention. In an instant he ripped the Taser from the gasping man’s grip and turned it on the other two. He eyed them calmly, as if searching for the optimal target. Equally unemotional, Hugh watched him carefully.

			Shaw muttered, “Your information is wrong. Don’t you or anybody else threaten me again. We clear on that?” He tossed the Taser to the floor near the hurting AU.

			Then behind Shaw, the clapping started—that infectious, staccato clapping, beating out the time to the “Ode to Joy.” He turned.

			The sound was coming from Eli, who stood in the doorway, his head cocked, his generous lips in a slight smile. He lowered his hands and nodded at Hugh and the gasping AU, who struggled to his feet, looking with more trepidation at Hugh than at the man who’d just decked him. He collected the Taser. Hugh was clearly not pleased that his man had been bested. But he glanced at Shaw and nodded with grudging respect. Hugh stepped from the room, his minion scurrying after, holding his chest.

			Before the door closed, Shaw glimpsed one of the bodyguards, Gray, whose lined face gave off no emotion whatsoever. Then he noted Squat and Steve appear, the latter with his ever-present notebook.

			The lock clicked and Eli and Shaw were alone.

			“Well, done, Novice Carter. You passed with flying colors.”

			Colter Shaw had in fact decided, about halfway through the kidnapping, that the incident had all the earmarks of a test. Hugh hadn’t been specific, citing only “disloyalty,” not any particular transgressions. Generic “evidence” and “witnesses.” And there’d been a stiffness about his delivery. He’d also decided that if he were to move up in the organization, and get access to the evidence he sought, he’d need to act the part of a Select.

			“This is a rite of passage, a test of loyalty. You’d be surprised by the reactions. Some break down and say, yes, yes, forgive me, father, I have impure thoughts about Journeyman Allegra or Journeyman Bill, or yes, I quote ‘borrowed’ one of the AU’s phones to call my wife because she was having a baby.

			“And some people have admitted they’d contacted other organizations to give them details on the Process. Or journalists who snuck in to write exposés.”

			Shaw wondered what their fates were. He didn’t ask.

			He pulled out his friend Carter Skye to help. “I wouldn’t do anything to screw up the Process. After my session with Journeyman Samuel and your Second Discourse? Never. That was amazing.”

			Shaw had almost said, “Gorgeous,” but decided it might be taken for mockery.

			“Oh, it is, isn’t it? Did you really like it? I’m so thrilled. I knew from the beginning that you were special. I have a good eye for people. I can size people up like nobody else. It’s a skill I was born with.”

			Raging narcissist . . .

			He opened the door and asked Steve to join them. Eli shared a look with his gofer and then turned to Shaw. He said solemnly, “It’s my pleasure to raise you to the rank of Apprentice.” He nodded to Steve, who withdrew a necklace at the end of which was a red infinity sign amulet. Eli lifted Shaw’s blue one off his neck and replaced it with the new one.

			Eli said, “I like to reward good behavior.”

			As true cults do, he recalled.

			A system of rewards and punishments . . . 

			“I think you deserve a trip to the Study Room.”

			Shaw immediately saw it as an opportunity to do some espionage work.

			Eli walked closer to Shaw. “You have a choice. Anja, or me.”

			Shaw returned his gaze. “Anja.”

			“Ah. Of course.” There was no disappointment in the man’s face. He had plenty of other Companions for his own diversions.

			“Steve, take him there.”

			“Yes, Master Eli.”

			Steve gestured toward the door. “Apprentice Carter.”

			Shaw turned to follow. Eli stepped closer, laid a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “Enjoy your studies.”
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			The opportunity for surveillance, however, didn’t materialize.

			Shaw had hoped that Steve would escort him to the front door of the residence and tell him something like: up the stairs, second door on the left. Which would have given him time to prowl. But, no, the underling apparently had orders to not let Companions go unattended here.

			As he was led through the halls, Shaw noted that the place was opulent, the walls hung with fine paintings, sculpture sat on the tables, the furniture was chrome and ebony and rosewood and supple leather. Nothing Egyptian about the décor here; it had a ritzy, over-the-top, Miami Beach feel. David Ellis had been, after all, a Florida businessman.

			Shaw saw no guards or CCTV cameras. This would be good for future incursions. But nor did he see any obvious offices or record storage rooms.

			Steve directed him to an unmarked door on the second floor and knocked.

			“Come in.” A woman’s voice.

			The Study Room was a love nest dominated by a huge circular bed that could hold four or five souls. It was a chamber that kept true to the Egyptian theme, hangings, murals, ankhs, bas-reliefs of Osiris or some other gods; Shaw didn’t know the pantheon of the ancient kingdom. Pungent incense burned.

			Love nest . . . 

			Osiris was, after all, the god of fertility, as well as the underground.

			Steve then turned and sat on a bench in the hallway. He began flipping through a notebook that seemed to contain most of Master Eli’s life.

			A prize Shaw would love to get his hands on.

			Walking inside, Shaw closed the door behind him. Wearing a silk robe—purple, of course—Anja nodded from where she sat on the bed.

			He gave the shoulder salute. Anja smiled and did not respond but rose and walked to a cabinet. “Do you want a drink?”

			“Drink?”

			“There’re no rules in the Study Room.”

			“I’m good.”

			“You don’t mind?” she asked, lifting a penciled eyebrow.

			“Go right ahead.”

			Anja made a cocktail. Vodka was involved, it seemed, fruit juice. She hurried with the concoction and didn’t bother with ice.

			There was a couch, facing the bed, and Shaw sat on it.

			“Your name?” he asked. “Russian?”

			She seemed surprised that he’d asked about her. The protocols for the “reward” of the Study Room were probably pretty well established and didn’t involve much conversation. “Yes. It means ‘grace.’ She looked at his amulet. “An Apprentice already? My. After two days.” A soft laugh. “Are you ready for the storm?”

			He frowned.

			“It takes some people a week or more. You’ll get some scowls.”

			“I’ve been scowled at before.”

			“You’re different.”

			“Am I? I don’t know enough about everyone here to figure out what’s normal, what isn’t.”

			She sipped. “I’m sure you’ve got your problems. But you’re not needy. Everyone else here is; that’s why they come.” Now, a deeper sip. “What’re we celebrating?”

			“He wants me to be a Select.”

			“Ah, that makes sense. His own private crew. The monks, the Knights of the Round Table. He doesn’t even talk about them to me . . . Well, one more thing he doesn’t talk to me about.”

			“How long have you known him?”

			“Ten years.”

			“You met on, what? Some kind of spiritual thing?”

			A pause. “We met in a different life.”

			Did she mean the 1800s or five years ago at a stockbroker convention in Fort Lauderdale? This wasn’t what she was here for. Anja didn’t want to be interviewed about herself and Eli. She didn’t like being offered as a prize in a Cracker Jack box. However, Shaw’s impression was that she preferred sex to the questions.

			She rose and clicked a light off and when she sat once more, the top of her robe fell open slightly.

			“You’ve gone through the Process?” he asked, glancing at the purple amulet.

			“Of course.”

			“So you can see past lives?”

			A hesitation.

			“I’ve done the work.”

			“Why the lotuses?” Shaw asked, looking around the room at several potted plants. He believed he could smell sweat and perfume, in addition to the sandalwood. This was the conquest bed, the one in which Victoria had nearly been a victim.

			“It’s the symbol of immortality.”

			Anja lifted a black brush and stroked her hair. He recalled her doing this earlier, as she stood in the gazebo.

			She said, “I was pretty when I was younger. I was a model and a hostess at some posh clubs. That’s the world where I met . . . Master Eli.”

			Had the man’s real name, David, been about to trip into the scented atmosphere around them?

			“You’re pretty now.” This was true. “You two married?”

			“There was a ritual. Maybe it’s not official, technically. But I like to think it is. I kind of wanted the white dress thing. I still have my mother’s.”

			“Maybe in the Tomorrow.”

			“Maybe.”

			He couldn’t tell if she believed Eli’s Process. Maybe she did. You could convince yourself of almost anything if you wanted to. He himself believed that his brother, Russell, would emerge and they would resume their relationship from years ago.

			Which, curiously, Samuel had predicted earlier that evening.

			Sometimes the protector protects best by leaving those who’re in his care . . .

			She drained her drink, set the glass on a table and tugged her robe open further. Then lay back on the bed. Her body language signaled: the sooner started, the sooner finished.

			Shaw noted an infinity tattoo on the upper arch of her left breast.

			She followed his glance.

			“Aren’t I lucky? Only the Selects and a few others are inked with the sign. He’s had me marked twice. Nobody else ever got more than one.”

			Shaw rose and sat on the bed. He reached for the robe and she arched her back, eyes closed, face lifted to the ceiling. He tugged her gown back together. She looked at him, frowning, appearing mystified. And perhaps concerned—that someone had defied Eli by not taking the present he’d offered.

			“Are you more interested in Steve? He’d be available.”

			“No. I’d be interested in you. Under different circumstances.”

			She tightened the belt around the gown. “I’m such a fool.” Tears welled in the corners of her eyes.

			Shaw sometimes wondered if foolishness didn’t follow from love the way a shadow precedes us when the sun is behind. Sometimes hazy, sometimes sharp, but always present.

			Again, an image of Margot Keller’s long face appeared. Twice now, in the camp, he’d thought of the woman, who was around his age and willowy and had soft dark-blond curls. He reflected now that he’d always thought of her face as that of a Greek goddess. Ironic that he was here in a room dominated with art from the ancient world.

			“It’s late.” He rose.

			“Wait.” She gave a faint wince.

			He lifted an eyebrow.

			“He’d expect you to stay longer. He might think I . . . I didn’t do enough. Steve’ll tell him. He’d have words with me. Maybe more.” She took a tissue and wiped her cheek. The makeup had covered up a bruise. She wanted Shaw to see.

			“Sure. Say forty-five minutes?”

			“Thank you. Really, thank you.” Leaving the robe on, she climbed under the blankets. “I took a pill. I’m tired. I might just sleep.”

			“Go right ahead.”

			Anja lay back. She lifted a hand his way, an ambiguous gesture that perhaps meant thank you.

			Or: please don’t pity me.

			Shaw decided it probably meant both.
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			June 17

			The next morning, forgoing breakfast, Shaw resumed his mission to invade the residence. He paused, though, on the porch of his dorm. He’d recognized the noise, so very faint at first, then louder and louder, insistent.

			A chest-pounding thud.

			Looking over the sky, he finally spotted the sleek helicopter, speeding toward the camp from the southwest.

			The craft was a large one, the cabin white, the tail dark blue. On the side were the letters CHP.

			California Highway Patrol.

			The sound took the attention of all the Companions on the grounds. Those walking stopped in their tracks. Those sitting looked up from their notebooks.

			The bird made its elegant touchdown in a clearing on the north side of the camp, toward the wooden fence and the YESTERDAY, TODAY, TOMORROW gate. As the engines shut down, two men climbed out, both wearing suits. One was African American, quite large, with a shiny bald head. The man with him was white, slender. Both had gold badges on their belts.

			They oriented themselves and walked to the nearest gravel path. The men approached a woman around forty, her blond hair pinned up in a bun. Shaw didn’t recall her name but he’d met her and her husband, who was not present at the moment. The black detective displayed an ID badge and spoke to her. She appeared confused, looking around. She said a few words and pointed south, to the residence. The two officers started in that direction, looking around them. Shaw’s impression was that they weren’t sure what to make of the place.

			Shaw approached the woman, who was frowning, as she looked after the officers. He nodded and gave the shoulder salute. She absently returned it.

			“Apprentice Carter. What’s your name again?”

			“Apprentice Carole.” Her face was troubled, her eyes on the residence.

			“Were those San Francisco police?”

			“Yes.”

			The SFPD no longer had an air patrol unit; it relied on the Highway Patrol’s choppers for air transport. He noted that the pilot, a petite woman with black hair, wore a light green uniform blouse, with gray slacks. CHP colors.

			“Was one of them Detective Etoile?”

			She appeared lost in thought.

			“Apprentice Carole?”

			“I think so. Yes.”

			Shaw expected her to ask how he knew, though she didn’t. She was clearly shaken—and, spotting her husband, Carole joined him. They began speaking.

			When he arrived in the Square, Shaw saw the Companions were talking among themselves. The ICs were clustered together. Four Selects stood, silent, looking over the crowd. Three had arms crossed over their chests. Their faces were stone.

			Behind the stage, Shaw could see Etoile, the other detective and Eli disappearing into the residence.

			So the detective wasn’t treating Yang’s death as used chewing gum at all.

			Would this be the end of the Foundation right here and now? But no, not yet, Shaw realized. If Etoile had marshalled enough evidence to directly link Yang’s killer—Harvey Edwards—to Eli, he would have brought a full complement of tactical law enforcers, Washington State Patrol officers included. This was merely an interview. A fact-gathering mission.

			Twenty minutes later, the two detectives left the residence and walked back to the helicopter. Shaw wished he could talk to the cops but of course that wouldn’t work. He wasn’t Colter Shaw; he was Carter Skye.

			The engines of the craft fired up and, with the rotor noise changing pitch, dropping in tone, the chopper rose skyward and vanished back in the direction of Northern California.

			What had the officers learned? And what was Eli’s reaction?

			A short time later the Beethoven notes rang from the loudspeakers and the voice said, “All Companions are to report to the Square.”

			No “please” this time.

			The command was repeated.

			Soon, with nearly everyone present, Eli and his entourage left the residence. The bodyguards remained at the foot of the stairs with Eli. Anja and Steve took their seats at the far end of the stage.

			The “Ode to Joy” played twice. Then Eli climbed the stairs and strode to the front of the stage.

			The ICs didn’t get a chance to lead the metric applause. The crowd just burst into frenetic clapping.

			Eli raised his arms.

			Cries from the ground: “We love you!” “Our Guiding Beacon!” “Master Eli!”

			Finally the noise diminished.

			“Good friends and Companions. My dear friends and Companions . . . Did you see that? Did you see what just happened? Some Toxics planted fake reports about me. Fake news!”

			There were boos.

			“Fake . . . Fake . . .” The simple chant lasted for a full sixty seconds.

			“A sad attempt by the Toxics to bring me down. That’s what they’d like. To bring me down. And bring you down too!”

			“No!”

			“Hell with them!”

			“We have a lot of enemies, you and me. Remember what I told you last night: the medical community hates us. Religion hates us. Politicians hate us. Because I tell the truth.”

			This started a chant of “True up! True up!”

			“And it scares them! But it’s the Toxics who should be afraid! I told them. I told those officers and now they understand. I’m being persecuted for my vision. I told them to arrest the Toxics who called them in the first place. It’s a crime, misuse of judicial process. And I’m suing. I have the best legal team in the country. They’re gorgeous! Nobody’s going to get away with trying to hurt you, my family!”

			Then, from somewhere in the back of the sea of Companions, a disturbance. Shouts. It seemed to Shaw that someone pushed another.

			The bodyguards grew alert. Steve rose. Eli walked to the edge of the stage, irritated that the spotlight had figuratively been turned away from him. He called angrily, “What’s that? What’s going on?”

			More confused words. It was hard to hear.

			Then a shout from the back of the crowd. “. . . questioning you! Master Eli!”

			Eli held up his hands for silence and peered into the crowd.

			A skinny male Apprentice, with a sallow face, was pointing at a woman near him. It was Carole, whom the detectives from San Francisco had approached upon landing. Her husband stood beside her, looking flustered.

			“She says you lied to us!”

			Turning on the spigot of murmurs.

			Eli said, “Hush, everyone!”

			Carole, red faced and angry, pulled away from the woman who was gripping her by the shoulder.

			Eli said to the slim man who’d called Carole out. “Tell me.”

			“She said . . .”

			Carole stepped forward. “I didn’t say you lied, Master Eli. I just . . . Well, those policemen. They asked for David Ellis. They said he was also known as Artie Ellington. And Hiram Lefkowitz. I just wondered, who are you really?”

			A collective gasp.

			Steve rose and whispered in Eli’s ear, then returned to his seat.

			In a solemn voice, Eli called, “Apprentice Carole. Come up here in front of me.”

			“I just . . .”

			“Bring her here. Now!” He glanced at two AUs.

			One of them stepped in front of Carole’s husband and put a hand on his chest to keep him in place. The other gripped Carole’s arm and ushered her to a place in front of the stage, directly below the cold gaze of Master Eli.
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			Arms crossed, Eli looked down at the woman with an expression both bewildered and contemptuous.

			“Apprentice Carole. Did you think ‘Eli’ was my birth name?”

			“I didn’t know. It was just . . . odd. The police asking about different names you had. I was just wondering why.”

			“Oh, I do? I have more names?” Appearing deeply perplexed, he looked out over the audience, then returned his searing gaze to her. “Do I?”

			“That’s what that man said. The detective.”

			“So you know him.”

			“Know him? No. He just came up to me and asked where you were and he mentioned the other names.”

			Shaw glanced back at Thomas, her husband, who was arguing with the AU. The security man motioned to a Select, who uncrossed his arms and, in a slow lope, joined them. He whispered something to Thomas and the man fell silent.

			“So you’re assuming what he said was true.”

			“I . . . well . . .”

			“You . . . well,” Eli mocked. “Not very articulate at the moment, are we, Carole? You, well, don’t know him but you, well, believe it when he says I have different names.”

			“I didn’t say that. I’m just—”

			Somebody shouted, “Yes, she did! She doubted you.”

			“She broke Rule Fourteen!”

			“Did it ever occur to you that maybe the Toxic called the police, claiming I have other names?”

			“I just . . .”

			“Ah, we move from ‘I well’ to ‘I just.’ And you believed them. It never occurred to you that some Toxic learned that, yes, my given and family names are David Ellis. That’s no secret. That’s a matter of public record. Did you think I was born Master Eli? That’s not something you see on birth certificates, now, is it?”

			“No, I—”

			He looked over his rapt audience, enjoying every moment. “Would you see that on birth certificates? I don’t think so.” Eli leaned down. “I died in the car crash!”

			Whispers of sympathy for the poor man rose from the crowd.

			“I died! Do you understand that? And when I died, I saw myself in the past, and saw that I was named Eli. And ‘master’? A title, of course. One I earned, I like to think. Maybe you don’t.”

			“Shame on her!”

			“Toxic!”

			“We love you, Master Eli!”

			“Our Guiding Beacon!”

			A man in the crowd stepped forward and shoved Carole. She barked a fast scream and stumbled back. Eli gave no reaction.

			“Leave her alone,” her husband shouted.

			Another word from the Select shut him up.

			“So Carole here is accusing me of something I haven’t done. Is that fair? Is that right?”

			A gasp from the crowd. It took Shaw a moment to understand the reaction. Eli hadn’t used the title “Apprentice.” Was she being ostracized?

			“Punish her!”

			“Didn’t I tell you to look out for the Toxics? Look out for their lies? But you believe them, Carole, over me.”

			“No.” Her eyes were wide. “I was just . . .”

			Some in the crowd reacted with angry muttering. Someone, a young Journeyman, swatted Carole with his notebook. “Bitch,” he muttered.

			She was looking panicky now. “I was only . . . I didn’t know what to think. Three names, different names. You can understand—”

			“What I understand, Carole, is that I’m beginning to think you’re a Toxic!”

			“No. I just—”

			“Just, just, just!” His mockery was fierce. “Carole, when you told me about the times your father came to your bedroom, when you were a teenager, I was sure you were innocent. But, seeing you now, taking the Toxics at their lying word over me, it makes me think you weren’t so innocent after all.”

			“What?” Carole looked mortified.

			“I’m thinking you’re so toxic that your boyfriend had a good reason to put you in the hospital.”

			“That’s not what happened.” Gasping. “I didn’t do anything! He was drinking. He hit me. He abused me!”

			Eli smirked. “But he never went to jail, did he? If you were innocent and he was guilty, wouldn’t he have been arrested?”

			Red faced, choking back sobs, she looked toward Thomas. His face was a mask; apparently Carole had shared the hard details of her past with Eli but not with her spouse.

			Like a lawyer on cross-examination, Eli snapped, “Did your boyfriend go to jail?”

			“I was scared.”

			“So the answer’s no. Look at this, Carole.” He lifted his arms. “I was speaking to all our dear Companions, reassuring them that I can stand up to the Toxics. And you ruin it. Because you don’t believe in me.”

			She’d lost and she knew it. “Please, Master Eli . . . I was wrong. I just . . .” She froze, afraid to be mocked again. “I wasn’t expecting what they asked and said. I didn’t think. Of course they were sent by some Toxics. They were Toxics too.” Her voice dropped and she wiped tears. “You told my secrets to everybody.”

			Eli’s voice was snide. “Because you broke the rules.”

			Most of the crowd was glaring at her. Cries of “Toxic!” And then: “Traitor!”

			“Throw her out!”

			“Judas.”

			Carole held her hands toward Eli. “Please.”

			He shook his head. “I never thought I’d have to question your loyalty.”

			“You don’t have to.”

			“What happens to Toxics, Carol?”

			She recited what was probably a lesson from a session with a trainer: “They don’t true up. Their True Cores stay covered. They can never see the Yesterday and can never advance to the Tomorrow.”

			Dozens in the crowd took up a chant of “Toxic!” Hands clapped sharply on the first syllable.

			Another man near Carole shoved her hard. An enraged woman slapped her face. Blood spurted from her nose, and she dropped to her knees, covering her head protectively. She was being pummeled and kicked. Someone flung a rock. It glanced off her forehead. She let out a faint scream.

			The AUs and the Select were holding back Thomas, her husband. Shaw glanced at Henry, the bald man he’d been inducted with. Eight or ten other Companions too. They nodded.

			Time for this to stop.

			But before Shaw and the others stepped toward Carole, Eli lifted his hands. Everyone quieted. “All right, friends and Companions, enough. Enough!”

			He strode off the stage and, flanked by his bodyguards, walked toward Carole. The crowd dutifully parted but not before one woman gave her a solid kick in the belly.

			Eli looked the injured woman over, lying in the dust, curled up, an arm covering her bloody face.

			Several Companions reached out and touched Eli’s tunic as he passed.

			He bent down and helped Carole to her feet, as the bodyguards kept watch. Shaw’s impression was that this had happened before; a heretic punished. Two of the women ICs glanced at each other, exchanging sly smiles. They were enjoying the incident.

			“I’m sorry, Master Eli.” Carole choked on her sobs. “I was wrong.”

			“My poor friend and Companion. A shame you’ve been hurt.” He looked out over the agitated crowd. “We never want violence.” But it was clear Eli didn’t mean this for a minute. He was close to smiling.

			“Apprentice Carole. Everyone! Do you see the risk that the Toxics present? How they’re terrified by my Process? By the truth? Do you see the lengths they’ll go to to stop me? To turn us against each other? To bring me down? They know I can revolutionize the world. I’m a threat. They’ll stop at nothing.”

			“Please,” Carol sobbed, “can you forgive me?”

			Eli studied her silently. Then he looked out over the crowd. “Shall we forgive her?”

			Calls of “Toxic.” “Punish her!”

			Most, though, saw that Eli’s retribution had come to an end. Steve began chanting, “Forgive her, forgive her!”

			The rest of the crowd joined in. The chant was accompanied by the sharp, insect click of clapping.

			Shaw glanced across the Square to Victoria. Who was not chanting or slapping her palms together. Emotionless, she stared at the sobbing woman and the man standing above her, his hand on her head.

			Shaw wondered what might have happened if a cry of “Kill her” had spread into a chant. The image of a frenzied mob stoning the woman to death didn’t feel at all outrageous just now.

			Eli embraced Carole, blood staining his white tunic. This was a man who couldn’t say no to a dramatic moment.

			“It’s all right, Apprentice Carol. All’s forgiven.” He looked toward Anja and gestured impatiently. The woman climbed down from the stage and put her arm around Carole. They walked toward the infirmary.

			The Guiding Beacon returned to the stage.

			Brilliant, Shaw thought. Eli had not only deflected attention from the police visit, the aliases and a past he didn’t want to come to light; he’d also made clear disloyalty would be punished. Carole had told her trainer of the horrors and indignations of her past, assuming that they’d be kept confidential. Eli, though, had weaponized them. Everyone in the camp now knew that Eli had something on them. Betrayal had been taken off the table.

			Eli announced there would be another Discourse today, an unscheduled one. Then he added: “Spend the next few hours on Introspection and journaling. And never forget: The best . . .”

			“. . . is yet to come!”

			The ICs leapt in and kept the responsive chant going, smiling and striding about happily, as Eli and his crew walked off the stage. The Companions dispersed.

			Shaw watched Carole’s husband walk quickly toward the medical center. Shaw then spotted Walter walking his way. The man appeared to be looking for him.

			“Hey, there,” Walter said, his face clouded.

			Shaw asked, “You see what just happened?”

			“No. Something came up.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Sally’s gone missing. She was in the room and I went out to see about that chopper. When I got back, she was gone.”

			“What is it exactly? Alzheimer’s?”

			“Yep. She’s on meds. Galantamine. Doesn’t do much for her.”

			“I’ll help you look.”

			“You wouldn’t mind? I’m more than a little worried.”
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			Did you tell the AUs?” Shaw asked.

			“I did, yessir. But there’s something going on. They said I had to deal with it myself. Then they scurried off like nervous mice.”

			A disaster control plan was being worked out, Shaw guessed, after Detective Etoile’s unexpected appearance.

			Walter’s face was contracted with concern, eyes shooting left and right.

			Shaw now recalled his earlier thought about the color of the shirts and blouses the Companions were issued. Easier to spot escapees, though also easier to find someone who’d gone missing.

			The men started searching the Square, then expanded their orbit. The woman would be confined by the natural and man-made barriers on three sides but to the east was the high cliff—an eighty-foot fall—and the path Shaw had found that would lead eventually to the highway. But stray from the route to the road and you’d descend into thick woods and a labyrinth of canyons and rock formations, hundreds of square miles of wilderness. Falling and exposure were the big risks. Other threats existed too: wolves and mountain lions, coyotes and boar. Rattlers could be anywhere.

			“Damn helicopter,” Walter muttered. “Took my attention. Next I knew, she was gone. Maybe it spooked her. I don’t know.”

			They tried the dining room. Inside was a table of Inner Circles, huddling and somber. The conversation was muted. Shaw also noticed a middle-aged couple in the corner, sitting over coffee. They were solemn too. He recognized them as two of the people who had stepped forward to save Carole from the mob. Shaw shared a nod with them.

			The two men continued to circle the camp.

			“Her short-term’s shot, a lot of the time.” Walter’s right hand was clenched. “She’ll remember what we had on our honeymoon dinner and what brand the plates were. The shape of the teacup handle. The name of the singer in the lounge. Forty-two years ago.” He sighed and squinted as he gazed into the dense woods. “Where are you, honey?” he whispered.

			As they asked Companions if anyone had seen Sally—no one had—Shaw observed that an uneasiness had descended over the camp. A division, it seemed, had formed among the Companions between Eli’s true believers and those troubled by his treatment of Carole and undoubtedly the bogus philosophy of the Process, with the flames fanned by the appearance of the police. He witnessed arguments, some heated.

			The two men walked in expanding circles through the valley, then took to the woods. “It’s like the forest preserve next to our house in Akron. We lived there thirty years ago. Might seem familiar to her. Another thing: she’s unsteady too. I got her one of those watches that tells me if she falls. But they took it when we checked in. They said, Master Eli can work miracles. She’ll be right as rain. So I gave in.”

			The path ended in a dead end against a rock face. They turned around. The sky was growing overcast. A wind had come up.

			A snap of wood. Shaw held up a hand and Walter stopped. Shaw eyed rocks and branches he could use for weapons in the case of a wolf choosing to hunt in full daylight—a rarity—or a mountain lion.

