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First Day

“Are you trouble?” asked the man in a blue pinstripe suit sitting at his D.C. desk on a March Monday morning in the second decade of America’s first war in Afghanistan.

“Let’s hope not,” answered the silver-haired man in the visitor’s chair.

They faced each other in the sumptuous office of the Director of Special Projects (DOSP) for the Library of Congress (LOC). Mahogany bookcases filled the walls.

The DOSP fidgeted with a fountain pen.

Watch me stab that pen through your eye, thought his silver-haired visitor.

Such normal thoughts did not worry that silver-haired man in a blue sports jacket, a new maroon shirt and well-worn black jeans.

What worried him was feeling trapped in a gray fog tunnel of numb.

Must be the new pill, the green pill they gave him as they drove him away from CIA headquarters, along the George Washington Parkway and beneath the route flown by 9/11 hijackers who slammed a jetliner into the Pentagon.

The CIA car ferried him over the Potomac. Past the Lincoln Memorial. Up “the Hill” past three marble fortresses for Congress’s House of Representatives where in 1975, he’d tracked a spy from U.S. ally South Korea who was working deep cover penetration of America by posing as a mere member of the messianic Korean cult that provided the last cheerleaders for impeached President Nixon.

The ivory U.S. Capitol glistened across the street from where the CIA car delivered Settlement Specialist Emma and silver-haired him to the Library of Congress.

Whose DOSP told him: “I don’t care how ‘classified’ you are. Do this job and don’t make trouble or you’ll answer to me.”

The DOSP set the fountain pen on the desk.

Put his hands on his keyboard: “What’s your name?”

“Vin,” said the silver-haired stranger.

“Last name?”

Vin told him that lie.

The DOSP typed it. A printer hummed out warm paper forms. He used the fountain pen to sign all the correct lines.

“Come on,” he told Vin, tossing that writing technology of the previous century onto his desk. “Let’s deliver you to your hole.”

He marched toward the office’s mahogany door.

Didn’t see his pen vanish into Vin’s hand.

That mahogany door swung open as the twenty-something receptionist yawned, oblivious to the pistol under her outer office visitor Emma’s spring jacket. Emma stood as the door opened, confident she wouldn’t need to engage her weapon but with a readiness to let it fill her hand she couldn’t shake no matter how long it had been since.

The DOSP marched these disruptions from another agency through two tunnel-connected, city block-sized library castles to a yellow cinderblock walled basement and a green metal door with a keypad lock guarded by a middle-aged brown bird of a woman.

“This is Miss Doyle,” the DOSP told Vin. “One of ours. She’s been performing your just-assigned functions with optimal results, plus excelling in all her other work.”

Brown bird woman told Vin: “Call me Fran.”

Fran held up the plastic laminated library staff I.D. card dangling from a lanyard looped around her neck. “We’ll use mine to log you in.”

She swiped her I.D. card through the lock. Tapped the keypad screen.

“Now enter your password,” said Fran.

“First,” CIA Emma told the library-only staffers, “you two: please face me.”

The DOSP and Fran turned their backs to the man at the green metal door.

Vin tapped six letters into the keypad. Hit ENTER.

The green metal door clicked. Let him push it open.

Pale light flooded the heavy-aired room. A government-issue standard metal desk from 1984 waited opposite the open door. An almost as ancient computer monitor filled the desk in front of a wheeled chair. Rough pine boxes big enough to hold a sleeping child were stacked against the back wall.

Like coffins.

“Empty crates in,” said Fran, “full crates out. Picked up and dropped off in the hall. It’s your job to get them to and from there. Use that flatbed dolly.”

She computer clicked to a spreadsheet listing crates dropped off, crates filled, crates taken away: perfectly balanced numbers.

“Maintenance Operations handles data entry, except for when you log a pick-up notice. They drop off the Review Inventory outside in the hall.” Fran pointed to a heap of cardboard boxes. “From closing military bases. Embassies. Other … secure locations.

“Unpack the books,” said Fran. “Check them for security breaches. Like if some Air Force officer down in one of our missile silos forgot and stuck some secret plan in a book from the base library. Or wrote secret notes they weren’t supposed to.”

Vin said: “What difference would it make? You burn the books anyway.”

“Pulp them,” said the DOSP. “We are in compliance with recycling regulations.”

CIA Emma said: “Vin, this is one of those eyeballs-needed, gotta-do jobs.”

“Sure,” said Vin. “And you’ll know right where I am while I’m doing it.”

The DOSP snapped: “Just do it right. The books go into crates, the crates get hauled away, the books get pulped.”

Vin said: “Except for the ones we save.”

“Rescuer is not in your job description,” said the DOSP. “You can send no more than one cart of material per week to the Preserve stacks. You’re only processing fiction.”

The DOSP checked his watch. “A new employee folder is on your desk. We printed it out. Your computer isn’t printer or Internet enabled.”

“Security policy,” said CIA Emma. “Not just for you.”

“Really.” The DOSP’s smile curved like a scimitar. “Well, as your Agency insisted, this is the only library computer that accepts his access code. A bit isolating, I would think, but as long as that’s ‘security policy’ and not personal.”

He and brown bird Fran adjourned down the underground yellow hall.

Vin stood by the steel desk.

Emma stood near the door. Scanned her Reinsertion Subject. “Are you OK?”

“That green pill wiped out whatever OK means.”

“I’ll report that, but hey: you’ve only been out of the Facility in Maine for—”

“The insane asylum,” he interrupted. “The CIA’s secret insane asylum.”

“Give yourself a break. You’ve only been released for eleven days, and after what happened in New Jersey while they were driving you down here …

“Look,” she said, “it’s your new job, first day. Late lunch. Let’s walk to one of those cafes we saw when we moved you into your house. Remember how to get home?”

“Do you have kids?”

Her stare told him no.

“This is like dropping your kid off for kindergarten,” said Vin. “Go.”

Emma said: “You set the door lock to your codename?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Condor.”

His smile was wistful: “Can’t ever get away from that.”

“Call you Vin, call you Condor, at least you have a name. Got my number?”

He held up his outdated flip-phone programmed by an Agency tech.

She left him alone in that subterranean cave.

Call him Vin. Call him Condor.

Ugly light. The toad of an old computer squatting on a gray steel desk. A heap of sagging cardboard boxes. The wall behind him stacked with wooden crates—coffins.

Thick heavy air smelled like … basement rot, paper, stones, old insulation, cardboard, tired metal, steam heat. A whiff of the coffins’ unvarnished pine.

He rode the office chair in a spin across the room. Rumbled back in front of the desktop computer monitor glowing with the spreadsheet showing nine cases—pinewood coffins—nine cases delivered to this Review Center. He clicked the monitor into a dark screen that showed his reflection with seven coffins stacked behind him.

Only dust waited in the drawers on each side of the desk’s well. The employee manual urged library staffers to hide in their desk wells during terrorist or psycho attacks. Like the atom bomb doomsday drills when I was a—

And he remembered! His CIA-prescribed handful of daily pills didn’t work perfectly: he could kind of remember!

Tell no one.

He slid open the middle desk drawer. Found three paperclips and one penny.

From the side pocket of the blue sports jacket he fetched the stolen fountain pen.

Sometimes you gotta do what you do just to be you.

He stashed the stolen pen in his middle desk drawer.

Noticed the monitor’s reflection of seven coffins.

WAIT.

Am I crazy?

YES was the truth but not the answer.

He turned around and counted the coffins stacked against the back wall: Seven.

Clicked open the computer’s spreadsheet to check the inventory delivery: Nine.

Why are two coffins missing?

The CIA’s cell phone sat on his desk.

This is your job now. No job, no freedom.

Condor put the cell phone in his shirt pocket over his heart.

Suddenly he didn’t want to be there because there was where they brought him, transporting him like a boxcar of doomed books. He counted the coffins: still seven. Walked out the door, pulling it shut with a click as he switched out the light.

The wide yellow-bricked hall telescoped away into distant darkness to his left. To his right, the tunnel ran about thirty steps until it T’ed at a brick wall.

He turned left, the longest route that let him look back and see where he’d been. Floated each stepping foot out in front of him empty of weight like Victor’d taught him in the insane asylum: aesthetically correct T’ai chi plus a martial arts technique that foiled foot-sweeping ninjas and saved you if the floor beneath your stepping shoe vanished.

Footsteps! Walking down that intersecting tunnel.

He hurried after those sounds of someone to ask for directions.

The footsteps quickened.

Don’t scare anybody: cough so they know you’re here.

The footsteps ran.

Pulled Condor into running, his heart jack hammering his chest.

Go right—no left, twenty steps until the next juncture of tunnels.

Whirr of sliding-open doors.

Dashing around a yellow brick walled corner—

Elevator—doors closing! He thrust his left arm into the doors’ chomp—they bounced open and tumbled him into the bright metal cage.

