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A Fresh Start

“Hi, Matt, I didn’t know you had an appointment today,” Emily said, as she walked into the reception area after her appointment with her therapist.  She and Matthew had both been ordered into therapy by their parents after they had been caught up in the terrorist incident at the La Jolla Playhouse in January.
Little did anyone know how involved they had been.  Matthew had used his gift to help thwart the terrorists, notifying the FBI about the incident when it had started, giving recon info to the FBI Terrorist Response Team.  Then they had worked with the SEAL Team Captain and two marine colonels who were trapped in the theater with them to disable the bombs and machine guns when things finally went down.  But all that was a secret that he didn’t dare share with anyone, not even his therapist.  How could he explain that he could open a portal to anywhere in the world and see and hear through it.  He could even manipulate things on the other side of it.  They’d lock him up for being crazy, or use him as a weapon.
“I had to move my appointment this week,” Matthew replied.  “I still have six weeks to go.”
“Me, too,” Emily said. “I think I’m okay now, but there’s no arguing with my mom.”
“Mine either.”
“My therapist says I’m supposed to hug three people a day, so come on, we can both get one out of the way,” Emily said, holding her arms out.
“It’s kind of hokey if you ask me,” Matthew replied.  He stood up and gave Emily a hug.  “One down, two to go.”
Matthew was half a head taller than Emily.  When they first started spending time together last summer he was about an inch shorter than she, but at fifteen he was in the peak growth period for boys, while Emily at seventeen wasn’t likely to get much taller.  Both teenagers looked and moved like athletes.  Matthew still had some growth ahead of him, especially in filling out his tall, lanky frame.  His dark, mussed hair contrasted with Emily’s blond, perfectly coiffed hair.
“Are we still on for our study session tomorrow?”  Emily asked.
“Of course, we only have two more months before the SAT,” Matthew replied.  “We can’t afford to lose any study time.  And guess what, I have a new trick to show you.”
“A new trick,” Emily said, looking puzzled.  “Oh, you mean a new trick.”
“Yes, not sure what good it is, but it’s pretty cool.”
“Okay, I can’t wait until tomorrow.  Have a good session.”
“I’ll try.  See ya.”
Matthew spent the next forty minutes talking with his therapist.  He was still having trouble coming to terms with the fact that so many people had been killed.  All of the outside security guards and the caterers had been killed, but to everyone’s surprise, only one of the theater patrons had been killed. Captain Walker was one of the guys whom Matthew had been told to recruit for the rescue mission.
He and his therapist discussed how one deals with loss, especially of someone close to you.  The therapist said that he had developed a special bond with Captain Walker, so he was feeling his loss more deeply than that of the people outside the theater.  They even talked about how Matthew was dealing with the loss of his father who had died of brain cancer about two years ago.  She told him that the loss of a parent was especially traumatic.  You had spent your entire life with your parents as one of the few constants in the world, so when one of them was taken away, it was especially disruptive to your psyche.  She told him that some of his stress was because he felt he had to step in and assume the role his father had played in providing for and protecting his family.  When things like the incident at the Playhouse happened, it was natural to extend that feeling to protecting everyone around him.
It made sense to Matthew and explained why he felt that he should have been able to use his gift to protect him.  Captain Walker had been killed protecting all the rest of the patrons, standing out front so he could see and take out the terrorists as they tried to kill the people gathered on the stage.  Even though Captain Walker had told him just before he died, “No plan goes off without a hitch.  You just take what God gives you,” Matthew felt guilty, and he didn’t think any amount of therapy would relieve the guilt.  He couldn’t exactly tell his therapist why he felt so guilty, why he thought he should have been able to save Captain Walker.
◆ ◆ ◆
The next afternoon, Matthew finished up his homework and then went downstairs to the family room to wait for Emily.  It was nice and quiet at home since his five-year-old sister was across the street playing at the neighbor’s house and his mother was still at work.  He grabbed his book and sat down to read while he waited for Emily.  She would just be finishing up her tennis practice and would be on her way by now.  Since he didn’t have a driver’s license yet, she was swinging by to pick him up after tennis practice.  She had to shower and change, which she preferred to do at home, so this was the compromise they came up with to save time.  His mother would pick him up from Emily’s house around 6:00 on her way home from work.
Matthew heard Emily drive up and went outside to greet her, “How was practice?”
“Great, Brea and I had a good practice set against Karin and Aneesa so we should be ready for the tournament next week.  We didn’t lose a point.”
“Good, that means she should be in a good mood tomorrow,” Matthew said, as he slid into the passenger seat of Emily’s Porsche Boxter.  Brianna was Matthew’s girlfriend and the new star of the tennis team.  Even though she was not quite fifteen, she was the dominant player on the team, having been coached by her mother from the time she could hold a tennis racket; plus she had obviously inherited good genes from her mother who had played on the pro circuit for a few years.  Brianna and Emily made a great pair, Emily tall and slender, Brianna shorter, with a compact build.  They had been unbeatable as a doubles pair since they started playing as a team before Thanksgiving.
“I’m sure she will be.  Now what’s this new trick you’ve been teasing me about?”
“You have to wait until we’re alone.”
“We’re alone now.”
“I can’t do it on the side of the road, and I’m afraid we’ll need a little more room than this,” Matthew said indicating the limited space in Emily’s car.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Okay, I’ll be ten minutes,” Emily said as she unlocked the door and they entered the Stevensons’ house.  “Do you need anything first?”
“No.  I’m good, I have my book, see you in ten,” Matthew replied, as he went into the study.
Emily showed up ahead of schedule, her hair still wet from the shower.  She was wearing blue sweatpants and a white tee shirt with socks on her feet, her long blond hair was held back in a ponytail.  She closed the door behind her, “Now let’s see this new trick you’ve been teasing me with all day.”
“Okay, okay.  Do you remember how I slid my cellphone over to the stage at the Playhouse?”  Matthew asked, as he stood up and moved to the open space in the room.
“Sure.”
“Well, I realized that I could do the same thing with myself,” Matthew said.
“Huh?” Emily said, looking puzzled.
“Just watch.”
Matthew went to the door of the study, and did a few quick steps and sat down.  It looked like he had sat down in the air, but he was resting on his portal which he’d opened about three feet above the ground.  His momentum took him and his portal to the other side of the room.
“Wow!” Emily gasped.  “That’s amazing.  You could cross Escondido Creek that way.”
“I could if I built up enough momentum,” Matthew said.  “It would be a bit of a problem if I stopped right over the water.”
“Oh, you’d figure a way to finish getting across.”
“Probably.  Now watch this.”  Matthew did a quick, standing jump, bringing his knees up to his waist, but instead of his feet dropping back to the ground, they just stayed about 1½ feet off the floor.  Matthew stood up and looked at Emily while he hovered.  “Pretty cool, huh?”
“That is a neat trick,” Emily said.  “You’ll never need a ladder to reach the upper shelves.”
“Yeah, and I can keep doing it,” Matthew said, as he did another hop and wound up hovering about three feet in the air.
Emily laughed, “You’re going to hit your head on the ceiling.”
Matthew floated down to the floor, “Not sure what it’s good for, but I guess I can rescue cats from trees.”
“Hey, how did you do that?”  Emily asked.
“What?”
“Float down to the floor? I thought you couldn’t change heights.”
“Oh, I can let it float down with me on it, I just can’t make it push me up.  I guess it’s because when I’m going down, there’s no increase in potential energy, so it works.  I assume the floor is absorbing the energy as I drift down, but spread out in time instead of all at once, so no thump.”
“Nice trick.  It should come in handy in case of a fire.  You won’t need a fire escape.”
“Yes, it’s easy going down, but a lot of work going up.”
“You need to hitch a ride on an elevator going up,” Emily joked.
Matthew paused and thought deeply.
“What did I say?”
“Hitch a ride on an elevator,” Matthew said.  “You know what, I could probably do that.  Just find an elevator close by and use it to push me up.”
“But then you really have to worry about hitting your head on the ceiling,” Emily laughed.  “What if it’s going up twenty floors?”
Matthew laughed with her.  “Yeah, I’d really have to watch out for that.”
“And they move fast,” Emily added.  “Still, it’s a cool trick.”
“I keep looking for things I can do with it.  It’s complicated to figure out what will work.”
“I guess it would be,” Emily said.  “Anyway we’d better start studying.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“You missed one,” Emily said.
“No way,” Matthew replied.
“Yes, number thirty-two, the answer should have been C, no change.”
“Un-uh, that was your answer.  The real answer is B; change the semicolon to a comma.  See, here it is in the answer key.”
“Darn it, I was sure about that one,” Emily said.  “Did I miss any others?”
“No, just that one.”
Emily sighed, “Well at least it was only one.  Of course, now that you get thirty-two right, you got a perfect score.”
Matthew just smiled.  “How did your therapy session go yesterday?” he asked.
“It was okay, we just talked about post-traumatic stress again.  I guess that’s why I wake up crying sometimes.  I just feel so bad about all the deaths, especially Captain Walker’s.”
“Me, too. I get so angry sometimes and for no reason at all.  But it seems to be getting better,” Matthew said.
“Well, they say time heals all wounds,” Emily said.  “I just wish it would heal faster.”
“So do I,” Matthew said.  “Hey, I’ve started to study Arabic.”
“What, why?”
“I figure it’ll come in handy sometime.  We’re going to be fighting this terrorist war for awhile, a lot of the bad guys speak Arabic and besides it’s interesting.”
“Are you taking a class?”
“No, I bought this web app,” Matthew replied.  “It teaches you a new language without translating.  It uses image-word association so you only hear the word.  Later it teaches you how to read, kind of like how you learned to talk and then read as a kid.”
“Sounds interesting, but how do you find the time?”
“A lesson only takes ten minutes or so, at least right now, so I do a new one each day and two or three reviews during the day.  So it’s easy to fit in.  It works on my phone or my computer.”
“So, how well do you speak it?”  Emily asked.
“Hardly at all, I’m up to about a hundred words, and I can count.”
“Well that sounds like you’re making good progress.  Although I can’t believe you have the spare brain power to study anything you don’t have to right now.”
“You know I get bored easily.  I’ve also taken over Alex’s job of keeping an eye on Sayid, which is another reason to study Arabic.”
Sayid Al Jabar was suspected of being an arms dealer with ties to various terrorist organizations.  There were suspicions that he was somehow involved in the incident at the La Jolla Playhouse, but no proof.  The FBI was keeping him under surveillance but had yet to make any real connection between him and any illegal activity.
“That’s crazy, you know that FBI Agent Caruthers will blow a gasket if she catches you.”
“She won’t, I just use my portal and check in on him once in awhile.  There doesn’t seem to be anything interesting going on right now, but I figure it can’t hurt to keep tabs on him.  I’d really like to take him down.  I’m convinced he had something to do with the Playhouse thing.  So I owe it to Captain Walker to help the FBI get him.”
“Just be careful,” Emily said.  “You can’t let anything slip that will lead him or Caruthers back to you.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.”
There was a light rap on the door to the study.  Mrs. Stevenson opened the door.  “Matt, your mother just drove up.”
“Thanks, Elizabeth, I’m ready,” Matthew said.  “Emily, I’ll see you at school tomorrow.”
◆ ◆ ◆
On Saturday, Matthew headed over to the Winthrops.  He and Brea were going to the movies with Brea’s brother, Jason, and his girlfriend, Alex.
“Hi, Alex,” Matthew said, as he came down the stairs in the Winthrops’ house.  “Where are Jason and Brea?”
“They were still playing tennis when I got here,” Alex said, “but here they come now.”
“It was out,” yelled Jason, as he and Brianna walked into the house.
“It was in, you big baby. You just can’t stand it that you lost; besides I was up fifteen-forty anyway.”
“What’s with all the yelling?” Alex asked, “and how come you two aren’t ready to go?  We’re supposed to be leaving for the movie theater about now.”
“I finally beat him and he can’t stand it,” Brianna said in a huff, crossing her arms across her chest.
“Oh, give it a rest, you’re now, what, one out of ten thousand against me?” Jason scoffed.
“But it’s the last one that counts,” Brianna shot back.
“Calm down, you’re upsetting Hanna,” Mrs. Winthrop said, as she came down the stairs.
“Sorry!” Jason and Brianna said together.
“What’s all the commotion about?”
“I finally beat him!” Brianna said, pumping her fist again.
“On a questionable call,” Jason countered.
“Oh I’m so proud of you, Brea,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “And, Jason, it was bound to happen; you haven’t been working on your tennis very hard, and Brea has been so dedicated.”
“Thanks, Mom,” Brea stuck her tongue out at Jason.  “I’m going to take my shower.  I’ll see you guys in twenty minutes.”
“Bye, Martina,” Jason called after her.
“You kids have fun,” Mrs. Winthrop said, as she headed back upstairs.
“Who’s Martina?” asked Matthew.
“Oh, Martina Hingis; she won the Australian open when she was sixteen.  Brea likes to think of herself as the next Martina.  Their playing style is similar.”
“At sixteen?  You don’t hear about sixteen-year-olds winning on the pro-tour.”
“That’s because they changed the rules.  The Women’s Tennis Association limits your playing until you’re eighteen, so you really can’t play in enough pro events to get your form up to speed.”
“Why did they change the rules?”
“Burnout, at least that’s what they say.  Also physical maturity; too many young superstars were falling apart either mentally or physically.”
“That’s good.  I wouldn’t want Brea to suffer any bad injuries, she already had the foot fracture.”
“She actually got that when we were sailing.  She got her foot caught under the railing.”
“Anyway, she’d be devastated if she got hurt again and couldn’t play.”
“Mom won’t let that happen. You know, she controls Brea’s playing time pretty tightly.  But she’s going to let miss smarty britches play in two junior grand slams this year, the Junior US Open in September, then the Junior Australian Open in January.  We’ll see how she does against the top players in the world.”
“Do you think she’ll do okay?”
“Probably,” Jason said.  “I can’t believe she beat me.”
“Go get your shower,” Alex said, giving Jason a gentle shove.  “We’ve got a movie to catch.”’
“Okay, boss.”




Clouds in Paradise

On Monday, Matthew and Jason had grabbed an outside table; actually Matthew, who still brought his lunch to school, had grabbed the table, and Jason was just helping to secure it after he’d gotten his lunch from the school cafeteria.
Emily and Alex walked up with their lunch trays, “Hi, guys, Brea is just behind us, we gave her cuts so she didn’t have to wait in line.”
“Great,” Matthew said.  “She’s always complaining about missing out on the good food.”
“If you can call this good food,” Alex said.  “Can you believe they’ve closed the campus?”
“Well three rapes along the North Coast in just six weeks is pretty scary,” Emily said.  “The school doesn’t want to be responsible for a student wandering off and getting caught by those thugs.  I’m surprised it took them until today to do it.”
“I can’t believe the first two barely made the news,” Matthew added.
“Hey, guys,” Brianna said, “I guess we’re stuck eating out here at Chez Matthew for awhile.  Good thing we have a reservation.  No quick trips to the mall for sushi.”
“I’m happy to stay here until they catch those guys,” Alex said.  “I’m scared to death every time I leave the house.”
“The press is calling them a wolf pack,” Emily added.
“That’s an insult to wolves,” Matthew said.
“Well, let’s just hope they catch them before they hurt another woman.”
“Have you noticed how down everyone is?”  Emily said.  “It’s like something sucked the life out of every girl on campus.  We’re all walking around like Zombies and it’s only been two days since the story broke.”
“It has to be stressful, worrying about what will happen every time you go out alone.”
“Well I’m not going anywhere alone,” Brianna said.
“That’s because I have to drive her everywhere she goes,” Jason whispered to Matthew.
“A good thing,” Matthew whispered back.
◆ ◆ ◆
On the way to class after lunch, Emily grabbed Matthew.  “Matt, can’t you do something to help?”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know, I’m just scared,” Emily said.  “I have to drive home after tennis practice, and it’s usually getting dark by then.  We’re all potential victims.”
“I’ll try to keep tabs on you girls to make sure you’re safe, but make sure you have your cellphone with you and a speed dial set for 911,” Matthew said.
“It didn’t help those three women.  One of them said she tried to call 911 but her phone wouldn’t work.”
“I remember that.  They’re telling all the girls to try to pair up whenever they go out.”
“I know, but it’s not always that easy.”
◆ ◆ ◆
After school Matthew did some research on the case.  The Sheriff’s Department had jurisdiction, and based on the last newspaper article, a Detective Harkin was assigned to lead the investigation.  After some poking around with his portal, he was able to find Detective Harkin’s desk and actually listen in on a couple of conversations about the case.  He learned that they had three different samples that had shown up on two of the three victims.  They had run it against the criminal database but there weren’t any matches.  Based on the stories from the women, they believed that the rapes were opportunistic.  The women were not targeted; instead three men seemed to be out hunting for potential victims, and preying on whomever they found who was vulnerable.  Detective Harkin was wondering how the men were profiling their victims.
◆ ◆ ◆
On Tuesday night Matthew checked in on Sayid.  He was reading a book so Matthew went back to his homework.  Every few minutes or so he would check again; it was about 10:00 p.m. when he saw Sayid had put the book away and was checking his watch.  Matthew decided he should stay tuned in for a while.  Sayid kept checking the time on his watch as he wandered around his den.  At 10:10, he took out a cellphone; Matthew noticed it wasn’t his usual cellphone.  Sayid entered a passcode to unlock the phone; Matthew noted the number, 786786.  Sayid then dialed 757 555 7386.  Matthew memorized the number so he could alert Agent Caruthers of it if necessary.  Since his Arabic was still pretty weak, Matthew only recognized a few of the words Sayid said,  “I have … plans …  two months… sarin…  yes … delivered.”
Sayid hung up the phone, took the battery out, set the phone on the floor and stomped on it with his foot.  Then he tossed the crushed phone into a trashcan.
The only non-Arabic word in the conversation was sarin; at least it didn’t sound Arabic to Matthew.  Matthew closed his portal and looked it up on the web.  He read the definition on Wikipedia, ‘A highly toxic synthetic organophosphorus compound used as a chemical weapon due to its extreme potency as a nerve agent’.
“Oh my God,” Matthew gasped.
After further reading, Matthew discovered that because sarin has a very short shelf life, in modern times it was deployed as a binary chemical weapon, where the stable components were combined to form sarin as the gas was deployed, or just before.
“I need to get this info to the FBI.  Geez that’s all we need, a gang of rapists and a sarin attack.  I have to find a way to alert Caruthers.”
◆ ◆ ◆
The next day after school, Matthew went into Encinitas and found a homeless woman who seemed to have her act together.  It looked like she had only been homeless for a short time.  He offered fifty dollars to buy a prepaid phone for him.  When she agreed, he gave her thirty dollars, promising to give her the fifty dollars when she brought the phone back.  He told her to buy a cheap, prepaid flip phone that he had identified would work.  Since she looked like she was just down on her luck, he only hoped she spent the money he gave her on food instead of alcohol.  “What an expensive way to get a burner phone,” he thought.
That night Matthew looked up the area code 757 and saw that it was for an area of Virginia that included Arlington.  Then he used his portal to make the phone appear to be from Arlington, Virginia, and sent a text to Agent Caruthers.  “Sarin attack planned trace # 757 555 7386 -- Ranger 0.”
“I hope they can figure this out,” Matthew said to himself.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Hi Emily,” Matthew said as she answered her door.  “Ready for another study session?”
“Sure, come on in.”
“How was practice today?”
“It was okay.  Everyone is a bit flat, you heard there was another rape reported this morning.”
“I know.  It’s pretty scary that the police aren’t any closer to finding them,” Matthew said, as he followed Emily into the study.
“I wish we could help.”
“Well we can try,” Matthew replied.  “I’ve got copies of the police files.”
“What?  How did you?”
“I found the detective in charge and then listened in on a few of the meetings.  Then, like I said, I copied the files.”
“Are you crazy?  How did you get copies?”
“You told me to help!”
“I know, I just don’t want you to get caught.”
“I won’t.  I used my portal to make the copies.  They’ve got most of it pinned up on the wall, so it was easy to take pictures.  The rest I just had to open the portal between the pages in the files.”
“Aren’t you clever.  Did you find anything interesting?”
“There’s a fourth victim, Jeri Blakeman,” Matthew said.  “The police are keeping it confidential.  And that one of the victims had been raped before.”
“That is awful.  How would one cope with it happening to you twice, and what are the odds?”
“That’s just it.  The detective thinks the rapists are profiling the women somehow, identifying ones that would be easy victims.”
“How awful.”
“I’m hoping we can help figure out how they’re doing it.  They haven’t released the names or any details of the victims, but they’re in the files.  They’re all late teens or early twenties.  No similarities in size or looks other than all being women.  And all three live within twenty miles of Encinitas.  I’ll have to check on the fourth one later.”
“Why would they restrict themselves to women who live close to Encinitas?  The rapes haven’t all been that close.”
“That’s right they haven’t, so somehow Encinitas figures into how they’re selecting their victims.”
“Maybe the rapists live in Encinitas, or have a job there, like a delivery driver.”
“That’s what the cops think, so we should look for another angle,” Matthew said.  “Some other reason that Encinitas is important.”
“Something the women do that’s in Encinitas, that they’d want to be close to.  Something that other women who live farther away go somewhere else for.”
“Exactly, so what do women want to do close to home?”
“Hair dresser, nails, grocery shopping, exercise class, doctor, church.”
“Doctor,” Matthew said.  “The one who’d been raped before would be seeing a therapist maybe.”
“Sure, I would definitely be seeing one,” Emily replied.  “Do you know the name of the therapist?”
“Not in the files.  Maybe it didn’t come up in the interview.  Let’s see, her name is…  Fiona McMurtry.”
“She goes to Dr. Sharma.  I’ve seen her in the office!” Emily exclaimed.
“You have?!  What about the other two, Samantha Culver and Joanna Schreiber?”
“I’ve met a Samantha, but I don’t know her last name.  Why don’t you check?”
“I guess I could, but…”
“You just have to look at the appointment calendar,” Emily said.  “No real harm in that.”
“Okay, here goes,” Matthew said.  He opened his portal in their therapist’s office.  It was closed for the night, but the calendar was on the receptionist’s desk.  Matthew flipped through the pages.  “Samantha Culver has an appointment in two weeks and Joanna Schreiber had one in February.”
“Definitely a link, but I would have thought they’d be right into their therapist after being attacked.”
“They’re seeing a therapist the police sent them to.  Someone who specializes in crime victims and helping the victim remember things to help the police.  Once the police’s therapist talks to them a few times, they’ll hand them back to their regular therapist, Dr. Sharma.” 
“We have to let the police know about this.”
“Definitely.  I guess I’ll have to buy another burner phone,” Matthew said.
“I’ll get it,” Emily volunteered.
“No I should do it.  I used two homeless women to buy the phone.”
“Why two?”
“One to buy the phone, one to put the minutes on it.”
“Oh, well I’ll pay for it, how much?”
“One hundred dollars.”
“One hundred!”
“You have to pay them more than the phone is worth, or they’ll just keep the money or the phone.”
“Okay, I’ll give you the money when you leave.  We might as well do some studying.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Enough studying for today,” Emily said, as she closed the study guide.
“Fine by me.”
“Have you been checking on Sayid lately?”
“Yes, and it’s worrying me,” Matthew replied.  “It looks like he’s up to something with sarin.”
“What’s sarin?” Emily asked.
“It’s a nerve gas. It was used in a terrorist attack in Japan about twenty years ago.  And the Syrian government used it against the rebels during their civil war.  That was a war crime, of course.”
“So what’s Sayid planning?”
“I don’t know. I, or rather Ranger Zero, gave Caruthers a heads up.”
“Is there anything else you can do?”
“I just hope I see something that will give me a lead so I can figure it out.  I gave Caruthers the phone number that Sayid called.  But Sayid destroyed the phone he used, and he was very precise about the timing of the call.  So the other phone is probably a burner as well.  And it’s probably not turned on except to check for text messages once in awhile or if they’ve arranged a call.”
“That doesn’t sound too promising,” Emily said.
“I know.  I’m going to try to get into Sayid’s phone tonight to see if I can learn something else that will help.”
“How?”
“I have the passcode he used on the burner phone.  I’m hoping it’s the same one he uses for his personal phone; it’s a three-digit repeat and the three digits are considered lucky to Muslims.  He’s always used his thumb print to unlock his personal phone whenever I’ve been watching, so I haven’t been able to get the code.”
“I hope you find something.  This is scary.  It seems like there is another terrorist attack every month,” Emily said.
“Don’t let it freak you out.  You have to look at the statistics.  You’re far more likely to be killed in a car wreck than caught up in a terrorist attack, probably more likely to be hit by lightning in fact.  The terrorists’ real weapon is fear, by making unpredictable attacks they try to instill fear in everyone that they could be killed at any moment.  You’re not afraid to drive or go out in the rain, so don’t let the fear paralyze you.  Besides what are the odds we’d be involved in two terrorist events in one year?”
“I know, but San Diego isn’t doing so well with the odds lately.  Sayid and the wolf pack.”
◆ ◆ ◆
That evening Matthew set his alarm for 3:00 a.m. before he went to bed.  When the alarm woke him, he quickly checked on Sayid.  He was sleeping and his phone was next to him on the nightstand.  Matthew checked the rest of the house to make sure that Sayid’s butler was also asleep and there wasn’t anything likely to wake Sayid up.  Then he took his portal back to Sayid’s bedroom.  First he put the phone in silent mode and disconnected it from the charger.  Then he entered the passcode to see if it worked.  The phone unlocked.  “Yes!” he said.
Then Matthew put his portal beneath the phone and guided it to the bathroom by using the ceiling to navigate.  “One limitation of only having one portal,” Matthew thought.  “It’s hard to see where you’re going when you want to carry something.”  Once in the bathroom he checked what apps Sayid had on the phone.  There was Snap Chat, so no history there.  No other apps on the phone of interest besides email.  Fortunately there was only one email app, so Matthew opened it and starting checking out the emails.  Sayid had several different accounts consolidated under the same app.
He perused the recent emails to see if he could find out anything.  Most of them were in Arabic, so they weren’t much help, but he found several emails that confirmed the establishment of futures trading accounts at several different firms.  Two of the accounts were in the U.S., one in Germany, one in the U.K. and one in Japan.  There were also emails confirming money transfers into them.  Among all of the accounts, he summed up about thirty million dollars.  Matthew wrote down the information on each of the trading accounts and the account numbers and routing numbers for each of the bank transfers.
Then Matthew looked through the browser history.  He saw that Sayid had visited the pages for each of the brokerage accounts.  He also saw several visits to offshore banks that had been used to transfer the money to the trading accounts.  He came across several visits to the login page of a bank in the Cayman Islands.  There hadn’t been any emails from that bank and there were no names stored in the browser cookies or anything else to help identify the account or the owner.
Looking at the photos on the phone, Matthew didn’t see anything suspicious.  There were only photos of some children and a woman who he assumed was Sayid’s wife or maybe his sister.  There were no other documents on the phone, so Matthew put it back to sleep and carefully maneuvered it back to the table beside Sayid’s bed.
Sayid rolled over in his sleep shocking Matthew.  He almost dropped the phone.  It took him a half a minute to calm down enough that he place the phone back in exactly the same position it was in when he found it.  He reconnected the charger and took it out of silent mode.  He saw that Sayid was still sleeping, so he closed his portal down.
Matthew got out the burner phone again and sent Caruthers a text with the account numbers from the brokerage firms and the various banks.  He added a note that Sayid seemed to be amassing a lot of money for some reason.  He signed the text Ranger Zero again.
It had taken over an hour to accomplish everything, so it was after 4:00 a.m. before Matthew got back to sleep.  He only had 1½ hours to sleep before he would have to get up at his normal early rise time.  “Good thing I can get by on five hours,” Matthew thought.
The next couple of mornings, Matthew checked out Agent Caruthers to see what she was doing about his text message.  He checked on the web and discovered that the FBI had an office just off I-805 and Mira Mesa Boulevard.  Checking the directory in that building, he’d found Agent Caruthers listed.  “No wonder she was able to get up here so fast when the Sheriff pulled Alex and me in,” Matthew thought.  Checking her desk calendar, he’d seen that she held a morning briefing at 7:30 each day with her team.  “Okay, I can make that time,” Matthew said.  “I’ll just get up thirty minutes earlier for my workout, then I can sit in on this while I’m cooling down.”  He was able to sit in on the briefing the second day, and from that it was clear Agent Caruthers and her team were aggressively looking into the information he had provided.
◆ ◆ ◆
On Friday Matthew got a second burner phone and texted Detective Harkin.  ‘All four women are seeing Dr. Sharma’.  Then Matthew tuned his portal to watch how the detective reacted.
“Jones!” Detective Harkin yelled.  “Find out where this text came from.  Cassey, call this Dr. Sharma and find out if this is correct.  How did we miss this?”
“We had no reason to ask them about a therapist, and it looks like none of them volunteered the information.”
“Wouldn’t the therapist we’re sending them to have figured it out?”
“Obviously not.  And we haven’t released any names, so how would anyone know?”
“Yes, how would our mysterious texter know?”
“I’ve got the doctor on the phone.”
“Ma’am, this is Deputy Cassey at the county Sheriff’s office.  As you know, we’re trying to track down the three rapists.  We need to confirm if the following women were patients of yours…  I understand client confidentiality, but as you probably know we had another rape yesterday…  We’ll keep the information confidential; we’re just looking for connections…  Okay, Fiona McMurtry, Samantha Culver, Joanna Schreiber and Jeri Blakeman…  All four…  Yes you can assume that…  They’re seeing Dr. Pentacore…  Thank you.  Good day.”
“So all four?”
“Yes sir.”
“Jones?”
“Phone’s off, call came from Oceanside, not registered, so probably a burner.”
“Okay, we’ll deal with that later.  So why would attending the same therapist make four women the target for a rapist?”
“They’re profiling them, so troubled women, easily traumatized?”
“But that doesn’t describe every woman who sees a therapist.  They could have a problem managing their rage for all one would know.”
“But body language would tell you the difference, wouldn’t it?”
“It probably would.  Go find out what’s around there, how they’re able to see who comes and goes.”
Matthew called Emily and filled her in on what Detective Harkin was thinking.