			He believed he saw movement about thirty yards behind them, where they’d just come from.

			“Is it Sally?” Walter asked.

			“No, either an animal or somebody in the bushes following us.”

			“Those AUs, they don’t skulk. They just walk up and ask what you’re about.”

			Shaw picked up a sharp rock and took a few steps toward the figure.

			It seemed to recede. He dropped the weapon, and the men continued deeper into the woods, north toward the wooden wall.

			“Where would she go?” Walter muttered.

			Shaw gave it eighty-five percent that Sally would instinctively stick to a trail or creek bed. He didn’t know much about memory illnesses but it seemed to him that what failed was data on a computer disk. Survival instincts would be like the operating system burned permanently onto the motherboard. A trail meant habitation, a creek bed meant an easier trek and water for drinking.

			These became the focus of their search.

			They swept for a half mile, moving in a compass arc with Sally and Walter’s dormitory as the center point. Shaw stayed true to the course; he hadn’t gotten lost in the woods since he was a young boy.

			Ten minutes later Shaw heard a faint sound and stopped. Walter too, frowning and looking about.

			Snap. Snap.

			They turned toward the source. Shaw picked up another rock and together the men moved slowly toward the sound, navigating around a thick growth of blackberry.

			Twenty feet away Sally stood on the bank of a shallow stream. She was frowning and, curiously, snapping her fingers.

			“Honey!”

			She glanced at her husband as if not the least surprised to see him; Shaw, though, was a stranger. He introduced himself and she nodded formally. Then her face darkened into a frown. She snapped her fingers again, in the air. “Bobo’s gone. Ran off.”

			Walter said patiently, “We boarded him, remember? He’s at the vet’s. So we could come on the trip here.”

			“Oh, that’s right. Silly of me. What was I thinking?”

			Undoubtedly a pet they’d owned years ago.

			“You’re looking tired, love. How about you go for a nap.”

			“Think I wouldn’t mind that.”

			The three of them walked back to their dorm. Walter took his wife inside and returned to the porch.

			“Thank you, sir.” He warmly shook Shaw’s hand.

			The men sat in teak rockers. Shaw eased back; the furniture was more comfortable than it appeared. He gazed out over the camp as several AUs hurried past. Their faces were grim. Also making a speedy transit was Journeyman Adelle, the beautiful Intake specialist.

			I lost my baby . . .

			“Bad move, this was,” Walter said, when she was safely past them.

			“Signing on?”

			“We just came because there wasn’t anything medicine could do for her, not really. Last resort. If this Foundation advertised on Alzheimer’s websites, maybe there was something to it. I thought experimental drugs, maybe new techniques, surgery. Imagine when we got into the training and found out it was about getting a second chance the next time around—in a future life.” He gave a cynical laugh. “Sally and I’d meet again. Her brain cells wouldn’t be so jittery. Maybe I’d look like Brad Pitt and could shoot five under par at St. Andrews.”

			Lifting his arms, he muttered, “Then I realized it’s a crock of horse manure I should’ve spotted right up front. Pluses, Minuses, past lives, future lives.” He looked Shaw over. “You could report me for this.”

			“We’re all good, don’t worry.”

			“I figured.” They gazed at more AUs, clutching their tablets and moving from Administration to a building across the Square. Walter continued, “We show up on this lumpy planet, blessed with some talents, and saddled with some busted mainsprings. It’s what we do with it that’s the trick. Sally and I, we got nice kids, two of ’em better than the third but he’s not bad. My bride and me, we’ve had a good run. This”—he waved his arm—“is an insult to that. It’s saying we didn’t do it right.”

			He fished a flask from his waistband. He took a sip and handed it to Shaw, who downed some whisky and passed it back. It was plastic, impervious to the metal detector.

			“You’ve got to get out of here, Walter.”

			“Naw, we’ll sit it out. Only ten days left.”

			“You can’t wait. There’s going to be trouble.”

			The old man was looking at Shaw carefully. “You say that like a man who knows.”

			He explained about the murder of one reporter and the beating of another and the murder-suicide: the Select who burned himself and John to death.

			Walter was speechless for a moment. “Jesus. That nice fellow at our table? And the police didn’t do a thing?”

			“Eli’s lining the sheriff’s pocket. I’m working on getting proof of what he’s up to. The chopper? It was San Francisco police looking into the murder. I’m worried about what’s going to happen next. You know Jonestown?”

			“Sure, that psycho Jim Jones. Was another cult, right? Everybody killed themselves.”

			“Some journalists and government officials flew down to see what was going on. That set off the suicides and the murders.”

			“You think Eli’s got something like that in mind?”

			“I don’t know, but look at the AUs, all of them in meetings now. And Eli’s called for another Discourse. Just feels like something’s going to happen soon, and it’s not going to be good. Would you and Sally be able to hike out? Two miles?”

			Walter was considering. “That was some thick forest we were just in. Steep.”

			“Where I’d take you, it’s mostly field and light pine woods. Some rock but nothing to climb, not more than a few feet. I’ll get you out safe.”

			“Where to?”

			“A highway. I’m sure there’ll be cars or you can get to a gas station another mile north. Maybe a little more.”

			“You checked that out first, before you came?”

			“Did some homework, yes.”

			Never lose your orientation.

			Walter turned and looked Shaw over. “I knew you weren’t one of the believers the minute you sat down and looked around for the wine at the dinner table.”

			“Beer.”

			“What’s your story? You’re not law?”

			“Like a private eye.”

			“Getting out? I’m game. But our money, credit cards, phones?”

			“Those I think I can get. The luggage building isn’t that secure. I’ve checked it out. But what we need is a couple of hours where you won’t be missed. I was thinking: you said Sally liked to garden. What if you told your trainer that you both wanted to spend a couple of hours working there.”

			“Where?”

			“The garden.”

			“They don’t have one. First thing I asked about, for Sally. But we have a light day today. We could be meditating on our Minuses.” He scoffed. “Nobody’ll miss us from eleven to two or three.”

			“That’ll work.” Shaw opened his notebook and showed Walter his map. He pointed east, to the grassy bluff above the cliff, where he’d met with Victoria yesterday. “There’re some benches.”

			“I know. We sit there some.”

			“Meet me at eleven. Don’t bring anything else. They can’t guess what you’re up to.”

			“Sure.”

			“But there is one thing I need you to do.”

			“What?”

			“Take somebody with you.”
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			Colter Shaw wasn’t surprised to see a stony-faced Select sitting in a rocker in front of the dormitory he sought. But he didn’t think it was a problem. In Shaw’s world, windows were made for admitting humans as well as light and air. Dexterous humans, at least.

			He made his way through the bushes and peeked carefully into each room before he found the one he sought. He kept searching until he located an empty room, then removed from his pocket the dinner knife and jimmied open the window. Shaw boosted himself up and inside, rolling onto the floor. Not as silently as he would have liked; his heels thunked. He paused, listening for any indication he’d been heard.

			Apparently not. Shaw then looked into the hallway and walked to the door he sought. He knocked gently. “It’s a friend. Can you open up?”

			Silence.

			“It’s important.”

			A shuffling sound. The door opened.

			Shaw looked down at the diminutive form of sixteen-year-old Abby, who blinked and said, “Oh, you.”

			

			—

			
			She sat on the bed and he on the desk chair. He’d moved it near the door so he could hear anyone approaching.

			Her eyes were red, and she kept up the fidgeting he remembered from the dining hall. Her nails were bitten to the quick.

			He whispered, “What’s wrong, Abby?”

			She blinked. He hadn’t used her title. After a pause, she said, “This’s all so fucked up.” She controlled her soft crying.

			He waited.

			She nodded. “Journeyman Marion was going to be my trainer but Master Eli took over. In the sessions he was great. He listened and listened and helped me find my Pluses. I told him when I was a kid I went to an art museum once and it was the coolest thing ever. He said I was an artist in a former life, so I should meditate on art, and I did and I felt so good.

			“Then he told me to come to the Study Room. Everybody was like, Wow, that’s a big deal. Anyway, he said it was for special studies but you can guess what it was really about. I didn’t care. I’m not really into that anyway, not with anybody, not after some stuff that happened to me at home. So it wasn’t a big deal to me and it made him happy. He said he loved me. He said I was different, that me and him knew each other in the past. I was so happy.

			“And then . . .” She choked and cried quietly. Shaw rose, found a towel and handed it to her. Angrily she wiped her face. “I was talking to Apprentice Rose, and he told her the same thing. And Apprentice Joan. And there were a lot of the others too. That was okay. Sort of. As long as he spent time with me. As long as he loved me.

			“But today . . . he dragged me in here and said I was a lying slut. I lied about my age. I’d risked the whole Foundation. He said he’d been wrong: that I wasn’t special. That I was stupid and deserved to die in a crack house.” She sobbed into the towel for a moment. “He said if I ever said anything, Journeyman Hugh and some of the AUs would kill me. I had to stay here until they arranged for me to leave. And I couldn’t talk to anybody.”

			“Abby, you remember John?”

			“Yeah, he got sick and left.”

			“No. Eli and Hugh killed him.”

			“What?” She gasped.

			“He was a threat to them. He was going to expose them.”

			No need to suggest that Abby herself was the reason.

			“Oh God.”

			Shaw leaned close. “Listen, I’m not here for the training. I’m like a policeman. I’m investigating Eli. I think he wants to hurt you too.”

			“I told him I wouldn’t say anything.”

			“He doesn’t care. You know Walter and Sally? At our table the other night?”

			“The old couple. Yeah. They’re nice. She’s sick, right?”

			“I’m getting them out today. In a half hour. I want you to go with them.”

			“Go back home?” she muttered sourly. “Right.”

			“Let’s get you out safe first and then worry about that. They’ve agreed to let you stay with them for a while. Walter can contact some of your relatives.”

			She sighed, turning the towel over and over in her ruddy, damaged hands.

			“I kept sitting here, thinking Master Eli was just upset. He’ll change his mind about me. He didn’t mean what he said. The times we were together, he was so happy. I made him happy and that made me feel good.”

			“Abby, we have to go now.”

			“Okay but the guy at the door. The creepy one.”

			Shaw asked, “You ever climbed out a window before?”

			Earning him a small curve of smile, which said, Are you kidding me?
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			Getting into the luggage building was about as easy as Shaw had originally figured.

			Since it was midweek and no new applicants were arriving or graduates leaving, the facility was closed. He was also helped by the absence of AUs. They’d be huddling with Eli and Hugh.

			Maybe working out an endgame.

			Jim Jones convinced over nine hundred followers in his Peoples Temple to murder hundreds of children and then kill themselves with poisoned fruit punch . . .

			On the rear windows was a standard latch. The place-setting knife easily did the trick. There was no alarm.

			Inside were no lockers but large, uncovered compartments for the baggage. From the claim checks, Shaw easily found Walter’s and Sally’s suitcases—four of them. They’d packed for three weeks, never knowing they wouldn’t need a single item. He found Abby’s backpack too. He rummaged through each and took changes of clothing and shoes for all three. These articles he put into a laundry bag he’d brought from his dorm room. He added the older couple’s wallet, purse and cash. Abby had a wallet too, one that she’d connect to a belt loop on a long chain. She had little money, though inside was a prepaid credit card that her “asshole of a stepfather” had grudgingly given her.

			Shaw found his own suitcase and removed a couple of hundred cash for her. He also took his own wallet, which he stuffed into his waistband, irritated once again at the absence of pockets, which, he decided, had to be one of the greatest inventions of all time.

			He put the bags back exactly where they had been.

			One disappointment: Shaw could not get their cell phones. Against the wall was a large container with a big lock on it. Shaw recognized the contraption immediately. The sides were of thick metal-oxide-coated glass. On the floor nearby were strands of pink fiberglass insulation, which, he knew, would be packed inside, around the Companions’ phones. Glass was one of the most efficient ways to block cell phone traffic. He was sure all the phones had been shut off and, if possible, the batteries removed. Newer phones would have built-in batteries that couldn’t be removed, which meant the units remained semi-powered even when they were off. This box would prevent any incoming and outgoing transmissions altogether.

			He slipped out of the building and relatched the window. In ten minutes he was at the bench overlooking the mountainous panorama.

			Shaw gazed around. No Inner Circles or AUs. They were still, he was sure, formulating plans with Eli and Hugh on responding to the homicide detectives’ visit and the re-upped investigation.

			“This way.”

			With the laundry bag over his shoulder, Shaw led them north along the high bluff until they were some distance from the camp. He stopped. “Let’s change here.” He distributed the clothing and other things he’d taken from the luggage building.

			Sally’s eyes lit up magically when her husband put her engagement and wedding rings on her finger. “My,” she said. “I thought I’d lost them. I was afraid to tell you, dear.”

			Walter kissed her cheek.

			Shaw handed Abby her clothes, her wallet and his own cash. She blinked, frowning at the two hundred dollars.

			“Take it,” Shaw said.

			“Like . . .”

			“Take it.”

			Her eyes said thank you.

			Walter led Sally off behind a thick growth of holly to change.

			Abby simply turned her back to Shaw and stripped; he looked away.

			The couple returned. Walter was in a brown and yellow shirt and dark trousers, Sally a navy-blue blouse and dark skirt. Fortunately she’d brought flats.

			Abby was in black jeans and a Drake sweatshirt.

			He passed around the laundry bag and they placed their uniforms, amulets and slippers inside. Shaw buried it under a pile of sticks, leaves and pine needles.

			“Let’s go. This way.”

			The day was hot, the sun yellow as yolk, and insects hummed and strafed. Shaw found some wild lavender and marigold. He broke off stems and petals and passed them out. “Crush it and rub it on your skin. Especially ankles and elbows. That’s what they go for, the mosquitos.”

			The four of them did so.

			“Ain’t we a dandy-smelling crew?” Sally said, drawing smiles. She then gazed about her, eyes curious. Was she aware of the peril, or did she simply think her husband and some friends, whom she didn’t recognize, were spending a pleasant afternoon in the woods behind their Midwestern house?

			The uneventful hike was as easy as Shaw had anticipated. They passed through the rusty chain link and over the three-foot-wide path between a rocky rise and the cliff’s edge. Funny how you have no worry about falling off a sidewalk even narrower than this but introduce a deadly void on one side and you walk just a bit more breathlessly.

			Then the foursome was descending a gentle slope through the fields and quiet, needle-carpeted woods.

			Walter, holding his wife’s hand, said to Shaw, “How should we handle it, when we’re home?”

			Shaw said, “You don’t go home yet. Get to a hotel or motel nowhere near here. Stay there. Eli knows your home address. Odds that a Select’ll come after you? Not high. But you’ve got to be cautious. Wait until you know it’s safe.”

			“Call the police?”

			Shaw said no to that too. “I need more proof. And remember that the local sheriff’ll tip off Eli and evidence’ll disappear. He will too. And, I’m afraid, witnesses.”

			Soon they broke from the forest and walked down a gentle, grassy grade toward the highway.

			Abby asked, “So, like, what’s our cover story for any drivers who’ll stop? I mean, we got lost on a hike?”

			It was a good question, one he hadn’t thought of. “Let’s blame it on my bad driving.”

			Once they hit the state route, it took only five minutes to flag down a car. This quartet of fugitives—an older couple with their son and daughter—presented about as low a threat as could be. A Dodge Caravan stopped. It was driven by a young husband and wife.

			Shaw explained that he’d stupidly driven off road to get a closer look at a waterfall and the car cracked an axle. AAA was on the way. He’d stay with the car. But he didn’t want his parents and sister to wait here in the heat and sun. Could the couple please take them to a motel somewhere along their route? They gladly agreed. The husband shook his head about the axle—the sort of mishap that even the most talented of automotive Good Samaritans can’t help fix, which is why Shaw picked it.

			No shoulder salutes now. Shaw hugged them all goodbye.

			Abby’s grip was especially hard. She whispered, “Thanks, mister. I mean, really.”

			Once the vehicle was out of sight, Shaw turned around and jogged hard the two miles back to the camp.

			When he arrived, he caught his breath and walked from the woods. He stepped into the Square, heading for his dorm. A cluster of men stood in front of it, talking among themselves: Eli, Hugh, the two bodyguards—Squat and Gray—and several other AUs. Steve too. With them was a tall, slim Companion, his back to Shaw.

			The man turned and removed his orange-framed sunglasses. It was Frederick, from the site of Adam’s death. And, yes, he was the man who’d been looking Shaw over earlier at the Discourse.

			His eyes narrowed and he said something to Eli and Hugh. Then pointed a long, lean finger directly Shaw’s way.
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			Shaw recalled the beating of the reporter. Face cracked, dislocated shoulder.

			One noisy, one silent. Both excruciating.

			He calculated he was a good twenty feet from his only weapons: the war clubs he’d made earlier. And thirty from the cover of the forest.

			A glance at the ground underfoot. Gravel. Not good for traction, especially with the slipper-like shoes. He stepped toward the men so he would meet them on a patch of lawn. He kept a look of benign curiosity on his face. To allay suspicions and give himself the chance for a surprise strike.

			He’d believed Hugh was not armed, though it was likely Squat and Gray were.

			He was walking toward Frederick, the logical course, since he was the one who had pointed to Shaw. This would take Shaw past the guards. His plan: do a wrestling takedown of one of them, and search for and seize his pistol. Squat had a lower center of gravity and would be harder to body slam. Also, Gray’s military bearing suggested that if anyone were armed it would be him. So, Gray would be the target.

			Shaw would get him down, hard, and then go for a gun. Because a weapon didn’t present under his clothing in an obvious way, it would be an automatic, slimmer than a revolver. Shaw would draw the slide to chamber a round, even if it meant ejecting—and losing—one bullet.

			He could cover Eli and the others and get away.

			If there was a weapon.

			If he could rack the slide in time.

			If Hugh and Squat weren’t armed as well and didn’t draw and fire first.

			And if there was no gun?

			He decided that the only way he could prevail against Hugh in hand-to-hand was surprise, and that would have been lost in his assault on Gray. He’d seen Hugh’s expertise in martial arts. He was physically fit and emotionally detached. There had been no feeling in the assault on the reporter the other day. The calm opponent has the upper hand over the excited.

			As for technique, Shaw knew no close-combat moves like Hugh’s.

			Never use your fists; too easy to break your own fingers or wrist. Grapple to the ground, then elbows and knees.

			Still he’d do what he could, getting in close and using another wrestling takedown. Lift from low, and drive his opponent onto his back.

			His odds? Without the surprise, probably thirty percent.

			And adding to the mix: two dozen Foundation members were within fifty feet. Loyalists would rush in to save their Guiding Beacon. Maybe even sacrifice themselves to save their spiritual leader from a Toxic. If they’d trued-up, death would mean nothing to them.

			Chances of a successful escape?

			Thirty percent.

			Shaw kept a smile on his face and casually continued toward Frederick, who gazed back with a knowing expression.

			When he was about three feet from Gray, Eli said something to Hugh and both men turned toward Shaw, who lowered his center of gravity and got ready to step into Gray, dip low and sweep his leg out from under him, drop him. The weathered man was right-handed. A gun would be holstered on that hip.

			Three steps, two . . .

			Shaw tensed, preparing physically—and mentally—to take on five opponents.
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			Shaw was five feet from Gray when Eli turned and glanced his way. The cult leader smiled broadly and gave the shoulder salute, calling out, “Apprentice Carter, thank you, thank you!” To the other he said, “Is he gorgeous or what? I told you so. Didn’t I say he was a star?”

			Mystified, Shaw slowed and tipped his head, returning the salute.

			Steve said, “Thank you, Apprentice Carter.”

			Best to keep it short and sweet until he sussed out what was happening. A nod.

			Frederick joined them.

			Eli looked his way. “Journeyman Frederick here was just telling us what happened. Please. Go on.”

			The man said, “Apprentice Carter came up to me and said he saw Novices Walter and Sally and Abby breaking out of the luggage building and running into the woods. There were no AUs around, so Apprentice Carter and I went after them ourselves.” He looked at Shaw. “We thought they might be working for competitors, stealing secrets. Right?”

			Shaw nodded.

			“We couldn’t tell which direction they went, so we split up. I spotted them in the Henderson Ravine. I ran back and told Journeyman Hugh.”

			The head AU said, “We put together a team.”

			Shaw, playing a role in a charade he didn’t understand, said to Hugh, “Did you find them?”

			“No.”

			There’d been no search. He knew about the ravine, which you’d hit if you turned north out of the fence, not east toward the road. The gully led to a maze of canyons, falls, no roads to speak of. Not even logging trails. Eli and Hugh were happy to let them die in the woods.

			Witnesses . . .

			Eli said, “Terrible. Such a shame. What were they thinking? And that poor girl.” He looked at Shaw. “She’s only in college, you know.”

			You mean, high school. Shaw shook his head sympathetically.

			“Send out some men. Have Sheriff Calhoun assign some of his too. We’ll hope we can find them.”

			“I will, Master Eli,” Hugh said.

			This was spoken for Shaw’s benefit. There would be no search party. Things had worked out for the best. The only other complaining witness in the statutory rape would be dead in a day or two.

			Eli’s eyes went to Hugh. “Such a shame,” he repeated.

			But the missing persons and their convenient demise seemed to vanish from Eli’s mind. He moved on, turning his magnetic blue eyes on Frederick and Shaw. “Thank you for your efforts on behalf of the Foundation.” A salute Shaw’s way. Then Eli’s eyes abruptly narrowed and he said, “Those men? In the helicopter? It’s all a pack of lies.”

			A frown crossed Shaw’s face. “Of course. People envy greatness.”

			“Yes! I like that! ‘Envy greatness.’” Eli glanced toward Steve, who wrote in his thick notebook, apparently memorializing the phrase. Shaw wondered if he’d just coined a new chant.

			Eli, Hugh and the AU goons returned to the main residence, where presumably a war room had been set up to consider how to confront the investigation into Gary Yang’s death.

			Leaving Shaw to shoot a glance to Frederick, whose eyes said, Yes, let’s talk.

			

			—

			The man waited until no one was within earshot. “I saw you on that hill—above the cliff where Journeyman Adam jumped.”

			“I thought somebody was there,” Shaw told him. “The orange sunglasses.”

			Frederick said, “Not really part of the Foundation uniform. Eli likes to see people’s eyes. But I’m good and obedient. He doesn’t mind some harmless nonconformity. That’s what he calls it. So. You’re wondering why I didn’t turn you in to Hugh.”

			Went without saying.

			“Gut feel, I guess. I saw your face after Adam died. You were upset, man. But I couldn’t figure it out when I saw you here a couple of days later. You didn’t seem like a cop. Maybe a reporter, investigative reporter, you know, writing about the Foundation. Master Eli warns us about them all the time. The Toxic Media. But Adam hadn’t been involved in the Foundation for a while, so you probably didn’t know he was a Companion.”

			Shaw had to add, “No. I didn’t know anything about the Foundation then.”

			Frederick’s eyes burned, angry. “A month ago I would’ve said his death doesn’t matter. His True Core would surface in the Tomorrow. But now? Hell, it’s all bullshit: everything Eli’s trying to sell. Now, I’m awake.” Frederick examined Shaw. “What were you doing there?”

			“Adam was wanted for a crime near Tacoma.”

			The man was surprised. “Adam? He was messed up. But he wasn’t into anything criminal—not for years.”

			“A shooting. I think it was self-defense.”

			Shaw realized now that Adam had been in the cemetery, where he met Erick, to kill himself by his mother’s grave. That was why Adam had had the pistol. Now that Shaw knew Eli’s poisonous teaching, he realized that was the man’s mission. He’d changed his mind—at least temporarily—when he saw he could help Erick get over the loss of his brother.

			Shaw explained about the shooting and about the case, that Adam probably would have gotten off.

			“That son of a bitch. Eli. He teaches everybody, oh, just go ahead and advance—just kill yourself—and you’ll wake up in the Tomorrow. Some little setback? You can start over and everything’ll be great. And Adam was just the kind to believe that bullshit. He was depressed, lonely. Those’re the ones Eli preys on.”

			Shaw asked, “Why’d you stay?”

			“I was leaving at the end of season. He pays well. Need the money.” Frederick shrugged. “Haven’t exactly built up a lot of skills here that translate to the outside.”

			“You were close to him?” Shaw asked. “Adam?”

			The man hesitated. “I wanted to be more than friends, you know, but he wasn’t interested. That was fine, once we got it established. Fine with me. I liked, you know, talking to him. It’s tough here. It gets lonely.

			“We could bitch and moan. I had my problems too. I came out when I was sixteen. My stepfather exploded. He screamed and raged that I was going to hell.” Frederick’s face was almost amused. “I never really got why he was upset. He never liked me, doesn’t like gays. So wouldn’t he be happy I was going to hell?” Frederick looked over toward Shaw. “You’re not ‘Carter’ then?”

			“No. I’m not.”

			The rich scent of damp smoke wafted their way on a cool breeze.

			“You’re an undercover cop?”

			“Like a private eye.” He added that he’d come here to see why Adam died and if he could help anyone else at risk, like Victoria. He told Frederick about how Hugh bullied and tried to grope her on the cliff.

			“I saw that. Hugh’s an asshole. He’s got a whole system worked out. If you break the rules, or just seem to break the rules, he’ll give you demerits. That can set your training back. Enough of them and you might not become a Journeyman, and have to start all over again. At the cliff, he was spouting Rule 14 at Victoria. You can’t be upset when somebody dies. It means you don’t believe in the Process.

			“Of course, if you’re a woman, and willing, you can come visit him and he’ll erase the demerits. That can also accelerate your training.” He looked Shaw over. “And then there’s the fee arrangements.”

			“You mean the bequests in the will for lifetime memberships?”

			“No.” Frederick gave a cynical laugh. “You pay a fixed fee, seventy-five hundred, right? Except not. Remember, you have to send a picture in? Why do you think that is?” He gave a cynical laugh. “Pretty young girls and guys get in for a hundred, two. Sometimes for free.”

			“The Study Room.”

			A nod.

			Shaw was surprised he hadn’t figured that out. Nearly all the women here were under thirty and attractive.

			“You saw me helping Walter, Sally and Abby. You’ve been following me for the past couple of days. It was you, right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“You did a good job. Are you military?”

			“No. Just I used to go hunting with my father. My real father. We were close. Lost him a few years ago. That’s why I’m here. It was tougher than I thought, him dying.”

			“I can usually spot tails. You were good.”

			Frederick said, “I was in camo. There’s some outfits for the Selects. So? Walter, Sally and that girl?”

			“They’re nowhere near here.”

			“Why’d you get them out?”

			“Abby’s sixteen.”

			A look of dismay crossed Frederick’s face. “Jesus. Eli took her to the Study Room? He’d go down for statutory rape.”

			“You hear about the car fire?”

			“What fire?”

			“John—the Novice—found out about Abby. Eli and Hugh had a Select kill him then himself. Murder-suicide. Eli was going to get rid of Abby too, I was sure. I asked Walter and Sally to get her out.” Shaw looked over the slim man’s face. “What’s going on in the camp? What did Eli say about the helicopter?”

			“He told the Inner Circle that some Toxic trumped up charges against him. He told the police that. They believed him and they went away. That’s what he said.”

			“It’s not going away.” Shaw explained about the death of the journalist in San Francisco.

			“And you’re worried it could get ugly here, if the police come back. You know, standoffs like at Ruby Ridge, Waco, Jonestown?”

			“I’ve seen the faces of the staff and some of the Companions. They’d fight for him. Some of them would die for him.”

			Frederick asked, “That’s why you didn’t leave with the others.”

			“I’m going to bring him down.”

			“What’re you planning?”

			“I need evidence before he destroys it. Business and phone records, emails, memos. Something that shows money laundering, extortion, orders to kill the journalist, other people who’re threats.”