FIST!

Without thought, with the awareness of ten thousand practices, his right forearm met the fist’s arm, not to block but to blend with that force and divert it from its target.

The fist belonged to a woman.

And in the instant she struggled to recover her diverted balance, the palm of Condor’s left hand rocketed her up and back so she bounced off the rear wall of the elevator as those metal doors closed behind him.

The cage groaned toward the surface.

“Leave me alone!” she yelled.

“You punched me!”

His attacker glared at him through black-framed glasses. Short dark hair. A thin silver loop pierced the right corner of her lower lip. Black coat. Hands clenched at her sides, not up in an on-guard position. She had the guts to fight but not the know-how.

“You chased me in here!” she yelled. “Don’t deny it! I finally caught you! Stop it! You keep watching me! Doing things!”

“I don’t do things!”

“Always lurking. Hiding. Sneaking. Straightening my reading room desk. KNOCK IT OFF! Weeks you’ve been at this, not gonna take it next time I’ll punch—”

“Weeks?” he interrupted. “I’ve been doing whatever for weeks? Here?”

The elevator jerked to a stop.

Doors behind Condor slid open.

He loomed between the glaring woman and the only way out of this cage.

The elevator doors whirred shut.

The cage rumbled upwards.

He sent his right hand inside his sports jacket and she let it go there, confirming she was no trained killer. Pulled out his Library of Congress I.D. Showed it to her.

“Activation Date is today, my first day here. I can’t be the one who’s been stalking you.”

The elevator jerked to a stop.

The doors behind Condor slid open.

“Oh.” She nodded to the open elevator doors. He backed out the cage. She followed him into a smooth walled hall as the elevator doors closed. “Um, sorry.”

“No. You did what you could to be not sorry. Smart.”

“Why were you chasing me?”

“I’m trying to find an exit.”

“This is a way out,” she said and led him through the castle. “I’m Kim.”

He told her he was Vin.

“You must think I’m nuts.”

“We all have our own roads through Crazytown.”

She laughed at what she thought was a joke, but couldn’t hold on to happy.

“I don’t know what to do,” said Kim. “Sometimes I think I’m imagining it all. I feel somebody watching me, but when I whirl around, nobody’s there.”

“Chinese martial arts say eyes have weight,” Vin told her.

“I’m from Nebraska,” she said. “Not China.”

Kim looked at him, really looked at him.

“You’re probably a great father.” She sighed. “I miss my dad and back home, though I wouldn’t want to live there.”

“But why live here?”

“Are you kidding? Here I get to be part of what people can use to make things better, have better lives, be more than who they were stuck being born.

She frowned: “Why do you live here?”

“I’m not ready die,” he said. “Here or anywhere.”

“You’re a funny guy, Vin. Not funny ha-ha, but not uh-oh funny either.”

They walked past a blue-shirted cop at the metal detector arch by the entrance. The cop wore a holstered pistol of a make Vin knew he once knew.

Just past the security line waited a plastic tub beneath an earnest hand-inked sign:

OLD CELLPHONES FOR CHARITY!

Funny guy Vin pictured himself tossing the CIA’s flip-phone into that plastic bin. A glance at the dozen cellphones awaiting charitable recycling told him that would be cruel: His flip-phone was so uncool ancient that all the other phones would pick on it.

Condor and not his daughter stepped out into March’s blue sky chill.

She buttoned her black cloth coat. “Would you do me a favor? You’re new, so you can’t be whoever it is. Come by my desk in the Adams reading room around noon tomorrow. Go with me to my office. See what I’m talking about, even if it’s not there.”

Standing in that chilly sunshine on a Capital Hill street, Condor heard an echo from the DOSP: “Rescuer is not in your job description.”

Sometimes you gotta do what you do just to be you.

“OK,” said Condor.

Kim gave him her LOC business card, thanked him and said goodbye, walked away into the D.C. streets full of people headed somewhere they seemed to want to go.

“Remember how to get home?” Emma’d said.

An eleven-minute walk past the red brick Eastern Market barn where J. Edgar Hoover worked as a delivery boy a century before. Condor strolled past stalls selling fresh fruit and aged cheese, slabs of fish and red meat, flowers. He found himself in line at the market grill, got a crab cake sandwich and a lemonade, ate at one of the tall tables and watched the flow of mid-day shoppers, stay-home parents and nannies, twenty-somethings who worked freelance laptop gigs to pay for bananas and butchered chickens.

Where he lived was a blue brick townhouse on Eleventh Street, N.E., a narrow five rooms, one-and-a-half baths rental. No one ambushed him when he stepped into the living room. No one had broken the dental floss he’d strung across the stairs leading up to the bed he surfed in dreams. A flat screen TV reflected him as he plopped on the couch, caught his breath in this new life where nothing, nothing was wrong.

At 8:57 the next morning, he snapped on the lights in his work cave.

Counted the coffins: Seven.

Checked the computer’s spreadsheet: Nine.

Crazy or not, that’s still the count.

Sometimes crazy is the way to go.

Or so he told himself when he’d flushed the green pills down the blue townhouse’s toilet at dawn. Emma’d report his adverse reaction, so probably there’d be no Code Two Alert when that medication wasn’t seen in Condor’s next urine test.

His thirteen other pills lined up on his kitchen counter like soldiers.

Condor held his cooking knife that looked like the legend Jim Bowie carried at the Alamo. Felt himself drop into a deep stance, his arms curving in front of his chest. The Bowie knife twirled until the spine of the blade pressed against the inside of his right forearm and the razor sharp cutting edge leered out like he’d been taught decades before by a Navy SEAL in a lower East Side of Manhattan black site.

Condor exhaled into his here-and-now, used the knife to shave powder off five pills prescribed to protect him from himself, from seeing or feeling or thinking that isn’t part of officially approved sensible reality. Told himself that a shade of unapproved crazy might be the smart way to go, because standing in his office cave on the second morning of work, it didn’t make sense that the approved coffin count was (still) off by two.

He muscled a cardboard box full of books onto a waist-high, brown metal cart, rolled the burdened cart over to the seven empty coffins and lost his virginity.

His very first one. The first book he pulled from that box bulging with books recycled from a closed U.S. air base near a city once decimated by Nazi purification squads and then shattered by Allied bombers. The first volume whose fate he decided: The List of Adrian Messenger by Philip MacDonald.

Frank Sinatra played a gypsy in the black and white movie.

That had to make it worth saving, right? He leafed through the novel. Noted only official stamps on the pages. Put that volume on the cart for the Preserve stacks.

Book number two was even easier to save: a ragged paperback. Blue ink cursive scrawl from a reader on the title page: “You never know where you really are.” That didn’t seem like a code and wasn’t a secret, so no security breach. The book was Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse Five. Sure, gotta save that on the cart.

And so it went. He found a bathroom outside his cave, a trip he would have made more often if he’d also found coffee. Books he pulled out of shipping boxes got shaken, flipped through and skimmed until the Preserve cart could hold no more.

All seven pine wood crates were still empty, coffins waiting for their dead.

Can’t meet Kim without dooming—recycling—at least one book.

The black plastic bag yielded a hefty novel by an author who’d gone to a famous graduate school MFA program and been swooned over by critics. That book had bored Condor. He plunked it into a blond pine coffin. Told himself he was just doing his job.

Got out of there.

Stood in the yellow cinderblock hall outside his locked office.

If I were a spy, I’d have maps in my cell phone. I’d have a Plan with a Fallback Plan and some Get Out of Dodge go-to. If I were a spy, an agent, an operative, somebody’s asset, my activation would matter to someone who cared about me, someone besides the targets and the rip-you-ups and the oppo(sition), none of whom should know I’m real and alive and on them. If I were still a spy, I’d have a mission.

Feels like forty years since I was just me.

Terrifying.

No wonder I’m crazy.

Outside where it would rain, the three castles of the Library of Congress rose across open streets from Congress’s Capitol dome and the pillars of the Supreme Court because knowledge is clearly vital to how we create laws and dispense justice.

And yes, the swooping art decco John Adams castle where Condor worked is magnificent with murals and bronze doors and owls as art everywhere.

And true, the high-tech concert hall James Madison LOC castle that looms across the street from the oldest fortress of the House of Representatives once barely kept its expensively-customized-for-LOC-use edifice out of the grasp of turf hungry Congressmen who tried to disguise their grab for office space as fiscally responsible.

But really, the gem of the LOC empire with its half-billion dollar global budget and 3,201 employees is the LOC’s Thomas Jefferson building: gray marble columns rising hundreds of feet into the air to where its green metal cupola holds the “Torch of Learning” copper statue and cups a mosaic sky over the castle full of grand marble staircases, wondrous murals and paintings, golden gilt and dark wood, chandeliers, a main reading room as glorious as a cathedral, and everywhere, everywhere, books, the words of men and women written on the ephemera of dead trees.