A Dark Day

“That was a great return, Matt,” Mrs. Winthrop called out.  “You’re getting much better.”
Matthew trotted up to the net, “It was good, but you could have returned it, why didn’t you?”
“Most players at your level wouldn’t have gotten to it.  I thought I’d give you the thrill that goes along with making such a great shot.”
“Thanks, I did get a short rush, then I realized you were just watching it.”
“But your mind will remember the rush, small rewards like that will keep you motivated and are what make tennis fun.  I’ll turn the lights on so you can work with the ball machine for a bit.  Jason won’t be home for another hour and you know Brea is staying over at Jennifer’s tonight.”
“Yes I knew that. Jason and I are going to a movie tonight.  Thanks for the lesson.”  Matthew looked up at the sky.  In early March it was still getting dark around 6:00.  “Why can’t we just stay on Daylight Saving Time?”  Matthew muttered to himself, as he set the ball machine up.
He spent ten minutes returning the balls shot to him by the ball machine.  He was just refilling the machine when his phone alarm went off.  It was the ring tone he’d set for his app to make sure the girls’ phones were all active.  “Oh no!  I hope one of them just turned her phone off.”  Matthew dropped the balls he was holding and started checking on the girls.  He focused on Brianna and opened his portal.  She was with Jennifer at Jennifer’s house studying.  “Good she’s safe.”
Matthew switched to Alex.  His portal opened up and he saw her with Jason at the mall.  They were in the women’s shoe department at Nordstrom.  “She’s safe, but Jason looks like he’s in trouble,” Matthew chuckled to himself.
Switching his thoughts to Emily, he opened his portal again.  She was running through the woods somewhere.  He could hear that she was breathing heavily.
Matthew zoomed the portal close to her.  “Emily, what’s the matter?”
“Matthew, thank God,” Emily gasped.  “I’m being chased.”
“How many?”
“Three I think.”
“Pick a tree to cover your back.”
“Okay!”
Emily stopped running and backed up to a big eucalyptus tree.  She had her cellphone in her hand and was putting it into her jacket pocket when the first guy pulled up.  He had a knit cap pulled over his face, one of those with openings for the eyes and nose.
“Your cellphone won’t work here,” he sneered, “so you won’t be calling the police.”
“Oh, that’s why he came so quickly,” Emily said to herself.
“Yes, your alarm went off,” Matthew whispered back.
“Whew, I thought we’d never catch her,” the second man said, as he and another pulled up.  They each took positions forming a triangle so they could trap Emily against the tree.  Each of them was wearing a knit cap that hid his face.
“I can just knock them out,” Matthew whispered to Emily.
“I don’t want to be in the middle of this.  How do we get them arrested?”
“So what do you want me to do?”
“I was just thinking about calling a friend,” Emily called out in a raspy voice.  “Matthew, please follow my lead, I’ll point,” she whispered.
“Sure,” Matthew said.  “You want me to hit the one you point to?”
“What friend?” the guy said.
“Oh, just someone I thought might like to watch.”
“We all like to watch,” the third guy laughed, as he walked forward a few steps.  “This one will be fun, don’t you think?”
“Exactly!”  Emily whispered.
“Got it,” Matthew replied.
“I think she’s a fighter,” the guy on the right said.
“She’s certainly in great shape,” the first guy said.  “Billy likes it when they fight.  Don’t you, Billy?”
“Yeah, Joe,” Billy said.  “A little fight makes it all that much more thrilling.”
“Oh, so you like a fight,” Emily rasped.  “Well, here you go,” and she shot the palm of her hand towards him.
Matthew quickly placed the portal against Billy’s solar plexus and hit him with a Buddha Palm.  Billy dropped straight down to his knees, panicking and gasping for air.  Matthew was able to move his portal into place so fast that his hit was timed to Emily’s strike.
“Now who’s our friend over there?”  Emily asked, pointing to the other man.
“What’s going on?” Joe cried; “Billy, are you all right?”  His voice was not sounding so confident now.  Billy just kept gasping for air.
“Zeke, grab her!”  Joe yelled.  Zeke started toward Emily but kept looking at Billy.
Emily raised her hand like she was going to slap Zeke, even though he was still three feet away.
Matthew moved the portal to Zeke’s head and hit him with a hard punch.  Zeke fell to the ground, dazed.
“Come on guys,” Joe yelled.  “Let’s get her.”
Billy got back to his feet and turned toward Joe.  “What happened?  That felt like a mule kicked me.”
“You did say you liked it when they fought,” Emily hissed, and shot her palm at Billy again.
Matthew hit Billy in the solar plexus again.  Billy collapsed and fell to the ground.
“What the…” Joe yelled.  He turned and started running away.
“Trip him,” Emily whispered.
Matthew zoomed the portal, placing it in front of Joe’s knees.  Joe tripped and fell hard onto his face.
“Come back here!”  Emily yelled.
“No way,” Joe cried back.
“How dare you defy me!” Emily yelled.
Matthew placed the portal on Joe’s stomach and gave him a sharp blow, knocking the wind out of him.
“I said come!” Emily yelled.
“No!” Joe squeaked, still gasping for air.
Joe was on his back trying to scramble away.
“I’ll push him,” Matthew whispered into Emily’s ear.
Emily stood firmly and pointed at Joe and crooked her finger, “I said, come.”
Matthew gave Joe a sharp blow upside the head and then made the portal soft and put it under Joe’s torso.  He made his end large and at chest height.  Then he reached out and pushed the two ends up at an angle so that he was pushing Joe up onto his feet.  Then he started pushing Joe toward Emily, adjusting his portal to align with Joe.
“Leave me alone!” screamed Joe.
“I said, come!” Emily yelled again.
Joe was pushing with his feet, but since Matthew was lifting him up a little as well as pushing him he couldn’t get any traction.  Eventually Joe stood up, and Matthew was able to just push him from behind.
“Now what should I do with you?” Emily asked.  “Filth like you doesn’t deserve to live.”
Matthew slid the portal sideways so that it formed around Joe’s neck, then he pushed up on Joe’s chin and the back of his head until Joe was standing on his tiptoes.
“Kneel!” Emily shouted.
Matthew let his portal collapse then used it to kick the back of Joe’s knees causing him to fall on them.  “What are you?” he sobbed, “What are you going to do to me?”
“Don’t speak to me!”  Emily shouted and waved her hand.
Matthew slapped Joe across the face.
“Should I just kill you now?” Emily cackled.  She waved her hand, and Matthew slapped Joe again.
“Don’t kill me!”
“Why not!”
“Please, I’ll do whatever you say,” Joe cried.
“What if I say die!” Emily shouted.
“No please!”
“Why not!”
“Please!”
“Then drag your friends over to that tree,” Emily said indicating a particularly large eucalyptus tree.
Joe just stared at her.
“Now!”  Emily yelled, waving her hand at him again.  Matthew slapped Joe across the face again.
Sobbing, Joe got up and dragged Billy over to the tree.  Billy was still gasping for air, stunned from the blows to his solar plexus.  Then Joe helped Zeke who was still dazed from Matthew’s punch.  He got him up and steadied him as he stumbled over to the tree.  When he had Zeke sitting down by the tree, he turned and looked to Emily for further instructions.  His hands hung limp by his sides as he continued to sob.
“Take their clothes off!”
Joe hesitated.  Matthew slapped him again, as Emily waved her hand.  Joe started to comply.
“Why?”
“Don’t speak to me!”  Emily yelled, and Matthew slapped Joe again.
Joe started to remove Billy’s shoes.
“Uh, what?” Billy said, as he started to realize what was happening.  “What are you doing?” he asked.
“Shut up,” Joe hissed, and punched Billy in the face, dazing him.  Joe continued to strip Billy down, removing his shirt and pants.
Zeke got up and started to stumble away.
“Stop!” Emily yelled.  Matthew used his portal to horse collar Zeke, letting him run his throat into the portal.  Zeke’s feet shot out from under him and he fell flat on his back.
Joe was just standing in front of Billy, who was stripped down to his socks and underwear.
“All of his clothes!”
Joe pulled off Billy’s socks and underwear, leaving him totally naked.”
“Now your other friend!”
Joe went to get Zeke, who was still lying where he had fallen when Matthew had horse collared him.  He pulled him back to the tree and started to undress him as well.  When he had finished stripping him, he just stood there and looked at Emily.
“Now your clothes!”
Emily waited quietly while Joe stripped down.
“Give me the belts!”
“Now tie the rest up into a nice bundle,” Emily shouted.  “We need to tie them up,” Emily whispered.
“Use their shoestrings,” Matthew whispered back.
“Now lay your friends against each other over here,” Emily said.
Joe complied without hesitation.
“Have him tie them back to back, right hand to right hand so they cross,” Matthew whispered.
“Get your shoestrings,” Emily yelled.
Joe went to the pile of clothes and extracted the shoestrings from each of their tennis shoes.
“Now put your friends back to back and tie their hands together.  Cross their arms first,” Emily told Joe.  Emily and Matthew kept close watch as Joe tied the two men’s hands together.  “Knot the ties again.”
“What about Joe?” Emily whispered.
“We’ll use a Texas Handcuff,” Matthew said.  “I read about them when I was researching knots for sailing.”
“Okay, guide me.”
“Tell him to lay the shoelace in a straight line.  Then make a loop.”
“All right, now you,” Emily said.  “Lay the shoelace in a straight line.  Now make a loop.”
“The other way.”
“Loop it the other way.”
“Now make a second loop the same way.”
“Make another loop.”
“Feed each loop through the other,” Matthew said.
“Feed the loops into each other.”
“Now you just have him stick his hands into the loops, but behind him and around the other guys’ hands.  Then just pull the loose ends tight.”
“Good, now put your hand through one loop; reach behind you and put your arm around your friends’ hands.  Now put that hand through the other loop,” Emily hissed.  As soon as Joe had his hand in the second loop, Emily yanked the ends tight.
“Ouch, that’s too tight,” Joe cried out.
“This is a Texas Handcuff,” Emily hissed at him.  “If we were really in Texas, the rope would be around your neck.”
“Joe, what’s happening?” Zeke asked.
“What’s going on?”  Billy asked, still groggy from being punched.  “Why did you take our clothes off?”
“Why do you ask?  You were planning to undress weren’t you?” Emily hissed as she squatted down in front of Billy. 
“What are you?” Billy gasped. 
“A witch, a very angry witch!” Emily yelled.  “Very angry!”
“We were only fooling around!”
“Silence!  Now, why didn’t my cellphone work?” Emily demanded.
“How would we know?” Joe answered.
Emily moved in front of Zeke.  “Why didn’t my cellphone work?” she asked slowly.
“I don’t …”
Emily waved her hand and Matthew slapped Zeke on the side of his head.
“I asked why!” yelled Emily.  “Do I need to be more persuasive?”  She raised her hand as if to strike him again.
“Billy has a jammer,” Zeke blurted out.  “It’s in his jacket.”
Emily walked over to the pile of clothes, and using a stick sorted it out until she found the jammer.  She pulled it out of the jacket pocket and turned it off.  Then she wiped it off on one of the shirts and threw it down close to the men, but out of their reach.  Then she pushed a cellphone out of one of the other jackets and kicked it over close to the tree.
She gave a wicked laugh and walked back over to the men.  The three of them had twisted around so they could each see her.
“What are you going to do?” Zeke asked.  “Don’t hurt us!”
“It’s a little late to start playing nice,” Emily laughed.  “I just need to decide what I should do with you.”
“Now, are you three the famous wolf pack they’re talking about on TV?”
The men just sobbed.
“Are you!” Emily yelled.
“No,” Joe stammered.
“We need to scare them more,” Emily whispered.
“Okay,” Matthew said.  “Stand in front of them and I’ll make you float in the air.”
“Sure,” Emily said doubtfully.  She positioned herself directly in front of Joe.
Matthew set his portal under Emily and put his end about waist height.
“I don’t believe you!” Emily screamed at him and waved her hand.  Matthew sat on his end of the portal, forcing it down and raising Emily up.
Emily was a bit startled, but recovered.  “Tell me!  Or I will hang you from a tree.”
“It’s not us!” Joe yelled.
“I don’t believe you!” Emily screamed again.  She squatted down so her face was closer to Joe’s.  “Do you want to hang by your hands or your feet?”
Emily leaned to the side to face Zeke, “Are you!” she screamed at him.
“Ye... ye… yes,” Zeke stammered.
“How many times have you done this?”
“Just the five,” Zeke sobbed.
“I think not.”
“Honest, just the five times.”
“No date rapes?”
“Well, that doesn’t count.”
“HOW MANY!!!!”
Matthew let Emily drift to the ground.  “Let me find a nice tree,” Emily cackled.
“I only did it once before,” Zeke sobbed.  “In high school.”
“What about you?” Emily yelled at Joe, holding her palm out as if she were going to strike him again.
“Just a couple,” Joe cried.
“HOW MANY!!!!”  Emily screamed.  Matthew hit Joe on the side of his head.
“Six,” Joe cried.  “I swear, just six before we did the five.”
“How about you, Billy?” Emily hissed, squatting in front of Billy again.
Billy just stared back at her defiantly.
Matthew slapped him hard across the face as Emily flicked her hand.
“HOW MANY!!!!!!”
Billy continued to just stare.  Matthew softened the portal, then grabbed him by the chin and pushed up hard.
“HOW MANY!!!!!!”
Matthew dropped Billy and pushed his head back.
“I don’t know,” Billy sobbed, “seven, maybe eight.”
“Well, just a happy-go-lucky trio of rapists, huh?”
The men just nodded their heads and continued to sob.
“What price the souls of twenty of my sisters?” Emily hissed.  “What price should you pay?”
“We’ll never do it again,” Joe yelled.
“Oh I know that,” Emily laughed.  “But what price, what price?”
“Leave us alone!”
“Like you left those women alone,” Emily hissed.  “I could carve RAPIST on your forehead.  That way everyone will know what you are.  Hmm, I think I like that.”
“You don’t mean that, do you?” Matthew whispered.
“Just make them feel it,” Emily whispered back.  “We need to scare them even more.”
Emily drew a horizontal line in front of Joe; Matthew used the back of his knife and drew a line above Joe’s right eyebrow.  Joe started to tear up.
“What’s the matter?  I would think you would consider it a badge of honor,” Emily hissed.
“Don’t cut me,” Joe sobbed.
Billy just stared at Emily, hate pouring from his eyes.
“Ah, Billy’s the tough guy,” Emily hissed.  “And you’re such a pretty boy too; what a waste.”
Billy started to spit at Emily. Matthew chopped him in the throat, and he coughed the phlegm out.
“That wasn’t very nice.  A pretty boy like you, and no manners.  Hmm, I think you would look even tougher if you didn’t have a nose,” Emily hissed.  “Let me see.”  Emily made a show of drawing around Billy’s nose and Matthew followed the path with the back of his knife.
“Please,” Billy sobbed.
“You mean you don’t want to look like a tough guy?” Emily tsked. “What am I to do with you then?”
“And you, Zeke, what would you like me to do?”
“Nothing, please, I’ll do whatever you ask, please,” Zeke sobbed.
“I’m sure you will,” Emily hissed.  “What price… what price?”
The men just stared at her and continued to sob.
“I could just leave you here,” Emily said.  “Maybe an invisibility spell; that way no one will be able to find you, at least until your bodies rot and turn into skeletons.  I do think the coyotes would find you by smell, they’d probably start snacking once you were too weak to chase them away.”
“Please, no!”
“She’s just lying,” Billy said.
“I’ve got you covered,” Matthew said.  He expanded Emily’s end of the portal so that all the men could see was the tree in the Winthrops’ yard that he had put his end against.
“What’s going on?” Zeke cried.
“What else could I do?” Emily mused.  Matthew shrunk the portal so Emily reappeared.
“Jesus!” Joe yelled.
“We wouldn’t want everyone wondering if you guys were still around to prey on helpless women,” Emily said.  “Now would we?”
“No… just let us go.”
“I could just kill you right here.  I’m sure they’ll figure out who you are when they find your bodies.”
“Please…”
“Maybe I should turn you into toads,” Emily said.  “You do look like toads.”
“Please…”
“I’ll tell you what you’re going to do.  When the police get here they’re going to ask some questions.  You’re going to tell them you did this to yourselves.”
“Why?”
“Silence!”
“You’re going to tell them that you’re the three rapists they’ve been looking for.  Then you’re going to say that you were feeling so guilty that you wanted to give yourself up and confess.  That you did this to each other so none of you would back out.  Do you understand me!”
The three just nodded their heads.
“Then you’re going to confess to each and every rape!”
“We can’t!”
“Silence!  Oh, but you can and you will; you’re not going to put those women through the pain of a trial.  You’re going to confess and pray for a long sentence.”
The men stared at Emily, dumbfounded.
“I know who you are.  If by tomorrow you’re not in jail serving time for all of those rapes, I’ll come back and find you.  Then I’ll finish carving RAPIST across your foreheads.  After that if you don’t confess, I’ll start taking an ounce of flesh each day until you confess and are in jail.”
“You can’t!” screamed Joe.
“Oh, but I can.”  She flicked her finger up.  “Should I take my first ounce now?”
“No, I’ll do it,” Joe cried.
“How many ounces do you think you can give up and still live?” Emily asked Billy, “HOW MANY!!”
“I don’t know,” Billy stammered.
“I think quite a few.  So you boys decide. I do think I’ll start with those things between your legs. That will insure you never rape a woman again,” Emily laughed.  “By tomorrow or I take my first ounce!”
With that Emily carefully pushed the phone, she’d found in their clothes, around so she could use her knuckle to press the unlock button.  It came up with the ‘emergency call’ option and she pressed it. Emily said, “And if I hear any mention of me from the police or anyone else, I’ll cut your tongues out,” Emily hissed.  “By tomorrow!”
Emily used her knuckle to dial 911 and started walking back to her car.  She paused, picked up a branch and stuck it into the pile of clothes.  “You can tell the cops you dumped your clothes in the pond.”
She started crying.  “Matthew what do I do?”
“I’ll meet you at your house, we’ll work it out.”  Matthew gathered up his stuff, jumped on his bike, and raced to Emily’s house.  He just barely beat her there.  He followed her in as she opened the gate.
◆ ◆ ◆
After Emily parked the car, Matthew ran over and helped her out.  She was sobbing as he pulled her into a hug.  “It’s okay.  The police will have them soon.”
“I know,” Emily sniffed.  “Let me yell at them again.”
Matthew opened the portal.
“Remember, one word and I’ll have your tongues,” Emily cackled.  “Baahaaahaaahaaaaaaa.”
“You sure have that scary laugh down,” Matthew said, after he closed his portal and hugged Emily tighter.
“I learned it for Halloween last year,” Emily gave a weak laugh.  “Sonja thinks it’s funny so that keeps me in practice.”
“Come on, let’s go inside and I’ll make you some tea,” Matthew said.  “Where are your parents?”
“Thankfully, they’re gone for the weekend.  They took Sonja up to San Francisco for some children’s event my grandmother sponsors.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“What’s going on?” Emily asked.
Matthew opened his portal to check on the men.  “They’ve gotten up and are walking away.  It looks like they fell down once, they’ve got a bunch of leaves in their hair.”
“Okay let me yell at them,” Emily said.  “I told you to wait for the police!” she yelled.
The three men were startled.  “What the …”
“Back to your place,” Emily yelled.  Matthew used his portal to push the men back toward the clearing.
Matthew rapped each man on the back of his head to encourage them to move.  They slowly made their way back along the path.  “I’ll make us some tea.”
Matthew made the tea; then came back and sat on the couch with Emily.  “Here this should help calm you nerves.”   Emily leaned against Matthew’s side as she sipped her tea and continued to sob quietly.
“Did the police get there yet?”
Matthew opened his portal and did a quick check.  “They’re just walking up to them now.”
“Let me watch.”
Matthew expanded the portal as Emily rotated so they were side by side and could both see through it.
The two Sheriff Deputies walked up to the three men, shaking their heads.
“In all my years,” the older deputy said, shaking his head.  “I have never seen anything so ridiculous as three naked men tied together like this.  Now can you boys explain what the heck is going on here?”
“They look like perverts to me,” the second deputy said.  “How did you boys get tied up like this?”
“We did this to ourselves,” Joe replied.  “We want to confess.  We raped those five women and the guilt was killing us.”
“Shut up, Joe!” Billy yelled.
“No, we don’t have a choice,” Joe yelled back.  “We have to confess to everything.  There were others, but we did the five together.”
“Hold on there.  Let me read you your rights, then we’ll get you untied and to the station.  Then you can confess all you want.”
Joe kept on talking.  “Billy has a jammer and …” Billy yanked on his wrist to shut him up.”
“Billy’s ear,” Emily whispered to Matthew.  “So you don’t like your nose,” she hissed at Billy.  Billy shut up and started sobbing.
“Thanks, Matthew.”
Matthew closed his portal and gave Emily a hug.  “Are you going to be okay?”
“I don’t know.  I was so scared.  I just pulled over because there was this puppy on the road; he was so cute.  I thought I would catch him, take him home, and find out where his owners were.  Then he was down the side of the hill a bit, and I walked after him; then all of a sudden those three guys were chasing me.”
“It must have been a trap,” Matthew said.
“I know that now!” Emily started sobbing again.  Her sobs became so hard that her shoulders shook and she started having trouble breathing.
Matthew got up and sat on the coffee table in front of her.  “Emily will you try something with me?” he asked.
“What?”
“A breathing exercise.  It will help you relax and calm down.”
“How can I calm down!”
“Just try, okay?”
“Okay.”
Matthew put his hands on her knees and looked her in the eyes.  “Now sit up straight, and breathe out, push all of the air out of your lungs.”
Emily straightened up and pushed all the air out with a long sigh.
“Okay, now just relax.  Let your lungs fill on their own,” Matthew said.  “Now again, just focus on the exhale.”
Emily nodded and exhaled.
“Keep doing it, only think about exhaling, relax, relax.”
After a few minutes Emily said, “I do feel better, my chest isn’t as tight.”
“Good,” Matthew said.  “When you’re stressed, your breathing tends to move up into your chest and you quit using your diaphragm.  That just makes you more stressed.  This exercise gets your breathing back down and your body automatically relaxes and stops putting out stress hormones.”
“How do you know . . . Oh, Tai Chi, right?”
“Yes, it’s one of the first things they teach you.”
“Don’t you need to go?”  Emily asked.
Matthew could tell that she really didn’t want to be alone.  “I’m good.  I texted Jason and told him something had come up.  He’s with Alex so they’ll probably just do something together instead.”
“What about Brea?”
“She’s staying with Jen tonight; they’re finishing up a joint writing assignment, then Brea’s sleeping over, so I can stay with you as long as you want me to.”
“Thanks, I don’t think I can stand to be alone right now.”
“Should I call Alex and have her come over?”
“No, I can’t tell her why I’m upset, so that would be too stressful.  Just hang out with me for awhile.”
“Sure, do you want to just sit quietly?  Do you want to talk, watch a movie?”
“A movie would be nice.  How about Ghost Busters?  It’s just crazy and maybe that will help my mood.




A Break In The Clouds

On Sunday morning, Matthew checked into Agent Caruthers’ office to see if she was in and possibly holding a briefing.  Her whole staff was present and the briefing had just started.
“Ma’am, there is nothing in the chatter that corroborates the sarin threat.”
“Noted, but I don’t want to discount this source.  He gave us the accounts’ numbers and they have all checked out.  Agent Giacomo, anything else there?” Agent Caruthers asked.
“I’ve traced the money.  The first three bank accounts are for companies we had previously linked to Sayid, the other two appear to be tied to him as well.  They all hold major real-estate assets both here in the U.S. and in Europe.  He used those assets as guarantee when he opened the trading accounts, which indicates that he plans to trade on margin or sell put options.  He hasn’t made any trades yet.”
“How much money has he moved?”
“The accounts now hold a bit over thirty million dollars.  He sold the two racehorses he owned and has been selling off his other liquid assets to raise cash.  He hasn’t attempted to sell any real estate, so that indicates that whatever he has planned doesn’t leave time for closing that kind of deal.  I would guess less than six months as the time frame, otherwise he could do something with the real estate.”
“So we can assume that he expects something to happen that will impact the price of some commodity or stock, and he plans to make trades to take advantage of that.  Keep an eye on it, we need to know what he thinks will be making a big move in price,” Agent Caruthers said.  “What about the phone number?”
“The phone hasn’t been turned on since you got the text.  We were able to determine that it had received a call just before then.  The call came from a cell phone here in San Diego, same area as Sayid’s house, a little sloppy of our friend.  We’ve determined the phone was in Clarksburg, Virginia, when the call was received.  Both phones are burners. Ranger Zero’s phone is also a burner and it’s been off, too.
“Okay, keep an eye on Sayid.  I want to know where he is at all times.  I’ll alert headquarters that we’ve detected a suspected terrorist agent in their area.  Team, we need to figure this out before something happens.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Later in the day, Matthew rode his bike over to the Winthrops’ house to see Jason and Brianna.  Alex was going to come over, and then the four of them were going to the Renaissance Fair in Carlsbad.  Some shopping was planned for Brianna and Alex, while Jason and Matthew schlepped bags and checked out the exhibits on medieval weapons.  After that they were planning a late lunch followed by a movie.
Brianna greeted him when he arrived.  “Hi, Matt,” she said, before they kissed.  “It’s nice of you and Jason to escort Alex and me to the fair.”
“We’re happy to act as protective escort for you girls.  Kind of a Men-In-Black gig,” Matthew replied.  “I see you’re expecting warm weather.”  Brianna was dressed in a light red, knit sundress with lots of pleats in the skirt and a pink, short-sleeved shirt.
“The weatherman says high seventies,” Brianna said, “but I have a matching wrap in case it gets too cool, especially in the movie theater.”
“I was planning on keeping you warm while we watched the movie,” Matthew said, giving Brianna a hug as they walked into the house.
“Is that Alex?” Jason hollered from the downstairs family room.
“No, it’s me,” Matthew hollered back.
“Oh,” Jason replied, sounding disappointed.
“Well, thanks for the warm welcome.”
“Get over yourself, I’m just anxious.  Alex was supposed to be here thirty minutes ago.”
“Did you call her?”  Matthew asked, as he and Brianna walked down the stairs.
“I texted her.  She just sent back ‘wait’,” Jason said, “but that was thirty minutes ago.”
“Text her again.”
“I don’t want to look clingy, like you,” Jason said, giving Matthew and Brianna a look as the two were working their way down the stairs while intertwined.
“I think it’s too late for that.  We all know she keeps you on a leash,” Matthew said.  “Just call her.”
“I’ll give her another five minutes first.”
“Matt, do you want something to drink?” Brianna asked.
“Just a glass of water,” Matthew replied, “I’ll get it.”
“No, sit down and try to get Jason to relax, I’ll get it.”
“So why isn’t Emily going to the fair with Alex and Brea?” Matthew asked. “I can’t believe she’s going to pass up a shared shopping experience with Alex.”
“Emily is supposed to be going on some hot date with Tyler.  They’re going to Julian to do some hiking and have a romantic picnic.  You know Alex isn’t into outdoors, and especially hiking.  And I don’t like hanging around Tyler.  Emily’s great, but he’s still a jerk in my mind.”
“You’ll need to keep that to yourself,” Matthew said.
“I think Emily knows he a jerk.  She just thinks he’ll change,” Jason said.  “Anyway, it means we won’t have as many shopping bags to carry.”
“At least we’ll get to check out the weapons, that will be cool.  I think they’re doing a couple of sword-fighting expositions.”
Brianna came back in with a glass of water for Matthew and an orange juice for herself.
“You didn’t get me anything.”
“You’ve got two legs, go get it yourself,” Brianna retorted.  “But first you should go and let Alex in, she was just driving up when I checked the security monitor.”
“Great!”  Jason jumped up from the sofa and ran up the stairs.
Moments later, Alex and Emily came down the stairs together.  Alex was dressed like Brianna, in a light sundress with a shawl.  Emily was wearing jeans, a sweater and hiking boots.
“Hi, Emily,” Brianna said.  “I thought you were off to Julian today.”
Alex quickly jumped in, “She decided she wasn’t up for a day in the wilderness.  So she’s going to the fair with us.”  Alex gave Brianna a stern look, signaling for her to just go along and not ask questions.
Matthew looked at Emily and immediately recognized that she was stressed out.  He’d checked on her in the morning and had hoped that their chat would make her feel better.  But he’d obviously been too optimistic.  He knew it would take some time for her to recover from posttraumatic stress caused by being chased and nearly raped.  She had been a little more upbeat after he’d let her cackle at each member of the wolf pack. She had wanted to re-motivate them about staying committed to their confessions.  But he could see that her improved outlook hadn’t lasted.
“We’re glad to have you join us,” Matthew said, “even if it means we’ll be carrying more shopping bags.”
“Definitely, the more the merrier,” Brianna added.
Jason paused at the top of the stairs and caught Matthew’s eye. He gave him a shrug as he made his way down the stairs.
Brianna’s phone rang.  “Really!  Hey turn on the news. Jen says they caught the wolf pack.”
Jason grabbed the remote and turned the TV on.  “Which channel?”
“All of them.”
“Breaking news!  The Sheriff reports that three men are in custody and have confessed to the series of rapes that have occurred over the last two months along San Diego’s north coast.  We go to our reporter, Katie Jutland, on scene at the Vista Detention facility.  Katie, what are you hearing?”
“Jim, as you know, the north county coastal area has been plagued by a series of brutal rapes over the last two months.  Five women have been reported brutally beaten and raped during that time.  Yesterday, in a bizarre event, three men were found off of San Dieguito road.  They were tied to each other back-to-back.  The men were totally nude with no identification.  When questioned by Sheriff deputies, they immediately confessed to the rapes and stated that they tied themselves to the tree and called 911 so they could confess.”
“What are your sources in the Sheriff’s Department saying?”
“Well, Jim, they tell me that all three men were read their rights and refused legal representation after they were brought here to the detention center.  Then they each gave separate confessions. During their confessions they provided specifics that are not available to the general public.  Word is, that with them in custody, the police should be able to tie them to the rapes through DNA and other means.”
“Does that mean they’ll be held until sentencing?”
“Yes.  My sources say that with the confessions and the details provided in them, the prosecution shouldn’t have any trouble winning a request for remand.”
“Are there any other details?”
“Not yet.  But now we women of San Diego can all breathe a huge sigh of relief as these vicious criminals are now behind bars.”
“Thank you, Katie.  That’s the update for now.  Stay tuned as we continue to cover this breaking story.”
“Wow, can you believe that,” Jason said.  “What kind of idiots would strip down and tie themselves together.”
“Whose side are you on?” Alex screeched at him.  “We’ve all been terrified every time we leave the house.”
“Sorry, I’m on your side, and I hope they get life.  But you have to admit it’s a strange way for the police to capture them.”
“Guilt can work wonders,” Emily said, with a shudder.  “Hopefully, they all get long sentences.  The world is better off without three predators like that.”
“I agree,” Alex said.  “If you asked me, they should just take them out back and string ‘em up.  Isn’t that what you Yanks do, string ‘em up?”
“I think we’re going to have to let the justice system work,” Matthew said.  “We Americans take a dim view of hanging suspects before a trial.”
“Always sympathy for the suspect, never the victim.”
“That’s not fair.  They just have to prove they’re guilty, or have them confess in front of a judge,” Matthew said.  “Then they can put them in jail and throw away the key.”
“That’s too good for them,” Alex yelled.  “Men.”
“Yeah, men,” Brianna said.  “With those guys in jail, we can go to the fair alone and leave these male reprobates here,” Brianna huffed.  “It’s safe for us women now.”
“Yeah,” Alex added.  “We’ll see you guys later.”  All three girls stomped up the stairs and left Matthew and Jason looking at each other.
“Well, at least we got out of going to the fair,” Jason said, sheepishly.
“You’d better come up with a better line than that next time you see Alex, or you’re going to be getting out of doing a lot of things with her.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Hello, Matthew,” Mrs. Winthrop said, as she greeted Matthew at the door.
“Hi, Cara,” Matthew replied.  “Is Brea downstairs?”
“Yes, she is.  Do you have much homework?”
“Not today.  Just some math to do.”
“That’s good, you guys will probably get a movie in then.”
“I hope so,” Matthew replied, as he made his way down the stairs.
Brianna was just coming out of her room.  Her hair was still a little damp after her shower.  “Hi, Matt.”
“How was practice?”
“Good, just two sets,” Brianna said.  “Emily’s play was better today.”
“I’m glad to hear that.  She’s been really stressed lately.”
“The stress must have been building up, the Playhouse in January, then those rapists the last two months.”
“I guess so.  Has Alex calmed down?”
“Oh sure, she was just putting on a show to make a point.  I guess we all were,” Brianna said.  “You know she loves drama.”
“I can tell,” Matthew said.  “How much homework do you have?”
“Not much, just math and reading for European History,” Brianna answered.  “How about you?”
“Just some math.”
“Okay, we have two hours before dinner,” Brianna said.  “I should be able to get through all mine.”
Brianna and Matthew continued to study in silence, trying to get through everything before they were called to dinner.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Dinner is ready,” Mrs. Winthrop said from about halfway down the stairs.
“Okay, we’re coming,” Brianna replied.
“Get Jason, please.”
“I’ll get him,” Matthew said, as he went down the hall to knock on Jason’s door.
“Hello, Carl,” Matthew said, as he met Mr. Winthrop at the top of the stairs.
“Hello, Matt,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “Are you having dinner with us?”
“Yes.  We just finished studying, and we’re watching a movie after dinner.”
“Oh, that’s why dinner is early tonight.”
“Hi, Dad,” Jason said.  “Did you close the deal?”
“Not yet, but this week,” Mr. Winthrop replied.
“Everyone please be seated,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “Estella is ready to serve.”
“Where’s Hanna?” Matthew asked.
“She had her dinner earlier, Mac and Cheese,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “She’ll be watching TV now.”
“Here’s a little macabre humor,” Mr. Winthrop said, “or cosmic karma humor.”
“What, Dad?” Jason asked.
“You know the three rapists they caught a couple of days ago.”
“Carl, we all know about that, and I can’t imagine where you could find humor in that.”
“Just listen.  I heard on the car radio that they had to be taken to the hospital today.  Each of them has a serious case of poison oak.  One of the worst cases they’ve ever seen.”
Jason snorted trying to stifle his laugh.  “That certainly is bad karma.”
“Yes, they said they must have landed in it after they had stripped off their clothes.  It is all down their front side,” Mr. Winthrop laughed.  “They said it didn’t seem to miss a spot.”
Brianna laughed, “I like that kind of karma.  Hopefully, they get long prison terms to go with the poison oak.”
Matthew smiled.  He’d have to make sure that Emily knew about this.  Maybe it would help her mood.
“How does a mother raise a son who turns out so vicious?” Mrs. Winthrop asked.
“They’re sociopaths,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “Without the ability to empathize with others, it’s not too much of a stretch for them to think they’re entitled to take whatever they want, and they only worry about getting caught.”
“I’ve read that sociopaths make up between two and four percent of the population,” Matthew said.
“Yes, but they’re not all criminals.  A lot of top people in corporations are borderline sociopaths or are sociopaths.”
“Wow, really?” Jason said.
“Yes, to be successful in the top corporate positions you have to be good at the politics.  Sociopaths are natural manipulators.  And you have to be able to put your emotions aside.  It’s a lot easier if you don’t have any.”
“So does that mean all CEOs are sociopaths?” Jason asked.
“No, just some.  The best that I’ve seen are the ones that can put all emotions aside to make a critical decision, then they re-examine that decision and its impact on the people and the company.  They figure out the choices using only empirical data, then they add some heart to get to the best decision.”
“That sounds good.”
“Yes, a cold-hearted decision might say that it is good company policy to fire or layoff workers who miss too much work because of childcare issues, but on second look you would see that you might lose your best workers, and have trouble recruiting talent.  It’s foolish to think that a company can succeed in today’s world without the diverse input you get from having both men and women involved.”
“Enough of management 101,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “Let’s find a more pleasant subject matter for dinner.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Emily, hi.  Did you have to move your appointment?”  Matthew asked, as he came out of the therapist’s office into the reception area.
“No, I have two appointments this week,” Emily replied.
“Oh, are you talking to her about Saturday?”
“Yes, but don’t worry, I’m keeping you out of it.”
“I don’t care about that.  I just want you to be all right.  It was a terrible thing to have experienced.”
“I’m okay, thanks to you,” Emily said.  “I’m sure I’ll get over it soon.”
“You have to give it time,” Matthew said.
“You sound like our therapist.  Oh, and that breathing exercise has really helped.  I’ve had a couple of panic attacks and it stopped them.” Emily said.  “You’ve been so helpful; you’re probably going to start charging me?”
“No.  I’ll just keep sending good thoughts your way.”
“Thanks. I’ll see you at the tennis tournament tomorrow.  I hope I don’t let Brea down.”
“I’m sure you won’t,” Matthew gave Emily a hug.  “Hang in there.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Hello, Matthew,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “It didn’t take you guys long to pick up the pizza.”
“No, we called ahead to order.  Our timing was good.  We beat the crowd,” Matthew replied.
“Hi, Mom,” Jason said, giving his mom a kiss on the cheek.
“I think the girls were expecting you to take a little longer, they’re still getting changed.”
“Oh well, we can always heat it up in the microwave,” Jason said.
“I don’t think that’s what Brea was worried about,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “She was expecting a little more time to get ready.”
“Oh, Matt has seen her with wet hair before,” Jason said.
“I give up,” Mrs. Winthrop said. “Alex is already downstairs, so you two can go down and wait with her.”
“No problem.  I can read while we wait,” Matthew said.
Jason rolled his eyes and led the way downstairs.
“You could stand to do some extra reading, mister,” Mrs. Winthrop called after him.
“Come on, Mom, Alex and I are reading The Cider House Rules for Comparative Literature,” Jason said, over his shoulder.
“I can imagine how much reading is going on when you two are together,” Mrs. Winthrop retorted, with a laugh.  “Have fun, I’m off to pick Hanna up from the Jamison’s party.”
“Hi, Alex,” Matthew said, as he saw Alex curled up on the sofa with her phone.
“You guys are supposed to be getting the pizzas,” Alex replied.
“We did,” Jason said.  “We just did an exceptional job of logistical planning.”
“You got lucky more likely,” Alex scoffed.  “Put the pizzas in the oven so they’ll stay warm.  Then you can come over and sit by me.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Here they are, the undefeated pairs champions of club-play tennis,” Matthew announced, as Brianna and Emily emerged from Brianna’s room.
Brianna gave a little bow and Emily gave a parade queen wave as they entered the room.  Matthew, Jason and Alex all applauded.
“Emily, how’s your arm?”  Alex asked.
“It’s okay, just a little skinned.”
“Thank God,” Alex said.  “That fall looked bad.”
“It did.  Now Emily, can you explain that move again?”  Jason said.  “A full-speed run toward the sideline, then a stop, then what was that, a flying lunge?”
Emily blushed, “I swear that ball was going out, the wind must have blown it back in.”
“Keep telling yourself that,” Jason continued.  “At least you saved the point.”
“Not that you needed it,” Alex added.  “You guys won that game at love.”
“How was I to know we wouldn’t need the point? It was the first point of the game.”
“Quit teasing her,” Brianna said.  “Where’s the pizza?  I’m starved.”
“Coming right up,” Matthew said, as he opened the oven and pulled the two boxes of pizza out.  “Still nice and hot.”
The five friends broke into a cacophony of chatting as they devoured the pizzas.
“Hey, where’s Tyler?”  Matthew asked.  “Are you two still fighting?”
“We’re not fighting,” Emily said.  “He’s up at Stanford, football tryouts.”
“I thought he was going to BC.”
“He’s got to make the team first.”
“I thought he was guaranteed a spot since his dad’s an alumnus.”
“Yes, he’s guaranteed a spot at BC, but that doesn’t mean he’ll get to play on the football team.  I think it’s down to him and some guy from Texas for the third quarterback position.  Stanford is one of his backup teams.”
“So he got into Stanford.  That’s impressive.”
“He has to make the team first,” Emily said.  “They keep so many slots open for the football team.”
“Oh, not so impressive.”
“Be nice!”
“Yeah, be nice!”  Brianna said, as she slugged Matthew on the shoulder.
“Ouch, you’re supposed to be on my side,” Matthew said.  “Why are you beating on me?”
“We women have to stick together.”
“Yes!”  Alex said, as she threw a pillow at Matthew.
“All right, all right!  Don’t get your panties in a bunch.”
“What are you saying about my girlfriend’s panties?” Jason yelled, as he threw another pillow at Matthew.
Brianna slugged Matthew again, “Yes, what are you doing looking at other women?”
“It’s just a saying!”
“A likely story!”  Emily said, as she jumped up and threw a pillow at Matthew.
Since Mrs. Winthrop liked to accessorize, there was plenty of ammunition as the four friends continued to pelt Matthew with pillows.
“I surrender, I surrender!”  Matthew cried, as he lay down on the floor and covered his head with his arms.  “What do I have to do to make up for my sins?”
“Well, you could take me to see Love On The Dark Side Of The Moon,” Brianna said.
“Ah!  A chick flick,” Jason yelled.  “Matt, save yourself.  Run for your life!”
“No, it serves him right, maybe he’ll learn a little sensitivity,” Emily laughed, and threw another pillow.
“Okay, okay,” Matthew said.  “Do you want to go tonight or tomorrow?”
“We’ll have to go tonight, tomorrow is a school night so my curfew is nine,” Brianna said.  “And I don’t want to go to an early show.”
“Anybody else want to go with us?” Matthew asked.
“No way,” Jason said.  “You have to take your punishment like a man.  I told you to run.”
Emily was just standing there giggling.  “It wasn’t that funny,” Matthew said to Emily, as he started to pick up pillows.
“I think it was,” Alex defended Emily, adding some giggles of her own.
“I know,” Emily giggled, “but I can’t stop laughing.  It’s been so long since I’ve had a pillow fight, I forgot how much fun they are.”
“That wasn’t a pillow fight, that was an assassination,” Matthew said.  “Anyway, I’m glad to see your mood has improved, even if it is at my expense.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Matt, you’re early,” Jason said.
“I know, but it’s Jessie’s birthday today, so the house is full of five and six-year olds.  I decided retreating was the better part of valor, so I put my present in the pile and caught a ride over with your mom after she dropped Hanna off.”
“I don’t blame you.  Hanna was all hyped up about it this morning, and that’s before she’s had any cake.”
“Let’s go work on your tennis,” Matthew joked.
“Hey, she beat me one time, don’t get too wise or I’ll just pound you.”
“Whatever it takes to motivate you.”
“You’re really asking for it.  And don’t forget Brea’s birthday is this Wednesday.  I hope you got her a nice gift.”
“I do, too.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew went to Del Mar on Tuesday to pick up the gift he had ordered for Brianna’s birthday.  He had purchased a silver heart pendant with an aquamarine stone on it.  He knew that aquamarine was Brianna’s birthstone.  He also knew she would probably be getting far more elegant and expensive gifts from her family and friends, but it was all he could really afford.  He’d had his and her name engraved on each side of the heart; he hoped it wasn’t too sappy a gift.
After he picked it up and was heading home, he realized he had been worried about the party and how Emily would handle it given her down mood of late.  But she had been in much better spirits all week after the girls had attacked him with pillows on Saturday.  It was going to be a small affair with the only people besides her family being Jennifer, Emily and Matthew.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Hi, Matt,” Brianna said as she met up with him at school Wednesday morning.
“Hi, Brea.  Happy birthday.”
“Thanks,” Brianna said, and gave Matthew a peck on the cheek.
“Is that a birthday present?”
Brianna showed off the diamond tennis bracelet she was wearing.  “Yes, from one of my many admirers.”
“Is that so?”
“Of course,” Brianna said.  “You know I might have to give you up.  Over the last few months I’ve become accustomed to the company of an older, more mature man.”
“You have, have you?
“Yes, I’m not sure I’ll be able to stand the company of someone who’s just the same age as myself.  I’m not sure he’ll have the sophistication that I’ve come to prefer.”
“I can see that could be a terrible burden.  I myself have become used to the company of a younger woman, so I can see how you might have difficulties.”
“Oh, you’re no fun,” Brianna said.  “You’re supposed to beg me to keep you.”
“Oh, I missed the cue,” Matthew said.  “Please, please stay with me?  Is that good enough?”
“Not really, but we’ll work on it.  Anyway, Grandfather got this for me, so you needn’t worry.  I’ll see you at lunch.”
“Okay.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Hi, Jen, hi, Matt,” Emily said, as she pulled up in her parents’ Mercedes.
“I’m glad you’re driving the Mercedes,” Matthew said.  “I was worried that Jen would have to sit on my lap.”
“Funny,” Jennifer said, as she gave Matthew a slug on the shoulder.
“Why do women keep hitting me?” Matthew asked.
“Guess!” Jennifer said.
“Matt, I assume you have Brea’s gift with you.”
“Yes,” Matthew said.  “I wouldn’t forget that.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Since Brianna’s grandparents in Italy couldn’t be here, they want to have the big birthday party for her when we get there,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “Since she has that coming up, we’re just having this little get-together now.”
“Oh, you mean she gets two big days,” Jason whined.
“Girls are special,” Brianna said.
“I agree,” Emily, Jennifer and Alex, each added.
Mrs. Winthrop ignored the antics and continued, “In keeping with the Italian theme we’re having Veal Parmesan, so everyone, let’s go into the dining room and be seated.  We’ll open presents and have cake after dinner.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Everyone already saw what Grandfather and Grandma got me,” Brianna said, flashing her tennis bracelet.
“Very nice,” everyone agreed.
“Open mine first,” Hanna yelled.
“Okay,” Brianna replied.
Hanna handed Brianna a small box.  Brianna shook it a few times, “What is it?”
“Open it!”
Brianna opened the box.  “Oh, earrings.”  She showed everyone a pair of simple gold studs.  “They’re very pretty,” Brianna told Hanna.
“Thanks.  And Mommy says I can get my ears pierced on my birthday,” Hanna said.
“Oh, so is this a hint about what I should get you?” Brianna asked.
“No…” Hanna said, as she blushed.
“Here, open mine next,” Alex said, as she handed Brianna a flat package.
“What is this?” Brianna asked.  She flexed the package, “It’s paper.”
“Open it.”
Brianna opened the package and pulled out a calendar.  Her face fell a little as she said, “I already have a calendar.”
“Yes, but not one with a car for every month.  That way you can decide which car you want for your next birthday.  And look here, it has the date circled when you need to get your driver’s permit,” Alex said.  “We wouldn’t want you to forget that.”
“Not like someone we know did,” Emily said.
Alex gave Emily a mean look.  “Oh and look, it also has a circle on May 8th, which, by the way, is the only Saturday you have off in the next two months.  That’s for our spa day at La Costa.”
“Oh, I really like this calendar,” Brianna said, hugging it to her chest.
“Okay, okay.  Open mine next,” Jennifer said.  She handed Brianna a present that looked like a large book.
“You got me a book?” Brianna asked, looking at Jennifer askance.
“Open it, silly.”
Brianna tore off the wrapping to expose, “A book?”
“Open the book.”
Brianna opened the book.  Inside was a felt-covered tray with three rows of hooks.
“See, it’s for your earrings.  So you can look scholarly to everyone, but have a nice place to put all your earrings.  They hang up, so they don’t get tangled.  There are four separate compartments, so you have plenty of space.”
“This is perfect.  I’m always having to untangle them when I take them out of my jewelry box.”
Jason handed Brianna his present.  “Here, do mine next.”
“I guess we all know what this is,” Brianna said, as she started to unwrap what was obviously a tennis racket.  “Oh, a new Head Graphene Pro racket, I was just looking at one of these the other day!”
“I know, and I just knew you were going to buy it and mess up my gift,” Jason said.  “Fortunately, you didn’t have your credit card with you.”
“Thank you,” Brianna said.  “It will help me beat you next time we play.”
“Twice, you’ve won just twice,” Jason said.
“It’s a trend,” Brianna said.
“Be nice, you two.  And while we’re on the subject of tennis, open the gift from Daddy and me,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  She handed Brianna a small box.
“More jewelry?” Brianna guessed, as she peeled the paper off.  She opened the box.  “Tickets to the US Open!” she squealed.  “Really?”
“Yes, and we have reservations at the same hotel the players stay in,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “And of course we’ll stay through the Junior U.S. Open to watch you play.”
“Thanks, Daddy and Mommy.  I can’t believe it.”
“Maybe you’ll be able to play some warm-up games with a few of the pros,” Mr. Winthrop said.
“Yes, and I can get plenty of practice before my tournament,” Brianna said.
“Now my present,” Emily said, handing Brianna a small box.
“Now this had better be jewelry,” Brianna said, as she opened it.
“Cool, aquamarine earrings, my birthstone.  They’re perfect, and I have just the place to put them.”
“Now mine,” Matthew said, nervously, handing Brianna a larger box.
Brianna tore the paper off and opened the box.  “Oh, how lovely.”
“Let us see.”
Brianna held up the silver pendant with an aquamarine jewel in it.  “Did you two coordinate?” she asked, looking at Matthew and Emily.
“Not exactly,” Emily answered.  “Matt asked my advice, so I knew what he was getting you, and I thought matching earrings would go nicely.”
“Thank you, thank you, everyone.  These are so nice.  I even like Jason’s gift.”
“Nice,” Jason said.  “Next year I’ll get you sweat socks.”
“Son, you do realize that can go both ways,” Mr. Winthrop said.
“Oh, I guess I’ll make sure to outdo myself next year,” Jason said.