			Two stern AUs passed. The four of them traded shoulder salutes. When the guards were past, Frederick said, “His office is off the Study Room.”

			“I was there. I didn’t see any offices.”

			“It’s hidden. As you face the bed—that circular bed? It’s against the right wall, in the mural of Osiris.”

			Shaw remembered the painting.

			Frederick said, “I saw inside one time. There were files on a desk and a computer. Bookshelves. File cabinets.”

			Computer, Shaw thought. Contact with the outside world.

			“Is the door locked?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“You know any side or back entrances to the residence?”

			“One in back, I think.”

			“Security cameras?”

			“I don’t know. But the residence is never empty. There’re always AUs around. And Inner Circles. Eli and Anja and Steve. Those two cold-fish bodyguards.”

			The loudspeaker musical notes resounded and Shaw and Frederick fell silent.

			“All Companions are requested to assemble in the Square.”

			The no-nonsense directive was repeated.

			It was the improvised Discourse.

			As the two men walked toward the Square, Shaw asked, “What do you think? Does Eli actually believe what he preaches?”

			“I’ve wondered that.” Frederick waved his hand around the camp. “I sometimes think he does, and he’s created this whole philosophy to save the world from depression and loss. His temper, his need for control, his anger, his mercenary side, his . . . appetite for the women, and men, that’s just who he is. And, look at it one way, if he does believe it, then murder’s not really murder. You’re just sending a soul into a future life.”

			Tough argument to make in court.

			Frederick continued, “Or he could think it’s pure bullshit. But I’ll tell you one thing: Whether he’s in it for the money or to save souls, he’s not giving it up without a fight. No way.”
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			The stage was empty at the moment, and many of the Companions were abuzz.

			But not all. Others stood in solemn clusters, expressions of uncertainty on their faces.

			Shaw looked for Victoria. Didn’t see her.

			“What’s this about?” Frederick wondered aloud.

			Shaw said, “I’m betting diversion, something to take our minds off the helicopter and Carole’s heresy.”

			He heard a cheerful voice behind them. “Apprentice Carter. Journeyman Frederick.”

			Shaw turned and nodded. “Journeyman Samuel.”

			“Always that delicious sense of anticipation, times like this. Even in the Inner Circle, we don’t always know what our Guiding Beacon is up to.”

			The greater the suspense, the better the sleight of hand.

			And the tighter the control.

			The men gazed toward the stage.

			Shaw thought of the office off the Study Room. What would he find there?

			And there was a computer. If Shaw could get online he’d contact Mack McKenzie, who could alert Tom Pepper. His friend in turn would call colleagues at the Bureau and the Washington State Patrol.

			Samuel asked Shaw, “Your journaling is going well?”

			“I think so. It’s difficult.”

			“Now that you’re an Apprentice, you know we’ll be looking for Minuses and Pluses from past lives. Those are always trickier. Is this a real memory, or from a John Wayne movie I saw as a kid? They’re more subtle, harder to find. We’ll do it, though. I often say the Process is about clearing the fog.”

			“Your metaphors get better by the hour, Journeyman Samuel.”

			The man laughed.

			Shaw asked, “Were you a counsellor or therapist before you joined the Foundation?”

			“Me? No. I was a teacher. Middle school. Master Eli taught me everything I learned about training and the Process.”

			“I’ve heard glowing reports about you as a trainer,” Frederick told him. His mannerisms were natural, understated, his voice calm. A natural actor.

			“Ah, now you’re making a fat old man blush.”

			Shaw said he looked forward to the forthcoming sessions, putting what he saw as the right amount of joyful anticipation into his face, which seemed to please the trainer.

			Samuel probably knew nothing of Eli’s murderous nature. He would be aware of the cult leader’s sexual appetites and blunt, egotistical behavior, of course, but, as Frederick had just suggested, those were typically just part and parcel of a visionary’s personality.

			Shaw looked over the crowd once more. Still no sign of Victoria.

			Frederick said, “I was just thinking, Journeyman Samuel. If enough people go through the Process, after the whole world is trued-up, maybe sadness can be eliminated entirely. Like we did with smallpox.”

			Samuel looked thoughtful. “We can only hope, Journeyman Frederick. Though that would, of course, put me out of a job.” He winked.

			The clapping started. Shaw was standing near a speaker and realized that this time someone had placed a microphone near clapping hands; the sound was especially piercing.

			“The best . . .” Clap, clap, clap. “. . . is yet to come.”

			“The best . . .”

			“. . . is yet to come.”

			The droning words and the slapping of palms rose in volume. Thirty seconds, a minute. Two.

			Then the rhythmic clapping degenerated into frenzied applause.

			Eli climbed onto the stage, turning to the audience and giving the salute. Once again, he glowed in the beam of artificial light from on high.

			He then lifted his hands, smiling and nodding. As before, he pointed to certain people in the audience, blessing them with his attention.

			That confident face.

			Not the face of a murderer. But then Colter Shaw had seen plenty of killers who looked downright angelic.

			“Greetings, Companions. Greetings!”

			Slowly the sound faded.

			“I’m making an important announcement today. I’ve got something . . . You’re going to like this. You’re going to love this. I guarantee it!”

			“We love you, Master Eli!”

			“We’re with you, forever!”

			“Our Guiding Beacon!”

			Eli’s hand rose. His right only. The gesture resembled a Nazi salute.

			The Companions quieted.

			“I’ve brought us to the most successful year ever, with the most Journeymen graduating from training and moving into the world to live better, happier lives.”

			Now, cheers and frenzied clapping.

			“I know what you want, I know what you need. And I’m giving it to you. I am proving to the Toxics of the world, the lying religions, the selfish politicians, the pernicious charlatans . . . You know ‘pernicious’? I love that word. Means evil. But sounds worse than ‘evil,’ doesn’t it? I think so.”

			Laughter.

			“The Process proves that what they’re trying to sell you is . . . manure!”

			The ICs booed a bit, and the crowd took it up.

			No chant with that, though Shaw wouldn’t have been surprised if Eli had encouraged one.

			“I am now going to take our family to a higher level.”

			Didn’t the Manson cult refer to themselves as family?

			“I am announcing here the formation of the Osiris Foundation Circle of Representatives. This will be an elite group of Companions who will meet with me on a daily basis and help me in planning our expansion around the country . . . and eventually the world.”

			Shaw and Frederick shared a look.

			“And I am delighted to announce that the Director of the Circle will be one of our most loyal servants, a trainer who’s distinguished herself.” Eli began to applaud as he looked to the area behind the stage where a middle-aged woman stood.

			“Come up here, Journeyman Marion!”

			Beaming and blushing, she did so and gave the salute to the frenzied crowd.

			“Journeyman Marion is one of the best. Don’t we love her? Who’s been trained by Journeyman Marion? Let’s see it! Look at all those hands. Look at them! I picked her, you know. I saw her, talked to her for three minutes, only three minutes. And I knew she was a born Journeyman and trainer.”

			The chant stretched the word Marion out. The woman, intoxicated with happiness, waved to the crowd.

			Eli then recited the names of the other four Companions who would form the group. “Come on up here! Join Journeyman Marion and me!”

			They did, two men and two women, all in their forties, as surprised as Marion had been. Apparently caught off guard, all they could think to do was offer the shoulder salute.

			Eli called, “Later today, we’ll have a formal induction ceremony, and I’ll ask each of you to tell me, in your own words, what the Foundation means to you. And if I’ve helped your life even in a small way . . . I want to know.” He was laughing. “Congratulations, my beloved Companions. Remember, the best . . .”

			“. . . is yet to come!”

			Eli strode off the stage, trailed by Anja and Steve. They joined the bodyguards and the group headed south.

			When Shaw was sure no one was in earshot, he said to Frederick, “I’m going to get inside the residence. Can you try to get a phone from the luggage room?”

			“Oh, you were in the woods, you don’t know. After the police showed up, they moved the phone storage box into the Assistance Unit. It’s guarded twenty-four/seven now.”

			Shaw sighed. “Try the parking lot, see if anyone left one inside a car. I know they were searched but maybe somebody got careless.”

			“But the AUs in the front.”

			“Looks like a lot of them’ve been pulled off their details.”

			“Well, the cars’re locked, aren’t they? And the keys are with the AUs too.”

			Shaw said, “Some of the older ones won’t have alarms.”

			He frowned. Then it dawned on him. “Oh, you mean break in.”

			Shaw saw the man liked the idea. He explained to Frederick how he could take the path to the eastern edge of the wooden fence and then circle around to get to the parking lot.

			Frederick thought for a moment. “You know. It’s going to be hard to tell if there’s an alarm. What if I got underneath, popped the hood and used something metal to short out the battery?”

			“Good. Were you a mechanic before joining the Foundation?”

			“I was a Mafia hitman.”

			A line delivered with such a straight face that Shaw thought for a second it was true.

			Frederick smiled at Shaw’s reaction. “I managed a chain of frozen yogurt shops. Yo-Grrrrt.” He spelled it, as he would have done a thousand times. “Our logo was a happy bear. Where should we meet?”

			“Behind my dorm. Building C. Make it an hour.”

			Frederick nodded and vanished into the woods. Shaw turned east, disappearing into the line of trees that paralleled that edge of the camp. Then south, along the hidden path, toward the residence.

			It turned out, though, that he’d have to wait. Eli, Steve and the two bodyguards were standing in a deserted grassy area on the eastern side of the residence. Eli was dictating, and Steve nodded fiercely as he transcribed. From where they stood, they’d be able to see Shaw break from the line of trees, heading for the back door, if any of them happened to glance that way.

			Just then a faint scream rose from the far side of the residence, the west. Instantly, Squat and Gray turned. Gray’s bony left hand tugged up his tunic and his right was poised to draw his weapon. It was a small Glock, Shaw could see. He’d been right about the gun.

			The two bodyguards and Steve hurried in the direction of the scream, Gray motioning Eli to stay back. Eli’s attention was focused away from the back of the residence, and Shaw started in that direction. But he stopped. He noticed motion in the woods not far from him. It was furtive and slow, careful. The movement of a stalking hunter—very much how Shaw himself pursued game, hunched over, making a small profile, assessing the quietest place to plant his feet, assessing which foliage would rustle and which would not.

			Never be obvious.

			Shaw froze, hardly believing what he was looking at.

			The hunter was Victoria, hair tied into a severe bun. She eased closer to the clearing where Eli stood, thirty feet away. The leader’s back was to her.

			In her hand was a knife. It seemed she too had stolen one from the kitchen but unlike his this was a lengthy butcher knife. From the discolored and uneven edge, Shaw knew that she’d spent quite some time honing the edge on a rock to turn the weapon scalpel sharp.

		


		
			55.

			She was moving forward steadily. Her posture and her movement told Shaw she was an experienced stalker.

			Victoria was presently twenty feet away from Eli and closing the distance steadily, while keeping absolutely silent.

			A voice called to Eli, “Just a fire, small one.” It was Steve speaking.

			“Anyone hurt?”

			“No. Just trash in a waste bin. Somebody sneaking a smoke maybe.”

			Shaw judged distances. Soon, Victoria would break from cover, charge forward, and slash the Guiding Beacon to death.

			The woman held the knife with the sharp edge up. This was proper hand-to-hand combat technique. She would come up behind him, cup his forehead and pull his head back, while simultaneously slashing his throat from ear to ear. It was a simple move and one that required little effort, provided you had surprise, which she certainly would if she could make a silent approach.

			Who the hell was she really? Obviously not the vulnerable supplicant Shaw had believed. Whatever her motive, though, he could see that her mission would end in her death, not Eli’s. From where she was, she couldn’t see that Gray and Steve had paused just around the corner of the residence. Now that the “emergency” had turned minor, they were about to return. They’d see Victoria on the move and she’d be shot to death.

			No time to formulate a percentage of success for one strategy or another.

			Shaw circled behind her—picking out a silent path himself—and when he was ten feet away, he charged. By the time she heard, it was too late to turn and assume a defensive posture. He dropped her to the ground with a serviceable tackle. They tumbled into a pile of leaves.

			The collision left her breathless, Shaw too—all the more so when she drove a well-placed elbow into his gut. With lightning-fast reflexes she leapt to her feet and tried to put distance between herself and her attacker—the first rule of meeting a surprise assault. Shaw, though, grabbed her ankle, twisted slightly and she went down, following the pressure rather than resisting and risking a dislocation.

			One second later she was on her feet again, and in classic knife-fighting position: left hand out for distraction and gripping her enemy, her right slashing the air between them, back and forth.

			Her face tightened and she glanced quickly at Eli and saw Steve round the corner. She was taking a measure of the distance between herself and her target.

			“You would’ve died,” Shaw whispered.

			“I could’ve made it.”

			“No, you wouldn’t.”

			“Yes, I would,” she said defiantly.

			Shaw whispered, “He’s armed. The gray-haired one. Maybe the other one too.”

			“I know,” she growled softly. “I saw the imprint. His partner isn’t.”

			She kept the blade pointed his way and looked again at her prey. It seemed she was still contemplating the attack.

			Then a look of disgust crossed her face and her shoulders slumped. She rose from the fighting position. She wrapped the blade in a napkin and slipped it into her back waistband.

			She watched the men continue their conversation as they resumed their walk to the residence. The guards joined them. Apparently the fire was out.

			Shaw walked closer to Victoria.

			When she slapped him, with all her strength, it seemed, her palm was slightly cupped and the blow gave a sharp snap, which was every bit as loud and staccato as the rhythmic clapping that accompanied the Inner Circle’s chants.
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			I get it now. It was you.”

			“Me?” Shaw asked.

			“You fucking drugged me to keep me out of the Study Room. To save my honor. Jesus Christ, where are we? Back in the 1950s?” Her voice was a furious rasp.

			He looked around. “Not here. We’re too exposed.”

			She calmed enough to consider his words. She asked, “Dormitories?”

			“Could be bugged.”

			“The cliff where you were stalking me,” she said pointedly.

			Ten minutes later they had hiked up the hill to the bench overlooking the vast panorama and the mountains in the distance. One peak was particularly noble in the glass-clear air. No one else was present on the bluff.

			“What was it?” Victoria asked.

			“The drug? Verbena.”

			“I thought I tasted something. Damn it. I’ve used pokeweed berries for the same thing. They have a better flavor but—”

			“They’re deep purple. Telltale.”

			How did she know this? The number of people in the country who needed to use emetic herbs in the field was extremely limited, Shaw assumed.

			“I think we’ve established you’re not a librarian.”

			Victoria dismissed his flippant comment with a wave of her hand. “I do security consulting. And something tells me you know what a security consultant does.”

			“The blade. You honed it on a rock, not a whetstone. Where’d you learn that, the Army?”

			“YouTube.” Her voice was mocking.

			“And you kept calling Eli ‘sir.’”

			She shrugged in concession. “True. Screwed up there.”

			Victoria’s eyes were scanning for threats around them, head tilting slightly at sounds, dismissing them as natural and nonthreatening. This woman knew her skills.

			Shaw supposed he’d had a clue that Victoria wasn’t quite who she seemed to be. After she’d been sick in the dining hall, he’d noted the wave of fury that appeared briefly on her face. Suggesting she was someone a bit different from the vulnerable, submissive woman she’d been presenting to the world.

			“So. What’re you doing here?” Shaw lifted his palms.

			Her internal debate concluded. “Somebody I was close to, she graduated from this bullshit place. She took the ‘goodbye until tomorrow’ thing seriously.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			She dismissed the sentiment with a scoff. “She was at a low time. She would’ve come out of it. Just a little more work, a little more help. But she chose different. So I signed on, got myself a blue uniform and started looking for the chance to kill him.” Her voice was ice. “I needed to get him alone, away from his guards and that little hobbit, Steve.”

			“The Study Room. Just you and your knife.”

			“No knife there. I can use my hands. It just takes a little longer.” Her shrewd gray eyes swiveled his way. “Not necessarily a bad thing.”

			“You’re taking a big risk for revenge.”

			“You can minimize risk by planning ahead.”

			That, he agreed with.

			“Okay,” she said, “that’s my story. What’s yours?”

			Shaw had to laugh. “I came here to save you.”
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			Shaw told her he had been on the cliff when Adam Harper had killed himself.

			Victoria was nodding. “I told you I didn’t know him. That was true, though I knew about him. He was coming back for one of those rejuvenation sessions. And bringing a recruit. I went along to pick them up. It was a cover to help me figure out an escape route after I killed Eli. I hadn’t planned on giving up car keys and cell phone when I checked in.”

			“I saw you and Hugh. Bullying you. Little free with the hands too. I heard about his demerit system.”

			“He’s a pig. Adam had just died and he wanted me to go down on him when we got back to camp, you can believe it. He gave me five demerits when I said no. Took all my willpower to keep from crushing his windpipe or throwing him over the cliff myself.”

			She then frowned. “But we only saw Adam, or his body. What happened to the person with him?”

			“I took him back to Tacoma.”

			“So who am I to you?”

			“Somebody who shouldn’t be mixed up in something like this. Or so I thought. Adam died. From what I learned about cults, I thought maybe he’d been brainwashed or bullied. I didn’t want anybody else to end up like him. Then the more I learned, the more I decided Eli had to go.” He explained about the horrific murder of John.

			“Jesus, burned to death.”

			He also described Hugh’s beating of the reporter and the murder of the journalist in San Francisco. “The helicopter? It was SFPD. But guess you didn’t see it. You were busy.”

			Honing her murder weapon, prepping a diversionary fire.

			“They’ve reopened the investigation into the reporter’s murder in San Francisco. Eli and his crew have been meeting about something. I’m worried that evidence’ll start to disappear. Witnesses too. I want to get into the residence and find something I can hand over to the FBI.”

			“So we ruined each other’s plans.” She gave a cool laugh. “You want to bring down Eli too . . . Just for the record, my way’s faster.”

			“Your way comes with a lethal injection.”

			She snickered, meaning: if they catch you. “You mentioned the Bureau.”

			“I have contacts there.”

			The woman scanned the surroundings once more, head cocked, listening for approaching threats.

			Never lose situational awareness.

			He supposed Victoria had a set of her own Never rules.

			“You’re not Carter?”

			“No. Colter.”

			She frowned. “I’ll tell you about it later. You?”

			“Victoria. No need for you to know the last. Where do we go from here?”

			“We’ve got at least one other person on our side.”

			He told her about his ally, Frederick.

			She nodded. “He was in the van with us, at Adam’s death. After Hugh read me the riot act, he was good. Trying to make me feel better about Adam and Hugh’s behavior.”

			“I’m going to try to break into the residence,” Shaw told her. “Frederick’s looking for a phone. Can you help him? He’s in the parking lot.”

			“Why would he believe me?”

			“Tell him I told you I got Walter, Sally and Abby out. He’ll know we talked.”

			“The older couple and that girl, right?”

			“She’s sixteen.”

			Her face revealed her disgust. “And Eli took her to the Study Room?”

			Shaw nodded. “That’s why they killed John. He knew about it.”

			“Son of a bitch.”

			“Meet behind Building C in forty-five minutes.”

			Victoria’s eyes had gone into hunt mode, scanning the grounds, the woods around them. She reached around to her back to make sure the knife was secure.

			Shaw said, “You’re not going to . . .”

			“Kill him?” Victoria asked. “Not at this point in time.” She wasn’t smiling when she said the words.
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			Wouldn’t you know it? The only obvious video camera Shaw had seen in the entire camp sat directly above the one door he now needed to get through. The residence’s back entrance.

			Next steps?

			Growing up in the wilderness, Shaw and his siblings rarely watched films, and they saw virtually no TV shows.

			Ashton and Mary Dove didn’t object to watching big screens or small per se; it was simply a pain to have to trek thirty miles to the nearest theater to see an action-adventure or romantic comedy—literary cinema not being an option at that particular theater.

			As for TV, Ashton’s thinking was that a device that beamed information into your home could also beam information out.

			In recognizing this the man was ahead of his time.

			Shaw did recall that several years ago, he and Margot had seen a caper movie. He’d been amused at the elaborate means the hero used to defeat the security camera: the guy built a set that looked just like the back of the bad guy’s building. He recorded the empty alleyway, then hacked into the power grid, creating a ten second blackout in the neighborhood, during which he set up a miniature projection screen in front of the security cam and began playing the tape of the empty “alleyway.”

			He couldn’t remember if the heist was a success but he never forgot the utterly improbable plan to defeat the camera.

			At the moment, he was looking at a similar one behind Eli’s residence, above the back door.

			Next steps?

			What the hell?

			He seized a rock and flung it into the device, snapping it off the armature. He’d decided that there was a ten percent chance that somebody was continually watching the monitor—Hugh simply didn’t have that large an AU staff. Eli was legitimately concerned for his safety, it seemed, but at most the monitor would be watched at night, when the man would be the most vulnerable.

			Of course, odds are simply odds and Shaw now leaned against a tree and waited to see if any armed guards charged from the castle to stop the invasion.

			Nothing for five minutes. Good enough.

			Shaw went for the unsubtle approach once more and kicked the door in.

			No alarm.

			He stepped in fast and pushed the door closed. The room he found himself in was a storage area, filled with cartons and racks of musty clothing. Dominating one corner were full-sized fiberglass figures of Snow White and the dwarves, though only six, not the full complement. Shaw didn’t bother to speculate about the missing figure or, for that matter, the presence of Disney characters in the basement of a psychotic cult leader’s home.

			The door might not have been used regularly, though Shaw learned that it did have one potential function: an escape route. On the floor were three suitcases and a backpack, the latter of which turned out to be Eli’s go-bag. Inside was several hundred thousand in cash, credit cards in three different names and three passports in those same identities, all with Eli’s picture.

			No phone. No weapons. To Shaw’s irritation.

			He climbed the stairs and eased the door open slowly, revealing a dim, lengthy corridor. He oriented himself and headed in the general direction of the Study Room, whose location he remembered clearly from his time with Anja. He paused to listen every fifteen or twenty feet but heard nothing, other than the taps and creaks of a house growing accustomed to its surroundings—wood settling and walls protesting the pull of gravity.

			Shaw finally found one advantage of the ugly slippers on his feet: his passage was silent.

			He climbed to the second floor and turned left.

			A noise startled him. A tap. Metal on metal.

			Then footsteps coming his way.

			He tested two knobs before he found an unlocked door and stepped into what was a small guest bedroom. He left the door ajar and peered out. He could see only a shadow approaching. A latch up the hall clicked. He heard a grunt. The door slammed shut.

			The clinking of metal once more. A weapon? Had somebody spotted his entry point in the cellar?

			Another door opened and closed, nearer. The grunt was louder.

			The shadow approached. Shaw looked around for something to defend himself with. Break the decorative water bowl and pitcher and hope for a long, sharp shard. His preference to avoid using cutting and stabbing weapons would have to go out the window.

			Slipping the bowl under a blanket, Shaw struck it fast with the pitcher. This resulted in a functional porcelain shiv about eight inches long. He improvised a handle from the doily on the dresser and slid the remaining broken pieces under the bed.

			He eased the door open a bit farther so he could see into the hallway.

			This grunt was very close.

			Shaw gripped the shiv, inhaled deeply and held his breath.

			The stocky middle-aged cleaning woman waddled past, limping, carting a heavy bucket filled with bottles and rags. Her opposite shoulder slumped under a big vacuum on a leather sling, reminding him of a machine gun or rocket launcher. It was the source of the clinking. She also held a metal mop. She was sweating fiercely and her face was anything but happy.

			Shaw slipped the shiv into his waistband and stepped away from the door. The woman, a Journeyman, shuffled past. The grunting and clanking faded.

			Back into the hallway, Shaw continued on to the Study Room.

			He wasn’t surprised that the chamber was empty. The helicopter’s arrival and what Shaw guessed was Eli’s planning sessions—whatever they were—meant there’d be no time for intimacy today, however lustful the man was feeling.

			He found the door in the mural. It was unlocked and he stepped into Eli’s office, which contained a modern glass desk and a leather swivel rocker, several matching armchairs and tables. A bathroom was off to one side—the door slightly ajar—and unoccupied.

			With disgust, Shaw noted the battery-powered video camera pointed into the Study Room.

			A search revealed no phone. The computer was, of course, password protected.

			He noted stacks of documents in neat rows on the desk and he began reading. Nothing incriminating. Typical memos and notes on business plans, real estate prospectuses, notes on new Discourses, files on the Companions, bills.

			Shaw opened one of the four file cabinets against a wall. It would take days to get through them all. But he started on the first, digging through the folders, skimming quickly. He could find no videos of Eli in bed with Companions, though even if he had, this probably wouldn’t be a crime, unless Eli posted them without permission or, of course, they depicted someone underage.

			Something. Just give me something.

			He found no references to the slain reporter Gary Yang or his killer, Harvey Edwards. Or any other obviously criminal activities Eli had engaged in.

			Keep at it.

			Shaw pulled another stack of files out and was halfway through them when he became aware that he wasn’t alone in the room.
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			He’d sensed the presence thanks to what his father described as a radar that tells us when sound waves reverberate around us due to someone’s presence.

			Reaching for the pottery stiletto, he turned.

			Anja stood in the doorway.

			Shaw lowered his hand.

			She asked, “It was you, wasn’t it? The helicopter?”

			A nod. “I found out that Harvey Edwards was a Companion. He killed the reporter in San Francisco just after his article about the Foundation ran. Edwards was a Select, wasn’t he?”

			Anja frowned. “I think so. Are you a policeman too?”

			“No. I have a personal investment in the place.”

			“I knew you weren’t like the others. He’s too blind to see. Everybody’s a mirror to him. He looks at them and he sees himself.”

			“Did Etoile—the detective. Did he interview you?”

			“Yes.”

			“What did he ask?”

			“He found out that before Yang was killed somebody broke into his apartment and stole files. His editor said he was doing a follow-up on a cult story. One of them he was researching was the Foundation; there were copies of memos he’d sent to his editor about us. He wondered if Eli or anyone else from the Foundation had been in touch with Edwards recently.”

			“Had they?”

			“I have no idea. We were all relieved when that reporter died. It was a tragedy, but we didn’t want to be in some trashy exposé. I swear I didn’t know that David, that Eli was behind it.”

			“The Selects are muscle, you know. Like hitmen. Suicidal hitmen. That makes them very effective.”

			“He doesn’t tell me anything.”

			“Being told and knowing’re two different things.”

			She looked down to the floor. “Okay. I suspected.”

			“How many Selects are there?”

			“I don’t know. A dozen around the country. A half dozen or so here.”

			Though one less than yesterday.

			“What’s Eli’s plan? To escape somewhere?”

			“I don’t know. He doesn’t tell me what he’s going to do until he does it.”

			“I need your help.”

			Her head sagged. She looked very tired. In a whisper: “He’s all I have.”

			Shaw’s reply was, “I count five deaths since I’ve become aware of the Foundation.”

			She said nothing.

			“This has to end.” Shaw pointed to the computer. “I need to get into that.”

			Tears flowed. “Carter . . . That’s not your name, is it?”

			“The computer.”

			Sobbing now. “He’s all I have! What’m I going to do? Go back to . . . hostessing?”

			“Better than wearing orange for the rest of your life.”

			She sniffed. “You don’t understand. He has this . . . spell. You’d rather die than betray him.”

			Shaw looked her way. “That’s exactly what’s going to happen. Now. What’s the passcode?”

			Wiping her eyes with the sleeve of her purple silk robe, Anja took a deep breath and whispered, “It’s impossible to guess.”

			

			—

			Shaw met Victoria and Frederick behind his dorm.

			Together, the two of them had broken into about twenty cars and trucks without alarms—security was minimal, with most of the AUs absent from the lot—but they found no mobiles in glove compartments or side pockets.