Down in the castles’ sub-basement of yellow tunnels, Condor walked beneath pipes and electrical conduits and wires, past locked doors and lockers. He rode the first elevator he found up until the steel cage dinged and left him in a cavern of stacks—row after row of shelves stuffed with books, books in boxes in the aisles, books everywhere.

He drifted through the musty stacks, books brushing the backs of both his hands, his eyes blurred by the lines of volumes, each with a number, each with a name, an identity, a purpose. He circled around one set of stacks and saw him standing there.

Tom Joad. Battered hat, sun-baked lean Okie face, shirt missing a button, stained pants, scruffy shoes covered with the sweat dust of decades.

“Where you been?” whispered Condor.

“Been looking. How ’bout you?”

“Been trying,” said Condor.

A black woman wearing a swirl of color blouse under a blue LOC smock stepped into the aisle where she saw only Condor and said: “Were you talking to me?”

The silver-haired man smiled something away. “Guess I was talking to myself.”

“Sugar,” she said, “everybody talks to somebody.”

He walked off like he knew what he was doing and where he was going, saw a door at the end of another aisle of books, stepped through it—

BAM!

Collision hits Condor’s thighs, heavy runs over hurts his toes—Cart!

A metal steel cart loaded with books slams into Condor as it’s being pushed by.…

Brown bird Fran. Pushing a metal cart covered by a blue LOC smock.

“Oh, my Lord, I’m so sorry!” Fran hovered as Condor winced. “I didn’t see you there! I didn’t expect anybody!”

She blinked back to her balance, sank back to her core. Her eyes drilled his chest.

“Vin, isn’t it? Why aren’t you wearing your I.D.? LOC policy requires visible issued I.D. The DOSP will not be pleased.”

She leaned closer: “I won’t tell him we saw each other if you won’t.”

“Sure,” he said. And thus is a conspiracy born.

“That’s better.” She straightened the blue smock over the books it covered on her cart. “You should wear it anyway. If you’re showing your I.D., you can go anywhere and do darn near anything. For your job, I mean.”

He fished his I.D. from inside the blah blue sports jacket issued him by a CIA dust master who costumed America’s spies. Asked her how to get to the reading room.

“Oh, my: you’re a floor too high. There’s a gallery above that reading room back the direction I came. You can’t miss it.” She tried to hook him with a smile. “How soon will you out-process the next shipment of inventory?”

“You mean pack books in the coffins to be pulped? It’s only my second day.”

“Oh, dear. You really must keep on schedule and up to speed. There are needs to be met. The DOSP has expectations.”

“Must be nice,” said Condor. “Having expectations.”

He thanked her and headed the direction she said she’d come.

Went through the door labeled “Gallery.”

That door opened to a row of taller-than-him bookshelves he followed to one of six narrow slots for human passage to the guardrail circling above the reading room with its quaint twentieth century card catalog and research desks.

Nice spot for recon. Sneak down any slot. Charlie Sugar (Counter Surveillance) won’t know which slot you’ll use. Good optics. Target needs to crank his or her head to look up. Odds are, you spot that move in time to fade the half-step back to not be there.

Condor moved closer to the balcony guardrail. His view widened with each step.

Kim sat at a research desk taking notes with an iPad as she studied a tan book published before a man in goggles flew at Kitty Hawk. Kim wore a red cardigan sweater. Black glasses. Silver lip loop. A glow of purpose and focus. She raised her head to—

Condor eased back to where he could not see her and thus she did not see him. He walked behind bookshelves, found the top of a spiral steel staircase.

You gotta love a spiral steel staircase.

That steel rail slid through his hand as the world he saw turned around the axis of his spiraling descent. The reading room. Researchers at desks. Kim bent over her work. A street op named Quiller from a novel Condor’d saved loitered by the card catalog with a bespectacled mole hunter named Smiley. The stairs spiraled Condor toward a mural, circled him around, but those two Brits were gone when he stepped off the last stair.

Kim urged him close: “He’s here! I just felt him watching me!”

“That was me.”

“Are you sure?”

“Two tactical choices,” he answered. Her anxious face acquired a new curiosity at this silver-haired man’s choice of words. “Maintain status or initiate change.”

“Change how?”

Condor felt the cool sun of Kabul envelop him, an outdoor marketplace cafe where what was supposed to happen hadn’t. Said: “We could move.”

Kim led him into the depths of the Adams building and a snack bar nook with vending machines, a service counter, a bowl of apples. They bought coffee in giant paper cups with snapped on lids, sat where they could both watch the open doorway.

“Oh, my God,” whispered Kim. “That could be him!”

Walking into the snack bar came a man older and a whiff shorter than her, a stocky man with shaggy brown hair and a mustache, a sports jacket, and shined shoes.

“I don’t know his name,” whispered Kim. “I think he tried to ask me out once! And maybe he goes out of his way to walk past where I am! When I feel eyes on me, he’s not there, nobody is, but it could be, it must be him.”

The counterwoman poured hot coffee into a white paper cup for Mustache Man. He sat at an empty table facing the yogurt display case. At the angle he chose, the refrigerated case’s glass door reflected blurred images of Condor and Kim.

Life or luck or tradecraft?

Condor told her: “Walk out. Go to your office. Wait for my call.”

“What if something happens?”

“Something always happens. Don’t look back.”

Kim marched out of the snack nook.

Mustache Man didn’t follow her.

Call him Vin. Call him Condor.

He thumb-popped the plastic lid loose on his cup of hot coffee.

Slowed time as he inhaled from his heels. Exhaled a fine line. Unfolded his legs to rise away from the table without a sound, without his chair scooting on the tiled floor.

Condor carried the loose-lid cup of hot coffee out in front of him like a pistol.

Mustache Man was five, four, three steps away, his head bent over a book.

Condor “lurched”—jostled the coffee cup he held.

The loose lid popped off the cup. Hot coffee flew out to splash Mustache Man.

He and the stranger who splashed him yelped like startled dogs. Mustache Man jumped to his feet, reached to help some older gentleman who’d obviously tripped.

“Are you all right?” said Mustache Man as the silver-haired stranger stood steady with his right hand lightly resting on the ribs over Mustache Man’s startled heart.

“I’m sorry!” lied Condor.

“No, no: it was probably my fault.”

Vin blinked: “Just sitting there and it was your fault?”

“I probably moved and threw you off or something.”

“Or something.” The man’s face matched the I.D. card dangling around his neck.

Mustache Man used a napkin to sponge dark splotches on his book. “It’s OK. It’s mine, not the library’s.”

“You bring your own book to where you can get any book in the world?”

“I don’t want to bother Circulation.”

Vin turned the book so he could read the title.

Mustache Man let this total stranger take such control without a blink, said: “Li Po is my absolute favorite Chinese poet.”

“I wonder if they read him in Nebraska.”

Now came a blink: “Why Nebraska?”

“Why not?” said Condor.

The other man shrugged. “I’m from Missouri.”

“There are two kinds of people,” said Condor. “Those who want to tell you their story and those who never will.”

“Really?”

“No,” said Vin. “We’re all our own kind. I didn’t get your name.”

“I’m Rich Bechtel.”

Condor told Mustache Man/Rich Bechtel—same name on his I.D.—that he was new, didn’t know the way back to his office.

“Let me show you,” volunteered Rich, right on cue.

They went outside the snack nook where long corridors ran left and right.

“Either way,” Rich told the silver-haired man whose name he still hadn’t asked.

“Your choice,” said Condor.

“Sorry, I work at CRS.” CRS: the Congressional Research Service that is and does as it’s named. “I’m used to finding options, letting someone else decide.”

“This is one of those times you’re in charge,” lied Condor.

He controlled their pace through subterranean tunnels. By the time they reached Condor’s office, he knew where Rich said he lived, how long he’d been in Washington, that he loved biking. Loved his work, too, though as a supervisor of environmental specialists, “seeing what they deal with can make it hard to keep your good mood.”

“Is it rough on your wife and kids?” asked Condor.

“Not married. No family.” He shrugged. “She said no.”

“Does that make you mad?”

“I’m still looking, if that’s what you mean. But mad: How would that work?”

“You tell me.” He stuck out his right hand. Got a return grip with strength Rich didn’t try to prove. “My name is Vin. Just in case, could I have one of your cards?”

That card went into Vin’s shirt pocket to nestle beside Kim’s that Condor fished out as soon as he was inside his soundproof cave. He cell-phoned her office.

Heard the click of answered call. No human voice.

Said: “This is—”

“Please!” Kim’s voice: “Please, please come here, see what—Help me!”

Condor snapped the old phone shut. Grabbed the building map off his desk.

Couldn’t help himself: counted the stacked coffins.