Hawaiian Interlude

“Oh Hi, Tyler.  You slumming it today?” Matthew said, as Tyler and Emily walked up with their lunch trays.  Tyler usually either ate lunch off campus or at a table surrounded by other football players.
“No, and consider yourself smacked upside the head.  I’d do it myself, but I need to protect my arm,” Tyler retorted with a smile.
“We’re here to discuss spring break with you guys,” Emily said.
Matthew looked around, “Just me here now.”
“I know, silly, the others should be here soon.  We got cuts into the front of the line, so they’re behind us somewhere.”
Matthew just nodded.  Tyler, being the star quarterback of the school team that had just won the state championship, never had to wait in any lines.
“What’s up about spring break?  I thought we were going to Mammoth for spring skiing.”
“Just wait until everyone gets here,” Emily said.
Matthew bit into his PB&B, peanut butter and banana, sandwich.  “Mmm, this is really good.  Tyler, you should think about switching, it’d be much better for you than that hamburger and fries will be.”
“Keep it up, squirt.  Just remember paybacks are hell.”
“You two play nice,” Emily scolded.  “Here they come,” she pointed to Alex, Jason and Brianna as they carried their trays toward the table.
“Hi, Em,” Alex said,  “I see you and his lordship are gracing us with your presence.”
Matthew snorted, as he tried to stifle a laugh.
“Alex, be nice.”
“Wait, I kind of like being called his lordship.”
“You would.”
Brianna sat next to Matthew and scooched up against him.  “What’s he doing here?” she whispered.
“Emily wants to talk about spring break.”
“What’s up?”  Jason asked.
“Well,” Emily paused for effect, “My parents have offered to take all of us to Maui for the break.  They have a house lined up in Kaanapali, and it’s right on the water.”
“I’m definitely in,” Tyler said.  “Some surfing and snorkeling sound better than skiing.”
“I’m sure we’re good,” Jason said.  “I’ll check with Mom right away.”
“Yes, and ask them if they want to come,” Emily said.  “We need to get a head count right away.  Matt, what about you… and your mom?”
“She has to work, she wasn’t going to Mammoth with us so I’ll bet it’s the same.  But I’m sure she’ll be okay with me going since she said I could go skiing.  I’ll check tonight.”
“What about the munchkins?”  Brianna asked.
“Hopefully, no munchkins.  Unless Hanna is coming, Sonja is going to spend the week at Gran’s.”
“She’s not making a fuss about that?”
“No, she’s got a little friend up there who does whatever she tells him to.  She loves to go visit and boss him around.”
“Kids,” Alex laughed.  “I’m sure I’ll be able to make it, and a warm beach sounds great.”
“Brea, do you want to check and see if Jen wants to go?  She begged out of Mammoth, but Hawaii might be different.”
“Definitely,” Brea said.  “I’ll call her right now.  And Jeffrey, if he can come?”
“Of course,” Emily said.
“Matt, will you take my tray back?”
“Sure.”  Brea gave Matthew a kiss as she grabbed her phone and headed toward her next class.
“Em, we’ll need to go buy new swim suits.  How about Wednesday?”
“Sure, and we can go by the dive shop and get new snorkeling masks.”
“What?  We were going to a movie on Wednesday,” Tyler interjected.
“We can do a movie anytime,” Emily said.  “We’re leaving on Friday so we have to get the shopping in right away.”
Tyler rolled his eyes at Matthew and Jason.
“Hey, my girl dumped me so she could call her girlfriend, so don’t look here for sympathy,” Matthew said.
◆ ◆ ◆
“What do they think we are, bus boys?”  Matthew complained.
“Come on, you always volunteer to take the trays back since our class is right next to the cafeteria,” Emily said.  “At least Alex stacked them all up for us.”
“Yes, that’s unusual for her.”
“Well, she’s learning. What’s up with Sayid?”
“I don’t know.  He’s seems to have something happening, but it seems to be all about money.  He’s been moving it around, selling stock and other assets to raise cash.  He’s putting it all in various trading accounts.”
“How do you know how he’s raising the cash?”
“Remember, I checked out his phone.”
“Oh, you never said you got in,” Emily said.
“Well I did.  I sent the info to Caruthers, and now I sit in on her morning briefings.  They fit nicely between my morning workout and getting ready for school.”
“I guess it is convenient, not having to drive into the office,” Emily joked.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Bye, Mom, see you in a week,” Matthew called out, as he carried his suitcase down the stairs.  ”We’re leaving directly from school at two o’clock.”
“Goodbye,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “Are you sure you don’t want to take Jessica with you?  She’s an excellent swimmer now.”
“Har, har.”
“Bye, Matty,” Jessica said, as she hugged Matthew’s leg.  “Do I get a present?”
“Sure Jessie, I’ll bring you something from Hawaii.  What do you want?”
“A trip to Hawaii!”
“Oh clever, who helped you with that one?”
“Nobody,” Jessica said, while looking at her mother.
“Now just come back safe.”
“And bring me a hula skirt,” Jessica added.
Matthew waved again as he rolled his suitcase out the door.
“Hi, Matt,” Jennifer said, as Matthew got to the curb.
“Oh hi, Jen,” Matthew said, looking confused.
“Brea said you guys would take my suitcase so I don’t have to worry about it at school,” Jennifer clarified.
“Ah, that makes sense.  I’ll watch it for you if you want.”
“Thanks, that’s my ride coming now.  See you at the airport later.”
“Definitely.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Jason drove up and parked beside the jet, it was a Gulfstream VI that was owned by Mr. Stevenson through a charter company.
“Bags over here.”
“Yes sir,” Matthew replied, as he pulled his and Jennifer’s bags out of the back.
“Hey, Jeffrey.”
“Hello, Mr. Brandt,” Jeffrey replied.
“No Mr. Brandt stuff outside the dojo,” Matthew said.
“Sorry, force of habit.”
“Hi, Jeffrey,” Brianna said, as she got out of the car.  “Where’s Jen?”
“She ran into the plane as soon as we got here.”
“I’ll see you inside,” Brianna said to Matthew, as she turned and went up the stairs into the plane.
“This is a nice plane,” Jeffrey said.  “I was just looking around it.  I can’t believe I’m getting to fly on one of these.”
“It is amazing,” Matthew replied.  “I still can’t believe how lucky we are that we have friends like the Stevensons.”
“You’re right about that.”
“Speaking of them, there’s Mr. Stevenson.”  Mr. Stevenson had just walked around the nose of the jet.  “Mr. Stevenson, this is Jeffrey McArthur.  Jeffrey, Mr. Stevenson.”
“Hello son, just call me Walter,” Mr. Stevenson said.
“Yes sir,” Jeffrey replied.
“And this must be our final group of passengers,” Mr. Stevenson said, motioning to a van that was just pulling up.  Once it parked, six sailors wearing dress uniforms got out of it.
Matthew ran over to the van, “Can I help with your bags?”
“We’ve got them,” one of the sailors said.  “We all have just one duffle each.”
“Okay, just set them by the rear hatch,” Jason said.  “Jack, our co-pilot, likes to stow them himself.”
“Yes sir,” the sailor said, and they grabbed their bags from the back of the van and carried them over to the plane.
“Good afternoon,” Mr. Stevenson said to the sailors.  “You have rows two through four, the right pair of seats.”
“Thank you, sir.  We really appreciate this,” Petty Officer Simons said, and shook hands with Mr. Stevenson.
“Walter Stevenson.  Good to meet you.  And don’t worry about it, there’s no reason for the seats to go empty.  I assume you’re heading back to work.”
“All of us except Petty Officer Kahani.  He’s going home for leave; he’s stationed here in San Diego,” he pointed to one of the other sailors.
“We’ll do introductions once we’re all on board.  Take your time, we’ll finish boarding in about twenty minutes.”
“Thank you, sir.  We’ll stretch our legs a bit before the flight then.”
“Good idea.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Okay, let’s get introductions out of the way before we take off,” Mr. Stevenson said.  “My wife, Elizabeth, up here with me.  And starting at the back, my daughter, Emily, her friends Alex, Brea and Jennifer.”  Each of the girls stood up and waved as her name was called out.
“And their special friends, Tyler, Jason, Matthew and Jeffrey.  And of course our pilot, Norm Washington, up there in the cockpit.  Jack Winters, our co-pilot and steward, on my right.  Now why don’t you sailors introduce yourselves, and if you don’t mind, let us know what you do in the Navy.”
“I’m Chief Petty Officer Paul Simons,” said the first sailor.  “I’m stationed aboard the Guided Missile Cruiser Port Royal as a weapons specialist.  And I’ve heard all the jokes already.”
“I’m Petty Officer Bill Davenport, I’m also stationed aboard the Port Royal.  And I am a radar technician.”
“I’m Petty Officer Charles Langston, I’m stationed aboard the Attack Submarine Santa Fe as a torpedo specialist.”
“I’m Petty Officer Mark Mason, I’m also stationed aboard the Santa Fe as a sonar technician.”
“I’m Petty Officer Kelly Kahani, I’m stationed aboard the Aircraft Carrier Theodore Roosevelt, which is stationed in San Diego.  I’m an aircraft mechanic.  I’m on leave to visit family.”
“I’m Seaman First Class Marquetta Visconti, I’m stationed at Pearl Harbor Headquarters, communications.”
“Thank you for that, and thank you all for your service.  Buckle up, we should be airborne in a few minutes,” Mr. Stevenson said.
“Thank you, sir,” Jack Winters said.  “While you have the mic, do you want to do the safety procedures as well?” he added with a laugh.
◆ ◆ ◆
Within a few minutes of takeoff, Matthew had reclined his seat and was deep into his book, The Debs of Bletchley Park and Other Stories.  Cryptography was his new hobby now that his mother had put a kibosh on working part time as an IT technician.  It was one of the few times he had bought a real book instead of an e-book, but the equations and tables in the book didn’t come out very readable on his Kindle.  He was seated in row four across the aisle from Seaman Visconti who was in front of Brianna and Jennifer.  The two girls were chatting away about something or other and not paying attention to anyone else.  Jack had given him a bottle of water without asking, knowing that would be what he wanted, as he worked his way down the aisle taking drink orders.
◆ ◆ ◆
“I need to use the head,” Petty Officer Langston said, as he stood and waited for Seaman Visconti to get up to let him by.
Matthew looked up, and when Petty Officer Langston turned toward the back of the plane, he interjected, “Sir, the ladies have designated the rear lavatory as ladies only, would you mind going to the forward one?”
Petty Officer Langston shook is head a little then smiled, “Not at all, thanks for looking out for me.”
“No problem.”
Seaman Visconti sat down and picked up her book again.  “External Graph theory,” Matthew said, “I’ve got that one at home.”
Seaman Visconti gave Matthew an impressed look, “Aren’t you in high school?”
“Yeah, but math is a my favorite subject.”
“Tell the truth, you’re a freakin’ genius,” Brianna said, giving Matthew a soft slap on the head.  “He just goes to high school for the girls.”
“Ah, so reading Debs of Bletchley is more than a passing interest.”
“Cryptography is my new hobby. I mess around with it whenever Brea is off playing tennis.  It keeps me out of trouble.”
“I’m taking a class in graph theory at the University of Hawaii,” Seaman Visconti added.
“If you already have a degree, why aren’t you an officer?” Matthew asked.
“I don’t have a degree yet,” Seaman Visconti said.  “I have another year to go.  Then maybe I’ll do OCS.”
“But graph theory is a graduate level class.”
“Lets just say that math is my favorite subject, too.  Did you understand the proof to reduce the Hamiltonian circuit?”
“Oh yeah, that was a bit confusing, I had to get help from my math professor at UCSD.”
“Well, would you mind passing it along?”  Seaman Visconti asked.
“Sure, should I trade places with Petty Officer Langston?”
“I’m sure he won’t mind the single seat, here I’ll scoot over.”
“Geniuses can be so boring,” Brianna said, as she flipped the page of her magazine.
“At least he’s cute,” Jennifer laughed.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Matt, do you know what time we get in?”  Seaman Visconti asked, as she sat down after her trip to the bathroom.
“We arrive in Honolulu at around seven thirty.  Then you guys are home and we’re taking a helicopter over to Maui.”
“You mean you guys are going to drop us off first instead of landing on Maui?”
“I think we were always going to land in Honolulu,” Matthew said.  “The helicopter can land right next to the house so this is quicker anyway.”
“That’s great.  I have to be at work at 0700 in the morning, it’ll be nice to get to bed on time. Why aren’t there seats over there?” she asked, pointing to the gap in the seats behind Petty Officer Langston and across from Brianna.
“The plane is configured to handle a hospital bed.  We’re taking a patient back to Seattle when we go home.  There’s a cancer clinic there that does stem cell treatments.”
“That’s nice, you guys are pretty cool for rich people.”
“I’m not rich, I just know someone who is, which is cool.  And they are exceptionally nice and giving people.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Hi, Matt, reading I see,” Mrs. Stevenson said, as she walked onto the lanai where Matthew was engrossed in his book.  “You’re up early.”
“Well, we’re two hours earlier here and I got plenty of rest on the plane,” Matthew replied.  “I wanted to go running, but I decided I should wait until I had a chance to look around; it was dark by the time we got here yesterday.”
“Smart choice.  I’m making some coffee, would you like a cup?”
“Please.”
Matthew had watched the sunrise while he was waiting for the rest of the house to wake up.  Although sunrise was officially at 6:30, with the volcano to the east it had been delayed another ten minutes; but it had been worth the wait to see the sun peaking over and around the volcano’s summit.
“Here’s your coffee, Matt.”
“Thanks.”
“I hear someone stirring, so you won’t be alone too long.  Walter and I will be having our coffee on the terrace, so behave yourself.”
“Don’t I always?”
Mrs. Stevenson gave Matthew a soft pat on the cheek before she turned and headed back inside.
“7:05, wonder what Seaman Visconti really does for the Navy,” Matthew thought, as he brought his portal up.
“Good morning, Jones.  Anything urgent I need to be on top of?”  Seaman Visconti asked, as she sat down at a desk with a cup of coffee.
“Nothing much, NSA intercepts are on your computer; they didn’t flag anything special so you just need to sift through it.  And hello yourself, you sure look pretty fresh for someone just getting back after a long flight from the mainland.”
“I do, don’t I?”  Seaman Visconti turned her head side-to-side so Seaman Jones could see just how fresh she was.  “Can you believe I got to ride back to Hawaii on a private jet?”
“No, I don’t believe it.  How did you manage that?”
“Through the USO. I checked in with them when I got to San Diego.  I had to allow two days to make sure I could catch a flight.  They said I could get on this private jet heading to Honolulu if I wanted to, no standby or anything, just sign up and show up.”
“I heard about that, never been lucky enough to land one, but I’ll be sure to check-in more often now.”
“Yeah, the air on the plane was fresh as a daisy and no waiting in lines.  We boarded the plane and took off ten minutes later.  Got here, got off and walked to the taxi.”
“Ah, now you’re making me cry.”
“I’m so sorry,” Seaman Visconti jested.  “And better yet, I got an extra day and a half in San Diego, no waiting at the airport all day to catch a standby.  I met up with a girlfriend stationed at the Naval Warfare Center and we had a great time down in the Gaslamp Quarter.”
“That girlfriend have a number? I’ve got leave coming up in a few months.”
“Sorry, Jones, she bats for the other team.  But if you want someone to just get hammered with, she’s your girl.”
“I don’t need help with that.  Anyway, it’s all yours.  See you tomorrow.”
“Interesting,” Matthew said to himself.
◆ ◆ ◆
“The winner and undefeated sailboard champion is Matt,” Brianna yelled, as she clapped her hands.
Matthew guided his sailboard to the beach; he had finished well in front of Tyler who was looking none too happy at his second defeat at the hands of Matthew.  Tyler had easily beaten Jeffrey and Jason, his strength and extra weight helping him out, but Matthew had made him look foolish both times.
“My champion,” Brianna said, as she gave Matthew a kiss.  “Now my turn; are you ready, Jen?”
“She has to wait for Tyler to bring the board in,” Matthew said.  He made sure that his voice was just loud enough for Tyler to hear.
“Here’s your board, Jen,” Tyler said, as he pushed the board to the beach.  “Good luck.  Emily, I’m going to try to rotate into the volleyball game, how about you?”
“I’m here to relax,” Emily said.  “I’ll come over when you get in and cheer you on.”
“Okay,” Tyler said, and he jogged over to the volleyball game that was being played just up the beach.
“Okay, Matt, you’re cheating!”  Emily scolded, as Matthew sat down on the mat next to her.
“Only against Tyler.  I thought he needed some help with humility after offering lessons to everyone.”
Emily laughed.  “It was a bit much the way he bragged about all his sailboarding experience.  As if nobody else has ever been on one.”
“Glad you noticed that he needed a lesson, too.”
“You just can’t resist needling him.”
“That ego of his makes such an easy target.”
“Okay, okay.  Be nice, he is my boyfriend.”
“All right, I’ll try.”
“How did you do it?”  Emily asked.
“It’s easy.  You know my portal can be set to maintain a constant distance between ends.”
“Yeah, but how does that help?”
“You might not have realized this, but the force at each end of the portal transmits to the other and acts on it as if they were back to back.  It doesn’t matter what their relative positions are.”
“Okay.”
“So I just make my end small, behind my back, and put the other end out front, angled to catch the wind, so no matter what, I always have the wind pushing me forward.  I just adjust the size so that it doesn’t overwhelm the sail.”
“So you could hang glide without a glider.”
Matthew gave that some serious thought, “I guess so.  Wonder where I could try that out?  I think most people would find it a bit suspicious.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew was just finishing up his run.  As he approached the house, he was catching up with the woman who was staying in the house next door.
“On your right,” he called out, as he started to come up beside her.
“You think so,” the woman yelled, as she sped up.
Matthew really had to work hard to finally pass her before they got to her driveway.  “Thanks,” she said.  “I needed some motivation to finish strong.”
“Well, you certainly did that,” Matthew said.  He was breathing a bit hard from the sprint.
“You’re staying at the house next door, aren’t you?”
“Yes, we’re here for a week,” Matthew replied.
“I see you guys have a tennis court.  Any chance I could use it?”
“I can ask.”
“Thanks, I’m trying to keep in shape for the upcoming tournament.  My husband and I are out here for our anniversary, so I’m taking a break.  But I need to get a few games in.”
“Does your husband play?”
“He does a little.  I could use better competition, but beggars can’t be choosers,” she said.  “Don’t tell him I said that.”
“I won’t.  Mr. and Mrs. Stevenson don’t play, but we have three serious players, so if you’re looking for some competition, I’m sure one of them will oblige you.”
“You guys are pretty young; in high school aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Matthew said, thinking, what’s the point.
“Well, I wouldn’t want to embarrass anyone.  I play on the pro tour.”
“Oh, then you’ll definitely want to play Brea,” Matthew said.  “She’s always complaining she can’t find any real competition.”
“Are you hoping I will give her a lesson in humility?”
“Well one of you will get a lesson,” Matthew said.
“Touché.  My name is Maya, by the way.”
“I’m Matt, Brea is my girlfriend.  Do you want me to ask her about playing?”
“Sure.  I’ll be up for a game in an hour, if she is.”
“I’ll let you know.”
Matthew trotted over to their house and went inside.
“Hi, Mrs. Stevenson.”
“Elizabeth,” Mrs. Stevenson corrected.
“Sorry, hi, Elizabeth.  Are the girls up?”
“Yes they are.  They should be down any minute.  How was your run?”
“Great.  I met our neighbor.”
“That’s nice.”
“She wants to know if she can use the tennis court.”
“I don’t see why not.  We’re not going to be using it that much, if at all.”
“Morning, Matt.  You’re all sweaty,” Brianna said, as she gave Matthew a light kiss.
“Had to run hard to pass our neighbor.”
“Oh, you’ve met them?”
“Just her.  She wonders if you’re up for a game of tennis.  She plays on the pro-circuit and is looking for someone to help keep her sharp while she’s on vacation.”
“Really, who is she?” Brianna asked.
“Maya, I didn’t get her last name.”
“Oh, I’m sure I know who she is.  She’s ranked like 60th I think.  Great baseline.”
“Well, she said she’d be up for a game in an hour, if you are.”
“Great,” Brianna ran upstairs.
“Well, I guess I’ll be reading a book this morning,” Matthew said.
“Aren’t you going to watch?”
“Yes, but she’ll be warming up for the next hour.  She’ll probably get Emily to help her.”
“It’s a good thing you told her before she ate,” Mrs. Stevenson said.  “She won’t want anything too heavy now.  Why don’t you have some juice?”
“I will, but first I need to run over and tell Maya that the match is on.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Can you believe the look on Maya’s face after that first serve?” laughed Jason.
“Hi, kids,” Mrs. Stevenson said.
“Hi, Mom,” Emily acknowledged her mother.  “Yes, it was priceless.  I wish I had gotten a picture of it.”
“What are you talking about, how did Brea do?” Mrs. Stevenson asked.
“She won, six-four,” Jason said.
“That’s great.  Didn’t you say the other girl is a professional?”
“Yes, but Brea was classic.  She comes up and greets Maya all little girl like.” Jason said.  “Oh, it’s so nice to meet you.  Matt says you’re a professional.  What tournaments have you played in?”
“Then Maya says Brea can have the first serve,” Emily said.  “So Maya sets up right on the baseline.”
“Isn’t that a little close?” asked Mrs. Stevenson.
“Maya would sure agree now.  She sets up and stares Brea down.  Brea serves the ball right down the outside line, and Maya is, like, making a move to it, when it goes by her.  You could see her going, ‘Where did it go’?” Jason laughed, as he mimicked looking for the ball.
“Yes, then Brea set up for the next serve.  Maya backed off the baseline a foot or so, and Brea served one of those top-right spinners.  I swear that ball made a right turn when it hit the centerline.  Maya swung into open air a foot off,” Emily added.  “She managed to get a racket on Brea’s next serve, but she was so rattled, her game was really off.  Brea won the game at fifteen.  Then Maya gets set to serve and what do you think Brea does?”
Mrs. Stevenson gave a shrug.
“She set up right on the baseline, bold as brass.  Maya decides she needs to teach Brea a lesson, so she really lays into the serve.  Of course it goes long and she winds up double faulting.  On the next point, she serves it so easy, Brea didn’t have a problem passing her with a winner.”
“Priceless head game by Brea,” Emily laughed.  “Maya finally settled in, but with a two point handicap she lost the game.  After that they played even, but Brea had the break, so it was curtains.”
“Where is Brea?”
“She’s out there talking with Maya,” Matthew said.  “She gets it handed to her by Brea, and now they’re talking like best friends.”
“You have to be able to shrug it off if you’re going to compete at that level,” Mrs. Stevenson said.  “Carl and I are off to play golf this morning.  What are you kids going to do?”
“We’re going to Lanai and hang out, do some shopping,” Emily said.  “Maybe lie out at the beach.”
“Okay, remember we have the Luau tonight, so don’t eat too much and don’t stay too late.”
“Yes, Mother,” Emily said.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Good evening, welcome to the Kapalua Luau.  May I have your tickets?  Mr. Stevenson, your table is right here in front.  You’ll have an excellent view of the show later.  Noelani will be your waitress.”
Everyone followed Noelani to the table; with ten people they filled a whole table by themselves.
“Right in front of the stage,” Jeffrey said.  “Cool.”
“Would you like something to drink?”
“Two Mai-Tais,” Mrs. Stevenson said, ordering for Mr. Stevenson and herself.
“And Hawaiian punch all around,” Mr. Stevenson said.
“Anything else?”
“That will be it for now.”
“If you are interested, you can walk over to the fire pit.  They will be taking the pig out in about five minutes.”
“I’ve got to see this,” Jason said.  All the kids except Alex got up to follow Jason over to the fire pit.
“You’re not coming?” Emily asked Alex.
“No, I prefer to only see my food when it’s on a serving dish or my plate.  Anything before that is just uncivilized,” Alex said in her best upper-crust English accent.
“That pig looked delish,” Brianna told Alex when everyone returned.
“Good, I do like pulled pork,” Alex said.
“Kids, it’s a buffet, you should read the menu to get ready so you’ll know what everything is,” Mrs. Stevenson said.
“Folks, the buffet is open,” Noelani said.
“Tyler, what did you get?” Emily asked, looking at his plate askance after everyone returned from the buffet.
“I got the Kalbi beef and the pulled pork along with the Hawaiian rice,” Tyler said.
“No vegetables?”
“I have to save room for dessert,” Tyler laughed.  “Did you get any meat?”
“Yes, I’ve got some of the Hibachi chicken,” Emily said.  Her plate was sparsely filled with the kale salad, chicken, and steamed vegetables.  “I want to have room for dessert, too.”
“Is anyone trying the poi?” Alex asked.
“I have just a little bit,” Matthew replied.  “I’ve heard it’s pretty plain, but I wanted to at least try it.”
“Alex, you did get the pork,” Jason said.
“I told you I like pork,” Alex replied.  “I just don’t like my food to look at me before I eat it.  I hate it when they serve whole fish.  I always make the waiter remove the head for me.”
“That is kind of gross,” Brianna said, “its sad eye looking at you.”
“If it’s a flat fish, it would be sad eyes,” Matthew joked.
“How do you ask the waiter?” Jason asked.  “Or do you just say, ‘off with his head’?”
“A real comedian,” Alex retorted.
After they ate, the Stevenson table was the first to be led to the dessert table.
“Triple chocolate mousse cake doesn’t sound very Hawaiian,” Matthew said, as he noticed that all the girls had selected that as their dessert.
“Well, pineapple upside down cake doesn’t sound very traditional either,” Brianna said,  “but a girl has to have her chocolate.”
“Yes, man cannot live by chocolate alone, but a woman can,” Alex said.
“Everyone, get settled in.  The entertainment is about to start,” Mrs. Stevenson said.  “Those of you on that side of the table are going to want to turn your seats around.”
“Ladies and gentlemen, the traditional hula was brought to Hawaii by the Polynesian settlers, our ancestors.  As you see here, it is a smooth, rhythmic dance where the movements of the hands and hips tell a story.  Please enjoy.”
The six women who were dancing were dressed in flowered silk skirts with matching tops.  Their hips moved slowly to the soft drums being played.
“I really like this,” Emily said.  “We should take lessons.”
“In modern times, the hula has been set to modern music with an expanded number of moves,” the announcer said.  “Here they are dancing to Aloha Oe accompanied by a ukulele.”
“And for those who really want to get their heart pumping, the Tahitian Otea.”
The drums started up a fast beat as the hula dancers left the stage.  Six women came out dressed in white grass skirts with wide belts across their hips.  They had coconut bras and headdresses made of the same white grass.  Their hips were gyrating to the beat.
“Now this is dancing,” Tyler said.
“Can you believe they can move their hips so fast and still keep their shoulders still,” Brianna said.
“That drum beat is very primal,” Emily said.
“And so are those hip movements,” Alex added.  “How can they move them so much?”
“The skirts are wider than their hips,” Matthew said.  “It amplifies the movement.”
“Boring,” Brianna said.  “Don’t take the mystery out of it.”
“Sorry,” Matthew said.  “That reminds me though, I have to buy one of those outfits for Jessie.”
“Oh, we should get one for Hanna and Sonja,” Brianna said, poking Emily to make sure she was listening.
“That’ll be great,” Emily said.  “They’ll be so cute.”
“And now for our grand finale, the Samoan Fire Knife dance.”
A man came out carrying a baton, which was aflame on one end.  He wore a short loincloth, a headband and dried grass tassels just below his knees.  His chest was bare, but he wore a necklace of grass like an ascot tie.
“Is that a tattoo around his waist?”
“Yes, and it goes to just below his knee,” Matthew read.  “The traditional Samoan Warrior Tattoo.”
“That must have been painful,” Tyler said.  “I just have a small one on my arm and that hurt for a week.”
“I think standing the pain is proof that you’re a warrior,” Matthew added.
“Here he goes,” Emily said, as the drums started beating.
The man leaned back and placed the flaming end of the baton on his mouth, then with flames coming out of his mouth he lit the other end of the baton so that both ends were flaming.  He started spinning the baton faster and faster until it looked like a solid circle of flames.  He passed the baton between his legs, keeping it spinning all the time.
“Wow, he’s spinning that thing really fast,” Jennifer said, “and he’s throwing it up into the air.”
“I hope he doesn’t lose it,” Brianna said.  “It would land right in the middle of our table if he did.”
“Ladies and gentlemen, that concludes the entertainment for tonight.  Thank you for letting us share the traditions of Hawaii with you.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Wow, does anyone else feel like they just stepped out of a spaceship onto the surface of Mars?” Jason asked.
“It sure looks like it.”
They were on Haleakala, Maui’s largest volcano.  The immense crater they were looking at was a pattern of blacks and oranges, with the black cinder cones rising from the floor.  They looked out at a blue sky with white clouds below the horizon.
“How big is it?”
“It says here that it’s two miles wide by seven miles across and twenty-six hundred feet deep,” Alex read from the brochure she had picked up at the information shack.
“I’m not sure we want to hike all the way in, with this thin air it will be a long climb back out,” Matthew said.
“I totally agree with you,” Alex said.  “I’m happy to walk around up here and just marvel at the views.”
“Brrr, it’s cold up here,” Brianna said.  “I’m glad you told us to bring a sweater.”
“If we’re closer to the sun, and hot air rises, shouldn’t it be warmer up here?” asked Tyler.
“Well, the air is thinner so it holds less energy; air cools as it rises because it has to fight gravity to go up; pressure is lower, so air is cooler; and since we’re so high up, there’s less insulating air to hold the heat in,” Matthew responded.
“Should have known you’d have the answer,” Tyler said, sarcastically.
“Play nice,” Emily scolded.
“Can you believe a lot of people were up here to see the sunrise?” Alex said.  “Way too early and way too cold for me.”
“It might be nice,” Jeffrey said.
“Well, you’re crazy,” Jennifer said.  “Pictures will do it for me.”
“Kallie!... Kallie!”
Everyone looked around.  They saw a woman in a mild panic yelling, “Kallie!”
People near the information shack all looked around to see if they could see anyone who looked lost.
“Has anyone seen a little girl in a pink sweater with a pink knit cap?” the woman asked.  “Kallie!”
Matthew opened his portal and got a bird’s-eye view of the area.  He quickly saw the little girl out of sight of everyone behind a ridge.
“Did you find her?” Emily asked.
“How did…?”
“You have that spaced-out look on your face,” Emily answered.
“Yes, she’s behind that ridge over there,” Matthew indicated the ridge in question with a head nod.
“Well, should we go get her?”
“No, watch this,” Matthew said.  He opened his portal by the girl’s mother and the other end by the little girl.
“Kallie!”  The little girl was startled hearing her mother as if she were right beside her.  She looked around and made her way toward the voice she heard.
“Kallie!”
The little girl came out from behind the ridge and waved at her mother.
“Kallie!”
“Is that her?” Matthew asked, pointing at the girl.
“Oh yes,” the mother said.  “How did she get so far away?”  She started trotting toward the little girl.
“Another disaster averted,” Matthew said.
“You need a Bat Signal,” Emily whispered.
“Did you know you can ride a bike from here down to the base?” Emily asked.
“It’s in the brochure,” Alex said.  “You can really go fast, it’s downhill all the way.”
“We’ll be bunching up behind some bikers on the way home,” Matthew said.
“Kind of prissy,” Tyler said.  “If you ride from the base to the top, then talk to me.”
“Mr. Macho,” Brianna said.  “Can’t you do anything just for the fun of it?”
◆ ◆ ◆
As everybody was getting ready to head to the beach, Matthew’s phone buzzed.  It was the tone he had set up to alert him whenever there was a tweet on the terrorist alert news.  “Suicide bomber holds D.C. bank hostage,” was on the screen.  Matthew sat down and turned the TV on.
“The police tell us that a woman wearing a bomb vest has taken everyone in the bank hostage,” the news reporter said.  “She has released one woman who had an infant with her.  The released hostage informed authorities that the bomber would set off her bomb vest if anyone attempted to enter the bank.  She also told authorities that the bomber had a dead-man switch so any attempt to shoot her or overpower her would result in the bomb going off.  Currently this is the only information we have.  The rest of the bank customers and employees are still being held hostage inside the bank.  All attempts to contact the bomber have been fruitless.  The bomber continues to refuse to answer the phone.  That’s all we have for now; we’ll continue to update this story as it breaks.  Our own Casey Newell should be on the scene shortly.”
“What’s going on?” Emily asked.
“I don’t know, some hostage situation in Washington, D.C.,” Matthew replied.  “Can you stall everyone? I want to see if I can help.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it.”  Emily got up and ran outside.  “You guys go ahead, Matt got a call from his mom, so I’ll bring him after he’s through,” she yelled.
“We can wait,” Tyler said.
“No, get us a good spot on the beach; it won’t be too long.”  Emily headed back inside.  “They’re going ahead without us.  You’re talking to your mom.”
“Thanks,” Matthew said.  “Can you go get my backpack, while I figure out where this bank is?”
Matthew googled the bank’s name.  “Okay, just a few blocks from the White House.”  He opened his portal and put the other end in New York, at Jason’s grandparents’ house.  Then he navigated it down to D.C. and situated it over the White House.  Now that he was oriented to the map, he easily navigated it over to the bank he’d found in Google Maps. He took it into the bank and checked out the situation.
A small woman with a gray shemagh, a traditional Arab headscarf, was pacing around while everyone else was standing or sitting rock still.  She was wearing a bomb vest and was holding a dead-man switch in her hand.
“Here you go,” Emily said, handing Matthew his backpack.
Matthew pulled a flashlight and a cellphone from the inside pocket.  He turned the flashlight on and started to examine the bomb vest through his portal.  The dead-man switch had wires running into a pocket sewn into the vest.  Examining the inside of the pocket, he could see that the switch was wired to a battery, which was then wired across the detonators to the explosives in the vest.  The wiring was straightforward and didn’t seem to have any other components except a cellphone, which was wired in parallel to the detonators.
“So either the dead-man switch closes and the battery energizes the detonator, or the cellphone connects the detonator to its battery when someone calls the number.”
“What are you seeing?” Emily asked.
“The bomb vest.  It’s wired so that either the dead-man switch will set it off or there’s a cellphone, so someone calling it will energize the detonators.”
“Can you disarm it?”
“It should be easy,” Matthew said.  “First I’ll turn off the cellphone…  Phone is off…  Now I need to disconnect this battery…  That’s one lead…  Now the other…  Okay that’s it.  Now just in case I’ll disconnect the phone…  Got it.”
“Then you can call the police and tell them it’s disarmed,” Emily said.
“Not yet.  Since there was a cellphone connected to it, someone else must be involved.”
“What can you do about that?”
“I want to check things out.  Why would a suicide bomber let one hostage go so they could contact the police, and why wait to blow everyone up?”
“That doesn’t make sense….  Unless you’re trying to draw a crowd,” Emily said, snapping her fingers.
“And if you want a crowd….  I’d better check around the bank for other bombs.”