			“Did you find anything?” Victoria asked, looking at the documents in Shaw’s hand.

			He handed them copies. They read in shocked silence.

			Frederick shook his head in dismay. He asked, “How’d you get them?”

			“Anja.”

			In the Study Room, it had amused Shaw to learn that Anja was cooperating, not being obstructive. Eli’s passcode was in fact: “ImpossibleToGuess.”

			This gave Shaw access to much information, though he wasn’t able to go online; the router had a separate passcode that Anja didn’t know, and Shaw didn’t have the time to track it down or try a hack.

			Victoria asked, “Next steps?”

			“You two hike out, call the numbers I’m going to give you and hand those over.” He gave Victoria one set of documents he’d printed out.

			“Not you?” she asked.

			“I can’t.” He showed them another piece of paper.

			Victoria and Frederick pored over it. Her face crinkled with faint, lovely crow’s-feet in the ruddy skin around her eyes. She was an outdoorswoman. Her nails were of medium length, so she didn’t rock-climb. He wondered if she skied or biked.

			Frederick looked up, whispering, “Jesus.”

			Victoria grimaced as she read the words. “You sure you want to do this? It could go south in a really bad way.”

			“You see any other choice?”

			Looking over the document again, she said, “No, I don’t. But how’re you going to pull it off?”

			Shaw said, “I was thinking we’ll find something in the kitchen.”

			She thought for a moment. Her frown vanished. “Oh. That’s good.”
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			A half hour later, after the kitchen run and several other errands, Shaw, Frederick and Victoria were in the woods behind Shaw’s dorm once again. He pushed aside leaves and uncovered his war clubs, handed Victoria one. She eyed it with admiration. She slapped the head into her left palm.

			Frederick, the frozen yogurt guru, simply stared at the weapons.

			Shaw opened his notebook and showed them his map, indicating the gate in the east. “You can be at the highway in forty-five minutes.”

			“Thirty,” she said.

			So Victoria was a runner.

			She glanced at Frederick.

			He said, “I’ll try.” He looked into the woods. He said, “Northeast. Do we . . . I mean, do we look for moss?”

			“Moss?” Shaw asked.

			“You know—for directions. So we don’t get lost.”

			Shaw and Victoria both frowned his way. She said, “The sun.”

			“Oh. You can do that?”

			A trekker too.

			Shaw said, “Stop a driver. Tell him there’s been a crime—assault or something—and ask to use his phone.” Shaw wrote Mack’s and Tom Pepper’s phone numbers on another sheet from the notebook and gave it to Victoria.

			Frederick asked, “Why not just nine-one-one?”

			Victoria said, “No. That’ll be routed to the closest LEA. That’s Snoqualmie Gap. Can’t let them know; they’re being paid off by Eli and Hugh.”

			Shaw continued, “If nobody stops or there’re no cars, go north. There’s a truck stop.” He handed her the credit card he’d taken from his luggage during the break-in earlier. “Now, get going.”

			“Oh. One thing.” Frederick looked at Shaw. He withdrew a notebook from his waistband. “It’s one of Adam’s. I thought you might want it.”

			Shaw nodded with gratitude and slipped it into his own waistband.

			Then Frederick and Victoria began jogging into the woods, the club handle tucked into her waistband, beside the knife. Frederick wasn’t at her level of conditioning but now—at the beginning, at least—he was keeping pace.

			The musical tones rang out from the loudspeakers throughout the camp, followed by instructions to assemble in the Square. This would be the ceremony Eli had announced earlier.

			Shaw folded the papers he’d gotten from Eli’s office and tucked them in his notebook. He was reaching for his war club when he heard a voice from the front of his dorm.

			“Hello, Novice Carter.”

			A trim man of thirty-five or so approached from the front of the dorm, arms at his side. Shaw couldn’t see his rank; he wore a blue sweater. But as he gave the salute he said, “Journeyman Timothy.”

			Shaw rose, leaving the club on the ground and, returning the gesture, he approached quickly so the man wouldn’t notice the weapon. “It’s Apprentice now.”

			“Really! So soon. Good for you! That’s right, you were expedited.” Timothy was fit, athletic and his blond hair was moussed up in a rooster’s crown. He had pinched features, a wrinkle on the bridge of his upturned nose. His skin was pocked. An illness or bad acne when young.

			“We should get to the Summons, Apprentice Carter.”

			“I’ll be along in a minute.”

			The man said insistently, “No, no, no! I don’t want you to get in trouble. You know the Rules. A Summons, you have to get there immediately. They mark down things like that, and it delays your training if you get too many demerits. I know you’ll want to be a Journeyman as soon as you can.”

			The club was just feet away. He absolutely needed it for what was coming next.

			But he saw no way out of this dilemma. He sighed and joined the man.

			“You have your notebook with you. Good for you. Always jot things down. That’s important.”

			“Rule Nine,” Shaw recited.

			“Yes, yes. I hear you’re quite the mapmaker too.”

			So someone had noticed it and reported him. No surprise.

			“Didn’t want to get lost on the grounds. And I’m not that talented.”

			“Oh, modest man.”

			“Do you draw too?”

			“Me? Oh, brother, no. I drew something, you’d look at it and say, ‘What the dickens’s that?’” He seemed to blush. “But I have one talent. I can hum like an opera singer.”

			“Hum?”

			“I don’t do good with words but I can hum like Paverelli.”

			“Pavarotti?”

			The man nodded. “Off season, I’m going to try out for some choirs or choruses in Omaha. Off season, I mean the fall and winter, when the camp here’s closed. You know Master Eli travels to the Far East, meditates, studies, hones his skills? He’s the smartest and most generous man in the world. Don’t you think?”

			“He is.”

			Timothy looked around at the people moving toward the Square. “A Summons takes priority over everything.” He lowered his voice. “I knew a Companion here once who had an accident in his pants because that was better than showing up late for a Summons. I myself probably would’ve made a stop in the head. But I respect what he did. How’s your training going?”

			“Good.”

			Timothy did the shoulder salute to an AU. “Master Eli’s training me himself. We’ve found a lot of Minuses from my Yesterdays. I was on the wrong path all of my life. I’d built a city of Minuses. I told that to Master Eli and he liked it. He used it in a Discourse. A ‘City of Minuses.’ And he pointed me out.” Timothy beamed.

			Shaw and the man passed Building 14, whose front door was open. There was movement inside, three or four AUs. A Select as well.

			Timothy said wistfully, “I miss TV.”

			“Sorry?” Shaw asked.

			“Be our secret, right?” Timothy whispered, looking around. In anyone else, reluctance to admit that he liked television would be insignificant, or even played as a joke.

			“Sure.”

			“I wouldn’t mind watching a TV program here from time to time. When I was married we watched all sorts of fun shows. Not the news, of course. Master Eli wouldn’t allow that. But maybe sitcoms. Big Bang Theory. That was a hoot. The new Star Trek. And Kelsey Grammer. Frasier. Oh, that man made us laugh. My wife and me. When we were . . . Well, it was funny.”

			“Did you talk to Master Eli about getting TVs?”

			“Oh, I’m not one to make waves. He says we can’t be distracted from the Process.”

			They arrived at the Square. Shaw stood at the outskirts of the crowd, gripping his notebook. He wondered if he could slip out, unseen, and retrieve the war club. No. A number of AUs and Inner Circles were herding everyone into the Square, as if guarding the perimeter. The crowd was the full complement, about a hundred people, the Novices, Apprentices and Journeymen in the middle, as usual. At stage right an AU was mounting a camera. The previous Discourses had been filmed on the ICs’ tablets; this was the first time a camera, on a tripod, had been set up since Shaw had been here.

			On the stage was a table, and on it sat a bottle of red wine, the cork sitting loosely in the neck.

			Eli was off the stage, talking to Journeyman Marion. She was having trouble keeping from smiling in pride. Pinned to her blouse was a small bunch of dried lavender. Maybe the herb was supposed to be the symbol of the new group. Beside them stood Steve.

			Eli nodded and he and Journeyman Marion climbed the stairs, followed by the chosen Companions and unsmiling Anja. As they took their places behind the table, the applause began, shouts too, instigated, of course, by the ICs. The two men and two women—the new Circle—seemed of mixed emotions. Some were embarrassed by the attention, some were smiling proudly. They sat behind the table. Marion took her place in the center. Eli stood behind her. It was a modified Last Supper tableau.

			At Eli’s gesture, Steve set down his bulging notebook, then stepped forward and filled the glasses sitting in front of each place. One for Eli too.

			When the glasses were topped off, Eli stepped forward and looked over the crowd.

			“Friends and Companions, it is my honor to welcome these individuals to our new group. The Circle of Representatives. There will be much work ahead of us, as we expand the Foundation throughout the country. And throughout the world. But we won’t be stopped from spreading the word that the best . . .”

			“. . . is yet to come!”

			Wild applause.

			Eli raised his glass. “Here’s to the Process. To the Foundation . . . To the Tomorrow!”

			The Circle downed the wine. As Eli lifted the glass to his lips, there came a cry from the ground. “Stop!” It was Hugh, running onto the stage. He slapped the wineglass from Eli’s hand. It crashed to the planks and shattered.

			Gasps from the audience.

			“It’s been poisoned! The wine! You’re going to die!”
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			Cries rose from the Companions in the Square. The inductees leapt to their feet, dropping their glasses, horror on their faces. Everyone but Eli had drunk the wine.

			“He got rat poison from Building Fourteen!” Hugh shouted. “Call the doctor! Get him here now!”

			An AU pulled a walkie-talkie off his hip and radioed for help.

			Eli called, “What is this? What’s going on?”

			Hugh brandished a sheet of paper. “We found this. A business plan he’s drawn up. He wants to destroy the Foundation. Start his own. He’s killing those you picked for the new group, Master Eli! And trying to kill you too.”

			Gasps and screams from the crowd. Several of the people onstage were gagging themselves to induce vomiting. They were disturbingly successful.

			“He? Who?” Eli demanded. “Who are you talking about?”

			“Him!” Hugh said, spinning around. His face was contorted with anger. He stabbed a finger at Steve.

			The young man blustered, “I . . .” He looked to Eli, then back to Hugh. “No. I didn’t do anything. I wouldn’t. You know I wouldn’t.”

			“Two Companions saw him in the gardening shed with the wine bottle.”

			“No, I swear.” Steve’s face was crimson. “I never . . . I love you, Master Eli.”

			Hugh said, “He was overheard saying he’d lived in your shadow for too long. You didn’t treat him right.”

			“Treat him right?” Eli whispered. “He was like my son.”

			“Toxic!” somebody cried.

			“He’s a Toxic!”

			“Judas!”

			“Cast him out!”

			“Kill him!”

			“The doctor? Where’s the doctor?”

			Colter Shaw glanced at the agitated crowd, the fury in their faces.

			Frenzy and panic too.

			Better get to it.

			He walked toward the stairs leading up to the stage. He disliked hurting anyone. He did, however, need to even the odds, given Hugh’s martial arts skills and the fact he was vastly outnumbered. He walked casually past Eli’s two bodyguards. Since the attention was wholly on the stage, Gray was concentrating on the drama, and Shaw thrust a fist into his gut. The man gasped, paralyzed. Shaw executed a fast wrestling takedown. The man landed flat on his back, moaning and gasping, the air blasted from his lung.

			“Uhn, uhn, uhn . . .”

			Shaw knew the feeling. It wasn’t pleasant.

			In two seconds, the man’s gun was plucked from the holster and racked. It was a Glock 26, nicknamed a “Baby Glock,” for its small size. It had, though, a double-stack magazine; assuming it was fully loaded, Shaw would now have ten rounds to play with. He trained the weapon on Squat, who stared with wide eyes. Shaw motioned him to the ground and patted his hips. As Victoria had said, he was unarmed. “Ties. Now.”

			He extracted zip ties.

			“Him, then you. Fast.”

			Squat complied.

			Shaw searched and found he had no weapon.

			A woman standing nearby glanced over and gasped. “What’re you doing?” Her voice was incredulous.

			Shaw said matter-of-factly, “Be quiet.”

			The woman, wearing a purple amulet, said, “You can’t tell me what to do.”

			Shaw leaned toward her and growled, “Sit. Down. And be quiet.”

			“Okay. Yessir. I will. I will.” She dropped onto the grass.

			He climbed to the stage, the gun held at his side, away from the crowd. Eli and Hugh glanced at him once, briefly, then again. This time they noted the weapon. Eli’s face grew astonished—then red with rage. Hugh cocked his head, noted the bodyguards and remained motionless, waiting.

			Two of the AUs standing at ground level gathered that something was wrong. They glanced to Hugh, who gestured them to stand down. He’d observed that Shaw knew weapons and appeared prepared to use them.

			Shaw strode up to Eli and held out his hand for the lavalier microphone, pinned to his white tunic, and the transmittal.

			The furious man pulled it off and slapped it hard into Shaw’s hand. The resulting thud was resounding.

			Shaw returned to the center stage, scanned about him for threats. And saw none. Holding the mike to his mouth, Shaw said, “Listen to me! There wasn’t any poison. It was sugar.”

			Murmurs from the Square rose like the sound of swelling waves.

			“I replaced it myself.” Shaw looked at the inductees, staring at him frantically. “You’re fine.” He added, “And it wasn’t Steve.” His eyes took in the audience and returned to the stage. “It was your Guiding Beacon who tried to murder you.”
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			Shaw couldn’t join Victoria and Frederick because of what he had found on Eli’s computer—the last document he’d given them to read behind the dorm. It revealed that at least five people were going to die onstage during the induction session: Journeyman Marion and the four Companions picked for the Circle of Representatives.

			Shaw decided he should have been more suspicious of the mysterious Building 14—filled with gardening equipment and supplies . . . when there were no gardens, as Walter had told him.

			He’d concluded earlier that the AUs on the porch were only there to keep an eye on the Square. However, what if his original theory was true? That they were there to protect what was inside?

			What might that be?

			Several pounds of rat and mice poison: arsenic trioxide.

			Eli was going to take a lesson from Jim Jones of the Peoples Temple in Guyana. The leader, of course, had no intention of “advancing” to the Tomorrow. He was setting up a fall guy. His fiction was that Steve had been behind the killings of the journalist Yang and John and was trying to shift the blame to Eli, in an attempt to derail the Foundation and create a cult of his own.

			Shaw, Victoria and Frederick had broken into Building 14 and swapped out the poison for sugar.

			I was thinking we’ll find something in the kitchen.

			Oh. That’s good . . .

			But Shaw couldn’t just leave with Victoria and Frederick after the swap. Eli would simply find another way to set Steve up as a murderer.

			Shaw had to expose the king and bring him down.

			Somebody now shouted, “He’s got a gun!”

			Screams. Companions started to turn.

			Shaw called, “It’s all right. I’m working with the authorities.” This was somewhat true: in the sense he would be working with the authorities when they arrived. Soon, he hoped. Pretty damn soon.

			Eli started to turn but Shaw said harshly, “No. Stand there.” Nodding to a place slightly before him on the stage. He wanted Eli where he could see him.

			The man glanced toward the gun in Shaw’s hand and complied, glaring.

			Shaw’s treatment of the Guiding Beacon generated a wave of murmuring and protest and gasps but the bulk of the Companions watched the stage, taking Shaw’s words under advisement.

			“Let me tell you about Master Eli. Whose real name is David Aaron Ellis. And Apprentice Carole was right: fake names he’s used in the past are Artie Ellington, Hiram Lefkowitz, Donald Elroy. He’s a failed stockbroker and real estate developer. And now he’s a scam artist. He’s robbed you. And . . . he’s ordered murders.”

			Gasps. And angry murmurs.

			“He tried to kill these people onstage tonight and blame Steve because the police are investigating him for a murder in San Francisco.”

			“Lie!” was the unearthly bellow from Eli. “Toxic!”

			“That’s what the police helicopter was about. It wasn’t a plot to discredit him, and it wasn’t a mistake. Eli ordered the killing of a reporter writing about the Foundation. Did any of you know Harvey Edwards?”

			The Companions, most of whom had been here for three weeks or less, wouldn’t know of the man. But two or three of the Inner Circle glanced toward one another, shadows of recognition on their faces. They’d suspected something about their noble leader.

			“Eli told Edwards to kill the reporter and then advance. He committed suicide by shooting it out with the police.”

			“Lies! He’s one of them.” Eli snapped his fingers and glanced again furiously at two tunicked AUs. Hugh gestured to them to remain where they were.

			Some ICs began a chant, “Tox-ic, Tox-ic!”

			The sound was anemic and soon petered out.

			Shaw noted Samuel looking his way, his expression stunned. The Journeyman who had accompanied Shaw here, Timothy, also gaped.

			“Kill him!” somebody yelled.

			“Let him talk!”

			Shaw pulled the sheaf of papers from his waistband. “This is from Master Eli’s computer.”

			In disgust, Eli looked toward Anja, who couldn’t hold his gaze.

			“Eli wrote this earlier today. After the police helicopter was here. But before the ceremony just now.”

			Reading, he said, “‘Statement to the police. After the terrible poisoning at the Osiris Foundation camp this afternoon, my employees searched the room of Steve Rindle and found that he had planned to kill me and key members of the Foundation. Someone stopped me from drinking the poisoned wine. Others were not so lucky. Our medical staff wasn’t able to save them. From the documents we found it was clear he intended to steal my self-help techniques and start his own organization.’”

			Steve was crying, shaking his head.

			Eli raged, “Lies! I’ve been set up by the Toxics! Tox-ic, Tox-ic . . .”

			Now, no one joined in.

			Shaw continued, “‘We found files indicating Steve planned to incorporate in California. Steve also was responsible for having Harvey Edwards kill journalist Gary Yang in San Francisco. He was going to blame me for Yang’s death.’”

			Shaw looked at the crowd, now silent. “You see? Eli knew about the poisoning ahead of time because he planned it. And the one who poisoned the wine was Journeyman Hugh and some AUs. Not Steve. Steve was his scapegoat.”

			Eli muttered something to Anja. His rage was gone. Now his face revealed icy contempt.

			Someone started a chant. “Lie . . . lie . . . lie.”

			“Kill him!”

			The vast majority of the Companions remained silent.

			Somebody yelled, “Go on, Apprentice Carter.”

			Shaw said, “His trips to the Far East in the winter? Not so far, really. ‘East’ is Florida, where he has two homes, worth millions, and five sports cars—thanks to all of you.”

			“Stop him!” Eli was calling to two other AUs. They looked at each other uneasily and began jogging toward the stage. Shaw stopped them in their tracks simply by shifting the pistol slightly to the right. He didn’t even aim toward them.

			One held his hands up, comically high. Hugh grimaced, and the stocky man lowered his arms.

			Before Shaw could continue, however, a dozen Companions began whispering among themselves, mostly men. Their faces were dour, shaded with anger. They would be loyalists. They divided up and moved toward the stairs at the opposite ends of the stage, a flanking maneuver.

			“Before you do anything,” Shaw shouted, “let me finish.”

			Eli cried, “Stop him! Get him! If the Toxics he’s working for win, everything I’ve done for you will be wasted! The Process dies.”

			The threat was enough. Ignoring the gun, the two groups rushed the stage from either side. Shaw fired one round into the ground—you never shoot into the air. That sent some Companions scurrying but the mob was undeterred. Maybe they knew he wasn’t really going to shoot any of them, or maybe they figured: I’m immortal; what’s the problem?

			They plowed into Shaw from both sides.

			The gun flew from his hand, and he went down hard on the stage, pinned under a ton and a half of frantic believers.
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			Gray limped on the stage, followed by Squat. Their restraints had been cut off.

			Hugh glanced at Gray. “What good are you?” he whispered viciously.

			Gray looked frantically for his Glock.

			Eli called to the crowd. “He snuck in, a spy, a Toxic. I told you they’ll do anything to stop me.”

			His gut and shoulder in agony from the piling on, Shaw struggled for breath.

			“Kill him!” shouted someone.

			Hugh and an AU pulled Shaw to his feet. Hugh said, “Get him to the Assistance Unit.”

			A zombie-eyed young man standing on the sidelines—a Select—nodded.

			There’d be another auto accident tonight. Hugh had just signed the young man’s death warrant but the assassin greeted the news as if he’d been listening to a weather report.

			“Traitor!”

			“Toxic!”

			“Kill him!”

			One woman, her eyes glazed with hatred, spat in Shaw’s face.

			Others milled about, aimless, confused.

			The AU and the Select who were gripping Shaw’s arms ushered him quickly off the stage.

			When they got to the ground Shaw, gasping and breathless from the crush, called in a raspy voice: “United Technical Development. Triangle Pharmaceuticals. Talbot Manufacturing.”

			He and his captors got five feet toward the path when a voice called, “Wait!” It was that of an Apprentice, a man in his forties with a trim haircut, wearing expensive wire-rimmed glasses. “That’s my company. UTD.”

			A woman said, “And Talbot. I’m the financial officer.”

			Shaw called out another company name, “Halifax Energy,” before another blow from the AU silenced him.

			“Get him out of here,” Eli raged. “To the Assistance Unit.”

			“Triangle Pharma?” a man asked in a loud voice. It was Henry, the balding Companion at Intake the same time as Shaw, the man who’d lost his wife.

			He and a dozen other Companions stepped in front of the men leading Shaw away. The two captors stopped, looking back toward Eli, who shouted, “Go, go!”

			“No,” the CFO of Talbot Manufacturing said. The slim woman with graying hair pulled back looked sternly toward Eli, then to Shaw. “Let him finish.”

			The crowd was growing quiet.

			Hugh was unsure how to handle the situation without a full-fledge battle beginning. He gestured the AUs to wait.

			Shaw called, “Do you know why the trainers ask about your businesses?”

			“Get him out of here,” Eli called.

			“No, we want to know,” said a tall man in his forties. It was Thomas, the husband of Carole—the heretic assaulted by Eli and the mob earlier. He was the one who’d recovered the Glock that flew from Shaw’s hand—and he clearly knew what he was doing with the weapon.

			Henry called, “I want to know too.”

			“Let him talk!” From the back of the crowd. Murmurs of agreement.

			Eli said, “Don’t listen to his lies. It’s all fake, what he’s telling you. He’s trying to take the Tomorrow away from you. I’m the only one who can give you what you want.”

			“Shut up, Eli,” Henry shouted.

			This caused a murmur from the ICs and the loyalists but no one moved.

			Thomas stepped forward, Carole behind him. He looked over the AU and the Select, then nodded toward Shaw. “Let him go.” And raised the pistol to the Select gripping Shaw.

			Henry growled, “Do it.”

			Hugh nodded.

			The strong hands released their grips and the AUs and the Select stepped back. A few loyalists stepped toward Shaw; Henry turned to face them, his fists balled up. Two other insurgents did the same.

			Thomas said, “Go ahead.”

			Flanked by Henry, Thomas and his allies, Shaw climbed back to the stage and picked up the microphone. He repeated what he’d started to say a moment ago: “Did you ever wonder why your trainers spent so much time asking about your businesses?” Curiously, seeing the rapt attention focused his way, Colter Shaw had an inkling of the power Eli felt during his Discourses.

			“Your clients, contracts, deals? Looking for all the Minuses and Pluses? Because what Eli really wanted was insider information. He recorded your sessions and sent the tapes to his business partner in Miami. He uses one of their shell companies to buy stock and real estate.”

			Some gasps. Companions were regarding one another, dismayed.

			But then a voice, “You lie!”

			A rock flew Shaw’s way; he easily dodged.

			“Lies, lies, lie!” Eli’s voice, though, was by now white noise.

			Shaw calmly continued, “Five years ago he went bankrupt. He decided to start a self-help outfit. He researched what would be the most profitable.” From the stage where they’d fallen, Shaw lifted the papers he’d printed from Eli’s computer.

			“Here.” He scattered them to the crowd. “Spreadsheets, projecting income from different types of organizations. One was getting rich in the stock market, one was getting rich in real estate. One was self-assertiveness, one was about sex training. And one was about selling immortality. The projected return on investment for that one was ten times higher than any of the others. It also won in the focus groups he held.”

			More of the loyalists had fallen silent.

			“No, lies, lies!”

			Shaw shook his head slowly and when he spoke next, he meant his words sincerely: “I’m sorry to tell you this. I know you wish the Process works. I wish it did too. But it doesn’t. It’s just a lie to get your money. Are any of you lifetime Companions?”

			No one raised a hand but Shaw could see several faces glance at one another.

			“It ever bother you that you had to bequeath part of your estate to the Foundation in your will—when he’s encouraging you to kill yourself? There’s an entry in his accounting ledger. Last year the Foundation made one and a half million dollars in income from bequests.”

			This drew a collective gasp from the grounds.

			Shaw didn’t feel the need to add that Eli’s scheme was also about getting Companions into the Study Room. He saw in the faces of many of the younger women and some of the men dismay and anger. They understood they were victims of Eli’s abuse.

			Shaw did, however, have to add another bit of information he’d learned from Anja. “He’s not an orphan and he never lived in foster homes. His parents are alive. They live in Fort Lauderdale.”

			Shaw scanned the crowd. Like many budding fights, the battle between loyalists and insurgents dissipated like steam. Some of the Companions were confused, some were thoughtful, some hurt, some mad. Individually or as couples or in groups, they turned and headed back toward their dorms or the Administration building.

			Shaw’s heart tightened when his eyes settled on Journeyman Samuel. The older man was staring from Shaw to Eli. There were tears in his eyes.
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			Behind Shaw, on the stage, Hugh walked to Eli.

			“It’s over,” the security man whispered.

			Mouth open and looking like a lost child, Eli said nothing.

			“David. It’s over. Are you listening?”

			Eli was staring toward Anja, who was walking down the far stairs, Steve beside her. The young gofer gazed at Eli with pure contempt. The two vanished behind the stage.

			Hugh continued, “Now. We have to get out of here. We’ve got options, places that’re safe.”

			“I . . .” Eli sputtered. “They want me to stay. My people want me to stay.” Gesturing at the Square.

			Shaw realized now that, no, the cult leader didn’t believe in the Process at all. He’d created this fiction solely for the purpose of making a fortune. But he believed fervently in the power he derived from preaching to his flock. He was addicted to it. He’d bought into his own mythology. He was Osiris, the god of the underworld, the god of fertility.

			Hugh muttered, “They’re going to turn on you. We have to get the files, computers, hard drives. And leave. Now!”

			Eli blinked, his face revealing devastation at the loss of an empire in a matter of minutes.

			Hugh turned to Squat and Gray. “Go to the residence. You know the files to get. And the computer in the Study Room. The videos.”

			“Yessir,” Gray wheezed, still not recovered from Shaw’s love tap. He and Squat turned and hurried south.

			Hugh noted his boss’s dismay. He touched Eli’s arm and repeated softly, “We’ll find something else, David.”

			“Something good,” the cult leader muttered absently. He was still numb.

			“Yes. It’ll be good. Overseas. Somewhere. Just as good as this.”

			His eyes wet with tears, Eli glanced at Shaw once more. His bewildered gaze was perhaps more chilling than the livid hatred of moments earlier.

			Eli gestured to Timothy, the Journeyman who had accompanied Shaw to the Square, who stepped close. They had a brief conversation. The man nodded. Eli and Hugh walked into the woods to the hidden path to go to the Administration building and collect any incriminating evidence and either destroy it or escape with it and dump it later.

			Shaw turned toward Thomas, still holding the gun. “I need that weapon.”

			“What you need doesn’t matter to us.” He put his arm around Carole’s shoulders. He gestured at the gun. “Don’t try to take it.”

			Shaw didn’t try to take it.

			He jogged into the forest and turned up the trail after Eli and Hugh. In a few minutes they would pass Building C, behind which his war club was hidden. That—and the element of surprise—would give him some advantage.