Still seven where there should be nine.

Time compressed. Blurred. Rushing through tunnels and hallways. Stairs. An elevator. Her office in a corridor of research lairs. Don’t try the doorknob: that’ll spook her more. Should be locked anyway. His knock rattled her door’s clouded glass.

Kim clacked the locks and opened the door, reached to pull him in but grabbed only air as he slid past, put his back against the wall while he scanned her office.

No ambusher. Window too small for any ninja. Posters on the walls: a National Gallery print of French countryside, a Smithsonian photo of blue globed earth, a full-face wispy color portrait of Marilyn Monroe with a crimson lipped smile and honesty in her eyes. Kim’s computer glowed. A framed black & white photo of a Marine patrolling some jungle stood on her desk: Father? Grandfather? Vietnam?

“Thought I was safe,” babbled Kim. “Everything cool, you out there dealing with it and I unlocked the office door. It was locked—swear it was locked! Looked around and … My middle desk drawer was open. Just a smidge.”

Kim’s white finger aimed like a lance at a now wide-open desk drawer.

Where inside on its flat-bottomed wood, Condor saw:

HARLOT

Red lipstick smeared, gouged-out letters in a scrawl bigger than his hand.

Kim whispered: “How did he get in here? Do that? Weren’t you with him?”

“Not before. And you weren’t here then either.”

A tube of lipstick lay in desk drawer near the graffiti, fake gold metal polished and showing no fingerprints. Condor pointed to the tube: “Yours?”

She looked straight into his eyes. “Who I am sometimes wears lipstick.”

“So he didn’t bring it and he didn’t take it. But that’s not what matters.

“Look under the lipstick,” he said. “Carved letters. Library rules don’t let anybody bring in a knife, so somebody who does is serious about his blade.”

“I’m going to throw up.”

But she didn’t.

“Call the cops,” said Condor.

“And tell them what? Somebody I don’t know, can’t be sure it’s him, he somehow got into my locked office and … and did that? They’ll think I’m crazy!”

“Could be worse. Call the cops.”

“OK, they’ll come, they’ll care, they’ll keep an eye on me until there’s no more nothing they’ll have the time to see and they’ll go and then what? Then more of this?”

She shook her head. “I’m an analytic researcher. That’s what I do. First we need to find more to verify what we say for the cops to show we’re not crazy!”

“First call the cops. Then worry about verifying. Crazy doesn’t mean wrong.”

“What else you got?” Her look scanned his scars.

“Grab what you need,” he said. “Work where I found you, the reading room, in public, not alone. I don’t know about afterwards when you go home.”

“Nothing’s ever … felt wrong there. Plus I’ve got a roommate.”

“So did the heroine in Terminator.”

“Life isn’t science fiction.”

“Really?” Condor rapped his knuckles on her computer monitor.

Made her take cell phone pictures of HARLOT and email them to herself before he shut that desk drawer. “Got a boyfriend or husband or any kind of ex?”

“The last somebody I had was in San Francisco and he dumped me. No husband, ever. Probably won’t be. Evidently all I attract are psycho creeps. Or maybe that’s all that’s out there. Why can’t I find a nice guy who doesn’t know that’s special?”

“Do you like mustaches?”

“Hey, I wear a lip ring.”

“Have you ever mentioned mustaches to anybody?”

She shook her head no.

“Then maybe he’s had it for a long time.”

Kim shuddered.

He escorted her back to the same reading room desk.

Left her there where her fellow LOC employees could hear her scream.

Took the spiral steel staircase up and went out the Gallery door, walked back the way he first came, through the stacks, row after row of shelved books. Down one aisle, he spotted a shamus wearing a Dashiell Hammett trenchcoat and looking like Humphrey Bogart before he knew his dream was Lauren Bacall.

Condor called out: “What’s my move?”

The shamus gave him the long look. Said: “You got a job, you do a job.”

His job.

Back in the sub-basement cave. Alone with the still only seven coffins. Alone with the cart piled high with the few books he could save from the DOSP’s expectations.

Anger gripped him. Frenzy. Cramming books into the coffins. Filling all seven pine crates, plopping them on the dolly, wheeling it out of his office, stacking the coffins against the yellow cinderblock wall, pushing the empty dolly back into his cave, logging PICK UP in the computer, snapping off the lights, locking the door, home before five with a day’s job done and the shakes of not knowing what to do.

Shakes that had him walking back to work before dawn. His I.D. got him inside past cops and metal detectors, down the elevator to the subterranean glow around the corner from his office and into the unexpected rumble of rolling wheels.

Condor hurried around the corner …

… and coming towards him was a dolly of pinewood coffins pushed by a barbell-muscled man with military short blond hair and a narrow shaved face. The blond muscle man wore an I.D. lanyard and had deep blue eyes.

“Wait!” yelled Condor.

The coffin-heavy dolly shuddered to a jerked stop.

“What are you doing?” said Condor. “These are my coffins—crates.”

Couldn’t stop himself from whispering: “Nine.”

Looked down the hall to where yesterday he’d stacked seven coffins.

The barbell blond said: “You must be the new guy. I heard you were weird.”

“My name is Vin, and you’re … ?”

The blue-eyed barbell blond said: “Like, Jeremy.”

“Jeremy, you got it right, I’m new, but I got an idea that, like, helps both of us.”

Rush the grift so Jeremy doesn’t have time to, like, make a wrong reply.

“I screwed up, sorry, stuck the wrong book in a crate, so what we need to do, what I need to do, is take them all back in my cave, open ’em up, and find the book that belongs on the rescue cart. Then you can take the crates away.”

“I’m doing that now. That’s my job. And I say when.”

“That’s why this works out for us. Because you’re who says when. And while I’m fixing the mistake, you go to the snack bar, get us both—I don’t know about you, but I need a cup of coffee. I buy, you bring, and by then I’ll be done with the crates.”

“Snack bar isn’t open this early. Only vending machines.”

Don’t say anything. Wait. Create space for the idea to fall into.

“Needing coffee is weak,” said Jeremy.

“When you get to my age, weak comes easy.”

Jeremy smiled. “They might have hot chocolate.”

“I think they do.” Vin fished the last few dollar bills from the release allowance out of his black jeans. “If they got a button for cream, push it for me, would you?”

Jeremy took the money. Disappeared down the yellow cinderblock hall.

Vin rolled the dolly into his cave. Unlatched the first coffin, found a frenzied jumble of books, one with ripped cover so the only words left above the author’s name were: “… LAY DYING”

Remember that, I remember that.

The second crate contained another jumble that felt familiar, all novels, some with stamps from some island, Paris Island. Yeah, this is another one I packed, one of the seven. So was the third crate he opened, and the fourth.

But not number five.

Neatly stacked books filled that pinewood box. Seventy or more books.

But only three titles.

Delta of Venus by Anais Nin. Never read it, maybe a third of this coffin’s books.

The rest of the renegade coffin’s books were editions of The Carpetbaggers by Harold Robbins, many with the jacket painting of a blond woman in a lush pink gown and the grip of a fur stole draped round her shoulders as some man towered behind her.

I remember it! A roman à clef about whacky billionaire Howard Hughes who bought Las Vegas from the Mob, but what Vin remembered most about the book was waiting until his parents were out of the house, then leafing to those pages.

Now, that morning in his locked cave in a basement of the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C., Vin rifled through the coffin of discarded volumes of The Carpetbaggers and found nothing but those books, stamped properties of public libraries from New Mexico to New Jersey, nothing hidden in them, nothing hidden under them in the pinewood crates, nothing about them that …

What smells?

Like a bloodhound, Vin sniffed all through that coffin of doomed novels.

Smells like … Almonds.

He skidded a random copy of each book across the concrete floor to under his desk and closed the lid on the coffin from which they came.

The sixth crate contained his chaos of crammed-in books, but crate number seven revealed the same precise packing as crate five, more copies of Anais Nin and The Carpetbaggers, plus copies of two other novels: The Caretakers that keyed more memories of furtive page turning and three copies of Call Me Sinner by Alan Marshall that Vin had never heard of. Plus the scent of almonds. He shut that crate. The last two coffins held books he’d sent to their doom and smelled only of pine.

Roll the dolly piled high with coffins back out to the hall.

This is what you know:

Unlike the books that filled seven of the there-all-along coffins, the volumes in where’d-they-come-from two coffins were precisely packed, alphabetically and thus systematically clustered C and D titles, and all, well, erotic.

And smelled like almonds.

Remember, I can’t remember what that means.

Jeremy handed Condor a cup of vending machine coffee. “You find what you were looking for?”

“Yeah,” said Condor, a truth full of lies.

Jeremy crumpled his chocolate stained paper cup, tossed it on top of the crates.

“I’ll come with you.” Vin fell in step beside the man pushing the heavy dolly.