The bank was on the ground floor of an office building in the center of the block.  The front was basically just a sidewalk and the street.  Across the street was a park, which is where several news vans were setting up shop.  People were starting to gather around the news vans and reporters were conducting on-the-scene interviews.  There was no parking allowed on the street, which was being ignored by the news vans.  The police had a large command center van parked directly in front of the bank.
“Nobody can park in the area, so I think that means no car bombs,” Matthew said.  He continued to survey the area, looking for any packages or backpacks lying about which might hold a bomb.  “I don’t see anything that looks like a bomb,” he said.
“Let me help,” Emily said.
Matthew opened his portal up wider so Emily could see.  Then he took it up so it had a bird’s-eye view of the park area.
“What about the TV vans?”
“I don’t think so,” Matthew said.  “They’re all regular vans with reporters and camera crews, seems unlikely that a terrorist could commandeer that many people.”
“So nothing unusual in the park?” Emily asked.
“Right, just a bunch of other people.  I don’t see any that look like they might be hiding a suicide vest.”
As they watched, a reporter tossed a Coke can into the trash.
“Trash cans,” Emily said excitedly.  “You hardly notice them.”
“I missed that,” Matthew said.  He shifted his portal back to himself only and started to search the trashcan.
“There’s a bomb here at the bottom,” Matthew said.
“Can you disarm it?”
“Let me look…  All I see is a cellphone trigger,” Matthew said.  “Yep, just a simple cellphone wired across the terminals.  I’ll just do the same thing.  Turn the phone off first…  It’s off.  Now to disconnect it for extra security.”
Matthew inspected the other five trashcans they saw in the park.  Three of them also contained bombs.  Matthew disconnected each of them.  “Whew, I got them.  Let’s call in the cavalry.” 
“How are you going to do that?” Emily asked.
“I’ll call Agent Caruthers.”
“She’s in San Diego, how can she help?”
“She’s the only one who knows Ranger Zero,” Matthew said.  “I have to call someone that will trust me… him.”
“But won’t that blow your cover?  It’s not like you can text her this information.”
“That’s why I have this setup,” Matthew said.  He connected the cellphone to his computer, then he opened an app on his computer and typed, “Hello, Emily.”
A voice came from the computer, “Hello, Emily.”  It was a deep masculine voice, very unlike Matthew’s.
“So she won’t recognize your voice,” Emily said.
“Right. I’ll connect the phone to my computer. Then I’ll open the portal over the phone with the other end in D.C.  Then I can turn the phone on and send the voice to that cellphone.  Based on my previous text, Caruthers will expect Ranger Zero to be in the D.C. area.”
“That’s cool.”
“I programed this cell phone’s number into her phone right after I got it, so she’ll see Ranger Zero on the screen, hopefully that will get her attention.  Okay, here goes nothing.”  Matthew turned the phone on and pressed the speed dial.
“Who the hell is calling me now!”  Agent Caruthers cursed, as she looked at her phone and read the caller ID.  “Ranger Zero, what the...”
“Just a minute,” she said on the landline she was talking on.  She answered the phone.  “Hello, what kind of game is this?”
“Sorry Juliet, but you’re the only contact number I have.  Are you aware of the situation in D.C.?” Matthew typed on his phone.
“Yes, I was just getting an update.  I appreciate all the info you’ve been sending, but it would be better if we could set up official channels.”
“Sorry, no can do.  Right now I need you to channel information from me to whoever’s in charge on the ground in D.C.”
“And why is that?”  Agent Caruthers snapped.
“I have important intel for them.  The bomb vest in the bank is not armed and I’ve disarmed four other bombs that were placed in the trashcans around the park area in front of the bank.”
“Wait, how did you do all this?”
“The same way I took care of the bombs in the Playhouse in January.  Now do you want to debate or are you going to help?”
“Just a second.”  Agent Caruthers picked up the other phone.  Sam, get me the man in charge on the ground in D.C.  …  Now!”
“Capt. Mustafa, this is Agent Caruthers with the FBI.  I have an asset on the line who is familiar with the situation in D.C.  He was instrumental in helping with our situation here in San Diego in January.
“Yes…  Sorry, I’m not privy to that information, but I suggest we trust him. What do you have to lose?” Agent Caruthers said.  “I’ll put you on speaker so you can hear from my phone and he can hear you.”  She pressed the speaker button on the desk phone, then laid her cellphone down and put it on speaker.”
“Okay, Ranger Zero, do you have a name?”
“Ranger Zero works for me,” Matthew typed into his computer.
“Okay, can you repeat what you’ve just told me?”
“Yes, The bomb vest in the bank is not armed, or shouldn’t be.  I only had a little time to do it, but the phone is disconnected and turned off and the battery is disconnected so the dead-man switch should be inactive.”
“Are you sure?”  Capt. Mustafa asked.
“I can assure you that what I said is true.  I can’t imagine any other triggering device, but …”
“Why isn’t it armed?” asked Capt. Mustafa.
“I disarmed it before they put it on her.  Some people don’t check their work.”
“Okay.  What else do you have?”
“I’ve discovered four bombs in the various trashcans around the area in front of the bank.  The man behind this is obviously going for crowd damage.”
“Damn, we’ll have to see if we can disperse the crowd and bring in bomb-sniffing dogs.”
“I wouldn’t advise that.  As soon as the man in charge sees you looking for his bombs, he’ll set them off.  I’ve disarmed the bombs I’ve found, but I don’t know if there are others.  They all had cellphone triggers.  The phones are all off.  I pushed the phone that’s in the trashcan directly across from the bank to the top of the trash, so one of your guys should be able to get it without alerting anyone.”
“Okay…”
“Have someone get the cellphone.  I’m guessing that all the phones are cloned off the same phone, so one call will set everything off.  If you can determine if there are any other phones active on that number, you’ll know if there are other bombs.  That will also confirm that the vest is still disarmed.  If you don’t pick up a phone in the bank, then they didn’t turn it back on.”
Matthew could hear Capt. Mustafa relaying orders to someone.
“Okay, we’ll get that taken care of.  Anything else?”
“I’m pretty sure the woman in the bank is not a willing participant.  If I were you, I’d have someone enter the bank from the rear and get her attention.  She might be able to help you find who’s behind this.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“She looked scared.”
“Okay, I’ll send the hostage negotiator in.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew zoomed his portal over to the bank and found the police command post.  He was just tuning in when a woman entered the van.
“Lt. Bennett, I need you to enter the bank from the rear; keep out of sight of the front windows and learn what you can from that woman,” Capt. Mustafa said.  “You’re one of our best negotiators and, hopefully, she’ll be more comfortable talking to another woman.”
“Isn’t that a bit dangerous?”  Lt. Bennett asked.  “She could panic and set the vest off.  Standard procedure is to establish contact on the phone first.”
“Yes, I know what standard procedure is.  I have assurances that the vest is disabled.”
“Then why don’t we just go in and take her?”
“Because we need to know who is behind this.  We have other potential bombs out here; we need her cooperation to identify who is behind this attack.  Now can you do that?”  Capt. Mustafa was almost shouting.
“Yes, sir.”
“Keep your comm open and we’ll feed you any new information we get.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Go!”
Capt. Mustafa turned to his assistant, “Now let’s follow standard procedure and call.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Answer the phone and hang up,” shouted the woman in the bomb vest.
Matthew watched as Lt. Bennett eased her way through the back office and into the teller area.  She tapped the teller who was standing there white knuckled, flashed her badge, and told the teller to sit on the floor.
Several of the hostages noticed the movement but couldn’t see what was actually happening; the other teller had seen the badge, so she just kept standing as she had been instructed earlier.
“I told you not to move,” the woman in the vest shouted.  “Wait, you’re not …“
“I know,” Lt. Bennett said, as she showed her badge.  “I’m here to help.  Please don’t panic; we wouldn’t want anything to happen.”
“I can’t help it,” the woman cried.  She looked at the dead-man switch in her hand as though trying to decide if she should release it.
“Now why don’t you tell me your name?”  Lt. Bennett asked.  “Let me try and help you.”
“I’m Haala Taheri,” the woman said.  “But I have to …”
“You don’t have to do anything,” Lt. Bennett said.  “Just stay calm and act like everything is the same as it was earlier.”
“Okay,” Haala said.  She shifted herself and looked at the clock.
“I see you looked at the clock.  Is time important?”
“Yes, I’m not supposed answer the phone until two,” Haala stammered.
“What happens then?”
“I have demands to read.”
“Lt. Bennett, we have confirmation that the bomb vest is disarmed.”
“Why don’t you walk around a bit, we don’t want anyone thinking we’re having a conversation.  Nobody is going to be able to set your vest off.”
“What?”
“You had a guardian angel watching out for you; the cellphone was turned off before you put the vest on.”
“Oh thanks to the Prophet,” Haala said.  “But what about my children?”
“What about them, are they in danger?”
“They had pictures of my children.  They said if I didn’t do what they said, they would kill them.”
“What about your husband?”  Lt. Bennett asked.
“He’s serving in Iraq,” Haala said.  She was starting to cry.
“Okay, Haala, you’re doing fine.  Now where are your children?”
“They should be in school, Thomas Jefferson Elementary.”
“And their names and ages?”
“Aalia is my daughter, she is in third grade.  Habil is my son, he’s in first grade.”
“Okay, we’ll have someone check on them right away.  Now tell me what happened to bring you here.”
Haala walked to the over to the desk and back, looking around at all of the hostages.
“They grabbed me when I was getting off the bus for work.”
“Where was that?”
“Montgomery and Pitt.”
“Who grabbed you?”
“Two men. I’ve never seen them before.  They showed me a picture of my children and told me to get into their car if I wanted to keep them safe.  I didn’t have a choice.”
“Can you describe them?”
“Yes, tall, Arab, one very dark with full beard, the other lighter skin and not much of a beard.”
“How old were they?”
“The tall one was thirties.  The other, early twenties.”
“How tall was the tall one?”
“Six feet, maybe a little taller.  Same as my husband.”
“And the other?”
“Shorter, maybe five-eight, five-nine.  Just about two inches taller than me.”
“What were they wearing?”
“The tall one had on a business suit.  Brown.  The other one was wearing jeans and a black hoodie.”
“What kind of vehicle did they use?”
Haala stopped moving and thought hard.  “It was dark, blue I think.  Four doors.”
“What make?”
“American made.  A Chevy.  Yes I remember the emblem on the side.”
“Anything else?”
“No, that’s all I remember.”
“Ask her how she got to the bank,” Capt. Mustafa said into the comm.
“How did you get to the bank?”
“They dropped me off two blocks east.  Then I walked.”
“Good, very good.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew called Capt. Mustafa.  “Anything on the bombs?”
“Yes, we’ve identified one other bomb.  We have one of the bomb squad dressed as a homeless person.  He says given your description of the bomb, he’s confident he can disarm it,” Capt. Mustafa said.
“Okay, sounds like you guys have it under control now.  I’ll try and keep tabs on things in case I can help.”
“Now exactly who are you and where are you?  How did you get wind of this?”
“Sorry, can’t help you.  Good luck.”  Matthew typed and turned the phone off.  “Okay, are you ready for the beach?” he asked Emily.
“That’s it?”
“All I can do,” Matthew said.  “I’ll take my stuff with me just in case.”
“Crazy.”
As they drove to the beach, Matthew kept tabs on the situation.  It didn’t take the police long to find a dark blue Chevy parked on a side street.  One man was behind the wheel, another man was in the park where he had a view of the bank.  They matched the descriptions and were signaling to each other.
“Sir, bomb squad says the bomb is disarmed.”
“Good,” Capt. Mustafa said.  “What’s up with our two friends?”
“They’re just sitting.”
“Jones, what is the status of the children?” Capt. Mustafa asked.
“Protective services just picked them up from school.”
“Good.  Then let’s see if we can get these bad guys to make a move.”  Captain Mustafa keyed his mic, “Lt. Bennett, we’ve disarmed all the bombs and we have her children with protective services. I want to force the perpetrators to call the number.  Can you arrange that?”
“Yes sir.  Haala, all the bombs are disarmed and we picked your children up from school.  We know they’re watching you.  We’d like them to act now.  So can you make a show of surrendering?”
“Yes,” Haala said, and removed the scarf from her head.  “I never wear one of these unless I’m in the mosque.  They told me to put it on so I would better fit the image of a suicide bomber.”
Haala walked to the door of the bank, stepped outside and held her hands up.
The phone on the table beside Capt. Mustafa rang.  “Got them.  Move, move, move.”
Matthew saw several bystanders suddenly move to take the man sitting on the park bench to the ground, shouting, “Police.”  Then a police car raced up and pinned the Chevy in. A couple of ‘street bums’ produced guns and covered the man behind the wheel.
“They got it all taken care of,” Matthew said to Emily.
“Great.  Matt, how come you always seem to know what to do?”
“I don’t know, probably all the reading I do.  There’s always a story that’s similar that I think of, or something that has parallelism to what’s happening.  They say genius is the ability to correlate two situations, drawing on one to solve the other.”
“Hmmm…  Anyway this means we can enjoy our day on the beach?”
“I hope so.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Dinner’s ready,” Mrs. Stevenson called out.
“What are we having?” Jason asked.
“Don’t ask that,” Emily said.  “You sound like you’re going to decide if you want to eat or not.”
“I didn’t mean it that way.  I’m just curious.”
“We’re having coconut shrimp, mahi-mahi, pineapple rice and a salad,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “Does that meet with your approval?”
“Of course.”
“We just got back from the golf course an hour ago,” Mr. Stevenson said.  “How did you manage all this?”
“I made the salad,” Emily boasted.
“And I ordered the rice and shrimp from the local restaurant.  I just made the mahi-mahi and uncorked the wine,” Mrs. Stevenson said.
“It looks delicious.”
“Walter, did you hear about the terrorist thing in D.C.?” asked Tyler.
“We caught it on a news recap coming back from the golf course.  It’s fortunate that no one was injured,” Mr. Stevenson said.
“Well they should hang the woman,” Tyler said.  “I can’t believe these people come to our country and then attack us.”
“I’m sure the Justice Department will come up with the appropriate punishment,” Mr. Stevenson said.
“I just don’t get these suicide bombers,” Jason said.
“Well a lot of them are being coerced through threats to their families,” Mr. Stevenson said.  “Others have so little regard for their own lives that they’re susceptible to the terrorist narrative.”
“What do you mean, Daddy?” Emily asked.
“Well, if you think your life is meaningless and are depressed, you’re looking for something to give it meaning.  The terrorists prey on that, building a narrative of victimization that these people fall into.  Then they give them an opportunity to make one last statement.”
“You’d think they would run out of recruits,” Tyler said.
“Unfortunately the war against terrorism generates more recruits.  Every time there are civilian casualties, the family and friends of those people become ripe for recruitment.  And it’s impossible to conduct a war without civilian casualties, especially when the fighting is inside cities.  Even our drone strikes against terrorist leaders result in as many or more civilian casualties as enemy casualties.”
“But if they’re with them, then they’re enemies too,” Tyler injected.
“Not always, the house next door, or the other car on the street.  Plus it’s difficult to say that the women and children in the house were aiding and abetting the enemy; it sounds callous.  And with bombing and drone strikes, the enemy controls the narrative on the ground.”
“Walter, can we change the subject?” Mrs. Stevenson pleaded.
“Suffice it to say, it’s very complicated and all sides share part of the blame in spreading the problem,” Mr. Stevenson said.  “Now how was your day on the beach?”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Hi, Matt, are you having tea?”  Emily asked, as she came into the kitchen.
“Yeah, I couldn’t sleep.  I thought this might help.”
“Have you checked in with Sayid after this morning?”
“Yes.  I try to do a quick check anytime I think of it.  I caught him on the phone; I’m sure he was talking about the D.C. thing. What was funny was it sounded like he said that the bank thing had served its purpose.  He was definitely pleased with himself.”
“That is weird.  Why would he be happy when the police thwarted it and nobody was killed?”
“Right, and they caught the guy in charge,” Matthew said.  “You have to assume that all he cares about is the authorities knowing about it.  That doesn’t sound like a terrorist plot; more like a distraction.”
“You’re just going to have to keep track of him.”
“I’m hoping Caruthers does that.  He tossed the phone he was using into the harbor.”
“So?  That’s been his pattern; he uses the phone once then tosses it.”
“Well I caught this one before it got wet.  I checked out the number he called and alerted Caruthers to it, it was a different number than the last one.  Hopefully she can find the guy on the other end.  I put the phone in the attic of one of the warehouses around there, I’m thinking it might come in handy.”
“Won’t the guy he called toss his phone, too?”
“Sayid has to be able to call him, so I think Sayid tosses his phone so if they catch the other guy, they can’t trace it back to him.  Sayid has a whole box of burner phones with him.  I’m thinking I need to get all those phone numbers to Caruthers.”
“How will you do that?”
“I just have to turn them on to find out the numbers.  Then I can send the list to Caruthers.  I just need to find a convenient time.”
That night Matthew managed to get all the numbers of the phones in Sayid’s box.  Using his portal to turn each of them on, record the numbers then turn them off.  He texted them to Agent Caruthers the next morning before everyone else woke up.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Brea, you need to hurry and get ready, the boat should be picking us up in twenty minutes,” Mrs. Stevenson said.
“Plenty of time,” Brianna said.  “I don’t have to do my hair.”
“Who won?”
“She beat me 6-4,” Brianna said.  “She was ready for me this time.”
“Well it sounds like you did fine, now scoot.”
“Hi, Mom.  Where’s Daddy?” Emily asked.
“Your father decided to play golf at the last minute.”
“Oh, what a spoilsport.”
“My thoughts exactly.  He said he’d wave to us from the Kapalua Golf Course.  It’s right above one of the snorkeling spots.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Boat’s here,” Jeffrey yelled.
“Eleven o’clock, right on time,” Tyler said.  “We should get in some great snorkeling.  We’re just a few miles from Kapalua Bay.”
“Emily, do you have the sunscreen?”
“Yes, Mother.  Two bottles right here.”
“Good, you have to reapply it every time you get out of the water.”
“You told us that at breakfast.”
Everyone trouped down to the large catamaran at the end of the small pier shared by the group of houses they were staying in.
“There’s plenty of room down here and it’s sheltered.  The upper deck gives you a better view but it’s windier,” the crewman said, as he helped everyone on board.
“I’m staying down here where it’s warm,” Alex said.
After the boat got moving on the water, Tyler and Jeffrey, who had been the only ones to go to the upper deck, came back down to huddle with the rest.
“Too cold for you?” Matthew asked.  Emily discreetly poked Matthew in the ribs.  “It’ll probably be nice and warm on the way back.”
“Would you two gentlemen like some coffee, decaf or tea?” the steward asked.
“Coffee,” Tyler said.  Jeffrey held up two fingers indicating that the steward should bring two cups.
“I hope we get to see some sea turtles,” Jennifer said.
“Me too,” Emily said.  “They’re supposed to hang around Kapalua bay.”
“They’re protected,” Mrs. Stevenson said, “so make sure you don’t harass them.”
“We won’t, we just want to get some good pictures,” Jason said, as he held up an elaborate underwater camera.
“Wow, nice camera,” Matthew said.
“It sure is,” Jason said.  “It’s a Leica XU.  Expensive, but it takes the best pictures ever.  Dad got it when we were in the Bahamas two years ago.”
“Well you watch, my little Nikon will take better pictures,” Alex said.  “And it cost one tenth of what that one cost.”
“You’re on, the one with the best picture of a turtle gets to pick the next movie.”
“It’s going to be a chick flick,” Alex said.  “You’d better prepare yourself.”
“I think you’re the one who has to be prepared.  Commandos on the left, commandos on the right, yeah.”
“Look, dolphins,” Brianna shouted.  “There are so many of them!”
Everyone ran up the side deck to get a better look at the dolphins.
“They love to play in the boat’s wake,” Tyler said.
“That’s because they love to surf,” Emily said.
“Yes, I’ve seen them surfing in the waves off the beach in front of the house,” Matthew added.
“Why didn’t you call us?” Brianna asked.
“At seven o’clock in the morning?”
“Oh, smart man.”
The dolphins left after about fifteen minutes.  Twenty minutes later the boat was slowing down to enter Kapalua Bay.
“Okay, you guys want to go ahead and gear up.  The captain will be cruising for a few minutes to find the best spot on the reef.”
The girls removed the kaftans they were wearing.  “Wait, where are the bikinis,” Tyler complained, as he saw that the girls were wearing short-sleeved wetsuits.
“Bikinis are for the beach, we’re going snorkeling,” Emily said.
“Yes, and the water is kind of cold, or haven’t you noticed?” Alex said.
The catamaran anchored and the crewman told everyone it was safe to dive in.  The kids divided into couples and dove in.
“I told you the water was cold,” Emily said.
“They said it was seventy-five,” Tyler said.
“That’s cold.”
Everyone drifted to various parts of the reef to explore.  After an hour they started to reconvene at the catamaran for a rest.  They all exchanged comments about the various fish they had seen while they warmed up in the sun.
“No turtles yet,” Alex complained, looking to see if anyone had seen any sign of one.
“Not yet, but you have to give it time.  They might be out in deep water right now,” the crewman said.
“Well we won’t be seeing any turtles here on deck,” Jason said, as he gathered his gear to head back to the reef.  Jeffery and Tyler were right behind him.  It wasn’t until Matthew got up a few minutes later that the girls grabbed their gear.
“What’s up?” Matthew asked.
“Matt, Brea says you’re like a fish whisperer,” Emily said.  “You guys have seen the best fish so far, so we’re sticking with you.”  Emily gave Matthew a hard look as she talked.
Matthew blushed a bit.  “Just lucky, I guess.”  Obviously Emily had figured out that he was using his portal to quickly search for the best spots.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Wow, that was great,” Jennifer said.  “I can’t believe all the fish we saw.”
“Hey, what’s up with all of you abandoning us,” Tyler complained, as he climbed up on the deck.
“Didn’t you notice during the last break that Brea was telling us about all the beautiful fish she and Matt saw?” Alex said.  “It sounded so great, we decided to tag along.”
“Well we saw some great fish, too,” Tyler said.  Jason and Jeffrey both nodded in agreement.
“We’ll see who has the best pictures,” Alex said.  “Did you see a turtle?”
“No turtles,” Jason admitted.
“Pooh.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Everyone was lounging around the deck resting up.  The warm sun was making everyone sleepy and they were questioning if they were going to go back in.  They had less than an hour left in the tour.
Matthew tapped Alex on the arm and motioned for her to follow him but to keep quiet.  Brianna was already waiting for them on the bottom stair.
“What?”
“A turtle,” Matthew said.
“Where?”
“Wait and follow me.”  Brea and Alex slipped into the water right behind Matthew.  Matthew used his portal to alert Emily about the turtle and then led the way.  He swam to the ocean side of the reef and went quite a way into the deep water before he stopped and waited for Brea and Alex to catch up.  He waved at Emily who was making it into the water with Jennifer in tow.
“Okay, do a bunch of deep breaths so you’ll be oxygenated,” Matthew said.  “Then take one deep breath and dive.”
When they dove, they were almost on top of a large, green sea turtle.  Alex pulled her camera out of her shoulder holster and pulled up right in front of the turtle to get a picture.  Then she floated to the side as it passed her and got off another two shots before she had to go up for air.
“Wow.  That was amazing.  Do you think I can get another shot?”
“You’ll have to catch him,” Matthew said.  “He’s heading toward the beach.”  He then pointed in the direction of the turtle so Emily and Jennifer could maneuver to intercept it.
◆ ◆ ◆
“You’re going to love that chick flick,” Matthew teased, as he worked his way up on deck again.
“What do you mean?” Jason asked.
“She got a great shot of a turtle.”
“Why didn’t you let me know?”
“I just know how you like chick flicks,” Matthew teased.  “Besides, I think I owe you; you’ve been riding me about chick flicks for two weeks.”
“Where are the girls?” Tyler asked.
“Trying to keep up with the turtle,” Matthew said, pointing toward the shore.
“Did Alex get her picture?” Mrs. Stevenson asked.
“Yes, she did.”
“That’s good.”
“You didn’t want to do any snorkeling?” Matthew asked, noticing that Mrs. Stevenson had dry hair.
“My sinuses don’t like being under water.  I’ll enjoy the photos.  Plus I’ve been able to sit here and snack on these wonderful hors d'oeuvres and drink this nice wine I brought along.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Look, they rent Hobie Cats,” Emily yelled.
“They’re too small,” Tyler said.
“No, we can rent two and race them,” Emily said.  “Come on, it’ll be fun.”
“I can’t sail,” Jennifer said.
“We can teach you.”
“All right, all right,” Tyler said.
“Prepare to get whipped,” Jason said.  “I love these things.”
Emily ran over to the rental booth and talked to the salesman.  After a few minutes she came back.  “I’ve rented two of them.  There’s a racecourse laid out over there about a quarter of a mile offshore.  You have to make a triangle, one upwind tack, then after the last buoy you turn downwind for the finish line.  Who’s going to race first?”
“One or two-man teams?” Jason asked.
“Two-person teams,” Alex said, giving Jason a poke in the ribs.
“Two-person,” Emily said.  “We can pair up as couples.”
“You should be first,” Matthew said to Emily.  “It was your idea.”
“Okay, Tyler and I against who?”
“We’ll take that challenge,” Jason said.  “Winner keeps racing, loser goes to shore to lick their wounds?”
“Fine by us,” Tyler said.
“Let’s go,” Emily shouted.  She ran by Matthew and whispered, “No cheating.”
“What did she mean by that?” Brianna asked.
“How should I know,” Matthew said.  “I don’t even know how to sail.  I assume you’re going to be the captain.”
“No problem,” Brianna said.  “We just have to wait for Emily and Tyler to bring the boat back.”
“You’re making an assumption there,” Matthew said.
“Not much of one,” Brianna said.  “Jason won the Catamaran Challenge at the yacht club two years in a row.”
“We should be able to see the action from over there,” Matthew pointed to a small rise on the beach.  “Do we have a chance against him?”
“Maybe,” Brianna said.  “He won the one-man races.  Now he has to direct Alex and…”
“Well, you explain things to me now,” Matthew said.
“Okay, the only thing we should worry about is when we have to tack.  I’ll call out when we are tacking, then you have to slide back to the back corner of the boat with me and let go of the jib.”
“Gotcha.”
“Then as soon as the mainsail pops, you move to the opposite front corner.”
“Okay.”
“Then when I move to your side of the boat, you tighten the jib.  I’ll slide up beside you as I finish the tack.  Then we’ll be sailing again.  When we’re going downwind, we’ll lean out to get the weather hull out of the water.”
“Okay, I’ve got it.  It looks like they’re ready to start,” Matthew said.
“They’re going to lose for sure,” Brianna said.  “Tyler has the tiller.”
“So?”
“Emily is a much better sailor.  I thought they might have a chance to make a race of it; with Tyler’s extra weight, they can handle more wind.”
“They’re ahead right now,” Matthew said.
“Yeah, but here comes the tack…  Tyler lost too much speed in his tack; Jason’s tack wasn’t great, but good…  See Jason and Alex just blew by them.”
“How did they do that?”
“Jason didn’t lose much speed when he tacked.  Tyler almost stopped.  All that extra weight takes time to get moving,” Brianna said.
“Here comes the last course change, they just have to fall off the wind and come home.”
Jason and Alex crossed the finish line several lengths ahead of Tyler and Emily, with Jason pumping his fist in the air.
“That was fun,” Emily laughed, as she and Tyler beached their catamaran.
“It looked like it,” Matthew said.  “I guess it’s our turn to face the music.”
“We’re going to win,” Brianna yelled.  “Shape up or ship out!”
“Yes, captain.”
Matthew pushed the Hobie Cat off the beach as Brianna trimmed the sails.  It took them a few minutes to reach Jason and Alex.
“You ready to get thrashed?” Jason called out, as they sailed up beside him and Alex.
“Don’t count your chickens too soon,” Brianna said.  “Who calls the start?”
“Challenger gets to call go,” Jason said.  “The starting line is just ahead.”
Brianna let out a shrill whistle to start the race.  The two Cats stayed even coming into the first turn.  Brianna’s and Matthew’s discussion on how to handle tacking paid off as they had a fast tack and pulled well into the lead.  Jason and Alex were catching up fast as they approached the final turn.  On the downwind run, they were neck and neck, with Jason and Alex just edging them out at the finish line.
“Pooh, I thought we had them,” Brianna yelled.
“Great race,” Jason called out.  “Way to tack there on that first turn.”
Brianna smiled and yelled, “How did you catch us?”
“I was tighter to the wind,” Jason yelled back.  “You just need more practice.”
“Your tack sure was better this time,” Brianna said.
“Yes, I figured I’d better do some coaching before we raced you.  Alex is a fast learner.”
“Darn it.  Do you want us to send Tyler and Emily back out?” Brianna asked.
“No, we’ll come in with you.  Alex wants to lie in the sun and warm up.”
“That was a great race,” Emily said, when the racing teams reached the beach.  “Brea, I thought you had them.”
“So did I,” Brianna whined.
“Jason, do you want to race again?” Emily asked.
“Not now, Alex wants to lie in the sun.  I thought I’d give Jen and Jeffrey lessons if they want.”
“Yes, that’d be real nice,” Jennifer said.  “Come on, Jeffrey.”
Jason took one of the two Cats and pushed it out into the water.  Jennifer and Jeffery waded out after him and climbed aboard.  Once they were settled, Jason leveraged himself on board and waved at the rest of the gang on the shore.  “See ya in thirty.”
“Tyler, do you want to go out again?” Emily asked.
“No, I’m good,” Tyler replied, a bit moodily.
“Brea?”
“I’m with Alex, lying in the sun sounds perfect.”
“Matt, come on, we can make it fly,” Emily begged.
“Sure, why not?” Matthew replied.
“We can try some experiments,” Emily whispered to Matthew, as they pushed the Cat into the water.
“Like what?”
“We’ll think of some.”
Once they had the Cat out beyond the racecourse, Emily luffed the sail.  “Okay now what can we try?”
“Well, we should be able to head into the wind much tighter.  I can push the sail like I did with the sailboard.”
“Let’s try that.  First let me get moving, then we’ll see how close to the wind we can sail.”
Emily got the catamaran moving, “Okay, now give me some better wind,” she said, as she steered more directly into the wind.
Matthew opened his portal against the sail, making it as big as he could.  He put the other end up front but angled so that the wind hit it more directly.
“The jib is useless,” Emily said.
“Of course.  I’ve only got one portal.”
“Let me stop and take it down.  Don’t want to be too obvious that we’re sailing in an impossible direction.”
“I’ll get it,” Matthew said.  He dropped his portal and moved forward to take in the jib.  Emily fell off the wind to keep the catamaran moving.
“Okay, here we go again,” Matthew said, as he took up his position by the mainsail.
“This is great,” Emily yelled.  “Can you give us more push?”
Matthew changed the angle of the other end of the portal so that it was more directly facing the wind.
“Whew,” Emily yelled.  “It’s almost like sailing downwind.  How about some more?”
“Okay,” Matthew yelled back.
“Too much,” Emily yelled, as the catamaran’s upwind hull started to lift out of the water.  She started laughing as the Cat settled back down and slowed.  “We were moving fast, but we were giving up as much leeway as we were making headway.”
“Why’s that?” Matthew asked.
“No keel and no centerboard on a Hobie Cat.  So we’re relying on the hull to keep us from slipping,” Emily explained.  “What can we do downwind?”
“Well, we can push as hard as we want going downwind.”
“How fast can we go?” Emily asked.  “The wind is about ten miles per hour right now.”
“We can do that or even faster,” Matthew replied.
“How can we go faster?”
“Well, the wind speed increases with altitude, so I just have to raise the other end of the portal up.  It’ll be a bit of an issue if we’re going faster than the wind, since then the sail would be pushing the air in front of it,” Matthew explained.  “But then it’ll just spill around the sail.”
“Can you push on the mast?  Then I can turn the sail so it catches less wind,” Emily asked.
“Sure, anything you want.”
“Great, let’s try it,” Emily said.
“All right, here goes.”
“We’re going to crash,” Matthew yelled.  The catamaran was skipping on top of the swells, flying across the troughs.
“Okay, okay,” Emily yelled.  “Close it down.”
Matthew shut the portal down, and the catamaran quickly slowed.
“We must have been doing thirty,” Emily laughed.  “That was really fun.”
“I just hope nobody noticed,” Matthew said.
“We’ll just say we caught some good wind,” Emily said.  “It’s not like someone had a radar gun on us.”
“I hope not.  Do you want to try anything else?”
“Could you lift us out of the water?” Emily asked
“I guess I could put the portal against the deck and let the wind force lift us up,” Matthew replied.
“Let’s try it.  We’ll have to do it downwind since we can’t use the water to squeeze us upwind.”
Matthew opened his portal below the deck and used the other end at higher altitude in the wind.  He adjusted the angle to create the right amount of force to keep the boat just above the water.
“Cool, we’re flying,” Emily yelled.  “Can you steer us?”
“I think so,” Matthew yelled back.  He angled the portal below the deck to add direction force to it.  By increasing the angle of the other end to increase the force, he had the Hobie Cat moving in whichever direction he wanted.  “It would be easier without the sail.”
“Yes, but that would definitely look weird,” Emily yelled.  “Let’s go back now.”
Matthew closed his portal and let Emily take control of the boat.
“Hey, you sure were able to keep your portal open a long time,” Emily said.
“Yes.  I’ve been able to increase the time steadily,” Matthew replied.  “I can manage over an hour now.”
“That’s great.  There’s Jason.”
“Hey guys, you were really flying out there,” Jason yelled, as they sailed up beside him.
“We got some great wind,” Emily said.  “How is the lesson going?”
“It’s been fun,” Jennifer replied.  “I still don’t think I could manage on my own.”
“I think Jeffrey could,” Jason said.
“Well, I’ve sailed before,” Jeffrey said.  “So I don’t have so much to learn.”
“Are you heading in?” Jason asked Emily.
“Yes.  I think it’s time to turn these guys in unless you want to add another hour.”
“I think we’re all good,” Jason said.  “Another hour of sun, then we’ll have to head back.”
“Yes, and back to San Diego tomorrow,” Emily said.  “But this has been great, hasn’t it?”
“Yes, it has,” Matthew agreed.
◆ ◆ ◆
The next day, it was time to head back to San Diego and school.  They flew in the helicopter back to Honolulu where they met the jet and their extra passengers, including the patient they were ferrying to Seattle.  This time they were only taking four Marines to Seattle since the patient’s nurse and her equipment took up two of the seats.  Otherwise it was an uneventful trip.