			“David!” a woman’s voice behind him called. Shaw glanced back. It was Anja. “Please, David. Let me explain!”

			Eli stopped. His face was emotionless as he looked back, seeing both Shaw and, about thirty feet behind, Anja. Eli’s eyes cut to the other side of a row of brush—where Timothy had been walking parallel. He was about even with Anja.

			It was at that moment that Shaw noted that Timothy had removed his sweater. He was not wearing an amulet.

			He was a Select, a suicide killer.

			Master Eli’s training me himself . . .

			The man nodded to his boss, pulled a box cutter from beneath his tunic and charged into the brush.

			“Anja!” Shaw sprinted toward her too.

			Before he got close, Timothy was on her, grabbing the woman by the hair.

			She gasped, “No . . . Please, Timothy.”

			Without hesitating, he drew the knife across the pale flesh of her throat. Blood cascaded and the woman dropped to her knees, then onto her side, her voice keening in horror.

			Timothy glanced toward Shaw. Then the man who laughed at sitcoms and who loved to hum and was perhaps hoping for a spot on a choir in Omaha come the advent of autumn took a deep breath and gave the farewell salute—the double-arm cross. He called, “Goodbye . . . until tomorrow.” And slashed his own jugular.

			With a perfunctory look back at the woman who had been his longtime lover, Eli turned and hurried north, accompanied by Hugh.

			Shaw sprinted to Anja. He’d been trained in the procedure for combat neck trauma. The classic treatment formula of “ABC”—airway, breathing, circulation—went out the window. There’s no point in clearing an airway if there’s no blood getting to the brain because it’s flowing onto the sidewalk. This procedure was HABC. Hemorrhage, airway, breathing, circulation. The only way to save a victim of a wound like this is pressure, a lot of pressure, which was what Shaw dropped to his knees and applied now.

			“Please,” she gasped.

			“Shhhh, I’ve seen worse. You’ll be okay.”

			He hadn’t, and she probably wouldn’t.

			She grew more ashen yet beneath her carefully painted-on makeup.

			Shaw glanced up the trail and saw Eli and Hugh disappear toward the Administration building. He could only watch them hurry away.

			Goddamn.

			A voice called, “I’ll do it. You go after him.”

			It was Steve.

			“Get down here,” Shaw instructed.

			The man crouched.

			“No. You need to be on your knees or sitting. This could be a while.”

			The slim young man did as instructed.

			Shaw said, “Follow my fingers.”

			This he did too, tentatively, as the blood coursed rich and red over his skin. Then with more confidence.

			“He . . .” Steve was whispering. “Master Eli. He . . .”

			“I know. It’s tough. But you need to concentrate.”

			“Okay.”

			“Feel the flaps of skin?”

			“There? Yes.”

			Anja started to speak, then fell silent. Her eyes closed.

			Shaw said to Steve, “It’s not severed all the way. We can keep her alive. Clamp the slash. It’ll be slippery but you’ll have to do it. Use your nails for a grip. As hard as you can.”

			“All right.”

			“There.”

			“I’ve got it.”

			Shaw looked over the wound. “Good.”

			He rose, wiping blood from his hands, and saw movement nearby, a couple. Apprentices. Shaw called them over.

			“We need help,” he said.

			“My God, what happened?” the man asked, as they joined him.

			“Get somebody from the clinic here. Now.”

			“We will,” the woman said. They turned and jogged away quickly.

			To Shaw, Steve said, “Go. Stop him.”
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			Sprinting.

			Shaw couldn’t see Eli and Hugh ahead, though the two couldn’t be far. If he was lucky he’d catch up to the men near Shaw’s dorm, where the war club still lay.

			Then: a flash of white. Yes, up ahead, there they were, Hugh and Eli, still alone, moving north toward the Administration building. Shaw slipped off the path into the forest to the east, where he could use trees and brush for cover as he closed the distance to his targets.

			Hugh was right. The Foundation was over. Even if some still desired to believe, the precarious fantasy Eli had spun was shattered. That Eli had a go-bag in his basement meant he had an escape plan. He and Hugh would get away, leaving the remaining AUs to barricade the camp. When the police arrived, they would buy time for their boss by telling the tactical forces and negotiators that he was still here. Maybe one would pretend to be him. This would keep the authorities tied up for hours, days maybe, while the cult leader fled the country. With his resources, Eli surely had access to a private jet.

			Shaw was sticking to the thickets of brush along the hidden path. He realized he’d intercept them just before they made it to the Assistance Unit. Eli and Hugh were looking back occasionally and, not seeing Shaw, would assume he was still with Anja, trying to keep her alive. Eli had probably ordered Timothy to attack the woman partially to keep Shaw occupied while they made their escape.

			Shaw decided he would have to forgo the club; he couldn’t afford the time it would take to grab it. He’d continue after the two men, come up quietly, then attack. Hugh would have to go down first, of course; a hard tackle, a paralyzing knee to the solar plexus, then a frisk for a gun. He guessed that wouldn’t stop Eli, who would, in an instant, leave his friend behind and run. Shaw would have to pursue on foot and disable him too. Hugh would have zip ties; Shaw would use those to bind both men and drag them in the woods until he could get a phone.

			He gave the plan a seventy percent chance of working. He hurried through the brush until he was only about thirty feet from the men, who seemed wholly unaware of his presence.

			He felt confident he could take them by surprise. Make it eighty percent.

			And those odds held right up to the instant two AUs from the front and two from behind rushed him.

			Shaw understood why the foursome had gotten so close without his seeing. He’d been looking for gray tunics; these men were in the camo that Frederick had mentioned. Those from the rear slammed into Shaw hard. He went down, flat, breath kicked from his lungs. Before he could struggle upright, his hands were zip-tied behind him and he was being pulled to his feet.

			“Jesus. What’s with the blood? Is he dying?”

			“Listen to me,” Shaw said, gasping. “It’s over. The police’re—”

			“Shut up!”

			“If you want to—”

			The blow to the gut was delivered by the apparent leader of the band, a broad, freckle-faced man with fiery red hair. Shaw struggled to keep from vomiting.

			“What now?” one asked.

			Red told him, “Journeyman Hugh said make it look like an accident. Like he fell and broke his leg and the animals got him. Great Bear Notch is the closest. Let’s go. He gives you any shit, hit him again.”
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			Shaw, hands zip-tied, and his four captors were now about a hundred yards from the camp. Not far from the escape route to the state highway where—he hoped—Victoria and Frederick had scored a phone and were presently giving tactical information to the FBI and the state police.

			Red pointed. “There. I think it’s that way.”

			Shaw could see the trees ending about fifty yards ahead, the forest yielding to rocky outcroppings.

			“What’s the Notch?” somebody asked.

			Red said, “It’s like a cave. Wolves go there. Mountain lions.”

			“Why’s it called Bear Notch?” a broad-chested man, balding, and with a prominent scar on his neck and ear, asked.

			Red rolled his eyes. “They got fucking bear there too. Happy?”

			“Just asking.”

			“Weird place. Lot of bones. Stinks. We get him down there, fuck him up and leave him. Like he fell and broke a leg. Couldn’t get out.”

			So, Shaw decided, he’d run. When they neared the Notch, the AUs would grow distracted, looking for the best place to lead him into the gully. As soon as they paused, he would stop suddenly and pull away from the one that seemed the weakest—a slim blond man. The assailant would react by tugging him back. Shaw would then launch himself in the young man’s direction, with a headbutt and knee to the crotch. He’d then run flat out into the deepest part of the woods. They’d follow for a time but would grow uneasy, afraid they’d get lost, especially if they split up, which would be the most logical way to pursue him.

			Woods like these? In the summer? He’d have a ninety-five percent chance of survival. He’d have to saw off the zip tie but given the amount of rock in the vicinity that shouldn’t take long.

			He gave a cynical laugh to himself. Yes, ninety-five percent chance of surviving in the wood. But there was the caveat: if he escaped from four fit men, presumably armed with knives, as Timothy had been. Maybe a Taser. A firearm was another possibility. The chance of him getting away from them? Make it thirty-five percent.

			Then again, thirty-five was as good as a hundred, if you had no other options.

			Red, in the lead, held up a hand, signaling them to stop. He was former military, the gesture told Shaw. Discouraging. He’d have some hand-to-hand combat skills. He looked to the right, where fifty feet away Shaw could see the cliff edge. “Over there, I think. That’s it. Brad, with me.”

			Leaving only the two guards on Shaw. Good.

			As Red and Brad started through the woods, Shaw braced, preparing to tug, lunge, break his prey’s nose and then run.

			Red, though, looked back. He squinted and returned. He crouched behind Shaw, who could only sigh as he felt a zip tie ratcheting into place on his ankles.

			Hog-tied.

			No sprint.
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			Brad and Red returned from the cliff’s edge to Shaw, Blond and Scar.

			“It’s there,” Red told the others. “Like a pit, ten feet deep maybe. Stinks like a butcher shop.”

			“Made me dizzy,” Brad said.

			Shaw said, “You saw the helicopter. California Highway Patrol and detectives from San Francisco. They’re investigating Eli for murder. You’re accomplices.”

			“Quiet down,” Red said.

			“You cooperate, I talk to the prosecutor. He’ll cut a deal.”

			“We didn’t do shit,” Red told him. “We’re just rent-a-cops, wearing these stupid uniforms.”

			“Well, you’re doing shit now,” Shaw said. “It’s already kidnapping. And pretty soon, it’s going to be murder.”

			Red muttered, “You don’t know Hugh. He’s not somebody you want to fuck over.”

			“All right, well, let me tell you this. If he wants an accident, then the zip ties have to come off. When the FBI finds my body, they’ll find the ties. Even after the animals get to me.”

			The men were silent, Brad and Blond glancing toward Red.

			“FBI?” Blond asked.

			Red: “Shut up.”

			“They already have your fingerprints and DNA all over them. So they have to go. And I’ll tell you this, whoever cuts them off . . . you’re going to die.” Shaw kept his eye on Blond. His voice was calm as the breeze around them. “I will crush your throat the instant my hands are free.”

			Scar said, “Maybe he knows some shit like Hugh. That karate.”

			“He doesn’t know anything.”

			“He could sure handle that gun.”

			Red sighed. “Let me ask you: Does it look like he has a gun now?”

			Shaw looked from Scar to Blond. “One of you is going to die. And there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

			This was not remotely true. What they could do was simply bash him over the head here, cut the ties and throw him into the Notch. He was about fifty percent sure, though, that given the urgency of the situation none of them would think of this possibility.

			Red said, “We’ll just beat you to fucking death here with a rock, cut the ties off and drag you down the hill.” He gave an obviously shrug.

			Shaw said, “Leaving your hair, DNA and fingerprints all over more evidence. They’ll have you in a week.”

			“We don’t have time for this,” Red muttered. “Get him down there. Now. Break both his legs.”

			Blond and Brad dragged him forward.

			They got ten feet before a high-pitched scream sounded from behind them.

			The two men gripping Shaw turned fast.

			Wincing, on his knees, his face as ruddy as his hair, Red was gripping his right shoulder with his left hand, a mocking version of the shoulder salute.

			Standing over him, Victoria swung the war club once more. With a glancing blow to his head, Red went down hard.
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			Brad and Blond released Shaw, who rolled to the ground.

			Scar muttered, “Bitch.”

			All three men pulled locking blade knives from their pockets and flicked them open.

			The closest to her, Brad, charged. The woman easily sidestepped, crouched and simply held the club up. Basically, he shattered his own knee. The pitch of this scream was even higher than Red’s.

			Shaw scooted to a tree and rolled upright. Blond was calling on his walkie-talkie. “We’re being attacked!” He sounded incredulous. “We’re near Bear Notch. We need help.”

			A clattering response: “We’re sending people.”

			Blond moved toward Victoria and nearly lost his jaw to the club before leaping back. He nodded to Scar, meaning flank her, which is something Shaw was surprised they hadn’t done earlier.

			Brandishing the club and keeping her eye on them, Victoria jogged to Shaw. “Roll over.”

			He did.

			Blond called to his partner, “No, stop her!”

			Scar moved in but a swipe of the club sent him scurrying back.

			Victoria drew her butcher knife and sawed through the hand zips. She handed the blade to Shaw to cut the ankle ties. She rose fast, advancing with the club, standing low and well balanced. She never presented her back to either of them for more than one second.

			Her eyes were as serene as could be.

			Cold too. Ice cold.

			Both men backed away.

			Blond said to his partner, “You should’ve taken her. Afraid of a little pussy?”

			“Fuck you.”

			Shaw climbed to his feet, with the knife held firmly, ready to slash.

			They faced off, the foursome. Shaw could see they were inclined to run but were probably terrified of what Hugh would do to them if they let these two insurgents get away.

			Victoria said, “Let’s swap.”

			They exchanged club for knife. She held the blade expertly, as he knew she would, and her face seemed to glow with anticipation of a good fight.

			Shaw was filled with an exhilaration too. In these dense woods on a cool clear day. A primitive setting, a primitive fight, even odds . . .

			The men moved forward. The AUs backed away and went through theatrical but absurd gestures with their blades, like little kids mimicking martial arts moves.

			“Got to the highway okay?” Shaw asked.

			“Flagged down a truck, then I headed back. Frederick was on the phone when I left.”

			So the feds or state would be on the way.

			Blond stepped in. Shaw sent him retreating quickly with some swings of the club. He thought about Hugh and Eli destroying or packing up evidence. “Better speed things up.”

			While Victoria proceeded against an increasingly uncertain Scar, Shaw feinted forward then retreated fast from Blond, who snickered, “Go on, run, asshole.”

			Shaw had gotten the distance he needed and launched the club underhanded—less lethal power that way. Its head clocked the AU in the center of the face, and he went down, groaning, blood pouring from his nose, hands covering the agonizing injury.

			This left Scar advancing on Victoria. His confidence had returned, now that Shaw was unarmed. He eased closer yet to Victoria.

			She too seemed to be impatient. “Okay.” Spoken as casually as a waitress might address a customer. Taking the knife by the blade, she threw it into the ground about six feet from Scar. It landed handle up in the soft earth.

			Scar eyed it cautiously, maybe wondering why, with such apparent control over the weapon, she’d missed him by a wide margin.

			Victoria explained to Shaw, “Just in case I need it.”

			She wasn’t in a defensive position as she walked toward Scar. Posture upright, hands at her sides. Strolling, actually. When she was about seven or so feet away, he lunged. She slid to the left and gripped his knife hand in both of hers, stepped forward to make sure he couldn’t pull away, then twisted leisurely. With this maneuver, Shaw knew, you can control someone’s entire body with minimal effort, and drive them to their knees or belly.

			Or you can shatter the wrist.

			Victoria went for the second option.

			Shaw could hear the pop from twenty feet away.

			“Ah . . .” Scar went white and passed out.

			Victoria plucked her knife from the ground and said, “Sometimes you just don’t feel like stabbing people. You have those days too, Colter?”

			Resourceful, pretty and a sense of humor.

			He said, “We have to go. Now. Eli and Hugh’re in Administration. Evidence is going to disappear.”

			Quickly they zip-tied the men’s arms behind their backs and pulled Red’s knife from his pants pocket. Shaw slipped it into his sock. They flung the other blades deep into the forest. Shaw collected his bloody war club. Victoria pulled the walkie-talkie off Blond’s belt.

			As they started north along a narrow path, toward the front gate, Shaw nodded his thanks.

			“You weren’t in much danger,” she said.

			He glanced toward the four thugs and beyond them, Bear Notch.

			Break both his legs . . .

			“I’d decided to come back as soon as we found a car or truck. You weren’t ready to advance.” Victoria was smiling.

			The walkie-talkie kept clattering, with demands for updates about the attack. It was Hugh’s voice, growing increasingly angry at receiving no response. The good news was that he and, presumably, Eli were still in the camp.

			Shaw collected his war club and gestured north, where Hugh and Eli were. She then touched Shaw’s arm. “Hostiles coming.” They sank into a dense huckleberry stand. Ahead were a half dozen AUs, fanning out, moving in their direction. The reinforcements Blond had requested. “Weapons,” she whispered, nodding forward.

			Two of them held pistols.

			Shaw and Victoria hurried back to the four men they’d just fought. Shaw bent down and whispered to Red, “You don’t believe in the Process, right? You think this life is it.” Shaw glanced at Victoria, who knelt and put her knife against his throat.

			Gasping, he said, “I’m a fucking bouncer is all.”

			She said, “What’s your name, and if you give me a fake one, you’re dead.”

			“Bullshit. That’s murder.”

			“No, it’s retroactive self-defense.” The blade pressed harder. Victoria’s eyes were dark pits.

			Red gasped, “All right, all right. Andy.”

			“Do you go by ‘Journeyman’ or any title?”

			“No, none of that crap. Just Andy.”

			Shaw flicked TRANSMIT on the radio. “This is Andy. Carter got away. We followed him to the residence. He’s inside. We need more men!”

			The response: “Fucking hell. There were four of you.”

			A moment later was a transmission ordering everyone to the residence.

			The group of AUs approaching them apparently heard the transmissions as well. They turned south and jogged down the path.

			Victoria and Shaw turned in the opposite direction and hurried toward the front of the camp. In a few minutes they were crouching, in the tree line, behind Administration and the Assistance Unit building. Shaw pointed.

			There’d be firearms inside.

			She nodded.

			They both surveyed the grounds, which were much as you’d expect after the chaotic events that had just occurred. Clusters of Companions were standing together. Some sat despondently by themselves in the Square or on benches. A woman wept openly. An argument was going on between two ICs.

			An SUV sat beside Administration, packed with computers and files. Gray and Squat hurried up to it and shoved in boxes of documents. They then turned back toward the residence.

			“You want a club?” he asked.

			“Probably.”

			Shaw walked to his dorm and collected the second club still sitting in the nest of leaves behind the building. He returned, handing it to her. She wrapped the knife in the napkin and slipped it away in her back waistband.

			She said, “They’ll have a gun safe inside. Diversion in the front?”

			He shook his head. “Too many AUs.”

			“Okay, we’ll just move in fast—the back door.”

			It was ajar. Shaw looked. The back room—filled with office supplies and unmarked cartons—was unoccupied. And, yes, against one wall was a gun safe.

			They shared a nod and, gripping the clubs, stepped inside fast. She pointed to herself and the door that led to the front part of the Assistance Unit, meaning she’d guard that. He went to the safe.

			Damn. Locked tight.

			He gestured to it and shook his head. Victoria scowled. He joined her and they peered through the crack into the corridor that led to the front office. Four doors lined the corridor, two on each side—one was where he’d been interrogated the other night. They slipped into the hallway and moved forward, testing the knobs. All the doors were locked. When they got close, Victoria lifted a hand and they both stopped.

			Through the partially open door to the front office, they could see movement.

			Yes, Eli and Hugh were here. Troubling. This meant that it was likely they’d finished destroying and packing up files and wiping the computers.

			The two men were facing away. The men were speaking to someone Shaw and Victoria could not see. The conversation was amiable. There was laughter.

			They were completely unsuspecting.

			Shaw pointed to Hugh and formed a gun with his finger and thumb, meaning it was most likely that he was the armed one.

			She nodded, understanding: Shaw would take Hugh. She would get Eli and the other person in the room.

			There was a chance that Eli was armed but that seemed unlikely. In any event, he would know the least about firearms and would be the easiest to disarm.

			Shaw held up three fingers and began tucking them away.

			When the last digit curled tight, making a fist, he swung the door open and Shaw and Victoria stepped inside fast, clubs ready.

			They stopped just as quickly.

			Hearing them enter, Eli and Hugh turned, startled.

			Shaw and Victoria stopped in the doorway. They both stared at the men’s wrists. They were handcuffed.

			The person they’d been speaking with blinked in surprise and glanced from Shaw’s and Victoria’s faces to the war clubs and back again.

			It was the sheriff from Snoqualmie Gap, the man who was deep in Eli’s pocket and who, Shaw understood, had just arrested the two men for the sole purpose of helping them escape before the real authorities arrived.
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			Two gurneys rolled along the gravel path, powered and piloted by med techs from the Snoqualmie Gap Fire Department.

			One of the complicated yellow contraptions sped along, the techs sprinting. The other moved more leisurely.

			Anja was in the first. She was unconscious and ashen. Her neck was swathed in an occlusive—airtight—dressing. Shaw had once used Saran wrap for this very purpose; it was to avoid an air embolism. An IV dangled. It would contain not whole blood but a resuscitative fluid, like saline. Anja was alive because of the man who strode quickly alongside her, Steve. His hands and clothing were covered with blood.

			The trailing gurney held the body of the man responsible for Anja’s condition, the man who had advanced, Timothy.

			Shaw and Victoria stood outside of the Assistance Unit. They had retrieved their luggage, which sat at their feet, though cell phones and car keys were still locked up. This was reportedly a matter of finding keys to the lockboxes; Shaw was sure, though, the keys wouldn’t be “found” until the cult leader and his associate were long gone.

			Another couple was present—Thomas and Carole. He was the one who had retrieved the Glock when Shaw had been mobbed, and refused to hand it over afterward.

			Shaw understood what had happened. Thomas would have forced his way into the Administration building with the stubby little weapon and insisted on a landline or one of the staff’s mobiles. He would have called 911.

			Dispatch had dutifully referred the emergency call to the Snoqualmie Gap sheriff’s office. The same law enforcers Shaw had seen at the site of John’s death had arrived at the camp. The sheriff—his name badge identified him as Calhoun—knew that a pile of cash awaited him if he “arrested” Eli and Hugh and got them out of the camp before legitimate law enforcers showed up.

			A deputy now led Hugh and Eli to Calhoun’s own SUV and the men were helped into the back. Their hands were cuffed in front of their bodies, a procedural violation in every law enforcement agency in the world. Hugh cast a lascivious glance toward Victoria. She parried with a look of pure ice.

			The AU, also in cuffs, was led by another deputy out to the parking lot. The two men chatted like they were buddies on their way to a hunt on the first day of deer season. Arresting him and any other AUs was simply for show. They’d be released as soon as they were at the Snoqualmie Gap Sheriff’s Department, if not on the way there.

			“Look,” Victoria said, nodding toward the path that led here from Eli’s residence.

			Two deputies were carting luggage and go-bags.

			“Bellboys,” Shaw muttered.

			“Bet the tip’s going to be pretty nice.”

			The men set the items in the back of the sheriff’s SUV and returned in the direction they’d come. Getting another load, Shaw thought cynically. The Guiding Beacon had to travel in comfort.

			Shaw said to Victoria in a soft voice, “They’ll have to take a statement. Stretch it out for as long as you can. They don’t know Frederick’s got the feds and state police on their way.”

			“Mine’ll take as much time as reading Moby-Dick. That’s a book I never finished; did you?”

			“Never started it.”

			The sheriff whispered to some of his deputies, who nodded, taking in the instructions. When he returned, heading toward his vehicle, Shaw stopped him. “Sheriff Calhoun.”

			“Yes?”

			“I’ve been a witness to several crimes on the premises here and I’d—”

			“‘Premises here.’ Hey, you sound like a lawyer. Are you a lawyer?”

			“No.”

			“Hey, gotta say, you got yourself some pretty fancy souvenirs.” A nod at the war clubs. “Sell them at the general store downtown. Fetch a pretty penny.”

			Victoria said, “We’d like to make statements.”

			The sheriff looked over Shaw’s bloody uniform shirt. “You sure you’re not hurt, sir?”

			“No, I was saving the woman who was just wheeled out. The one that Eli ordered murdered.”

			Eli, your friend. Or benefactor, at least.

			Without reaction, the sheriff fished keys from his pocket and loped toward the SUV. He made a call on his radio. “Tony, you got the rest of Mr. Ellis’s stuff?”

			“On its way, Sheriff.”

			“’K. We gotta leave.” He walked to the driver’s side door.

			“Sheriff,” Shaw called.

			The man lifted an eyebrow. His expression was one of boredom.

			“Statements? We’re ready to make them.”

			“You’re quite the cooperative pair, aren’t you, now? The prosecutor’ll be in touch.”

			“You don’t have our names.”

			“We’ll figure it out.” Calhoun dropped into the seat and fired up the engine.

			Shaw crouched and opened up his backpack. He dug inside. A moment later he was jotting something on a page in one of his notebooks. He tore it out and walked to Calhoun, handed it to him.

			“My name and number. Just to make it easy for the prosecutor.”

			“Thank you now. World needs more concerned citizens like yourself, sir.”

			Shaw returned to Victoria and they watched the deputies load the last of Eli’s baggage into the back of the 4Runner. One of them closed the liftgate and tapped the side of the vehicle twice.

			Calhoun accelerated fast through the YESTERDAY, TODAY, TOMORROW gate and into the gravel parking lot, leaving a trail of gray haze behind. Accompanying it was the SUV they’d seen earlier, the one filled with files and computers and hard drives.

			Victoria tapped Shaw’s shoulder and pointed. On the ground near where the SUV had been was a small white object. It was the sheet of paper, now wadded into a ball, containing his name and number, which he’d handed to the sheriff not two minutes before.
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			Finally, the feds arrived.

			Frederick’s call to Tom Pepper had worked.

			Special Agent Robert Slay from the Tacoma field office of the FBI had been accompanied by two dozen tactical, forensic and hostage negotiation agents.

			“You’re Shaw?” The strongly built, handsome man, wearing a navy blue windbreaker with the letters of his employer on the back, extended his hand and they shook. His hair was jet black.

			“This is Victoria . . .” Shaw lifted an eyebrow her way.

			She said, “Lesston.” Her eyes swung to Shaw; apparently they were on a last-name basis now.

			Hands on hips, Slay looked over the camp, the clusters of people in the Foundation uniforms. He said nothing but his eyes were taking in the Assistance Unit and the security men in the gray tunics. Most, Shaw observed, had changed to street clothes.

			Slay took a call, listened. His expression was grave. “’K. Keep me posted.” He signed off and turned his attention back to Shaw and Victoria. “Appreciate your thoughts on tracking ’em down, Mr. Shaw. I’ve got people on it. But”—he nodded toward the phone—“nothing yet.”

			As soon as Shaw had retrieved his phone, he’d called Tom Pepper, who gave him Slay’s number. They’d spoken, as the agent and his teams sped to the camp. Shaw had warned that Sheriff Calhoun was almost certainly going to let Eli and Hugh go. He’d shared with the agent some thoughts on finding the two men. It had been unsuccessful so far—as he’d just learned from Slay.

			Shaw asked, “How’d Calhoun do it? An escape?”

			“Just let ’em go. Said there was no probable cause. Released all the evidence too.”

			Victoria scoffed.

			Shaw pointed into the woods, east, near Great Bear Notch. “There’re four perps tied up there. They’ll need some medical attention.”

			Victoria: “Oh. Forgot about them.”

			“They might stonewall but they’re not members of the cult. They’re hired help. I think they’ll turn, you give ’em the right deal.”

			“Charges?”

			“Assault. Attempted murder.”

			“Who’s the victim?”

			“I’m the complaining witness.”

			Slay frowned at this. “And you took down four of them?”

			Shaw said, “Had some help.”

			“What the hell is this place? David Ellis isn’t in ViCAP or any of our files. Neither’s the Osiris Foundation.”

			Shaw explained briefly.

			“Immortality,” the agent mused. Once again he scanned the Companions, most of whom were standing about aimlessly, wrestling with the death of the dream of living forever. And with the idea that they’d just been swindled. Slay said, “I guess if you’re going to do stupid, why not do stupid big?”

			Slay pulled out a digital recorder and pen and pad. He lifted a you ready? eyebrow.

			Shaw and Victoria gave nods.