“You are weird. Push the button for that elevator.”

A metal cage slowly carried the two men and the coffin dolly up, up.

“Do you see many weird people down here?” asked Condor.

“Some people use this way as a shortcut out to get lunch or better coffee.”

Rolling wheels made the only sounds for the rest of their journey to the loading dock. Jeremy keyed his code into the dock’s doors, rolled the dolly outside onto a loading dock near a parked pickup truck.

An LOC cop with a cyber tablet came over, glanced at the crates, opened one and saw the bodies of books, as specified on the manifest. He looked at Condor.

“The old guy’s with me,” said Jeremy.

The cop nodded, walked away.

The sky pinked. Jeremy lifted nine crates—nine, not seven—dropped them into the pickup truck’s rear end cargo box for the drive to the recycling dump.

“This is as far as you go,” Jeremy told the weird older guy.

Condor walked back inside through the loading dock door.

The rattling metal grate lowered its wall of steel.

Luminous hands on his black Navy SEAL watch ticked past seven a.m. Condor stalked back the way he’d come, as if retracing geography would let him remake time, go back to when and do it right. When got to the stacks where he’d been lost before, down the gap between two book-packed rows, he spotted a mouse named Stuart driving a tiny motorcar away in search of the north that would lead him to true love.

Condor whispered: “Good luck, man.”

Voice behind you! “Are—”

Whirl hands up and out sensing guard stacks spinning—

Woman brown clothes eyes widening—

Fran, sputtering: “I was just going to say ‘Are you talking to yourself?’”

Condor let his arms float down as he faded out of a combat stance.

“Something like that.”

“Sorry to have interrupted.” She smiled like a woman at a Methodist church social his mother once took him to. Or like the shaved-head, maroon-robed Buddhist nun he’d seen in Saigon after that city changed its name. “But nice to see you.”

Condor frowned. “Wherever I go, there you are.”

“Oh, my goodness,” twittered Fran. “Doesn’t that just seem so? And good for you being here now. The early bird gets the worm. Believe you me, there are worms. Worms everywhere.”

Flick—a flick of motion, something—somebody ducking back behind a shelf in an aisle between those stacks way down where Stuart drove.

“By the way,” he heard Fran say: “Good job. The DOSP will be pleased.”

“What?”

“Your first clearance transfer.”

“How did you know I was sending out a load of coffins?”

Her smile widened. “Must have been Jeremy.”

Amidst the canyons of shelves crammed with books, Condor strained to hear creeping feet beyond the twittering brown bird of a woman.

“Just walking by his shop in the basement, door must have been open, I mean, I used to have your job working with him.”

Prickling skin: Something—someone—hidden from their eyes in the canyons of stacks moved the air.

“Vin, are you feeling OK?”

“’Just distracted.”

“Ah.” Fran marched away, exited through a door alone.

Alone, Condor telepathed to whoever hid in this cavern of canyons made by rows of shelved books. Just you and me now. All alone.

Somewhere waited a knife.

Walk between close walls of bookshelves crammed with volumes of transcribed RAF radio transmissions, 1939-1941. He could hear the call signs, airmen’s chatter, planes’ throbbing engines, bombs, and the clattering machineguns of yesterday.

Today is what you got. And what’s got you.

What got him, he never knew—a sound, a tingling, a corner-of-his-eye motion, whatever: he whirled left to that wall of shelved books, slammed his palms against half a dozen volumes so they shot back off their shelf and knocked away the books shelved in the next aisle, a gap blasted in walls of books through which he saw …

Mustached and eyes startled wide Rich Bechtel.

“Oops!” yelled Condor. “Guess I stumbled again.”

He flowed around the shelf, a combat ballet swooped into the aisle where Rich—suit, tie, mustache—stood by a jumble of pushed-to-the-floor books.

Condor smiled: “Surprised to see me here?”

“Surprised, why … ?”

“Yes, why are you here?”

The mustached man shrugged. “It’s a cut-through to go get good coffee.”

“Did you cut through past the balcony of the reading room?”

“Well, sure, that’s a door you can take.”

“So why were you hiding back here?” said Condor.

Rich shrugged. “I was avoiding call me Fran.”

Confession without challenge: As if we were friends, thought Condor.

“A while back,” continued Rich, “I was over here in Adams working on a Congressional study of public policy management approaches. One of the books I had on my desk was a rare early translation of the Dao De Jing, you know, the …”

“The Chinese Machiavelli.”

“More than that, but yes, a how power works manual that Ronald Reagan quoted. Fran mistook it for something like the Koran. She walked by my research desk, spotted the title and went off on me about how dare I foster such thought. Things got out of hand. She might have pushed my books off the desk, could have been an accident, but …”

“But what?”

“I walked away. When I see her now, I keep walking. Or try not to be seen.”

Condor said: “Nobody could make up that story.”

The caught man frowned. “Why would I make up any story?”

“We all make up stories. And sometimes we put real people in the stories in our heads. That can be … confusing.”

“I’m already confused enough.” Rich laughed. “What are you doing?”

“Leaving. Which way are you headed?”

Rich pointed the way Condor’d come, left with a wave and a smile.

The chug chug chug of a train.

One aisle over, between walls of books, railroad tracks ran through a lush green somewhere east of Eden, steel rails under a coming this way freight train and sitting huddled on top of one metal car rode troubled James Dean.

Condor left that cavern of stacks, walked to the Gallery where he could see the empty researchers’ desks on the floor of the reading room below. Checked his watch. Hoped he wouldn’t need to pee. Some surveillances mean no milk cartons.

What does it mean when you smell almonds?

Don’t think about that. Fade into the stacks. Be part of what people never notice.

On schedule, Kim with her silver lip loop and a woman wearing a boring professional suit walked in to the reading room. The roommate left. Kim settled at her desk. He gave the counter-surveillance twenty more minutes, went to his office. No coffins waited outside against the yellow wall from a delivery by Jeremy: Watch for that.

So Condor left his office door open.

Sank into his desk chair.

Footsteps: outside the open door in the hall, hard shoes on the concrete floor of the yellow underground tunnel. Footsteps clacking louder as they came closer, closer …

She glides past his open door in three firm strides, strong legs and a royal blue coat. Silver-lined dyed blond hair floats on her shoulders, lush mouth, high cheekbones. Cosmic gravity pulls his bones and then she’s gone, her click click click of high heels turning the basement corner, maybe to the elevator and out for mid-morning coffee.

Don’t write some random wondrous woman into your story.

Don’t be a stalker.

But he wasn’t, wouldn’t, he only looked, ached to look more, had no time to think about her, about how maybe her name was Lulu, how maybe she wore musk—

Almonds.

Up from behind his desk, out the lock-it door and gone, up the stairs two at a time, past the guards on the door to outside, in the street, dialing that number with the CIA cell phone. A neutral voice answered, waltzed Condor to the hang-up. He made it into his blue townhouse, stared at his closed turquoise door for nineteen minutes until that soft knock.

Opened his door to three bullet-eyed jacket men.

Emma showed up an hour later, dismissed them.

Sat on a chair across from where Condor slumped on the couch.

Said: “What did you do?”

“I called the cops,” answered the silver-haired man who was her responsibility.

“Your old CIA Panic Line number. Because you say you found C4 plastic explosives. But you don’t know where. You just smelled it, the almond smell.”

“In the Library of Congress.”

“That’s a lot of where. And C4’s not as popular as it used to be.”

“Still works. Big time boom. Hell of a kill zone.”

“If you know how to get it or make it and what you’re doing.”

“You ever hear of this thing called the Internet?”

She threw him a change-up: “Tell me about the dirty books.”

“You know everything I know because I told those jacket men, they told you. Sounds crazy, right? And since I’m crazy, that’s just about right. Or am I wrong?”

Emma watched his face.

“They aren’t going to do anything, are they? CIA. Homeland Security.”

“Oh, they’re going to do something,” said Emma. “No more Level Five, they’re going to monitor you Level Three. Increase your surprise random home visits. Watch me watching you in case I mess up and go soft and don’t recommend a Recommit in time to avoid any embarrassments.”

“How did you keep them from taking me away now?”

“I told them you might have imbibed early and contra-indicated with your meds.”

“Imbibed?”

“Tomorrow’s St. Patrick’s day.” She shook her head. “I believe you believe. But you’re trying to be who you were then. And that guy’s gone into who you are now.”

“Vin,” he said. “Not Condor.”

“Both, but in the right perspective.”

“Ah,” said Condor. “Perspective.”

“What’s yours? You’ve been free for a while now. How is it out here?”

“Full of answers and afraid of questions.”

She softened. “How are the hallucinations?”

“They don’t interfere with—”

“— with you functioning in the real world?”

“The real world.” He smiled. “I’ll watch for it. What about Kim’s stalker?”

“If there’s a stalker, you’re right. She should call the cops.”