Spring Fever

The last two weeks of April were relatively quiet.  Matthew continued to check on what was happening with Sayid every chance he got.  Sayid was staying at a house in Florida, and Matthew only caught him talking on one of the burner phones once.
Based on Caruthers’ briefings, Sayid was continuing to sell off his liquid assets.  He now had amassed over seventy million dollars in the trading accounts.  Matthew checked Sayid’s email activity on his personal phone and didn’t see anything new.  Of course he didn’t expect him conduct too much of his business via email.
Checking out Sayid’s browser history, he’d seen that he was continuing to look at the numbered account.  Wanting to be able to get more information on that account, Matthew loaded an app on Sayid’s phone that would send him an alert anytime the browser accessed the bank website where the numbered account was.  All he could do was wait.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Yeah,” Brianna clapped as Matthew, Jason, Emily and Alex entered the family room.  “The SAT is over.”
“Whew, I survived,” said Jason.
“You guys were the ones who opted for two full weekends of prep for the test instead of studying with Matthew and me,” Emily said.
“Well, I’m happy to have my boyfriend back,” Brianna said.
“It was only two days a week,” Matthew defended himself.
“But that was on top of two days a week that I had late tennis.  So that meant we only had three days a week to spend together.”
“Oh what a sacrifice that was,” Jason said.
Brianna slugged Jason on the arm and then gave Matthew a kiss.  “How do you think you did?”
“Okay,” Matthew said.
“Oy, don’t be giving us that okay stuff.  I’m sure you and Emily aced it,” Alex said.  “I just hope I did well enough that I don’t have to take it again.”
“I’m sure they did,” Tyler said, as he gave Emily a kiss and a hug.
“I hope so.  I hate taking long tests like that,” Emily said.
“Well, let’s get this party started,” Brianna said, as she brought out the cake.
“We get cake,” Matthew said.
“Cake!” yelled Sonja, Hanna and Jessica at the same time.
“Whoa, another cheering section,” Matthew said, as he picked Jessica up.
“Well they wanted to congratulate you, too,” Brianna said.  “Plus cake, how could they turn it down.”
“Did you make the cake?” Matthew asked.
Jason snorted soda through his nose.  “You’re kidding, right?”
Brianna gave Jason a dirty look.  “No, I ordered it.  Hanna helped me design it.”
“Yes, where’s my piece!” Hanna yelled.  “Do we have ice cream, too?”
“Of course.  Emily, will you cut the cake, while I go get the ice cream?”
“Sure.”
“All right guys, we need to talk about the Prom,” Alex said.
“Already!” Matthew complained.
“Pay attention,” Brianna said.
“I think we should all go in Victorian dress,” Alex said.  “Don’t you think that would be cool?”
“Why do you have to drag us into your schemes?” Tyler asked.
“Because we’re a team,” Alex said.
“Come on, guys.  It’ll be fun,” Brianna said.  “Right, Emily?”
“Yes, I think it could be fun,” Emily said.  “We’ll definitely stand out.”
“Okay, it’s agreed,” Alex said.
“Wait!  Don’t we get a say?” Matthew hollered.
The three girls just glared at Matthew.  “Excuse me, what I meant to say was, what a splendid idea.  It’ll be a jolly good show.”
“Spot on, old chap,” Jason said.  “I assume you ladies will be picking out our outfits.”
“We’ll give you choices,” Alex said.
At that time, Matthew’s phone buzzed.  “Excuse me,” he said, and he walked down the hall to the bathroom.  Opening his portal he checked in on Sayid.  He was looking at a website on his phone.  It was on a wire transfer page for the numbered account.  It showed that the available funds were a whopping two hundred thirty two million dollars.  Sayid hesitated for a few seconds then he closed the page and went back to the party he was attending.
“What was that?” Emily asked.
“Nothing,” Matthew said.
“Come on,” Emily pleaded.
“Sayid, I’ll explain later.”
“Everyone up for sailing tomorrow?” Jason asked.
“Not me,” Tyler said.  “My dad’s having a BBQ party and I have to be there.”
“Come down by ten if you can get out of it,” Jason said.  “Everyone else okay?”
Jason got a thumbs-up from all the others.  “Matt, I’ll pick you up at nine,” Emily said.  “That will save Jason from having to double back to get Alex.”
“Okay, see you then.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew was waiting at the curb outside his house when Emily drove up.  “Thanks for the ride,” he said, as he slide into the passenger seat.
“Not a problem,” Emily said.  “Now spill.”
“What?”
“Tell me what was up with Sayid yesterday.”
“Oh, it’s a bit of a story.”
“We’ve got time,” Emily said.  “Now start talking.”
“Okay, okay,” Matthew said.  “You know I’ve been trying to keep tabs on him.  Remember I told you that I managed to get the passcode for his phone.  When I was getting all the info on the trading accounts and bank accounts, I saw that he visited this other offshore bank.  The login page and cookies didn’t give any information about the account.  So I put an app on his phone so that when he accessed that bank’s login page I get an alert. I want to get the password for it, but unfortunately, this time I was too late to get the password.  But get this, there’s over two hundred thirty million dollars in it.  ”
“Wow, that’s a lot of money.  Why do you want his password?”
“So I can see where the money’s coming from and where it’s going.”
“Shouldn’t you let Caruthers do that?”
“The account’s not tied to Sayid, so she really can’t get a warrant.  Without a password there’s nothing anyone can do.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Surprise!” Brianna yelled, as Matthew came in the door.
“What is this for?” Matthew asked, seeing all his friends standing around the room.
“We heard that a certain someone just got his learner’s permit,” Brianna said.  “So that calls for cake.”
“And ice cream!” screamed Hanna, Jessica and Sonja together.
“The munchkins are in on it, too,” Matthew said, giving his little sister a hug.
“Can’t have cake in this house without Hanna; and she so loves to design them.”
Matthew moved over to the table to check out the cake.  “Oh a car, how clever.”
“Well, you’re going to be driving now, so it’s appropriate.”
“It’s six months before I can drive without an adult, so it’s not that exciting.”
“That’s good, by then I’ll be safely on the East Coast,” Tyler said.
“Oh, so you made your decision,” Matthew said.
“More like they made theirs,” Tyler replied.  “But it worked out great; BC gets me, the guy from Texas is going to Stanford.”
Emily gave Brianna a nod and she pulled a second cake up from below the counter.  This one was designed like a football field with Boston College written in the end zone.
“Oh, so Brea is not the only clever one,” Tyler said.
Emily clapped her hands and said, “Well, it’s not every day your boyfriend gets accepted to Boston College and makes the football team.”
“Thanks,” Tyler said, and kissed Emily.
“How’s the driving going?” Jason asked Matthew.
“I’ve only driven the one time when I got my permit.”
“You’d better get more practice than that.”
“I will. I’ve been going into Encinitas twice a week to practice on the simulator.  And Mom has agreed to let me drive to school twice a week when she doesn’t have a morning class to teach.”
“Good, good, but what about some more practice?”
“I’ll get to drive on Tuesday afternoon when she picks up Jessie.  And we’ve got a few short road trips planned for the weekends,” Matthew added.
“Short road trips are okay, but you really need to do a long road trip,” Tyler said.  “When I got my learner’s permit, Dad and I drove to Seattle and back.”
“Well, we’re going to visit my Gran after school is out, and we’re going to drive.  So that’s twenty-eight hundred miles of practice plus the return trip.”
“That’ll be cool,” Brianna said.
“I guess,” Matthew replied.  “But remember, Jessica will be my backseat driver the whole way.”
“Ohh.”
“When are you going?”
“The plan is to leave the week after Fourth of July; avoid the big holiday crunch.”
“That’s when we’re going to Italy,” Brianna said.  “On the sixteenth.
“I’m sorry I won’t be here to see you off,” Matthew said.
“You can see her off from New York.  Jason said.  “We’ll be staying at our grandparents’ house for the first two weeks of July.  We’ll be just a ferry ride away.”
“Good, I’ll make a point of coming by to say goodbye.”
“We can have a bon-voyage party,” Emily said.  “I’ll be in New York with my mom.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Okay, do we have any new information?” Agent Caruthers demanded, as she started her briefing.  Matthew had just opened up his portal to listen in.
“We’ve got eyes on a likely terrorist.  We were able to track him from the last phone number we got from Ranger Zero.  We picked him up last night on surveillance just south of D.C.”
“Good, keep eyes on him.  I want to know if anything changes,” Agent Caruthers said.  “Now what about the money?”
“He’s amassed over fifty million dollars now, and he has started to buy options on oil.  He’s used about thirty million dollars so far and they’re all due August first.”
“So that means that whatever is going to happen will happen in next two months.”
“Yes, and it seems to indicate something to do with oil prices going up.”
“Do you think it’s about an attack on an oil facility in Iraq or Kuwait?”
“Then why would Sayid be involved?” Agent Caruthers asked.  “No, it’s got to be something here in the U.S.  Castro, Giacomo pack your bags, we’re being called to D.C. to head up the task force on this.”
“Why us?”
“We’re the only ones getting inside intel, so they want us close to the action.”
◆ ◆ ◆
That morning at school, Matthew let Emily know about the oil connection.  “We need to figure out what kind of event or terrorist attack might affect the price of oil before August 1st.”
“I’ll research what’s going on diplomatically during that time, but won’t Caruthers have all that intel anyway?”
“Yes, but the more eyes the better.”




Prom Week

“All hail the prom queen,” Jason said, as Emily made it to their lunch table.
“Oh, quit it,” Emily blushed.  “It’s only because I’m dating Tyler.”
“Of course, and where is our king?”
“Eating with his football buddies,” Emily said.  “He spends more time with them than he ever does with me.”
“Why do you put up with it?” Matthew asked.
“Actually it’s easier that way,” Emily said.  “He’s kind of needy.”
“Ha, ha,” Alex said.  “That light he wants shined on him all the time gets kind of heavy, huh?”
“Be nice or I’ll have you thrown in the dungeon.”
“You’ve heard your queen,” Jason said.  “Be nice, or else off with your head.”
“What are you guys going on about?” Brianna asked, as she sat down.
“They’re just teasing me,” Emily said.
“Why, everyone knew you’d be prom queen,” Brianna said.
“But that doesn’t mean that we can’t tease her,” Jason said.  “The price of fame and royalty.”
“Now listen.  Now that it’s official, I think we should get a limo and all six of us should arrive together,” Alex said.  “The royal couple and their court.”
“And since we’ll all be in Victorian dress, it’ll be perfect,” Brianna said.
“And it solves how you and Matt are getting to the prom,” Jason added.
“Hey, I had that covered.  I’ve already reserved a limo,” Matthew said.
“Is it big enough for six?” Alex asked.
“I don’t know.  I was only worried about two.”
“You will find out, won’t you, Matt?” Emily asked.  “I think it’ll be fun to all go together.  We had a good time together in Hawaii.”
“I’ll check right after lunch.”
“Good, now where should we go to dinner?” Alex asked.  “I’m thinking Jakes, a table right by the windows so we can watch the ocean.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Matt, come on down so I can get your picture before the limo gets here,” Mrs. Brandt called out.
“Okay, Mom,” Matthew replied, as he made his way down the stairs.
“You look like James West,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “Very Steampunk.”
“Thanks,” Matthew blushed.  He was wearing a Victorian men’s tailcoat, with the short front that ended above his waist.  A grey paisley waistcoat was beneath that.  His white, high-collar, dress shirt only showed above the black silk ascot tie.
“Okay, I’ve got a couple of surprises for you,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “Here, let’s put this diamond pin in your tie there.  Oh, very stylish.”
“Thanks, Mom.”
“And the Pièce De Résistance, your grandfather’s silver pocket watch.  Perfect!  The chain adds a nice touch, don’t you think?”
“Mom, are you sure?”
“Of course I am.  Now stand over there and let me get your picture…  Now put the top hat on…  Jessie, go stand next to Matty…  Where’s your cane?”
“Right behind you.”
“Okay, hold it…  Now let Jessie hold it…  Okay, Jessie give it back to Mattie and come over here…  Perfect.”
“Can I go now?”
“Yes, Cara has promised to get more pictures with you and Brea.  And of course you’ll get a professional set at the prom, right?”
“Yes, we’ve all been instructed about the pictures.”
“Good, don’t get anything on you at dinner,” Mrs. Brandt added.
“I won’t,” Matthew said, rolling his eyes.
“Don’t roll your eyes at me, buster,” Mrs. Brandt playfully scolded.  “Now go ahead, have a good time.  Do you have Brea’s corsage?”
“Oh, it’s in the refrigerator,” Matthew said, as he ran to the kitchen.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Matty’s here,” Hanna yelled from the door.
“Oh good,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “You two, one more picture together… now Hanna stand in between them…  Don’t worry; Matt can let himself in…  Okay that’s good.  Jason, you can relax while I take photos of Brea and Matt.”
“Finally, I think I’m blind from all the flashes,” Jason said, holding his hand over his eyes.
“Well, you’d better rest up.  Jane will be taking lots of pictures when you pick Alex up.”
“Don’t I know.”
“Hi, Cara,” Matthew said, as he came in the door.  “Wow, Brea, you’re beautiful.”
“And you’re only now noticing?”
“I mean that dress is beautiful on you,” Matthew stammered.  “You’re always beautiful.”
“Good recovery, silly,” Brianna said.
“And Hanna, that dress looks beautiful on you, too.”
“Yes, it’s just like Brea’s but mine is purple,” Hanna squealed.
Both girls were wearing taffeta gowns, Brianna’s in a pale rose color, Hanna in a much bolder purple color.  Each had silk flowers across the bodice, which darted to a shallow point below the waist.  The backs of their gowns were closed with hooks.  The skirts had small bustles and each fell to the floor in a tight bell shape.  They were trimmed in a scalloped ruffled edge.
“How are you going to sit down?” Matthew asked.
“It’s not too bad,” Brianna said.  “Modern technology, the bustle is very flexible.”
“I’m glad I got the wrist corsage again,” Matthew said.  “Although there’s plenty of room to pin it on, it would have to compete with all those silk flowers.”  Brianna was wearing the same diamond earrings she’d worn to the winter ball with a matching diamond necklace.  Matthew put the corsage on the right wrist, since the left wrist was sporting the diamond tennis bracelet Brianna had gotten for her birthday.
“Okay, pictures,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “Matt, stand on Brea’s right…  good… give me that cane…  Okay now put on the top hat…  Now Brea, stand just in front of Matt…  And Matt hold your top hat…  Now take the cane back… good.  Now make sure you get plenty of pictures at the prom.”
“I want a picture with Matty,” Hanna whined.
“Okay, honey,” Mrs. Winthrop said.
Matthew kneeled down and let Mrs. Winthrop take the same series of pictures with Hanna.
“Okay, then one last one with the three of you,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “Hanna, stand in the middle.”
“Are we ready now?” Jason asked.
“Hey, nice outfit,” Matthew said as he took in Jason’s costume.  It was similar to his, but Jason had a dark green topcoat with a black collar and black inside lining.  His waistcoat was a green paisley.  He had on the same black, highland pants, but had sprung for the black, lace-up boots.  He had the same shirt, ascot and top hat.
“I assume the green has something to do with Alex’s outfit,” Matthew said.
“Of course,” Jason replied.  “We should get going, three more stops to make before we’ve collected everyone.”
“Bye, Cara,” Matthew said.
“You kids be careful,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “And get lots of pictures.”
“Yes, Mom,” Jason said.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Are you guys coming in?” Jason asked as they pulled up in front of the Morrisons’ home.
“Yes!” Brea said.  “I want to see Alex in her dress.  And we don’t want to be waiting out here while Jane takes a million pictures.”  Brianna raced ahead to the door, if you could call the shuffled steps she had to make because of the restrictive skirt, racing.
“Hi, Brea,” Alex called out, as she opened the door.  “I love the dress on you.  Very San Francisco Nob Hill.”
“Why, thank you,” Brianna said, doing a quick turn to show off her dress.  “You’re going to love Jason’s outfit.”
“I’m sure I will since I picked it out,” Alex said.  “Come on in, the guys are sure slow.”
“They’re probably preening,” Brianna joked.  “Hello, Lady Jane.”
“Hello, Miss Brianna,” Mrs. Morrison said, as she shook Brianna’s hand.  “You do look lovely.”
“Thank you,” Brianna said.  “Boy, Alex and Jason are going to be perfect.  I love the way that dress fits you.”
“Thanks.  It is rather special,” Alex said.  “And here is my gallant gentleman caller.”
“Hi Alex, hello Jane,” Jason said, as he came in.
“Hello Jason, hello Matt.  You two do look simply smashing in those outfits.”
“Why thank you, my dear,” Jason said, as he did a quick spin to show off his outfit.
“Matt, you and Brea can go in and relax while we take pictures,” Alex said.  “It might be a while.”
“Thanks, Alex,” Matthew said.  “Wow, what a gown!”
“Thank you,” Alex said, as she did a spin to show off the beautiful green silk gown she was wearing.
It was a dark green satin overdress with a satin bodice with a gold jacquard pattern of leaves and scrolls that just covered the shoulder.  The back laced and it had long, wide, chiffon sleeves.  There was a long train of darker green silk.  Alex wore emerald earrings and a necklace with emerald and diamond clusters.
“How are you going to deal with that train?” Matthew asked.
“Oh you’re so practical,” Alex said.  “But so was the designer.  It attaches with discreet, well-hidden snaps.  So once we’ve made our entrance, I can take it off.”
“Clever.”
“Jason, stand next to Alex… no on her left…  top hat on…  …  Now, Alex, just in front of Jason…  Hold the cane… …  You’re free to go.  Now get lots of pictures.”
“Yes, Mummy,” Alex said, as the four friends headed to the door to make their escape.
◆ ◆ ◆
Tyler’s house was just two blocks away from the Winthrops’, and he came out immediately when the limo pulled up.  His outfit was identical to Matthew’s except he had selected a black paisley waistcoat.
“Hi, guys.  Brea and Alex you both look wonderful,” Tyler said as he got into the limo.
“Onward, James,” Jason called out to the chauffeur.  “We’re off to get our queen.”
“If you make him mad, you’re walking,” Tyler said.
“Not to worry, my man.  James and I have an understanding,” Jason said.  “I’ve informed him that I’m responsible for the generous tip at the end of the night.”
◆ ◆ ◆
When they reached the Stevenson estate, Tyler gave the limo driver the guest access code he’d gotten from Emily.  The gate opened, and they drove up the sweeping driveway to the front door.  Tyler got out, followed by the other four.
“Get ready for a long photo shoot,” Tyler said.
“I’ve been through three already,” Matthew said.  “Four if you count Hanna’s; so I’m toughened up.”
“At least you’ll get to sit down during this one.”
“Lead on, oh mighty king,” Jason said.  “Your queen awaits.”
Tyler shook his head at Jason, and went to the door.
“Hello, gentlemen and ladies,” Mrs. Stevenson said, as she answered the door.  “Come right in.”
“Hello, Elizabeth,” everyone said.
“Brea and Alex, your dresses are stunning.”
“Thank you.”
“Emily is just freshening up.  She’ll be out momentarily.  You four are welcome to sit in the drawing room.”
“We will as soon as we get to see Emily in her dress,” Alex said.
“Here she is,” Brianna said.  “Oh, you’re stunning.”
“Hey that’s my line,” Tyler said.  “And, wow, you are stunning!”
Emily was wearing a royal blue, sleeveless gown with a smooth silk off-the-shoulder bodice and a wide A-line skirt.  The skirt was a semitransparent silk outer dress over a dark, royal blue inner dress and a butterfly sweep train.  She had sapphire earrings and matching necklace.
“Yes, you are stunning,” Matthew agreed.  “You look just like Cinderella.  Now how are you going to dance with that train?”
“Matt, do you have a romantic bone in your body?” Alex asked.
“I just have this practical side that can’t help but wonder,” Matthew defended himself.
“It has snaps on the inside that let me pull it up,” Emily said.  “I’ll need some help from my lady’s maid, but I’ll have no problem dancing.”
“Good,” Tyler said.
“Oh, I love the tiara,” Alex said.
“It’s costume,” Emily replied.  “But it’s so much better than those paper crowns they provide you to wear.”
“Come on, Matt, let’s go in here while Elizabeth takes pictures,” Brianna said, pulling Matthew behind her.
◆ ◆ ◆
After a quiet dinner overlooking the beach, the four couples arrived at the prom fashionably late as befitted the prom king and queen and their court.  The room applauded when they entered.
“I hope we can find a good table,” Emily said.
“You needn’t worry about that,” Tyler said.  “Our table has been reserved for us.”
“All of us?”
“Of course,” Tyler said, as he led the group to a prominent table right next to the dance floor.  The four football players who had been saving the table got up and surrendered it to Tyler and his friends.
“It’s must be nice to be king,” Jason quipped.
“Matt.”
“I know, request a Vienna Waltz,” Matthew said.  “Right away, my lady.”
“Hello, Mrs. Jefferies,” Matthew said, as he met up with his teacher on the way back to the table.  “So you’re one of the chaperones.”
“Yes I am.  I love watching these events,” Mrs. Jefferies said.
“Well, you know everyone here,” Matthew said indicating the table where his friends were still getting situated.
“Of course, and Alex, may I say that I find this outfit much more suitable than the one you wore to the winter ball,” Mrs. Jefferies said.  “Although, maybe I’m just jealous that I don’t have the figure or the guts to pull off that tuxedo outfit you wore then.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Jefferies.”
“Well I’ll be going, but I must say that you gentlemen have raised the bar with such dashing outfits.”
◆ ◆ ◆
After a Vienna Waltz, a rock dance and a swing dance, Matthew and Brianna needed a rest.
“Whew, I’m warm,” Brianna said.  “That ceiling fan isn’t helping much.”  Brianna took a small fan from her purse and waved it to cool herself.
“Hmm, no it isn’t,” Matthew mused.
“These outfits are warm,” Jason complained.  “Too many layers.”
“Oh, don’t be a baby,” Alex said.  “You can’t imagine all the layers I have under this thing.  Ah, a cool breeze.”
“It is nice.  Let me sit here for a few minutes to cool off before I go get us some punch,” Jason said.
“Whew,” Emily said.  “Oh, nice breeze.  Tyler is getting punch for everyone.”
“Good man, our king,” Jason said.
“How come it’s so cool?” Emily whispered to Matthew.
“One end is at the bottom of Lake Shasta,” Matthew whispered back.
“Oh a jitterbug,” Brianna cried.  “Matt, let’s go.”
“Come on, Jason,” Alex said, dragging Jason along behind her.
◆ ◆ ◆
“The DJ promises four swing dances in a row after this one,” Brianna said, as she sat down at the table.
“Great,” Alex said.  “Jason, are you ready to take off?”
“Revved up and ready,” Jason replied.
“We’re not leaving yet?” Matthew asked.
“No, silly.  Swing dancing with aerials,” Brianna said.  “Just wait.”
“How is she going to manage that with that dress?” Matthew whispered to Brianna.
“Oh ye of little faith,” Brianna replied.  “Come on, they’re starting.”
Brianna pulled Matthew to the floor right behind Alex and Jason.  Then she motioned for Matthew to just stand and wait.  Brianna went over to Alex and they whispered to each other.
“By popular request, a set of swing dances.  They’ll be fast and furious, perfect for flying!” the DJ announced.
Jason reached out and placed his hand on Alex’s waist.  Alex did a slow 360; her outer skirt unzipped and she deftly stepped out of it and the bustle she was wearing to reveal a poodle skirt that matched the floor length one she had been wearing.  Brianna scooped up the skirt and bustle and carried them off the floor with Matthew following behind, still confused.  A round of applause went up as the DJ started the music.
Alex and Jason performed four different swing dances with Alex flipping over Jason’s back and being thrown into the air.
“Those two always have to put on a show,” Matthew laughed.  “I’m always afraid I’ll find myself in a play without knowing my lines.”
“Jason’s always been a clown,” Brianna said.  “He always finds a way to bring more life into the party, it makes it worth putting up with him.  He and Alex are a perfect pair.”
By midnight everyone was tired and ready to go home.  They decided they would drive to Moonlight Beach and watch the moonset.  After thirty minutes of walking on the beach they ran up against Brianna’s curfew had to call it quits.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Hi, guys,” Brianna said, as she sat down for lunch.
“Hi, Brea,” Matthew said.  “You’re early.  Did someone give you cuts?”
“Yes, Aneesa felt sorry for me, and apparently forgave me for pounding her yesterday in tennis.”
“Very big of her.”
“Can you believe there are just two weeks left of school,” Alex cried out, as she sat down.
“Yes I can, but unfortunately there are finals before that,” Emily said.
“Oh pssht, you always cry about tests then you get an A-plus,” Alex said.
“That’s because I study,” Emily retorted.
“I study, I almost always get an A,” Alex defended herself.
“Guys, the National Open Hard Court Championships are at the Balboa Tennis Club this week.  Daddy says he can get us tickets for Sunday’s women’s final,” Brianna said.  Do you guys want to go?”
“Yes,” Emily said.
“I can’t; that’s the same day as the school chess tournament,” Matthew said.
“Oh, I forgot,” Brianna said.  “I should come watch you play.”
“Please don’t,” Matthew said.  “You don’t do bored well, and it’s not very interesting unless you play.”
“Are you sure?” Brianna asked.”
“Yes.”
“Okay, so who besides Emily wants to go?”
“I do,” Alex said, giving Jason a look.
“I would love to go,” Jason said.  “Someone has to protect you ladies and fetch your refreshments.”
“Good man,” Matthew said.
◆ ◆ ◆
“How was the tennis tournament?” Matthew asked as he walked down the stairs to see Brianna and Jason.
“It was terrific,” Brianna said.  “They had to play a tiebreaker in all three sets.”
“Sounds exciting,” Matthew said.
“How did you do in the chess tournament?”
“I came in 4th,” Matthew said.
“You didn’t win?”
“I didn’t expect to win,” Matthew replied.  “Byron really trounced me.  Of course he went on to win the tournament.  Then Yinon edged me out for 3rd place.”
“Last week of school coming up,” Jason said.  “Three half-days for finals, then we get our yearbooks and have to sit through the awards ceremony and finally the last day.”
“Come to dinner,” Mrs. Winthrop called out.
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew’s phone alarm sounded the ring tone he’d set up for when Sayid accessed the offshore numbered account.  The time was 5:30 a.m., and Matthew was just getting into the swing of his workout after listening in on Caruthers’ briefing.  “I hope he’s not just admiring the balance again,” Matthew thought, as he stopped his workout.
Sayid was just setting up a transfer for forty thousand dollars.  Matthew grabbed a pad and pencil and got ready to track the money.  He got the account password when Sayid entered it to confirm the transfer.  He watched as Sayid moved the money to another numbered account in a different bank, and then Sayid split it into four separate ten thousand dollar transfers.  Each of those went to a different offshore bank before being transferred to a different U.S. bank.  From those banks, Sayid transferred nine thousand five hundred dollars to another U.S. bank.  Sayid then closed down his phone and went into his study, calling for his valet to bring him some coffee.
The final transfer would not take effect until the bank opened at 9:00, so there should be time for Caruthers’ team to respond.  Matthew immediately texted the numbers of the final accounts to Caruthers.
“Giacomo,” Agent Caruthers yelled.  “Ranger Zero says we have money moving.  Numbers are in your email.”
“I’m on it,” Agent Giacomo replied, as she rushed back to her desk.  She quickly entered the tracking numbers that Matthew had texted and identified the banks.  “Four banks, two in Arlington and two in Bethesda.”
“Get eyes on those banks now,” Agent Caruthers shouted.  “I want to know who picks the money up.”
Matthew took a quick shower while he kept track of events.  As he was getting dressed, new info started flowing in.
“We had two pick-ups, both white males,” Agent Castro called out.  “Both arrived at and then left the bank on foot.  On leaving the banks, they each traveled several blocks making evasive maneuvers before being picked up by a car.  We were able to get the license number of both cars and are now tracking one of them via CCTV.  We’ve lost the other one, but have a BOLO out on it.”
“Get me that other car,” Agent Caruthers shouted.  “What about the other two banks?”
“Nothing, the money is just sitting there, no activity,” Agent Giacomo said.
Matthew called Emily, “Can you give me a ride to school today?”
“Sure, what’s up?”
“Something’s happening with Caruthers and I want to keep tabs on it.  I can’t do that riding my bike.”
“I’ll be there at seven-thirty,” Emily said.  “Anything else I can do?”
“Not now.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Anything new?” Emily asked, as Matthew got into her car.
“Not yet,” Matthew said with a sigh.  “This is exhausting.”
“What?”
“Having to keep tabs on everything.  I have to keep my portal up, which is tiring, then not only do I need to try and get a handle on the bad guys, I have to track the good guys to figure out what’s going on.”
“Can’t you just use Caruthers’ briefings to keep up with the good guys?”
“That only helps a little.  What if something happens after the briefing, like today?  If I wait until tomorrow to check in, I might not be there to help when something big goes down.”
“I thought we were just trying to figure out what Sayid’s target is?  It has to be planned for July given the timing of the options.”
“True, but I’m worried about another incident like D.C.  I’m starting to think that was definitely a diversion,” Matthew said.  “So what other nasty diversion might Sayid have planned?”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Updates people,” Agent Caruthers demanded, as her morning briefing started.
“Based on CCTV, we traced one of the cars to Fairfax, Virginia.  There the suspect was dropped off and made his way into a residential neighborhood.  We canvased the area, and based on interviews determined that he purchased a five-year-old, white, Chevrolet panel van from an individual.  They had advertised the van for sale in the local newspaper.  He paid eighty-two hundred for the van.  We then tracked the van into the area around Herndon, Virginia.  Unfortunately there was not enough CCTV coverage in the area and we lost it.  Again, we have a BOLO out on the van with special instructions to only report its location.”
“What about the other car?”
“We got reports back from our BOLO.  We picked it up in Bethesda.  Then we traced it on CCTV taking a route north from Bethesda to Frederick then down highway 15 to Sterling.  We lost it just south of Sterling.”
“That is a very circuitous route from Bethesda to Sterling, why didn’t they just go down I-495?” asked agent Caruthers, as she went over to a map and traced the route.  “And Sterling is just north of Herndon.  What’s special about Herndon?”
“Not much besides being right next to Dulles International Airport,” Agent Castro said.
“Ma’am, I’ve been checking intel sheets for the area around Herndon,” Agent Giacomo said.  “I found a report that a person on our watch list who owns a landscaping company has increased his purchase of fertilizer by one hundred percent over the last five months.”
“That’s interesting.”
“But get this, he’s an avowed white supremacist.”
“What?”
“Yes, he’s been suspected of several acts of violence against Black Baptist churches in Virginia.”
“What’s going on, is Al Qaeda subcontracting with a white supremacist?  That’s sure a strange marriage.”
“More likely Sayid has contracted with him.  How much extra fertilizer did he buy?”
“About two thousand pounds extra.”
“And that would be?”
“Just a moment,” Agent Castro said, as he Googled fertilizer weight.  “It comes to about three hundred gallons, so six fifty-five gallon drums, if you’re thinking what I’m thinking.”
“Yes, a fertilizer bomb; six fifty-five gallon drums would fit nicely in the back of that van,” Agent Caruthers mused.  “Have the landscaper brought in for questioning.  Be discreet about the pick-up.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“It’s six o’clock folks, where’s that van?” Agent Caruthers demanded. She had commandeered an office in the Herndon police station to set up a command post close to the action.
“Castro, how much diesel would they need to weaponize the fertilizer?”
“The tech guys say not much, about twenty gallons would do it.”
“That’s too easy to get, no chance to trace it.  When does our landscaper get here?”
“He should be here in ten minutes.”
“Okay, let me know when he gets here.  Agent Pardet!” Agent Caruthers yelled.
“Yes, Ma’am!”
“May I see your ID?”
“Yes, Ma’am.”  Agent Pardet pulled out his FBI ID.
“Agent Giacomo, may we see yours?”
“Of course, Ma’am.”  Agent Giacomo pulled her ID out of her purse.
“Agent Pardet, do they look the same?” Agent Caruthers asked.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Agent Pardet replied.  He looked at the other agents in the room with a confused look on his face.
“They do.  So yours doesn’t identify any special powers or authorities that you have that the rest of us don’t.”
“No, Ma’am.”
“Then explain to me why you, of all the agents working for me, don’t think you need the help of the local police.”
“I don’t think that, Ma’am.”
“So you think that the way to get their help and support is to tell them to shut up and stay out of your way?”
“No, Ma’am,” Agent Pardet said, looking very worried.
“Neither do I,” Agent Caruthers yelled.  “Now this is a joint operation; they’re letting us use their office and are assisting us in our searches.  If I hear another word about the almighty FBI disrespecting the local LEOs, that FBI Agent will get to fetch and carry coffee, while the rest of us work with the local LEOs, spending our valuable time and theirs trying to solve this case.  Do I make myself clear!”
“Yes, Ma’am!”
“Okay!  Black, two sugars.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Okay, clock’s ticking,” Agent Caruthers yelled.  “Our landscaper isn’t talking so we need to find other options.”
“Annika and I are going through all the paperwork from the landscaper’s files looking for any links,” said Agent Giacomo.
“Good, anything else?”
“Still reviewing CCTV footage from the surrounding area,” Agent Castro said.  “The police have cars at all the airport entrances looking out for the van.”
“Now why doesn’t that make me feel good?” Agent Caruthers asked.  “Because it means we’re waiting to react to them.  I want to get ahead of this thing!”
Matthew tracked events until 1:00 a.m. EST, 10:00 p.m. local time, then he went to bed.  He set his alarm for 2:30 a.m.  Given that the airport was the likely target, it didn’t make sense for anything to happen until the next morning around 6:00 a.m. EST, so 3:00 a.m. his time.  “I need some sleep,” he said to himself.
◆ ◆ ◆
“How’s that lead you’re tracking coming?” Agent Caruthers asked.  Matthew had just tuned in.
“The garage where the landscaper gets his vehicles serviced is just eight blocks away from the landscaper’s place of business.  Its owner is another known white supremacist.”
“Castro, let’s go!  Text me the address, and get me a warrant for that garage.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“And Giacomo, good work.  Keep tracking the other leads.  I hope this garage is it.  If it isn’t, then we know they’re operating somewhere in this area.  Right now, we might as well get into the field and try to get ahead of this thing.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew watched Agent Caruthers and four other agents pile into two SUVs.  They raced down the street and across town to the garage.
“Do I have a warrant yet?” Agent Caruthers shouted into her mic, as her SUV skidded to a stop in front of a garage.  All the agents piled out and ran to the front door.
“One minute,” Agent Giacomo’s voice came back.  “We’re just giving the judge the details now…  Okay you have it.”
“Kick in the door!”
“FBI!  FBI!”
“The place is deserted!”
“Keep checking!”
“Clear!  Clear!”
“This is the van,” Agent Castro yelled.  “Ma’am, this is the van, but it’s empty.  Where’s the bomb?”
“See these fertilizer bags, they’re all empty.  Where’s the fertilizer?”
“This drum looks like it contained diesel.”
“That means there is a bomb, so where is it?” Agent Caruthers demanded.
“Wait, the garage has security cameras,” Agent Castro yelled, as he ran into the office.
Agent Caruthers followed Agent Castro into the office.  He was working on the digital recorder that was part of the garage’s security system.
“There are six cameras,” he said.  “I’ll start going backwards in fast motion.  We can watch all six cameras at once on the monitor here.”
“Here we go.  All right, here we are entering the premises at five-thirty,” Agent Castro let the recording run for a few seconds so they could make out what was happening.  “Backing up…  backing up…  next sign of activity is this ‘57 Chevy Bel Air leaving the garage at four-thirty.”
“Keep going.”
“Backing up…  Here they’re putting a tarp over something behind the front seat.  “Backing up…  backing up…  Here you can see them putting barrels into the car.  They look heavy but the car isn’t sagging like you’d expect,” Agent Castro said.  “Backing up…  backing up…  They put four in the trunk and six behind the front seat.”
“Keep going through it,” Agent Caruthers said, as she walked out of the office and into the garage again.  “What do we have?”
“I’ve got packaging for heavy duty leaf springs here,” called out one agent.
“There are a bunch of remnants from fifty-five gallon drums.  They look like they’re from drums that were cut down to about two and a half feet tall.”
“This is the back seat from an old car.”
“Okay, the van was too obvious,” said Agent Caruthers.  “So they’ve modified a ‘57 Chevy to carry the bomb.  They’re big, heavy cars, so it can handle the weight.  Get a BOLO out on that car.  It’s a black ‘57 Bel Air hardtop, white on the fins.  Castro, do you have a license number?”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“Good, we have to stop that car at all cost.  Don’t let it into the airport.”
Matthew zoomed his portal up to get a bird’s-eye view of the area around the garage.  One hour was a long time, and the airport was only twenty minutes away.  He’d Googled the peak arrival times at Dulles and they were between 6:00 and 8:30, so it made sense that they wouldn’t head straight to the airport.  Any car left at the curb would be towed away, he thought.  Putting it in the parking garage would go unnoticed, but then you would only get a few people and cars.
“No, they must be planning on leaving it at the curb and setting it off right away,” Matthew thought.  “Maybe they’ve even planned to set it off as they drive up to the curb.”
At 6:00 a.m. there wasn’t much traffic around Herndon, but they could be anywhere.  He flicked back to Caruthers to see if they had any luck.
“On Innovation Avenue,” Agent Castro called out.
“Tell them to pull it over, crash into it if they have to,” Agent Caruthers yelled back.
Matthew zoomed out; he knew where Innovation Avenue was, and the police lights and siren removed any doubt as to where the ‘57 Chevy was.  He brought his portal into the speeding vehicle.  There were two men in the front seat, the back seat area, minus the seat, had six drums in it and was covered by a nicely fitted tarp.  The trunk had an additional four drums.
The police SUV was pulling up beside the Chevy.  “Pull over and stop!” they blared over their loudspeaker.  The police SUV was a big vehicle, but the Chevy would be like a tank with all that extra weight in it, Matthew thought.
Matthew heard the cop in the passenger seat tell the driver, “Let’s force them off the road at the curve ahead.”
“We just got this new ride,” the cop who was driving said.  “They’ll crush us.”
“Just do it!”
Matthew looked ahead and saw the curve coming up.  He had run outside onto the street in case he needed to put his end of the portal on the ground.  “No friction,” he thought, reminding himself that his portal was slick as ice when it was in its hard state.  Then he opened the portal in the lane that the Chevy was driving in.  He made it as large as he could in the heart of the curve.  He placed his end on the street by him and waited.
When Matthew heard the Chevy pass over, he moved his portal so he could see what was happening.  The Chevy had plowed straight through the curve and through the guardrail.  The police had pulled up ahead of them and were out of their car.  “Come out with your hands up,” they blared over the loudspeaker.
Matthew could see that the terrorists were going to detonate the bomb.  The blast would surely kill the police officers.  He opened his portal above him and the other end between the car and the police.  He angled up at about thirty degrees so it would redirect the blast.  Seconds later, a huge sonic boom went off shattering windows in houses around Matthew’s neighborhood.
Matthew covered his ears, they were ringing so hard.  “I should have made it hard,” he said to himself, it would have kept the sound from transmitting through the portal.  Car alarms were going off all up and down the street and people were starting to come out of their houses.
“Matt, what happened?” Jennifer yelled, when she came out on her front porch.
“Matthew, what are you doing out here?” Mrs. Brandt demanded.  Matthew could hear Jessica crying in the background.
“I don’t know.  A sonic boom I guess.”
“Those jets from Miramar,” Mr. Reeves said, as he and his wife came out behind Jennifer.
Matthew checked on the cops.  They and their vehicle were fine, but the surrounding area showed the devastation from the blast.  Trees along the highway were leveled and debris from the Chevy was scattered all around the area.
“Hey, our ride didn’t get damaged,” the driver said.
“Call it in,” his partner said, shaking his head.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Matt, did you hear that sonic boom this morning?” Emily asked, as they were standing outside of their International Relations class.
“Yes, it was right above our street,” Matthew said.  “It shattered some of our windows.”
“Oh my, any idea what caused it?”
“Me,” whispered Matthew.
“What?  How?”
“The cops were chasing a car with a fertilizer bomb in it.  When they forced it off the road, the terrorists were getting ready to set it off.  I used my portal to protect the cops.  Of course the other end was above me, so boom!”
“Wow, how are they going to explain that?”
“Explain what?”
“Both,” Emily said.
“The sonic boom, everyone is blaming it on Marines at Miramar Air Base.  The cops surviving, I don’t know.  The car was down an embankment, so maybe the slope redirected the explosion.”
“I’m sure Caruthers will love that,” Emily said.
“Well she should be happy that the only people killed were the terrorists.”
“I would think so,” Emily said.  “Are you coming over tonight to study for finals?  You can fill me in on the details then.”
“I’ll be there.  Brea’s meeting up with her friend Allison to study, so I’m free.”
“Just two more weeks to go.”
“Are you coming to class?” Mrs. Jefferies asked.
“Of course,” Emily and Matthew answered together.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Matt, what’s wrong with you?  You’ve been distracted and your energy has been down all night,” Emily said.
“I’m just tired,” Matthew said.  “It’s a lot of work keeping up with all this.”
“You mean Sayid?”
“Yes.  And I feel like it’s never enough.  Like today, if I hadn’t been checking in on the car chase, those cops could have been killed when the terrorists set off the bomb.”
“But you were there and they’re alive.”
“I know, but what about next time, and the time after that?”
“Matt, just because you have this gift doesn’t mean you can save everybody.  It doesn’t even mean you have to try.  You just need to help when you can.”
“But then what do I do?  When I go to sleep, I worry that something will happen and people will die because I wasn’t available.”
“I wish I could share the burden with you,” Emily said.
“Maybe you can.  Here you take it,” Matthew said, as he pulled the stone medallion from around his neck and tossed it to Emily.
“What’s this?”
“The source of my gift,” Matthew said.  “It all started when I found that when we were in Europe.”
“I don’t understand,” Emily said.
“When we were in Europe last year.  It was like the fourth day on the barge when the canal was shut down, remember?”
“Yes.”
“Anyway we had time to kill, so I decided to practice my martial arts while we were waiting.  That fell and hit me on the foot.  It’s cool looking and already had a hole so I could put a cord through it.  So I kept it.  Later I figured out it was letting me see things.  I told you, remember?”
“Yes, but you never said anything about a stone medallion.”
“Oh, I guess not,” Matthew said.  “Anyway, I figured out that I could only see things when I had the stone with me.  So you put it on and see if it works for you.”
“Okay,” Emily hung the stone around her neck.  “What do I do?”
“Relax, like you’re meditating,” Matthew said, “and think about Sonja.”
Emily closed her eyes and relaxed.
“You have to keep your eyes open.”
“Oh, yeah.”
Emily sat and thought about Sonja, “Nothing.”
“Just relax like this and fill your mind with Sonja,” Matthew said.  “Oh, I see her.”
“So you don’t have to be wearing it,” Emily said.
“I guess not.  Maybe it’s pairing with me like the blue tooth on your phone.  Let me get farther away.”
Matthew walked across the room from Emily and tried again.  “Still works.”  He left the study and went to the Stevensons’ back door.  “Still works.”  He went into their back yard going to the very back of their estate.  “Finally, it doesn’t work.”
Matthew called Emily on his cellphone.  “Try it now,” he said, when she answered.
Emily laid her cellphone down and tried to imagine Sonja again.  She tried for three minutes before she gave up.  “Matt, nothing, come back.”
“No go, huh?”
“No,” Emily said.  “How long did you have the stone before it started working?”
“I don’t know.  Let me think.  At first I didn’t realize it was real.”  Matthew started to review everything that had happened since he’d found the stone.  “The first time might have been on the plane back from Europe.  I was thinking about what we saw in the Louvre and was able to go through the museum and see it all again.  I remember thinking I was able to remember views that I couldn’t have seen.  Like from inside one of the roped-off areas.  I just thought I had a good imagination.”
“Nothing before that?” Emily asked.
“I don’t know.  I have to kind of meditate and I have to have my eyes open, and I close them when I meditate.  So who knows when it would have started to work?”
“And you say the stone fell on your foot?”
“Yes,” Matthew said.  “And that was weird, because I wasn’t next to anything that the stone could have fallen from.  I thought someone must have thrown it at me.”
“Or maybe the stone’s attracted to you,” Emily said.
“What are you saying?” Matthew asked.  “That it flew over and hit me on the foot to get my attention?”
“Maybe.  Everything about it is mysterious, so why couldn’t it do that?”
“So I can’t share the burden,” Matthew sighed.
“Well not by handing it off to someone else,” Emily said.  “I told you that you needed a Bat Signal.  That way you can relax until you’re needed.”
“How would one go about creating a Bat Signal?” Matthew laughed.
“I’ll think about it, you just focus on Sayid,” Emily said.
◆ ◆ ◆
The next morning, Matthew sat in on Agent Caruthers’ debrief as usual.
“Update, people.”
“The landscaper is talking.  We’ve apprehended two other suspects.  We could see them on CCTV waiting in the airport.  Apparently they were going to give our guys a ride home.  The landscaper says they’re the two who picked up the money at the other bank.”
“What else?” Caruthers asked.
“Examining the debris, we’ve found several pieces that would lead one to believe that the attack was done by Islamic terrorists.  The landscaper tells us that they were instructed to place certain items in a toolbox.  The toolbox was in the trunk of the car and survived the blast as was intended.”
“Anything else?”
“Not much.  Apparently they were approached by another white supremacist, identity unknown, and told that they would be given support for such an attack.  If successful, they were to get an additional fifty thousand dollars to support their efforts.”
“Keep tracking that cellphone.  Hopefully that’s the link to this other supremacist,” Caruthers said.  “Now how does this add up to Sayid buying options on oil?”
“No idea,” Agent Castro said.
“Well we had better get one, hadn’t we!” Agent Caruthers yelled.  “And have the tech boys figure out how the blast bypassed the police and their vehicle”
“They are speculating that it has something to do with the embankment, but they’re really just grasping at straws.  The two cops don’t have any idea.  They said that just before the blast, it looked like someone pulled a curtain across the car.  But they were pretty shaken up, so who knows.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Matt, sign my yearbook,” Emily said.
“Sure,” Matthew said.  “Any place in particular?”
“Anywhere you want.”
“Here’s mine,” Matthew said.  “Wow, not many blank spaces in yours.”
“There sure are a lot in yours,” Emily said.
“I’m not much of a social butterfly,” Matthew said.
“What’s this, Qe4?” Emily asked.
“Oh, that’s the move Byron made to beat me in the chess tournament.  Mate in five moves after that.”
“So that’s all he said?”
“What else is there to say?  I’ll never forget it.”
Emily looked around, “Anything happening with Sayid?”
“He looks too happy,” Matthew said.  “Not a good sign.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Did you guys hear about the stunts the seniors pulled today?” Jason asked, as he and Alex met up with Matt and Emily.  “Where’s Brea?”
“On her way,” Matthew said.  “And yes, the whole school has heard.”
“Happy senior appreciation day,” Brianna said, as she arrived.  “Were those supposed to be Mr. Gaylord’s boxers on the flagpole this morning?”
“One would assume so, given their size,” Emily said.
“I like them putting Mr. Jackson’s Le Car on the track,” Jason said.
“And replacing it with one of those red kiddie cars,” Alex said.  “That was the perfect touch.”
“Yes, and all the empty booze bottles in the teachers’ lounge,” Jason added.  “I heard it smelled like a brewery in there.”
“That might have been a bit too much,” Emily said.  “Principal Grayson did not look pleased.”
“Oh she’ll get over it,” Alex said.  “They didn’t break anything.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Yes, school is over!” Alex and Jason yelled, as the five friends met after school.
“And best of all, we’re seniors,” yelled Jason.  “That is all except you, squirt,” he said to Brianna.
“Hey, I’m happy to be a sophomore.  At least I’m not at the bottom of the barrel anymore.  Now I can lord it over all the new freshmen coming in.”
“Yes, but we get to lord it over the whole school,” Jason countered.
“I’m just glad I don’t have to wear this school uniform again for three months,” Alex said.  “Although I do like the kilt, it gets old after a few days.”
“Yes, it is soooo boring,” Brianna said.  “And every time I try to spice it up, I get busted.”
“And look at this,” Alex said, holding her backpack by two fingers.  “No books!”
“Come on, let’s go to the beach,” Emily said.
“I’ll meet you there,” Alex said.  “I have to change first.”
“Me too.”
“Matthew looked at his and Jason’s navy shorts and blue oxford shirt, “I’m good.”
“Me too.  See you girls at the Pacific Coast Grill,” Jason said.
“Not so fast,” Brianna said.  “You have to give me a ride home so I can change.”
“I’ll give you a ride, Brea,” Emily said.  “Then they can grab us a table before the whole school gets there.”
“Yes, and we can make fun of the geeks in their school uniform when we get there.”