			They got down to the debriefing. Both gave detailed explanations of their experiences. While not as long as a bloated nineteenth-century novel, their words contained plenty of information to form the basis of multiple counts to lodge against Eli and other Companions—sex trafficking, underage sexual assault, insider trading, possible money laundering, assault, battery, murder, kidnapping.

			“How many people you think’ve gone through here?” Slay asked.

			“Been going on for four years,” Shaw told him. “There’ll be a lot of members. Eli got away with plenty of files but there might be a list in Administration. Or in Eli’s residence.”

			“We’ll check them out. Some of them must’ve seen something indictable.”

			Shaw told him too about the Selects.

			At this news Slay paused. “They’re like suicide bombers. We’ll have to track them down too. After this”—waving his hand, meaning the destruction of the Foundation—“they might be, I don’t know, programmed to eliminate witnesses.”

			“And we have this.” Shaw handed over the video camera that they’d hidden in Building 14, when he and Victoria broke in to swap out the poison for sugar. Shaw had lifted it from the office beside the Study Room. It caught AUs doctoring the wine.

			One of them was Hugh. On the tape he could be heard barking to a colleague, “Fuck, get the mask on. This shit’ll kill you.”

			“It’s poison. It’s supposed to.”

			“Looks like sugar to me.”

			“Try some. Let me know how sweet it is.”

			Slay called over an evidence technician, who bagged the camera and took Shaw’s name for the chain of custody documents.

			The agent slipped away his digital recorder. “Just curious, what the hell’re you two doing here? You don’t seem like cult fodder to me.”

			Shaw said, “Just something . . .”

			Victoria finished it: “Personal.”

			“Well, there’s a story behind that,” Slay said, in a tone that meant he didn’t really need to hear it.

			Steve approached. He had scrubbed most of the blood off his hands, though the shirt was ruined. Shaw noted that the red of the blood and the blue of the cloth combined to make purple.

			“Anja?” Shaw asked.

			“They can’t say.”

			Shaw introduced the assistant to the agent. The young man, eyes red and swollen from recent tears, explained his job. Shaw told Slay about the notebook, which contained all things Eli.

			“I hid it behind the residence. I’ll get it for you.”

			Shaw had told Slay that SFPD Detective Etoile had reopened the investigation into Yang’s death, which had undoubtedly been ordered by Eli because the reporter was looking into improprieties at the Foundation.

			The agent now asked, “That notebook? Is there anything in it about a meeting between Eli and Edwards?”

			“Yessir. He wanted me to arrange it.”

			Shaw asked, “When?”

			“About two months ago.”

			Shaw told the agent, “Right around the time Edwards killed Yang.”

			Steve sighed. “Master Eli.” He was staring out over the camp. There seemed to be no words he could find to express what he was feeling. “I did everything for him. Anything he needed. Anytime. Ever.” Staring at his cuticles, still stained black from Anja’s blood, he licked the corner of his mouth and said, “I’ll get that notebook for you, Agent Slay.” He walked toward the residence.

			A stocky woman in a skirt and bulky sweater approached Shaw. She was in her fifties, maybe, her gray hair pulled back in a ponytail. Like a number of the Companions, she’d discarded her uniform. She still wore her amulet. It was red.

			“I’m Sue Bascomb.”

			Not “Apprentice Bascomb.” The spell had been broken.

			Shaw and Victoria introduced themselves.

			“Are you all right?” she asked, frowning.

			The blood.

			“I’m good.”

			“I wanted to say thank you. I was having doubts after the first few days but I couldn’t quite figure out what didn’t seem right. You in law enforcement, either of you?”

			They told her no.

			“Well, he would’ve gotten away with it if you hadn’t stepped up. Those people on stage would’ve died.” Bascomb shook her head. “I thought I was pretty savvy. But when I lost Peter, I went a bit crazy.” She glanced around the camp. “I said, just give it a shot. See what this place can do. Stupid of me. Should’ve just muscled through the grief with friends and family. You lose someone, there’s no easy fix. Anyway, appreciate what you did.”

			A nod. Colter Shaw did not wear gratitude well.

			“I want to propose something to you,” the woman said. “I was thinking about writing about my experience, about the Foundation and Master Eli . . . I mean about David Ellis, the con man. If I did, could I interview you?”

			“Unnamed source, sure.”

			Her eyes on the residence, Bascomb said, “Preying on the lonely, the depressed . . . I think the world needs to know about Eli.”

			“Of course.”

			“Thank you. I don’t want this to happen to anybody else.”

			Bascomb walked off, removing her amulet and tossing it into the wastebasket by the Assistance Unit. Shaw watched her pause and jot a few words in her notebook—using it now to record the story of her life in a cult, not nonsense about past-life memories.

			Looking away from Bascomb, Shaw happened to notice another woman, sitting on the bench outside the Administration building.

			It was Journeyman Adelle, his Intake specialist. She was slumped and her palms were placed flat beside her. Her eyeliner had run from tears. She’d be confronting what Shaw had told the Companions. She didn’t want to believe him, though she was surely realizing that it was true: the Process was a sham. Her baby was gone. There would be no reuniting in the Tomorrow. It was hard to see her like this.

			He turned to Victoria and waved toward his Foundation uniform. “I’m losing the costume too.”
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			Both wearing blue jeans and shirts—his gray, hers black—Shaw and Victoria sat on the bench where they’d met the day of Eli’s Discourses.

			She had kept the blue quilted vest provided by the Foundation. Shaw’s jacket remained in the gym bag. He didn’t mind the fractional chill in the pungent air. His Eccos were on his feet; his soles still ached from the sprint to try to save John, while wearing those flimsy slippers, and he decided against the boots he’d worn here. Victoria, however, was in boots, stylish, low-topped, brown, with two-inch wooden heels.

			They were subdued. The view was stunning but, after all that had happened, Shaw wasn’t able at the moment to appreciate the aesthetics. They had both gotten their phones from the AU unit and Shaw now called the local hospital. He got through to a doctor in the emergency room and asked about Anja’s condition.

			“She’s stable. She’ll survive. Your relationship, sir?”

			“An acquaintance.”

			“There’s no next of kin in her personal belongings.”

			“I can’t help you there.” Then Shaw had a thought. He gave the doctor Steve’s name and told him that he’d have the man call. “They work together.”

			He relayed this news of her condition to Victoria. Then: “I don’t know legally how involved she was in his scams,” he continued. “She knew a fair amount about the operation. Didn’t report it. That won’t go well for her.” His head swiveled slowly. “I should have made sure she stayed in the residence. After she helped me break into the computer I should’ve known that he’d turn on her like that.”

			“If she wasn’t onstage, it might’ve looked suspicious. Eli could have guessed something was going on.”

			Still, Shaw said, “She didn’t deserve what happened to her.”

			Victoria was quiet: she disagreed, he could tell. She would be a woman to whom very little happened if she didn’t want it to happen.

			She asked, “Do you think . . . when she thought she was dying, do you think she believed she was going to advance to the Tomorrow?”

			“Maybe.” It was possible. Though Shaw was also thinking: whatever comfort would be vastly overshadowed by the agony she felt realizing that the man she loved had just ordered her death.

			“Oh, look.” Victoria touched his arm. Her eyes were skyward.

			A golden eagle soared. Most likely it was the same one he’d seen earlier. They were territorial animals; they ruled over an area that might extend to sixty or seventy square miles, and woe to any plumed creatures that encroached. Golden eagles are the second fastest bird on earth, diving on prey at two hundred miles an hour. Only the peregrine falcon is faster.

			This one, however, was in leisurely transit through the clear azure sky.

			After a moment Victoria said, “Not revenge.”

			“Hmm?”

			Scooting slightly away, she turned to him. “You said I was taking a big risk for revenge, coming here to kill Eli. It wasn’t that. It was public service.”

			Shaw waited.

			“I was stationed overseas. I had a mentor there. You ever serve?”

			“No.”

			“Then you don’t know. There’re two enemies. There’s the enemy enemy, and then there’s the one you work with—and for. I’m not going to go where some women do and say that because you’re a man you don’t get it. There are lots of reasons people don’t get things and being a man might or might not be one of them. I don’t know. I’ll just tell you: we have to fight on both fronts. Women do. Gretta was my protector and friend. We took on the Taliban, and we took on Staff Sergeant George Watts and Chief Petty Officer Wayne DeVonne and Lieutenant Colonel Bradley J. Gibbons, who’d have a tantrum if you didn’t include the ‘J’ in his name when you introduced him.

			“It wasn’t every day and it wasn’t full-on. Never attempted rape. It was flirting. Brushing up against you. Put-downs and bullying. It kept up until they felt you finally had the balls to do the job. Funny, that’s how everybody put it. Male genitalia. Women and men. Nobody ever said, you have the ovaries to do the job.”

			She offered a mild smile. Shaw too.

			“Gretta taught me to stand up . . . no, I should say, she taught me how to stand up. When to say, yes, sir, or ma’am. When to say no. When to ask why. When to call bullshit. When to know that you’re going to put up with bullshit because bullshit’s part of everybody’s job. This’s all pretty damn abstract, isn’t it?”

			“I get it.”

			She eyed him carefully.

			“Then, yeah, the IED. That’s a—”

			His nod told her he was familiar with the unfortunately sanitized name for bomb. Improvised explosive device. In fact one of his reward assignments had been to find one that had gone missing.

			“What’s the difference between a cannon in World War One and a B-17 dropping a five-hundred-pound bomb in Germany? Probably none. But an IED? No cannon you hear on the horizon lobbing things at you. No air raid sirens. Just a stretch of asphalt, a trashcan, a phone card kiosk, children playing, goats. Those fucking IEDs could be anywhere. A baby buggy missing a wheel. That’s what got Gretta and her team. Three dead. She survived. She said it was like God punched her. Everything moved, the whole world moved. I’m getting boring now.”

			“No.”

			“Gretta came back. VA, private docs, therapy. The treatment did what it could. One of the things she tried was the Foundation. I was discharged and moved to where she was living.

			“I had dinner with her maybe two months ago. She was in a great mood. She said everything was going to be fine. She’d be forgiven for fucking up, or getting careless, or whatever the hell she thought she’d done over there. Maybe looked away, missed the buggy, maybe texting. Who knows? I guarantee there’s nothing to be forgiven for. There’s no fucking handbook. There is only how to kill and not get killed, how to get intel, how to refuel vehicles, how to boil drinking water. But not on how to live that kind of life.

			“At the end of the dinner, she hugged me and said, ‘Goodbye, until tomorrow’ and did that salute.”

			Victoria’s eyes swung slowly from Shaw to the sky. Maybe looking for the eagle.

			“She went home and shot herself. So happy, so content one minute. Then dead an hour later. I had to figure out what’d happened.” She looked his way. “Like you had to with Adam.”

			She continued, “I helped her brother clean out her apartment and I found her notebooks from the Foundation. All her writing about the Minuses, Pluses. The regrets. The notes about how in the next life she’d be fine. She’d ‘advance.’ She’d be with her buddies who’d died. Her mother, her nephew. And me.”

			Victoria was silent for a moment, the breeze hissing through the leaves, clicking branches. She pulled the vest closer around her.

			“Annual suicides among civilian women is about five per hundred thousand. For women in active duty or veterans, it’s twenty-nine. You’re a mother and you go to the Whole Foods after soccer practice in Omaha and the newsstand next to the door blows up, killing four. You’re a businesswoman just shooting the shit with your buddy, having crabs at a restaurant in Baltimore, and your friend gets hit by a sniper shot you don’t even hear until he’s a pile of clothes on the ground.

			“If that happens to you, you’re never the same again. Ever. But we put on a uniform and so people think we must be different, we must be immune. We’re not. It’s just as bad for us. And the worst thing that somebody can say to you is, oh, let it go. The next life, you’ll be fine. Eli had to be stopped.”

			After a moment, she put the darkness away. Smiling, she said, “Do me a favor?”

			“Sure.”

			She handed him her phone. “Get a picture of me here.”

			Victoria walked out onto the grassy field and turned to face him. He lifted the phone. He took several shots. The lighting was good and with the resplendent mountains as a backdrop, he thought she’d be pleased.

			Turning away, Victoria gazed skyward. “You see the eagle? I’d love to get him in the shot too.”

			Shaw was scanning the sky. “No bird.”

			“Call his agent,” she said, laughing. “Have him set it up.”

			As he aimed the lens once more, Shaw heard the sound of brush rustling. He turned to see someone sprinting quickly through the woods toward the clearing. A heavyset man in a Foundation uniform burst from the foliage, red faced, sweating. He was gasping from the exertion. The climb up here from the camp was steep.

			It was Journeyman Samuel. He glanced from Shaw to Victoria, who was closest to him. He sprinted toward her.

			“Victoria!” Shaw shouted. “To your right!”

			She turned.

			It was too late. She had no time to strike a defensive posture. The big man’s bulk and speed slammed her flat to the ground. She lay stunned and breathless.

			Shaw dropped the phone and started running. “No, Samuel! No!”

			The man gripped Victoria by the sweater, dragged her to the edge of the cliff and without a moment’s hesitation pushed her over. Shaw heard her piercing cry as she fell the hundred or so feet.

			Samuel rose and looked at Shaw, his tear-filled eyes revealing both sorrow and anger. He whispered, “Goodbye . . . until tomorrow,” and leapt after her into the emptiness.
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			June 20

			This time the rattlesnake was real, unlike the imaginary serpent Dalton Crowe had used as an excuse to shoot a hole in his rental car’s Michelin a week or so ago.

			Colter Shaw was hiking up a narrow trail of rock and dirt and gravel in a remote corner of his family’s property in eastern California. The snake, a big one, was smack in his route, in its coiled state, lazy, probably full of a tasty rodent lunch. Still it was ready for a defensive strike, which would be fast and accurate. They are, after all, pure muscle.

			Shaw had spotted it and paused at the same time as the urgent rattle from the tail began. Amazing how creatures come to be, he was thinking. It would have taken hundreds of thousands of years to develop this curious feature, which said, in effect, Stop or I’ll shoot.

			Shaw was not alone on his trek. He was accompanied by a solidly built black-and-brown Rottweiler. Another canine might have instinctively charged—not having learned from YouTube or 1960 TV Western reruns what the rattle meant. Chase tensed but Shaw’s command, “Wait,” froze him in position.

			There aren’t many defenses against a rattlesnake, other than gaiters—leg guards. Pepper spray is useless. Their eyes are protected with an impervious shield, and the capsicum that blinds us is like water to them. And, as many a person who’s ever tried to Mace a snake can attest, if you’re close enough to hit them, they’re probably close enough to hit you.

			As for Chase, the dog, a canine’s physiology is less susceptible to snake toxins than a human’s. But as an added precaution for this outing, Shaw had administered snakebite vaccine. He recalled, from years ago, his father’s question to the youngest of the Shaw children: “So, Button, the odds of a vaccinated dog surviving a rattler strike are what?”

			Nine-year-old Dorion had squinted, considering. “Depending on size—of the dog and the snake—and where it strikes, maybe around eighty percent.”

			“Yep, good. And the odds of a vaccinated dog surviving a dead rattler?”

			“Pretty much a hundred.”

			“You’ve got it.”

			“But I don’t want to shoot a snake, Daddy.”

			“Who does? But sometimes it’s a question of you or them, Button. And the answer is always: you.”

			Shaw was wearing a hip holster in which sat his Colt .357 Magnum revolver (a model ironically named after another snake, a Python). But he didn’t want to shoot a snake either. His thinking was that he and Chase were in its backyard, not their own—and, truth be told, the creature wasn’t behaving badly at all; it was simply being a snake.

			So he chose another option. Detour.

			Shaw found a fairly straight branch, about four feet long, and trimmed it with his Ka-Bar knife.

			Never go into snake brush without a trekking stick. You can push plants aside ahead of you, and if there’s a strike, the snake will likely go for the stick.

			“Heel,” Shaw commanded and together he and Chase turned left and struck out through the dense woods. The rottie hewed close to Shaw’s left thigh as they circumvented the rattler and continued on their mission, the human probing thickets before they trod through them.

			That mission was the second of the two he’d been thinking of for the past several weeks, the one he’d put aside to pursue Erick and Adam . . . and, as it turned out, that little trip to the Osiris Foundation.

			He was looking for what his father had hidden here in this mountainous part of the family property years ago.

			In some University of California archives, Colter had found a clue that told him that the mysterious message was here, in an area roughly the size of a suburban neighborhood. A daunting search to many, but even if Shaw did not know the exact location, he knew how to find it.

			The path now led them to the crest of Echo Ridge—where, years ago, the woman who’d been hunting his father, Braxton, had sent one of her hired guns to follow Ashton and torture him to give up his secret. Ashton had tricked the man and come up behind him. In the ensuing struggle, though, Ashton had slipped and fallen to his death. Teenage Colter had discovered the body—that was the motivation for his mad, and pointless, high-speed rappel down the face of Echo Ridge to the creek bed where his father’s body lay.

			Shaw reflected that he’d thought of Adam as the man on the cliff. Now, he realized that he was, as well—and so was Ashton.

			Shaw had learned recently that Braxton had dealt harsh justice to her thug; the man was no longer among the living. The woman, apparently, had little tolerance for incompetence.

			The hired muscle, Ebbitt Droon, had taken over his job.

			Ironically, Braxton and Droon never guessed that Ashton had hidden the secret here. If they had, they would have returned to search and they never did. There was no other access to Echo Ridge except past the cabin and its security system, which Mary Dove had installed just after her husband’s death. Braxton would assume the secret was hidden in San Francisco, where Ashton’s efforts had been focused. To them, Echo Ridge was a conveniently deserted place in which to waylay Shaw’s father and force him to tell what he knew.

			The dog now tensed and looked to the left, through a tall line of sycamore, black walnut and gray pine. Brush too: bladderpod, creosote, lupine and snowberry.

			A sound? Not a rattle—a crackling of dry leaves. Maybe deer? Bear? Detour was not often an option with the latter, and Shaw’s hand dropped to the Colt. But whatever it was meandered away, as ninety-nine percent of forest inhabitants will do when they hear, see or smell you. The two continued on. He kept his eye on the trail and checked his phone for GPS directions.

			Shaw felt the urgent anticipation that comes with closing in on your prey. What had his father found, and why were some people willing to kill—and others die—for it?

			At the direction of the electronic navigator, he and Chase now turned away from the cliff and headed into the woods. They climbed onto a limestone shelf. Shaw checked his phone once more. They were on the eastern edge of the hunting ground. His father’s coordinates defined an entire square mile, one filled with dense forest, thickets, brush and brambles, rock formations, streams and ponds.

			He surveyed the expanse now.

			“Let’s get to it.”

			This was not an official dog command but Chase caught the gist, and they started down to the forest floor.
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			Rottweilers fall into the American Kennel Club’s “Working” group, a category of large dogs bred to guard, to pull small wagons and sleds and to perform search and rescue. The latter meant they were skilled trackers.

			Shaw dug into his backpack and withdrew a plastic bag. Inside was a piece of what appeared to be wood, but was actually recycled plastic.

			One of the survival skills taught by Ashton Shaw to his children was the art of hiding objects that could be found only by your allies. He never would use anything electronic, of course, but stuck with the basics. A popular technique among survivalists is to wrap the object you’ll hide in something that has a distinctive odor detectable only by tracking dogs. If you need it to be hidden for only a few days, the dog will track the hider’s scent. Ashton, however, chose something that off-gassed scent molecules for far longer than that: plastic, specifically recycled plastic, which has a strong and distinctive scent.

			There were field scentometers—including the wonderfully named Nose Ranger—that might have detected the smell. But nothing located aromas better than a dog, and when circumstance provided one, he leapt at the opportunity.

			Whatever was hidden here, Shaw knew, it would be in or beside something that was still, after all these years, radiating its unique smell. Shaw held it down to Chase’s nose, and he sniffed enthusiastically. Shaw hooked a long lead to the rottie’s collar and gave a true command: “Find.”

			The dog didn’t race forward but moved fast in a zigzag from rock to rock, tree to bush. Shaw kept up, hurrying behind, his hand near the grip of the Colt. Detours weren’t possible now, and if it came to a confrontation, a rattler would lose.

			The rottie’s nose was up, as he was air tracking. The buried treasure would be stashed in a cave somewhere, Shaw assumed, protected from the elements.

			As the minutes turned to hours, Shaw began thinking that maybe this was folly. Was he here on the basis of false information? It was possible that Ashton, in one of his foggier moments, had thought he’d left the package yet in fact he had not.

			However, this proved not to be the case.

			Chase braked to a stop. He did what all search dogs do upon finding the target. They don’t point, they don’t bark. They sit down.

			He was in front of a small cavern. A rock slide had covered most of the opening but there was a six-inch slit toward the top. Shaw gave the rottie a piece of venison jerky and crouched down, firing a beam from his tactical halogen light into the cave. No snakes. Just dust and rocks and—about eight feet past the rubble—what seemed to be a white box, about 9-by-12 inches and an inch thick, made, of course, from recycled materials. The seams were glued with thick adhesive, probably of the industrial-strength waterproof variety.

			He started to pull away rocks but there was another mini-slide; he’d need a shovel and pickaxe and some timber to shore the cave entrance properly. He wasn’t going to end his quest for his father’s secret by being buried alive with it for all eternity. He’d return with the proper tools and lumber for shoring. He noted the exact location via landmarks and he and Chase began the hour-plus trek back to the cabin. They took their time on the descent—it was steep and gravelly in parts. Also, you never knew when you might come across a visitor in the middle of the path, coiled and cautious and just not in the mood to slither out of your way.
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			Your boy did a good job,” Shaw said to the couple sitting on the front porch of his family’s cabin, which nestled in the expansive valley.

			He rubbed Chase’s head.

			“’Course he did. I trained him.” Teddy gave the dog an ear scratch too.

			Velma laughed, nodded toward her husband. “Trained him to lie at your feet while you dish up a big helping of Netflix.” Her voice was low and as smooth as her husband’s was rough.

			Teddy scoffed. “It’ll come in useful someday: That dog’ll never twitch a muscle when a superhero lands in front of him with a crash and does that down-on-one-knee thing. Why do they do that?”

			Shaw had no clue what the man was talking about.

			Velma and Teddy Bruin were visiting from Florida, where they were Shaw’s neighbors. Both of their properties—each several acres in size—fronted a large and picturesque body of water in the north central part of the state. It was reportedly gator free.

			Never believe it when somebody selling you lakefront property tells you there are no gators.

			In fact Shaw had never seen any of the reptiles but he was inclined to accept that rule.

			Teddy, early sixties, was round and rosy and—as his names, both family and nick, implied—had a bear-like quality, enhanced by a lengthy beard of the sort favored by Civil War generals. The man wore a brown hat, a slouch—the Australian military one. The right brim was pinned up to the crown, so a slung rifle wouldn’t bump it. Not all that helpful if you weren’t on the parade grounds, as the uneven tan on Teddy’s face proved.

			Slim Velma, about the same age, wore her gray-blond hair up in a do that dated to the 1960s, sprayed into the shape of a beehive, which Shaw believed was the style’s actual name. Like her husband, she was in trekking khakis.

			While they were indeed Shaw’s neighbors, the couple was much more than that. They ran the business side of Shaw’s operation, scanning the media for reward offers and supervising a bot that did the same online. They also took care of the finances and accounting, tasks that utterly bored Colter Shaw and at which he therefore was inept.

			He had yet to tell Velma that he’d given away the Ecumenical Council’s entire $50,000. Shaw was forever discounting rewards, if the offerors were in tough straits, or giving them extended payment plans. Velma didn’t approve of his generosity and was quite vocal about championing his financial well-being.

			The couple and Chase were making a cross-country trip in their camper (Shaw had bought his own Winnebago largely because of the test-drive he’d taken in theirs). A visit to California, of course, meant a side trip to the Compound to visit Shaw and his mother.

			Shaw examined something protruding from Teddy’s pocket.

			“Is that an air horn?” Shaw asked.

			“For bears,” was the raspy reply.

			The black bear population in California hovered around forty thousand, which was a lot of bears. There’d been attacks over the years, though to Shaw’s knowledge the only black-bear-related fatality in the entire state in recent history involved a bear’s killing a mountain lion that was attacking a hiker, saving the human. The unharmed bear wandered off, leaving the man with a sense of breathless relief and more than a little regret that he’d neglected to get a video.

			The creatures were generally docile and timid. And, yes, they did not like loud noises. If Shaw was concerned about bears, though, especially during cub season, he carried pepper spray.

			Velma chided her husband: “Air horn versus a bear. Isn’t that like bringing a knife . . .” She paused.

			Shaw knew the expression: bringing a knife to a gunfight.

			However, she finished with: “. . . to a fight where the other guy has a bigger knife?”

			Teddy and Shaw laughed.

			Velma said, “We didn’t see any. Bears. I was hoping.” She frowned as a thought arose. “Hey, Colt. I got the check for the thousand sixty dollars—the reward Erick Young’s family offered. But I haven’t heard a stitch about the big one. The fifty K. Should I call somebody about it?”

			Busted . . .

			“Well. About that, Velma.”

			There was nothing to do but tell her the truth.

			The woman sighed. “Let me get this straight. You gave away a fifty-thousand-dollar reward, and then, for no money whatsoever, you spent the last few days nearly getting killed by Charles Manson and family.”

			He sought grounds for dispute but found none. “Pretty accurate.”

			“Lord, Colter, you’re not made of money.”

			“You got a Barkley stuffed dog out of the situation.” Shaw nodded at the toy he’d bought for her on the drive here.

			“Be still my heart.” She grunted, which given her melodious voice was a pleasant tone nonetheless. “Set a spell, Colt.”

			“The boondocks’re growing on you, bride.” Teddy chuckled. “‘Set a spell’? You’ve never used that expression in your entire life.”

			She opened her arms. “Look around you. You gotta talk Western.”

			Shaw said, “Got some things to take care of right now. I’ll see you at dinner.”

			Shaw walked into the kitchen where his mother was chopping vegetables.

			Mary Dove resembled a lean frontierswoman, her gray hair in a braid. Her present appearance wasn’t very different from that of years ago, when she was a star medical professor, grant director and psychiatrist/general practitioner in the Bay Area. Her quiet yet unyielding demeanor also was largely unchanged. After Ashton’s death, most in the family assumed she’d resume her life in San Francisco. Colter had known she wouldn’t, though. Here she’d remain, practicing general medicine and physical therapy, hosting retreats on topics like women’s health and psychopathology, and delivering the occasional baby.

			“Well?” She gestured vaguely in the direction of Echo Ridge, miles away and not visible from the cabin.

			“Found it.” He told her where the package was, that he’d get it in the morning.

			Mary Dove was incapable of registering surprise but her son thought that maybe, just maybe, her eyes widened a millimeter or two.

			“We’ll talk when you do. Decisions’ll have to be made.” Mary Dove’s voice was firm. After all, what Shaw had found at Echo Ridge was this secret that had led to her husband’s and others’ deaths. She was not a vindictive woman by any means—revenge, as Victoria had suggested, is a waste of time at best and leads to misfortune at worst. But self-preservation and survival of the family? That was paramount. Shaw had seen his mother calmly lift a .30-30 to her shoulder and squeeze off a round to drop a rabid wolf. To learn Ash’s secret meant to understand a lethal threat. And once you comprehended a risk, you could minimize it.

			Or, better, eliminate it.

			Mary Dove now poured two cups of coffee, added some milk to each. Shaw took them from her and walked into the living room of the cabin and looked out the window. He said, “Always liked this view.”

			“Beautiful,” said Victoria Lesston, who was sitting on the couch. He handed over a steaming mug and sat down beside her.
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			When she’d fallen, she’d fallen into water, not upon rock.