“Yeah. Just like I did. That’ll solve everything.”

“This is what we got,” said Emma.

“One more thing we got,” said Vin. “At work, I can’t take it, packing coffins.”

“Is it your back?” said Emma. “Do you need—”

“I need more carts to go to Preserve. I need to be able to save more books.”

Emma probed. Therapist. Monitor. Maybe friend. “Those aren’t just books to you. The ones at work. The novels.”

Condor shrugged. “Short stories, too.”

“They’re things going to the end they would go to without you. You act like you’re a Nazi working a book-burning bonfire. You’re not. Why do you care so much?”

“We sell our souls to the stories we know,” said Condor. “The more kinds of stories, the bigger we are. The better or truer or cooler the story …”

His shrug played out the logic in her skull.

“I’ll see what I can do,” said Emma. “About the cart.”

“Carts,” corrected Condor.

“Only if we’re lucky.”

She walked out of his rented house.

Left him sitting there.

Alone.

Sometimes you gotta do what you do just to be you.

Next morning, he dressed for war.

Black shoes good for running. Loose black jeans not likely to bind a kick. His Oxford blue shirt might rip if grabbed. He ditched the dust master’s sports coat for the black leather zip-up jacket he bought back when an ex-CIA cocaine cowboy shot him in Kentucky. The black leather jacket let him move, plus it gave the illusion of protection from a slashing knife or exploding bomb.

Besides, he thought when he saw his rock-and-roll reflection walking in the glass of the Adams building door, if I’m going down, I’m going down looking like me.

Seven pine wood crates waited stacked against the yellow wall outside his cave.

Condor caressed the coffins like a vampire. Inhaled their essence. Lifted their lids to reveal their big box of empty: smooth walls, carpentered bottoms of reinforcing slats making a bed of rectangular grooves for books to lay on and die. His face hoovered each of those seven empty coffins, but only in one caught a whiff of almonds.

He tore through his office. The computer said nine coffins waited outside against his wall. Desk drawers: still empty, no weapons. The DOSP’s fountain pen filled his eyes. Use what you got. He stuck the pen in his black leather jacket.

Two women working a table outside the Adams building reading room spotted a silver-haired man coming their way. They wore green sweaters. The younger one’s left cheek sported a painted-on green shamrock. She smiled herself into Condor’s path.

“Happy St. Patrick’s Day! You need some holiday green. Want to donate a dollar to the Library and get a shamrock tattoo? Good luck and keeps you from getting pinched. How about one on your hand? Unless you want to go wild. Cheek or—”

The silver-haired stranger pressed his trigger finger to the middle of his forehead.

“Oh, cool! Like a third eye!”

“Or a bullet hole.”

Her smile wilted.

He stalked into the reading room. Clerks behind the counter. Scholars at research desks. There, at her usual place, sat Kim.

She kept her cool. Kept her eyes on an old book. Kept her cell phone visible on her desk, an easy grab and a no contact necessary signal. He kept a casual distance between where he walked and where she sat, headed to the bottom of a spiral staircase.

Playing the old man let him take his time climbing those silver steel steps, a spiraling ascent that turned him through circles to the sky. His first curve toward the reading room let him surveil the head tops of strangers, any of whom could be the oppo. The stairs curved him toward the rear wall that disappeared into a black and white Alabama night where a six-year-old girl in a small town street turns to look back at her family home as a voice calls “Scout.” Condor’s steel stairs path to the sky curved …

Fran.

Standing on the far side of the reading room. Condor felt the crush of her fingers gripping the push handle of a blue smock covered cart. Saw her burning face.

As she raged across the room at silver lip-ringed Kim.

You know crazy when you see it. When crazy keeps being where crazy happened.

Obsession. Call it lust that Fran dared not name. Call it fearful loathing of all that. Call it outrage at Kim’s silver lip loop and how Kim represented an effrontery to The Way Things Are Supposed to Be. Call it envy or anger because that damn still young woman with soft curves Fran would never be asked to touch got to do things Fran never did. Or could. Or would. Got to feel things, have things, be things. Lust, envy, hate: complications beyond calculation fused into raging obsession and made Fran not a twittering brown bird, made her a jackal drooling for flesh and blood.

For Kim.

Kim sat at her desk between where Fran seethed and where Condor stood on spiral silver stairs to the sky. Kim turned a page in her book.

Fran’s eyes flicked from her obsession—spotted Vin. Saw him see the real her. Snarled, whirled the cart around and drove hard toward the reading room’s main doors.

Cut her off! You got nothing! She’s got a knife!

Condor clattered down the spiral steel stairs, hurried across the reading room. He had no proof. No justifiable right to scream “HALT!” or call the cops—and any cops would trigger jacket men to snatch him away to the secret Maine hospital’s padded cell or to that suburban Virginia crematorium where no honest soul would see or smell his smoke swirling away into the night sky.

He caught his breath at Kim’s desk: “’Not a mustache, a her!”

Kim looked to the main door where he’d pointed, but all she saw beyond Vin charging there was the shape of someone pushing a cart into the elevator.

Vin ran to the elevator, saw its glowing arrow:

↓

Over there, race down those stairs, hit the basement level—

He heard rolling wheels from around that corner.

Rammed at Condor came the blue smocked cart.

That he caught with both hands—pulled more. Jerked Fran off balance. Pushed the book cart harder than he’d ever pushed the blocking sled in high school football. Slammed her spine against a yellow cinderblock wall. Pinned her there: Stalker had a knife and a woman like Fran with knife-tipped shoes once almost killed James Bond.

Condor yelled: “Why Kim?”

“She doesn’t get to be her! Me, should be her, have her, stop her!”

The fought-over cart shook between them. Its covering blue smock slid off.

Books tumbled off the cart. Books summoned from heartland libraries to our biggest cultural repository where they disappeared on official business. Condor registered a dozen versions of the same title banned in high schools across America because.

“You filled the coffins! Tricked libraries all over the country into sending their copies of certain titles here to the mothership of libraries! You murdered those books!” Condor twisted the cart to keep Fran rammed against the wall. “You’re a purger, too!”

“Books put filth in people’s heads! Ideas!”

“Our heads can have any ideas they want!”

“Not in my world!” Fran twisted and leveraged the cart up and out from under Condor’s push. The cart crashed on its side. He flopped off his feet, fell over it.

Wild punches hit him and he whirled to his feet, knocked her away.

Yelled: “Where are the coffins?! Where’s the C4?!”

“I see you!” She yelled as the book she threw hit his nose.

Pain flash! He sensed her kick, closed his thighs but her shoe still slammed his groin. He staggered, hit the stone wall, hands snapping up to thwart her attack—

That didn’t come.

Gone. Jackal Fran was gone, running down the basement tunnel.

Cell phone, pull out your cell phone.

“Kim!” he gasped to the woman who answered his call. “Watch out, woman my age Fran and she’s not a brown bird, she’s the jackal after you!

“Don’t talk! Reading room, right? Stay in plain sight but get to the check-out counter … Yes … The library computer … Search employee data base—No, not Fran anybody, search for Jeremy somebody!”

A ghost of Fran whispered: “I used to have your job working with him.”

Over the phone came intel: an office/shop door number, some castle hole.

The DOSP’s pen tattooed that number on the back of his left hand.

He hung up and staggered through the underground tunnel.

Scan the numbers on the closed doors, looking for numbers with an SB prefix whatever that—Sub-basement! Like my office! One more level down.

At a stairwell, he flipped open his ancient phone and dialed another number: “Rich it’s Vin, you gotta go help somebody right now! Protect her. Tell her I sent you. In Adams Reading Room, named Kim, silver lip loop … I thought you’d noticed her! And that’s all right, you just … OK, but when you couldn’t find the right words you walked on, right? Go now! … Don’t worry, nobody knows everything. Play it with what you’ve got.”

He jogged through yellow tunnels like he was a rat running a maze, I’m too old for this, staggering to a closed brown metal door, its top half fogged glass.

Condor caught his breath outside that door. The door handle wouldn’t turn. He saw a doorbell, trigger-fingered its button, heard it buzz.

The click of a magnetic lock. The door swings open.

Come on in.

Jeremy stands ten steps into this underground lair beside a workbench and holding a remote control wand. The door slams shut behind Condor.

“What do you want?” said a caretaker of this government castle.

Caretaker, like in the novel Fran tried to murder, some story about sex and an insane asylum and who was crazy. Stick to what’s sane. Condor said: “The coffins.”

“They’re here already?”

Scan the workshop: no sign of the two missing coffins. A refrigerator. Wall sink. Trash tub of empty plastic water bottles. The back of an open laptop faced Condor from the workbench where the tech wizard of this cave stood. Jeremy tossed the remote control beside an iPhone cabled to the laptop.