Road Trip

“Hi, Matt, is your mom home?” Emily asked, when Matthew answered the door.
“Sure, she’s about to make dinner,” Matthew replied.  “What are you two doing here?”
“We have a proposition for your mom,” Jason said.
“Hmm, I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”
“Trust us, it’ll be great, just wait until you hear.”
“Okay,” Matthew said, dubiously.  “Come on in.”
“Hello, Mrs. Brandt,” Emily said.
“I’ve told you to call me Margaret,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “What brings you two over?”
“They have a proposition for you,” Matthew said.
Mrs. Brandt gave Matthew a look.  “Don’t look at me, I’m innocent here, nobody’s been talking to me,” he said, holding his hands up.
“Okay, so what’s up?” Mrs. Brandt asked.
“Well, you guys are getting ready to take a road trip next week,” Emily said.  “And we were wondering how you were feeling about traveling cross country with a six-year-old.”
“Not particularly excited, but we’ll do okay,” Mrs. Brandt replied.
“And both ways,” Jason added.
“Okay give; what are you two thinking?” Mrs. Brandt asked.
“Well we were thinking that you might be amenable to exchanging one six-year old for two seventeen-year olds,” Emily said.  “Well, one seventeen-year-old and one almost seventeen-year-old.
“Now, how would that work?” Mrs. Brandt asked.
“Well, my mother and I are going to New York for a few weeks to do shopping, the shows and museums.  We’re giving the Winthrops a ride out on the jet.  So we thought that if you wanted to, you could send Jessica with Hanna and Sonja, while Jason and I joined you and Matt for the cross-country drive.”
“Well, I’m…”
“Wait it gets better,” Jason said.  “My dad’s Mercedes lease is up and he wants to return it in New York, so we could drive the Mercedes to New York, then you could come back to San Diego with the Stevensons on their jet.”
Matthew was looking a bit dumbfounded as his friends went through their spiel.
“And what’s the downside of this proposition?” Mrs. Brandt asked.
“Well, you do have to put up with Jason,” Emily said, “but you get to have another woman to commiserate with.”
“Okay, and?”
“Well, I was hoping you would let Sonja stay with you while my mom and I are in New York.  You would have Yvette to help, and Sonja and Jessie get along so well.”
“I need to think about this,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “What do you think, Matt?”
“I think it sounds like a good deal,” Matthew said.  “With the three of us, you wouldn’t have to drive, and we could probably go over a hundred miles without having to stop for a bathroom break.”
“Well, let us think about it,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “We’ll let you know.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“You ready, Matt?” Jason called out, as he parked this father’s big Mercedes in the Brandts’ driveway.
“Yes, your mom picked Jessie up an hour ago,” Matthew said.  “I guess they’re airborne by now.  Hi, Emily,” he added, as Emily got out of the car.
“Hi, Matt, I’m glad your mom agreed to our proposal.”
“It’s a great deal for her.  Driving cross country with Jessie would have been tough,” Matthew said.  “I just don’t know what you guys are getting out of it.”
“Real driving experience.  I only get to drive up and down I-5 and around Rancho Santa Fe.  This will be like a year’s worth of driving in just a few days.”
“Go on in, I’ll put our bags in the trunk.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Okay, is everyone ready?” Mrs. Brandt asked.  “Emily, why don’t you drive first.  It’s eight o’clock, so we’re going to be hitting some commute traffic.”
Matthew made a face as he got into the back of the Mercedes.
“Matt, you can drive right after the first stop; I think we’ll make that Alpine.  That way you can get in all the mountain driving today.”
“Thanks, Mom,” Matthew said, realizing his mother had things well planned, and feeling bad about wanting to complain.
After a few arguments about the music, everyone settled in for the drive.  Matthew tried to read, but Jason wanted to talk, and with all the chattering going on, he just gave up.
“Okay, Alpine is just ahead and it’s nine-thirty.  Emily, just find a café or something to stop at and we’ll all take a short break, and then Matt can drive.  We’ll stop in Yuma for lunch, then Jason can drive us to Phoenix.”
“Okay, this exit coming up shows a gas pump and a fork, so we could fill up and find a café.”
“Sure, it’s always a good idea to keep the tank full when you’re heading into the mountains or desert, and we’re doing both,” Mrs. Brandt said.
Emily and Jason both got a coffee at the Starbucks, while Matthew and Mrs. Brandt just shared a drink of water from a water bottle.  “You guys know that all you’re doing is guaranteeing that we’re going to have to stop in El Centro, don’ t you?” Matthew asked.
“We have to go right through the center of town anyway, so what’s the difference?” Jason retorted.
“Just like having Jessie along,” Matthew said.
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew enjoyed the mountain driving, such as it was.  The mountains of southern California really petered out when they approached the Mexican border.  At least there was some winding road when they dropped down into Ocotillo.  Then after a short but predictable stop in El Centro, it was nothing but fast desert driving to Yuma.  He managed as many miles that day as he had since he got his permit.
◆ ◆ ◆
Jason had been cruising for 1½ hours when the traffic started piling up.  They were just approaching Gila Bend.  “What’s up with this,” he said, “it’s only two o’clock.”
“Let me look,” Matthew pretended to be checking his phone, but what he really did was use his portal to check out the situation.  “There’s an accident up ahead,” Matthew said.  “The whole interstate is shut down.  Take the next exit, and I’ll see if I can find a route around it.
Matthew got a bird’s-eye view of the situation and quickly found an easy way to bypass the accident.
“Take this road north until you hit Indian Road.  Then go east until you hit old Highway 66, we’ll take the scenic route to Phoenix.”
“You’re sure handy to have around,” Emily whispered.
“All in a day’s work,” Matthew whispered back.




Lunch, Oh My

“You guys ready for lunch?”  Mrs. Brandt asked.  After spending the night in Flagstaff, they were heading east toward Amarillo.
“Yes, anything to break the monotony,” Matthew said.  “I’m having trouble keeping my eyes open.”
“That’s the problem with driving on these long, deserted stretches of roads,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “But I cannot believe my scintillating conversation isn’t keeping you awake.”
“Oh, it is,” Matthew replied.  “If it weren’t for that, I’d have passed out hours ago.”
“I’ll remind you of that when you’re ignoring me,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “Now take the next exit; there’s a little town just off the exit.  We should be able to find a café.”
“Why don’t we just do McDonalds?”  Jason asked.
“Half this trip is about experiencing the country.  You can go to McDonalds anywhere, but a small town café is something unique.”
“Hey, I’ll eat anywhere you want,” Matthew, said.  “Just point me.”  Matthew took the exit.  At the bottom of the ramp he made the left toward the town.
“There’s a café,” Emily said, pointing to a diner sign.
Matthew pulled the big Mercedes into the parking lot.  “This one’s at the edge of town; are you sure you don’t want to go all the way in? We might be missing something.”
“Don’t get smart,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “We’ll try this one out.  If you guys don’t find it acceptable when compared to McDonalds, we’ll find one a little farther off the highway next time.”
The four got out of the car and entered Jake’s diner.  It was a small place with only eight tables and six bar stools.  It looked clean, but old.
“Kind of slow,” Jason said, reflecting the fact that there were only three tables occupied.
“It’s one-thirty, whatever lunch time rush they have is over,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “I hope they’re still serving.”
“How are you folks doing?” the sole waitress said.  “I’m Shirley; take a seat anywhere you like and I’ll bring you some menus.”
“Where are the restrooms?” Mrs. Brandt asked.
“Just over there,” Shirley said, pointing to the sign at the back of the diner.  “Gents on the right, ladies on the left.”
Mrs. Brandt and Emily headed off to the restroom, while Matthew and Jason took a seat at a table by the big, plate-glass window that looked out at the parking lot.
“Nice view,” Jason said.
◆ ◆ ◆
“I’ll have the cowboy burger and fries,” Jason said.
“That cowboy burger is too much,” Emily said.  “Plus fries, your crazy.”
“Well, having a chicken salad doesn’t seem very small town,” Jason countered.  “I’m trying to have the heartland experience.”
“It’ll be a heart attack experience it you keep eating like that.  Matt at least ordered the small burger.”
“That’s because his mother is watching,” Jason said.
“Kids!” Mrs. Brandt scolded.  “Jason doesn’t have to eat the whole thing.”
“See,” Jason said.  “But I probably will.”
Mrs. Brandt opened the map.  “I think we can make it to Oklahoma City before too late.  Jason, why don’t you look for a place to stay just before we have to get on the 44-Turnpike.  That way we can start out tomorrow morning moving against traffic.”
“On it,” Jason replied.  He opened his phone and started searching for hotels while pointedly ignoring Emily.
◆ ◆ ◆
Shirley had just finished refilling Mrs. Brandt’s coffee when a beat-up Ford pulled into the parking lot spewing smoke.
“Geez, what some people will drive,” Shirley said, as she walked away.
“Man, they need to drive that car to the dump and walk home,” Jason said.
“It sure is a wreck,” Emily agreed.
Two men crawled out of the Ford, both wearing jeans and black t-shirts.  It was obvious that they hadn’t shaved for a few days, and it was questionable whether they’d had a bath in the same period of time.
“What rock did they crawl out from under?” Emily said.
As the two men entered the diner, they gave everyone one a once over, blatantly staring at each table.
“They give me the creeps,” Emily said.
“Just ignore them,” Mrs. Brandt said, as she sipped her coffee.
Shirley walked over to the newcomers, “You boys are kind of late; we’re all through serving lunch.”
The bigger of the two men looked a little confused and started to say something, but Shirley interrupted.
“But, just have a seat over there, and I’ll check to see if the cook will keep the kitchen open for you,” she said with a smile.
The two men took a seat in the booth next to the door where Shirley had indicated.  Shirley went into the back to talk to the cook.
“He says he’ll make up something for you,” Shirley said.  “Now can I get you boys something to drink?”
“Ice tea,” the little man said.  The big man just nodded in agreement.
“You boys need to get yourselves some new wheels,” Shirley said, as she set two ice teas on the table.  “That old clunker of yours ain’t going to make it very far.  You need to get one of them foreign cars that’s real reliable, like a Mercedes.”
“We’ll pick one up right after lunch,” the small man laughed.  “Right, Luke?”
“Good by me,” the big man replied.
The two men, who had just finished their lunch at the back table got up and headed to the cash register.  “Let me take care of these men, then I’ll be right back to take your order.”
Shirley went to the cash register and the two men paid their check.  “You all hurry back now,” Shirley said as they left.
She looked at Mrs. Brandt.  “How’re you doing over there; do you want any dessert? We have some real nice pies.”
“Pie sounds good,” Matthew said.
“Okay, let me take these boys’ order and I’ll be right over.”
“Now, what’ll you boys be having?” Shirley asked, as she walked over to the two newcomers.
“Pie sounds good; what kind of pie do you have?” the small man asked.
“We’ve got pecan, apple, peach; why we’ve got seven different kinds of pie,” Shirley said.  “Do you want to come over to the counter and see what tickles your fancy?”
The two men got up and walked over to the counter with Shirley.  “These are some mighty nice looking pies you have here,” he said.  “Are they all fresh?”
“Yes, Bo made them this morning,” Shirley said, “didn’t you, Bo?”  Shirley motioned at the cook.
The cook came out of the kitchen.  “You boys going to have anything besides pie?” he asked.  “Cause if you ain’t, I want to shut the grill off.”
The small man looked at the big man who was now leaning against the door.  “Luke, pie make you happy?”
The big man smiled and nodded his head. Then he stepped back and pulled a gun out of his jacket.  His bulk totally blocked the door.
The small man pulled a gun, also.  “Now you two, I don’t want to shoot anybody, so you just come out here and sit in that booth over there.”
“Crap, we’re in the middle of a robbery,” Jason said.
“Kids, just relax,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “We’ve got to stay calm, and this will all be over soon.”
“I don’t want to see anyone with no cell phones,” the small man said.  “In fact, I want to see everybody place their hands on their table.”
Matthew had already dialed 911 on his cell phone when the big man had pulled his gun.  He was holding the cell phone under the table, but now he set it on the seat beside him.  He was using his portal to listen in to the operator, as he put his hands on the table as ordered.
“Now just stay calm while we go about our business, and nobody gets hurt.”
“What’s the emergency?” the operator asked on the cell phone.
“We’re in Jake’s Diner and it’s being robbed,” Matthew whispered under his breath, the portal carrying his voice to the phone.  “Two men with guns.”
“Anyone else?”
“Not that I see,” Matthew replied.
“Hang tight, we’ll have a patrol officer there as soon as we can.”
Matthew used his portal to turn the phone off and slide it behind his back.  When he looked up, Emily was giving him an expectant look.
“What?” he whispered into her ear using his portal.
“Do something?” she whispered back.
“I called the cops, what else can we do?”
“I don’t know, but I’m not sure these guys are going to just take our money.”
Matthew reached over and slid his mother’s coffee to Emily.
“I’ve engaged the safety on their guns,” he whispered to Emily.
“That’ll work for the first second,” Emily whispered back.
“Hopefully, we won’t need to do anything, but if we do, then you’ve got the big guy.  Throw the coffee into his face.  Aim for his eyes.”
“Why do I get the big guy?”  Emily whispered back.
“Because I don’t think he’s too bright.  He’ll just scream; the little guy is the dangerous one,” Matthew said.  Then he moved one end of the portal to the grill and the other into the coffee cup and started heating the coffee up.
The little guy had cleaned out the cash register, and now he was asking the couple at the far table to hand over their wallets and jewelry.
“Get their stuff, including their car keys,” he said to the big man, pointing at the table with Matthew’s group.
Matthew moved to the edge of the bench and shifted his eyes between the big man and Emily’s cup.  The coffee was scalding hot by now.
As the small man backed away from the couple’s table, he pointed his gun at the man.
“You said you weren’t going to shoot anybody,” the man pleaded.
“I lied,” the small man said, as he pulled the trigger.  He looked confused when the gun didn’t go off.  The man and his wife ducked under the table.  Matthew used that second of confusion to launch himself at the small man.
Matthew could hear the big man scream behind him as Emily threw her cup of scalding liquid into his face.
The small man realized that the safety must be on, but before he could switch it off Matthew had grabbed his wrist and twisted it behind his back.  He kept twisting the wrist until the man dropped the gun.  He could hear his mother behind him screaming his name. Matthew spun around and drove his elbow into the man’s temple.  Then he raced back across the room to where Jason and Emily were trying to pin the big man against the wall.  He did a quick punch to the man’s throat, and the big man dropped to his knees gasping for breath.
“Stupid, Stupid, Stupid.  Of all the lame brain things to do, leaving the safety on,” Shirley yelled behind Matthew.  “I don’t know why I even bothered to pick you boys up.”
Matthew wheeled around to see Shirley picking up the small man’s gun.  He calmly walked toward her.
She deftly clicked the safety off and pointed the gun at Matthew.  “Boy, you’re as stupid as these two idiots,” she said.  “What a shame, I was going to take you with us.”  She pulled the trigger twice, two shots rang out and the glass window shattered.
Matthew had placed his portal in front of him and the other end on the glass window.  The impact of the bullets on the portal had shattered the window while the bullets fell harmlessly in front of Matthew.
“What the hell?” Shirley said, as Matthew walked toward her.  She looked at the gun then she pointed it at Matthew again and fired two more shots.  When Matthew continued to walk toward her unfazed by the bullets, she threw the gun at him.
Matthew took the opportunity to rush Shirley.  When he got close, he wheeled and executed a crossover kick to her chest.  The kick knocked her back against the wall with such force that she passed out.
The older gentleman in the far table had been protecting his wife, but when he heard Matthew rush Shirley, he rushed over to pick the gun up.  “I may be an old man, but I’ve been shooting guns all my life; so any of you yahoos want to try me, go ahead, make my day.”
“You got ‘em?” Matthew asked.
“Darn tootin’ I got ‘em,” the old guy said.
Matthew turned and walked back toward his friends and mother.  Along the way he paused to stoop down and pick up the four bullets lying on the floor where Shirley had been standing.  He could see the lights from a police car outside the window.
“Matt, you could have been killed!” Mrs. Brandt cried, as she rushed to her son.
Two sheriff deputies ran into the café with their guns drawn,  “Everybody, hands up,” one of them yelled, as he ran over to the old man holding the gun over Shirley and the small robber.
“You boys are a little late,” the man said.  “We got these robbers under control.”
“Gus, I’m glad to see you were packing your gun,” the deputy said.  “Now don’t shoot me while I cuff this guy.”
“Ain’t my gun,” Gus said.  He pointed to the small robber on the floor who was crying and holding his hand.  “Belongs to that feller there; and while you’re at it, put a set of cuffs on Shirley.”
“No! You mean Shirley was in on it?”
“Yeah, she’s the one that fired those shots you boys heard,” Gus said.  “Don’t know how she missed that young ‘un, but she did.”
The deputy grabbed the small man and put the cuffs on him.  “I think this guy might have a broken wrist,” he said, as he reached for his shoulder mic.  “We’ll be needing an ambulance out here.”
“This guy’s got burns on his face,” the second deputy hollered.
“Shirley, what got into you?” he said, as he put another set of cuffs on her.  She was just starting to regain her senses.
“I wanted to get out of this hick town,” she said.  “We would have made it if it wasn’t for Superman.”
“I’m sure Gus appreciates the compliment,” the deputy said.
“Not him, that boy over there,” Shirley said, nodding her head toward Matthew.  “I shot him four times and look at him, the bullets just bounced off; and he must have used his x-ray vision to burn Bill’s hand.”
“Now, Shirley, we don’t need any of your wild stories here,” the deputy said.
By this time a second pair of deputies had arrived on the scene followed by the EMT from the ambulance.
“Here, Jerry, you and Rex take care of the prisoners; Mike and I will start getting statements.”
“Sure thing, Roy.  Just these three?”
“Far as I can tell.  You can question Shirley in the car, she’s always a talkative one.”
“Mike, why don’t you question Gus and his wife?  I’ll talk with this family over here,” he said, motioning to Matthew and his group.
“You’re the boss,” Mike said, as he walked over to Gus to take statements.
“One of you call this in?”  Roy asked, as he took out a pad and paper.
“Yes, I called as soon as they drew their guns,” Matthew said.
“Fast thinking,” Roy said.  “Now let’s figure out what happened here.  Young lady,” he said, pointing at Emily, “why don’t you come over here with me and I’ll take your statement.  The rest of you relax and we’ll get your statements and get you on your way as soon as we can.”
“Figures he’d take Emily’s first,” Jason said.
“Just be quiet,” Mrs. Brandt said, as she sat down in a clean booth.  “Matt, I can’t believe you, you could have been killed.”
“They were going to kill us anyway,” Matthew said.  “Once they started shooting, they weren’t going to stop.”
“I still don’t know what happened,” Jason said.  “It was all a blur.”
“I’d appreciate it if you folks wouldn’t discuss anything,” Roy said.  “I don’t want to separate you, but if you don’t stay quiet, I’ll have to.”
“That’s okay; we’ll stop talking,” Mrs. Brandt said.
The cook, Bo, dusted off his apron.  “Roy, is it okay if I get these folks something to drink?”
“Go ahead, just don’t touch the register or nothing.”
“I ain’t going to charge them,” Bo said, “just want to be hospitable an’ all.”
“Go ahead,” Roy said.
Bo walked over to the booth, “You folks want anything to drink?” he said.  Then in a low whisper he said to Mrs. Brandt, “I got me some whiskey in the back if you need some.”
“No, thank you, but coffee would be nice,” Mrs. Brandt said.
“I’ll have a Coke,” Jason said, “and a little splash, if you would.”
“Jason,” Mrs. Brandt hissed.
“Don’t worry, Ma’am,” I ain’t serving no minors.  How about you?” he asked Matthew.
“A Seven-Up,” Matthew said.
“Coming right up,” Bo said, as he went behind the counter to get their drinks.
Matthew used the time and the enforced quiet to check in on Emily.
“Now they pulled their guns out and told everyone to put their hands on the table?  Is that right?”  Roy said.
“Yes.  Then the little one emptied the cash register.”
“What did the big guy do?”
“He just stood at the door, watching.”
“Then what?”
“Well then the small guy goes over to that couple and tells them to give him all their money and jewelry.  He hollered at the big guy, Luke, to get all our stuff and our car keys.”
“He wanted your car keys?”  Roy asked.
“Yes.  Oh yeah, it makes sense now.  When they came in, the waitress made some comment about their car and said they should get a reliable one, like a Mercedes.  They made a joke about it.”
“And your car is the Mercedes?”
“Yes, the big black one out there,” Emily replied.
“Don’t need the color; there’s only one Mercedes in the parking lot, probably the only one in the whole town.  Now back to them robbing you.”
“The big guy came over and demanded our stuff.  That’s when the little guy pointed his gun at Gus.  Gus hollered that he’d promised not to shoot anyone; then the little guy said he’d lied and it looked like he tried to shoot him.”
“Okay, then what?”
“Well, Matthew had given me his mom’s coffee; I threw it into the big guy’s face, and Matthew ran over and grabbed the little guy.  I guess the safety was on or something because the gun didn’t go off.”
“Kind of stupid not having the safety off,” Roy said.
“That’s what Shirley said when she picked the gun up.”
“Is that what happened next?”
“No, first Matthew ran over here and punched the big guy in the throat.  He has a black belt.  Anyway, the big guy fell to his knees crying about the burns on his face and trying to breathe.”
“Okay.”
“That’s when I saw Shirley pick up the gun.  She called them stupid, and said something about why did she pick them up.”
“Then?”
“Then she fired four shots, the window shattered behind us; I guess she missed.”
“Four times?”
“I don’t know what she was aiming at.”
Matthew whispered in Emily’s ear, “Thanks.  When you’re done, tell me what Jason and Mom saw?”
“You didn’t see what she was aiming at?” Roy asked.
“When the first shot went off, I dove under the table with Jason and Mrs. Brandt,” Emily said.  “We couldn’t see anything.”
After the deputies finished interviewing everybody, they compared notes.
“Seems like everything ties together except how Shirley managed to miss that boy four times,” Mike said.
“Shirley swears she shot the boy, Matthew, twice, shot the window and then shot him twice more,” Roy said.  “I don’t see no bullet holes in the boy or in the café, just the busted window, so I got to believe that she’s making it up.”
“Yeah, the boy says that when she pointed the gun at him, he did a roll on the floor and came up into a side kick, he called it,” Rex said.  “Shirley took a good lick and was out for a bit, so I wouldn’t trust anything she says.”
“I wouldn’t trust anything Shirley said even if she hadn’t taken a lick,” Roy said.  “That woman is always dreaming up some story.”
“Well, Gus, his wife and Bo’s stories all line up with theirs.”
“I don’t see any reason to keep them.  We’ve got enough to make the case,” Roy said.  “I’m sure they’ll plead.  Besides we’ve got everyone’s phone numbers, we can call them back to testify if we need to.”
Roy walked over to Mrs. Brandt.  “You folks are free to go.  We’ve got your statements and we’ll call you if we need anything else.  We’re sorry your visit to our town was scarred by the robbery attempt, and we do appreciate that you folks were able to help out and keep anyone from getting killed.”
“Thank you, deputy,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “I’m sure this wasn’t a reflection on your town.  If you need anything, call us.”
“Good day,” Roy said.
“Who’s driving?”  Jason asked, as they walked to their car.
“I’m driving,” Mrs. Brandt said.
Matthew crawled into the back seat, and Emily quickly hurried to get the other back seat.  Jason was left with the front seat beside Mrs. Brandt.
“Next time, I think we’ll stick with McDonalds,” Mrs. Brandt said, as she started the car.  They pulled out of the parking lot and soon were merging onto I-40 east.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Matt,” Emily whispered, leaning over to him.  “Why didn’t the bullets hit you?”
“I opened the portal just in front of the gun,” Matthew said.  “The bullets couldn’t penetrate it.  They just bounced off a little.”
“What happened to the bullets?”
Matthew reached in his pocket and pulled the four bullets out.  “I’m glad they didn’t search us,” he said.  “I’ll dump them at the hotel tonight.”
“Man, are you lucky or what?”  Emily said.
“I hope I’m lucky.  I’m worried about that waitress, Shirley, yelling about me being Superman.  I hope nobody pays attention to her.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Good morning, Matt,” Emily said, as she sat down next to Matthew in the café.  “Where’s Jason?”
“He’s in the shower.  He let me go first so he could get some extra sleep.”
“Your mom let me go first, too, but it was so she could call Jessie.”
“It’s kind of early to call Jessie,” Matthew said.  “No wait, she’s in New York now, so two hours later.  I guess I should call her while we’re driving.”
“Just one more night on the road and we’ll be in New York.”
“I can’t wait.  Hopefully nobody tries to rob us,” Matthew joked.
“No.  Tell me what’s up with Sayid.”
Matthew looked around to make sure no one else was close.  “He’s started to sell put options on oil.”
“How do you know?”
“Caruthers’ briefing.”
“I thought you sold puts when you believed the price was going down,” Emily said.
“You buy put options, the right to sell at a price, when you’re worried about the price going down.  You sell when you’re sure it’s going up.  It’s a huge risk though.  You’re forced to buy the oil no matter the price, so if it drops a bunch, he could lose big bucks.”
“I thought he was buying options, why change?”
“He’s using the money he gets from selling the put options to buy more options.  He’s really sure that the price is going up.”
“Anyone figure out why he’s so sure?”
“No, maybe he knows about a plan to attack a major oil exporting port, or something that will destabilize a major exporter for a while.  They’re focused on D.C. after the bank thing, but I’m still worried about why Sayid was so pleased with himself.  There has been almost zero press on it.”
“Well, sooner or later something will make sense.”
“I just hope it makes sense before it happens so we can stop it,” Matthew said.