			In anger or dismay, Samuel hadn’t planned his assault; he’d simply picked the target he could succeed with. He knew he’d never beat Colter Shaw. So he’d flung Victoria over the cliff, assuming that a rocky shore lay below. Or perhaps not assuming anything at all.

			In fact her landing bed was the deep lake that stretched to the foothills below the soaring peaks in the distance.

			Shaw had run to the cliff’s edge. And peered down to the place where Victoria floated faceup, bobbing, bobbing.

			Samuel too floated but his back was skyward.

			Shaw had called Special Agent Slay’s number, gave his location and said, “Now. EMTs.” Then he assessed. Eighty feet. Not an impossible dive but one whose trajectory would have to be planned perfectly, and practiced.

			No time for that. He pulled off his shirt, shoes and socks. Then he’d climbed down to a narrow ledge about twenty-five feet below the crest.

			Shaw gazed down. The shade of the water suggested it was deep.

			No time for percentages. Victoria was going under.

			He leapt, windmilling his arms to stay vertical, which never worked as well as you’d hope, he’d learned. Jumping from this height he hit the water at twenty-five miles per hour. He reflected in the three-second descent that one can still float with two broken ankles.

			Then the jarring impact, compressing bones and muscles and organs. Shaw managed to fill his lungs an instant before hitting the surface. The stinging cold, though, had the effect of pushing out all of that air.

			His soles stung like hell but the complex architecture of the ankles remained intact; water had not shattered bone, and the lake bottom was far beneath.

			He kicked hard to Victoria and, in a lifeguard’s grip, got her to the shore.

			Shaw had looked back. Samuel might have been alive when he hit. Probably wasn’t now. In any event, survival involves triage, the decision-making process about assessing who is likely to live and who is not. Shaw had removed Inner Circle Journeyman Samuel from his thoughts.

			Soon, fire and rescue had deposited them both on the top of the cliff. The medics examined Victoria, ran their tests and determined that nothing was broken; her spine and legs were fine. She had, however, walloped her shoulder. Maybe dislocation, rotator cuff issue. They affixed her arm to her body with flesh-colored bandages to keep it from gritty movement and she was offered painkillers, which she declined.

			She also vetoed a trip to the local hospital.

			“Been hurt worse. This’s nothing.”

			With her good arm hooked through his, Victoria and Shaw, in fresh clothing walked back to the staging area in front of the YESTERDAY, TODAY, TOMORROW gate. The place still bubbled with chaos. FBI and state police crime scene evidence technicians were doing their meticulous job, as busy and efficient as accountants on April 14. Other investigators were under tents, which had appeared miraculously, vacuuming up details from the Companions and staff.

			Shaw had noted that many of the law enforcers used tablets just like those the Foundation staff carried around.

			Victoria released him and snagged her backpack with her good arm.

			Shaw asked, “You drove, didn’t you?”

			“My pickup. There. The black one. It’s got a manual, so I’m not driving anywhere soon. I’ll bus it to wherever they drop us off. Call my parents or brother or a friend.”

			“Where’s home?”

			“My parents’re in Glendale.”

			Not really an answer to the question. He assumed a woman of her age who is a security consultant/former soldier doesn’t live with Mom and Dad. However, no need for her to be completely forthcoming. Shaw, after all, was not unspooling his own pertinent data to her particularly quickly.

			Victoria had continued, “It’ll be an adventure. I haven’t stayed in a hotel across from a bus station since that post-college junket to Europe. I’ll bet there’s even a Jack-in-the-Box on the corner.”

			Shaw fished his truck keys from his pocket. “Let me throw an idea out there.”

			She glanced his way, her eyes tinted with cautious reception.

			He pitched his thought, and, after some mental juggling, she said, “Sure.”

			An hour later they were on their way to Tacoma, where he would return the Silverado and pick up the Winnebago.

			On the way, Shaw negotiated the switchbacks and Victoria handled the phone, trying to get details of the pursuit of David Ellis and Hugh, whose last name turned out to be Garner.

			Special Agent Slay and the state police, though, were still not having any luck in tracing them.

			Once in the Winnebago, they hit the road, south. They made good time. The first rest break was well past Oregon’s southern border, in the small town of Barkley Heights, California. The burg’s WELCOME TO sign sported a cartoon dog, its open mouth raised skyward, tongue dangling.

			“A barking dog? Not the friendliest of logos,” Shaw said.

			“Why not a seal? Seals bark,” Victoria pointed out.

			“Don’t imagine there’s a seal within four hundred miles.”

			“Logic and town planning,” she said, “don’t always go hand in glove.”

			They looked around them for a restaurant or bar.

			“Not much of a town,” Shaw observed.

			“But I’ll bet you can buy plenty of Barkley the dog toy souvenirs and T-shirts.”

			They parked and walked into the only diner on the main drag.

			Victoria won the bet.
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			Now, in the Compound, they sat on the old couch, which was covered with a Native American blanket. Shaw sipped from the coffee mug and asked, “You okay?”

			“The worst movie line ever written,” Victoria replied.

			“Hm?”

			“Movies. Big gunfight. Car crash. Tornado. Sharks. Aliens. There’s a lull in the action. Hero A—that’s you—says to Hero B, me, ‘You okay?’ Cliché. The scriptwriter’s asleep at the switch.”

			“That may be. But it’s a valid question. You fell off a cliff.”

			“Was thrown.”

			“And the answer is?”

			Victoria said, “Better every day. She’s good, your mother. I’ve had PT, time to time, and I know a pro when I’m worked on.”

			They were facing east, and the lowering sun behind them was igniting mountaintops in a most impressive way. Even in this gentle month, defiant snow embraced the staunch peaks.

			Shaw had originally thought, believing Victoria to be beset by the loss of spouse and child, that he might arrange for her to see Mary Dove for psychological help. That plan had been negated by the facts: she was homicidal, not suicidal. But, after Samuel’s attack, it had then occurred to Shaw that Victoria might benefit from some time in the Compound where his mother’s physical therapy skills might be of some help.

			“What’s her plan?” Victoria asked. She was referring to Anne DeStefano, the deprogrammer. Shaw had spoken to the woman at length about the Osiris Foundation.

			DeStefano had said, “A lot of cults talk about immortality. Not a lot of them encourage you to see if their theory holds up. And people seemed to buy it?”

			“Enough did.” Shaw had given her the relevant details.

			“I’m going to get on top of it now. Since most of the members were in for the short-term—just three weeks’ indoctrination—it shouldn’t be hard to reverse most of the damage. The ones who came back for the follow-up sessions will take a bit more work.”

			Shaw told Victoria that DeStefano would be in touch with the authorities interviewing the Companions and give them her name and the names of psychologists and deprogrammers in the areas where they lived.

			Shaw had also heard from Walter and Sally, who had returned home safely to Chicago. Abby was staying with them for the time being but would soon be released to child protective services in her hometown. Frederick and Shaw had spoken several times. He was working with the police to build the case against Eli and Hugh.

			Movement from their left. Chase plodded close, moving with purpose. Like an airplane easing into the airport gate, he turned and slowed to a stop between them. Then flopped down, his chin on Victoria’s sneakered foot.

			She looked into the sky. “Hey, there. Is that a . . . another golden eagle?”

			Shaw squinted. “Believe so.”

			Their mascot. A thought Shaw kept to himself.

			The dark brown form was winging muscularly back toward the forest and cliffs. “That’s a male. It’s mating season now and the mother will be with the eggs for about a month. They don’t make nests. They build platforms.”

			“So Dad’s been grocery shopping.” She then asked, “What’s the latest on the Guiding Beacon and his sidekick?”

			Shaw shook his head. “Not good. According to that agent, Slay, they were spotted getting into Canada, but then disappeared.”

			The authorities had contacted the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, who were sympathetic, but the area of southern British Columbia was huge and the Canadians simply didn’t have the manpower for the kind of search necessary to track down Eli and Hugh.

			His phone hummed with a number that was only slightly familiar, like that of a cousin you’ve met only once, at a wedding a few months ago.

			“Hello?”

			“Mr. Shaw, Bob Tanner.”

			Erick Young’s attorney in Tacoma, Washington.

			“Just wanted to let you know that the charges’ve been dropped. The police tracked down a couple of kids in a neo-Nazi cell east of Tacoma. Forensics on the graffiti on the church matched cans of paint in their possession. They pled. And when the detectives interviewed the lay preacher? It was like you said: the janitor started shooting at Erick and Adam, and Adam only returned fire. After the boys fled, he gave the gun to the preacher and told him to hide it. He didn’t have a license.”

			Shaw thanked the attorney and disconnected. Victoria knew something about the reward for Erick and Adam and he explained how the job had been resolved.

			Shaw and Victoria sat in silence for a moment.

			“Just for the record, I’m no longer murderous.”

			“So my mother can get the sharp knives out?”

			She clicked her tongue. “Sometimes normal gets bushwhacked.”

			How well Colter Shaw knew this—the man who traveled the country, picking through the bones of mysteries that some people hadn’t been able to solve, and others simply didn’t care about and still more decidedly did not want to be solved.

			Shaw received a text. He read it twice and rose. “Have an errand to attend to.”

			Victoria said, “See you at dinner?”

			“Probably not.”
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			Shaw preferred his Winnebago and motorcycle for transportation. However, he picked the vehicle to suit the need.

			Presently he was fourteen thousand feet in the air, aboard the Learjet, an older model, a bit battered but dependable. The trip was expensive, as all private aviation flights are. Yet he had no option. Time was critical, and commercial wouldn’t get him to the town he sought quickly enough.

			As they flew, he thought of the box hidden at Echo Ridge. What would it contain?

			Whatever that might be, it was worth killing for. Torturing too. He pictured Ebbitt Droon’s face, determined to get the treasure, as he pointed a gun at Shaw’s knee.

			A voice from the cockpit. “We’re landing, Mr. Shaw.”

			The plane swooped down toward the runway, the craft skewing sideways at an acute angle—it was called crabbing and would be alarming if Shaw had not experienced small aircraft landings several dozen times. The Lear straightened at the last minute, flared and touched down smoothly. They taxied to the fixed base flight operation and cut the engines.

			Shaw rose and stretched—to the extent he could in the low-ceilinged interior—and walked to the door.

			“This won’t be long.”

			“What should I do about the flight plan?”

			“One option is I’ll be going back home. The other?” He shrugged. “I’ll let you know as soon as I can.”

			“Sure, Mr. Shaw. Good luck.”

			

			—

			The spread was pretty much as Shaw expected: a rambling one story house with two garages and a workshop attached. A shed behind the home that could’ve inspired the set designer for Texas Chainsaw Massacre. As he drove the rental up the dirt drive, he passed a messy shooting range, in which were mounted dozens of black iron targets. They’d ring like gongs when hit. The ground was littered with fun targets: exploded milk jugs and glass soda bottles blown to dusty smithereens.

			The Montana hills were in the background, and ridges of trim forests surrounded the place. The grounds here, though, were mostly scruffy and overgrown. Dead stumps and fallen branches protruded from thick, mustard-colored swamp. The smell was what you’d expect.

			On the other hand, there were some pleasing aesthetic elements: an elaborate koi pond was filled with a dozen sleek elegant inhabitants, in sharp black and white and stark orange. There was, of all things, an easel set up beside a rusting V-block engine; the canvas was a well done oil of a mountain peak and circling bird. It was not an eagle.

			He was thirty feet from the porch when the screen door opened. Before he saw anything other than a beefy hand and tree-trunk arm, a voice called, “Well, if it ain’t my good old buddy.”

			Grinning, Dalton Crowe stepped out and trooped over the planks, which sagged under his weight. He seemed to be wearing the same outfit as when he’d shot out the tire of Shaw’s rental Kia last week: camo overalls and lumberjack shirt. A .45 autoloader was in a holster, riding high on his broad hip.

			“So nice of you to come for a visit, Shaw.” Crowe looked him up and down. His smile was less welcoming than gloating. Shaw’s trip here had been both expensive and inconvenient, and Crowe knew it.

			“Here.” Shaw pulled out his wallet, extracted a check and handed it to the big man.

			Crowe pulled out his cell phone and took a picture of the draft. Odd to see a biker/mountain man taking advantage of a camera-phone deposit. But the truth was, Crowe’s embrace of high technology was why Shaw was here.

			“’K.” He handed Shaw a piece of paper. “That’s the name of the app you download. And the user name and passcode.”

			The name was: TroubleMan666.

			Shaw pocketed the slip and walked away.

			The man grumbled, “I’m doing this as a favor, Shaw. You still owe me for the reward, the whole fifty K. I woulda got them boys, you hadn’t fucking cheated. I’m going to remember that.”

			Without pausing, or turning, Shaw nodded at the easel. “Like the painting, Crowe.”

			

			—

			An hour later, he was in yet another rental, many miles away. The Land Cruiser SUV was rocking over an unlit dirt road. He was taking his time.

			He checked the GPS. Drove another mile and then noted a haze of illumination ahead of him. It was a small town in the hills. The name of the place was Moody. There was a lake nearby, and the burg was dedicated, it seemed, to the art and business of fishing. You could buy bait everywhere except for the ice cream parlor, a used bookshop and an off-brand cell phone store, according to window signs.

			At the one traffic light in town he turned right and proceeded to Lake View Motor Inn. When he was nearly there, he pulled onto a service road. He killed the engine.

			The motel was in a good location for what he had in mind. Behind the place was a dirt road that bypassed the town and led south, good for an escape. He’d checked it out on Google Earth and some better topographic maps and he knew that the SUV could handle the terrain and keep ahead of pursuit.

			Shaw slipped from the car and closed the door, leaving the vehicle unlocked. He picked up the empty plastic grocery bag—a thick one—and slipped it into his jacket pocket. No sport coat now. He was dressed in black jeans and matching tactical assault jacket. Gloves too, made of thin leather.

			Through the bushes he made his way to the dimly lit motel. He smelled lake and trash, scents that might or might not have been related. He came to a dilapidated fence and, when he pushed open the gate, it fell to the ground.

			The motel was composed of individual cabins for guests and Shaw now oriented himself. Keeping to the shadows, he slipped close to Number 7. The clapboard structure was one of the larger units and it featured a private path down to a dock jutting into the dark lake. He detoured briefly and looked over the pier. A covered rowboat was the only vessel along this stretch of weedy, placid shore.

			He returned to the cabin and eased into the space between the outer wall and a row of shrubbery, placing his feet carefully. At the window, which exuded soft, yellow light, he paused and looked inside. The unit was a suite, and Shaw could see into both lit bedrooms.

			Unoccupied.

			On the floor was luggage, backpacks, and cardboard cartons. The TV was on but silent. Local news.

			Let’s get to it, he told himself.

			From his pocket he extracted a tool with a flat blade. A window lock opener. Similar to the dinner knife he’d used to break into the various buildings at the Osiris Foundation, though this was made for that purpose and was therefore much more efficient. Thin and forged of titanium. In a few seconds, the lock was breached and he slid the window up. Just as at Abby’s dorm, Shaw went through the awkward maneuver of boosting himself up to the sill, sticking his head in and tumbling to the floor inside. He rose and looked around him.

			He supposed the occupants were out to dinner and would return soon.

			Shaw unfurled the grocery bag and walked around the room, filling the sack.

			Five minutes later, he paused and listened. Then walked to the front door, undid the chain and deadbolt and opened it fast, stepping outside.

			He nearly collided with the room’s two occupants, who, just like him, had parked their car some distance from the cabin and walked here.

			David Ellis—Master Eli—gasped and dropped the carry-out bag of restaurant leftovers he held.

			The man with him, Hugh Garner, didn’t waste a moment. Instinctively he went into a combat stance and launched a knuckly fist directly toward Shaw’s solar plexus.
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			Shaw didn’t move, intentionally not lowering his center of gravity into a defensive posture.

			The result was that Hugh’s solid fist slammed directly into the bulletproof plate that was part of Shaw’s tactical jacket. At the thonk, the man blinked in surprise and winced in pain.

			Hugh’s hand drew back, invisibly fast, for a second blow—aimed at the head—and now Shaw prepared to fight. He flung the filled grocery bag into the weeds outside the door, far from the reach of the two men. He braced and when Hugh’s knotty fist streaked toward him again Shaw danced aside and the hand glanced off his shoulder.

			The blow didn’t hurt much and merely knocked him into the doorjamb.

			Behind Hugh, Eli had drawn a pistol. “I’ve got him . . . get back.”

			This was the opposite of what Shaw had anticipated; he’d thought Hugh would be armed and was planning on getting the gun away from him. Eli aimed, and Shaw did the only thing he could do: he dropped low and launched himself into Hugh, his shoulder connecting with the man’s belly and driving him back. He drew on his wrestling training and the grappling skills Ashton had taught the children when they were young. He gripped the man’s leg and tilted and they went down together.

			“You fucker.” Hugh grunted.

			“Get out of the way!” Eli was calling. Shaw held tight, knowing Eli wouldn’t fire as long as the two men were intertwined.

			Hugh pounded hard on Shaw’s back and shoulder and head, chopping; the blows were painful, though not debilitating. Shaw managed to land a strike of his own—a lucky one—on Hugh’s ear and the man cried out in pain.

			Shaw hoped the eardrum had ruptured but it probably hadn’t.

			They rolled into the dirt, as Eli walked close, holding the weapon unsteadily. “Move, get away!”

			“No, no shots!” Hugh whispered. “The noise.”

			Shaw took advantage of Eli’s uncertainty. He broke away, lowered his stance and held his hands out, circling. Shaw assumed some generic kung-fu position—something he’d seen in a movie. It was meaningless. Hugh recognized it as such and smiled.

			Eli said, “Hugh, let me—”

			“No. I want to take him,” the big man muttered.

			And that was undoubtedly true; Shaw had destroyed Hugh’s very lucrative and enjoyable life. But this fight would not be an opportunity for the former head of the Assistance Unit to take anything.

			Shaw feinted to the right, then veered the opposite way and sprinted fast, tackling Eli. He went down hard. The man’s eyes turned from expressions of fury to fear. Shaw realized that his thoughts earlier were right. The otherworldly color of his pupils came from contact lenses. The shade now was everyday blue.

			“Oh, Jesus Christ! Lose the gun. Toss it.” Hugh’s voice was thick with disgust. Maybe he was upset that Shaw wasn’t playing fair and participating in a mano-a-mano battle to the death.

			Eli tried to pitch the Glock but Shaw ripped it from his hand, and rolled away. He racked the slide, making sure a round was chambered and he aimed between the two men.

			Hugh held up his hands, palms out. “Look. We can get you a lot of money. I mean, a lot.” He nodded toward the grocery bag. “Just leave the documents, the evidence, whatever you stole. We can give you cash right now. Fifty thousand. A hundred.”

			Involuntarily, into Shaw’s mind came some images: Samuel’s face of sorrow as he threw himself off the cliff.

			Master Eli truly saved my bacon when it came to Mom and Dad . . .

			Adelle’s expression as she sat, slumped on the bench.

			I lost my baby two years ago . . .

			And he heard Victoria’s voice as she told him of Gretta’s suicide.

			The muzzle of the Glock strayed toward Eli, who cringed and held up a palm. “No, please . . . no.”

			Shaw reflected on another of his father’s rules.

			Never point a firearm at anyone unless you intend to pull the trigger.

			Colter Shaw pulled the trigger.
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			As he bounded over the dirt road in his rental SUV, Colter Shaw learned a fact.

			The men had another gun.

			As they pursued him in an SUV of their own, Eli behind the wheel of the dark gray vehicle, Hugh would fire in Shaw’s direction.

			This was because of the gunshot back at the motel. As tempted as Shaw was to kill Eli on the spot, he hadn’t in fact aimed for the cult leader. Instead, he’d shot Hugh in the calf, flung the gun into the lake and, snagging the grocery bag, sprinted back to his vehicle. Eli had apparently ducked into the motel cabin and got the second gun, and together they’d sped after Shaw.

			Another crack of gunshot.

			Handguns are relatively inaccurate under the best of conditions and the combination of the unpaved surface and Shaw’s evasive driving meant that none of the slugs fired his way hit the Land Cruiser.

			As he barreled down the dark road, Shaw clocked the miles from the cabin: two, three, four . . . The vehicles were hitting sixty and seventy miles per hour, and Hugh and Eli’s—piloted by the desperate cult leader—was slowly gaining.

			A glance at the GPS map. Ahead, a mile or so, was a sharp bend in the road. He wondered at what speed he should take it.

			He ducked as, finally, a bullet hit the rear of his rental. No injury, no damage—other than a hole, of course. He began to swerve even more severely, though.

			Which is when he came to the jog.

			It was more pronounced than the Google map had suggested, and with a solid crack of something within the vehicle breaking, his SUV crashed into and through a low berm of dirt and brush and sandy mulch. It plowed into a field on the far side, the front wheels trapped in a bed of sand and loose earth. The airbag exploded. It was an impressive experience.

			Shaw heard Eli’s vehicle squeal to a stop and, grabbing the grocery bag, he leapt out, taking cover under a rise topped with a stand of forsythia and holly.

			“Carter . . . whatever your name is, listen to us.” Eli was standing at the roadside, while Hugh leaned against the hood, sweaty, wincing.

			“Drop the bag. We’ll let you go. Just throw it here. That’s all you need to do. It’ll all be good.”

			Shaw hefted the bag by the handle and swung it into the clearing. It flashed as it flew through the headlights of the SUV at the top of the hill.

			With the gun now in his hand, Eli made his way over the berm and down into the field, looking about carefully. Peering, of course, for his target. His intent was to murder Shaw the minute he spotted him.

			Shaw dug his phone out and sent a text.

			No more than five seconds later, the entire field lit up like a football stadium on game night.

			A voice over the loudspeaker: “David Ellis, Hugh Garner! This is the FBI. Drop any weapons, lie down on the ground! Do it now, or you will be fired upon.”

			The speaker was Special Agent Robert Slay.

			“Drop your weapons. Down! Now, now! Or we will fire.”

			Eli hesitated only a moment and dropped the gun. However, he remained standing. “You don’t have jurisdiction here! This is illegal. You can’t . . .” His voice faded, as his eyes followed Hugh’s. The security man was looking back along the road and did as ordered.

			“No,” Hugh whispered in disgust.

			Eli muttered, “Oh, Jesus Christ . . .” Shaw couldn’t help note the irony: those words came from the man who made his living selling resurrection.

			A hundred feet behind them was a small stone marker, delineating the Canada/U.S. border. Eli and Hugh had been concentrating so hard on catching Shaw that they’d failed to stop before entering the United States.

			Agents ran forward and cuffed them, easing Hugh to the ground carefully because of his gunshot.

			An ambulance sped up and the technicians tended to the wounded leg. Both men were read their rights.

			Shaw climbed to the road and, pulling off the gloves and pocketing them, joined Slay. Another law enforcer was present too: Detective Laurent Etoile from the San Francisco Police Department, the man with the resonant baritone. Shaw was surprised he hadn’t given the loudspeaker commands; maybe it was a federal vs. state jurisdiction thing.

			Eli raged, “This is entrapment!”

			Slay, searching the men’s SUV, looked up. “What?” he asked, distracted.

			“This is entrapment.”

			“No, it’s not,” the agent said, blasé, and continued with his search.

			Eli and Hugh had entered Canada illegally so they had no right to any protections in that country. Anyway, they’d recrossed the border of their own volition and were once again subject to U.S. criminal jurisdiction.

			That Shaw had shot an unarmed man in the leg added a wrinkle but he’d had no choice. He needed to get both Eli and Hugh back to the States and if he’d merely fled with the bag it might have been only Hugh who pursued him. The gunshot in the AU’s leg guaranteed that Eli himself would have to man the pursuit vehicle.

			Eli muttered, “Well, you can’t use that as evidence. It’s stolen. Illegal!”

			Shaw looked him over, thinking of a rule of his own, one hardly up to the level of Ashton, who was, after all, the King of Never. Shaw’s was:

			Never be dramatic.

			But sometimes you needed to indulge yourself. Shaw made a grand show of upending the bag and pouring the contents on the ground. In the light of the headlamps, Eli stared at the newspapers, menus and promotional flyers from the motel room: The Canadian Pacific Railway Museum. Visit the Hogworth Maple Syrup Company! The Untold Story of Moody, British Columbia.

			Not a single piece of paper that the men had carted away from the Osiris Foundation camp with them—presumably what remained of the incriminating evidence; the rest would have been dumped. It would in fact have been illegal for Shaw to steal the documents.

			“We don’t need anything more for the prosecution,” Detective Etoile said.

			From Slay: “All we needed was your asses back in the U. S. of A.”

			“Oh, fuck,” Hugh snarled.

			The case might have gone a bit easier if they had some of the evidence, but in fact the authorities had plenty to put Hugh and Eli away for a long, long time. Witnesses like Anja, betrayed Inner Circle personnel, Assistance Unit men willing to spill. Steve’s notebook was a bombshell.

			“How did you find us?” Eli asked Slay.

			The agent nodded toward Shaw. “Him.”

			Shaw shrugged, saying nothing, though thinking it really was a team effort. Shaw’s partner had, improbably, been Dalton Crowe.

			The search for Eli had started before the cult leader and Hugh had left the Osiris Foundation camp. While the men waited for their luggage in Sheriff Calhoun’s SUV, Shaw had dug into his backpack for a notebook to write his name and number on a sheet for the sheriff. But that was just a cover. What he’d actually done was find the GPS tracker that Crowe had hidden on Shaw’s Kia, during the pursuit of Erick and Adam. He’d turned it on and stuck the unit in the bottom of Eli’s go-bag, sitting in the back of the SUV.

			He’d told Slay about it, and the agent had called Crowe to find the log-in details of the unit. But the reward seeker was still pissed off about losing the Erick/Adam rewards and hung up on him. The agent tried to get a warrant to present to the tracking company but no magistrate was willing to issue one, since Crowe had no connection to Eli.

			So Shaw had texted Crowe himself and, after some negotiation, he said he’d rent out the tracker codes for ten K—his text agreeing to the final terms was the one Shaw had received while sitting beside Victoria in the Compound earlier.

			See you at dinner?

			Probably not . . .

			The big man would only do the deal, however, if Shaw showed up with the check in person. (To make sure he got the money, of course, though Shaw was sure there was that element of gloat in the demand too, about which Shaw could not have cared less.)

			The tracking app had located the men across the border in Moody, British Columbia, where they were undoubtedly staging for a more sophisticated getaway to a location both farther away and far more exotic.

			Shaw and Slay were concerned that going through the proper channels with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police would have taken too long, giving the two fugitives a chance to vanish. So they’d hacked together this plan, to lure the men back across the border, as they chased Shaw.

			Shaw himself had entered Canada legally at a crossing a few miles away and a man in a U.S. Customs and Border Protection uniform now approached. “Colter Shaw?”

			“That’s right.”

			“I’ll stamp your passport. Unless you’d want to spend the night back up at the inn in Moody. I hear it’s pretty nice.”

			“No, I’ll find someplace here.” Handing over the blue booklet to the CBP officer.

			The odds were probably ninety percent that no one had seen him shoot Hugh, though if the ten percent came to pass, the consequences would be inconvenient, if not dire. Better to stay stateside.

			Which was a shame.

			Shaw had never toured a maple syrup factory before.
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			June 21

			After his improvised mining operation in Echo Ridge, Colter Shaw returned with his father’s package to the cabin.

			Accompanied by Chase only, he walked into the room that had been his father’s office, so many years ago.

			He glanced at the dozens of framed photos. A particularly good one—crisply focused and in vibrant colors—was of the three siblings, arms about one another. Dorion, Colter and Russell were all smiling.

			Shaw cleared a place at the desk and set down the box. He hesitated for a moment. What on earth would he find? People had died for what he was about to see. Was it really as important as the facts surrounding it suggested? Or was it nonsense, the product of his father’s dissipating mind? A collection of long-expired grocery store coupons? Or could it even be empty?