“Oh,” said Jeremy. “You meant the crates for the books.”

He took a step closer. “Why do you care?”

“There’s something you don’t know you know.”

“I know enough.”

Off to Jeremy’s left waited the clear plastic roller tub holding half a dozen cell phones and its color printer sign proclaiming OLD TELEPHONES FOR CHARITY!

One heartbeat. Two.

“I didn’t know you were the one collecting charity phones.”

“What do you know?” Jeremy eased another step closer.

Sometimes crazy is the way to go.

Jeremy’s blue eyes narrowed, his hands were fists.

Feel the vibe. See the movie.

Sunny blue sky behind the white dome of the U.S. Capitol. Across the street rises a castle with a green metal top and giant gray concrete walls of columns and grand staircases, windows behind which people work, a fountain out front where bronze green statues of Greek gods flirt and pose their indomitable will.

Tremble/rumble! The Library of Congress’s Jefferson building shudders sprays out exploded concrete dust like 9/11, like Oklahoma City. Fireballs nova through castle rooms of wood panels, wood shelves, books that no one would see again. Those walls crumble to rubble. The last moment of the castle’s cohesion is a cacophony of screams.

You’ll never make it to the door. Locked anyway. And he’s between you and its remote control on the workbench by the computer umbilical chorded to an ultra phone.

Make it real: “You and Fran.”

“She’s just a woman,” said Jeremy. “More useful than a donkey, not as trainable. Like, deluded. Like all women in this Babylon where they don’t know their place.”

“Oh, I like all the places they will go,” said Condor, quoting the book he’d heard read a million billion times to a frightened child traveling beside his mother on a bus through a dark Texas night. “Where’d Fran take those two coffins—crates that you and her use to smuggle in C4?”

“Somewhere for her stupid crusade.”

For her stupid crusade. Not our.

A lot of roads run through Crazytown.

Jeremy took a step closer.

Condor flowed to walk a martial arts Bagua circle around him.

Almonds, a strong whiff in the air of what had been stockpiled down here.

“She even bribed you,” guessed Condor as Jeremy turned to keep the silver-haired man from circling behind him.

“She funded the will of God.”

“Fran thought the only God she was funding was hers. Didn’t know about yours.”

“My God is the only God.”

“That’s what all you people say.”

Why is there a floppy flat empty red rubber water bottle on the floor?

Condor feinted. Jeremy flinched: he’s a puncher, maybe from a shopping mall dojo or hours watching YouTubes of Jihad stars showing their wannabe homegrown brothers out there the throat-cutting ways of Holy warriors.

“Slats!” said Condor. “On the inside bottom of the crates. Reinforcing slats, they make a narrow trough. Somewhere outside, after you dump the books, you mold C4 into those slats—cream color, looks like glue on the wood if the guard outside checks. Odds are the guard won’t check all the crates every time, you only use two, and even if somebody checks, nobody notices.

“Fran paid you to cut her out a couple crates before you delivered them. That gave you time with the crates in here to peel out what you hid, pass them on to her, she gives them back full of what you don’t care about to fold back into the coffin count.”

“Way to go, cowboy.” Jeremy had that flat accent born in Ohio near the river. “You get to witness the destruction of the Great Satan’s temple of heretical thought.”

“Wow, did they email you a script?”

“You think I’d be so careless as to let the NSA catch me contacting my true brothers in the Middle East before I proved myself—”

Lunge, Jeremy lunged and Condor whirled left—whirled right—snake-struck in a three-beat Hsing-i counter-charge to—

Pepper spray burned Condor’s face.

Breathe can’t breathe eyes on fire!

The Holy warrior slammed his other fist into the silver-haired man’s guts.

Condor was already gasping for air and flooding tears because of pepper spray. The barbell muscled punch buckled and bent him over, knocked him toward the workbench, teetering, stumbling—crashing to the floor.

Get up! Get up! Get to your knees—

The blue-eyed fanatic slapped Vin, a blow more for disrespect than destruction.

Condor saw himself flopping in slow motion. Kneeling gasping on the hard floor. His arms waving at his sides couldn’t fly him away or fight his killer.

White cable connects the laptop to iPhone: Jeremy rips that chord free.

Whips its garrote around the kneeling man’s neck.

Gurgling clawing at the chord cutting off blood to brain air to lungs, pepper-sprayed eyes blurring, a roar, a whooshing in his ears, can’t—

BZZZZ!

That doorbell buzz startles the strangler, loosens his pull.

Blood rush to the brain, air!

BZZZZ!

Strangler jerks his garrote tight.

GLASS RATTLES as someone outside bangs on that door.

Can’t scream gagging here in here help me in here get in here!

Jeremy spun Condor around and slammed him chest-first into the workbench.

Hands, your hands on the workbench, claw at—

Seven seconds before blackout, he saw.

The remote for the door. Wobbling on the workbench. Flop reach grab—

The jihad warrior whirled the gurgling apostate away from the high tech gear.

Thumb the remote.

The door buzzes—springs open.

Fran.

Screaming charging rushing IN!

Jeremy knees Condor, throws him to the floor and the garrote—

The garrote goes loose around Condor’s neck but won’t unwrap itself from the strangler’s hands, holds his arms trapped low.

“Stop it!” Fran screams at the treasonous pawn who’s trying to steal her destiny. “He’s mine to kill!”

Down from heaven stabs her gray metal spring-blade knife confiscated from a tourist, salvaged from storage by an LOC staffer who could steal any of the castles’ keys.

Fran drove her stolen blade into Jeremy’s throat.

Gasping grabbing his hands to his neck/what sticks out of there.

Wide eyed, his hands grab GOT HER weakness percolates up from his feet by the prone Vin, up Jeremy’s legs, he’s falling holding on to Fran, death grips her blouse that rips open as the force of his pull multiplied by his fall jerks her forward—

Fran trips over sprawled Condor.

Swan dives through the air over the crumpling man she stabbed.

Crashes cracks her skull on the workbench’s sharp corner.

Spasms falls flat across the man she stabbed whose body pins Condor to the floor.

Silence. Silence.

Crawl out from under the dead.

Hands, elbows and knees pushing on the concrete floor, straining, pulling …

Free. Alive. Face down on the floor, gasping scents of cement and dust, sweat and the warm ham and cabbage smell of savaged flesh. A whiff of almonds.

Jackhammer in his chest:

No heart attack, not after all this. Come on: a little justice.

Condor flopped over onto his back.

Saw only the castle’s flat ceiling.

Propped himself up on his elbows. Sat. Dizzy. Sore from punches, getting kneed, strangled. Pepper-spray, tears, floor dirt, sweat: his face was caked. Must look like hell.

Nobody will let you walk away from this.

Almonds, C4: where’s the C4?

The workbench, the laptop, glowing screen full of …

A floor plan. The LOC jewel, the main castle Jefferson Building.

A pop-ad flashed over the map, a smiling salesman above a flow of words:

“CONGRATULATIONS ON YOUR NEW CELL PHONE BASIC BUSINESS PLAN. NOW CONSIDER MOVING BEYOND MERE NETWORKED TELECONFERENCING TO—”

The white computer chord garrote lay on the floor like a dead snake.

A snake that once connected the laptop computer to an iPhone.

An iPhone capable of activating all cell phones on its conferenced network.

A for charity tub that gobbles up donated old cell phones from our better souls.

The iPhone screen glowed with the LOC castle map and its user-entered red dots.

Dizzy: he staggered toward the wall sink, splashed water on his face, empty plastic water bottles in a tub right by that weird red rubber bag that doesn’t belong here.

Vision: Jeremy smiling his Ohio smile, walking through the metal detectors with the baggy crotch of his pants hiding a red rubber bottle full of goo that’s not water.

Grab the roller tub for donated cell phones. Close the laptop, put it in the tub beside the iPhone. The phone glowed the map of the castle.

The crisscrossed corpses on the floor kept still.

How long before anyone finds you?

Thumb the remote, the door swings open. Push the plastic tub on wheels into the hall. Condor pulled his blue shirt out of his waistband, used it to polish his fingerprints off the remote, then toss it back through the closing door into the basement shop, plastic skidding along the concrete floor to where the dead lay.

Go!

Race the rumbling plastic tub on wheels through the tunnels of the Adams building to the main castle of Jefferson, down into its bowels and follow the map on the iPhone screen to a mammoth water pipe. Gray duct taped on the inflow water pipe’s far side: a cellphone wired as a detonator into a tan book-sized gob of goo.

Boom and no water for automatic sprinklers to fight fire.

Boom and water floods an American castle.

Pull the wires out of the gob of C4. Pull them from the phone. Pull the phone’s battery. Toss the dead electronics into the tub.

What do you do with a handful of C4?

A shot bullet won’t set it off. And C4 burns. Only electricity makes it go Boom!