New York Skyline

“The George Washington Bridge,” Jason said, loudly.  “What a beautiful sight!  So nice to be back in civilization.”
“What are you complaining about, you’re the one who wanted to come along,” Matthew said.
“I know, and I’m happy I did.  But if I ever suggest a cross-country drive again, you have my permission to shoot me.”
“It hasn’t been that bad,” Emily said.  “But it does wear on you after the first two days.”
“Come on, someone tried to rob us on the second day,” Matthew said.  “You can’t order up that kind of excitement.”
“Kids, tone it down,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “And I’m with Jason, never again.”
“Okay, so depending on traffic, we’re one to three hours from my grandparents’ house.”
“Ugh, and you call this civilization.”
“Well, civilized people don’t drive around New York City.  That’s what the subway and taxis are for.”
“I charged up our express pass before we left, so we can use the express booth,” Jason said.  “That way we can just keep cruising.  I still think you should have let me drive this leg; I am the native New Yorker after all.”
“I know, but my nerves can barely handle New York traffic when I’m driving.  A teenager at the wheel would be way too much,” Mrs. Brandt said, as she maneuvered the car into the express pass for the tollbooth.
“I’m with you,” Emily said.  “I wouldn’t want to be driving in this mess.”
“Okay, okay, lighten up.  My app says we have just under two hours with traffic.  So I’ll call and let them know where we are, then we can just relax.”
“Good, I’ll read then,” said Matthew.  “We let you sit up front because you wanted to see all the sights, so relax and listen to the music.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Hi guys, how was the trip?” Brianna said, as they parked the car.
“Long,” Jason answered.
“How was your trip?” Matthew asked.
“Easy, just five and a half hours.  We had six Marines from Camp Pendleton with us; they’re on leave and all of them are from New York.”
“Were they nice?”
“Seemed so, they were quiet, and I was playing Dixit with the three munchkins most of the way.”
“How did you manage that?”
“There were only twelve of us, so Mom arranged the seating plan so we had four seats that faced each other.  One of the Marines was a woman, and she spelled me for a while.  Then the girls and I took a nap, and suddenly we were landing.  Easy trip.”
“Matty, Matty,” Jessica yelled, as she ran out of the house.  “I got to go sailing!”
“Well, that’s good,” Matthew said, as he scooped Jessica up.
“Hanna said I’d get sick, but I didn’t.”
“That’s definitely good.”
“Hi, Mommy,” Jessica said, as she squirmed out of Matthew’s arms so she could go hug her mother.
“What do we have planned for today?” Matthew asked.
“Well, Grandfather says he’s ready for a chess rematch,” Brianna said.  “He’s been practicing.”
“Well, that’s a couple of hours.”
“And we’re going sailing tomorrow.  And of course shopping in the city.”
“Haven’t you already gone shopping?  You’ve been here three days.”
“But Emily’s here now.”
“She’s going to be shopping all next week,” Matthew complained.
“But not with me.”
“Okay, Jason and I can go sailing again.”
“Party pooper.”
“You don’t really want us to tag along on your shopping trip, do you?”
“I guess not, boys are such a pain, always telling us to hurry up.”
“There you go.”
“And we have tickets tomorrow night for a play, “Hamilton,” on Broadway.”
“We’re going to be busy.”
“We’re flying to Italy in two days, so we don’t have much time.”
“Come on, Jessie, do you want to go sailing again?”
“Yes!”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Are we going sailing tomorrow?” Jason asked.  “There should be some great winds, so we can work on our racing skills.”
“The girls want to go, so I think we’ll make it a family outing,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “Elizabeth and Margaret, are you up for an afternoon on the water?”
Mrs. Brandt and Mrs. Stevenson looked at each other and nodded, “We’d love to.”
“Okay.  The Carringtons have a sixty-foot Beneteau Oceanis; I’ll call Gerald and see if we can borrow it,” Mr. Winthrop said.
“Man, that’s a great boat,” Jason said to Matthew.  “It’ll be nice.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Are we ready, ladies?” Mr. Winthrop asked, as he started up the boat’s diesel engine.
“Almost.  Just let me get this life jacket on Hanna,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “She’s been helping Jessica and Sonja with theirs, and hasn’t been willing to sit still so I could get hers on.”
Hanna patted her pink and purple life vest.  “I’m ready.”
“Our little captain,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “The rest of you make sure you know where the life jackets are.  If someone goes for a swim, I want them to have at least two jackets thrown to them or you’re all going for a swim.”
“Yes, sir,” Jason said.  “I’ve shown everyone where the lockers are and they’re all unlocked.”
“You can cast off now,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “Brea, you’re responsible for Hanna.”
“Mommy!”
“We’ll take turns.”
“Come on, Hanna,” Brianna said.  “Do you want to sit outside?”
“Yes, with Jessie and Sonja.”
“Mom, I’ve got Jessie,” Matthew called out.  “Let’s sit right here so we can watch Mr. Winthrop driving the boat,” Matthew said, grabbing the seat at the front corner of the cockpit.
“Let’s sit by Matty and Jessie,” Brianna said to Hanna.  “We can watch Daddy and make sure he does everything right.”
“Okay.”
“May I cast off, Captain?” Mr. Winthrop asked Hanna.
“Yes, cast off,” Hanna called out, waving her arm.
Jason undid the mooring lines and pushed the boat away from the pier.  “You’re free,” he yelled, as he walked down the side and collected the fenders.  He stowed them in the locker and sat down next to Emily and Sonja.  “Mom, you’ve got the best seats.”
“We deserve the best seats.  We had to do all the work to get ready,” Mrs. Winthrop said.   She patted the pad that she, Mrs. Brandt and Mrs. Stevenson were sitting on at the back of the boat.
It took twenty-five minutes to motor out of the Port Jefferson Harbor into the sound, but it was sunny and everyone enjoyed the quiet ride.
“Okay, Jason, you can raise the jib now,” Mr. Winthrop called out, as he cut the engine.  “Ladies, any preference on how aggressive we sail?”
“We’ll just see how the girls handle it,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “They did fine last week.”
“Okay, we’ll do an upwind reach first, get her heeled over and see how much they are comfortable with.”
“Make sure the girls still have their hair tied back,” Mrs. Winthrop called out.  “We don’t want it whipping into their eyes.”
“We’ve got it covered,” Brianna yelled back.  “Make sure it’s all in the pony tail,” she instructed Matthew.
“Yeah,” Sonja yelled, as she stood on her knees and faced the wind.
“You two might want to move to the lee side,” Mr. Winthrop called out.
“Come on, Sonja, let’s go sit with Hanna,” Emily said.  She held Sonja’s hand as they worked their way down to the other side.  The boat was starting to heel over quite a bit as they picked up speed.
“We’re going fast!” Hanna yelled.  She was facing the wind and her ponytail was blowing straight out behind her.
Matthew made room so that Sonja could get next to Jessie and Hanna at the front of the cockpit.  That way they’d be in the corner where they would be more sheltered and have higher walls around them.
“Get ready to tack,” Mr. Winthrop called out.  “Make sure the girls are clear of the lines.”
“We’re good,” Brianna called out.
“Hard-a-lee,” Mr. Winthrop called out, as he cranked the wheel hard.  The nose of the boat came up to the wind and the jib started to luff.
“I’ve got the jib,” Jason yelled, as he cranked on the windlass to pull the jib tight on the other side of the boat.
“Hold this while I change sides,” Mr. Winthrop instructed.  Jason held the wheel as his father moved to the other side of the boat and took control of the matching wheel.  “I’ve got her.”
“Hey we’re going to fall down,” Jessica said, as she had to fight to keep her seat on the uphill side.
“We need to move to the other side of the boat,” Brianna said.  “Matt, go over and catch them as they come your way.”
The little girls slid down the deck to Matthew and took up their places in the lee corner of the cockpit.
“That was fun,” Sonja said.  “Can we do it again?”
“In a little bit,” Emily said.  “We want to sail like this for a while first.”
“Kids,” Matthew whispered.
After a few more tacks, the girls were well trained but bored.  “Carl, put us on a long down-wind reach and we’ll do lunch,” Mrs. Winthrop called out.
“You’ve got it.”  He let the boat fall off the wind until it was going mostly down wind.  The sails quieted down and the boat came to an even keel.  “Steady as she goes!”
After sandwiches and milk, the girls decided to play in the cabin.  Mrs. Brandt sat with them and read a book while they explored all the various drawers and doors in the cabin.  Eventually they settled down with coloring books.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Jason, go ahead and put the jib away.  We’ll motor in the rest of the way,” Mr. Winthrop called out.  He started the diesel engine up and headed back to Jefferson Harbor.
“Jib’s stowed,” Jason said, as he made his way back to the cockpit.
As they approached the mouth of the harbor, the engine sputtered and died.
“What’s up,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “Jason, check the fuel tank.  The gauge says full and Gerald said he had it fueled up the last time he sailed it.”
“Aye, aye,” Jason called out, as he flipped up the seat covering the fuel cap.  He used a stick to test the fuel level.  “Dry,” he called out.
“Damn, we’ve hardly got enough wind to sail her in,” Mr. Winthrop complained.  “It’ll take an hour to get someone out here to fuel us up.”
“Matt,” Emily said.
“What?”
“We practiced this.”
“Are you crazy?”
“No, just put it high up on the mainsail.  It’ll be normal.  I’ll tell you what to do.”
“Okay.”  Matthew opened his portal against the mainsail up high and the other end much higher above the boat where there was still wind.  He adjusted the angle until there was pressure against the sail.
“Jason, go ahead and call us in,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “Tell them we’re getting a bit of wind now, so we might make it under sail.”
“Yes, sir.”
“What’s happening?” Jessica asked, as she came out of the cabin.
“We’re just sailing home,” Matthew said.  “It will be slow, but without the engine it will be nice and quiet.”
“Good,” Jessica crawled up into Matthew’s lap and snuggled up against him.
Sonja came out and crawled into Emily’s lap and Hanna decided she should camp out on Brianna’s lap.
Mrs. Brandt came out and took a seat on the rear deck with Mrs. Stevenson and Mrs. Winthrop.  “Isn’t that sweet,” she cooed, pointing to the three girls nestled in the laps of their older siblings.
“Yes, it is,” Mrs. Stevenson said.  “Reminds me why I was crazy enough to have another one after ten years.”
“Me, too,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “Last-chance baby, a lot of work, but worth it.”
“Yes, a lot of work,” Mrs. Brandt agreed.
“At least Matthew wasn’t a teenager when Jessie hit the terrible twos,” Mrs. Stevenson said.
“Yes, you were lucky there,” Mrs. Winthrop added.
“Hey, I was working and didn’t have a nanny,” Mrs. Brandt said.
“Oh right!  I guess you win the pity party,” Mrs. Stevenson said.  “And the prize is a glass of wine.”
“Why are you two getting a glass?” Mrs. Brandt asked.
“Well, you wouldn’t want to drink alone would you?”
◆ ◆ ◆
“It’s so nice to have a full table,” Grandma Winthrop said, as everyone took their places.  The three little ones had already eaten and were in their room with Yvette.  An antique Chippendale dining set filled the room.  There were ten places at the table with a china hutch and a buffet along the walls, along with four more chairs.
“What lovely china,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “Antique?”
“At our age, everything we own is antique,” Grandma Winthrop jested.  “But yes, it’s from the 1870s.  It’s my great grandmother’s wedding china.”
“The crystal is from my great grandmother,” Grandpa Winthrop said.  “Baccarat from France.  Of course we’ve had to replace a few pieces, but most of it is original.”
“And real silverware,” Mrs. Stevenson said.
“Yes, my great grandmother’s, also,” Grandma Winthrop said.  “Towle Sterling.”
“Isn’t the chess set antique, too?” asked Matthew.
“Yes, it is.  French 1780,” Grandpa Winthrop said.  “And young man, next time I’ll be ready for you.”
“Yes, sir,” Matthew replied.
“When did Matt start playing chess?” Mrs. Winthrop asked.
“His father started teaching him to play at five,” Mrs. Brandt replied.  “David always had a board set up while he played some friend over email or the phone.  He had to set up a second board and teach Matt so Matt would quit moving his pieces around.  It was very funny. He’d come home and sit down to contemplate his next move and be confused about whether he’d already made it.  Matt had figured out the moves on his own by watching, so when David was gone, he’d make a move for both sides.”
“That must have driven your husband nuts.”
“Yes, they were good moves, so he kept thinking he must have forgotten.  He’d call the person he was playing and they would be just as confused.”
“It was like you had house elves,” Brianna said.
“Speaking of house elves, I have an even funnier story about Matt when he was six.”
“What?” Brianna asked.
“Mom!” Matthew cried.
“Mother’s prerogative,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “Anyway, Matt always loved to follow his father around and watch him work.  He was always having to do some repair on the house.  Anyway, David’s job started taking more and more of his time, so he stopped being so helpful.  I would complain about things not working, but you know how it is.  Then one day everything started getting fixed again.  I’d thank David and he would just nod.  Then one day he turned to me and said, ‘You know, thanking me for doing something won’t give me more time to actually do it’.  Well, I was shocked.  I told him that I was thanking him for actually doing it; that in the last few months he’d fixed all the things I’d asked him to.  Well, then David was shocked.  He said he hadn’t had time to do anything.”
“So Matt was fixing everything?” Mrs. Stevenson asked.
“Yes, he was only six, but he had learned how to do most of it by watching his father.  And he’d learned how to look things up on the Internet.  When we asked him, he just said, ‘Daddy’s too busy’.”
“How did he get the parts?”
“He’d just throw them in the cart when he went to the hardware store with his father.  David could be pretty oblivious about small things.”
“Does he still fix things?” Mrs. Winthrop asked.
“Yes, it takes a bit longer some of the time, but he does get it all done.”
“Mom!”
“You should have seen Jason teaching Brea how to play tennis,” Mrs. Winthrop said.
“I thought you taught her,” Matthew said.
“I did, but this was before.  She was four and could barely hold the racket by the head with both hands.  Jason would hit the ball to her and she would punch at it with the racket.  I was terrified that he’d hit it too hard and she’d be smacked in the head with the racket.  But he was very careful.”
“Ah, that is so cute!”
“Aren’t we ready for the first course?” Emily asked.
“Oh, you think that will keep us quiet,” Mrs. Stevenson said.
“One can only hope,” Emily replied.
“We were so worried about Emily when we had Sonja,” Mrs. Stevenson said.  “She’d been an only child for so long.  I took her with me to a few mothering classes to try and help her feel more comfortable about her new little sister.”
“Mom!”
“Shh.  That might have been a mistake.  When we brought Sonja home, Emily was the perfect sister slash mother.  We thought we were so lucky.  Then she started bossing Yvette around, telling her how to take care of Sonja, or saying she’d just do it herself.  I thought the poor girl was going to quit.”
“Now that you have managed to embarrass us all,” Emily said, “can we change the subject?”
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“Bye, Brea,” Matthew said.  “See you, Jason.  Don’t have too much fun in Italy.”
“Don’t worry,” Jason said.  “Mom will make sure we see enough museums to balance out any fun.  And I have to play tennis with Brea every day so she’ll be ready for the Junior U.S. Open.”
“Ah, poor baby,” Brianna said.  “It’s not as much fun when I beat you, is it?”
“You’ve only won ten sets out of thirty,” Jason said.
“But I’ve won four out of the last ten,” Brianna countered.
“Hang in there,” Matthew said to Jason, giving him a slap on the back.
“I’ll try,” Jason replied, rolling his eyes.  “Here’s our plane.”
“Isn’t that the Stevensons’ jet?” Matthew asked.
“Yes, we wound up chartering it for our flight over.  It’s here and they have a charter to bring a bunch of Swiss tourists for their flight back.”
“Nice timing,” Matthew said.
“Well Rebecca takes care of it all.”
“Bye Cara, bye Carl,” said Mrs. Brandt.  “And thank your father for letting us borrow the Expedition.”
“Don’t worry about it.  It just sits in the garage most of the time, and he’ll think it’s a good trade for you bringing us to the airport,” Mr. Winthrop said.
“Matthew, let’s go,” Mrs. Brandt said.
“Okay, Mom,” Matthew said.  He gave Brianna a quick kiss and waved to Jason before getting into the Expedition.
“Yvette, are the girls still buckled in?” Mrs. Brandt asked.
“Yes!” yelled Sonja and Jessie.
“Okay, then it’s off to Grandmother’s house we go.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Hi, Mom,” Mrs. Brandt said, as she greeted her mother-in-law.  “You’re looking good.”
“Of course, I always feel good when my grandchildren are coming to visit,” Grandma Brandt said.
“Hi, Grandma,” Matthew said and gave his grandmother a hug and a kiss on the cheek.
“Hi, Grandma,” Jessica yelled, as she finally worked her way out of the seatbelt.  “This is my friend, Sonja.”
“Come and give Grandma a hug.”
Jessica ran over and hugged her grandmother who was squatting down to her level.
“And this is Yvette, Sonja’s nanny,” Mrs. Brandt introduced Yvette.
“Nice to meet you, Yvette; call me Winnie,” Grandma Brandt said.
“Hello, Mrs. Brandt,” Yvette said.
“Come on in the house so you can get settled in,” Grandma Brandt said.
“Come on, Sonja, I’ll show you our room,” Jessica said, grabbing Sonja by the hand.  “We were here for Christmas and I got to see heaven.  That’s where my daddy is.”
“Really? Cool,” Sonja said, as the two girls raced into the house.
“Margaret, you’re in Matt’s room, the girls in your room, it has the two beds. Matt, I’m afraid you’re on the sofa.”
“That’s okay.  It’s only four nights and it’s better than sharing with Jessie anyway.”
“Oh Jessie’s not that bad,” Grandma Brandt said.
“She isn’t,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “She’s been sleeping better since last Christmas.  She rarely comes into my bed now and when she does she sleeps very soundly.”
“Wow, I didn’t realize she’d improved so much,” Matthew said.  He thought about when he’d shown Jessie heaven, actually an alpine monastery, last Christmas.  Maybe that had relieved her worries about where her father had gone when he died.  “Mom, I’ll get the bags, you just go in with Grandma.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew spent the four days in New Haven helping his grandmother around the house.  She kept telling him it was so nice to have a man around the house, her way of encouraging him to carry the heavy stuff.
He checked in on Caruthers’ briefing each morning, which was much easier with both of them in the same time zone.  He checked on Sayid whenever he could.  The only thing that had changed was that there were margin calls on two of Sayid’s investment accounts.  He had taken fifty million dollars out of the numbered account to cover the margin call and to purchase an additional thirty million in options on oil.  Agent Giacomo had immediately noticed the influx of money, so Matthew didn’t need to do anything special.
The girls had immediately created an adult-free zone in their room where they had set up their dolls.  Yvette was allowed in, which was good since that’s where she was sleeping, too.  The girls had breakfast with their dolls and held afternoon tea when they were home.
They took the girls and to the beach every day where Matthew was directed to build sand castles by the two sidewalk superintendents.  The girls would make believe that they were princesses in the castle and were being threatened by evil beasts and dragons.  It wasn’t long before Matthew’s construction work was spread out and melting into the beach again.
They even managed to take the girls to the Connecticut Children's Museum.  They loved walking through the life-sized model of a whale and spent half an hour looking at the beehive.
By the fourth day, Matthew couldn’t wait for Emily and her mom to pick him up for their visit to Yale.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Hi, Mommy!” yelled Sonja.  She ran over to the car, and her mother scooped her up and hugged her.
“How are you doing, baby?” Mrs. Stevenson asked.  “Have you been behaving yourself?”
“We’ve been playing with our dolls, and going to the beach; Matty builds sand castles for us, and we saw a beehive.”
“Sounds like you’ve been busy.”
“Yes,” Sonja exclaimed.  “We got to walk inside a whale!  Hi, Sissy,” she leaned over so Emily could take her from her mother.
“Hi.  So you’ve been having fun.”
“Yes we have!  Are we going home now?”
“No, not yet.  We’re just picking Matt up so he can go to Yale with us.”
“Can I come?”
“Yes, there are lots of museums at Yale,” Emily said.  She gave Matthew a smile and lifted her finger to indicate he should relax.
“Museums, yuk.  I’m going to stay here and play with Jessie.”
“We’ll see you on Saturday at the jet,” Emily said.  “Then we’ll go home.”
“Okay,” Sonja said, as she squirmed her way out of Emily’s arms.  “I’m going to play with Jessie.”
“How has it been, Margaret?” Mrs. Stevenson asked.
“She and Jessie entertain themselves, and Yvette does most of the work,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “So Mom and I have been able to spend time talking and reading.  Actually it’s been surprisingly relaxing.”
“Do you think you can handle four more days?  Or should we take Sonja with us?”
“Oh no.  It’s so much easier with two.  You know how hard it is to entertain a six-year old.”
“Okay, we’ll see you Saturday morning,” Mrs. Stevenson said.  “Are you ready, Matt?”
“Yes,” Matthew said with emphasis.  “I, for one, love museums.”
◆ ◆ ◆



“Ah, adult activities,” Matthew sighed, as they arrived at Yale.
“Did you get tired of being a slave to two six-year olds?” Mrs. Stevenson asked.
“Yes, they had me building sand castles on the beach for them.  And when we weren’t at the beach I had to construct doll fortresses in their bedroom, and of course reading them stories.”
“Well, I’m glad to hear that they were entertained.”
“Poor baby,” Emily said.  “Aren’t you used to it with Jessie?”
“Mostly, but I could distract her with something else, like TV.  But with two of them, they gang up on you.  It’s like tag team wrestling, and they actually kept each other focused, so distracting them didn’t work.”
“So we rescued you?” Emily said.
“Yes.  What are we going to see first?” Matthew asked.
“Let’s go see the Center for British Art first,” Mrs. Stevenson said.  “I want to see the James Ward and Turner pieces they have.”
“Then we can go check where you would be living if you go here,” Emily said.
“We can in general, but they randomly assign you to the residential colleges.  Although since my mom went to Yale, I could request her old college,” Matthew said.
“Which college was she assigned to?” Emily asked.
“It was Calhoun, but now it’s the Grace Hopper.”
“I heard they’d renamed it,” Emily said.
“Yes, Calhoun was pro-slavery,” Matthew said.  “So it was a bit uncomfortable to have a college honoring him.  I prefer Grace Hopper anyway; she was a computer scientist in the forties, and became an admiral in the Navy.”
“Impressive,” Emily said, “especially for a woman at that time.  Hey, if your mother went to Yale, why didn’t she come?”
“She wants me to go to college on the west coast, so she’s been quietly trying to discourage me from going here.  If she came, she’d feel like a traitor to her Alma Mater.  Or she thought the old memories would come back and she’d find herself encouraging me to come here,” Matthew said.
“I can see going to college here,” Emily said.  “It’s a gorgeous campus, intimate.”
“Yes, only about five thousand undergrads, and the residential college is about four hundred, so you get know everyone in it.”
“And it’s only one and a half hours from New York City,” Emily said.  Jason should definitely check it out, he’d only be a couple of hours from his grandparents.”
“I know he’s planning to apply,” Matthew said.  “And of course Alex will apply.”
“Hmm, we could all wind up here,” Emily mused.  “Maybe I should add it to my list.”
“Kids, let’s walk over to Broadway so we can check out downtown New Haven,” Mrs. Stevenson said.
◆ ◆ ◆



Matthew was sitting in the living room of their New York hotel suite reading a book when Emily walked in.
“Matt, while Mom’s in the bathroom, what’s up with Sayid?”
“He just took a bunch of money out of that offshore numbered account,” Matthew said.  “He clearly thinks everything is still on track.”
“Even after they nailed those guys with the car bomb at Dulles?”
“Yes.  He must be really confident.”
“Why do you think so?”
“He took fifty million out of that account,” Matthew said, “and I don’t think it’s his money.”
“Why?”
“Why would he sell all those assets if he had access to over two hundred million dollars?  I think he’s betting his life that this comes off the way he wants it to.”
“Well, I’ve researched all the diplomatic events in D.C. and even in New York,” Emily said.  “Nothing comes up.”
“There’s only another week,” Matthew said.
“What are you two so serious about?” Mrs. Stevenson asked.
“We’re just talking about what exhibits we want to check out at the Met,” Emily said.




This is it

“We’ve got a little over two hours before we’re meeting Mom for lunch,” Emily said, as she and Matthew exited the cab in front of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.



“It’s this way,” Emily said, as they entered the museum.  Emily had to pull Matthew to the right as he was walking straight instead of following her.  “You’re not paying attention,” Emily scolded.



“I was just checking in on Sayid.  He’s very relaxed; whatever he’s up to, it’s going to happen soon.  I just can’t figure out what it is.”



“I know it must be stressful, but you’ve done everything you can.  The FBI caught the guy you pointed them to, so maybe they’ve thwarted him.”



“No, Sayid’s too happy.  He’s all in on the futures and put options.  If oil drops by a few dollars a barrel, he’ll be ruined.”



“We’ll go over all the options again tonight,” Emily scolded. “But for now, we’re at the Met.”



“Okay, let’s see it.”



Matthew and Emily went directly to the Egyptian exhibit.  “Oh, here’s William the Hippo,” Emily said.



“William the Hippo?”



“Yes, they got him in 1917,” Emily said.  “He’s so cute; everyone loved him and started to call him William.  He’s the museum mascot.”



“He is a nice blue, odd color for a hippo,” Matthew said.  “Look at this horse.  What amazing detail.  It says here that it’s a whip handle.”



“Check out this cat,” Emily said.  “It’s beautiful.”



“It says here it was intended to hold a mummified cat.”



“Ugh.”



“And here’s a friend for William,” Matthew said.  “They’re the same color and she is very pregnant.”



“A Statuette of the Goddess Taweret,” Emily read from the placard.  “A pregnant hippo.”



“Oh yeah, the goddess of childbirth,” Matthew said.  “I remember from world history.”



“You would,” Emily said.  “Now isn’t he handsome,” Emily pointed to a portrait of a young man.  “The Boy Eutyches.”



“Now this is nice,” Matthew said.  “Horus in Gold.  I know Horus, but what’s with gold?”



“It’s part of the royal title,” Emily read.  “They’re not sure, but it seemed to show the king was committed to peace and stability,” Emily read from the brochure.



“This is a cool looking Sphinx.  Blue,” Matthew said.  “The Sphinx of Amenhotep III,” he read.  “They sure like that blue.”



“It is beautiful and it is in perfect shape,” Emily said.  “Come look at this, it’s a statuette of Isis and Horus.  Horus is just a baby in his mother’s arms.”



“He doesn’t look like a hawk here,” Matthew said.



“No, but he does here,” Emily said.  “God Horus Protecting King Nectanebo II.”



“He looks really fierce.”



Emily and Matthew spent almost two hours going through the museum’s extensive Egyptian exhibit.



“Now we get to see The Temple of Dendur and the Islamic art galleries, ” Emily said.  “Right this way.”



“I’m sorry, the temple and the Islamic Art galleries are closed today,” said the security guard stationed at its entrance.



“What, why is it closed?” asked Emily.



“It’s just for the week.  There is a special event tomorrow night.  It will be open again on Saturday.”



“Oh pooh!  What event?”



“There is a brochure explaining everything over there,” the security guard pointed at the display with the brochures.



Matthew grabbed one and started to read.  “The Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia is giving the Met an ancient Koran in exchange for one that traces back to Mohammad.  Apparently the museum was gifted the Koran last year, but Saudi Arabia claims it was removed from the country illegally back in 1902.  They’ve demanded it back, but have come up with this exchange as a nice gesture so everyone is happy.”



“Interesting, so why are the temple and the Islamic Art galleries closed?”



“There is a gala being held in the temple in his honor as he presents the Koran to the museum.  The Islamic Art galleries are right next door, so they’re letting the guests view them during the party.  Ah, he’s going to be here,” Matthew said.



“Yes, you said that.”



“The Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia,” Matthew repeated.



“Oh,” Emily said.  “You think…”



“Exactly, this has to be the target,” Matthew said, as they moved out of earshot of the security guard.



“Yeah, what better way to upset the oil market than to assassinate the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia on American soil.”



“Let’s go to the restaurant to meet your mother,” Matthew said.  “We’ll be a few minutes early so we can talk there.”



“The restaurant is just a block up on 84th street; we can walk.”



◆ ◆ ◆



“Reservations for Stevenson.  We’re early,” Emily said as they met the maître d’.  “Can you take us now?”



“Of course, Ms. Stevenson.  Where is the rest of your party?”



“My mom will be arriving later.”



“Right this way.”



The maître d’ took them to a corner table and seated them.  They each asked for a glass of water and said they would wait for their other party before ordering anything else.



“We’re in luck, the table next to us is empty,” Emily said.  “So what do you think?”



“I don’t know how the sarin gas plays in.  They could try to gas the whole party, but how could they be sure to get the prince?  He’s bound to have crazy security, and they even might have atropine available, given his risk profile.”



“It makes sense that the prince would be the target.  Maybe the sarin is not related to this part of his plan,” Emily suggested.



“I don’t know, it seems to come up whenever he talks about the end game, but maybe they’re using the sarin as a way to eliminate his security so they can get to him another way.”



“Are you going to notify Caruthers?”



“Sure, she must know, but it hasn’t come up at any of the briefings I’ve listened in on.”



“It’s kind of an art world thing.  Maybe they missed it,” Emily said.



“Let me text her.”



“How are you going to do that?  Your special cellphone is back at the hotel, and if you work it from here you’ll give away your position.”



“Oh, I’ll just use Sayid’s burner, the one I stored in the warehouse,” Matthew said.  “She’ll assume Ranger Zero kept it when he intercepted it.”



Matthew opened his portal, and while Emily provided cover conversation, he turned on the burner phone he’d put in the warehouse attic.  He quickly texted the info to Agent Caruthers.  “There.”



“Now what?”



“I’ll try to check the place out tonight.  See if I can figure out how they might plan something.  I just wish we could go to the party, then I could be right there in case something happens.”



“Like them releasing the sarin gas.”



“The goal is to stop that,” Matthew said.  “I don’t see how they’re going to get anything into the temple.  They’ve had the place closed for the last week to prepare.  Security is going to be out of sight with all the big wigs there.”



“I can see if Mom can come up with an invitation; she and Daddy are big donors to the Met,” Emily said.  Then she snapped her fingers, “But you know someone who might be able to score an invitation.”



“Who?”



“Remember the guy from the State Department who was at Vail?”



“Oh yeah, Mr. Joelson, he was escorting the Austrian Ambassador.”



“Yes, and after you saved their son, he told you to give him a call if you ever needed anything.”



“Yes, I remember.  Do you really think he can get us in?”



“He or someone who owes him a favor.  Call him.  Do you have his card still?”



“Not with me, but I remember the number.”



“You remember the number.  It must be nice,” Emily scoffed.



“Can I help it if I have an eidetic memory,” Matthew said.



“Well, call him.”



Matthew got out his cell phone and dialed the number.  “Mr. Joelson, please.  Matthew Brandt calling.”  Matthew drummed his fingers as he listened.



“He told me to call him if I ever needed anything…  Back in November…  Yes that Matthew Brandt…  I understand…  I know this doesn’t sound important, but it is.  I’m hoping he can get me an invitation to the event at the Met tomorrow night.  The presentation of the Koran…  You know about it…  You have my number, okay.”



“Well.”



“His assistant will call me back.”



“What are you kids doing?” Mrs. Stevenson asked, as she took a seat at the table.  “They said you’ve been here for twenty minutes.”



“Oh, they closed the Temple of Dendur and the Islamic Art galleries because of a big party tomorrow.”



“That’s too bad, the Temple is an amazing sight,” Mrs. Stevenson said.  “And the Islamic art is really nice.  The Damascus Room is simple amazing.  We’ll have to come back so you can see them.” 


“We’re trying to see if we can get an invitation to go to the party.  Do you think you could get us one?”



“I can try, let me call Rebecca,” Mrs. Stevenson said.  She dialed her phone,  “Rebecca… Elizabeth.  Yes I’m in New York with my daughter.  We wondered if you could get us into the event in the Sackler Wing at the Met tomorrow night…  Yes, call me back.”



Matthew gave Emily a puzzled look.



“Oh, Rebecca’s Dad’s admin.  She mostly works from home.  He’s kept her on since he retired to take care of things.  Comes in handy,” Emily explained.



“It certainly does,” Mrs. Stevenson added.  “Although I think she spends more time getting your father tee times than anything else.”



“That’s not fair,” Emily protested.



“No, it’s not,” Mrs. Stevenson agreed.  “She manages the charters for the jet, coordinates all the charity work, as well as doing market research for Walter.  Now have you two looked at the menu?”



◆ ◆ ◆



Matthew’s phone rang just as they were discussing whether to have dessert.



“I can’t afford the calories,” Mrs. Stevenson said, “but you two go ahead.”



Matthew answered his phone.  “Matthew Brandt.  Yes…  Just a second.”



“Elizabeth, we’re getting an invitation to the party, do you want to go?”



“Really,” Mrs. Stevenson said.  “How did you arrange that?”



“You remember Mr. Joelson from the State Department?”



“You called him about a party invitation!” Mrs. Stevenson scolded.



“Mom, don’t worry about it.  Do you want to go?” Emily said.



“No, if you’re out for the evening, I’ll go to the spa.”



“Just two,” Matthew said.  “They’ll be waiting at the door…  Thank you so much…  I owe him now…  I understand…  Thanks again…  Goodbye.”



“Matt!”



“Mom, I’m the one who talked him into it,” Emily said.  “Besides, what are connections for if you can’t use them.”
“I think you could save the favor for something more important,” Mrs. Stevenson said.  “And now you’ll need a dress and Matt will need a tuxedo.”
“I definitely need a new dress,” Emily said.  “We’re right next to 5th Avenue, so it shouldn’t be hard to find.  Matt, do you want to come with us to rent a tuxedo?”
“I saw a shop right by the apartment,” Matthew replied.  “I’ll go take care of that now while you and your mom go shopping.”
◆ ◆ ◆



After taking care of the tuxedo rental, Matthew spent the afternoon doing recon on the temple.  He discovered that there were two security guards posted on each of the two roofs adjacent to the Sackler wing.  One entrance to the wing was blocked and the entrance to the temple from inside the Met had metal detectors that each guest would have to pass through.  The Islamic Art galleries were adjacent to the Sackler wing.  The guest would be able to peruse the exhibit during the party.
There were security cameras that covered the entire temple and the Met entrance.  They were connected to a temporary command center in a cordoned-off area behind the temple.  Matthew examined all the spaces in the temple; there was nothing that looked suspicious.
He went to his laptop to do more research on sarin, noting the key elements:
 
	Slow evaporation at room temperature. (Matthew thought: That means it won’t be sufficient to just have it in the room.  Symptoms would appear before it became fatal.)


	The gas is heavier than air so it sinks low and doesn’t dissipate until it breaks down.


	It is absorbed through the skin causing severe irritation.


	Sarin eventually invades the nervous system disrupting muscle activity resulting in asphyxiation.


	Sarin itself has a short shelf life, so it is usually handled as two separate components, which also make it safer to handle.  1: Isopropyl Alcohol; 2: Methylphosphonyl Difluoride.


	Usually disposal of Methylphosphonyl Difluoride is done by first mixing it with water to break it down into a less dangerous acid.  After that normal disposal methods could be used.


	A dose of Atropine would offset the effects of sarin for about thirty minutes.  After that a second dose is needed, continuing with additional doses every thirty minutes until the body had processed all the sarin it had absorbed.





◆ ◆ ◆
“Did you find a dress?”
“Of course,” Emily said.  “Wait until you see it.”
“Where’s your mom?”
“She’s setting up her spa appointments.  She’ll be up in a minute.  What have you been up to?”
“Researching sarin; doing recon on the temple.”
“And?”
“I don’t see anything suspicious.  Great security, no funny looking canisters lying around.”
“Maybe we’re wrong.”
“I don’t think so.”
“You’d better get ready for dinner, Mom will be up soon.”