			The glue at the seams was thick and hard, unbreakable. He used his locking blade knife to cut open the top. He extracted a waterproof pouch, which he also cut open, more carefully than the exterior container.

			A large envelope was inside. He tore the top open and removed a half dozen sheets of paper filled with Ashton’s handwritten notes, printouts of articles, and a map of the San Francisco Bay Area, as well as two keys on a ring; they appeared to be for a structure, a house or office. On top was a letter, also written by his father. Shaw smoothed the crackly sheet and leaned forward.

			
				Hello:

				My name is Ashton Shaw, former professor, amateur historian and student of political science. Over the course of my years in academia and doing my own research and writing, I grew to distrust most large corporations, institutions and individuals, as well as many politicians and lobbyists—those who thrive in the netherworld between legality and illegality, democracy and dictatorship. I’ve published numerous articles and organized and attended protests exposing those wrongs.

				Of course I received threats from some of the organizations I challenged. For safety’s sake I moved my family from the Bay Area to a place where I could better protect them, while continuing my campaign underground. I know this was hard for them. But I saw no other choice.

				Working with a few colleagues, I like to think we made some headway in smoothing some of society’s rough edges: exposing graft and corruption in the government or corporate world.

				And then, a few years ago, I came across BlackBridge Corporate Solutions.

				While I was doing research into the dangers posed by big drug companies, I learned that the incidence of addiction in certain lower-middle-class neighborhoods that had little history of drug problems increased suddenly and dramatically, almost overnight. As a result, crime would soar, property values would plummet. The neighborhoods became unlivable.

				I learned, to my shock, that this trend was not the natural outgrowth typically facing challenged neighborhoods. The entire drug infestation was engineered by BlackBridge. It’s a highly secretive corporate espionage firm, based in Los Angeles. Originally small but now international, it’s made up of former corporate executives, intelligence community members, military, mercenary soldiers and even criminals. Its clients are some of the most powerful companies around the world.

				Several of those clients hired BlackBridge to engineer a massive decrease in property value of certain target neighborhoods, so their clients could move in and buy up the property at fire-sale prices. BlackBridge did this by creating an artificial drug problem. BlackBridge operatives would flood the neighborhoods with drugs, supplying them virtually for free to gangs. Sometimes they would simply scatter opioids, fentanyl and meth on the streets for anyone—including children—to take. The plan resulted in hundreds of deaths from drugs and crime, and thousands of residents dislocated, many of them becoming homeless.

				This real estate scheme, by the way, is simply one of dozens of such dirty-trick projects BlackBridge performs for clients around the world.

				I suppose such firms are not uncommon, and you may wonder why BlackBridge became my colleagues’ and my—if I may—White Whale.

				The answer is simple. A brilliant graduate student in my and several of my colleagues’ classes graduated and went on to law school and then was elected a city councilman in San Francisco. We were in touch frequently. Todd became a friend. He was the one who told me about the curious influx of drugs in the district he represented.

				He had just begun looking into the matter when he and his wife were murdered. The crime appeared to be a robbery but little was taken and the police found forensic evidence linking the killer to the new drugs found on the street.

				My belief is that BlackBridge killed Todd to shut him up. At the very least, they are responsible because of the drugs they seeded into his district.

				Nearly all BlackBridge employees refused to talk to us—terrified of the consequences—but I found several who were disgusted with the operations and agreed to meet with me. They wouldn’t give me any evidence themselves but they did refer to a former employee, Amos Gahl, who had stolen some documents from the company, something the company was desperate to recover; they believed it was evidence that could bring down BlackBridge and, in doing so, their corrupt clients as well.

				Gahl hid these documents somewhere in the San Francisco area, they told me . . . but before he could contact the authorities about them, he was killed in a car crash that did not appear to be accidental.

				It became my obsession to find what Gahl had hidden.

				Then BlackBridge discovered us.

				One by one, under overt or subtle threats, my colleagues backed out of our crusade. Two others died from apparently natural causes that seemed far too coincidental.

				The BlackBridge operative in charge of finding us and stopping our search for the evidence—or stealing it from us if we did—is a woman named Irena Braxton. She may look like somebody’s grandmother but she’s utterly ruthless and does not hesitate to order physical assaults as part of her planning. We had thought she was dead, at the hand of a former assistant of hers no less, but—unfortunately—that report proved to be false. Her search for us continues.

				Now, we get around to you.

				You’ve clearly followed the breadcrumbs I’ve left leading you to Echo Ridge, and now know the whole story.

				I can hardly in good conscience ask you to take on this perilous job. No reasonable person would. But if you are so inclined, I will say that in picking up where my search has ended, you’ll be fighting to secure justice for those who have perished or had their lives upended by BlackBridge and its clients, and you’ll be guaranteeing that thousands in the future will not suffer similar fates.

				The map included here indicates the locations in the city that might contain—or lead to—the evidence Gahl hid. After leaving this letter and accompanying documents, I will be returning to San Francisco and I hope I will have found more leads. They can be found at 618 Alvarez Street in San Francisco.

				Finally, let me say this:
Never assume you’re safe.

				A.S.
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			An exception to the usual west-to-east rule of the transit of weather in the United States occurs when the bristling Santa Ana winds flow from Southern California and embroil parts north, including the valley in which the Compound sits.

			Through the open window of his father’s office, Colter Shaw felt the hot breeze now, a leisurely whirlpool throughout the valley where the cabin sat. Today’s was a rare wind, the month being June; the crisp Santa Anas are generally an October-to-April phenomenon. But lately they had been appearing earlier, and leaving later. Hotter and stronger too, as anyone who had lost a house to the frequent fires in the state could tragically confirm.

			Outside, Mary Dove was walking through a large field, one Colter Shaw knew well. It was where his father’s memorial service had been. A sign that the man’s mind had not collapsed completely even near the end was his wry funeral instructions:

			It’s my wish that Ash’s ashes be scattered over Crescent Lake.

			This ten-acre patch was where the family had raised vegetables, and his mother still did. It was where they had hunted, taking wild turkey and pheasant and more than a few deer, an animal in which evolutionary genetic warnings—this isn’t the safest place in the world for you—didn’t seem to filter down to subsequent generations.

			His mother in fact was on the trail of this evening’s dinner at the moment.

			Mary Dove was the best hunter in the Shaw family. He could picture her aiming the well-tended Winchester at her prey, sighting through a scuffed Nikon scope, both eyes open. The rifle would be on a steady perch of branch or rock or fencepost.

			Never fire a long gun freehand, except in emergencies.

			Mary Dove wouldn’t squeeze the trigger until she was absolutely certain she had a clean and lethal shot. In all the years of hunting with her, Shaw had never seen her miss, nor use more than one bullet to take game.

			Shaw wondered what would be on tonight’s menu. At another time, he might have deduced this from the type of firearm she carried—shotgun for pheasant or duck, rifle for boar or venison. But today she wasn’t armed. All she wielded now was a pen to sign the truck driver’s delivery receipt for the box of groceries. The vehicle sat beside the mailbox at the end of the drive.

			Mary Dove tipped the man—it was a twenty-five-mile drive from White Sulfur Springs. She picked up the sizeable box effortlessly, as if it held feathers and air, and returned to the cabin.

			Shaw’s phone hummed. The caller was Sue Bascomb, the woman who was thinking of writing a book about her experience at the Osiris Foundation.

			I don’t want this to happen to anyone else . . .

			“Mr. Shaw.” Her voice was animated. “Eli got arrested, he and that horrible man, Hugh. Did you know?”

			“Heard something about it, I think.”

			“I’m working on that book now. I’ve got the names of two dozen former Companions willing to talk to me. If you’re still up for it, I’d really like to interview you.”

			Shaw said he was, with the caveat he’d mentioned: his name wouldn’t appear.

			This was fine with her. She explained that as a journalist she frequently used unnamed sources. It was completely ethical as long as there was corroboration when it came to controversial statements.

			They picked a place to meet: her home, she said, was in Seattle, and they agreed on Tacoma, where Shaw had some follow-up business.

			Shaw rose and joined his mother, as she unpacked steaks and chicken and an elaborate pie.

			Mary Dove lifted an eyebrow.

			He showed her the contents of Ashton’s hidden treasure. She read the letter carefully, then skimmed the rest. She poked her glasses higher and reviewed the map of San Francisco. Shook her head and looked at her son.

			“BlackBridge. Never heard of it.” She sighed. “But I remember when Todd and Cathy Foster died. It was terrible. Ash was very close to him. That explains a lot.” She tapped the letter. “This is real, what he’s worried about. This isn’t from his illness.”

			Shaw agreed. His father’s paranoia and breaks with reality had resulted in plenty of bizarre scribblings. These notes, however, were articulate and based on actual events; his concern was genuine.

			Besides, there was that run-in Shaw himself had had with the BlackBridge hitman, Ebbitt Droon, a few weeks ago, which assured him these documents were legitimate.

			Shaw’s glance was to the outside, watching the hot breeze tilt needlegrass and graceful pink Muhlenbergia. The wind raised timid eddies of dust on the edge of the green. He was thinking of Droon’s shark eyes, the expert way he’d held his weapon. The ruthlessness of his mission.

			I like hurting people. And I hurt in ways that change them. Forever.

			“Did Ashton ever mention the house on Alvarez?”

			“No.”

			Upon learning that their spouse had a secret hideaway, some women would immediately think: love nest. He’s cheating. But not Mary Dove; no one was more faithful to his wife than Ashton Shaw.

			Lifting his phone, Shaw showed his mother a text he’d just received from his private eye.

			
				618 Alvarez is a single-family dwelling, three stories, 1200 square feet, owned by a corporation established under California law years ago. DCR Holdings. Tax and upkeep paid for by investments. Sufficient assets and income to keep the property going in perpetuity. Conducted brief interviews with neighboring businesses. They report that they have seen a man in his thirties entering the house from time to time recently. Possible a home sitting service. No further information.

			

			She smiled. “DCR Holdings.”

			Dorion, Colter, Russell.

			So. His father had a safe house, where he had met with his colleagues as they planned the demise of BlackBridge. And the house was still operative.

			He told his mother, “These people—Braxton and Droon—probably know about you and Dorie. I’ll call Tom Pepper. He’ll pull strings and get a couple of watchers—here and outside Dorie’s.”

			“I won’t object to that. But . . .” Mary Dove lifted the tail of her blouse and revealed the grip of a Glock, the .45, sitting in a hip holster. “We’re good for now.” She let the cloth drop and turned to a cutting board, saying, as if she didn’t have a care in the world, “Dinner in a few hours. Alert the crew.”
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			Colter Shaw and Victoria Lesston sat on the porch in the Compound. The hour was nearly midnight and a stately crescent of moon sat high in the inky sky.

			The Santa Anas were relaxed at the moment and the residual breeze was merely warm and comforting. The soundtrack was the rustle of stalky plants, owls and distant coyotes, the occasional wolf.

			He had a beer, she a glass of wine. Chase sat at their feet. His ears would prick up occasionally, maybe hearing or smelling a potential intruder. But nothing drove him to his feet or rose hackles. Shaw could settle him with a soft, “Okay, boy.” There was a collar around his neck connected to a leash looped around Shaw’s chair leg. Night was predator time, and Shaw wanted to make sure the rottie didn’t go off to defend the kingdom in the face of insurmountable odds.

			The cabin was dim and quiet; everyone else had gone to bed.

			The two of them talked and talked, sharing stories.

			Shaw spoke of the Never rules of his father’s making, and the survival skills he’d taught the children, which paralleled much of Victoria’s training in the military.

			“What branch?” he asked.

			“Delta Force.”

			The special ops branch of the Army.

			Victoria explained that 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta, known more commonly as “the Unit,” had been recruiting women soldiers for the field, not desk assignments, for thirty years.

			They compared notes on incidents that had occurred on his reward jobs and her security work. Immersion in ice water. Making a weapon—and a particularly insidious one—out of a rosebush. Various sustaining, if disgusting, improvised meals in the field.

			He told her about the time he and his fourteen-year-old sister had rappelled down a three-hundred-foot cliff to avoid a pack of wolves at the summit.

			“They only hunt at night,” was her reply.

			“That’s a fact.”

			“Well,” was her response. “That means you did a descent in the dark. You have moonlight?”

			He said no and asked if she’d had any unusual descents.

			“A few.” Spoken in a deflecting way.

			“Okay. How far was the longest?”

			“I don’t know, about four hundred.”

			“Not bad.”

			A moment of debate apparently. “Okay, actually, it was yards.”

			A quarter mile straight down.

			Shaw said, “You get the trophy.”

			They sat in silence for a moment, until Victoria stretched and winced, as the shoulder took some unexpected stress.

			“Think I’m feeling tired,” she said.

			He was too.

			Shaw walked her to the bedroom that had been Dorie’s. The decorations were mostly prints of Native Americans, wild animals, dogs and, for some reason, old-time locomotives, which his sister had been obsessed with as a girl.

			When they stopped, Victoria turned to face Shaw. Her maneuver was of a certain caliber, sure and unmistakable. She lifted her hair away from her face. Colter Shaw put his hand on her good shoulder, leaned slightly down, and kissed her firmly. She pressed fully into him. Chase was gazing at them with that look of blended understanding and confusion that only dogs can muster. After a too-brief quarter minute, Victoria eased away.

			“’Night,” she whispered and walked into her room.
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			June 22

			The weather in Gig Harbor had changed considerably from the last time he’d been here.

			The sun was brilliant, not a wisp of fog or cloud to be seen. The green swath of pine was radiant, the water blue as sapphire.

			Shaw steered the Winnebago through the entrance gate. The two pillars holding the cast-iron panels were crowned with angels made of concrete. The poor creatures were grimy and their wings weather-smoothed.

			He braked to a stop and scanned the grounds. The battered, green pickup truck he sought was not far away. He steered toward it and parked behind. Taking an 8-by-10 envelope from the seat beside him, he climbed out of the camper and walked up to the man who stood over a new grave.

			“Mr. Harper.”

			The broad-shouldered man appeared startled, apparently not having heard the camper arrive and park. He frowned, thought a moment. “Shaw.”

			Adam’s was a simple tombstone. Name and the dates of birth and death. No angels, no bas-reliefs like in the Study Room in the Foundation’s camp.

			The name on the neighboring tombstone was Kelly Mae Harper.

			Shaw said, “There’s something I want to tell you.”

			A shrug of the man’s big shoulders.

			“When Adam was away for those three weeks, after your wife died?”

			Stan Harper’s response was a tip of his head.

			“You said when he came back his moods were better.”

			“Was like when he was a kid, when he was happy. His troubles didn’t hit until he was a teenager. What’s any of this matter, Shaw?” A glance toward the grave at his feet. A ragged: “He’s gone.”

			“Those three weeks he was away? He was in a cult.”

			“Cult?”

			“It’s been in the news. Osiris Foundation.”

			Looking blankly at the ground, Stan muttered, “And?”

			“What the cult taught was that after we die we come back.”

			“Like . . . reincarnation?”

			Shaw said, “Something like that.”

			“And Adam believed it?”

			“Yes, he did. It gave him comfort. Before he died he was convinced he’d be with his family again. In another life. His mother, you.”

			Harper grunted a laugh. Shaw couldn’t tell what his reaction to this odd news might really be.

			“That’s all bullshit. All of it. The church too. Heaven, hell. Way I feel anyway. After Kelly.”

			“It meant something to Adam.”

			Stan was silent.

			“Here.” Shaw handed him the envelope. Harper looked inside and extracted Adam’s Osiris Foundation notebook, the one Frederick had given him.

			Harper glanced at the cover. The Process.

			“It was Adam’s. Like a diary. He wrote down his thoughts and memories. What he liked about his life, what he didn’t.”

			The bad feelings—anger, fear, sorrow—and the good ones—joy, love, comfort. We call them—how clever is this? The Minuses and the Pluses . . .

			Shaw had skimmed it. The passages weren’t very grammatical, they rambled and ranted. There were irrelevant doodles. But some of the Pluses included memories of times spent with his father.

			“I don’t want it. Why would I want it?” He stuffed the notebook in the envelope and handed it back, then glanced down to the grave. “Don’t know why I came. Thought I’d feel something. Thought I’d think something.”

			“Goodbye, Mr. Harper.”

			The man didn’t reply.

			Shaw started back to the Winnebago. He was halfway there when he heard. “Hold on.”

			Harper was walking up to him. “Maybe I’ll hold on to that. Just . . . Well, maybe I will.”

			Shaw handed the envelope to him.

			Harper took it and returned to his pickup, fishing keys from his pocket.
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			The Winnebago was parked in a Walmart lot near Tacoma.

			Wearing a sweatshirt and jeans, Shaw was at the dinette, on which sat a thick file folder he’d labeled Ashton Shaw Material. The map of the San Francisco Bay Area that sat on the top was wrinkled and stained. Shaw was looking over the eighteen X’s, most of them in the north—Marin County and on up into wine country. Napa, Sonoma.

			The map included here indicates the locations in the city that might contain—or lead to—the evidence Gahl hid. 

			He was sipping a fine Honduran coffee, which was laced with just the right amount of milk. That was always a question: too little was fixable, too much not.

			There was a rapping on the door.

			“Mr. Shaw? It’s Sue Bascomb.”

			Shaw slipped the map into the file and opened the door. The camper sagged slightly as she climbed in. The stocky woman was wearing a dark green, long-sleeved dress and black cardigan sweater.

			He offered her coffee, which she declined, and they sat at the small table. She asked questions she’d prepared. He answered into a recording app on her phone, and she took notes as well. Shaw declined to give any personal information and, of course, said nothing about Victoria.

			He did report in detail on the beating of the reporter Klein and the horrific murder of John. He said nothing specific about Abby, though he described sexual assaults in general. These details seemed to interest her the most.

			After a half hour, she said, “That’s very good, Mr. Shaw.”

			“‘Colter’ is fine.”

			“Helpful. Quite helpful.” She then flipped through her notes and seemed about to ask another question, a follow-up perhaps, when they heard a shout from the parking lot.

			They both rose to their feet quickly. “There’s a fire, a car,” she said, peering through the shade. Shaw grabbed one of the extinguishers he kept near the driver’s seat and pushed outside.

			An SUV nearby was engulfed in flames, smoke spiraling skyward like a black tornado. It took him back immediately to John’s horrific death, which he’d just been recounting.

			People were running from the store and their own cars to see what was happening.

			“There’s somebody inside! Look!”

			“Call nine-one-one.”

			“Stand back! It could blow up!”

			Shaw hurried to the vehicle and let fly a stream of extinguisher foam. It didn’t do much, though it did suppress a portion of the flames long enough to make it clear that the SUV was unoccupied. What someone had taken for a human was just a stack of packages.

			There were several loud pops.

			“Those’re bullets!” a man cried, and people fled.

			Shaw didn’t bother to tell them that, no, that’s not what burning bullets sound like. What they’d heard was probably food jars exploding.

			In the distance he heard sirens.

			He set the spent canister in the grassy divider and returned to the camper. Stepping inside, he climbed to the floor and stopped. The woman had left.

			She wasn’t the only thing that was gone.

			The file labeled Ashton Shaw Material was missing too.
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			Outside the camper, there was no sign of the car she’d arrived in.

			He might have caught a glimpse but her associate had ignited a vehicle that was upwind of the Winnebago, so that the choking smoke obscured the view of the getaway.

			Smart.

			Shaw returned inside and did a fast inventory. The bedroom was still locked and she wouldn’t have had time to pick the elaborate locks. Still, he needed to check.

			Yes, everything was accounted for. His own go-bag (called by survivalists GTHO, as in “Get the Hell Out,” or in an R-rated version, GTFO). Then weapons: for handguns the .357 Colt Python and a .40 Glock. His favorite long gun too, a Lee Enfield No. 4 Mk2. The British bolt-action rifle was sixty years old and battered and scuffed but reliable as an iron-block V-8 and devilishly accurate. There was plenty of ammunition too, cleaning gear and his best Nikon telescopic sight.

			Would he need the firepower? No idea.

			Yet he recalled his father’s letter.

			Never assume you’re safe . . .

			His phone hummed with a text. It was from Victoria.

			A rare smile crossed his lips as he read.

			He thought for a moment and then sent a reply.

			Then, time for work.

			He texted Mack McKenzie, who was ready and waiting in Washington, D.C.

			
				Sending picture via email.

			

			Her reply:

			
				K.

			

			Shaw then went to the kitchen counter and lifted the Sony digital camera from where he’d hidden it behind a stack of coffee bags and cups. He removed the SD card and, on his computer, found a good, full-face image of the woman who had been sitting eight feet from the camera ten minutes ago.

			This he sent in an encrypted email to Mack.

			A moment later his phone dinged.

			
				Searching now.

			

			Mack’s internet expert would use facial recognition to find matches everywhere it could online and begin assembling a dossier on Shaw’s visitor.

			Who was not Sue Bascomb, an Apprentice at the Osiris Foundation camp—that name was just a cover. Shaw was sure that the woman was Irena Braxton, the BlackBridge operative who had devoted years to finding the damning evidence that Ashton and his colleagues were looking for—and eliminating them in the process.

			He had not originally suspected her. When she’d come up to him at the camp, proposing a book about Eli and the dangers of the Foundation, he’d believed she was legitimate.

			But during her phone call to him later she’d alluded to the fact she was a journalist. That certainly would have been a good cover to get close to Shaw. Except for one detail she didn’t know: Eli would never let a reporter into the camp as a Companion. She was lying.

			He recalled too what his father had written about Braxton:

			She may look like somebody’s grandmother but she’s utterly ruthless . . .

			Shaw tried to figure out how they’d orchestrated the theft.

			He supposed Braxton and Droon—who was probably the SUV arsonist—could have followed Shaw to the camp or intercepted his phone calls and texts and learned what he had planned. He changed phones frequently and used burners but as his FBI friend, Tom Pepper, said, “If they wanta listen to you they’re gonna listen.”

			From the hills above the camp, the two could have observed what the Foundation was about. After Shaw’s speech exposing Eli, which they would have heard, Braxton saw an opportunity to get close to him. When the authorities arrived, she could have just strolled into the chaotic camp, put a discarded amulet around her neck and walked up to Shaw with the story about writing of her experience.

			Her goal, of course, was to find out whatever information he had about Ashton’s search for Amos Gahl’s evidence.

			Shaw had to plan countermeasures carefully. At the meeting with her this afternoon, they might try to strong-arm and torture him. He was prepared for that; he now wore body armor under the sweats, and his .380 Glock was in his back waistband. Also, he had an open phone line with Mack, throughout the conversation with “Bascomb.” The PI would call the local police if it turned violent.

			But why not avoid a fight? Shaw made it easy for them: He left out, in plain sight, the A.S. file

			Which was, of course, fake.

			Shaw had photographed the real file and uploaded the material, encrypted, to both his and Mack’s secure servers, then hidden it in a secret compartment in the floorboards of the Winnebago.

			On the map in the fake file, Shaw had marked areas of the San Francisco region that were in the opposite direction of those of the actual map, which were places where Amos Gahl had hidden the evidence that could bring down BlackBridge and its clients.

			The rest of the material in the mock file was meaningless—and misleading—downloads from years ago, at the time when Ashton and his colleagues were actively looking for the incriminating evidence.

			The file Braxton had stolen would lead them in dizzying circles.

			Shaw fired up the camper’s engine, dropped the transmission into gear and pulled out of the parking lot, now filled with rescue vehicles, smoke and excited shoppers taking selfies with the smoldering SUV.

			He steered south. In seven or eight hours he’d be at his destination: San Francisco, his specific journey’s end. Ashton’s safe house on Alvarez Street.

			As he piloted the comfortable—and comforting—vehicle along the smooth highways, Colter Shaw was thinking this: it was a possibility, of course, that Ashton had hidden the package for the benefit of his colleagues, who’d decided to forgo the safety of anonymity and take on BlackBridge once again.

			But if so, why hide the material on Echo Ridge? He could easily have picked a place in the Bay Area.

			No, the more he thought about it, the more convinced he was that the letter was directed not to any colleagues, but to one of his children. They alone would know how his mind worked—the scent tracking, for instance—and could find the document, when no one else could.

			They alone had the wherewithal to confront the risks posed by BlackBridge. Ashton had, of course, trained them so rigorously throughout their young lives in the fine art of survival.

			But which of the siblings did Ashton intend the letter to be read by?

			He had an inkling that it was he, Colter the Restless One, who’d been in his father’s thoughts when he set down his plea for help in the letter, jotting in such fine penmanship, better even than Shaw’s.

			The odds that this was Ashton’s intent? Impossible to say. Maybe ninety percent, maybe ten.

			In the end, it didn’t matter. Colter Shaw had made his decision. The father’s quest was now the son’s.

		


		
			Author’s Note

			Cults and cult-like organizations—of which there are presently tens of thousands active in America—have been the subject of voluminous books, articles and documentaries over the years. Here are a sampling of titles from some of the sources I found helpful in researching The Goodbye Man, if you’re interested in further reading:

			American Messiahs by Adam Morris;

			Banished: Surviving My Years in the Westboro Baptist Church by Lauren Drain;

			Born into the Children of God: My Life in a Religious Sex Cult and My Struggle for Survival on the Outside by Natacha Tormey;

			Cartwheels in a Sari: A Memoir of Growing Up Cult by Jayanti Tamm;

			Daughter of the Saints: Growing Up in Polygamy by Dorothy Allred Solomon;

			Girl at the End of the World: My Escape from Fundamentalism in Search of Faith with a Future by Elizabeth Esther;

			Going Clear: Scientology, Hollywood, and the Prison of Belief by Lawrence Wright;

			Heaven’s Gate: America’s UFO Religion by Benjamin E. Zeller;

			In the Shadow of the Moons: My Life in the Reverend Sun Myung Moon’s Family by Nansook Hong;

			A Journey to Waco: Autobiography of a Branch Davidian by Clive Doyle, with Catherine Wessinger and Matthew D. Wittmer;

			Manson: The Life and Times of Charles Manson by Jeff Guinn;

			Prophet’s Prey: My Seven-Year Investigation into Warren Jeffs and the Fundamentalist Church of Latter-Day Saints by Sam Brower;

			Radical: My Journey out of Islamic Extremism by Maajid Nawaz;

			The Road to Jonestown: Jim Jones and Peoples Temple by Jeff Guinn;

			Ruthless: Scientology, My Son David Miscavige, and Me by Ron Miscavige;

			Seductive Poison: A Jonestown Survivor’s Story of Life and Death in the People’s Temple by Deborah Layton;

			Shattered Dreams: My Life as a Polygamist’s Wife by Irene Spencer;

			The Sound of Gravel: A Memoir by Ruth Wariner;

			Stolen Innocence: My Story of Growing Up In a Polygamous Sect, Becoming a Teenage Bride, and Breaking Free of Warren Jeffs by Elissa Wall with Lisa Pulitzer;

			Stories from Jonestown by Leigh Fondakowski;

			A Thousand Lives: The Untold Story of Jonestown by Julia Scheeres;

			Troublemaker: Surviving Hollywood and Scientology by Leah Remini;

			Massacre at Waco: The Shocking True Story of Cult Leader David Koresh and the Branch Davidians by Clifford L. Linedecker;

			The Unbreakable Miss Lovely: How the Church of Scientology Tried to Destroy Paulette Cooper by Tony Ortega;

			Under the Banner of Heaven: A Story of Violent Faith by Jon Krakauer;

			Underground: The Tokyo Gas Attack and the Japanese Psyche by Haruki Murakami;

			The World in Flames: A Black Boyhood in a White Supremacist Doomsday Cult by Jerald Walker.
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