Squeeze the C4 into a goo ball, shove it into your black jacket’s pocket.

Condor charged the plastic tub on wheels to the next map number on the iPhone: bomb against a concrete weight-bearing wall. The iPhone led him to three more bombs. Each time he ripped away the electronics and squeezed the goo into a shape he could hide in his jacket pockets, and when they were full, he stuffed C4 goo inside his underpants.

Boom.

Run, catch that elevator, roll in with the tub. A man and a woman ride with you. He’s a gaudy green St. Patrick’s Day tie. She looks tired. Neither of them cares about you, about what happens in your crotch if the elevator somehow sparks static electricity.

Next floor plan in the iPhone.

Stacks, row after row of wooden shelves and burnable books and there, under a bookshelf, another cell phone wired goo ball. Rubber bands bind this apparatus to a clear plastic water bottle full of a gray gel that a bomb will burst into a fireball.

Lay the bottle of napalm atop the cell phones in the wheeled tub.

Your underpants are full.

Cinch the rubber bands from that bomb around the ankles of your pants. Feed a snake of C4 down alongside your naked leg in the black jeans.

Roll on oh so slowly.

Hours, it takes him hours, slowed more by every load of C4 he stuffs in his pants, inside his blue shirt, in the sleeves of his black leather jacket.

Hours, he rolls through the Jefferson building for hours following iPhone maps made by an obsessed fanatic. Rolls past tours of ordinary citizens, past men and women with lanyard I.D. Rumbles down office corridors, through the main reading room with its gilded dome ceiling, until the final red X on the last swooped-to page of the iPhone’s uploaded maps represents only another pulled apart bomb.

In an office corridor, a door: mens room.

Cradle all the napalm water bottles in your arms.

The restroom is bright and mirrored, a storm of lemon ammonia.

And empty.

Lay screwed open water bottles in the sink so they gluck gluck down that drain.

One bottle won’t fit. Shuffle it into the silver metal stall.

Can’t stop, exhausted, drained, slide down that stall wall, slump to sitting on the floor, hugging the toilet like some two beers too many teenager.

The C4 padding his body makes it hard to move, but he drains the last non-recyclable water bottle into the toilet. That silver handle pushes down with a whoosh.

The world does not explode.

He crawled out of the stall. Made sure the water bottles in the sink were empty. Left them there. Left the tub of cellphones and wires in the hall for janitors to puzzle over. Dumped Jeremy’s laptop in a litter barrel. Waddled to an elevator, a hall, down corridors and down the tunnel slope to the Adams building toward his own office.

Kept going.

Up, main floor, the blonde went this way, there’s the door to the street, you can—

Man’s voice behind Condor yells: “You!”

The blue pinstripe suit DOSP. Who blinks. Leans back from the smell of sweat and some kind of nuts, back from the haggard wild-eyed man in the black leather jacket.

“Are you quite all right, Mister … Vin?”

“Does that matter?” says this pitiful excuse for a government employee foisted on the DOSP by another agency.

Who then unzips his black leather jacket, fumbles inside it, pulls out—

A fountain pen Vin hands to the DOSP, saying: “’Guess I’m a sword guy.”

Vin waddled away from his stricken silent LOC boss.

Stepped out into twilight town.

They’ll never let you get away with this.

Capital Hill sidewalk. Suit and ties with briefcases and work-stuffed backpacks, kids on scooters. That woman’s walking a dog. The cool air promises spring. An umbrella of night cups the marble city. Some guy outside a bar over on Pennsylvania Avenue sings Danny Boy. Budding trees along the curb make a canopy against the streetlights’ shine and just keep going, one foot in front of the other.

Go slow so nothing shakes out of your clothes.

Talking heads blather from an unseen TV, insist this, know that, sell whatever.

Waves of light dance on that three story high townhouse alley wall. Music in the air from the alley courtyard’s flowing light. Laughter.

Barbecue and green beer inspired the St. Paddy’s Day party thrown by the not-yet-thirty men and women in that group house. They did their due diligence, reassured their neighbors, come on over, we’re getting a couple of kegs, buckets of ice for Cokes and white wine, craft or foreign beers for palates that had become pickier since college. There was a table for munchies. Texted invites blasted out at 4:20 before “everybody” headed out to the holiday bars after work. Zack rigged his laptop and speakers, played DJ so any woman who wanted a song had to talk to him and his wingman who was a whiz at voter precinct analyses but could never read a curl of lipstick.

Bodies packed the alley.

Everybody worked their look, the cool stance, the way to turn your face to scan the crowd, the right smile. Lots of cheap suits and work ensembles, khakis and sports jackets, jeans that fit better than Condor’s bulging pants. Cyber screens glow in the crowd like the stars of a universe centered by whoever holds the cellphone. Hormones and testosterone amidst smoke from the two troughs made from a fifty-gallon drum sliced lengthwise by a long gone tenant of yore. Those two barbecue barrels started out the evening filled by charcoal briquettes and a Whump! of lighter fluid. By the time Condor’d eased his way to the center of the churning crowd, a couple guys from a townhouse up the street had tossed firewood onto the coals so flames leapt high and danced shadows on the alley courtyard’s walls. The crowd surged as Zack turned up the volume on a headbanger song from the wild daze of their parents.

Who were Condor’s age.

Or younger.

Hate that song, he thought.

He reached the inner edge of the crowd who amidst the flickering light tried not to see the getting there debts pressing down on them or the pollution from the barrel fires trapping tomorrow’s sun. They’d made it here to this city, this place, this idea. They worked for the hero who’d brought them to town, for Congress of course that would matter, so would the group/the project/the committee/the caucus/the association/the website they staffed, the Administration circus ring that let them parade lions or tigers or bears, oh my, the downtown for dollars firm that pulled levers, the Agency or Department they powered with their sweat and so they could, they should sweat here, now, in the flickering fire light of an alley courtyard. Swaying. Looking. Hoping for a connection—heart, mind, flesh, community: get what you can, if nothing else a contact, a move toward more. The music surged. An American beat they all knew pulsed this crowd who were white and black, Hispanic and Asian, men and women and maybe more, who came from purple mountains’ majesty and fruited plains to claim the capital city for this dream or that, to punch a ticket for their career, to get something done or get a deal, to do or to be—that is this city’s true question and they, oh they, they were the answer now.

Near the burning barrels, a dozen couples jumped and jived to their generation’s music blaring out of the speakers. Glowing cellphones and green dotted the crowd—bowlers, top hats. Over there was a woman in green foil boa. That woman blew a noisemaker as she shuffled and danced solo—not alone, no, she was not alone, don’t anyone dare think that she was alone. She saw him, a guy old enough to be her father, all battered face lost in space, heard herself yell the question you always ask in Washington: “What do you do?”

He felt the heat of the flames.

“Hey old guy!” yelled Zack, DJ earphones cupped around his neck like the hands of a strangler. “This one’s for you. My dad loves it.”

Zack keyboarded a YouTubed live concert, Bruce Springsteen blasting Badlands.

Cranked up the volume as elsewhere in this empire city night, silver lip looped Kim shyly thanked a man with a mustache for being the knight by her side, for dinner, for sure, coffee at work tomorrow morning, for however much more they might have.

But in that alley, in that pounding drums and crashing guitars night, lovers like that became just part of the intensity of it all, like individual books in the library stacks of stories stretching into our savage forever.

Call him Vin. Call him Condor.

His arms shot toward the heaven in that black smoked night and he shuffled to the music’s blare, arms waving, feet sliding into the dancing crowd.

A roar seized the revelers. A roar that pulled other arms toward heaven, a roar that became the whole crowd bopping with the beat, the hard driving invisible anthem.

“Go old guy!” shouts someone.

A silver-haired frenzy in black leather and jeans rocks through the younger crowd to the burning barrels, to the fire itself, reaches inside his jacket, throws something into those flames, something that lands with a shower of sparks and a sizzle and crackles and on, on he dances, pulling more of that magic fuel out of his jacket, out of its sleeves, out his—Oh My God! He’s pulling stuff out of his pants and throwing it on the fire! Every throw makes him lighter, wilder, then he’s dancing hands free in the air, stomping feet with the crowd bouncing around him. “Old guy! Old guy!” Cop cruisers cut the night with red and blue spinning lights. The crowd throbs. “Old guy! Old Guy!” Burning almonds and fireplace wood, barbecue and come hither perfume, a reckless whiff of rebel herb that will become legal and corporate by the decade’s end. “Old guy! Old Guy!” There are bodies in a basement, mysteries to be found, questions clean of his fingerprints, books to be treasured. There are lovers sharing moments, dreamers dancing in the night, madmen in our marble city, and amidst those who are not his children, through the fog of his crazy, the swirl of his ghosts, the weight of his locked-up years, surging in Condor is the certainty that this oh this, this is the real world.
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