The Event

Matthew and Emily relaxed as their limousine pulled into line with the many others lined up to deposit their charges at the entrance to the Met.  When it was their turn, Matthew and Emily exited the limousine and made their way to the reception desk in the Met lobby.  They had to present their IDs to the security guard.  These security guards were armed and looked much more like Army Rangers than security guards.  There were four guards, two men and two women, who were dealing with the guests as quickly as possible.  They were working fast to get the guests inside the Met for the second security pass where it was cooler.
“Ah, Mr. Brandt,” the security guard said.  “I see we have your invitation here at the desk.”
“Yes,” Matthew replied, as he put his ID back into his wallet and the wallet inside the pocket of his jacket.
“Here you go, in case you want to keep it as a souvenir,” the guard handed Matthew the invitation.  “Cellphones need to go in a bag here; you’ll be able to pick them up when you leave.  Unless it’s critical, we prefer that you turn them off.”
“Of course,” Matthew said handing his over, “I should have just left this at home.”
Emily was following the same procedure, patiently following directions.
“Okay, is there any reason you cannot pass through the body scanner?” asked the security guard.
“No, that’s okay with me,” Matthew replied, and Emily nodded her agreement.
“Thanks, the metal detector first, then the scanner if you please.”
Matthew and Emily both made it through the metal detector without setting it off and then lined up at the body scanner.
“Really serious security,” Emily said to Matthew.  “Just like at the airport.”
The next woman through the metal detector set it off.  She was escorted into a screened area by one of the security guards.  “Underwire bra,” Emily whispered to Matthew.  “Gets you every time.”
Matthew chuckled.  “Our turn,” he motioned for Emily to go first through the scanner.
Emily went through without a hitch, gathered her purse, and waited for Matthew.
“Sir,” the security guard motioned Matthew to step aside as he walked out of the scanner.
“Yes?” Matthew answered.
“You have a dense mass about here,” the security guard pointed to the center of her chest just below the collarbone.
“Oh yes, my amulet,” Matthew said.  “It’s stone.”
“May I examine it?”
“Of course,” Matthew opened his shirt collar and removed the stone.  Handing it to the guard he said, “It’s never been an issue at the airport.”
“We hold ourselves to a higher standard,” the security guard said.  She examined the stone for a minute then handed it back to Matthew.  “Sorry for the inconvenience.”
“Not a problem.”
Matthew put the stone back around his neck and tucked it into his shirt.  Emily helped him fix his bowtie and collar.  Then Matthew took Emily by the arm and walked her to the last checkpoint.  “You are free to roam around this entry hall; there are restrooms near the entrance to the temple.  You’ll have to pass through this metal detector to enter the temple,” the security guard said.
Matthew nodded, as he took in the extra level of security.  “There is a second set of restrooms at the back of the temple,” the security guard continued.  “You’ll be able to access those without having to exit the security perimeter.  Have a nice evening.”
“I’m not sure how anyone would get something in here to attack the prince,” Matthew whispered to Emily.
“I know, the security is really tight.  I’m just glad it was quick.  I thought my makeup might melt while we were outside.  I’m just now drying off that little sheen of perspiration that built up.”
“Well, the museum has to control the humidity to protect the artwork.  They have to keep it at fifty percent.  So even though it’s humid outside, they have to add moisture back into the … air as … they cool it.”
“What?”
“The A/C and the humidifier,” Matthew said.  “That’s how they can introduce sarin into the temple.  I bet it has its own unit.”
“How does that make a difference?”
“As I was saying, they have to control humidity and temperature. There are huge units on the roof that manage the air for each of the main sections.  Each has to have a humidifier attached to prevent the air from getting too dry when it’s heated or cooled.  It would be possible to introduce sarin into the humidifier, and then have it spread into the room all at one time through the air ducts.”
“But they’ve been guarding this place all week.  How would anyone get by and mess around with the air conditioning?” asked Emily.
“Six weeks ago, Sayid asked if everything was in place.  His contact said yes, that the maintenance went smoothly.  Then Sayid asked about the gas and the guy said it hadn’t been a problem.  He said, all is ready.”
“So they did everything six weeks ago, before the security was locked down.”
“Right.  That was just a few weeks after the Met and the Saudis reached an agreement on the exchange.”
“So if it’s here, then it’s been here for six weeks.”
“Yes.  In a way that’s good, it means that it’s likely not sarin yet.  They would need to keep it in the bi-chemical form so it didn’t degrade.  If that’s true, then I might be able to disarm it.  Let’s go find a quiet corner so I can go look again,” Matthew said.  “It has to be somewhere that has a light.”
They found a spot at the end of one of the sealed-off hallways.  Matthew leaned against the wall as though he and Emily were having a nice chat and he opened his portal.  After a few minutes, he straightened up.
“So?”
“It looks like there is a canister hooked into the water supply for the humidifier.  I don’t see any trigger mechanism, but there must be one.  It’s well hidden behind some sheet metal in the unit.  Everything looks professionally installed.”
“So what are you going to do?  Can’t we just alert Caruthers?”
“I’ve already told her that I think this might be the target.  But as soon as the terrorists see any unusual activity, they’ll activate the sarin.  They might not get the prince, but think of all the other people here.”
“We should have time,” Emily said.  “The prince isn’t here.  He probably won’t show up until just before the ceremony, that’s two hours from now.”
“Let’s go inside and check it out while I think about options,” Matthew said.
Matthew followed Emily through the second metal detector and into the temple proper.  There were cocktail tables spread around the floor; a string quartet was set up in one corner with the opposite corner containing a bar.  Waiters were working their way around the floor with trays of champagne and others with trays of hors d'oeuvres.  There were docents strategically placed around the temple to answer any questions about the exhibit.
“Wow what an nice place for a party,” Emily said.  “With all this glass and skylights, this place must be amazing during the day.”
“It’s not too bad at night,” Matthew said.  “A very open plan.  And a pretty snazzy crowd.”
“Yes, I actually feel underdressed,” Emily said.
“What?”
“Just look at these women.  They look like they’re dressed for the Oscars.  And the jewels.”
“I don’t think you have to worry,” Matthew said.  He looked at the gorgeous blue evening gown Emily was wearing.  “You’re beautiful instead of gaudy like some of these women.  I think some of them need a back brace to hold up those necklaces.”
Emily laughed.  “Some of them look kind of gross.”
“Anyway, back to business,” Matthew said, as he switched to thinking about what the terrorists must have planned.
They wandered around the room for awhile.  Matthew used his portal to re-examine all the nooks and crannies for anything that might look out of place, while thinking about how he could disarm the sarin.
“I think I know how to take care of the sarin,” Matthew said.  “I’ll have to go up on the roof so I can really see what’s going on, but it should be straightforward.”
“Then let’s go,” Emily said.
“Let’s go?  I don’t think you’re dressed to be going up on the roof.”
“You might need help.  And I’m sure I can manage even in heels and an evening gown.  Remember Ginger Rogers did everything that Fred Astaire did but she did it in heels and backwards.”
Matthew laughed, “We’re not talking about dancing.  At least not yet.”
“I’m coming, don’t argue,” Emily hissed at Matthew.  “No…” she added as he started to say something else.
“Okay.  First we have to get to the roof.  I have a path mapped out.  Let’s go back into the entry hall.”
As they walked past the security guard at the temple entrance, Matthew spied a stack of the dark blue tablecloths that were used to adorn the cocktail tables.  He grabbed one of the larger cloths that were being used to curtain off the sections of the room.
“What’s that for?”
“To hide behind,” Matthew replied.
“What?”
“There are security guards on the roof.  We don’t want to be too visible.”
“Oh,” Emily said, wondering what she had gotten herself into.
She followed Matthew down to the end of the hallway they had used before.  At the end they came to the set of locked doors.
“As best as I can tell, these are not alarmed.  They just lead into the service hall, so there’s no real reason to alarm them.”
“Okay, so we just slip through them.  I assume you won’t have any problem unlocking them.”
“Unlocking them won’t be a problem, but we can’t just slip through them.  Too much surveillance,” Matthew said.  “I think they might notice we disappeared down this hallway and come looking for us.”
“So what do we do?”
“Here, let’s leave this tablecloth on the door.  Then I’ll unlock it…  There we go.  Now let’s go back to the main lobby and wait until we can slip down the hall without being noticed.”
“I thought you said there were too many cameras and too much surveillance.”
“I did, but I have a new trick.”
“Oh, pray tell.”
“I can open the portal, make both ends vertical and about seven feet in diameter.  Then leave about two feet between them.  If we slip into that space we’re invisible, any camera will see the other side of the portal which is just two feet further down the hallway.”
“Very clever,” Emily said. “How did you figure that out?”
“Doing a magic trick for the girls.  Jessie loves magic.”
“Okay, so how do we slip behind it without being noticed?”
“We just need a big crowd to cross in front of the hallway.”
Emily and Matthew loitered in the entry hall close to the hallway.  After about ten minutes, a large group of guests started to make their way to the temple entrance.  Matthew and Emily fell in on the side of them and followed them toward the temple and hallway.  Matthew brought his portal up as they approached the hallway.  He and Emily slipped behind the portal as they passed the hallway.
“Perfect, now we just go down the hall and through the door.  Then I’ll collapse the portal and we’re free.”
Once they were past the door, Matthew gently closed it grabbing the tablecloth as he did.  He and Emily looked around the back-stage area.  “See, there is a catwalk up there.  We can get to a door to the roof from it.”
“Where are the stairs?”
“Why take the stairs when you can take the elevator,” Matthew said.  “But first I need a flashlight.  There’s a maintenance closet up here that I found during my recon.  It has one in it.”
They walked over to the closet, and Matthew grabbed the flashlight.  Then he invited Emily to stand close.  “Okay we’re going to use your elevator trick.”  Matthew opened his end of the portal under them and the other on one of the elevators in a nearby office building.  The building was mostly vacant at this time of night, so the elevator wasn’t in use.  Matthew pressed the button for a floor two stories up.
“This feels weird,” Emily said, as they slowly rose in the air.
Matthew made a few adjustments to their height until the step onto the catwalk was easy.  “After you,” he said to Emily.
They walked down the catwalk to a hallway.  Then down that hallway to another door.  “Now this one will be tricky,” Matthew said.  “It’s alarmed, and we can’t let any light escape or the security guys on the roof might notice.”
“How do you take care of the alarm?”
“It’s not too sophisticated.  It’s a contact sensor, so I just put the portal between them, so when I open the door, the one end moves with the door under its sensor, the other stays with the doorframe and with its sensor, so it looks like they’re still in contact.”
“And the light?”
“That’s why we have the tablecloth,” Matthew said, as he unfolded it.  “I need you to slip out the door while I hold the tablecloth up to shield the light.  Then when you’re outside, I need you to slide it around the door so it’s covering the door from the outside.  Then I can come out and close the door.”
“See, I knew you would need me.”
“Yes, but first can you take off the jewelry so it doesn’t reflect any light while we’re on the roof?”
Emily removed her earrings and necklace and put them in her bag, followed by her bracelet. Then she and Matthew finessed their way through the door, following Matthew’s plan.
“Now can you cover your hair with the tablecloth, while we walk over to the unit?”
“Why?  Oh blond, huh?”
“Yes.”
Emily put the tablecloth over her head like a shawl and followed Matthew along the roof.  They stopped in front of a large bank of equipment.  “This is the humidifier,” Matthew said.  “The canister is secreted at the top of this unit.  I need to get it open so I can see what’s going on.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Just use the tablecloth to shield me.  I found a machine shop over in Brooklyn that I can use to open things up.”
Matthew used his portal to access the machine shop.  He set up a drill press with a one-inch drill bit.  It was difficult to manipulate things when he couldn’t actually grasp them, much less really see what he was doing.  “It would be so much easier if I could open two portals,” he muttered to himself.
“What?”
“Nothing, just complaining how difficult this is.”
“Well, hurry up,” Emily whispered loudly.
Finally he got everything set up and turned it on.  Then he used his portal to expose different parts of the enclosure to the spinning bit.  After a minute he had managed to drill several holes forming a loose circle into the top of the humidifier unit.  Now he had to drill out the areas between the holes so he could lift the piece of metal out.  As he tried to drill the first small bridge of metal out, the metal started to vibrate and emitted a low rattle.
“Did you hear that?” one of the guards said.
“Matt!” Emily hissed.
“On it,” Matthew jumped up beside Emily.
“They’re going to see us.”
“Shh, I’ve opened my portal like in the hallway, so just be quiet,” Matthew whispered.
The two stood quietly while the security guard from the south roof wandered over toward the recessed area that housed the air-conditioning units and the humidifier for the Sackler wing.
“See anything?” his partner asked.
“No, must have been the AC squealing,” he said into his mic.  “It’s running like mad. Man, it’s sticky out here.”
“It sure is. How did we get stuck with outside duty?  That squealing AC is making the inside security guys nice and comfortable downstairs.”
“Yeah, well another hour and we get our break, and then we’ll be downstairs and two of them will be taking our place in this sweltering heat.”
“All right, if there’s nothing going on over there, get back over here.”
After a few minutes, Matthew went back to work.  He used his hand to minimize the vibration and after another three minutes he had a six-inch hole he could reach through.
“Finally!”
“You’re through?”
“I’m through the top, but I’m far from done.”
“You have to hurry, you heard them.  They’re due for a break in thirty minutes, we have to get back before then.”
“I know.  I have to examine this thing now that I can shine a light on it.”  Matthew turned the flashlight on and used his portal to see around the unit.  He carefully shifted the canister a bit to make sure he saw every side of it and could see exactly how it was connected to the humidifier unit.  It took him several minutes to examine everything.
“The canister is plumbed into the water line like I thought,” Matthew said.  “It’s a double canister, an inner and outer chamber.  From what I can tell, the alcohol is in the outer chamber and the really bad stuff is in the inner chamber.  And it makes sense they would do it that way.”
“Are you sure?”
“We’ll see in a minute.  There is a tube that goes to the bottom through the center chamber to push the two components up into the mixer.”
“That doesn’t make sense, wouldn’t the water mix with them and dilute the sarin?”
“It would, but it’s built like a syringe. There’s a plate at the bottom of each chamber with a seal, very precision engineering.  The water goes below the plates where the two chambers are connected.  Then when the water goes in, the pressure forces the plates up like an plunger and the chemicals are pushed into the mixer.”
“So can’t you just disconnect it from the water supply?”
“If I do, there will be water all over the roof and it’ll leak down.  And we still are stuck with a live chemical weapon.  Who knows what else might happen.  I’m going to break the alcohol canister open and let the alcohol out to evaporate.  Without the alcohol, the mix won’t be too dangerous.”
Matthew maneuvered things around so he could get a good hold on the canister.  “Since I don’t understand how this thing is triggered,” Matthew said, “I need to really hold the unit still while I cut a hole in it.”
“What if you trigger it when you do that?”
“That’s a good point, hmm.”  Matthew opened his portal and concentrated on the insides of the canister.  “I could break the center tube so the water goes in the top…  Let me see if I can do that…  I should be able to break the pipe by bending it repeatedly.  And it makes sense to break the pipe first… here we go… a few more times… got it.  I’ve broken the inside pipe, so that means the water will come in the top and only mix with the one component.  It’s nasty but not lethal, and it breaks down when it mixes with water. And with the water coming into the top, mostly water should come out. I think that should make us safe.”
“Okay, then I’ve got you covered,” Emily said, as she held the tablecloth up behind her.  She held it high and wide with her arms to give the maximum camouflage.
“Thanks, but step up on that ledge there so the alcohol doesn’t get your shoes.”
“Good thinking,” Emily stepped up and then spread the tablecloth out again to shield Matthew.
Matthew adjusted his portal so the drill bit was against the side of the canister close to the ground; that way when the hole formed, the alcohol would just leak out.  Then he slowly adjusted the portal so the drill bit would bite into the canister.  Suddenly the smell of alcohol flooded the area.  Matthew stepped up on the ledge with Emily and moved the portal so it would funnel the alcohol over to a large flat area of the roof.
“Okay, that’s all the alcohol,” Matthew said.  “Any movement from our guys up here?”
“No, they seem interested in something going on below; they’re at the edge of the roof looking down.”
“Good, now let me help the evaporation process.”  He opened his portal under the large pool of alcohol and put the other end in Hawaii where it was nice and sunny.  He waited five minutes until all the alcohol seemed to have evaporated.
“Now we just bend the outlet tube before it goes into the humidifier,” Matthew said.  “That way anything released will just pour onto the roof here.  They can come clean it up, when and if they need to.”
“Whew,” Emily said.  “I’m exhausted and I didn’t do anything.”
“Let’s get back inside and I’ll call Caruthers.”
Matthew and Emily crept slowly along the walkway using Matthew’s portal to shield them from the two security teams.  Just as they were approaching the door, it opened.
“This is teams six and seven, the door alarm is us exiting the building.  We’re about to relieve teams five and eight on the roof.”
“Oh no,” Emily whispered.  “Quick here’s a fire standpipe.  We can squeeze in beside it.”
Matthew and Emily slipped behind the red painted, twelve-inch standpipe.  Matthew used his portal to shield them from view as the four men walked past them.
“Mr. Potter, quite a nice invisibility cloak you have,” joked Emily.
“I’m glad you’re so relaxed you can joke,” Matthew said.  “I’m still trying to restart my heart.”
“Mine is pounding so hard I can hear it.”
“Let’s get back inside before the others come back.”
They reversed the procedure they had used to come out the door to get back into the building.
“Okay, we can just use my portal to float back down to the first floor.  Then I think I’ll have enough time to call Caruthers,” Matthew said.
“Are you sure we have time, and you don’t have a phone?”
“They have to use the stairs.  That is if they’re even coming this way.  And I’ll use that spare phone.”
“How are you going to keep her from recognizing your voice?” Emily asked.  “You can’t use your voice synthesizer, and I don’t think you can text this.”
“I’ve been working on that this week,” Matthew said.  “If I set the flexibility of the portal just right, it distorts my voice.  I think it’s enough to avoid any voice recognition.”
He opened the portal, turned on one of Sayid’s phones, put it in speaker mode, and dialed Caruthers.
“Ranger Zero, what’s going on?” asked Caruthers.
“The target is the Met,” Matthew said.  “I’ve disarmed a sarin canister that is tied into the humidifier on the roof of the Sackler wing.”
“Oh God, are you sure?”
“Worst case, the gas spills onto the roof, but I’ve drained off the alcohol so it won’t be lethal.  Can you stop the prince from showing up?”
“I’ve been trying since I got your text earlier, but he’s been adamant that his security is adequate, and I don’t want to tell him about the sarin.  I don’t want any info about sarin to get out and create a public panic. His security has suggested that they could change the timing.”
“How?”
“He is only ten minutes out, so his security team says we can pull the event up in time.  They believe that will catch the terrorists off guard and either disrupt their plan or force them to tip their hand.”
“Okay, security here is tight.  I’m impressed,” Matthew said.
“Secret Service does a good job.”
“Are all these security guards Secret Service?” Matthew asked.
“Yes, but under cover to lower the profile.”
“Impressive.  By the way, that kid, Matthew, and his girlfriend, Emily, are here.”
“What’s he doing there?” Caruthers shouted.
“Must like a good party,” Matthew replied.  “Okay, I’m back to the party.  Out.”
“Why did you tell her about us and what’s this girlfriend thing?” Emily asked, her voice a bit tense.
“They’ll know we’re here as soon as they look at the guest list so we might as well tell them.  I don’t want them to connect me and Ranger Zero too much.  And I think that’s how Fauget would refer to us if he were asked.
“Okay,” Emily rolled her eyes.  “Let’s get back to the party.”
“Yes, we need to really keep an eye out for anything strange.”
“Can’t we just let the Secret Service handle it?”
“We can hope, but it’s best to add insurance.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Matt, let’s at least go through the Islamic Art Galleries while we can.”
“Sure,” Matthew said, “but we don’t have much time.”
“We can at least do a quick walkthrough.  Then we’ll know what to come back and see.”
Matthew and Emily made their way past the restrooms and into the wing housing the Islamic Art.  The first gallery they entered was full of display cases with jewelry, woodwork and glass objects, but what caught both their eyes was the huge wall of blue tile.  They walked right though the first gallery until they were standing in front of it.  The tile was arrayed like a door, framing a small niche.  Looking at the label, they read that it was a prayer niche.  The mosaic tiles were stunning, blue and turquoise tiles arrayed around the niche.  The outside was dominated by the darker blue colors, while the niche was dominated by the turquoise colors.
“Wow, I could stand here all day and look at it,” Emily said.  “It’s so calming.”
“I guess that’s the point since it’s a prayer niche.  We definitely have to come back here and spend some time.”
“I agree; we’d better hurry if we want to finish our walkthrough.”
Following the signs, they did a jog to the right through another gallery until they were looking at the Damascus Room.
“Now that is almost as amazing as the prayer niche,” Matthew said.
“I agree, the wood work is stunning,” Emily said.  “And this tile floor.  They must have to clean this every day just to keep it that white.”
“A labor of love,” Matthew said.  “Just being inside it must be worth the effort.”
“Can I answer any questions for you?” one of the docents asked.
“Oh, we got here late,” Emily said.  “We wanted to do a quick pass through the Islamic Art galleries before the presentation.”
“Oh, then you’ll want to be sure to check out the Moroccan Court, just over there.  You’ll pass it on your way back to the temple.”
“Thanks,” Emily said. “Do you work here often?”
“Three days a week since I retired,” she said.  “It gets me out of the house and I get to meet so many nice people.”
“That’s nice.  I heard they had some big remodel here a few weeks ago.  Do you know what they did?”
“Of course I do.  It wasn’t that big a job.  They added the bathrooms between this wing and the temple.  Good thing too, they really weren’t sufficient facilities for a party like this.  We’d get lines four and five deep with women having to wait far too long to use the facilities. It was actually quite embarrassing, if I might say so myself.”
“Well, I’m certainly glad they did,” Emily said.  “Thanks for helping us.”  She and Matthew hurried back toward the temple.
“They remodeled the bathrooms six weeks ago,” Matthew said.
“So if they did the change on the roof then, what might they have done in the bathrooms?”
“Don’t know, but keep an eye out.  See if anyone rushes to one of the bathrooms when they announce the change in timing.”
“We need to hurry,” Emily said, “It’s almost time.”
“They’re getting ready to announce,” Matthew said, as they made their way past the bathrooms and into the back of the temple.
“May I have your attention please? … May I have your attention please?”
It took a minute for the room to quiet down.  “Due to changes in the prince’s schedule, we will be holding the exchange ceremony a bit earlier.  It will be held in thirty minutes.  Please continue to enjoy yourselves in the meantime.”
Matthew and Emily set up position where they could see the doors to the bathrooms.  “Okay, we want to wait to see if anyone rushes to one of the bathrooms, or stays inside one of them for an inordinate amount of time.”
“Gotcha.”
During the first ten minutes after the announcement, a long line of people went to the restrooms.  It seemed everyone wanted to take care of business before the ceremony.  As the rush settled down, one man went into the restroom on the left.  Matthew set his portal to check on each person who entered a restroom to make sure they were there to use the facilities.  This guy obviously wasn’t. Matthew watched as he locked the door and then started rapping on the wall above the toilet.  He kept rapping on it until he found the tile he wanted.  Then he hit it hard with his hand along its centerline. The tile snapped in two, exposing a cavity behind it.  The man pulled out a bag and set it on the sink.  He pulled an automatic revolver out and then a silencer.  He attached the silencer to the revolver, then slid the gun into his jacket where a holster had been sewn into the inner lining.  Then he pulled out two syringes and laid them on the counter.  Last he pulled out a pen and clipped it into his pocket.
“This is it,” Matthew whispered to Emily.  “Teal cummerbund and tie.”
Matthew felt someone tap him on the shoulder.  “Are you Matthew Brandt?” the security guard asked.
“Yes, is there a problem?”
“I have a phone call for you.”
“What!”
“Please follow me to the security station,” the security guard said, as he took Matthew by the arm and led him toward the station.
Matthew looked at Emily, and she motioned that she would keep her eye on the guy.
“Hello,” Matthew said, as he took the phone the security guard handed him.
“Mr. Brandt, what are you doing there?” Agent Caruthers asked.
“What?” Matthew asked.
“Why are you at this event?”
“It looked like a historic event, we wanted to be here,” Matthew replied.  “Why do you care?”
“We have a security op going on there.”
“Why tell me?” asked Matthew.
“Because Ranger Zero is part of the team, and we don’t want you blowing his cover.”
“I couldn’t blow his cover if I wanted to,” Matthew said.  “I’ve never seen the guy.”
“I was sure Walker said you had talked to him.”
“Nope.  Never met him.  Now can I go watch the ceremony?” Matthew said, impatiently.  He had been checking on the assassin in the bathroom during the conversation.  The man had just finished injecting himself with one of the syringes and put the other one in his pocket.
“Yes, just play it cool.  As you said, this is a historic event.”
“Thanks,” Matthew said and handed the phone back to the security guard.  The ceremony was just beginning as Matthew hurriedly made his way back toward Emily.  He opened his portal so he could talk with her.
“Emily.”
“Yes, the guy came out just now and pointed that pen at the glass.  I think it was a signal.”
“Where are you?”
“Right next to him; we’re just to the side of the altar by the handicap lift.”
“I see you.  Damn, no time to bring the Secret Service in quietly.  Did he make contact with anyone else in the room?”  He walked toward Emily to take a position on her right with his eye on the man.
Emily shook her head to answer Matthew as he stepped in beside her.
Matthew used his portal the check on the prince.  He was just coming out of the back of the altar for the presentation.
“What did you say!” Matthew shouted.  He then punched the assassin in the throat, causing his larynx to go into spasm.  The assassin fell to the ground, gasping for breath.  Matthew kneeled down next to him and opened his coat so that the gun was visible.
The security guard grabbed Matthew by the shoulder to haul him up.  “Look,” Matthew hissed, pointing to the gun.
The prince was ushered back into the security of the altar.  “What’s going on here?” demanded a second security guard.
“He made a pass at my girlfriend,” Matthew said, loudly.
“Give us some room, folks.  Now breathe, breathe.  Apparently someone has had too much to drink.  We’ll just escort him out.  Then everyone can get back to the ceremony.”  He lifted the assassin up with the help of the other security guard and they carried him out of the room.
“Please just stand here,” a third security guard said to Matthew, as he took up position behind him.  “We’ll just wait until the ceremony is over, playing it nice and cool, then you can go talk to Caruthers again.”
“Yes, sir,” Matthew said.  He put his arm around Emily and shifted their position so they could watch the ceremony.
Matthew dialed Caruthers on Sayid’s phone again.  Bringing his portal to his mouth, he hissed, “The kid just took your bogey out, but there was a signal to someone on the outside using a laser pen.  Kit was in the left-hand bathroom behind a tile.”
After five minutes, the hostess came out.  “Your attention please…  Your attention please.”  It only took a few seconds for the room to quiet down this time.  “We’re sorry for the brief interruption, and we thank the prince’s security and our own security for handling it so quietly and quickly. And we would like to apologize to the young lady for the rudeness of one of our guests. The ceremony will proceed in one minute.  Please find your places.”
The president of the Met came out.  He told the crowd that he hoped that he hoped everyone had had a chance to view the Met’s galleries of Islamic Art.  He pointed out that they had picked the Sackler wing for the event because not only was it an outstanding venue, but it was right next to the Islamic Art galleries and that everyone would be able to spend time viewing the art from the region where the Korans they were exchanging today were written.  After a few more minutes of formalities, the Crown Prince joined him.  There was a prayer and a few words from the prince, and then the president presented the prince with the Koran.  “We are deeply gratified to be able to return this to its rightful owner,” he said, as he handed the Koran to the prince.
“The people of Saudi Arabia and the people of Islam thank you for returning this treasure to us,” replied the prince.  “And as a show of our appreciation and to further the understanding of Islam here in New York and the United States, we present you with this ancient Koran to take its place in your display.  We only ask that you turn one page each day so that the faithful and the curious experience its beauty and may read it.”
◆ ◆ ◆
By the time the ceremony was over, Caruthers had arrived.  Matthew had observed the capture of a second man who had been waiting on a motorcycle about one hundred yards from the back door of the Sackler wing.  Now he and Emily were being escorted into the security office at the back of the temple.
“Can you explain what the hell happened out there?” Agent Caruthers demanded of Matthew.
“The guy was reaching for a gun,” Matthew said.
“So you hit him?”
“I decided better safe than sorry, so I put him down.  I figured the security guys could sort it all out later.”
“How did you know he wasn’t one of the prince’s security detail or Ranger Zero?”
“The gun had a silencer on it.”
“How could you tell?”
“The length of the barrel was obvious when he opened his coat.”
“You’ve got an answer for everything.”
Matthew just shrugged.
“I guess I should thank you for giving us the cover story about a disagreement over your girlfriend.  I don’t want you to say anything about this to anyone; is that clear?”
“I doubt if anyone here knows us.  If you get Emily and me home, nobody will know who to ask,” Matthew replied.  “I don’t have any reason to talk to anyone about it.”
“Agent Castro, take these two home and make sure nobody sees them leaving,” Agent Caruthers instructed.
“We’ll need our cellphones,” Matthew said.
“Castro, take care of that.  No cellphones, so I guess there won’t be any video or pictures posted on the web.”
“Thank God,” Agent Castro said.
Agent Caruthers gave him a withering stare.  “We’ll want to talk to you again tomorrow, Mr. Brandt and Ms. Stevenson. Make sure you’re available.”
“You have our numbers,” Matthew said.
“Young man that ice your standing on is this thin,” Agent Caruthers held her thumb and finger very close together.  “Now get out of here.”
“Wow, was she ever mad,” Emily said, as they exited the security office.
“She’s mad, but we didn’t do anything wrong,” Matthew replied
◆ ◆ ◆
That night Matthew used his portal to access a computer in an Internet café that was closed for the night.  He moved the money from the numbered account through several numbered accounts before he finally put it in a bank in Switzerland.
“It’ll be interesting to see how Sayid handles that,” Matthew said to himself.  He’d checked on Sayid a couple of times and both times he had been obviously panicked and drinking heavily.  He was clearly not happy that things were so quiet in Washington, D.C.




After Glow

“How was the party last night?” Mrs. Stevenson asked Matthew and Emily, as she came into the kitchen where they were making breakfast.
“It was cool.  You’re right, that temple is amazing,” Emily said.  “And the ceremony where they exchanged Korans was really special.”
“I saw in the Times that there was some kind of scuffle.”
“It was nothing, some drunk made a pass at a woman and her boyfriend punched him.  The security guys were right on it.”
“I’m sure there was no shortage of security,” Mrs. Stevenson mused.  “Anyway, what are you two up to this morning?”
“We have to go back to the Met to give our statements to the Secret Service guys.  Hopefully that won’t take too long.  Then Matt wants to see the New York Public Library,” Emily said.  “I told him it’s totally amazing.  We’ve got the play tonight and after a late night last night, I thought an easy day would be a good idea.”
“That sounds nice.  Do you want to meet for lunch?  I was thinking Matt would like to go to the Gotham Bar & Grill.”
“That sounds cool,” Matthew said.  “Do we want to do a late lunch, say one o’clock?”
“Okay, I’ll have Rebecca make reservations.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“There are just too many coincidences here,” Agent Caruthers said.
“What do you mean?”
“Why did you go to the party?  You called Mr. Joelson to get the invitation.”
“We were planning to see the temple when we went to the Met.  We didn’t know it would be closed for the week.  We’re leaving tomorrow, so the party was our last chance,” Matthew said.
“Yes, my mother tried to get us an invitation, but she couldn’t.  Then we remembered that Mr. Joelson said to call him if ever he could do us a favor, so we did,” Emily said.  “It was our last chance, and the Koran exchange was a bonus.”
“And you happened to be standing next the guy with the gun.”
“Well, I was saving us a place with a good view of the ceremony after you had Matt grabbed so you could talk to him,” Emily said.  “Then that guy came over and shoved his way in.  When Matt came back, I pointed at the jerk and whispered that he’d taken our spot.  When we tried to move so we would have a better view, he was rude and almost pushed us.”
“That made me think something was up with him.  He was tall enough that he could see from behind, but he had to have a place in front,” Matthew added.  “Then I saw him reach in his jacket for the gun.”
“And none of the security saw him reach,” Agent Caruthers said.
“I don’t know, it happened so fast,” Matthew said.  “What did you want me to do, shout ‘gun’ and hope that they didn’t accidently shoot me?”
“Okay, we’ll leave it at that.  But I’ll be keeping an eye on you two.  I’ll be back in San Diego next month, and I hope we don’t have occasion to meet.”
“I’m good with that,” Matthew said.
“Now the Crown Prince wants to meet you.  Obviously he’s aware of exactly what happened,” Agent Caruthers said.  “So don’t add anything, just be polite and let him thank you. He’s to be addressed as Your Royal Highness.”
“Of course.”
Agent Caruthers escorted Matthew and Emily next door to a conference room.  The prince was standing there with his security detail.
“Ah, the man of the hour,” the prince said.  “Excuse my lack of formal attire, but after the incident last night it was felt that I should keep a low profile this morning.”
“We’re very pleased to meet you, Your Royal Highness,” Matthew said.
“Your Royal Highness,” Emily echoed and curtsied.
“We are most grateful for your assistance and wish to bestow on you these gifts,” the prince said.
“It is not necessary to give us anything, Your Royal Highness,” Matthew said.  “We were just doing our duty as American Citizens.  You are a guest in our country.”
The prince waved his hand.  “Still we must reward you.  Hassam,” he called to one of his men.
The man came over carrying a box.  The prince opened the box, “For they young lady, some jewelry.”  The prince took out a necklace; it had a huge, dark-green emerald in a gold setting with a thick gold chain.  “If I may.”  The prince placed the necklace around Emily’s neck.  “And of course you must have matching earrings,” he said, and handed Emily a pair of earrings that matched the design of the necklace.
Emily put the earrings on.  “Exquisite,” the prince said.  “You are a very lucky man,” he said to Matthew.  “And of course you must have a matching ring my dear,” he place a matching ring on her finger.  “I’m afraid you’ll need to have it resized.”
“I can’t accept this, it’s too much,” Emily stammered.
“You are not refusing the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia,” the prince said.  Caruthers gave Emily a sharp look.
“Of course not, Your Royal Highness.”
“Good.  Now for the young man, jewelry is not a sufficient gift, but a small ring as a memento.”  The prince took a ruby ring from the box and gave it to Matthew.  “You will wear it when you escort the young lady.”
“Thank you, Your Royal Highness,” Matthew said.
“It is nothing, but we wish to reward you further.  You are quite young, as I understand it.  But you will be going to college in one year.  Given the exceptional skills you have demonstrated in protecting me, the Government of Saudi Arabia would like to employ you on a retainer basis, as they say.  For a sum of two hundred thousand dollars per year, you will make yourself available anytime I am in your country and feel the need of extra security.”
“This is too much,” Matthew stammered.
“What, you don’t think that the life of the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia is worth such a reward.”
“Of course I do, but…”
“Then it is done.”  The prince waved his hand.  “The contract will run for five years.  By then you should be ready for more important jobs.”
“I don’t know how to thank you.”
“Your actions last night are sufficient.”
“One other thing if I may, Your Royal Highness,” Matthew said.
“Yes?”
Agent Caruthers shot daggers at Matthew, but didn’t say anything.
“I’m sure you realize that whoever was behind this would be expecting a jump in the price of oil.”
“I see you are already earning your new salary,” the prince said.  “So they will be most unhappy if the price were to remain where it is.”
“Yes, and even more unhappy if the price were to drop for a few weeks.  Oil futures come due on first of the month.”
“Ah, maybe before my speech to the UN, I might drop a hint that the price of oil is too high,” the prince said.  “Any misunderstanding can be corrected when I give my speech next month.  I shall think about this,” he said and waved his hand dismissing everyone.  He turned to his security detail and motioned for them to lead the way.
Agent Caruthers gave Matthew a harsh look and held her thumb and finger close to each other again.
“Well, how are we going to keep this secret?” Emily asked.
“No one will know about it,” Agent Caruthers said.  “There will be no press release,” she looked directly at Matthew as she added, “you will need to be discreet about your new income.”
“But our parents,” Matthew said.
“Of course you’ll have to tell your parents.  I’m sure we can trust them to be discreet.  Agent Castro will show you out,” Agent Caruthers said, as she left the room.
“We’re in big trouble,” Emily said.  “How do I explain to my mother that we lied to her?”
“The FBI made you do it?” Matthew said, with a sheepish look.
“I’m sure that’s going to go over big.”
“Well we didn’t lie that much.  We told her that we had to go back and be re-interviewed, so the only lie was not saying that I was the guy who punched the guy out.”
“I guess we were sworn to maintain the cover story,” Emily said, “but I’m not sure we’re going to get by with that.”
“Well, she’s going to be caught in the middle, too.  She has to keep up the cover story.  How will she explain it if she comes down on us too hard?”
“She only has to explain it to my dad and your mom.  They get to know the truth.”
“Oh, we are in trouble.”
“We have to go to the apartment to put these in the safe,” Emily indicated the jewels as she put them back in the case.  “Hopefully, she’s not there, so we can fess up at lunch in a public place.  That should give us some breathing room, she can’t make too much of a scene.  That will give her time to calm down before she can get us alone.”




Epilogue

The next morning the Crown Prince was asked about his upcoming statement to the UN.  He said he planned to discuss how the price of oil was hindering economic growth.  The price of oil dropped four dollars a barrel the next day.
On August 4th, the prince explained that what he meant was that oil prices were too low, thus discouraging investments in alternative fuels and new technology.  Oil prices immediately recovered.
On August 8th, Agent Caruthers held a briefing of the events of the last month.  Matthew had found out about it from one of her regular briefings, so he tuned in.
“All right, let’s review the situation.  From last Thursday evening, we have captured the two onsite perpetrators, the man in the room and his accomplice.  The accomplice was on the maintenance staff at the museum. He triggered the sarin and was waiting with the getaway motorcycle outside.  Agent Castro, please go over the onsite evidence.”
“Onsite we found a binary sarin weapon.  It was triggered by a magnetic coil in the humidifier unit. This way there were no visible wires and the sarin could be attached quickly once the weapon was onsite.  The plumbing was done six weeks before the ceremony when the museum had the unit maintained. Activating the coil would open the internal valve in the mixer and redirect the water to the bottom of the canister.  There was also an override on the humidifier so it would run independently of the humidity level.”
“When was the sarin weapon installed?” asked one of the other agents in the room.
“We suspect it was done about one week after the maintenance.  We had intel that showed Sayid had delivered some weapon to people here on the east coast,” Agent Caruthers said.  “Go on, Castro.”
“Around that same time they added the extra restrooms in the Sackler wing. The job took three weeks.  It was during that job that the little weapon cache was built into the wall of the left-hand bathroom; the gun with silencer, two syringes of Atropine and the signaling laser were placed in the cache and it was sealed.”
“So that is how the weapons got by all the security checks, they were already inside.”
“Yes, and the cache was surrounded by pipes and other metal, so it wasn’t picked up in the sweeps.”
“Go on.”
“We surmise that sometime in the period before the event, Agent Caruthers’ asset, Ranger Zero, entered the museum and disabled the sarin.  He removed the Isopropyl Alcohol; the lab boys are still trying to figure out how he cut the holes in the unit and the canister. The canister was designed like a syringe, the water was to go down the tube to the plunger and push the agents up into the mixer. He also broke the tube that was to have directed the water to the working end of the plunger and pushed the…”  Agent Castro consulted his notes for a few seconds, “the alcohol and Methylphosphonyl Difluoride into the mixer.  By breaking the tube, the water would enter at the top of the central canister which contained the Difluoride stuff, mix with it, and mostly water would be pushed into the mixer.  It appears that this had to have been accomplished before the canister was filled, since there is no external access to the tube.”
“So does that mean the weapon was never dangerous?”
“It’s likely that had it been triggered before the alcohol was drained off, it would have produced only a minute amount of sarin, and mostly the active agent would have broken down into a less harmful acid.  So not lethal, but very uncomfortable.”
“Back to Thursday.”
“Again we surmise that on Thursday, Ranger Zero redirected the fluid flow so that it would spill onto the roof instead of staying in the humidifier.  Although it is possible that the humidifier wasn’t needed for the days leading up to the event, it would have been risky to disable it before then since low humidity in the museum would have triggered alarms.  Then on Thursday evening during the event, he alerted Agent Caruthers that the sarin was disabled.”
“Now it is possible that all the onsite activity happened before then.  However before that, Ranger Zero professed to have no knowledge of the target,” Agent Caruthers said.  “On Wednesday, he notified me that he believed that it was the likely target, but did not indicate knowledge of the sarin being in place,” she nodded for Agent Castro to continue.
“When Agent Caruthers was notified that the sarin was discovered and disarmed, she tried to get the prince to cancel his appearance.  He refused, but did agree to make the appearance one hour earlier.  It was hoped that this would disrupt the terrorists’ timing, which it apparently did.  When the announcement was made about the change in timing, we can see from surveillance tape that the assassin entered the handicap restroom and locked the door.  He then must have opened the weapons cache and given himself an injection of Atropine.  We found the used syringe in the trash.  He exited the restroom just before the ceremony began and signaled his accomplice with a laser pen through the glass windows.  At that time, we see the humidifier was switched on with the override.  The assassin then took up position beside the stage.  After the prince was on the stage for a few minutes, the assassin appears to get nervous, probably wondering why the sarin wasn’t affecting the crowd yet.  At that point all we can see is Matthew Brandt shouting at him and doing a fast hand strike to the assassin’s throat.  Kid’s a badass.”
“Stay on point!” said Agent Caruthers.
“Sorry.  About that time Agent Caruthers received another phone call from Ranger Zero informing her that the assassin had signaled someone outside, and that the kid had neutralized the assassin.”
“Any questions?”
“Yes, why the silencer?”
“We believe that he wanted to avoid alerting the outside security of his presence in the room.  If the sarin had gone off, then with the panic in the room, he would likely have been able to exit through the rear door, shot the two agents there and made his escape,” Agent Caruthers explained.  “As it was, Mr. Brandt said the silencer sealed the deal; when he saw it, he immediately recognized the threat and neutralized the assassin.”
“Is the assassin talking?”
“Not as of yet, but we’re holding him under the Patriot Act, so we believe he will break.  Now other related events.  Sayid Al Jabar was found shot to death in his hotel room in the Bahamas on the 5th.  Two other top men we associate with Islamic terrorists were also found assassinated, one in Spain, and the other in the Netherlands.  We suspect as punishment from the failure of the mission, but we’re still investigating.
“Probably because of the missing two hundred million,” Matthew said to himself.
“Sayid is suspected of being connected to attempted assassination of the prince, the bank incident in D.C. and the attempted car bombing at Dulles International Airport.  After the bank incident, thanks again to Ranger Zero, we captured the terrorist who did the planning; he’s led us to others involved in that incident and the bombing attempt.  We also gained access to Sayid’s set of burner phones, so anytime he made a call, we could trace his whereabouts and that of the person he was calling.  This allowed us to disrupt the car bombing and roll up several terrorist cells.”
“Do we know how Ranger Zero got inside this operation?”
“No, unfortunately his handler was killed last January in the incident in San Diego.  He had been texting intel to me in the weeks preceding the D.C. bank incident.  I assume he contacted me since I was the lead agent on the response team in San Diego.  He continued to contact me as he gathered new intel as the incidents I described unfolded, but is unwilling to provide a way to contact him.  We can only assume he is deep undercover and is afraid of being exposed,” Agent Caruthers said.  “He’s a very resourceful agent, and we hope he can continue to aid us.”
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